Offloading Climate Responsibility
On The Victims Of Climate Change

Nnimmo Bassey

In this interview, Nnimmo Bassey, a Nigerian architect and award-winning
environmentalist, author, and poet, talks about the history of exploitation of the
African continent, the failure of the international community to recognize the
climate debt owed to the Global South, and the United Nations Climate Change
Conference that will take place in Egypt in November 2022.

Bassey has written (such as in his book To Cook a Continent) and spoken about
the economic exploitation of nature and the oppression of people based on his
firsthand experience. Although he does not often write or speak about his
personal experiences, his early years were punctuated by civil war motivated in
part by “a fight about oil, or who controls the oil.”

Bassey has taken square aim at the military-petroleum complex in fighting gas
flaring in the Niger Delta. This dangerous undertaking cost fellow activist and
poet Ken Saro-Wiwa his life in 1995.

Seeing deep connections that lead to what he calls “simple solutions” to complex
problems like climate change, Bassey emphasizes the right of nature to exist in its
own right and the importance of living in balance with nature, and rejects the


https://rozenbergquarterly.com/offloading-climate-responsibility-on-the-victims-of-climate-change/
https://rozenbergquarterly.com/offloading-climate-responsibility-on-the-victims-of-climate-change/
http://rozenbergquarterly.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Bassey-scaled.jpg
https://tinyurl.com/r8pecr2t

proposal of false climate solutions that would advance exploitation and the
financialization of nature that threatens our existence on a “planet that can well
do without us.”

Bassey chaired Friends of the Earth International from 2008 through 2012 and
was executive director of Environmental Rights Action for two decades. He was a
co-recipient of the 2010 Right Livelihood Award, the recipient of the 2012 Rafto
Prize, a human rights award, and in 2009, was named one of Time magazine’s
Heroes of the Environment. Bassey is the director of Health of Mother Earth
Foundation, an ecological think tank, and a board member of Global Justice
Ecology Project.

Steve Taylor: Climate change is a complex problem, but maybe there’s a simple
solution. What might that look like?

Nnimmo Bassey: Simple solutions are avoided in today’s world because they don’t
support capital. And capital is ruling the world. Life is simpler than people think.
So, the complex problems we have today—they’re all man-made, human-made by
our love of complexities. But the idea of capital accumulation has led to massive
losses and massive destruction and has led the world to the brink. The simple
solution that we need, if we're talking about warming, is this: Leave the carbon in
the ground, leave the oil in the soil, [and] leave the coal in the hole. Simple as
that. When people leave the fossils in the ground, they are seen as anti-progress
and anti-development, whereas these are the real climate champions: People like
the Ogoni people in the Niger Delta, the territory where Ken Saro-Wiwa was
murdered by the Nigerian state in 1995. Now the Ogoni people have kept the oil
in their territory in the ground since 1993. That is millions upon millions of tons of
carbon locked up in the ground. That is climate action. That is real carbon
sequestration.

ST: Could you talk about the climate debt that is owed to the Global South in
general, and African nations in particular?

NB: There’s no doubt that there is climate debt, and indeed an ecological debt
owed to the Global South, and Africa in particular. It has become clear that the
sort of exploitation and consumption that has gone on over the years has become
a big problem, not just for the regions that were exploited, but for the entire
world. The argument we’re hearing is that if the financial value is not placed on
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nature, nobody’s going to respect or protect nature. Now, why was no financial
cost placed on the territories that were damaged? Why were they exploited and
sacrificed without any consideration or thought about what the value is to those
who live in the territory, and those who use those resources? So, if we’re to go the
full way with this argument of putting price tags on nature so that nature can be
respected, then you have to also look at the historical harm and damage that’s
been done, place a price tag on it, recognize that this is a debt that is owed, and
have it paid.

ST: You've discussed in our interview how some policies meant to address climate
change are “false solutions,” particularly those intended to address the climate
debt owed to the Global South and to Africa in particular. Could you talk a bit
about the misnomer of the Global North’s proposals of so-called “nature-based
solutions” to the climate crisis that claim to emulate the practices and wisdom of
Indigenous communities in ecological stewardship, but which actually seem like
an extension of colonial exploitation—rationalizations to allow the richer nations
that are responsible for the pollution to continue polluting.

