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E D I T O R I A L 

Oil, Shell and Nigeria 
Ken Saro-Wiwa Calls for a Boycott On 10 November 1995, Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other 

Ogoni were hanged in wha t British pr ime minister John 
Major called a "judicial killing". They had been convicted in 
a kangaroo court of murder ing four political opponents , a 
charge all had denied. The 54-year-old Saro-Wiwa, the leader 
of MOSOP, the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni 
People, and an internationally respected author and environ
mentalist , had long campaigned against Shell's record of 
environmental destruction in Nigeria. 

Since his arrest in May 1994, the Nigerian dissident 's 
suppor ters had pleaded with Shell, the largest oil company 
in Nigeria, to use its influence with the Nigerian military 
junta to save Saro-Wiwa. But Shell refused, saying it could 
not get involved in the affairs of a sovereign state. An emerg
ing paper trail of new evidence, however , suggests that the 
real reason for Shell's refusal may be that the company was 
acting in collusion with the Nigerian military dictatorship to 
silence Saro-Wiwa. 

Restricted Nigerian military memos suggest Shell may 
have funded military operations against MOSOP; leaked 
company minutes also detail how Shell and the military held 
meetings after Saro-Wiwa was arrested to discuss public 
relations strategies for the company. Potentially far more 
damning , however , are allegations contained in sworn affi
davits from two key prosecution witnesses that they were 
offered bribes by the military, in the presence of Shell offi
cials, to testify against Saro-Wiwa. 

Oil and Shell in Nigeria 

Nigeria 's economy is totally dependen t on the oil industry. 
Oil revenues account for 90 per cent of the country 's export 
earnings and 80 per cent of the government ' s total revenue. 
The Shell Petroleum Development Company (SPDC) is by far 
the largest oil operator in the country (others include Chev
ron, Agip, Elf, Texaco and Mobil) and as such holds enor
mous influence over the Nigerian authorit ies. Shell's daily 
ou tpu t from Nigeria is some 900,000 barrels per day. Until 
1993 when Shell suspended its operations in the 400-square-
mile area of Ogoniland because of local unrest , be tween 
20,000 and 28,000 barrels of oil came from the area. Nigeria 
represents 13 per cent of Shell's total wor ldwide product ion 
of oil. 

Shell's position in Nigeria is unique. According to one 
Ogoni activist, "With such an illegitimate political system, 
each bunch of unelected military rulers that comes into 
power simply dances to the tune of this company . . . Shell is 
in the position to dictate, because Nigeria is economically 
and politically weak". 

The company has been a force in Nigeria since at least 1958 
when oil product ion started. With explorations th roughout 
the Niger Delta, the main oil-producing region, Shell has 
been accused by local communit ies such as the Ogoni of 
destroying their lands and livelihoods. Ken Saro-Wiwa was 
the Ogoni 's most vocal spokesperson and critic of Shell, 
accusing the company of "waging an ecological war against 
the Ogoni ." 

Environmental Devastation 
The communit ies in the Delta accuse Shell of not compensat
ing them adequately for farmland taken over for oil explora
tion. It is widely reported that wh e n Shell acquired land in 
the Delta, it only compensated villagers for that year 's crop, 
not for the land itself. Fur thermore, three-quarters of Ogoni 
people cannot read or write and could not unders tand the 
compensat ion forms they had to sign. Other Ogoni maintain 
that they were forced to accept money "under duress" and 
that money promised by Shell was never paid. 

The Ogoni, w h o number only 500,000, also contend that 
Shell's oil ventures have had a devastat ing effect on the 
environment and the people of the Niger Delta. Shell 's high-
pressure pipelines criss-cross the region, passing over, not 
under , farmland and within feet of people 's homes. For over 
30 years, u p until Shell suspended its operations in Ogoniland, 
the company flared gas, emitt ing air and noise pollution as 
well as a bright flame of light, sometimes no more than 100 
metres from Ogoni houses. This wou ld never be tolerated in 
the United States and Europe. As British environmental is t 
Nick Ashton-Jones wrote after visiting the Delta in 1993, 
"Some children have never known a dark night even though 
they have no electricity." 

Oil spills from pipelines and other operat ions have be
come endemic and routine, pollut ing land and water . Fishing 
and farming have been devastated. From 1982 to 1992, 1.6 
million gallons of oil were spilled from Shell's Nigerian fields 
in 27 separate incidents. Forty per cent of all spills at tr ibuted 
to the company ' s wor ldwide operat ions came from Nigeria. 
Unlined pits for oily waste litter the Delta region. The Euro
pean Parl iament called the suffering of the Ogoni people "an 
environmental n ightmare ." 

Condemnation 

Shell's operat ions in Ogoni land have met a barrage of na
tional and international condemnat ion. "Shell Petroleum 
Company wants a free hand to maximize profits, even at the 
expense of the protection of the basic rights of people and 
considerations of environmental sustainability," says Claude 
Ake, Director of the Centre for Advanced Social Studies in 
Nigeria and a consultant to the U N World Commiss ion on 
Development and Culture. In response to such criticisms, 
Shell has charged that the majority of the oil spills in Ogoniland 
have been caused by sabotage. Ake adamant ly rejects this: 

"I think that this is the kind of irresponsible p ropaganda 
that the oil companies are put t ing out in order to dis
credit those w h o are trying to do something about the 
environment . . . If Shell puts this out, it can only be a 
smokescreen." 

Until he resigned on 16 November 1995, Ake was also a 
member of the $2 million Shell-commissioned Niger Delta 
Environmental Survey, recently set u p by the company to 
evaluate the environmental "make-up" of the Delta. Saro-
Wiwa had encouraged Ake to serve on the Survey's steering 
committee because it "could be a w i n d o w of oppor tuni ty for 
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constructive engagement" . But Ake stated in his resignation 
that the Environmental Survey: 

"does not enjoy the enthusiast ic 
suppor t of the oil indus t ry at large. 
There is nothing in the recent per
formance of the oil c o m p a n i e s . . . to 
suggest that [the Niger Delta Envi
ronmen ta l Survey] is associated 
wi th increasing sensitivity to the 
plight of oil p roducing communi 
ties." 

Impoverishment 
The Ogoni claim that Shell has contrib
u t ed next to no th ing to the Ogon i 
economy. It provides few basic ameni
ties, and most villages lack adequate 
clean water, health facilities, schooling, 
accessible roads or electricity. For its 
part , Shell has publicly stated it gave 
large sums of money to Ogoni commu
nity projects. But as pointed out in The 
Guardian, "Privately, officials conceded these donations never 
reached their in tended destination." The Wall Street Journal 
reported that just 88 of Shell's 5,000 Nigerian employees 
were Ogoni. "I have explored for oil in Venezuela, I have 
explored for oil in Kuwait , I have never seen an oil-rich town 
as completely impoverished as Olobiri," wrote one British 
Petroleum engineer after visiting the town where Shell first 
found oil in the Delta. 

Rising Dissent 
By 1990, local Delta communit ies from various ethnic groups 
had started to demonst ra te publicly against Shell 's abuses — 
that year, Shell officials admit ted that there were some 63 
protests against the company by different communit ies . Ken 
Saro-Wiwa was chosen to head a new activist organization, 
MOSOP, a movement he described as s tanding for "social 
justice and environmental protection," which posed a direct 
threat to Shell and the military regime. 

In 1990, Shell company managers heard about a protest 
p lanned by the Etche people also living in the Niger Delta 
against the Shell plant in Umuechem, and sent a request to 
the local commissioner of police for the suppor t of the noto
rious Mobile Police Force. Headed "Threat of Disruption of 
Our Operat ions at Umuechem by Members of Umuechem 
Communi ty ," the letter read, "we request that you urgent ly 
provide us wi th security protection (preferably Mobile Po
lice Force) at this location." The request was acceded to: the 
MPF brought order to Umuechem by massacring 80 people 
and destroying 495 homes. "They just unleashed terror on 
the peaceful demonstra tors and started killing and maiming 
whoever came their way," recalled one witness. 

Some three years previously, the Mobile Police Force had 
been called in to suppress a demonstra t ion of the Iko commu
nity against Shell; two people were shot dead. In 1992, the 
Mobile Police Force killed a 21-year-old man, w o u n d e d 
another 30, and beat u p 150 people protest ing in the town of 
Bonny at Shell's operations. Later that year, after a Nigerian 
judicial enquiry lambasted the MPF over Umuechem, Shell 
issued a statement expressing regret for the massacre but 
defending its actions: "The request for police assistance was 
in strict accordance with legal requirements when an inter
rupt ion to oil product ion may be caused." Ogoni activists 

were outraged by Shell's employment of the MPF. As one 
described it: 

"The company has gone out of its 
way to make sure it has an agree
ment that guarantees the direct use 
of force. Shell knows full well that 
the a rmy does not go to settle things 
[by] peaceful means , so they de
cided to protect their interests wi th 
violence." 

Oronto Douglas, a lawyer wi th the Ni
ger ian Civil Liberties o rgan iza t ion , 
agrees: 

"Shell should know that it is oper
a t ing u n d e r unjust laws, which 
would not have been al lowed in 
America or any part of Europe. Shell 
enjoys the laws [in Nigeria] because 
they give it room to disregard envi
ronmenta l s tandards , to call in sol
diers [who] burned d o w n villages 
as they did at Umuechem or to bu rn 
d o w n Ogoni villages." 

Military Backlash 

During 1992, an internal political struggle emerged for the 
leadership of MOSOP between Ken Saro-Wiwa and more 
tradit ional leaders. Saro-Wiwa represented a younger gen
eration, which wanted a more radical, more democratic 
movement to represent the Ogoni. The older leaders pre
ferred a more conservative, hierarchical approach. There 
was open dissent between the two camps and, according to 
a Nigerian newspaper , the Nigerian authorit ies worked with 
the traditional Ogoni to unde rmine Saro-Wiwa and MOSOP. 
The government also helped fund the rival Ogoni 's a t tempts 
to stop Saro-Wiwa. Al though the government and Shell tried 
to tar MOSOP and its you th organization, NYCOP, as radical 
vigilante groups , Saro-Wiwa had always p ledged a cam
paign of non-violence. 

"Basically, wha t the government and Shell are doing is to 
demonize MOSOP," says one Ogoni activist, "to damage its 
credibility, but they have not been successful in Ogoni land 
among the grassroots. The grassroots see MOSOP as the only 
single organizat ion that can br ing them their emancipat ion." 

Dissent against Shell g rew through Ogoni land in 1992, 
culminating in a rally on 4 January 1993 to celebrate the Year 
of Indigenous Peoples. Three h u n d r e d thousand people at
tended, the largest demonstra t ion ever held against the oil 
industry. Since the rally, the military backlash against the 
Ogoni has been devastat ing and u p to 1,800 Ogoni have been 
killed. 

In January 1993, because of the continuing unrest , Shell 
w i thd rew its staff from Ogoniland. In a s tatement released 
just two days before Saro-Wiwa was hung , Brian Anderson, 
managing director of Shell Nigeria, stated "we have not 
a t tempted to resume operat ions since that t ime." 

However , on 3 May 1993, a US company, Willbros, unde r 
contract to Shell and unde r the protection of the Niger ian 
military, wrote to Shell detail ing communi ty outrage over its 
a t tempts to clear land for the company ' s Rumuekpe-Bomy 
pipeline runn ing th rough Ogoni land, comment ing that "for
tunately there was a mili tary presence to control the situa
tion and to offer protection to the workers and equipment" . 
One farmer, Karalolo Korgbara, had her a rm shot off by the 
military for a t tempt ing to collect wha t remained of her 
crops. 

The incident led to four days of demonst ra t ions by the 
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Ogoni, in which one protester was killed and 20 w o u n d e d . In 
June 1993, Shell reportedly let a spill from its Bomu-Tai 
pipeline continue for 40 days before s temming the flow. 

"Law and Order" — and "Wasting" 

When General Sani Abacha took control of Nigeria in the 
a u t u m n of 1993, things became worse for MOSOP. Abacha 
appoin ted Lieutenant Colonel Komo as head of Rivers State, 
the region containing Ogoniland. Major P. Okun t imo was 
appoin ted head of the newly-formed Internal Security Task 
Force. Its task — to destroy dissent among the Ogoni. 

On 21 April 1994, Okunt imo issued an internal m e m o 
entitled "Restoration of Law and Order in Ogoni Land" that 
ou t l i ned p l a n s for an ex tens ive mi l i t a ry p r e sence in 
Ogoniland. "Manpower for this onerous assignment shall be 
d r a w n from the following forces," the memo read, and went 
on to list the Nigerian army, air force, navy and police, 
including both the Mobile Police Force and conventional 
units . One of the stated missions was to ensure that those 
"carrying out business v e n t u r e s . . . within Ogoni land are not 
molested." 

Less than a mon th later, Okunt imo sent a "restricted" 
m e m o to Komo, the head of Rivers State. Dated 12 May 1994, 
the m e m o read: "Shell operat ions still impossible unless 
ruthless mili tary operat ions are under taken for smooth eco
nomic activities to commence." One of Okunt imo ' s recom
mendat ions was to insti tute "wast ing operat ions dur ing 
MOSOP and other gatherings making constant military pres
ence justifiable." He further advocated "wast ing operat ions 
coupled wi th psychological tactics", "wast ing . . . especially 
[of] vocal indiv iduals" and the "restriction of unauthor ized 
visitors especially those from Europe to the Ogoni ." 

Under the heading "Financial Implications (Est imates/ 
Funding)" , the security chief advised put t ing "pressure on 
oil companies for p rompt regular inputs as discussed." Was 
Shell bankroll ing the military attacks on the Ogoni? In a 
wri t ten response to such allegations, Shell denies that it "has 
suppor ted any alleged operations of a Task Force under . . . 
Okunt imo." Its critics, however , are not convinced. "This 
m e m o exposes the unholy alliance between the oil compa
nies in Ogoni land and the military," says Ken Wiwa, Saro-
Wiwa 's son. 

Further allegations of Shell payments to the mili tary 
emerged w hen lawyer Oronto Douglas and environmental
ist Nick Ashton-Jones were detained by Okunt imo in June 
1994 and beaten on Okunt imo 's orders while visiting prison
ers in Port Harcourt . According to Douglas, Okunt imo said, 
"Shell company has not been fair to him in these operations. 
He said he has been risking his life and that of his soldiers to 
protect Shell oil installations. He said his soldiers are not 
been [sic] paid as they were used to." 

A s h t o n - J o n e s conf i rms the c o n v e r s a t i o n , r eca l l ing 
Okunt imo saying, "He was doing it all for She l l . . . But he was 
not happy because the last t ime he had asked Shell to pay his 
men their out-station allowances, he had been refused, which 
was not the usual procedure ." According to H u m a n Rights 
Watch, a highly-placed government source in Rivers State 
has confirmed that Shell representatives were also meeting 
regularly with Okunt imo and the director of the Rivers State 
Security Service. 

Douglas holds Shell "morally responsible" for his being 
beaten because "they created the a tmosphere upon which the 
brutali ty was rained on myself". Journalists from The Wall 
Street Journal and various Nigerian newspapers have also 
been detained for wri t ing stories on Ogoni. 

Arrests, Terror and Trial 
Only nine days after Okunt imo wrote the m e m o to Komo, 
four tradit ional elders were murde red by a mob at a local 
rally. Even though Saro-Wiwa was nowhere near the mur
ders and unde r a military escort at the t ime of the attack, he 
was arrested the next day, 22 May 1994. Based on the testi
mony of one witness, Saro-Wiwa was accused of inciting a 
crowd of suppor ters to "deal" wi th "the vul tures" w h o 
opposed him, a remark he denied making. Says one activist: 

"If Ken had not been campaigning against Shell, he 
wou ldn ' t have been arrested in the first place. All this 
trouble that started in the area wou ldn ' t have taken 
place. If the people had not risen u p to complain about 
their predicament , none of the things would have hap
pened." 

The murde r s gave the military the green light to enter 
Ogoni land as they had planned. Under the guise of looking 
for the killers, the Nigerian military systematically terrorized 
the region. Pregnant w o m e n and girls as young as 10-years-
old were gang-raped at gunpoint and told they would have 
their eyes plucked out if they complained. "I am going to 
sanitize Ogoniland," Okunt imo boasted to Douglas when he 
detained him. 

After nine months in jail — dur ing which t ime Saro-Wiwa 
and the eight other men arrested wi th him were routinely 
tor tured and chained to a wall — they were brought to trial 
in January 1995 before a specially-designated military tribu
nal of two judges and a military officer, by-passing Nigeria 's 
civil judicial system. After visiting the tr ibunal, Michael 
Birnbaum QC, a senior British lawyer, offered this opinion in 
a report titled Nigeria: Fundamental Rights Denied: 

"It is my view that the breaches of fundamental rights are 
so serious as to arouse grave concern that any trial before 
this tr ibunal will be fundamental ly flawed and unfair." 

Birnbaum also repor ted that two prosecut ion witnesses 
against Saro-Wiwa, the eyewitnesses to his inciting his sup
porters , had signed affidavits stating that they and a number 
of other witnesses had been bribed to testify against Saro-
Wiwa. According to the affidavit of one witness, Charles 
Danwi , signed on 16 February 1995, "He was told that he 
would be given a house, a contract from Shell and Ompadec 
[Oil Minerals Producing Areas Development Commission] 
and some money." The affidavit states that he received 
30,000 Naira (about £250). It continues, "At a later meeting, 
security agents, government officials and the Kobani, Orage 
and Badey families, representat ives of Shell and Ompadec 
were all present and they all agreed [to the bribery] ." The 
other witness, Nayone Akpa, also claimed he was offered 
"30,000 Naira, employment wi th the Gokana Local Govern
ment at Grade Level 5, weekly allowances and contracts wi th 
Ompadec and Shell" if he signed a document that implicated 
and incriminated Saro-Wiwa. Both these accusations were 
dismissed as "too good to be t rue" by the tr ibunal. Shell has 
denied all allegations of bribery, saying "We have not paid 
cash, awarded contracts or used any other means to try to 
influence events sur rounding the cases before the tr ibunal ." 
As Birnbaum points out, the tribunal: 

"convicted and sentenced to death nine people wi thout 
ever a t tempt ing to investigate [Danwi's] allegation that 
most of the principal witnesses for the prosecution had 
either taken or received bribes and had conspired to 
commit perjury". 

Other witnesses have since come forward saying that they 
too were bribed to testify against Saro-Wiwa. 
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Shell's Concern 
Ever since it s topped oil product ion in 
Ogoniland, Shell has been preoccu
pied with shoring u p its public image. 
Two meetings were held in The Hague 
and London in February 1993 to ad
dress communi ty relations and the en
vironment . Leaked draft minutes of 
the meetings reveal that Shell officials 
were becoming very concerned. One 
reads: 

"SPDC and Shell International Pe
t roleum Company Public Affairs 
depar tments to keep each other 
more closely informed to ensure 
that movements of key players, 
wha t they say, and to w h o m is 
m o r e effectively m o n i t o r e d to 
avoid unpleasant surprises and 
adversely affect the reputat ion of 
the Group as a whole ." 

As Shell's reputat ion p lummeted , the 
c o m p a n y he ld mee t i ngs w i t h the 
Abacha regime, both in London and 
Nigeria. One leaked company m e m o 
shows that a meeting took place be
tween four senior Shell officials — 
Malcolm Williams, A. J. Brack, D. Van dan Brook and A. 
Detheridge — and the Nigerian High Commissioner at Shell 
Centre in London on 16 March 1995. Also in a t tendance were 
representatives from the Nigerian a rmy and police force. At 
the meeting, the High Commissioner expressed dismay at 
"misinformation [regarding Ogoni land] orchestrated by 
Gordon and Anita Roddick of the Body Shop." The memo 
records Shell executives as being concerned about any re
sponse "that will play into the hands of the propagandis ts ." 
At no point did the talks address the plight of Ken Saro-
Wiwa. After months of denial, Shell was forced to admit that 
a meeting had indeed taken place, but the company still 
refuses to disclose publicly wha t was discussed. 

Ken Saro-Wiwa addressing the 4 
January 1993 Ogoni rally 

have been alive today." 
In his closing test imony at the trial, 

Saro-Wiwa said: 

"I and m y colleagues are not the 
only ones on t r i a l . . . The company 
has, indeed, ducked this part icu
lar trial, bu t its day will surely 
come and the lessons learned here 
may prove useful to it, or there is 
no doub t in my mind that the eco
logical war that the company has 
waged in the Delta will be called 
into question sooner than later and 
the crimes of that war be du ly 
punished ." 

Back to Business 

For Shell's part , it is back to business as 
usual . Despite the calls for the com
pany to w i thd raw its operat ions from 
Nigeria, Shell has said it will proceed 
with a £2.6 billion liquified natural gas 
plant and pipeline, which would cross 
Ogoniland, benefiting both themselves 
and the military regime. An environ

mental impact assessment commissioned for MOSOP notes 
that "there are no contingency plans for spillages of conden
sate, lube oils, biocides or other chemical products . It is 
optimistic to expect that technical measures and staff train
ing will reduce the risk of spillages to zero". The Interna
tional Finance Corporat ion (IFC), the private lending a rm of 
the World Bank, w i thd rew its proposed loan for the natural 
gas project on 10 November 1995. 

Meanwhile , at least 40 more Ogoni , arrested at the same 
t ime as those w h o were hanged in November , face trial in 
1996 in front of the same mili tary t r ibunal on charges of 
complicity in the same murde r s wi th which Ken Saro-Wiwa 
was charged. 

Who's on Trial? Boycott Shell 
When Saro-Wiwa was sentenced to death on 31 October 1995, 
the wor ld wai ted for Shell's response. While wor ld leaders 
appealed for clemency, it was generally acknowledged that 
only Shell could really pe rsuade the Abacha regime to save 
Saro-Wiwa. The company, however , maintained it could not 
intervene. Finally, on 8 November , Shell issued a statement 
in which it called for "quiet d ip lomacy" to resolve the situa
tion. But the statement also proclaimed: "We believe that to 
interfere in the processes, either political or legal, here in 
Nigeria wou ld be wrong. A large mult inat ional company 
such as Shell cannot and mus t not interfere wi th the affairs or 
any sovereign state." Saro-Wiwa and the other convicted 
men were hanged two days later. 

Despite its continued denials, there is overwhelming evi
dence that Shell has been involved in the legal and political 
process of Nigeria. Dr. Owens Wiwa, younger brother of Ken 
Saro-Wiwa, met wi th SPDC's Brian Anderson three times 
between May and July 1994 and asked him to help secure the 
release of Saro-Wiwa and the eight other Ogoni. Wiwa says, 
"He said he would be able to help us get Ken freed if we 
s topped the protest campaign abroad . . . Shell are involved 
in Nigerian politics u p to their neck. If they had threatened to 
wi thd raw from Nigeria unless Ken was released, he would 

From his jail, Ken Saro-Wiwa wrote in Augus t 1995: 
"At the root of my travails lies Shell, which has exploited, 
t raduced and dr iven the Ogoni people to extinction in 
the last three decades. The company has . . . left a 
completely devastated environment and a trail of h u m a n 
misery. When I organized the Ogoni people to protest 
peacefully against Shell's ecological war , the company 
invited the Nigerian military to intervene . . . I have one 
suggestion for those whose conscience has been dis
turbed by m y story: boycott all Shell products . Picket 
Shell garages. Do not allow them to profit by their de
struction of the people and ecology of the Niger delta . . 
. Support the call for a wor ldwide boycott of Nigerian oil. 
Help save life and the environment of the Niger delta." 

Multinational companies are clearly complicit in the envi
ronmental destruct ion and h u m a n rights abuses in Nigeria. 
Consumers can send them the only signals that they seem to 
unders tand . Andy Rowell 

Andy Rowell is an independen t envi ronment consultant and au thor of Green 
Backlash, Routledge (forthcoming). A version of this editorial appeared in the 
Village Voice, 21 November 1995. For further information, contact Ogoni 
Communi ty Association, Suite 5 , 3 / 4 Albion Place, Galena Road, London W6 
OLT, UK. Tel: +44 (0)181-563 8614. 
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The Benefits of Famine 
A Political Economy of Famine in Southern Sudan 

by 

David Keen 
In 1985-89\ a severe famine developed among the Dinka of southern Sudan. The famine — 

which killed an estimated 500,000 people in 1988 — promised and, to a large extent, yielded 
significant benefits, many of them economic and military, for a variety of powerful Sudanese 
interests who had helped to create the famine in the first place. The apparent "failure" of the 

Sudanese government and donors to relieve this famine cannot be understood without 
comprehending how these "beneficiaries" — at the local level and in central government — 
were able and permitted to manipulate famine and famine relief for their own purposes. The 
devastation of the South continues today through famine, exploitation and a civil war that is 

estimated to have killed more than one and a half million people since 1983. 

Famine is typically referred as a "disaster" which has victims — 
thousands of them — and victims alone. It is hardly ever 
portrayed as bringing any benefits to anyone or having any 
"winners". 1 The causes of famine are usually held to lie either 
in "Acts of God" — drought, floods or earthquakes — or in 
anonymous forces such as "inappropriate agricultural prac
tices", 2 "population growth", 3 "market forces", "poverty" or 
"policy failure." The possibility that governments and politi
cally powerful groups may, in fact, actively promote famine and 
actively obstruct famine relief for rational purposes of their own 
is rarely considered or addressed. 

Famine in southern Sudan during the late 1980s was com
monly blamed on drought and civil war — a war which, in turn, 
has tended to be portrayed solely as a geographical-cum-ethnic-
religious conflict between supposedly homogeneous Muslim 
Arabs from the desert scrublands of northern Sudan and Chris
tian black Africans in the high rainfall savannah of the South. 

More accurately, the civil war and associated famines can be 
regarded as a continuation and reinforcement of long-standing 
conflicts between competing economic and political groups — 
who have different regional, tribal and class-based loyalties — 
over Sudan's resources, notably cattle, grain, labour, land and 
oil. Indeed, the famine of 1985 to 1989 cannot be understood 
without considering the wider political economy of Sudan and, 
in particular, the intense political and economic pressures on 
various groups in the north of the country in the early 1980s. 
These pressures gradually changed the balance of power at local 
and national levels so that a diverse coalition of interests 
emerged which created and used the famine, together with war, 
violence and famine relief, to further their own economic and 
political ends. 

Several factors propelled this changing balance of power: the 
government's increasing interest in exploiting the economic 
resources of the south; a growing threat of rebellion by the Arab 
Baggara cattle herders in Kordofan and Darfur provinces; and 
the outbreak of civil war in the south. 4 

David Keen is a research officer at Queen Elizabeth House, University of 
Oxford. 

Economics of the North 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Sudanese government was 
faced with a declining economy and mounting international 
debt; this was all the more difficult to service because of the 
north's shrinking resource base and a significant environmental 
crisis stemming from drought, declining soil fertility in some 
areas and growing pressure on scarce rangelands. The govern
ment thus renewed its interest in securing access to the resources 
of the south, in particular, land, water and oil. 

Large oil deposits had been discovered in the south in 1978 
under land occupied by the Dinka 5 and other peoples. But under 
the terms of the 1972 Addis Ababa agreement (which ended 
Sudan's first 17-year civil war between Khartoum and a sepa
ratist movement based in the South), all taxes and government 
profits arising from the exploitation of any oil resources would 
accrue to the southern regional government. 6 Thus in 1980, the 
government attempted to redraw the map of Sudan legally so 
that the mineral-rich and fertile parts of the south (including the 
major oil fields and significant uranium deposits) would be 
included in the north, while administrative reforms in 1983 
reallocated oil revenues to central government. 7These and other 
actions triggered the second civil war which started in 1983 with 
the formation of the rebel Sudan People's Liberation Army 
(SPLA). One of the SPLA's first actions was to bring a halt to 
oil extraction, which prompted the central government to try to 
secure access to the oil by force. 8 

As the civil war intensified, the cattle-herding Dinka, who 
inhabit the central grasslands of the south and who had been 
largely excluded from any benefits of economic development, 
were increasingly likely to be identified by the government as 
rebel supporters. (Many Dinka did, in fact, support the SPLA.) 
Political representation for the Dinka at central and local gov
ernment levels was already minimal, despite the resumption of 
a formally democratic government in 1986, but they were now 
stripped of all genuine representation within the Sudanese 
administration. This removed any institutional checks on the 
crude exploitation of the Dinka, making human-made famine 
possible. 
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Fomenting Strife 
Besides being concerned about Sudan's precarious finan
cial state, governments in Khartoum were also concerned 
about political unrest among the various peoples of the 
Kordofan and Darfur regions, particularly the nomadic 
Arab Baggara cattle herders. 9 Like the Dinka, the Baggara 
were economically marginalized; they had seen rela
tively few benefits from the infusion of capital into 
Sudan, largely from the oil-rich Arab world, from the late 
1950s onwards, which had largely gone into the hands of 
elites from central and eastern Sudan. 

The Baggara's economic marginalization was exacer
bated by drought and environmental degradation which 
had increased pressure on grazing land, already severe 
because of a dramatic rise in the numbers of cattle. 
Numbers of cattle in Kordofan had risen from some 1 
million in 1953 to around 2.4 million in 1976, while in 
Darfur numbers had risen from around 1 million to more 
than 3.6 million over the same period. 1 0 

Particularly damaging to the Baggara had been the 
expansion of mechanized farms in southern Kordofan 
and (to a lesser extent) southern Darfur which cultivated 
sorghum, notably for export. 1 1 Facilitated by changes in 
land ownership law, the government, like the British 
colonial rulers before them, granted certain groups of 
people cheap leases to land (and privileged access to 
cheap inputs) to win political support, 1 2 paying little or no 
compensation to the previous land users. 1 3 The state-run Mecha
nized Farming Corporation, established in 1968, acted as the 
conduit for loans from the World Bank and the state-owned 
Agricultural Bank of Sudan to clear and cultivate around five 
million acres of land by 1984. 

Within some 15 years of being ploughed with tractors, 
however, and with no crop rotation or fertilizer, the land soon 
became exhausted (a pattern that characterized commercial 
agriculture in much of Sudan), fuelling the land hunger of the 
mechanized farming sector still further. 1 4 As mechanized farm
ing spread westwards from the Kassala and Blue Nile provinces 
to southern Kordofan, Upper Nile and other areas of Sudan, 1 5 the 
total area available for grazing was severely restricted with 
some migration routes of the Baggara and other nomadic groups 
cut off. 

Another source of pressure on the Baggara was rapid infla
tion. The price of grain increased throughout the 1970s and 
1980s, with a particular surge during the drought-led famine of 
1983-85 in the west. 1 6 The expansion of large mechanized farms 
in southern Kordofan had not brought cheap grain to the area, 
since the food was largely exported. 1 7 The grain market in 
southern Kordofan was monopolized by a small number of 
merchants-cum-mechanized farm owners based outside the 
area. 1 8 In addition, the Agricultural Bank of Sudan boosted the 
prices wealthy individuals could obtain by advancing them 
loans to allow speculative grain storage. 

These price and land squeezes on the Baggara were part of a 
wider process of increasing social and economic differentiation 
between large mechanized farmers, on the one hand, and no
mads and peasant farmers on the other; perhaps 90 per cent of 
Sudan's marketable food surplus was controlled by less than 
one per cent of farmers by the end of the 1980s. 1 9 

Most critical in terms of the southern famine, however, was 
the fact that while the economic pressures on the Baggara 

Area 
Under 
Study 

intensified, their links with the central government became 
closer during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Baggara participa
tion in a 1976 rebellion had encouraged Khartoum to bring a 
number of Baggara leaders inside the central government. Thus 
the political muscle of the Baggara increased. 

Look South 
In other circumstances, the economic marginalization of the 
Baggara and other ethnic groups and classes might have led to 
a broad-based opposition to Sudan's riverain elites from which 
successive Sudanese governments tended to be drawn. But as a 
result of the central government's active encouragement of 
ethnic hostilities in a bid to maintain its power, this discontent 
was to a large extent deflected toward the south. 2 0 

Ill-equipped to suppress rebellion in the South — the heav
ily-indebted government could little afford to fund a large army 
in a protracted war 2 1 — the central administration opted to arm 
disaffected and marginalized Baggara and other Arab groups 
and to encourage them to direct their discontent at even more 
marginalized groups in the South, notably the Dinka. It pro
vided these militias with weapons, ammunition and intelligence 
as well as immunity from prosecution for theft, killings and 
other violations of the law as they raided southern villages for 
cattle, grain and people. 2 2 

The government thereby gained a cheap means of quelling 
southern opposition 2 3 whilst at the same time defusing unrest 
amongst the Baggara, Islamic elements and even the Sudanese 
army itself. This tactic was not new: central governments in 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Sudan repeatedly attempted to 
appease potentially disaffected elements in the north of the coun
try by tolerating or encouraging their exploitation of the south. 

The strategy also offered the prospect of harnessing southern 
oil and other resources. 2 4 In 1983-84, for instance, President 
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Nimeiri 's use of militias was de
signed to protect the Bentiu oil 
fields from SPLA attack, while 
attacks on the Ngok Dinka in 
Abyei district were interpreted by 
the Ngok as an attempt to drive 
them away from an oil-rich area 
and to keep it from falling under 
southern control. 2 5 It has been al
leged that Chevron, which had 
major oil concessions in the con
tested area between north and 
south, contributed to the arming 
of the militias to protect its oil 
interests, 2 6 which represented the 
company ' s largest exploration 
venture outside North America. 2 7 

The capture of land also offered 
the prospect of expanding mecha
nized agriculture into the fertile 
belt of the northern Upper Nile and 
Bahr el Ghazal provinces. 2 8 

The Famine. 
Beneficiaries 

and its 

A Dinka cattle camp close to the front line 
between the SPLA and government troops. 
Cattle are very important in Dinka culture. 
Although the central government (and some 
international observers) have sought to portray 
the violence between the Baggara and the 
Dinka as the latest manifestation of "natural" 
tribal hostilities, the conflict was by no means 
"inevitable", "natural" or "traditional". "Tribal" 
distinctions had been reinforced in divide-and-
rule tactics that were part of a long and inglori
ous tradition embracing the earlier years of 
British governance. Like the British, post-
Independence governments have resorted to 
the manipulation of conflicts in civil society in 
order to retain some semblance of control. 

With weaponry and political pro- •! 
tection, armed militias repeatedly 
raided the south from 1983 on
wards, stealing cattle, grain and 
people, burning countless grana
ries and killing people. The raid
ing precipitated the movement of 
large numbers of people, notably 
to Sudanese towns and to Ethio
pia, thereby disrupting future grain 
planting and depopulating rural 
areas. 

These various processes pre
cipitated starvation and famine. 
By 1988, death rates among south
ern Sudanese were among the 
highest ever recorded anywhere 
in the world. In the southern 
Kordofan camp at Meiram, in just 
one week at the end of July, no less than 475 people died; on 
average in the period from the end of June to mid-August, some 
7.1 per cent of those in the camp were dying every week. By 
comparison, at the height of the 1984-85 Ethiopian famine, an 
average of about 1.6 per cent of all famine victims died every 
week in Korem. 

Moreover, the famine did not simply cause individuals to die; 
it also destroyed — at least for a time — a way of life. By mid-
1989, an estimated 30 per cent of the south's population had 
been uprooted to northern Sudan or Ethiopia. 2 9 The economy of 
the Dinka had been massively disrupted, with the loss of 
hundreds of thousands of their revered cattle. 

If the famine was a disaster for the Dinka and other southern 
Sudanese groups, it nevertheless conferred (and promised) 
substantial benefits for a variety of interests in northern Sudan. 
While not every group that benefited from famine deliberately 

set out to create it, it is clear that 
several powerful groups actively 
promoted processes to bring fore
seeable benefits to themselves while 
bringing foreseeable suffering and 
death to others. 

Local Interests 
For those Baggara of Kordofan and 
Darfur who joined the militias, raid
ing allowed the direct acquisition 
of cattle which, although unsuited 
to the ecology of northern Sudan, 
could be sold for cash. 

Raiding and subsequent famine 
also offered the prospect of improved 
access to grazing land and water. 
The scorched earth tactics employed 
in the raids — with villages, crops 
and trees being burned — suggested 
an intention to depopulate much of 
northern Bahr el Ghazal and north
ern Upper Nile. A Minority Rights 
Group report stated: 

"Well-placed sources speak of 
a government policy to depopu
late northern Bahr el Ghazal 
through Arab militia activity, 
just as earlier raids tried to drive 
the Dinka out of Abyei. The 
outcome of such a plan, if suc
cessful, would be to place the 
crucial pastures of the Bahr al-
Arab completely under Baggara 
control." 3 0 

Another promised benefit of raid
ing for elements of the Baggara was 
improved access to southern labour, 
supplies of which had been decreas
ing since the onset of the second 
civil war in 1983. Capture of civil
ians during militia raids was wide
spread, 3 1 and captives were held in 
conditions of slavery, or something 
very close to it. Elders from the 

Twic Dinka said that some of their people, including children, 
had had their hands pierced and had been chained together 
before being led away by raiders. 3 2 On just one day, 12 January 
1986, more than 700 children and women were taken in raids by 
militias on several villages in Bahr el Ghazal province. Others 
were captured after they had left their home villages. 3 3 

Captured Dinka were used for unpaid herding, farming and 
domestic work in the north. They were often subjected to 
violence and sexual abuse. Many reported that they had been 
addressed as Abid or "Slave". Many were bought and sold, and 
knew their price. In reemerging slave markets, the greatest 
demand, as in the nineteenth century, has been for adolescent 
girls and young women who might be sold for 50 times the price 
of an elderly man or woman. 3 4 Benefits could also be derived by 
demanding payment of ransoms before releasing captives. Con
ditions of slavery can still be found in Sudan today. 
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Women waiting for food 
distribution at a refugee camp in 
Wau. Sexual abuse of militia 
captives (including the rape of 
women and the castration of men) 
was widespread during the raiding 
of the 1980s and has continued in 
the 1990s. The sexual exploitation 
of southern Sudanese women has 
accompanied a renewed Islamic 
drive to protect the "purity" of 
northern women. The tendency to 
"purify" one group of women while 
"sexualizing" a subordinated 
group has been notable in other 
historical contexts, with sexual 
abuse serving to symbolize the 
domination of one group by 
another. 

Grain and Cattle Merchants 
Famine also allowed a variety of relatively powerful groups to 
appropriate a greater share of the Benefits of market transactions 
than they did before the famine. While changes in grain, cattle 
and labour prices were an important cause of famine, they were 
also part of the function of famine. 

One of the main groups to benefit was army officers. In many 
parts of the south, officers worked together with merchants to 
shape grain and other food markets to their mutual advantage, 
using the army's control of movement in and out of these 
garrison towns. 3 5 

Northern merchants also shaped, and benefited from, high 
grain prices. In theory, grain prices were limited by administra
tive controls; 3 6 in practice, merchants often used their local 
political influence (and sometimes the threat of withholding 
stocks) to circumvent these regulations and to control the 
movement of goods between one area and another. 

Another set of market transactions contributing to famine 
was the sale of cattle. Selling livestock was one of the principal 
ways in which the Dinka obtained grain during times of food 
shortage. For those fleeing northwards from raiding and famine, 
the towns of Safaha (on the boundary between Darfur and Bahr 
el Ghazal provinces) and Abyei (in southern Kordofan) became 
key centres for selling livestock. But just when grain prices were 
rising, livestock prices were declining. These price changes 
cannot be adequately explained by "market forces": the markets 
were skewed by the exercise of force, or threatened force, at a 
number of levels. 

Militia raids, for example, had created a flood of migrants 
from the rural areas of the south who were desperate to sell 
whatever livestock they had retained to buy grain. Sales of cattle 
captured by the militias lowered prices further. Police action 
against the sale of raided cattle, although urged by Dinka police 
officers, was generally weak. 3 7 

Significantly, some of the chief beneficiaries of livestock 
price cuts had contributed to the raiding, chiefly by providing 
finance. For example, merchants in Ed Daien — one of the two 
biggest cattle markets in Darfur and an important centre for 
stolen cattle — funded purchases of guns and ammunition for 
several militias. 3 8 Army personnel involved in raiding also 
reaped monetary rewards from cattle sales. 

Labour Markets 
Substantial benefits were also available to those who could 
mobilize refugees as cheap labour. 

In Meiram in southern Kordofan, farmers complained in 
1988 of a shortage of local labour, made worse by widespread 
malaria which debilitated local people at a time when they 
needed to be working the fields. Their concerns were echoed by 
farmers elsewhere in some of the major groundnut production 
areas. 3 9 

The cheap labour of famine migrants and captured Dinka 
offered a partial solution to these problems as well as reducing 
outlays for portering, wood collecting and other low-status 
tasks. 4 0 

The extent to which large-scale, famine-driven migration to 
northern Sudan was specifically intended to supply labour 
remains a moot point. Nevertheless, famine did yield benefits 
for those using southern labour. Labour markets were distorted 
(and labour rates diminished) as raiding and resultant famine 
sent large numbers of migrants north into southern Darfur and 
southern Kordofan. 4 1 The threat of attack or capture for those 
attempting to move further north (and the restricted transport 
market) boosted the local supply of labour and inevitably 
reduced its price. Labour markets were still further distorted by 
the threat of violence faced by many workers; even where there 
were no such threats, the availability of slave labour tended to 
depress labour rates. 4 2 

The Inadequacy of Relief 

The beneficiaries of famine also helped to ensure that famine 
relief was gravely insufficient so as to further their own ends. 
The market processes creating famine were allowed to proceed 
virtually unchecked. In addition, since the lack of relief forced 
many to leave their home areas, the ability of famine victims to 
maintain their assets and production was greatly impeded. The 
limited supplies of relief in the south (mainly from the US and 
the European Community) were concentrated on government-
held towns to the neglect of rural areas. This not only helped to 
undermine rural economic life but also added greatly to peo
ple 's exposure to disease in overcrowded urban areas. 4 3 
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"Policy Failure": Protecting against Blame 
Discussions of famine relief — and the development 
process in general — generally take it for granted that the 
"policies" of governments and aid agencies alike result 
from the pursuit of benevolent aims. Policy is "problem 
oriented": it seeks to remedy poverty, disease, underdevel
opment, famine or whatever. If such benevolent policies 
"fail" (for example, if aid interventions fail to make a dent in 
the poverty of the intended beneficiaries), then the blame 
lies with "poor implementat ion". 

An alternative perspective rejects the assumption that 
policy aims are necessari ly benevolent, and quest ions the 
usefulness of the very concept of "policy failure". As 
pol icymakers "fail" to achieve stated goals, they may be 
achieving other, unstated goals. "Policy" and "good 
intentions" cannot be neatly separated from what happens 
in practice. 

One reason why "policy fai lures" should not be taken at 
face value is that policy outcomes may be shaped by 
groups with goals that differ from those expressed by 
pol icymakers themselves. Indeed, one way pol icymakers 
can escape responsibil ity for poor outcomes is through a 
rigid distinction between "policy" and (subsequent) "imple
mentation". Declining to take responsibil i ty for " implemen
tation" may serve other functions, too, since any real 
attempt at intervention to cajole " implementing" agencies 
into doing the will of others might upset powerful groups. It 
might also reveal the powerlessness of the group doing the 
cajol ing. 

Blaming "poor implementat ion" is only one of the escape 
routes open to officials when accounting for "policy failure". 
As Edward Clay and Bernard Schaffer, two authors who 
have written extensively on the issue, point out, a further 
escape route lies in refusing to question the data on which 
decisions are made and agendas shaped. To the extent 
that decisions can be presented as springing automatical ly 
from a given set of data, officials can argue that "there was 
no alternative" to the policy pursued. Yet, alternatives 
always exist: other data — and other agendas — are 

always available for considerat ion. There is always scope 
for doing things differently. 

Limiting the data — and the range of issues — which 
they take into account when making decisions is one way 
in which officials shape agendas. But the shaping of 
agendas is not always an active, calculating process on the 
part of officials. Indeed, while officials may manipulate data 
and definit ions, the existing data and prevail ing definit ions 
may in some sense manipulate officials — an aspect of 
"policy fai lure" that is rarely, if ever, ment ioned. A concen
tration on the "landless" in Bangladesh, for example, might 
appear uncontroversial and benevolent, but it risks ignoring 
the processes through which people lose their land. 
Speaking of "dispossession" rather than " landlessness" 
might encourage a very different set of policies, with 
different beneficiaries. 

Another bureaucratic escape route highlighted by Clay 
and Schaffer is a lack of openness and a lack of proper 
evaluation of policy outcomes, including a frequent failure 
to consult the intended beneficiaries. As Clay and Schaffer 
note, "without any revelations, responsibil i ty scarcely 
arises." Once again, by neatly separat ing "policy" and 
"good intentions" from "what happens in practice", official 
discussion of "policy fai lure" is often f ramed in a way that 
protects both the policies themselves and the policy
makers behind them. 

In the case of the Sudan famine, the major international 
donors such as the US and the European Communi ty 
generally attributed relief inadequacies — when these were 
admitted at all — to "poor implementat ion" whilst fail ing to 
take potential (political) difficulties into account in the 
design of relief policy. 

Sources: Clay, E.J. and Schaffer, B.B., (eds.) Room for 
Manoeuvre: An Exploration of Public Policy in Agriculture and 
Rural Development, Heinemann Educat ional Books, London, 
1984; Barrett, S. and Fudge, C , Policy and Action: Essays on the 
Implementation of Public Policy, Methuen, London and New York, 
1981 . 

Inequalities at the political level were also influential in 
determining what happened to relief grain. More often than not, 
such grain failed to reach the designated beneficiaries, but went 
instead to local authorities and government soldiers. While it is 
possible to regard such diversion as the undermining of relief 
efforts by corruption — that is, as policy failure — it can also be 
seen as a manifestation of policy. The inadequacy of relief, after 
all, served important military and commercial functions (See 
Box above). 

The depopulation of large areas of Bahr el Ghazal — and the 
debilitation of those people who remained — weakened the 
SPLA's main source of support, the Dinka, while bringing large 
numbers of southern Sudanese civilians directly under govern
ment control in southern garrison towns. Adequate relief to rural 
areas — particularly if combined with effective human rights 
advocacy — would have helped to stem the tide of outmigration, 
assisting the Dinka to remain in their traditional lands. 4 4 The 
government did not explicitly state its intention to starve the 
Dinka from their homelands, but did explicitly justify its denial 
of relief to rebel-held areas (which by 1988 came to include 
most of the lands of the Dinka) on military grounds . 4 5 

Meanwhile, the SPLA had a strategy of starving government-
held towns in the south. 

The benefits derived from high grain prices were also de
pendent on the absence of effective famine relief. 4 6 Indeed, on 
the rare occasions when relief deliveries were substantial, they 
lowered grain prices in famine areas dramatically, 4 7 in part due 
to the release of grain from private stocks; 4 8 merchants who had 
been hoarding grain sought to sell it before additional relief 
further reduced grain prices. The inadequacy of relief also 
increased the benefits derived by merchants and army officers 
from cattle, through both market and non-market channels, and 
cheap labour. 