NB: The narrative has been so cleverly constructed that when you hear, for
example, reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD),
everybody says, “Yes, we want to do that.” And now we’re heading to “nature-
based solutions.” Who doesn’t want nature-based solutions? Nature provided the
solution to the challenges [that Indigenous people have] had for centuries, for
millennia. And now, some clever people appropriate the terminology. So that by
the time Indigenous communities say they want nature-based solutions, the clever
people will say, “well, that’s what we’re talking about.” Whereas they’'re not
talking about that at all. Everything’s about generating value chains and revenue,
completely forgetting about who we are as part of nature. So, the entire scheme
has been one insult after another. The very idea of putting a price on the services
of Mother Earth, and appropriating financial capital from those resources, from
this process, is another horrible way by which people are being exploited.

ST: How does REDD adversely impact local communities on the African
continent?

NB: REDD is a great idea, which should be supported by everyone merely looking
at that label. But the devil is in the detail. It is made by securing or appropriating
or grabbing some forest territory, and then declaring that to be a REDD forest.
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And now once that is done, what becomes paramount is that it is no longer a
forest of trees. It is now a forest of carbon, a carbon sink. So, if you look at the
trees, you don’t see them as ecosystems. You don’t see them as living
communities. You see them as carbon stock. And that immediately sets a different
kind of relationship between those who are living in the forest, those who need
the forest, and those who are now the owners of the forest. And so, it’s because of
that logic that [some] communities in Africa have lost access to their forests, or
lost access to the use of their forests, the way they’'d been using [them] for
centuries.

ST: As an activist, you have done some dangerous work opposing gas flaring.
Could you tell us about gas flaring and how it impacts the Niger Delta?

NB: Gas flaring, simply put, is setting gas on fire in the oil fields. Because when
crude oil is extracted in some locations, it could come out of the ground with
natural gas and with water, and other chemicals. The gas that comes out of the
well with the oil can be easily reinjected into the well. And that is almost like
carbon capture and storage. It goes into the well and also helps to push out more
oil from the well. So you have more carbon released into the atmosphere.
Secondly, the gas can be collected and utilized for industrial purposes or for
cooking, or processed for liquefied natural gas. Or the gas could just be set on
fire. And that’s what we have, at many points—probably over 120 locations in the
Niger Delta. So you have these giant furnaces. They pump a terrible cocktail of
dangerous elements into the atmosphere, sometimes in the middle of where
communities [reside], and sometimes horizontally, not [with] vertical stacks. So
you have birth defects, [and] all kinds of diseases imaginable, caused by gas
flaring. It also reduces agricultural productivity, up to one kilometer from the
location of the furnace.

ST: The UN climate conference COP27 is coming up in Egypt. Is there any hope
for some real change here?

NB: The only hope I see with the COP is the hope of what people can do outside
the COP. The mobilizations that the COPs generate in meetings across the
world—people talking about climate change, people taking real action, and
Indigenous groups organizing and choosing different methods of agriculture that
help cool the planet. People just doing what they can—that to me is what holds
hope. The COP itself is a rigged process that works in a very colonial manner,



offloading climate responsibility on the victims of climate change.

Editor’s note: This interview has been edited for clarity and length from the
author’s conversation with Nnimmo Bassey on October 7, 2022. For access to the
full interview’s audio and transcript, you can stream this episode on Breaking
Green’s website or wherever you get your podcasts. Breaking Green is produced
by Global Justice Ecology Project.

Steve Taylor is the press secretary for Global Justice Ecology Project and the host
of the podcast Breaking Green. Beginning his environmental work in the 1990s
opposing clearcutting in Shawnee National Forest, Taylor was awarded the Leo
and Kay Drey Award for Leadership from the Missouri Coalition for the
Environment for his work as co-founder of the Times Beach Action Group.

Source: Independent Media Institute

Credit Line: This article was produced by Earth | Food | Life, a project of the
Independent Media Institute.