Effective relief supplies to northern Bahr el Ghazal would 
have greatly reduced the Dinkas' exposure to looting as they 
headed north, as well as removing their need to sell cattle at 
"desperation" prices. In effect, obstructing relief offered the 
opportunity to maximize the benefits from famine. At the same 
time, however, local authorities in the north tended to perceive 
the withholding of relief as one way of discouraging inflows of 
famine migrants with the attendant health and security risks 
such migrants were perceived as posing. 
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Powerlessness and Famine 

From available evidence, it seems clear that the famine in 
southern Sudan in the late 1980s was actively promoted by a 
number of powerful interests who stood to gain from it. The 
widespread conception of famine as simply a "disaster" and 
short-term emergency — and the emphasis placed on the "neg
ligence" of the Sudanese government — are unhelpful in under
standing why the famine happened. So, too, is the idea of 
"policy failure": relief outcomes were actively shaped by a 
number of actors, who appear to have fulfilled many of their 
most important goals, famine notwithstanding. 

Aid agencies and major international donors generally sought 
to maintain good relations with the government. Exposing 
official obstruction of famine relief could have led to the aid 
agencies being expelled from the country. Highlighting that 
relief had not reached its intended beneficiaries threatened to 
discourage contributions from the general public and could 
have been embarassing for aid organizations. Highlighting 
human rights' abuses and diversion of aid threatened to jeopard
ize relations between Western governments and the Sudanese 
government which was perceived at the time as a strategic ally. 

What is most striking about the victims of the famine is not 
that they were poor, although those who were still alive once 
famine had run its course were extremely poor. Most evident is 
their near-total lack of rights or political muscle within the 
institutions of the Sudanese state. It was this that exposed them 
to the complex processes of famine, leaving them with no 
redress against violence and little or no access to famine relief. 

The use of various kinds of force helps to explain how even 
people who are relatively rich in natural resources (and rela
tively protected from natural shocks) can suffer severe famine. 
Indeed, it may be the wealth of a particular group, as much as its 
poverty, that exposes it to famine — as politically powerful 
groups resort to the use of force in order to transfer the victims' 
wealth to themselves. 

Thus, the real roots of famine may lie less in a lack of 
purchasing power within the market (although this will be one 
of the mechanisms of famine) than in a lack of lobbying power 
within national (and international) institutions. Certainly, pov
erty can lead to famine as people's access to market goods 
collapses — but other forms of powerlessness may be a still 
more important determinant of why people starve and die. 

This article is drawn from David Keen, The Benefits of Famine: A 
Political Economy of Famine and Relief in Southwestern Sudan, 
1983-1989, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey and 
Chichester, UK, 1994, ISBN 0-691-03423-0 
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Flexible Bodies 
Health and Work in an Age of Systems 

by 

Emily Martin 
In late twentieth century Western culture, people increasingly think about their bodies, work 

and society in terms of complex systems. Discussions in all areas of health, for instance, focus 
on the immune system which has begun to be regarded as the key guarantor of health. The 
logic by which health and "fitness" are judged is changing; in particular, "flexibility" is 

increasingly stressed as a cherished trait to be cultivated not only in people fs bodies, 
personalities and skills but also in organizations, corporations and products. A powerful, 

scarce and highly-valued commodity, "flexibility" becomes a mark of differential survival, a 
yardstick for defining who will survive plagues or corporate downsizing and who will not. A 

new social Darwinism is emerging. 

In 1951, my brother con
tracted polio during an 
epidemic and died at the 
age of two. I can recall 
vividly not only my fear 
of germs in general and 
the injunctions against 
having unwashed hands 
but also the particular in
junctions against being in 
c rowds or swimming 
pools where the polio 
"germs" might lurk. I re
call how I was allowed to 
see my paralyzed brother 
only through the closed 
window of his hospital 
ward for fear of his conta
gion. I recall how my fam
ily was quarantined and a yellow placard 
hung on our front door by order of the 
Department of Public Health. 

Judging by the public health recom
mendations for AIDS, our fears seem to 
have changed. While working for three 
years as a volunteer "buddy" with people 
who had advanced AIDS, I believed I did 
not have to worry about contracting AIDS 
nor any of the other "opportunistic" dis
eases my companions with HIV/AIDS 
had such as tuberculosis , herpes or 

Emily Martin is professor of anthropology at 
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the anthropology of science and reproduction in 
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A Cultural Analysis of Reproduction, Beacon 
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The Castle of Health — an early twentieth-century view of the 
healthy body protected behind castle walls 

toxoplasmosis. In my training to be a 
volunteer, I was often told that only those 
with impaired immune systems would be 
susceptible. The germs and viruses posed 
no threat as long as my immune system 
was strong. 1 

Healthy Bodies 
Current ways of talking and thinking about 
health and the body are significantly dif
ferent from everyday understandings 
which prevailed only a few decades ago. 
In the early twentieth century, defending 
the body against ill health was thought of 
as strictly preventing any germs from 
entering the body. A 1918 illustration of 

"The Castle of Health" in 
The Primer of Sanitation 
and Physiology shows a 
castle, representing the 
body, dwarfed by outer 
defences against disease: 
one to "keep germs from 
being spread about" and 
one to "guard the gate
ways by which they enter 
the body". The illustra
tion does not let us see 
into the castle, the body, 
at all. 2 

In the 1940s and 
1950s, popular health 
publications portray the 
most important threats to 
health as lying in the en

vironment just outside the body. Any 
opening in the body's surfaces could al
low disease to get in. An illustration from 
a 1955 article on polio in Life magazine 
shows a prostrate, Gulliver-like, seam
less human body, besieged on its surface 
by "Lilliputian hordes" of menacing 
germs and viruses — tetanus, measles, 
diptheria, whooping cough, typhoid, tu
berculosis, cholera, dysentery, polio, 
plague, yellow fever, smallpox — all 
trying to get through the body's surface 
by drilling away with tools or lashing out 
with cutlasses. Some lie slain, their 
corpses skewered with vaccine syringes. 3 

Elsewhere, the body's efficiency was 
measured and compared to that of indus
trial machines, "amenable to the same 
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chemical and physical laws as most of the 
machines man makes himself for his own 
ends". 4 If parts of the body went wrong, 
they could be fixed so that the whole body 
functioned smoothly again. Such images 
abounded at a time when the moving 
assembly line, designed for mass produc
tion, dominated manufacturing processes. 

The "supreme importance" of regular, 
predictable habits was stressed in schools, 
adver t i s ing and publ ic heal th p ro
grammes. The good habits of personal 
hygiene and of maintaining clean sur
faces in the home were paralleled by the 
good habits learned by cells in the body to 
produce antibodies to germs. 

It was not only schools which advo
cated hygienic habits. By 1915, Henry 
Ford, architect of the moving assembly 
line, had begun to send investigators into 
workers' homes to scrutinize their pri
vate lives and to admonish them to prac
tice thrifty and hygienic habits and to 
avoid smoking, gambling and drinking. 
These early social workers decided which 
factory workers were not eligible to re
ceive the full five-dollar wage per day 
Ford offered "because of unsatisfactory 
personal habits or home conditions". 5 

During the 1960s and 1970s, more 
attention began to be paid to the defences 
within the body. In a 1975 children's 
illustrated book, the body is again de-

The body as a machine. A mid-1930s book on 
biology and human welfare maintained that "an 
optimistic view of life . . . acts on the body like oil 
on the working on machinery. . . it prevent friction 

HOW • 
YOUR BODY 

WORKS 

J u d y H i n d l e y a n d C o l i n K i n g 

picted as a castle, complete with moat, 
turrets and garrisons of medieval knights-
in-armour protecting the castle from the 
invading "barbarian" germ army. But 
compared with the 1918 "Castle of 
Health", these castle walls are cut away 
on one side; through the breach, rank 
upon rank of soldiers stretch back inside 
the body, all ready to fight any germs that 
may enter. 6 

As the body' s interior came into focus, 
concern with the cleanliness of surfaces 
outside the body diminished. Whatever 
was "out there", however deadly and dirty, 
the body's interior lines of defence could 
handle it. 

Today, accounts of the interior of the 
body dominate biology and health books. 
In contrast to the 1970s, when there was 
little sense of anything holding the whole 
body together, the body's defences are 
now perceived as a single, interconnected 
system — the immune system. This com
plex system resides entirely within the 
body but at the same time links the body 
to its changing environment. Thus, in 
arresting contrast to the 1950s Gulliver
like body with its protective layer of skin, 
the 1990s body, as depicted on the cover 
of Science magazine, has been stripped of 
skin to reveal gleaming white lymph nodes 
under the arms and in the groin, key 
places where immune system cells are 

trained and mobilized. 7 

The body ' s "recogni
tion" of disease-causing 
microbes is honed and re
fined while the immune 
system "tailors" unimagi
nably various but highly-
specific responses to these 
microbes as needed. The 
body, drawing on an im
mense genetically-gener
ated and constantly-chang
ing arsenal of resources, 
can no longer rely on mere 
habit to defend itself against 
disease. The late twentieth-
century body actively re
lates to the world and ac
tively selects from a cornu
copia of continually-pro
duced new antibodies to 
keep the body healthy and 
to enable it to meet any and 
every new challenge. Pos
sessed of agile responses 
and "flexible specificity", 
our adroit, innovative bod
ies are poised to anticipate 
any conceivable challenge. 

From Body to System 

Bill Walters "I don't even think about the 
heart anymore, I think about the immune 
system as being the major thing that's 
keeping the heart going in the first place 
. . . The immune system . . . isn't even a 

vital organ, it's just an act, you know?" 
Peter Herman "It's like a complete net

work . . . if one thing fails ..." 
Bill Walters .. if something goes wrong, 

the immune system fixes it, it's like a back 
up system." 

Steven Baker "The immune system is the 
whole body, it's not just the lungs or the 
abdomen . . . I mean, it's everywhere. "8 

My aim is not to examine the "truth" of 
these different views of health, but to 
explore how, as many of us begin to think 
of ourselves as having this "thing" called 
an immune system, the logic of health, of 
sickness, and of fitness for survival is 
changing. 9 Many people now have a vivid 
sense of the immune system interacting 
with other complex systems inside and 
outside the body, changing constantly to 
produce the specific response necessary 
to meet every challenge. 

A potential consequence of thinking 
of the body in this way is the paradox of 
feeling both responsible for everything 
and powerless at the same time — em
powered powerlessness. For instance, if a 
person has learned to feel at least partially 
responsible for her own health, she will 
doubtless feel that personal habits such as 
eating and exercise directly affect her 
health and are entirely within her control. 

Such a person may gradually come to 
believe that wider and wider circles of her 
existence — family relationships, com
munity activities, work situation — are 
also directly related to her personal health. 
The scale of the "management" task of 
controlling one's body and health be
comes overwhelming. In the face of sys
temic forces that proceed inexorably, in
dividuals can lose a sense of being able to 
do anything about them. 

With respect to AIDS, people can si
multaneously experience a sense of uni
versal agency — "Everything is related to 
this disease; I will fix everything" — and 
of helplessness — "If I can't fix every
thing, and who could?, then I will die 
from this disease". 

Another consequence of thinking of 
the body in terms of an immune system 
which is held together by communica
tion and feedback 1 0 and connected with 
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everything else is that a sense of 
boundaries quickly erodes. As Peter 
Senge puts it: "Systems thinking 
shows us that there is no outside; 
that you and the cause of your prob
lems are part of a single system". 1 1 

People who see themselves as 
persons or bodies in a system which 
has no clear, stable internal borders 
and which cannot be viewed from 
"outside" can easily regard the de
fence of ever-changing borders — 
fighting an army of germs off from 
invading the body, for instance — as 
a fruitless exercise. Harry Wilson, a 
white man in his '40s working in 
computers, for instance, sees a simi
larity between the lack of borders in 
the Vietnam War and the lack of 
borders in the "fight" against AIDS: 

"See we have to keep in mind, 
regardless of what you did over 
there, whether you were a cook, 
a door gunner, a pilot, a grunt, a radio 
man, a cook, a typist, you could still 
get killed any minute, because it was 
no fun in Vietnam. [It was not] like 
you saw the fronts of World War I, 
World War II, trenches . . . There was 
no front, there was no front line. 
Yeah, my personal opinion, I don't 
think there's any front line in the war 
with AIDS." 

There is a common perception too that the 
"system" may suddenly and catastrophi-
cally collapse as its internal checks and 
balances break down and fail to produce 
the appropriate immune response. For 
many people, part of the horror of AIDS 
is the horror of system breakdown, fore
shadowing nightmarish, random disas
ters, all the more horrible because known 
beforehand to be an ever-present possi
bility. A young white office manager, 
Janey Wilcox, explained how she imag
ined AIDS: 

"When I imagine what it 's like to 
have AIDS. I imagine dying from 
within . . . All over the body, just 
dying, every single inch of the body 
dying from within . . . That 's how I 
look at it, and just shivering up and 
down . . . No one's told me what it 's 
like. I mean, I 've seen and read a lot, 
and you s e e . . . AIDS sufferers on TV 
and I 've known a few, and that's 
what it looks like, and that's what it 
made me feel like it would be from 
inside. All the way into your heart 
and your mind and everything." 

Causes of this breakdown of the whole 
body system can come from many places 
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within the larger systems in which we 
live. The current epidemic worldwide of 
immune system dysfunctions of which 
AIDS is a part (lupus, chronic fatigue 
syndrome, asthma) is regarded by many 
as a result of harmful forces affecting our 
bodies: pesticides in our water and food, 
background radiation, environmental pol
lution of all sorts and vaccinations against 
infectious diseases. By thinking of health 
in terms of the immune system, however, 
many people tend to focus on the well-
being of the system to ward off threats to 
the body, rather than on creating an envi
ronment that is free from threat. As 
Rebecca Patrides, a director of a holistic 
health centre, puts it: 

"To me, it 's all systemic. You can't 
localize and say this pathology here 
doesn't affect there. To me it 's all 
one. When you look at what is it that 
makes the immune system break 
down, well, there are so many co-
factors now, and because we don't 
want to acknowledge how many co-
factors there are, we're always miss
ing the boat. We don't acknowledge 
the environmental impact . . . We 
don't acknowledge the background 
radiation. We don't acknowledge our 
food supply. We don't acknowledge 
the breakup of the family. We don't 
acknowledge the lack of spiritual 
meaning in people's lives. I mean, 
the bottom line is, we don't acknowl
edge the loss of meaning in people 's 
lives and what that does to the hu
man being. To me, the HIV virus is 
a signature of an already weakened 
immune system." 

Immune-Machismo 
The immune system — its strength or 
weakness — is beginning to function 
as a measure of health. As such, it 
allows a single standard of compari
son among people and among groups 
of people. Says Gillian Lewis, a young 
librarian: "Some people have stronger 
immune systems than others, just be
cause of the way they're made up". 
Financial adviser John Parker in his 
'20s maintains that one person gets 
HIV while another person does not 
because "maybe your immune system 
just isn't as beefed up". Carol Neilson, 
a bartender in her '30s, believes that 
women don't get AIDS as much as 
men because they have stronger im
mune systems. Acupuncturist and 
herbalist Barry Folsom, meanwhile, 
thinks that people without a good stand
ard of l iving or educat ion need 

vaccines, whereas vaccines would only 
clog up the more refined immune systems 
of middle-class or upper-class people. 

Having a scale of immune strength on 
which people and groups of people can be 
measured allows some people to feel es
pecially potent. Quite a few people we 
interviewed, especially young male doc
tors or medical students, expressed a kind 
of immune-machismo. One medical resi
dent dismissed the possibility of con
tracting HIV infection from blood in the 
emergency room where he worked, claim
ing his immune system could "kick ass". 
In an invidious twist to this attitude, a 
local newspaper ran an article headlined 
"Five Texas girls say they had sex with an 
HIV-infected male to get into gang" which 
reported that "if the test came up nega
tive, then it was like they were brave to 
have unprotected sex and they were tough 
enough and their body was tough enough 
to fight the disease". 1 2 

In addition to this kind of "given" 
superiority, people and texts often men
tion "training" of our immune systems: 
"Like an army which is prepared and 
waiting but never called into action, an 
unused immune system may become ob
solete, not sufficiently prepared for new 
types of attack". 1 3 One "immuno-macho" 
doctor, Ken Holden, believes that, through 
practice and training, he can develop an 
immune system that will enable him to 
survive illness and disease better: 

"Like, for example, eating things 
that are not particularly well cleaned, 
or, you know, go on trips and drink 
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water from a river, and, it 's sort of, to 
build up my immune system. Now, I 
don't know if it has any advantage 
for me, or, if actually I 'm exposing 
myself to any more danger and, I 
guess I should think a little bit more 
about that, but that 's sort of my little 
idiosyncratic attitude about my own 
immune system. I 'm trying to train it, 
sometimes." 

Working Bodies 

In contexts seemingly far removed from 
neighbourhood discussions about health, 
new conceptions are also emerging of 
what kind of person and organization will 
survive in the future and the training they 
will need to undergo in order to do so. 
These conceptions again reflect the per
vasiveness of "systems thinking" and a 
critical characteristic called "flexibility". 

In 1991, for example, a training com
pany took the 22,000 employees of a 
Fortune 500 multinational corporation 
through "experiential training" courses. 1 4 

Protected by sophisticated mountain 
climbing ropes and harnesses, teams of 
men and women, both workers and man
agers, of all ages and physiques climbed 
40-foot towers and then leapt off into 
space, suspended from a wire cable or 
zipline; climbed vertical 40-foot-high 
walls and rappelled down again; climbed 
a 25-foot-high telephone pole which wob
bled, stood up on a 12-inch swivelling 
platform, turned around 180 degrees and 
again leapt off into space. (This last is 
called the "pamper pole" by the training 
staff because people so often defecate in 
their pants while trying to stand up on it.) 

The corporation's human resource di
rector explained that this (very costly) 
investment in the retraining of workers 
and managers, which the corporation 
called "empowered learning", was being 
undertaken only after severe "down-siz
ing" during the 1980s — making a sig
nificant portion of the workforce redun
dant. Such retraining is necessary, ac
cording to a corporate brochure, because: 

"We are facing an unprecedented 
challenge. The world is changing 
faster than ever before. Our markets 
are becoming more complex; our 
products are changing; and we are 
facing global competition on a scale 
never before imagined . . . Our sur
vival in the '90s depends upon our 
ability to change our ways of doing 
things." 

Success in the 1990s will require "letting 
go of old patterns and behaviours . . . 

taking a leap through difficult transitions 
and working hard at new beginnings." 

The bodily experiences of fear and 
excitement deliberately aroused on the 
zipline and the pole are meant to serve as 
models for what workers will feel in un
predictable work situations. One partici
pant said, "If we could capture the type of 
energy we experienced on the tower, at 
work, there'd be no limit to what we 
could do." 

As a participant in the high ropes 
course, the experience seemed to me 
emblematic of a spectacular shift from 
what it took to be a successful worker in 
the days of Henry Ford's assembly line to 
what it takes to be a successful worker 
today. Although some of the towers were 
made of huge, solidly-constructed frames, 
some of the apparatus was deliberately 
left loose and wobbly. Many exercises 
involved walking across a high wire. Not 
only did I experience the fear of no visible 
support at a great height, but on those 
wobbly poles, wires and platforms, the 
fear of being unmoored in space was 
almost intolerable. The exercises com
bined the vertigo of standing on the edge 
of a high cliff with the stomach-dropping 
feeling of the edge of the cliff itself be
ginning to crumble. I was literally mov
ing from one position of instability to 
another and experiencing viscerally the 
need for continuous flexibility. 

In this terrified condition, each of us 
had to jump off to be caught by our 
harness belayed by a co-worker. There 
we hung comfortably for a while, swing
ing gently not far from the ground. The 
harness completely and securely supports 
the whole torso, so that one's reaction is 
to slump like a baby in a backpack. This 
experience models physically the nature 
of the new worker that corporations now 
desire: individuals — women and men — 
able to risk the unknown and tolerate fear, 
willing to explore unknown territories, 
adrift in space, but simultaneously able to 
accept their dependence on the help and 
support of their co-workers. 

An executive of this multinational cor
poration was very aware of the magni
tude of change the employees were being 
asked to make. Evoking some of the char
acteristics of the 1940s and 1950s' "pas
sive" worker and machine-like work or
ganization, he said: 

"We have treated people in the indus
trial environment as if they had no 
brain. Now they are becoming whole 
people, and that is rewarding." 

These new "whole people" are to be active 

in their willingness to tolerate risk, dan
ger and the insecurity of being ungrounded 
— literally — but passive in their willing
ness to depend on the work group. Like 
the shifting poles, platforms, ropes and 
wires unmoored in space, the nature of 
the person is to shift and to be able, 
flexibly, to tolerate continuing shifts. 

Flexible Production 

While interviewing the head of the expe
riential training company, I told him about 
my research on the immune system. He 
exclaimed, "That is the very image I use 
because it works so perfectly to commu
nicate what we want" — the image of a 
flexible and innovative person, poised to 
respond in a continuously changing envi
ronment while constantly communicat
ing with other such persons. 

Such imagery of the ideal worker is 
connected to a major shift in industrial 
production. From the 1970s onwards, 
companies began to make use of new 
microelectronic technologies — comput
ers — which enabled the integration of 
product design, manufacture, marketing 
and distribution. Design processes be
came more versatile, products more flex
ible, and technology more able to adapt 
rapidly to the needs of production. These 
technological changes were developed 
and applied in connection with the de
mands of increasingly mobile capital in 
an intensely competitive and globalizing 
economic system. 

To compete in this global arena, com
panies needed to "produce small quanti
ties of high-quality, semi-customized 
goods tailored to niche markets, thereby 
displacing economies of scale as the cen
tral dynamic of competition" 1 5 — and 
displacing mass production of standard
ized products involving mechanical tech
nologies and routine jobs . 1 6 

New forms of organizat ion were 
spawned such as "just-in-time" deliver
ies which cut down radically on stocks 
required to keep production flow going. 1 7 

In addition: 

"Improved systems of communica
tion and information flow, coupled 
with rationalizations in techniques of 
distribution (packaging, inventory 
control, containerization, market 
feedback) make it possible to circu
late commodities through the market 
system with greater speed". 1 8 

Such c u s t o m - m a d e p roduc t ion and 
marketing has been termed "flexible 
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Our Flexible Friends 
Flexigraphs, Flexibar, 
Flexispread, a type of presentation 
software 
Flexion, a new jump rope 
FlexiTrace, data acquisition 
software 
Flex-a-sizer, a rod to strengthen 
and stretch muscles 
Tyrolia Free Flex, a new ski 
binding 
Pro Flex, wrist supports for 
repetitive motion jobs 
Nordic Flex Gold, a home exercise 
machine 
Flexeril, a muscle relaxant 
FlexFile, a labelling system 

Flex buildings, Flex space, in 
which tenants can carry out 
multiple operations — warehouse, 
assembly, research, design, office 
work 
Flexible factory, in which the 
same production line turns out 
different products 

Flex-n-gate, a car parts 
company 
Petroflex, a rubber manufacturer 
Flexi-van, a truck lease and 
rental company 
Flex Products, manufacturers of 
packaging that disintegrates in 
soil 
Flexible Interconnections, 
Flextronics, electronic compo
nents manufacturers 
Flexible Bond, Inc., securitites 

Flex plans, flexible benefit plans 
Flexography, a method of 
printing newspapers on lighter 
paper 
Flexitime, adjustable working 
hours 
Flexiplace where technology 
allows workers to roam or work at 
home 
Flexible weapons, hand-to-hand 
fighting. 

specialization" which is "the signature of 
a new economic epoch". 1 9 The "flexibil
ity" in this new kind of economy affects 
workers because firms which are: 

"dynamic, innovative and responsive 
to change . . . require a committed, 
educated, multiskilled workforce, 
able to learn new abilities continu
ously and take up new functions as 
the market dictates". 2 0 

The processes involving human labour 
speed up and become more variable as 
workers take on managerial tasks and 
managers spend time on the assembly 
floor as changing production conditions 
dictate. Constant worker retraining is re
quired, and workers move in and out of 
the work force more rapidly. When Presi
dent Bill Clinton was asked whether he 
intended to raise taxes on the middle 
class, he replied: 

"No, but the middle classes will have 
their jobs cut out for them anyway: 
they will have to get used to continu
ous education and retraining if they 
are going to be able to compete in the 
new society that must be forged". 

Time and space are compressed. 2 1 Today, 
multinational capital operates in a glo
bally integrated environment: ideally, 
capital flows unimpeded across all bor
ders, all points are connected by instanta
neous communications, and products are 

made as needed for the momentary and 
continuously changing market. 2 2 Thus A 
Manager's Guide to Globalization main
tains that: 

"The management of a global corpo
rate culture that is adaptable and ca
pable of dealing with rapid changes 
in the environment requires manag
ers who are extremely flexible. Flex
ibility allows managers to meet the 
needs of the organization and to con
stantly adjust to global and local de
mands through coordination and al
location of the organization's re
sources." 2 3 

The successful and ideal organization is 
no longer a monolithic, hierarchical bu
reaucracy but a fleeting, fluid network of 
alliances with great organizational flex
ibility. 

Survival of the Fittest 

The emphasis on flexibility in work and 
health can lead to liberating escapes from 
rigid constraints: the elimination of hier
archies between management and labour; 
the effort to include women and minori
ties; the integration of mental and manual 
skills on the job; the wish to treat workers 
as whole people; and the attempt to see 
mind and body as one. Equally appealing 
may be the ideal person for the future: 
innovative, flexible, whole in mind and 

body, nimbly managing a multitude of 
relationships and circumstances to main
tain a vigorous state of health. 

But flexibility has its downside as well. 
A Fortune magazine article entitled "A 
Brave New Darwinian Workplace" spells 
it out: as rigidly hierarchical schemes for 
organizing work are destroyed—schemes 
that have limited the ability of "people, 
organizations and markets to behave in 
natural ways" — the transition will "be 
brutal for all concerned". People will 
have to realize that they should "forget 
old notions of advancement and loyalty. 
In a more flexible, more chaotic world of 
work you're responsible for your ca
reer." 2 4 

For the adaptable, this may be a "good 
deal". But as the title of Fortune's article 
suggests, depictions of ideal flexible bod
ies and workers are, in reality, new ver
sions of old hierarchies. Some of us have 
flexible enough — or fit enough — im
mune systems, bodies or personalities to 
survive plagues or corporate downsizing. 
Others are so inflexible that they are 
doomed to succumb to illness, death and 
unemployment. In this brave new Dar
winism, certain categories of people will, 
yet again, be found wanting. Particular 
social groups will be seen as having rigid 
or unresponsive selves and bodies, mak
ing them relatively unfit for society. 

A description of such differential 
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survival was given by John Marcellino, a 
community leader in the urban neigh
bourhood of Warren which has high lev
els of unemployment and poverty: 

"I figure . . . one of the ways of 
distinguishing poor people from the 
rest of the population is we all got bad 
teeth [laughs] . . . And so you won' t 
get rid of the drug abuse or the pros
titution or the crime or stuff, until the 
people who live here are no longer 
here. And that to me is the same as the 
underclass thing, disposable people 
. . . As soon as they can't figure out a 
need for us, they'll get rid of us." 

When asked what he thought was the 
current need for people such as those in 
his community, he replied: 

"We still make money for somebody 
or another . . . They need some people 
in the service economy, they try to 
retrain . . . but if not, they're no use, 
they'll put you in jail . . . they'll 
choke you off so that you can't make 
a living doing anything else, so they 
get rid of you, or you know, hope
fully, you'll go back to Virginia or 
somewhere else, right? You know, 
you'll crawl in a crack or you won' t 
have children or something." 

Only the "fit" will survive. But today's 
visions of the "survival of the fittest" 
differ from those of the nineteenth cen-

"Workers who gain 
flexibility may lose job 

security, health 
insurance, paid 

holidays, paid sick 
days, bonuses and 
corporate pension 

schemes." 

tury in that survival is not so much linked 
to the original biological material with 
which one was born, but to "training". 
"Training" becomes "natural" and, like 
the "nature" of anything, a differential 
basis for inequality can be perceived not 
as arbitrary or artificial but based on good 
sense, progress or the fruits of knowl
edge. Those who have been exposed to 
advanced training are perceived as hav
ing a "natural" competitive advantage. 

In contrast to John Marcellino's con
cern for his community, it is a solitary 
advantage. The organization for which 
such training is required is unmoored 
from place, working across time and space 
barriers. Spatial relations become irrel
evant, causing the very particular face-

to-face relationships produced in com
munities and workplaces to disappear. 
Those who have been trained for the fu
ture, with their access to electronic mail, 
fax machines, computers and jet travel, 
can orbit in hyperspace, ignoring those 
stuck on the ground or inbetween. In
deed, financier Jacques Attali describes 
the emerging "empowered, liberated no
mads" as an elite which is "severing its 
ties with any particular place, whether 
nation or neighbourhood". 2 5 

A conception of such a new elite may 
find the desirable qualities of flexibility 
and adaptability in certain superior indi
viduals of any ethnic, racial, gender, 
sexual identity or age group. The "cur
rency" in which these desirable qualities 
will be figured is health, especially the 
health of one's immune system. What is 
being forged is a conception of "fitness" 
in which, just as surely as in nineteenth-
century social Darwinism (although the 
terms and mechanisms may differ), some 
will survive and some will not. 

This article is drawn from Flexible Bodies: 
Tracking Immunity in American Culture 
From the Days of Polio to the Age of AIDS 
by Emily Martin, Beacon Press, Boston, 
1994 (hb) ISBN 0-8070-4626-4 [1995 (pb) 
ISBN 0-8070-4627-2 $14/£11.99], 
distributed in Britain by Airlift Books, 
London. 
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The Mountain Kingdom's White Oil 
The Lesotho Highlands Water Project by 

Korinna Horta 

The Lesotho Highlands Water Project — a gigantic interbasin water transfer scheme — 
is the biggest single infrastructure development in Africa today. Coordinated by the 
World Bank, the scheme was originally conceived as a means of supplying water to 
industries in apartheid South Africa, thereby circumventing international sanctions. 

One dam has already been completed, affecting some 20,000 people who have lost part 
or all of their livelihoods. Not withstanding the myriad social and environmental 

problems the Project has created, preparations for the next phase are already underway 
and will leave profound marks on the present and future generations of Basotho. 

"We were told that we would benefit 
from the project. When we are driven 
off of the land, is that our benefit? Can 
we then lick our fingers?" 

Lesotho Highlands Farmer, 
interviewed by the Highlands Church 

Action Group, 
May 1993 

On 20 October 1985, the 182-metre high 
Katse dam on the Senqu (Orange) river in 
Lesotho, the highest dam ever built in 
Africa and the centrepiece of Phase 1A of 
the Lesotho Highlands Water Project, was 
closed so that water could be impounded. 
The Project, which is scheduled to built in 
five phases, consists of six large dams 
linked by a series of water tunnels and 
pumping stations at an estimated cost of 
about US$8 billion. Phase 1A alone is 
estimated to cost some US$ 2.4 billion 

Korinna Horta is an economist with the 
Environmental Defense Fund, a non-profit 
organization based in Washington, DC. 

and is already one of the largest infra
structure projects in the world today. 1 

Preparations for the Project were so com
plex that it required "the amount of staff 
work that would normally go into about 
10 projects". 2 

The aim of the Project is to export 
water to South Africa's industrial heart
land in Johannesburg and Pretoria 3 by 
storing the south-westerly flowing head
waters of the Senqu (Orange) river and 
diverting them northwards. A secondary 
and relatively minor aim is to generate 
hydroelectricity for Lesotho. 

Plans for the gigantic interbasin water 
transfer scheme were agreed in 1986 and 
construction started in 1989; all five 
phases are scheduled for completion by 
the year 2017. However, considerable 
cost overruns are expected. The Interna
tional Rivers Network, a US-based NGO 
working on water development issues, 
reports that the 48-kilometre tunnel from 
the Katse dam — one of the longest water 
supply pressure tunnels in the world which 

was blasted through the Maluti Moun
tains to transfer water to the underground 
Muela hydropower station — is already 
in need of major repairs: the entire tunnel 
now has to be lined with concrete at a cost 
of an additional $70 million. 4 

The Mountain Kingdom's 
White Oil 

Lesotho is the size of Belgium and is 
inhabited by some two million Basotho 
people. 5 The current boundaries of the 
country were determined by the wars of 
conquest waged by encroaching Dutch 
settlers between 1840 and 1869 during 
which the Basotho lost most of their best 
agricultural land. Sometimes referred to 
as the "Kingdom in the Sky", Lesotho is 
more than 1,000 metres above sea-level. 
Three-quarters of the country are high
lands, reaching from the foothills of the 
Maluti Mountains to Thabana-Ntlenyana, 
the highest peak in southern Africa at 
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The Katse dam is the highest dam in Africa. 

3,428 metres. The land below 1,800 me
tres, the "lowlands", comprises the west
ern region of the country. 

Lesotho's landlocked geography — 
the country is completely surrounded by 
South Africa — its traditional reliance on 
remittances from Basotho migrant work
ers working in South African mines and 
industries, and the fact that its trade- is 
almost entirely with South Africa indi
cates its overwhelming economic depend
ence on that country. During the apar
theid era, when the Lesotho government 
gave refuge to anti-apartheid activists, 
South Africa's regime showed its might: 
besides efforts to destablize Lesotho, such 
as blocking the country' s borders in Janu
ary 1986, the South African military car
ried out military raids in Lesotho on sev
eral occasions. 6 

The Lesotho Highlands Water Project 
was first conceived in the mid-1950s. 
Concerned about South Africa's stran
glehold on their country, however , 
Lesotho governments have tended to view 
schemes to use the country' s water, which 
has been compared to the finding of oil, 
with scepticism. As one Lesotho official 
put it: "First the Boers took our land away 
from us and now they want to take our 
water". 7 

Chief Leabua Jonathan, Lesotho 's 
Prime Minister since 1966 when the coun
try became independent from Britain, is 
reported to have agreed to the Project 
only on the condition that Lesotho would 
control the levers regulating the outflow 
of water. 8 He was promptly overthrown 
in January 1986 by a military coup engi
neered by South Africa. 9 With little pub
lic debate, the incoming military govern

ment of Lesotho did not hesitate to sign 
the October 1986 Treaty with the Repub
lic of South Africa which established the 
Lesotho Highlands Water Project. 

The lack of consultation with and dis
cussion among the Basotho people is 
deeply resented by the Highlands com
munities. Prior to the signing of the Treaty, 
Lesotho's King Moeshoeshoe II visited 
the Highlands, but as a member of an 
NGO, the Highlands Church Action 
Group, said: "When the King came 
through, what could we do but smile and 
clap hands? We did not understand any
thing [he] said". 1 0 

Bypassing Sanctions 

How did a small country of less than two 
million inhabitants with a 1991 annual 
per capita income of US$440 qualify for 
a $2.4 billion investment in one single 
project? The 1991 appraisal report of the 
World Bank, the financial coordinator of 
the Project, states quite clearly that 
Lesotho was not sufficiently creditwor
thy to qualify for the B ank's $ 110 million 
loan for Phase 1A — yet recommends 
that the Bank fund the Project to the tune 
of $110 mill ion, guaranteed by the 
Lesotho government. 1 1 

The answer to this apparent contradic
tion is quite simple: Lesotho is only the 
nominal borrower for the Project; South 
Africa, subject at the time of the loan to 
international economic sanctions, is in 
fact responsible for servicing the debt 
and repaying the loans. The World Bank's 
financial risk analysis in its appraisal 
report deals only with the risks that South 

Africa would default on the loan. 
Because of the sanctions on the apart

heid regime, however, the Bank was con
cerned about the "project being perceived 
as being in the Republic of South Africa's 
interest". 1 2 Other lenders, including the 
major European export credit agencies, 
appeared to be equally concerned about 
"political sensitivities" at a time when 
international public opinion was horri
fied by news from South Africa of police 
brutality and repression; they did not want 
to "receive guarantees directly from the 
Republic of South Africa". 1 3 Thus financ
ing of a scheme to benefit South Africa 
had to be designed in such a way that it 
could not easily be linked to the apartheid 
regime. 

In 1986, the World Bank provided 
concessionary loans — through its Inter
national Development Association — of 
US$8 million to help finance project de
sign and arrange the complicated finan
cial package. The arrangement included 
setting up a trust in Britain through which 
South Africa could service the debt. To 
assure other cofinanciers, the World Bank 
agreed to participate on a pari passu ba
sis; that is, it would expose itself to the 
same risks as other lenders. 

This arrangement lent the Project inter
national credibility and cofinancing was 
provided by the African Development 
Bank, the European export credit agencies 
of Germany, France, Italy, and Britain, the 
European Development Fund, the Euro
pean Investment Bank and European com
mercial banks. Bilateral aid was also pro
vided by Germany, France, Britain. 

An additional strategy was that inter
national contractors had to provide their 
own financing from export credit agen
cies and commercial banks, 1 4 a strategy 
fraught with potential conflicts of inter
est because of the focus on which sup
plier has the most financial backing rather 
than on the quality and price of the goods. 
Yet replication of this strategy is being 
considered for Phase I B . 1 5 

Social Distress 

Under Phase 1A of the Lesotho High
lands Water Project, 20,000 mountain 
people have lost all or part of their fields 
and grazing lands which are central to 
their livelihoods, while even larger num
bers of people may become "develop
ment refugees" if subsequent phases are 
implemented. Considerably more land 
will be flooded by the Phase IB Mohale 
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dam, including some of the best agricul
tural land in Lesotho, than was flooded by 
the Phase 1A dams. 

Internal World Bank documents rec
ognize that the Highland people are among 
the poorest people in Lesotho and are 
already living under very harsh condi
tions. Just a small plot of land represents 
the difference between having access to 
food and malnutrition. 1 6 

The Project, however, is depriving 
many people of all or part of their liveli
hoods. Communal grazing lands have 
been enclosed and declared off limits to 
villagers; agricultural land has been used 
to build roads, transmission lines and 
other infrastructure such as construction 
camps and quarries or will be flooded as 
the Katse and Muela dams fill up. Hous
ing has been destroyed or damaged as 
have top soils and water springs. Dust and 
noise pollution is severe in places, while 
a large influx of job-seekers has increased 
sanitation and public health problems. 
Destitution, prostitution, disease and se
vere hardship have all escalated. 

The Lesotho parastatal in charge of the 
scheme, the Lesotho Highlands Develop
ment Authority (LHDA), appears to have 
developed into a state within a state: its 
budget is likely to surpass the govern
ment 's budget while staff salaries are 
much higher than those for civil servants. 
LHDA has such a poor record in dealing 
with local communities and their plight 
that staff are not trusted by the Highlands 
people. Dedicated and competent staff 
members within LHDA, who try to raise 
the concerns of the Highlands people 
have great difficulties in getting their 
voices heard. 1 7 LHDA is also in deep 
turmoil and mired in conflict; in March 
1995, its chief executive was suspended 
on criminal charges while the head of the 
environment division resigned in June 
1995. 

Inadequate Compensation 
Some of the social implications of the 
Project were addressed by an Environ
mental Action Plan (EAP), produced by 
the Lesotho Highlands Development 
Authority in 1990 with financial assist
ance from the European Community after 
construction was already underway. 1 8 The 
EAP covers compensation for affected 
people, a rural development plan and a 
natural environment and heritage plan. 
Its foremost task is to ensure compliance 
with the 1986 treaty between South Af

rica and Lesotho establishing the Water 
Project which promised that the people of 
Lesotho's Highlands "would not be left 
with a standard of living inferior to that 
prevailing at the time of the first distur
bance". 1 9 This provision is mirrored by 
the minimum requirement of the World 
Bank's policy on involuntary resettle
ment that affected people should at least 
be provided with the means to restore 
their living standards to pre-project lev
els . 2 0 But the scarcity of arable land in 
Lesotho severely limits resettlement op
tions for those affected by the Project. 

The compensation policy of the EAP 
provided for a lump sum cash payment 
for people who lost less than 1,000 square 
metres of land. Those who lost more were 
to receive an annual delivery of corn for 
15 years — the quantity depending on the 
amount of land lost — after which the 
rural development plan is supposed to 
have generated enough employment for 
local people to earn a living. 2 1 The nutri
tional value of the compensation package 
is clearly inadequate. According to an 
LHDA health official, "micro-nutrients 
are a problem, the package does not sus

tain the life of an individual". 2 2 

In addition, fodder to feed livestock 
was delivered for five years (from 1990 
until the present). As with all the Water 
Project's other inputs, the bales of fodder 
are imported from South Africa, and trans
portation costs up to the Highlands repre
sent a considerable expense, which is of 
little benefit to the local economy. 2 3 

In a 1993 LHDA survey, the vast ma
jority of affected people expressed strong 
dissatisfaction with the compensation 
package. 2 4 They said that the cash pay
ments did not reflect the productive value 
of the land and that the 15-year compen
sation package did not take into account 
the loss of many varieties of food eaten by 
the Highlands people . Wild plants , 
fuelwood and building materials that their 
land used to provide was not compen
sated for either. 

A review of the compensation package 
was carried out by the Lesotho Highlands 
Development Authority in June 1995, 
driven by the need to simplify its logistics 
— Project planners are concerned that the 
greater number of people to be affected 
by Phase IB will render the existing 
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scheme costly and difficult to manage. 
The Amended Compensation Policy con
sists primarily of promises to carry out 
further investigations and a proposal to 
carry out field trials of alternative com
pensation methods, but no tangible com
mitments to improve the situation of af
fected people. 2 5 It promises to seek the 
views of those who will be affected, even 
though the review itself did not consult 
those who have already lost their liveli
hoods. 

Meanwhile, the local economy has not 
been stimulated by the project because no 
goods are being procured locally. The 
majority of jobs have gone to people from 
outside the affected area. When local peo
ple do get construction jobs, their condi
tions are often inhumane. A field report 
on the Phase 1A area produced by the 
Maseru-based Sechaba Consultants noted 
in 1994 that: 

"novice construction workers would 
not be able to do any manual work 
after this because, by then, they would 
be scraps owing to the conditions 
under which they work. These poor 
people work under extreme water, 
ice and cold conditions which will 
ultimately render them disabled and 
without compensation". 2 6 

Environmental Degradation 
The 1986 feasibility studies for the Project, 
carried out by British-German engineer
ing consortium Lahmeyer-McDonald, 
concluded that there were no major "en
vironmental obstacles" to the project, 2 7 

even though no comprehensive environ
mental impact assessment was under
taken. Since 1986, a few sketchy environ
mental studies, most of which were spon
sored by the European Union, have been 
carried out. But according to biologists 
familiar with the Project, there are few 
useful baseline data, and little is known 
about Lesotho's endemic fish and bird 
populations or the impact that the gigan
tic construction works are having on them. 

Among the known endangered animal 
species in the project area, however, are 
the Maloti Minnow and the Bearded Vul
ture (both on IUCN's endangered species 
list) as well as the Spiral Aloe which is 
endemic to Lesotho and plays an impor
tant role in traditional medicine. The 
project proposes to carry out a rescue 
operation for the Bald Ibis (an IUCN 
threatened species), the Black Stork and 
other birds which nest within the area of 

Katse reservoir and promises to make 
arrangements to raise rescued chicks. 2 8 

Although the Environmental Action 
Plan proposes to designate several areas 
as nature reserves, road works and trans
mission lines have already wreaked havoc 
in some of them, such as the alpine eco
system in the Bokong River catchment in 
the area of the Muela hydropower plant. 
In addition, capacity to manage these 
areas seems to be lacking. Biologists 
working for the LHDA have expressed 
frustration because their work receives 
little or no institutional support. Funding 
for the nature reserves is tied to proposed 
tourism projects which have yet to begin. 

Management of the catchment area — 
in particular the prevention of soil ero
sion — is vital if the dams are not to silt 
up rapidly and adequate water flows are 
to be maintained in the river. Soil erosion, 
which is already severe, has been aggra
vated by construction activities for the 
Project and will be exacerbated still fur
ther by changes in land-use, especially 
when villagers are forced to cultivate 
steeper hillsides. 

A preliminary estimate of soil losses 
predicts that the tunnels and Muela outlet 
will be completely blocked within 50 
years. As FIVAS, the Norwegian Asso
ciation for International Water and For
est Studies, points out, "it will be ex
tremely difficult to control the erosion 
even if it is possible to find the money 
and the wil l" . 2 9 Yet, no erosion and sedi
mentation study was carried out for Phase 
1 A. The World Bank now claims that the 
earlier erosion estimate was based on 
false assumptions of local rock types 
and that there is no threat to the Project 's 
technical feasibility. 

The downs t r eam impacts of the 
Lesotho Highlands Water Project also 
appear to have been overlooked. Divert
ing large amounts of water from the Senqu 
(Orange) River will have consequences 
in the regions that the river traverses, 
western South Africa and Namibia — it is 
the border between the two countries — 
before it enters the Atlantic Ocean. 
Thayer Scudder, a US expert on large 
water development schemes and a mem
ber of the Panel of Environmental Ex
perts of the Lesotho Highlands Water 
Project, set up by the Bank to monitor 
compliance with the Bank's resettlement 
guidelines, points out that large-scale 
water development projects are likely to 
impoverish a much larger number of 
people downstream of the project than 
those living in its immediate vicinity. 3 0 

Fine Words, Little Action 
Several internal reports written by World 
Bank environmental experts and social 
anthropologists have also expressed con
cern over the Project. 3 1 One suggests that 
further disbursements for Phase 1A should 
be linked to on-the-ground improvements, 
and that an independent assessment of the 
profound impact of Phase 1A on local 
communities should be carried out before 
a Bank decision on funding for Phase IB 
is taken. 3 2 Britain's Overseas Develop
ment Adminis t ra t ion (ODA), which 
cofunded Phase 1A under its bilateral aid 
programme and is funding the Muela 
hydropower project under Phase 1A, is 
equally candid about the social impacts 
of the Project to date: "There is a consid
erable negative impact of the LHWP on 
the people of the Lesotho Highlands. This 
is not being adequately dealt with. ' 3 3 

An important source of information on 
the day-to-day impact of the Project, how
ever, has been a small Lesotho NGO, the 
Highlands Church Action Group. For sev
eral years, this group has documented 
specific cases of hardship and suffering 
of villagers as a result of the water scheme. 
The group has written numerous letters to 
the responsible project authorities asking 
for compensation for damage done to 
village people, letters which have largely 
remained unanswered. Some of the prob
lems would have been easy to solve with 
minimal cost and would have meant a 
world of difference for affected people. 

For instance, the garden of the school 
at Ha Theko, which provided food for the 
school children, was destroyed when a 
road camp and quarry were built near the 
school building. 3 4 One of the many project 
trucks could easily have delivered top 
soil from the (soon-to-be flooded) valley 
bottom in order to create a new garden, 
but this was never done. In contrast, top 
soil was delivered for the flower beds in 
the European-style village (complete with 
tennis courts and restaurants) which 
houses Project staff. 

Similarly, whilst the houses of the 
project staff have running water, local 
people in the village where the water 
supply is sited were forbidden to draw 
water from it. It took over one year — and 
the personal intervention of the Chief 
Executive of the Lesotho's Highlands 
Water Authority — before a tap to the 
supply tank was installed for the benefit 
of the villagers. Promised water supplies 
and sanitation works for the village have 
still not been implemented. 
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The Lesotho Highlands Development 
Authority has been largely incapable of 
responding to the complaints of affected 
people. The former head of LHDA's En
vironment Division summarized the prob
lems before his June 1995 resignation: 

'The existing strategies and assess
ment of performance in implementa
tion of the strategies is heavily top-
down, inefficient and needs to be 
reversed". 3 5 

There are no indications that any "re
versal" is taking place, nor that alterna
tive approaches are being considered, 3 6 

even as preparations for Phase IB forge 
ahead. Indeed to proceed with the Project 
is to fly in the face of recommendation of 
the World Bank's own resettlement re
view, namely that: 

"the Bank should not finance any 
new project involving resettlement 

for a borrowing agency that is not 
living up to its existing commitments 
for rese t t l ement in an ongoing 
project". 3 7 

Fundamental Questions 
The World Bank insists that the Project 
will bring "development" to Lesotho, 
enabling the country to transform its wa
ter into export revenue by charging South 
Africa water royalties and thus to embark 
on an era of export-led growth that will 
"benefit" Lesotho's poor. 3 8 Fundamental 
questions — Who is the water for? At 
what cost? At whose cost? — are not 
being asked, let alone answered, by the 
Project and its financial backers. 

The governments which put in place 
the Lesotho Highlands Water Project were 
the South African apartheid regime and 

the military rulers of Lesotho at a time 
when downstream Namibia was governed 
by the United Nations Council. However, 
Nelson Mandela is now president of South 
Africa, Lesotho is run by a civilian gov
ernment — although its control over the 
country's armed forces is tenuous — and 
Namibia became an independent nation 
in 1990. With such a changed political 
situation, there should be the possibility 
for a vigorous public debate about water 
equity which ought to open up fresh per
spectives and dynamic new approaches 
to ensure people's rights of access to 
water and land and env i ronmen ta l 
sustainability. 

Such a debate and exploration of other 
approaches should be explored before 
another $ 1 . 1 . billion, including a World 
Bank non-concessional loan for $ 120 mil
lion, are invested in the Lesotho High
lands Water Project. 3 9 
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Incineration by the Back Door 
Cement Kilns as Waste Sinks 

by 

Tom Hellberg 

"Trial" burning in cement kilns of hazardous industrial waste as a "substitute fuel" to 
supplement coal burning has been taking place since 1992 in Britain. Two kilns now have 
permanent authorization to burn waste. Subject to less stringent emission standards than 

specialized incinerators, kilns offer a cheap but dirty disposal option which waste generators 
are exploiting to the full. Pollution and ill-health are the results. 

Owned by Castle Cement, the cement works in Clitheroe, north 
Lancashire, has been a major local employer for some 50 years. 
In the early 1990s, some residents began to notice that the colour 
of thick dense plumes of dust from the cement kiln had changed 
as had the smell. By chance, one resident discovered that the kiln 
had been legally burning hazardous waste since mid-1992. 
Castle Cement described the waste as a "new light fuel oil". 

Today , local residents in the river valley where the cement 
works are located complain that chimney gases frequently 
descend on nearby villages, depending on which way the wind 
is blowing. 1 Clitheroe resident Mary Horner is one of those 
whose health has been severely affected. Her short-term physi
cal reactions to the plumes have included a sore throat, prickly 
eyes "like sand in them", headaches, hallucinations, incoordina
tion, blurred vision, "the pounding of my heart as though it wanted 
to jump out of my chest" and involuntary muscle twitching; some 
of these reactions have persisted for several days. 2 

With unexplained skin rashes, headaches and soaring asthma 
rates among children, 11 families in Clitheroe won legal aid in 
July 1995 to pay for air quality monitoring and to claim compen
sation from Castle Cement. Commented Mary Horner, "It has 
been hard for families to come forward because it is very much 
a company town, but what is happening to the children's health 
is too serious to ignore". 3 

Burning Waste 

Cement has been made for decades by combining calcium (from 
chalk), aluminium and iron silicon (from clay) and oxygen at a 
high temperature in a cement kiln to produce cement "clinker" 
which is then mixed with gypsum before being ground up to 
produce cement powder. The wet kiln process 4 uses an inclined 
500-foot-long revolving steel cylinder in which the various 
materials are introduced at the top end while the furnace, usually 
fuelled by coal and petroleum coke, burns at the bottom end. The 
incline allows the material to slide through the kiln. 

In the early 1990s, Castle Cement requested authorization 
from the local office of Her Majesty' s Inspectorate of Pollution 
(HMIP) in Lancaster to replace 25 per cent of its coal fuel with 
a "fuel blend" derived from industrial waste. The company 

Tom Hellberg is a member of Communities Against Toxics and of the 
National Alliance for Cleaning Up Cement Kilns. 

claimed that burning the waste-derived fuel would reduce the 
cement kiln's emissions of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen oxide 
by some 50 per cent and 25 per cent respectively. Both these 
gases are major causes of acid rain. 5 

HMIP drew up (together with Castle Cement) a specification 
of maximum quantities of certain substances — heavy metals, 
sulphur, halogens, PCBs — that the waste could contain. 6 In 
July 1992, Castle Cement was licensed to burn the waste at its 
Clitheroe plant on a trial basis; authorization became permanent 
in 1993. 7 The Lancashire County Council, classifying the waste 
as a "fuel", ruled that burning waste instead of coal did not 
constitute a substantial change of land use for the cement kiln. 8 

Clitheroe's approval to burn waste was followed by permis
sion being awarded to a second company — Rugby Cement — 
to undertake a six-month "trial burn" at its Barrington plant in 
Cambridgeshire so as "to determine the effect on the environ
ment by burning [waste-derived] fuels and also the effect of the 
quality of the cement product". 9 Burning started in September 
1993. Today, five of Britain's 20 cement works, operated by 
three main cement companies — Blue Circle, Castle Cement and 
Rugby Cement — and two lime kilns are burning waste, each 
licensed on a site-by-site basis. 1 0 An estimated 150,000 tonnes of 
hazardous waste have been burnt in this way since 1992. 

Because of mounting public concern at "continual trialling", 
however, HMIP announced in May 1995 that it would issue a 
national policy on the burning of waste in cement kilns by 
September 1995 rather than licensing on a site-by-site basis. As 
of December 1995, it has yet to decide — but nevertheless in 
November 1995, permanent authorization was given to one of 
these sites, Rugby Cement's plant at Barrington, to burn 25 per 
cent "secondary liquid fuel". 1 1 

Waste Derived Fuel 

The waste now being burnt in these cement kilns is variously 
described as "waste-derived fuel", "secondary" or "substitute 
liquid fuel", "recycled liquid fuel" or Cemfuel™, the trade 
name of the cement kiln "fuel" with the largest market share. 
The "fuel" is derived from solid and liquid wastes from the 
chemicals, plastics, pharmaceutical and automotive industries. 
Collected by waste processors such as Soiree, Safety-Kleen, 
Leigh, DuPont and UK Waste, the wastes are processed in order 
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to extract flammable solvents which are then blended together 
to produce a fuel stock. 

There is no national standard governing the composition of 
waste-derived fuel, which varies from batch to batch, depending 
on the source of the waste and the blending process. HMIP sets 
maximum levels for specific wastes — chlorine, PCBs, sulphur, 
heavy metals and sediment — for each cement plant, based on 
the total environmental impact. 7 In some cases, no limits have 
been set for other toxic substances such as fluorine and bromine. 
The wastes which the HMIP are willing to licence, however, 
include non-combustible substances which do not add to the 
mixture's calorific value and may even lower it. This waste has 
included old exhaust gas emission filters from hospital and 
municipal incinerators, saturated with carbon and other 
particulates, which are ground up and put into the cement kiln 
"fuel". Many of these non-combustible substances are highly 
toxic and their presence in waste derived fuel is of grave concern 
to communities living near cement kilns. 

Cement Kiln or Incinerator? 

The licensing of cement kilns to burn wastes which have no 
combustible value has raised fears that the kilns are being used 
as cheap hazardous waste incinerators. One attraction of cement 
kilns to waste generators is that they have lower emissions 
standards (even when burning coal) than hazardous waste incin
erators for a number of important pollutants, notably nitrous and 
sulphur oxides and hydrogen chloride. The 1990 Environmental 
Protection Act (EPA) sets higher emission standards for various 
industrial processes, but gives them several years to meet the 
standards. Incinerators have to meet the higher standards for 
nitrous oxides, sulphur oxides and particulates by 1996 whereas 
cement kilns have until 1998. Yet for the trial burns, HMIP has 
allowed cement kilns 1 3 to emit three times more particulates 
than would be permitted for a cement kiln once the EPA comes 
into force. This trial particulate level is more than seven times 
what would be permitted for an incinerator. 1 4 At Clitheroe, 
meanwhile, limits have been set for dust (particulates) and 
dioxin only, not for other pollutants. 1 5 

Community groups, environmental organizations and local 
authorities are now campaigning for the waste being burnt in 
cement kilns to be consistently treated as "waste" and not 
"fuel". Classified as waste, the substances would be subject to 
tighter regulations concerning their transport, handling and 
disposal. Information concerning the waste's origin and compo
sition would have to be disclosed. 1 6 

A Better Disposal Option? 

Cement kiln operators respond by arguing that cement kilns are 
a more efficient disposal route than specialized hazardous waste 
incinerators. The industry points out, for instance, that kilns 
burn at higher temperatures —~an average of 1400°C and a 
maximum of 2000°C — than incinerators; and that they have a 
"residence time" (the time which the waste spends in the kiln) 
of five seconds compared with two seconds in an incinerator. 

However, the temperature in a cement kiln is not uniform; it 
ranges from 1400oC within the furnace end to less than 200°C 
at the other end of the kiln. Indeed, at the point where the waste 
is introduced into the kiln, the temperature is typically well 
below 800°C. In addition, when carbon monoxide (CO) builds 
up within the kiln, the electrostatic precipitators (which filter 

Castle Cement's works at Clitheroe 

some of the dust in the exhaust gases) have to be switched off to 
prevent an explosion 1 7 and the kiln shut down, causing tempera
tures to fall. Such "CO trips" occur "every two to three days", 1 8 

whether coal or waste is being burnt, and are usually accompa
nied by thick plumes of smoke being emitted unfiltered into the 
atmosphere as the kiln is purged. At the Clitheroe plant, the 
particulate and dioxin limits do not apply when the plant is shut 
down during CO trips. 

Just as important as temperature and residence time for 
ensuring the effective incineration of hazardous wastes is the 
amount of oxygen and turbulence in the furnace. Where there is 
adequate oxygen, the carbon and the hydrogen in the waste 
stream combine with oxygen molecules to form water and 
carbon dioxide. Without adequate oxygen, however, this com
bustion process is incomplete, causing potentially toxic prod
ucts — known as Products of Incomplete Combustion or PICs 
— to form or hazardous waste to survive the incineration 
process. Commercial waste incinerators use about four to seven 
times more oxygen than a cement kiln, which, because it is 
designed to make cement clinker, needs a low oxygen environ
ment. 1 9 Thus although the operating temperature in a kiln may, 
in places, be higher than in an incinerator, the lower air/fuel mix 
means that the kiln is not as efficient a combustion chamber. As 
a result, PICs, such as dioxins and dibenzofurans, both known 
to cause cancer and birth defects in mammals, are routinely 
formed because of chemical reactions with catalysts such as 
copper and hydrogen chloride in or above the chimney. 

Apologists for the dispersion by incineration of these persist
ent bioaccumulative toxins into the atmosphere usually excuse 
their activities by stating that the amounts released are only 
"vanishingly small". 2 0 Even though the levels of dioxin emis
sions from incinerators and cement kilns burning waste derived 
fuel are historically low, this does not mean that they cannot 
harm. On the contrary, they persist for many decades; are 
assimilated by flora and then ingested by fauna; and are concen
trated at each stage in the food chain. 
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In addition to the problem of 
PICs, heavy metals are inevitably 
emitted from all incinerators, in
cluding cement kilns, for the very 
simple reason that, although com
pounds can be reduced through com
bustion, elements cannot be de
stroyed. Such toxic substances — 
whose health effects range from 
damage to the kidneys and heart in 
the case of cadmium to brain dam
age in the case of mercury — are 
not only emitted in the exhaust 
gases. Data from the United States 
where hazardous waste has been 
burnt in some cement kilns for some 
20 years (see Box, p.235) indicates that when chemical waste is 
used as a fuel, heavy metals are also found in the cement clinker 
and waste dusts 2 1 and may ultimately end up in cement and 
cement products and in the sites where the waste dusts are 
disposed. 

In the US, restrictions have now been imposed on the use of 
cement contaminated with industrial waste in the construction 
of water pipes, an issue which is now causing concern to water 
companies in Britain. Controls were recently strengthened in 
the US over wastes from the cement industry. 

Given these known health hazards, scientific director of 
Greenpeace, Dr Sue Mayer, concludes of the "trial burns": 
"Experiments with compounds as dangerous as dioxins and 
heavy metals like cadmium and mercury can never be justified." 

Trial Burns 

In June 1994, HMIP belatedly issued a protocol to monitor the 
trials, known as the Bedford Protocol. However, many of its 
safeguards have, in practice, been ignored. The data that has 
been collected is, at best, insufficient to draw any meaningful 
conclusions and at worst misleading. 

Under the Protocol, trial burns with waste fuel should com
pare emission concentrations with baseline data. However, little 
or no baseline data on depositions from conventionally-fuelled 
cement kilns is available, making it all but impossible to 
monitor the effects on animals and people living nearby the 
plants of burning hazardous waste in cement kilns. The Protocol 
requires tests for dioxins and heavy metals in dust and in soil 
samples taken downwind of the kiln's stack, but not in people. 
As Dr Sue Mayer concludes, "The trials are not even being 
conducted in a proper manner. Lack of data is being used to 
claim lack of evidence of harm". 

Despite patchy monitoring of emissions when cement kilns 
are burning waste, cement companies continue to claim that the 
burning of waste is more environmentally-friendly than burning 
coal or petroleum coke because sulphur and nitrous oxides 
emissions are lower. 2 2 Some test results do indeed show lower 
emissions of some of these gases, but others do not. The first 
trial results at Blue Circle's plant at Weardale, for instance, 
showed no improvement in nitrous oxide emissions, but did 
register a fall in sulphur dioxide compared to the burning of coal 
alone, while those at Castle Cement 's works in Clitheroe indi
cated the reverse. More recent results from Clitheroe have 
shown no change in sulphur emissions which Castle Cements's 
Technical Manager Peter Weller blames on "process upsets". 

Burning Cemfuel™ inside a kiln at Clitheroe 

Test results from Rugby Cement's 
B a r r i n g t o n ' s p lant ind ica ted 
dioxin emissions 70 times greater 
than when burning coal or coke. 2 3 

Given the varying composition of 
the waste, it is not surprising that 
the burning of different wastes in 
different furnaces produces large 
fluctuations in toxic emissions 
which can not be replicated. 

In addition, monitoring seems 
to have been undertaken under 
the most favourable conditions 
and to have ceased when the kiln 
is shut down because of carbon 
monoxide trips, thereby yielding 

misleading emissions estimates. For instance, of eight visits by 
HMIP to the Clitheroe plant to take samples, one visit was 
delayed four hours to allow the kiln to stabilize while four others 
had to be abandoned because of plant failure. Unfavourable 
results — such as higher than hoped for emissions — have been 
dismissed as "untypical" and favourable results interpreted as 
"normal". Cement companies have successfully avoided under
taking "worst scenario" tests — burning fuels containing the 
highest concentration of wastes permitted under their licences. 
Community groups are concerned that kilns may be given 
permanent approval on the basis of relatively "clean" waste or 
"untypical" test results and then proceed to burn more hazard
ous substances. 

Those fears have been reinforced by government backslid
ing. In June 1994, Environment Minister Robert Atkins stated: 

"Operators will be expected to discontinue any trial in the 
event of developments which might adversely affect the 
whole environment". 2 4 

But trial burning of hazardous waste has been suspended in only 
instance, when high levels of lead in soils downwind from the 
Blue Circle kiln in Weardale were noted. 2 5 

In addition, Atkins stated that "on completion of the agreed 
trial schedule, operators will be required to revert to routine 
manufacture not using the substitute fuel". But no kiln has 
brought its "trial" to an end. Indeed, Rugby Cement 's request to 
proceed straight to permanent authorization — so as not to upset 
its commercial supply of waste fuel — has just been granted. 2 6 

The British Cement Association, representing the three cement 
companies in Britain, argues that the £20 million or so the 
cement industry and "fuel" suppliers have invested in the 
burning of waste-derived fuel justifies its permanent use. 2 7 

Follow the Money T r a i l . . . 

Despite the green rhetoric being used to push waste-derived fuels, 
cement companies admitted in June 1995 to a House of Commons 
Select Committee that economic factors were actually behind 
their plans to burn hazardous waste in cement kilns. 2 8 

Fuel bills represent some 35 per cent of direct manufacturing 
costs of cement. Claiming competition from cheaper imported 
cement and a depressed construction market in Britain, the 
cement companies are trying to reduce their fuel bills by some 
10 per cent by using waste as fuel. 2 9 Burning waste is not only 
cheaper 3 0 than coal but is also a revenue earner since the cement 
companies are currently being paid to burn waste by the 
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Burning Waste in the United States 
The legislative loopholes that have al lowed cement kilns 
to burn hazardous waste in Britain have been foreshad
owed by developments in the United States over the past 
20 years. Under pressure from cement imports from 
countries such as Korea, which contr ibuted to a 40 per 
cent drop in price during the 1980s, the US cement 
industry discovered that their fuel bills could be signifi
cantly reduced by burning waste. At first, they burned 
only "nurse" fuels — fuel of high British thermal units (Btu) 
— which are relatively clean liquid wastes. 

By the early 1990s, however, more and more of these 
wastes were being burned on-site in captive boilers or 
furnaces by the industries which generated them. To 
maintain their income from waste disposal, cement kilns 
began to take large amounts of low Btu solids or sludges. 
Such was the commercial attractiveness of burning waste 
that one cement manufacturer was quoted in 1987 as 
saying: "It's possible that in the not-too-distant future, 
cement will be just a by-product of waste burning." 

The major legislative loophole that al lowed the cement 
companies to burn waste was the exemption of "recycled" 
chemical wastes from control under the 1984 (??) 
Resource Conservat ion and Recovery Act. Cement 
companies took advantage of interim status permits, 
intended to enable trial burns to take place. These 
permits could be issued after just one restriced public 
hearing and gave no effective t ime limit to the duration of 
the trial. By 1990, there were 24 cement and 17 aggre
gate (lime) kilns burning three billion pounds of hazardous 
waste across the US. 

In the meant ime, opposit ion from community groups, 
local government, the medical profession and operators 
of purpose-built incinerators to the burning of hazardous 
waste in cement kilns was gradually growing. In 1987 
doctors near Artesia, Mississippi, signed a statement 
opposing the use of waste by the United Cement com
pany. Criticism of the US Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) became more outspoken, even from within 
the Agency itself. An engineer with the EPA's Office of 
Solid Waste wrote in 1990 that the EPA: 

"appears to be engaged in a pattern and practice of 
accommodat ing the regulated cement kiln hazardous 
waste incineration industry with non-existent, or at best 
loose, regulation." 

In May 1991, the City Council at Fort Coll ins, Colorado, 
objected to the burning of waste at Holnam Inc.'s cement 
kiln which was within its jurisdiction and out lawed the use 
of cement from waste-burning kilns on any city-funded 
construction projects. Other authorit ies in the states of 
Maryland, Montana, Pennsylvania, Alabama, Colorado 
and Texas passed similar legislation. A major US hard
ware store, Home Depot, wrote to all its suppliers that it 
would not sell goods which used waste-derived cement. 

Communit ies continued to amass evidence of the 
damage being caused to the health of communit ies and 
livestock downwind of waste burning cement plants. 
Experts have noticed increased incidence of many 
medical condit ions, including sinusitis, asthma, bronchitis 
and emphysema among people living close to waste-
burning cement plants, 

In February 1991, the newly-elected Governor of 
Texas, Ann Richards, issued a six-month moratorium on 
the granting of new permits to the cement industry to burn 

hazardous waste in Texas. A special investigation 
committee of the Texas Air Control Board (TACB) was 
set up in the summer of 1992, while in October of that 
year, the EPA produced a report to Congress on which 
showed that cement kiln dust contained not only dioxins 
but also anthropogenic radioactive elements. 

The TACB held a public hearing in November 1992, 
during which dozens of affidavits were col lected from 
residents living downwind of the cement plants in Texas 
burning the hazardous waste. These painted a stark 
picture of the human and animal health. The final 
recommendat ions of the TACB issued in January 1993 
were seen by many campaigners as an inevitable 
compromise, but a significant decis ion: cement kilns in 
Texas had to adhere to same emission standards as 
hazardous waste incinerators. 

The US cement industry was in the middle of a major 
public relations crisis. The Louisville Courier reported in 
February 1993 that "The cement industry has yet to make 
a persuasive case that using old kilns, often close to 
schools and subdivisions, makes sense for us as well as 
for them." Others such as Ed Kleppinger, an independent 
environmental consultant and expert on combust ion 
processes, went further and claimed that the cement 
industry had "destroyed its store of public credibil ity." 

By the spring of 1993, 24 cement and 6 aggregate 
kilns were burning waste, while a further 8 were seeking 
interim permits, including Blue Circle for its plant at Tulsa, 
Oklahoma. Significantly, though, Blue Circle pulled out of 
a proposal to burn waste at its kiln near Atlanta, Georgia 
in January 1993. The community groups fighting the 
cement industry were joined by powerful all ies. In 
September 1993, the American Lung Associat ion (ALA) 
and the Sierra Club announced their support. The EPA 
Draft Report on Dioxins fuelled the debate still further 
when it identified waste-burning cement kilns as a major 
source of dioxins. In September 1994, the ALA produced 
a video, "Smoke and Mirrors", on the Texas cement 
plants which was publicly screened despite the threat of 
legal action from the cement industry. 

Continued campaigning against the burning of waste 
in cement kilns began to pay off. At the end of 1994, 
Southdown Cement, the only cement company that had 
lobbied for greater regulation of waste burning in the 
cement industry, decided to pull out of the waste busi
ness entirely. Many experts such as Kleppinger took this 
decision as indicative that a cement company could not 
afford to meet any higher emission standards. Holnam 
Inc. have since abandoned its plans to burn waste in 
Montana and Texas. 

The interest of regulators then shifted to examinat ion 
of the waste dust from cement kilns burning hazardous 
waste and even the cement itself. In January 1995, the 
EPA determined that stricter controls should be applied to 
the disposal of cement kiln dust to prevent pollution of 
ground and drinking water, and to reduce health risks 
associated with breathing and ingesting dust from cement 
kilns. In April 1995, campaigners filed a petition with the 
EPA calling for all cement manufactured using waste to 
be labelled as such, but the EPA rejected this. 

Roger Lilley 
Roger Lilley is Industry & Pollution Campaigner with Friends of the 
Earth. 
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Plumes of dust from Castle Cement's cement works at Barrington, 
Cambridgeshire. The Bedford Protocol on burning waste in cement 
kilns requires operators to demonstrate that the exhaust gases are 
"not normally subject to plume grounding". Yet six of the cement 
works now burning waste are in valleys where air dispersion is poor. 

of the solvent now being used in Cemfuel™ used 
to be recycled for use in the automotive indus
try. 3 7 CMR, a former supplier of Cemfuel™, 
believes that over one third of the material des
tined for cement kilns could be recycled. 3 8 

Besides reducing the incentive to recycle, the 
availability of a cheap disposal route also re
duces any incentive to reduce production of toxic 
wastes in various manufacturing processes and 
even stimulates their production. Increasing the 
capacity for waste disposal also encourages im
ports of toxic waste: significantly, Cemfuel™ 
currently contains wastes of Irish origin. It used 
to contain waste from Sweden arising from Swed
ish waste processing firms Euroc and Aker which 
have a controlling interest in Castle Cement. 3 9 

Treating Symptoms not Causes 

"solvent recoverers" who pass the costs onto the waste producers. 
For waste generators, sending their waste to cement opera

tors for disposal also brings major economic benefits. Although 
the costs are difficult to calculate, it would seem that disposing 
of a tonne of waste in a hazardous waste incinerator costs some 
£200-£300 per tonne compared to £25-35 in a cement kiln. 
Some incinerators have thus dropped their prices to compete. 3 1 

It has been estimated that between them, the pharmaceutical, 
chemical and automotive industries have saved some £25 mil
lion per year so far during these "trials". 3 2 

Communities are concerned that if cement kilns receive 
permanent authorization to burn waste "fuel", more and more 
waste will be left or added to the mixture — the higher the waste 
content, the higher the revenue. In several European countries 
and the US, "many kilns now burn wastes with very low 
calorific values and act purely as a disposal route". 3 3 UK cement 
companies themselves believe that kilns can dispose of a wide 
range of waste streams including medical waste, plastics, pes
ticides and sewage sludge. 3 4 The government's consultation 
waste strategy paper, issued in January 1995, has also suggested 
that cement kilns could be used to dispose of liquid waste and 
PCB wastes. 3 5 

Squeezing Out Recycling 
Already waste disposal companies claim that the economics of 
hazardous waste incinerators have been disrupted by the burn
ing of the waste in cement kilns and that they are having to buy 
in fossil fuel to burn the waste they do have. It has been 
suggested that if cement kilns are given the go-ahead to burn 
waste-derived fuels, the high temperature incineration industry 
in Britain will collapse. 

The recycling of solvents for reuse is also likely to be 
undermined. Jeff Higgins of Creda Solvents, which, unlike 
other major solvent recoverers, has opted not to supply waste-
derived fuels, comments: "It didn't make any sense to us to burn 
material that contained 50 per cent of more of so lvents" . 3 6 

Indeed, Castle Cement 's Peter Weller acknowledges that much 

The 1990 Environmental Protection Act was 
overtly intended to introduce an enforceable sys
tem of integrated pollution control and to regu

late most major industrial emissions. One of the aims of the act 
was supposedly "to reduce industrial pollution at source". 
However, the will to enforce such regulations has been con
spicuous by its absence: 
• Much of the legislation has still to be implemented — 

five years after it was passed. 

• Decisions are being made on an ad hoc basis, with cheap 
and quick solutions having more weight than established 
policy. New policies are being adopted which are in 
obvious conflict with existing ones. 

• Despite the lip service paid to "clean production", there 
have been few incentives to encourage industry to abandon 
dirty production processes. 

• Examination of the public registers, set up under the 
1990 Act, has exposed how emissions well above the 
statutory limits are in practice regarded as acceptable 
operating levels. 

• Inadequate disposal practises have been encouraged 
through the licensing of "waste to energy" schemes. 

• Cement kilns are becoming mechanisms for dispersing 
"red list" chemicals (including antimony, arsenic, 
cadmium, chromium and mercury) into the food chain. 

If pollution really is to be prevented, a radically new approach 
is required: in particular, there is a need to adopt a "zero 
emission option", with the "sunsetting" of those chemical 
industries — solvent manufacture, for example — where non
toxic alternatives exist, or to locate the source of the metals 
which are causing concerns. If hazardous waste is to be burnt in 
cement kilns, the emission standards should be those for burn
ing hazardous waste. 

Treating the symptoms of pollution, however, rather than 
investing in its prevention, has become the hallmark of policy. 
The duplicitous attempts to pass highly-toxic wastes off as 
harmless fuel is indicative of this approach. The public should 
demand that waste-derived fuel is recognised for what it is — 
waste, not fuel. 
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Wal-Mart Worldwide 
The Making of a Global Retailer 

by 

Kai Mander and Alex Boston 

With its capital, power and infrastructure, Wal-Mart exemplifies the kind of corporation 
equipped for success in the global economy. Staff of the giant retailer are scouring the globe 

for countries in which to manufacture and retail Wal-Mart's wide range of everyday products. 
Following its practice in the United States over the past 30 years of driving down wages and 

beating off competition, Wal-Mart hopes to have stores in every country, all offering products 
at prices far below local competitors. Ultimately, it aims to be come the first truly global 

retailer. But citizens' groups in many countries are resisting its expansion. 

Wal-Mart, the giant US-based discount 
chain, is the largest retailer in terms of 
global sales in the world. Depending on 
the locality of its stores, it sells anything 
from food to furniture, from car accesso
ries to camping equ ipment , from 
kitchenware to cosmetics, and from lei
sure goods to clothes. Its "SuperCentres" 
average 150,000 square feet (almost four 
times the size of an average supermarket) 
and typically carry 150,000 different prod
ucts, compared with 20,000-30,000 prod
ucts in a supermarket. It buys more house
hold products from Proctor and Gamble, 
one of the world's largest manufacturers 
of soaps and detergents, than Proctor and 
Gamble sells to the whole of Japan. 

Founded in 1962 by Sam Walton (see 
Box, p.239), shrewd manufacturing, sleek 
purchasing and its own automated inven-

Kai Mander is former Communications Director 
at the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy. 
He now works as a freelance writer and teacher. 
Alex Boston is Communications Officer for the 
Council of Canadians. 

tory and distribution system enabled the 
company to overtake Sears in 1991 to 
become the biggest retailer in the US. 
Taking advantage of the lowering of trade 
barriers under GATT and NAFTA, it has 
moved into Mexico, Argentina, Hong 
Kong, Brazil and Canada; it hopes to 
have almost 200 Wal-Marts in Canada by 
1997. With more than 2,300 warehouse-
size outlets worldwide, it is expanding at 
a frenetic pace, opening a new store some
where in North America every two days. 
Many financial analysts expect Wal-
Mart 's sales to increase from approxi
mately $85 billion in 1994 to $200 billion 
by the year 2000, making it the world's 
largest company. By then, some predict 
that Wal-Mart will account for 20 cents 
of every dollar spent on general merchan
dise, clothing and furniture in the US. 

Wal-Mart , whose profits in 1993 
amounted to some $2.3 billion, claims its 
success stems from superb service, a wide 
assortment of quality merchandise and 
the lowest possible prices. When it goes 

about seeking the necessary planning and 
zoning permits to establish a new store, 
Wal-Mart portrays itself as a benevolent 
addition to a local community, providing 
jobs and sorely needed income to a re
gional economy and low prices for con
sumers. But study after study confirms 
what hundreds of US towns learned the 
hard way: the opening of a Wal-Mart 
leads to a net loss of jobs in a region and 
decreased income for the community as a 
whole. Even Wal-Mart 's vaunted low 
prices are exaggerated. 

Ghost Towns 

Often when a business opens in a small 
town, it tries to locate itself in an existing 
retail area so that it can become a stop
ping point on a shopper's list. To suc
ceed, the proprietor—who probably lives 
in town or nearby, and who thus has a 
financial and emotional stake in the well-
being of the community — makes the 
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Sam's Club 
Sam Walton, Wal-Mart 's founder, set up his first store, the 
Wal-Drug, in Rogers, Arkansas, in 1962. Until his death in 
1992, he was unfailingly portrayed by the media as the 
down-to-earth, kind-hearted embodiment of the American 
dream. He was lauded for his humility and shunning of 
excess. Walton spent his final years piloting his own plane 
to pop around the continent, visiting the stores he owned 
but had never visited. When a store learned of a planned 
visit, palpable excitement and euphoria filled the air. When 
he showed up, Mr. Sam — as he was called by everyone 
from the store manager to the stock boy — was treated 
almost like the benevolent leader of a personality cult. 

On these visits, Mr. Sam cheered his employees on and 
extolled the virtues of team work and company pride. He 
instilled in them a sense that their hard work would enrich 
them personally and financially. He projected an image of 
"one of us made good". In reality, Sam Walton was in the 
business of driving small shops out of business across the 
United States and paying most of his workers a minimum 
wage while he amassed a fortune of $23.5 bil l ion. 

Analysts ascribe Walton's success to "a strategy of 
avoiding early competit ion by 'putting good-sized discount 
stores into little one-horse towns which everybody else was 
avoiding' ; his insistence on saturating one area with stores 
before moving on to the next; his drive to keep costs down 
and 'sell at everyday low prices'; and his policy of 'empow
ering' Wal-Mart 's staff while keeping trade unions out. In 
effect, Walton relied on squeezing competi tors out of 
business, union busting and low wages. 

Described by The Economist as "the greatest innovator 
in recent retailing history", Walton was also quick to exploit 
computer technologies in order to exercise close control 
over his extended chain of stores and to set up a distr ibu
tion system that undermined the traditional hold of manu
facturers over retailers. "In the past," explains The Econo

mist, "each store manager would order goods to replace 
those sold, relying on suppliers to deliver them direct to the 
shop — a hit-and-miss affair that took up potential sell ing 
space for storage and often left shops out of stock." 
Because the distribution system was effectively in the 
hands of the manufacturer, large producers could dictate 
how much each store would take and at what price. 

Walton changed all that. He set up a system in which 
goods were ordered centrally and del ivered to the compa
ny's own distribution centres, from where they would be 
batched together with other goods that an individual store 
required, al lowing stores to be serviced by one full truck 
rather than several half-empty ones. By the early 1980s, 
he had introduced a computer system that l inked each 
Wal-Mart store to the company distribution centres and to 
the f irm's main suppliers. "The first benefit was just- in-t ime 
replenishment across hundreds of stores", reports The 
Economist. The second was f inancial, the saving on 
distribution costs in 1992 alone amount ing to some $750 
mill ion. The power of the manufacturers too was effectively 
undermined. Instead of the retailer bearing the costs of 
storing unsold goods, the tables were turned. The result 
was a round of plant closures and lay-offs as manufactur
ers, such as Proctor and Gamble, cut back on product ion. 
Meanwhi le, Wal-Mart 's profits soared. 

Computers are now being used to manage customers 
as well as stock. "Wal-Mart now asks all customers for 
their zip-codes (although not their names) when they pay 
to help it plan new store openings." Through computer 
databases, companies such as Wal-Mart can analyse 
"what consumers buy, what they have stopped buying and 
even how they respond to a rise in the price of dog food." 
From being a person wel l -known to the retailer, the 
customer has become a digit in a database. Face-to-face 
interaction has been replaced by anonymous survei l lance. 

new shop's prices and opening hours simi
lar to those of other shops in the area. The 
new shop then attempts to establish a 
distinctive charm and atmosphere to at
tract business without infringing the 
norms of the community. 

Wal-Mart, however, tends not so much 
to join communities as to attempt to take 
them over. The corporation's success is 
based on stealing customers away from 
the shops they used to frequent. Typi
cally, Wal-Mart locates itself on the out
skirts of a town and sets prices well below 
its own costs so as to draw customers 
away from the commercial centre. It dis
plays special offers — two items for the 
price of one, loss leaders, category killers 
— to attract customers. Beginning with 
automotive supplies, for instance, then 
moving on to garments, pharmaceuticals 
and kitchenware, Wal-Mart gradually un
dercuts all of its local competitors. 

The company is large enough to sus
tain losses for a considerable period and 
can keep its prices low as long as it has to. 

Soon the lure of one-stop shopping and 
lower prices are too much for local con
sumers who are watching their weekly 
budgets. But every time a shopper saves 
40 cents on a tube of toothpaste at Wal-
Mart, a local shop loses a sale. Soon the 
financial reserves of small shopowners 
are depleted and local businesses start 
folding. According to an Iowa State Uni
versity study, five years after the opening 
of a new Wal-Mart, stores within a 20-
mile radius suffer an average 19 per cent 
loss in retail sales. In Anamosa, Iowa, for 
instance, two men's clothing shops, a 
shoe shop, a children's clothing shop, a 
chemist, a hardware store and a dime 
store closed shortly after a Wal-Mart 
opened. The formerly thriving towns and 
neighbourhoods soon resemble ghost 
towns. 

Wal-Mart officials contend that when 
a new Wal-Mart opens within a commu
nity, sales of nearby businesses increase. 
The Iowa State study confirmed that 
spillover traffic resulting from people fre

quenting new Wal-Mart stores did in
crease the sales of adjacent businesses 
selling goods and services that were not 
available at Wal-Mart. 

However, a wider range of business 
owners and employees were fearful for 
their livelihood as Wal-Mart stores ex
panded the range of goods and services 
they offered. More and more Wal-Mart 
stores in the US now sell groceries and 
pharmaceuticals, using the corporation's 
tremendous buying power, distribution 
efficiency and low labour costs to gain 
competitive advantages. Wal-Mart stores 
are also increasingly providing sit-down 
meals to shoppers. The company recently 
equipped over 100 of its stores in Canada 
with McDonald's restaurants. 

For the future, Wal-Mart plans to in
crease the number of its stores offering a 
wider range of goods than at present 
through its "SuperCentre" concept — 
open 24 hours a day, featuring bakeries, 
delicatessens and in-store cafes, and of
fering services such as dry cleaning, eye 
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care, banking and photo processing. Wal-
Mart has 105 SuperCentres at present but 
plans to double that number by the end of 
1995. 

Wal-Mart's Paychecks 

Wal-Mart employs more people than 
General Motors, Ford and Chrysler, the 
three largest US automakers combined. 
Company spokespeople claim that in some 
parts of the US, a Wal-Mart exists for 
every 35,000 people, providing them with 
much-needed jobs. Studies have shown, 
however, that the entry of a Wal-Mart to 
a town or region does not, in fact, provide 
a net increase in a region's jobs, but that 
for every job created by Wal-Mart, as 
many as 1.5 jobs are lost. 

What jobs the company does provide 
are at the bottom end of the wage scale. 
Notorious for wringing the most work out 
of its employees for the least pay, Wal-
Mart rarely pays its workers more than 
the minimum wage. The average annual 
income for a full-time worker at Wal-
Mart in the US, even with a well-publi
cized profit-sharing plan, hovers around 
$12,000 (£8,000). Most "associates", as 
the company calls its employees, are part-
timers, enabling the company to avoid 
paying the benefits that full-time workers 
receive such as job security, health ben
efits and pensions. 

In return, Wal-Mart demands com
plete and unquestioning loyalty from its 
sales clerks. They have to pass drug tests 
and, until recently, had to submit to lie-
detector tests. Wal-Mart prohibits dating 
among employees. Workers are also ex
pected to work long and irregular "free 
hours" for no additional pay. Many stores 
require their employees to start each day 
with a company cheer such as "Give me a 
W, give me an A, give me an L . . . " and 
so on. Some stores cheer: "Stack it deep, 
sell it cheap, watch it fly, hear those 
downtown merchants cry!" 

When he was 17-years-old, Nathan 
Hoff worked at the Wal-Mart in Fergus 
Falls, Minnesota for the summer. He says: 

"Sam Walton was considered to be a 
God at Wal-Mart. On the first day of 
training, the new employees were 
shown a 20-minute video on the life 
of Sam Walton and the growing of 
the Wal-Mart corporation. It told 
about the first Wal-Drug, I think it 
was called, and how it eventually 
grew into W a l - M a r t . . . It sort of felt 
like a cult working there. If you 
weren't friendly to everyone who set 

"As local competition 
is killed off, all Wal-

Mart's prices begin to 
climb." 

foot in the store, you were regarded 
as a bad person. Everybody took 
things so seriously. It wasn't an en
joyable experience." 

Employees can do little about their work
ing conditions. Wal-Mart 's anti-union 
stance has succeeded in keeping unions 
out of all its stores in the United States 
and Canada. In its 1994 purchase of Cana
da's Woolco retail chain, Wal-Mart re
fused to buy the seven unionized Woolcos, 
putting 1,000 Canadians out of work. 
Woolco staff at the union-free stores were 
soon given the option of accepting lower 
wages or losing their jobs. The company 
fired 500 well-paid Woolco warehouse 
workers and then offered to rehire them at 
the minimum wage. Wal-Mart told 750 
former Woolco supervisors they could 
keep their C$28,000 a year salaries but 
only if they worked an extra 12 hours per 
week in addition to their regular 40 hours. 
In Quebec, Wal-Mart forced all workers, 
even those who spoke only French, to 
sign new contracts in English. Wal-Mart 
also converted Woolco car repair garages 
to more profitable "oil and lube" opera
tions, where the only service provided is 
a change of oil and lubricants. Because 
this requires little training, the workers 
can be paid far less than skilled mechan
ics, enabling Wal-Mart to demand 50 per 
cent pay cuts from the Woolco mechan
ics. 

In Mexico, which has encouraged for
eign investment by lax enforcement of 
labour laws, Wal-Mart has opened 11 
SuperCentre stores and 22 discount clubs 
— known as Sam's Clubs — since 1991, 
employing 6,900 people. Within days of 
the peso devaluation in December 1994, 
however, Wal-Mart held back trucks of 
goods headed for Mexican stores and laid 
off 250 people at its Laredo, Texas ware
house. 

In garment sweatshops in Bangladesh, 
9- to 12-year-old boys and girls work 
long into the night producing clothes for 
Wal-Mart for as little as five cents an 
hour. In China, false labels are sewn into 
Wal-Mart 's clothes to indicate they were 
made in countries other than China, which 

is known for its use of forced labour. In 
the United States, most of these Asian 
garments are sold under "Made in 
America" signs. 

When Wal-Mart decided, to enter 
Canada, it launched a massive public re
lations and advertising campaign to con
vince Canadians that it was as Canadian 
as maple sugar and hockey. "Wal-Mart 
Canada is a Canadian company, managed 
by Canadians and staffed with Canadian 
Associates" proclaimed full-page news
paper advertisements. Wal-Mart Canada 
President Bruce West gave speeches as
suring Canadians of Wal-Mart 's commit
ment to the Canadian economy. But since 
the Canadian government dropped its re
quirement that subsidiaries of foreign-
based transnationals release their yearly 
financial audits, Canadians have no way 
of finding out how much profit Wal-Mart 
makes in Canada, how much is reinvested 
in Canada and how much is diverted back 
to the United States. 

Loss of Community Income 
Wal-Mart 's economic impact on com
munities goes beyond the number of em
ployees it fires or hires and the wages it 
does or does not pay them. Wal-Mart 
almost always locates outside established 
commercial districts, frequently displac
ing farm land. By doing so, Wal-Mart 
avoids paying high property taxes and 
often forces the county to extend services 
to that area. A study of DuPage county in 
Illinois found that the increased cost of 
roads, water and sewage, security, tel
ephone and other services for these pe
ripheral locations exceeded the sales and 
property tax revenues collected from the 
new stores. 

Furthermore, as local businesses col
lapse under Wal-Mart 's formidable com
petition, regional income declines, the 
community' s tax base erodes and the funds 
needed to maintain adequate municipal 
services dwindle. 

University of Massachusetts research
ers found that one dollar spent in a lo
cally-owned business has four to five 
times the economic spin-off of one dollar 
spent in a Wal-Mart store. Whereas lo
cally-based businesses inevitably funnel 
their profits back into the community one 
way or another, each Wal-Mart store sends 
its profits back to the head office in 
Bentonville, Arkansas, removing from 
the community money that was formerly 
deposited in local banks or invested in 

240 The Ecologist, Vol. 25, No. 6, November/December 1995 



local projects. Under NAFTA and GATT, 
Wal-Mart can "repatriate" money from 
around the world. 

Local media have become increasingly 
vocal in their criticism of Wal-Mart. They 
have found that after an initial promo
tional blitz surrounding a Wal-Mart open
ing, their advertising revenue declines as 
Wal-Mart begins to dominate 
the area. In an attempt to recap
ture the media's favour, Wal-
Mart Chief Executive David 
Glass recently told a gathering 
of newspaper businesses writ
ers and editors that the company 
would increase advertising. 

In contrast to most independ
ent businesses which often con
tribute up to 5 per cent of their 
profit to local causes, Wal-Mart 
donations in the US amount to a 
mere 0.0004 per cent of a store's 
sales, about $4,000 per year per 
store. Much of the charity pro
vided by the W ral-Mart Founda
tion comes in the form of 
matched employee donations: 
for every cent the employees 
take out of their own pockets, 
the Foundat ion provides an 
equal amount but usually re
ceives the full credit. Wal-Mart 
tries to get maximum mileage 
from the little bit of charity it 
provides to a community. 

Wal-Mart has so many stores 
that it can close and relocate at 
any time it feels its profits in one 
area are not high enough. Some 
small towns have thus been dou
ble losers. First, they lost their 
high street stores and saw the 
commercial centre turn into a 
ghost town, then they lost the Wal-Mart. 
As a result, the community lost its tax 
base, and residents had to drive as much 
as 25 miles to shop. 

Even Wal-Mart's low prices have come 
into question. A US advertising associa
tion recently forced the company to stop 
using the slogan "Always the low price, 
always" because it was misleading. Re
searchers found that Wal-Mart puts its 
1,500 or so lowest-priced items at the 
front of the store which tend to be every
day, frequently purchased products like 
toothpaste and toilet paper which people 
tend to know the price of. Further into the 
store are the approximately 80,000 high-
profit items. As local competition is killed 
off, all of Wal-Mart 's prices begin to 
climb. 

Holding Wal-Mart Back 
In his autobiography, Sam Walton wrote: 
"If some community, for whatever rea
son, doesn't want us in there, we aren't 
interested in going in and creating a fuss." 

Thousands of people across North 
America are taking steps to show the 

A single superstore may have as much square 
footage as an entire small town's high street. 

global giant that it is not welcome in their 
community. In the past two years, citi
zens of small towns in Massachusetts, 
New Hampshire and Maine rejected new 
Wal-Mart stores in their areas. People 
have joined together in Oregon, Colo
rado, Iowa, Florida, Pennsylvania, Mary
land, New York, Connecticut and Rhode 
Island to fend off new Wal-Marts. 

Vermont — the only US state without 
a Wal-Mart until autumn 1995 when it 
lost a five year struggle to resist the com
pany — told the retail giant that it could 
set up only in existing downtowns and if 
it agreed to a long list of demands regard
ing the size and operations of the store. 

Puerto Rico rejected a Wal-Mart be
cause of its likely effect on small- and 
medium-sized business. An Ontario town 

has developed a tough official plan out
lining the type of development envisioned 
for the community; only if Wal-Mart con
forms to the guidelines will it be allowed 
to establish in the area. 

Unions, manufacturers, small busi
nesses and municipal governments have 
filed lawsuits against Wal-Mart. Several 

churches and a garment work
ers' union won a court case 
which forced Wal-Mart to stop 
violating legislation promoting 
the hiring of minorities and 
women. In 1993, an Arkansas 
court found Wal-Mart guilty of 
selling merchandise below cost 
to drive smaller stores out of 
business and awarded almost 
$300,000 to three small phar
macies. In January 1995, how
ever, the Arkansas Supreme 
Court overturned the lower 
court ruling by a 4-3 vote. The 
Supreme Court acknowledged 
that Wal-Mart sold some items 
below cost to entice customers 
into the store, but found the 
pricing policies were not in
tended to injure competitors. 
Nonetheless, small businesses 
are forging ahead with similar 
lawsuits in 20 states. 

US News and World Report 
stated recently that battles with 
community groups have made 
Wal-Mart look "less and less 
like a juggernaut." Unlike some 
of the faceless corporations 
posed to dominate the new glo
bal economy, Wal-Mart in
vades our communities directly 
and is thus familiar to most 
consumers. 

Stopping Wal-Mart offers people a 
concrete opportunity to act locally to 
fight globalization. And, ironically, it is 
Sam Walton himself who points to the 
company' s Achilles Heel: "There is only 
one boss. The customer. And he can fire 
everybody in the company, from the 
chairman on down, simply by spending 
his money somewhere else." Words to 
live by. 
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Chinese Markets 
FROM HEAVEN TO EARTH: Images 
and Experiences of Development in 
China by Elisabeth Croll, Routledge, 
London/New York, 1994, £14.99 (pb) 
317pp. ISBN 0-415-101875 

P A T T E R N S OF C H I N A ' S L O S T 
HARMONY: A Survey of the Coun
try's Environmental Degradation and 
Protection by Richard Louis Edmonds, 
Routledge, London/New York, 1994, £40 
(hb) 334pp. ISBN 0-415-10478-5 

Since the collapse of communism in the 
former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, 
economic planning is held not only to be 
rationally impossible but also inherently 
totalitarian. Capitalism, retailed as "mar
ket reform," is hailed instead as the pana
cea everywhere for stagnation, poverty 
and even environmental degradation. 
These two books, however, raise serious 
doubts about the wisdom and long-term 
consequences of untrammelled economic 
development via an Invisible Hand. 

Elisabeth Croll' s sensitive and nuanced 
anthropological study of Chinese villages 
grapples with the complex and often con
tradictory impacts of market reform in 
China which, since 1978, has brought 
numerous opportunities for rural income 
generation via farm sidelines, handicrafts 
and industries. The availability and vari
ety of food, clothes, colour televisions, 
tape recorders, refrigerators, air condi
tioners, scooters and cars has rapidly in
creased. 

But at the same time, the dismantling 
of rural collective institutions that used to 
provide subsidized agricultural inputs and 
social services, such as education and 
health care, has forced peasants to de
pend more upon the market. 

China's peasants have responded to 
market reform, Croll says, by shifting 
their focus "from heaven to earth" — 
from "we" the collective to "we" the 
family or even " I" the economic indi
vidual. Instead of revolution, China's 
peasants seem to have become obsessed 
with consumption — building and reno
vating their houses, amassing electrical 
appliances and furniture, and lashing out 
on children's toys, interior decorations 
and convenience foods. 

Yet Croll finds a deep malaise through
out rural China. She senses a societal-
wide sense of "loss or bereavement" be
cause the new religion of materialism has 
not replaced fully the "faded dream" of 
socialism. While state price increases for 
peasant produce and newly-opened free 
markets for business sidelines initially 
brought economic gains to almost all peas
ants and few if any losses, peasants are 
still forced to sell the bulk of farm output 
(grains, oilseeds, cotton) to the state at 
below market prices — even though the 
prices of inputs like fertilizer and fuels 
have soared. 

As a result, people face debt, uneven 
access to markets and supplies, and com
petition. They are increasingly losing their 
farmland to drought, soil erosion and 
construction projects — all of these have 
adversely affected or cancelled out the 
benefits of the early market reform years. 
Peasants are also increasingly burdened by 
various levies for services — hydroelec-
tricity, water, crop protection, technical 
services and social services (some mis
managed or even non-existent). 

They are thus forced to maximize their 
family labour resources so as to maxi
mize production for the market. Family 
members of all generations are now 
pressed into some form of income-gener
ating activity, leading to new divisions of 
labour. In some rural areas, industry has 
drawn women off into factories, while in 
others, men are fully employed in con
struction, industry or mining, while women 
farm and sell produce on their own. 

With the demise of state-funded edu
cation, peasants find that "while farming 
makes money, schooling takes money." 
Croll cites recent reports showing that in 
Guangdong, China's most marketized 
province, only 72 per cent of children 
over six were in school and only 54 per 
cent of 15-17 year olds. Throughout the 
countryside, there has been £ sharp in
crease in the use of "child farmers, work
ers and pedlars" — 85 per cent of them 
girls. Some 10 to 20 per cent of workers 

in rural factories, where some of the most 
dangerous and polluted work in China is 
carried out, are children. 

Such market-driven pressure to maxi
mize family labour power has run up 
against the government's one- to two-
child population policy, introduced si
multaneously with market reforms, and 
has pit "production against reproduction." 
In a society without a social security 
system and in which rural women marry 
out of the family, the population policy 
has put extreme pressure on families to 
ensure that the first-born is a boy and has 
led to a dramatic increase in female infan
ticide. Skewed gender ratios have now 
put a premium on rural brides. Despite 
being illegal, the purchase of women for 
marriage is now widespread in rural China. 

Family concern to recruit female la
bour power has also led to a rise in child 
betrothals and under-age marriage. There 
has been a parallel rise in abductions and 
traffic in young women. 

Croll 's book ends on a note of doubt 
and concern: as the inexorable march of 
marketization proceeds and social polari
zation grows, there is "no certainty that 
tomorrow will be better than today." Just 
how tenuous China's gains have been is 
underscored by Patterns of China's Lost 
Harmony which illustrates how the pell-
mell pursuit of gain today is undermining 
the potential for economic and social well-
being tomorrow. 

Richard Edmonds ' excellent book 
combines a systematic and comprehen
sive study of China's present environ
mental crisis, a historical overview of the 
cumulative impact of Chinese civiliza
tion from the earliest times up to the 
present, and an assessment of the global 
impact of China's environmental prob
lems. He devotes concise, readable and 
informative chapters to the history of 
environmental degradation, deforestation 
and vegetation reduction, soil erosion, 
desertification, water shortage, soil, air, 
water and solid waste pollution, and na
ture conservation. 

Feeding China's 1.2 billion people is a 
formidable task when the country's ar
able land has shrunk by half since 1949 
and continues to shrink because of rural 
industrialization, and house- and road-
building. One third of the arable land is 
seriously eroded and soil fertility is drop
ping. 

China has only one fourth the amount 
of fresh water per capita compared to the 
world's average. More than 200 cities are 
"seriously short" of water; rivers, lakes 

242 The Ecologist, Vol. 25, No. 6, November/December 1995 



and reservoirs are drying up. Dozens of 
cities, including Shanghai, Tianjin and 
Suzhou are subsiding due to overdrawing 
of groundwater. 

Water pollution has become a major 
problem since the 1980s. All main rivers 
and many tributaries are now polluted. In 
urban areas, 80 per cent of surface water 
and 40 per cent of potable water is con
taminated. Only 6 of 27 major cities can 
provide drinking water which reaches 
state standards. Shanghai's drinking wa
ter comes from the Huangpu River and 
the Suzhou Creek which receive 5.2 mil
lion tonnes of untreated wastewater every 
day, 70 per cent of it industrial waste. The 
Huangpu, Edmonds says, is black and 
stinks; Suzhou Creek is anoxic — bio
logically dead. It is no surprise that Shang
hai has China's highest levels of stom
ach, liver, intestinal and lung cancers. 

China's air pollution, due mainly to its 
coal-fired industrialization, is just as bad. 
High-sulphur coal provides three-fourths 
of China's energy. The country's indus
tries pump many other substances includ
ing benzene, lead, zinc, arsenic, manga
nese, cadmium and molybdenum into the 
atmosphere. Consequently, air quality in 
many of China's cities is among the worst 
in the world. Particulate levels have been 
known to reach 1,000 microgrammes per 
cubic metre in some places, compared 
with London's norm of 48 and Tokyo's 
22. Emissions of automobile and indus
trial petrol fumes, which have been rising 
faster than those of coal, suggest that 
nitrogen oxide pollution will grow in the 
1990s. 

China's leaders are not oblivious to 
their mounting environmental problems. 
They have introduced pollution controls 
and plan sewerage treatment works and 
other infrastructure improvements. But 
given the scale of the present problems, 
investment in pollution control is in
sufficient and environmental clean-up is 
almost non-existent. Edmonds- notes that 
China does not have any laws governing 
the disposal of hazardous waste. What 
environmental legislation there is is often 
vague and irregularly enforced. 

The transition to the market system 
has worsened existing problems by di
minishing government restraints on pol
lution: 

"By the late 1980s, regulations to 
control pollution were in existence 
and having some positive effects in 
the state controlled sec tor . . . But as 
the role of the state sector . . . was 
secondary to the expansion of small-

scale private enterprise, pollution 
problems remained largely out of 
control." 

Edmonds concludes that the "market-ori
ented development now in practice in 
China cannot provide for a sustainable 
future any more than it has in other mar
ket economies." Yet any "return to the 
command economy of Maoist times is no 
solution either." The emerging environ
mental crisis in China (and the rest of 
Asia) seems to cry out for social restraints 
on the free market. And while planning 
"by the bureaucracy, for the bureauc
racy" was no solution, unless some kind 
of national and international economic 
planning "by society and for society" is 
put on the agenda, the road to capitalism 
may very well turn out to be the end of the 
road for the people of China. 

Richard Smith 

Dr Richard Smith is a historian and has 
written on Chinese economic development 
for The New Left Review and Against the 
Current. 

Ecofeminist Thought 
FEMINISM AND THE MASTERY OF 
NATURE by Val Plumwood, Routledge, 
London, 1993, £11.99 (pb) 239pp. ISBN 
0-414-0681 OX 

At the grassroots, ecofeminist action has 
flourished over the last decade as women 
around the world have voiced their con
cerns and resisted what they perceive to 
be a value system which places the earth 
and the lives of future generations at 
stake. Well-publicized examples include 
the actions of the Chipko movement in 
India and the Kenyan Green Belt Move
ment. In Australia and Canada, women 
have been at the forefront of demonstra
tions against uranium mining, while 
women all the way from the Pacific to the 
heartland of Native American territory in 
the United States have been campaigning 
to stop the devastation caused by nuclear 
testing. Worldwide, women have been 
acting against toxic dumping and waste 
incineration, campaigning against excess 
pesticides and packaging, and stressing 
the effects and responsilibites of mass 
production and mass consumption. 

However, ecofeminism as a political 
analysis and a philosophy has frequently 
been criticized or ignored by feminists 
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and environmental philosophers alike. It 
has been criticized for appearing to pro
mote the return of the Earth Mother and 
the continued oppression of women, and 
derided as a disparate collection of ideas 
which are seemingly full of contradic
tions and inconsistencies. 

Ecofeminism has, in fact, often been 
misunderstood as a feminism and under
valued as a philosophy, perhaps not sur
prisingly given that it is a relatively young 
subject which is still growing and evolv
ing in practice and theory. Now, for the 
first time, in Val Plumwood's Feminism 
and the Mastery of Nature, a clear, well-
crafted, academic analysis of ecofeminism 
is presented which refutes many of the 
misconcept ions of ecofeminism and 
which makes a persuasive argument for 
ecofeminism as a valuable philosophy. 

Ecofeminist perspectives derive from 
and have focused on the examination of 
the relationship between women and na
ture — yet as Plumwood argues, a new 
paradigm offered by ecofeminism is not 
confined to issues of women and the en
vironment but highlights the underlying 
mechanisms that weave a web of oppres
sions across gender, class, race and the 
natural world. 

Unlike social feminism, which argues 
for equality of women and men without 
questioning underlying cultural value 
systems, ecofeminism demonstrates how 
Western culture has progressively pro
moted an inequitable and biased system 
which values men over women, culture 
over nature and mind over body. Such a 
system has expressed itself in myriad 
ways throughout Western history, from 
the loss of the goddess cultures of Old 
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Europe to the rise of patriarchal religion; 
the denigration of magic to the rise of 
science; the exhaultation of mind and 
reason to the denigration of our physical 
bodies, especially women's bodily expe
rience; and from the colonization of for
eign lands and native peoples by white 
Europeans to the current predominant 
attitude to the environment and the re
sulting ecological crisis. 

One of the key themes of ecofeminism 
that Plumwood highlights is that an un
equal, dualistic perspective underlies a 
range of seemingly disparate oppressions 
now visible within Western culture. Femi
nism and the Mastery of Nature demon
strates the mechanisms of such dualisms 
which maintain the ensuing inequity, in
justice and pain. The book exposes this 
polar ized world view to reveal its 
oppositional, exclusive and hierarchical 
nature. What was once experienced as a 
continuum of life is constructed as sepa
rate and disconnected — mind is separate 
from body, culture is seen as apart from 
nature, spirituality is dissociated from 
sexuality. Each is viewed as a polarity; 
one pole has been valued and affirmed, 
while the other is devalued and deni
grated into something to be controlled by 
the dominant sphere. Thus the body serves 
the mind, women support men, and the 
earth provides resources for cultural de
velopment. 

Furthermore, the dependence of the 
valued poles upon the devalued ones is 
denied — indeed, human dependency 
upon the earth is only beginning to be 
acknowledged in Western culture as we 
are forced to recognize the causes of the 
ecological crisis. 

Plumwood shows how ecofeminism 
has drawn on the language of ecology to 
express the view that solutions to our 
current crises lie in rekindling a sense of 
connectedness and relationship, both with 
the earth and with our bodies, and in 
revaluing that which has been devalued 
and denied. Some ecofeminists have used 
the image of a web to describe ways df 
relating to each other and the world around 
us, setting ourselves in nature rather than 
apart from it. 

Ecofeminist perspectives are already 
influencing mainstream culture in a vari
ety of identifiable areas. The burgeoning 
alternative healing movement and prac
tice of allopathic medicine acknowledge 
the mind-body connection. There is a 
growing awareness of the arguments put 
forward by the animal rights movement 
for a more equitable relationship between 

human and non-human life. Current de
bates within religious institutions in Brit
ain over the relationship between sex and 
religious practice are promoting a cul
tural re-examination of the split between 
sexuality and what is considered sacred. 

However, rather than offer a homog
enous holistic vision, ecofeminism draws 
still further on the ecological principle of 
diversity to suggest that we need to rec
ognize difference. Nature co-exists with 
culture but is not culture; mind is inter
connected with body but is not physical; 
humans and animals are living beings but 
are not the same species; and men and 
women are different. It is respect for 
diversity and difference, without confer
ring value judgement, set in a culture of 
relationship, which offers the greatest 
hope for a new equitable future. 

With Feminism and the Mastery of 
Nature, ecofeminism has come of age as 
a credible intellectual philosophy. To
gether with action, thought and vision, it 
can offer a viable pattern and inspiration 
for cultural renewal for the future. 

Cat Cox 

Cat Cox teaches a course on ecofeminism 
for the Women's Studies programme of 
Birkbeck College at the University of 
London. 

Gold Rush 
AT THE END OF THE RAINBOW? 
Gold, Land and People in the Brazilian 
A m a z o n by Gordon MacMi l l an , 
Earthscan, London/Columbia University 
Press, New York, 1995, £13.95 (pb) 
199pp. ISBN 1-85383-232-4 

For many people, gold mining in the 
Amazon brings to mind the images of 
Sebastiao Salgado's powerful photo
graphs of ant-like bodies toiling in 
Danteesque conditions in Brazil 's notori
ous Serra Pelada mine, images which 
evoke a sense of fascinated horror. Gordon 
MacMillan's informative and thoughtful 
book, At the End of the Rainbow?, looks 
behind these images to examine the vari
ous factors which have lead to the Ama
zon gold rush of the last two decades and 
its impact on the people and environment 
of the region. 

MacMillan looks in particular at the 
socio-economic impacts of the informal 
mining sector and its effects on land use 
patterns in Amazonia, considering what 

has made a million or so "wildcat miners" 
come to the the garimpo or gold camp to 
seek their fortune and what they do with 
any profits they make. Using his own 
primary research from Brazil 's far north
ern state of Roraima, he places the gold 
rush in its regional, national and global 
context. Interspersed throughout are his 
interviews which illustrate the daily cul
ture and dynamics of the garimpo. 

At the End of the Rainbow? explores 
the motives of a diverse range of people 
from Indians, riverine dwellers, rubber 
tappers, colonists and smallholders to 
entrepreneurs, ranchers, prostitutes and 
politicians, many of whom are linked to 
the fortunes and failures of the garimpo. 
The fascinating picture which emerges 
dispels the myth that all miners are poor 
landless migrants from north-east Brazil. 
While many miners do not have land 
holdings, significant numbers do own land 
in some form or, through family ties, 
have access to land. Money from the 
mines is also invested in ranches and is 
therefore responsible for deforestation. 

Although high risk, mining boosts the 
income of many people, balancing the 
effects of economic instability, inflation, 
lack of agrarian reform and the reduction 
in fiscal incentives for ranching in Brazil. 
MacMillan estimates that the garimpo 
offers an important seasonal income for 
an estimated 30 per cent of the Amazon 
population and thus concludes that agrar
ian reform might not stem migration. 

Like all booms, the gold rush has had 
its winners and its losers. It has been 
catastrophic for many indigenous peo
ples whose lands have been invaded, ex
ploited and polluted. Conflicts are com
mon and sometimes fatal. After 16 
Yanomami were murdered in 1993 by a 
group of gold miners, Brazil 's Attorney 
General opened an unprecedent case of 
genocide. However, political interests 
allied to the gold mining fraternity have 
ensured that no one has been tried for this 
crime. 

More devastating have been the dis
eases transmitted by the miners; in the 
last seven years, one in five Yanomami 
has died from hitherto unknown diseases 
such as malaria and 'flu. 

Environmental damage is harder to 
quantify. Despite a law prohibiting the 
use of mercury in recovering the gold, an 
estimated 2,000 tonnes of this metal have 
entered the Amazon ecosystem either 
through rivers or through the vapour cre
ated when burning off the gold. 

Particularly fascinating and topical is 
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MacMillan's chapter on the politics of 
gold mining. Informal sector mining has 
presented politicians with tremendous 
opportunities to harness votes and in
crease their influence. This is amply il
lustrated in the current Congressional 
debate to amend Brazil 's 1988 Constitu
tion; a vociferous group of Amazon poli
ticians closely allied to the informal min
ing sector are lobbying hard for the 
demarcation of Indian areas to be reduced 
so as to facilitate mining, logging and 
colonization in the areas. As Amazonian 
states wrest greater political and financial 
autonomy from an increasingly weak and 
bureaucratic national government, so they 
gain more interest in exploiting their re
sources and the ability to do so. 

As Brazil yields still further to "mar
ket forces" and encourages more foreign 
investment in the country, it is likely to 
follow its neighbours Venezuela and 
Guyana in handing out mining conces
sions to foreign companies. But the power 
of the garimpeiro or goldminers' lobby 
should not be underestimated in prevent
ing this. Earlier this year, miners in Ven
ezuela's Bolivar state, angered at being 
pushed off the deposits by multination
als, stormed two sites and destroyed much 
equipment. Fearing a pull-out by the for
eign companies, the Venezuelan govern
ment has been forced to consider offering 
the miners gold reserves to be run as 
cooperative mines. The Amazonas state 
in Venezuela looks set to follow suit as it 
debates overturning its ban on mining, 
the implications of which for the 19 in
digenous peoples there, most of whom 

have no land titles, are serious. 
Inevitably, a book of this kind raises as 

many questions as it answers. Macmillan 
does not speculate on strategies for the 
future. If, for example, mining areas were 
more effectively administered and more 
appropriate technology used, could the 
most harmful effects of the garimpo be 
contained? Would increased inspection 
of gold mines and plans to recoup lost tax 
revenues dampen enthusiasm for the 
garimpo way of life? 

At the End of the Rainbow? is an im
portant book for anyone wishing to un
derstand Amazonia today. For most peo
ple, the garimpo is a lottery where the 
stakes are high and the rewards low. The 
real pot of gold, a fair deal for Amazonia's 
poor, is like that at the end of the rainbow 
— frustratingly elusive. 

Fiona Watson 

Fiona Watson is Campaigns Coordinator 
for Survival International which supports 
tribal peoples. 

Gene Talk 
THE DNA MYSTIQUE: The Gene as a 
Cultural Icon, by Dorothy Nelkin and M 
Susan Lindee, 1995, W. H. Freeman and 
Co., New York/Oxford, £15.95 (hb) 
276pp. ISBN 0-7167-2709-4 

For those of us whose eyes and ears have 
become sensitized to the mention of the 
word, it has become very obvious that, 
nowadays, everyone is talking about 
genes. A critic reviewing a play about the 
persistence of racism says, "It 's as if it 
had a DNA of its own," while a tobacco 
advert says "Jacket from market, genes 
from milkman". "Gene talk" has entered 
the vernacular, and genes have become a 
subject for drama, a source of humour 
and an explanation of human behaviour. 

In several ways, Dorothy Nelkin and 
Susan Lindee have done a great service 
with this book. One of the most important 
is simply providing a treasury of exam
ples of such gene talk. Their message is 
that the powers of the gene are not just 
biological: the meanings of genes in popu
lar culture also affect the way we think 
about the world and our own lives. 

Many of the ways that the gene is used 
or referred to in popular culture make no 
sense at all. My favourite examples from 
The DNA Mystique are car advertisements: 
a BMW has "a genetic advantage", a 

Subaru is a "genetic superstar", a Toyota 
has "a great set of genes". Even when 
talking about people, gene talk is little 
better in scientific terms. But as Nelkin 
and Lindee point out, that is not the issue: 

"The precise scientific legitimacy 
of any image . . . is less important 
than the cultural use that is made of 
it. How do scientific concepts serve 
social ideologies and institutional 
agendas? Why do certain concepts 
gain social power to become the 
focus of significant popular and sci
entific attention?" 

The authors note that the gene can be 
appropriated by different political per
suasions: not only by conservatives, but 
by feminists, arguing the "native talent 
and superiority of women"; by gays, ar
guing that they should not be discrimi
nated against because they are "naturally 
that way", and by black supremacists, 
claiming that the natural superiority of 
blacks is because they have more mela
nin. "Whoever can successfully argue 
that biology — and more specifically 
DNA — supports their particular politi
cal viewpoint has a tactical advantage in 
the public debate." 

But the flow of ideas and authority 
goes in both directions. Nelkin and Lindee 
perceptively point out that in seeking 
ways to popularize their work, scientists 
draw on rhetorical resources from popu
lar culture. These may even be religious 
metaphors. Genome scientists describe 
the genome as "the Bible" or the "Book of 
Man" and the Human Genome Project as 
a search for "the Holy Grail". One of the 
most interesting chapters of the book looks 
at the way that DNA rhetorically fulfils 
many of the functions of the soul: it is 
both the essence of the self yet also im
mortal, (albeit in a somewhat different 
way from the soul). 

Despite the varied ways that the meta
phor of the gene is used, it is very clear 
that, for Nelkin and Lindee, one meaning 
is dominant, and, indeed, it is a familiar 
one. They call it "genetic essentialism" 
— the idea that genes define the unchang
ing essence of a human being, the "blue
print of our destiny". 

They start by looking at the popular 
literature of the US eugenics movement 
during the first half of this century, and 
show how we have inherited many of the 
ideas and concerns of that movement, in 
particular popular ideas about heredity 
which have little to do with science. Sub
sequent chapters look at how genetic es
sent ia l i sm has pe rmea ted different 
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spheres: the family, which is being in
creasingly defined in molecular terms; 
debates about behaviour, violence and 
criminality; the politics of race, gender 
and sexuality; and the politics of indi
vidual versus social responsibility. 

The way that Nelkin and Lindee pile 
up the examples in all these areas does 
produce a sense of gloom. Some of the 
implications are undoubtedly contradic
tory. For example, genetic essentialism 
conforms to the individualist ideology 
that dominates US culture, placing the 
blame for social problems on the indi
vidual; yet, at the same time, it absolves 
the individual of responsibility, claiming 
that we are little more than "readouts" of 
our genes. It thus denies the individualist 
American Dream that you can improve 
yourself by hard work and initiative. An 
interesting trend in this respect is the 
emergence of antidotes to the traditional 
self-help book — the "don't help your
s e l f books such as Martin Seligman's 
What You Can Change and What you 
Can't Change. 

Despite these contradictions, there is 
little to alleviate the feeling that we are 
heading for a future dominated by bio
logical determinism and, ultimately, a 
new eugenics. There is certainly very 
little in The DNA Mystique that points in 
a progressive direction. I suspect that the 
situation in Britain is not so bleak. 

In the final chapter, the authors return 
to the question of why we are seeing such 
an upsurge in gene talk. They argue that: 

"[genetic explanations] are a con
venient way to address troubling 

"Because my genetic programming prevents me from 
stopping to ask directions—that ys why!" 

social issues: the threats implied by 
the changing roles of women, the 
perceived decline of the family, the 
problem of crime, the changes in 
ethnic and racial structure of Ameri
can society, and the failure of social 
welfare programs. The status of the 
gene — as a determinable agent, a 
blueprint, a basis for social rela
tions, and a source of good and 
promises a reassuring certainty, or
der, predictability and control." 

The task for anyone wishing to combat 
genetic essentialism must first be to un
derstand the depth of those needs. This 
book is invaluable in introducing this 
dimension to the debate in a way that is 
understandable, even without a PhD in 
cultural studies. 

Dave King 

Dave King is the editor of GenEthics News, 
an independent, bi-monthly newsletter 
covering genetic engineering, ethics and the 
environment, PO Box 6313, London N16 
ODY, UK. 

Green Schools 
EARTH IN MIND: On Education, En
vironment and the Human Prospect, 
by David W. Orr, Island Press, Washing
ton DC, (Earthscan, London) 1994, $16.95 
(pb), 213pp. ISBN 1-55963-259-X 

David Orr 's thesis is simple: many of the 
world's environmental problems are the 
result of inadequate and misdirected for

mal education. Much 
of what is taught in 
schools, colleges and 
universities actually 
causes environmen
tal problems rather 
than resolving them. 

In the first section 
of Earth in Mind, 
"The Prob lem of 
Educa t ion" , Orr 
questions the con
vent iona l wisdom 
that all formal edu
cation is good, and 
that the more one 
has, the better. He 
argues that much of 
what is taught in 
schools a l ienates 
people from life in 
the name of human 
domina t ion and 

separates emotion from intellect, practice 
from theory, thereby deadening what 
Rachel Carson called the "sense of won
der". The result, according to Orr, is that 
our institutions graduate each year batch 
after batch of degree-holding but envi
ronmentally illiterate people who are now 
better equipped to be "more effective 
vandals of the earth". 

In the second section, "First Princi
ples", Orr calls for a rethink of assump
tions about learning and the goals of edu
cation. He points out, for example, that as 
various university curricula have become 
more extensive, complex and technologi
cally sophisticated, they have lost certain 
"basics" critical to teaching good stew
ardship. 

For example, he highlights that many 
conservation biologists are content to 
study conservation biology but have not 
joined efforts to conserve biological di
versity. "Professional science", Orr says, 
must be taught in the classroom together 
with "love of life", so that academic insti
tutions produce more than the "terrible 
simplifiers" — scientists who wish to 
substitute "number crunching" for hu
man values and environmental advocacy. 

"Rethinking Education", the third sec
tion, is the real heart of Earth in Mind — 
a critical look at the way Western and 
Western-influenced academic institutions 
are set up in terms of disciplinary organi
zation of learning and curricula. Orr con
cludes that this system is not equipping 
people to be citizens of the biotic commu
nity and consequently must change. 

In a chapter on "Rating Colleges", he 
calls for a new ranking system based on 
criteria such as how much of various 
things the institution consumes and dis
cards per student; how adequate the insti
tution's management policies are for ma
terials, waste, recycling, purchasing, 
landscaping, energy use and building; 
whether the institution and its faculties 
are ecologically literate and relate envi
ronmental themes to course material; and 
whether graduates help move the world 
towards greater sustainability. 

The chapter "The Problem of Disci
plines and Discipline of Problems" gets 
at what I consider to be the major problem 
with university education — loyalty to 
the profession. Orr maintains: 

"Professionalized and specialized 
knowledge is not about loyalty to 
places or to the earth, or even to our 
senses, but rather about loyalty to 
the abstractions of a discipline." 

Most university curricula are based on 
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narrow traditional disciplines such as bi
ology, chemistry or anthropology that 
merely teach people to become "in-the-
box thinkers". According to Orr, those 
minds (and their students) that stay in 
boxes are also the ones that degrade 
ecologies and create global imbalances. 

Orr notes that "those who are bold 
enough" to have developed innovative 
multi-disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
programmes, such as environmental stud
ies, are at least attempting to transcend 
the traditional "box" thinking. Although 
he does not call for the elimination of 
disciplinary knowledge, Orr does maintain 
that we must find ways to situate discipli
nary knowledge so as to educate students 
better about the natural world and its 
plethora of environmental problems. 

Orr criticizes colleges and univerisites 
in general for not rewarding, acknowl
edging or funding interdisciplinary pro
grammes. I would agree with Orr that 
academia: 

"needs a professorate with ideas 
that are dangerous to greed, 
shortsightedness, indulgence, ex
ploitation, apathy, high-tech ped
antry and narrowness." 

In the final section, "Destinations", Orr 
presents principles by which education 
could be recreated as broadly as possible, 
discussing topics such as biophilia, re
storing the idea of place and ecological 
intelligence. He calls for a reorganization 
of college and university curricula to draw 
out our "affinity for life". The key con
cepts of modern environmentalism — 
humility, human scale, simplicity, effi
cient use of resources, durability, diver
sity — must be incorporated into all fac
ets of education if civilizations are to be 
brought back into line with ecological 
realities. 

As a college administrator of an inter
disciplinary environmental programme, 
Orr is a veteran doer as well as thinker. 
His book is a manual of ideas and possi
bilities drawn from years of experience in 
trying to move educational establishments 
in a different direction — from being 
factories of industrialism where students 
are trained to amplify the Industrial Revo
lution to being 21st century academies of 
environmentalism where students, pro
fessors and adminstrators work together 
towards a new stage in cultural evolution. 

Gary A Klee 

Gary A. Klee is professor of Environmental 
Studies at San Jose State University, US 
and author of Conservation of Natural 
Resources. 

BOOKS DIGEST 
• THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF HUNGER (Selected Essays), edited by 

Jean Dreze, Amartya Sen and Athar Hussain, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford and New York, 1995, £16.95 (pb) 626pp. ISBN 0-19-828883-2. 

Hunger kills mill ions more people each year than wars or political repression. 
These essays analyse the causes of hunger and deprivation in Africa, South 
Asia and China, looking at land tenure, agricultural technology, price 
f luctuations, un- and underemployment, and age and gender discrimination. 

• PRESCRIPTION FOR CHANGE: Health and the Environment, Friends of 
the Earth Publications, 56-58 Alma St. Luton LU1 2PH, 1995, £5.95 (pb) 
204pp. ISBN 1-85750-242-0. 

In Britain today, drinking water is polluted with lead, pesticides, oestrogens 
and nitrates; air is polluted with motor exhausts and fumes from industry and 
power stations; food is contaminated with dioxins and pesticides; rivers, seas 
and land are contaminated with waste; and people are exposed to radiation. 
This book is an accessible summary, full of facts and f igures, of all these 
threats to human health. 

• THE GREENING OF THE REVOLUTION: Cuba's Experiment with 
Organic Agriculture, edited by Peter Rosset and Medea Benjamin, Ocean 
Press, San Francisco (Central Books, London), 1994, $11.95/E6.95 (pb), 
85pp. ISBN 1-875284-80-X. 

Since the collapse of trade between Cuba and the former Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe, Cuba's imports of agrochemicals have dropped by more 
than 80 per cent. As a result, organic farming is becoming the norm in the 
country. This report provides agricultural and political details of how Cuba is 
meeting the chal lenge to double food production while halving inputs. 

• GATT AND INDIA: The Politics of Agriculture, by Devinder Sharma, 
Konark Publishers, New Delhi, (Farmer's Link, Norwich; Institute for 
Agriculture and Trade Policy, Minneapolis) 1994, Rs225/£9.95/$30 (hb), 
198pp. ISBN 81-220-0345-1. 

In December 1992, some 1,000 farmers ransacked the Bangalore office of 
Cargill Seeds in protest at the entry of mult inationals in India's seed sector 
and at GATT proposals for intellectual property rights. Sharma details how 
GATT, now ratified, will affect India, in particular in terms of "genes and 
germplasm". 

• MORTGAGING WOMEN'S LIVES: Feminist Critiques of Structural 
Adjustment, edited by Pamela Sparr, Zed Books, London (Humanit ies 
Press, New Jersey), 1994, £12.95/$19.95 (pb), 214pp. ISBN 1-85649-
102-1 . 

Adjustment programmes in a free-market economy affect women and men 
differently: for instance, more women than men may become unemployed; 
wage differentials grow; more women enter the informal sector; women's 
unpaid work escalates; and girls' at tendance at school drops. These and 
many other repercussions are documented in case studies from Egypt, 
Ghana, Turkey, Sri Lanka, Jamaica, the Phil ippines, Nigeria and Jamaica. 

• THIRD WORLD IN THE FIRST: Development and Indigenous Peoples, 
by Elspeth Young, Routledge, London and New York, 1995, £15.99 (pb), 
304pp. ISBN 0-415-11673-2. 

This book explores what "development" has meant for the aboriginal people 
and lands of the remote areas of Austral ia and Canada. Although some have 
benefited from mining for gold, uranium, bauxite and oil, and from national 
parks and tour ism, the author il lustrates how the "first peoples" of these 
countries have become marginal ized. 
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Letters 
Whaling Controversies 

I would like to alert readers to the nature 
and agenda of The North Atlantic Marine 
Mammal Commission (NAMMCO), the 
sponsor of the International Conference 
on Marine Mammals and the Marine 
Environment advertised in the Classified 
section of The Ecologist, January/ 
February 1995. 

Established in 1992, NAMMCO has its 
roots in efforts by the governments of 
Iceland and Norway and the Home Rule 
governments of the Faroe Islands and 
Greenland to challenge the global 
authority of the International Whaling 
Commission (IWC). It was spawned in the 
late 1980s by these countries' dissatisfac
tion with the IWC's global moratorium on 
commercial whaling, a moratorium which 
has the support of a clear majority of IWC 
members. The whalers see NAMMCO as 
the "responsible" alternative to the IWC. 
That is, an organization which will allow 
catches of marine mammals at levels seen 
fit by the whalers. 

NAMMCO, however, has no authority 
to manage whales. Any quotas that it sets 
would be without authority and nations 
exercising such quotas would be pirate 
whalers. The conservation and manage
ment of whales is, according to Article 65 
of the United Nations Convention on the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), accorded 
special status, noting cetaceans as "highly 
migratory species". The IWC is the only 
international organization that can fulfil 
this role. UNCED's Agenda 21 reaffirms 
that the exploitation of cetaceans may be 
regulated more strictly than that of other 
"living resources", including by a total 
prohibition on catching. 

To win international acceptability, 
NAMMCO is now focusing on less openly 
controversial aspects of the whaling issue. 
It has started taking steps to build a 
credible presence for itself in the field of 
scientific study by holding conferences 

such as the one advertised in The 
Ecologist. Through this process, the 
organization has been able to flesh out its 
version of a "shadow IWC"; increasingly 
its committees and its activities mirror the 
IWC's own agenda. Indeed, the IWC 
hosted a very similar meeting on contami
nants and marine mammals in Bergen, 
Norway in March 1995. 

It is important when dealing with such 
an important issue as the potential 
pollution of the marine environment that 
readers of The Ecologist are fully aware of 
the subtleties of those who seek to use 
such issues as a cover for their true 
ambitions. 

Chris Stroud 
Campaigns Director 
Whale & Dolphin Conservation Society 
Alexander House 
James Street West 
Bath, Avon BA1 2BT, UK 

The Fisherman's Dilemma 

A little more research into game theory 
and a little less reliance on some Utopian 
vision that people, when informed, make 
decisions in favour of the common good, 
would have been useful in the otherwise 
valuable issue on fisheries and common 
property (The Ecologist, March/April, May/ 
June 1995). 

It was accurate to link the Prisoner's 
Dilemma to the Tragedy of the Commons, 
but mistaken in the conclusion that the 
Tragedy of the Commons as manifest in 
the Fisherman's Dilemma "means nothing 
in practice". 

Uncharitable as it may sound, human 
beings will cheat, even "when they 
perceive a cooperative agreement to be 
mutually beneficial". To disregard this is to 
be wishful. I am not suggesting a rejection 
of the capacity of human beings to sustain 
a commons is grounds for privatization. On 
the contrary, I believe sustainability can 
only be found in a regulated public realm. 

Where the article on bioeconomics 
could be improved is in the faulty Fisher
man's Dilemma analysis. Sebenius and 
Lax have made a convincing case that 
defection is rather predictable, even in a 
climate of trust, mutuality and informed 
decision-making, when the game is 
perceived to be near an end. Timing of the 
game is the operative issue you neglected 
to develop. 

Otherwise trusting partners (local 
artisan fishworkers, for instance) will 
seriously consider defection as they 
formulate their individual end game 
strategies. Given that only 4 of the world's 

17 major fishing grounds remain viable, 
the likelihood that Utopian fishworkers will 
see mutuality and cooperation is far less 
than the probability that they will view their 
only acceptable approach to be one of 
claiming as much as they can in the 
unwinnable distributional dispute. 

A. N. Whitehead's brilliant assertion 
that "the essence of dramatic tragedy 
resides in the solemnity of the remorseless 
working of things" wisely recognized that 
each individual fishworker will always, 
inevitably and rationally do exactly what is 
at odds with the needs of everyone else. 

Your insistence that mankind has the 
capacity to adapt to grave resource 
scarcity by, upon seeing the gates of hell, 
changing its ways, was hopeful and 
unlikely. Only by seeing the gates of hell 
before one is actually at the doorstep can 
the inevitability of overshoot and collapse 
be impeded. Mankind's history suggests 
that, though rarely, this can occur and 
cooperation is possible. But game theory 
astutely understands that this optimism 
only works when resources exceed 
demand (i.e. when the end is not near). 

Charles Buki 
Loeb Fellow 
Harvard University 
48 Trowbridge Street 
Cambridge, MA 02138, USA 

Global Interaction 

The issue on overfishing (The Ecologist, 
March/April, May/June 1995) contains 
much valuable information but lacks 
political focus and perspective. The 
necessity of community control and a ban 
on certain technologies is clearly shown, 
but who is going to achieve this and how? 

International agreements and institu
tions are mentioned only briefly and as 
part of the problem. But this is where 
alliances need to be built, if we are to 
have a chance. The whole process of 
globalization, short-termism and commer
cialization of human relationships cannot 
be reversed by local resistance alone. We 
need both local and global action — and 
interaction. 

Only a strong global environmental 
authority — a Trusteeship Council for the 
Global Commons — would have the 
power to protect and enhance community 
control against globally-organized market 
forces. 

Jakob von Uexkull 
The Right Livelihood Award 
7 Park Crescent 
London W1N 3HE, UK 
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Classified 
DIARY DATES 

13 February 1996: ENVIRONMENTAL REFU
GEES: Anticipation, Intervention, Restoration. 
Baltimore Convention Center, Baltimore, Mary
land, USA. Contact Stuart M. Leiderman, Dept of 
Natural Resources, James Hall, Durham, New 
Hampshire 03824, USA. 

17March 1996: GREEN STUDENT NETWORK 

GATHERING in Cambridge. Various plenary ses
sions, networking, entertainment. For further de
tails, contact Hamish Downer, Churchill College, 
Cambridge, CB3 ODS. Tel: 01223 336176; E-mail: 
94hgd@eng.cam.ac.uk. 

7 5 May 1996: I N T E R N A T I O N A L E A R T H 
EDUCATION CONFERENCE AND EXPOSI
TION, McKeever Environmental Learning Center, 
Sandy Lake, Pennsylvania, USA. For more infor
mation, contact The Institute for Earth Education, 
Cedar Cove, Greenville, WV 24945, USA. Tel: +1 
(304) 832-6404; Fax: +1 (302)832-6077; E-mail: 
IEEI@aol.com. 

26-30 June 1996: INTERNATIONAL CONFER
ENCE ON ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION, 
Northern Call for the Environment, Savonlinna, 
Finland. For further information, contact Liisa 
Jaaskelainen, National Board of Education, Tel: 
+358 (0) 7747 7267; Fax: +358 (0) 7747 7869; E-
mail: liisa.jaaskelainen@oph.fi. 

COURSES 

University of London Wye College offers a wide 
variety of short courses including 18 March - 12 
April, 1996 Agrogorestry for Sustainable Land 
Use and 22 April - 31 May, 1996 Poverty, Gender, 
Participation and Institutional Change. For more 
information, contact Mary Arnold, Short Course 
Manager, Dept of Agricultural Economics, Wye 
College, Ashford, Kent, TN25 5AH. Tel: 01233 
812401; Fax: 01233 813006. 

THE YARNER TRUST is running courses on all 
aspects of sustainable living from 1st January 1996 
in our beautiful medieval farmhouse in Devon, one 
mile from the sea. Also available for hire; groups/ 
workshops. Contact: Franceska, Welcombe Barton, 
Welcombe, North Devon. Tel: 01288 331692. 

CALL FOR PAPERS 

The Global Environment & Trade Study will fund 
papers on topics related to trade and environ
ment. Especially interested in providing support to 
analysts from developing countries. Authors should 
send 1-2 page proposal to Steve Charnowitz, GETS, 
Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy, 
205 Prospect Street, New Haven, CT 06511, USA. 
Fax: +1 (203) 432 3817. 

9th Conference of the International Soil Conserva
tion Organisation, Towards Sustainable Land Use 
— Promoting Co-operation between People and 
Institutions, from 26 to 30 August 1996 in Bonn, 
Germany. Deadline 1st February. For further infor
mation, contact A. Klein, Federal Environmental 
Agency, FG II 3.2/Soil Quality, PO Box 33 00 22, 
D-14191 Berlin, GERMANY. Fax: +49 (30) 229 
3096; E-Mail: 100434.1121@compuserve.com. 

PUBLICATIONS 
ECO Directory of Environmental Databases in 
the UK 1995/6. Comprehensive guide to computer
ised environmental information sources in the UK. 
A reference book for all environmentalists — not 
just those with computers. Contact Monica Barlow 
or Hugo Nieuwenhuizen, ECO Environmental In
formation Trust, 10-12 Picton Street, Montpelier, 
Bristol, BS6 5QA. Tel: 0117 942 0162; Fax: 0117 
942 0164; E-mail: ecotrust@gn.apc.org. 

WORLDWATCH PAPERS 
NO. 125 
Hal Kane. THE HOUR OF DEPARTURE: 
Forces that Create Refugees and 
Migrants. 56pp, 115, £3. 

NO. 126 

Hilary F French. PARTNERSHIP FOR 
THE PLANET: An Environmental 
Agenda for the United Nations. 71pp, £3. 

Please note that all orders for 
Worldwatch Papers should now be sent to 

The Ecologist, Agriculture House, Bath 
Road, Sturminster Newton, 

Dorset, DT10 1DU. 

New Majority, a new research repor looks at 
immigration into Tibet and considers the threat to 
its political, economic and cultural future . 
Contact: Tibet Support Group, 9 Islington Green, 
London Nl 2XH, UK. Tel: 0171-359 7575; Fax: 
0171-354 1026. 

MISCELLANEOUS 
A gentle oasis of calm in London's Centre? Yes. 
We offer facilities for overnight accommodation 
and meeting rooms to hold your conference in an 
environment sympathetic to your aims. Excellent 
home-made food. Low prices. Contact the Quaker 
International Centre, 1 Byng Place, London W C I E 
7JH. Tel: 0171-387 5648; Fax: 0171-383 3722. 

Green Events, a monthly information and publicity 
calendar, distributed in and around Oxford, Bristol, 
Devon and London, listing events, services, busi
nesses, organizations and individuals who consider 
themselves "green". Estimated readership 10,000. 
If you would like one to happen in your area, 
contact: Green Events, 10 Church Street, Bicester, 
OX6 7AZ, UK. Tel: 01869 252487. 

T R A N S L A T I O N , English-French. Certified 
translator (CTIC). General and scientific transla
tion in biology and related fields. I also accept long-
term pro jec t s ( t ex tbooks , e tc ) . M S W o r d , 
WordPerfect, modem, fax. Jean-Pierre Artigau, 36 
Oval Drive, Aylmer, Quebec, J9H 1V1, CANADA. 
Tel: +1 (819) 685 1075. Fax: +1 (819) 682 0290. 

For Sale. The Ecologist Volumes 2-7, including 
indexes. Please telephone Joan Bell, 01349 861026. 

Classified Advertising Rates 
40p per word, min. 20 words, plus VAT 

Send to: The Ecologist (Classified), 
Agriculture House, Bath Road, Sturminster 

Newton, Dorset DT10 1DU, UK. 
Fax: 01258 473748 

WEC B O O K SERVICE 

Tim Lang and Colin Hines, THE NEW PRO
T E C T I O N I S M : Protec t ing the Future 
Against Free Trade. An important book which 
shows why we must protect our communities, 
their natural environments and their local 
economies against market forces which GATT 
would unleash on them. 
184pp, paperback, 1993, £10.95. 

Ralph Nader et al THE CASE AGAINST 
FREE TRADE, GATT, NAFTA and the 
Globalisation of Corporate Power. Essays 
by 16 leading activists examine the ideological 
roots of free trade, discuss trade negotiations 
and detail the devastating effects these agree
ments will have on communities and the envi
ronment worldwide. 
230pp, paperback, 1993, £6.00. 

Marcus Colchester, S L A V E A N D E N 
CLAVE: The Political Ecology of Equato
rial Africa. This new report from the World 
Rainforest Movement shows that urgent help 
is needed to protect the tropical forests in 
Equatorial Africa from unscrupulous dealers 
and suggests more community control of for
est-based enterprises. 

Marcus Colchester and Larry Lohmann, THE 
STRUGGLE FOR LAND AND THE FATE 
OF THE FORESTS. Based on six countries, 
this book illustrates the complexity of the prob
lem and discusses the future options to avoid 
total destruction of the ecosystems. 
389pp, paperback, 1993, £9.00. 

Orders with payment (credit cards accepted) 
to WEC Book Service, c/o The Wadebridge 
B o o k s h o p , 43 M o l e s w o r t h S tree t , 
Wadebridge, Cornwall, PL27 7DR. Tel: 
01208 812489, Fax: 01208 815705 

Karen Christensen, THE GREEN 
HOME. How to make your world a 
better place. A simple-to-use 
handbook which every household 
should have. The author shows, 
among other things, how to create a 
non-toxic home, set up an effective 
recycling system, gives advice on 
down-to-earth gardening and how to 
simplify life and reduce stress. 
323pp, paperback, 1995, £9.99. 

Jerry Mander, IN THE ABSENCE 
OF THE SACRED: The Failure of 
Technology and the Survival of the 
Indian Nations. A critique of West
ern technological society and its many 
specific technological forms, from 
television and computers to genetics 
and robotics, as having failed to live 
up to their well-advertised Utopian 
promise and instead brought us to the 
brink of environmental catastrophe. 
445pp, paperback, 1992, £7.50. 



_ a r c h i v e s o f 

E n v i r o n m e n t a l H e a l t h 
For 50 yea r s , this no ted j o u r n a l has p rov ided object ive documen ta t i on of the 
effects of environmental agents on human health. In one single source, Archives 
of Environmental Health conso l ida tes the la tes t r esearch from such vary ing 
fields as ep idemio logy , tox ico logy, b ios ta t i s t ics , and b iochemis t ry . In a field 
where today ' s certainty often becomes tomorrow 's myth, this journa l publ ishes 
new research with scientific integri ty and r igorous methodology . 

R e c e n t no tewor thy art icles include: 

• Empirical-Bay es and Semi-Bayes Approaches to Occupational 
and Environmental Hazard Surveillance 

• Lead in Hair and Urine of Children and Adults from Industrialized 
Areas 

• Surveillance of Hazardous Substance Releases and Related Health 
Effects 

• Respiratory Function Changes from Inhalation of Polluted Air 

• Effect of Chronic Mixed Pesticide Exposure on Peripheral and 
Autonomic Nerve Function 

The Official Publication of the 
Society for Occupational and Environmental Health 

and the 

International Society for Environmental Epidemiology 

Annual Subscription Price: $105 
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