Guinea’s Plight Lays Bare The
Greed Of Foreign Mining
Companies In The Sahel

=]
Vijay Prashad

On October 20, 2022, in Guinea, a protest organized by the National Front for the
Defense of the Constitution (FNDC) took place. The protesters demanded the
ruling military government (the National Committee of Reconciliation and
Development, or CNRD) release political detainees and sought to establish a
framework for a return to civilian rule. They were met with violent security
forces, and in Guinea’s capital, Conakry, at least five people were injured and
three died from gunshot wounds. The main violence was in Conakry’s commune of
Ratoma, one of the poorest areas in the city.
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In September 2021, the CNRD, led by Colonel Mamady Doumbouya, overthrew
the government of Alpha Condé, which had been in power for more than a decade
and was steeped in corruption. In 2020, then-President Alpha Condé’s son—Alpha
Mohamed Condé—and his minister of defense—Mohamed Diané—were accused of
bribery in a complaint that the Collective for the Transition in Guinea (CTG) filed
with the French National Financial Prosecutor’s Office. The complaint alleges that
these men received bribes from an international consortium in exchange for
bauxite mining rights near the city of Boké.

Boké, in northwestern Guinea, is the epicenter of the country’s bauxite mining.
Guinea has the world’s largest reserves of bauxite (estimated to be 7.4 billion
metric tons) and is the second-largest producer (after Australia) of bauxite, an
essential mineral for aluminum. All the mining in Guinea is controlled by
multinational firms, such as Alcoa (U.S.), China Hongqgiao, and Rio Tinto Alcan
(Anglo-Australian), which operate in association with Guinean state entities.

When the CNRD under Colonel Doumbouya seized power, one of the main issues
at stake was control over the bauxite revenues. In April 2022, Doumbouya
assembled the major mining companies and told them that by the end of May they
had to provide a road map for the creation of bauxite refineries in Guinea or else
exit the country. Doumbouya said, “Despite the mining boom in the bauxite
sector, it is clear that the expected revenues are below expectations. We can no
longer continue this fool’s game that perpetuates great inequality” between
Guinea and the international companies. The deadline was extended to June, and
the ultimatum’s demands to cooperate or leave are ongoing.

Doumbouya’s CNRD in Guinea, like the military governments in Burkina Faso and
Mali, came to power amid popular sentiment fed up with the oligarchies in their
country and with French rule. Doumbouya’s 2017 comments in Paris reflect that
latter sentiment. He said that French military officers who come to Guinea
“underestimate the human and intellectual capacities of Africans... They have
haughty attitudes and take themselves for the colonist who knows everything,
who masters everything.” This coup government—formed out of an elite force
created by Alpha Condé to fight terrorism—has captured the frustrations of the
population, but is unable to construct a viable agenda to exit the country’s
dependence on foreign mining companies. In the meantime, the protests for a
return to democracy are unlikely to be quelled.
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This article was produced by Globetrotter.

Vijay Prashad is an Indian historian, editor, and journalist. He is a writing fellow
and chief correspondent at Globetrotter. He is an editor of LeftWord Books and
the director of Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research. He is a senior non-
resident fellow at Chongyang Institute for Financial Studies, Renmin University of
China. He has written more than 20 books, including The Darker Nations and The
Poorer Nations. His latest books are Struggle Makes Us Human: Learning from
Movements for Socialism and (with Noam Chomsky) The Withdrawal: Iraq, Libya,
Afghanistan, and the Fragility of U.S. Power.

How Europe Has Navigated Its
Energy Crises

A multifaceted response from Europe has so far prevented
its energy woes from creating widespread social and
economic destabilization. But with winter approaching, the
crisis is far from over and risks are getting worse.

While European energy prices have eased slightly in recent months, stress
continues to build across a continent that has long been dependent on access to
cheap Russian energy.

Protests related to high energy costs have been held from Belgium to the Czech
Republic in Europe. Fuel shortages have led to long queues to buy petrol at gas
stations in France. The Don’t Pay UK movement has urged British citizens to
enter a “bill strike” by refusing to pay energy bills until gas and electricity prices
are reduced to an “affordable level.” Europe’s remarkably high energy prices
have also fueled climate change protests across the continent.

European governments have resorted to diverse measures to manage the crisis.
After the EU banned Russian coal imports, coal regulations were reduced in
Poland, which has led to illegal coal mines being operated in the country. Aid
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packages, such as Austria’s 1.3 billion euro initiative, aim to help companies
struggling with mounting energy costs. The UK “has capped the price of average
household energy bills at 2,500 pounds ($2,770) a year for two years from
October” and also announced a cap on energy per unit for businesses, charities,
and NGOs in September.

[taly has shown considerable capability in diversifying its energy imports from
Russia since the beginning of the year to reduce its dependence on the Kremlin.
Under former Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, Italy began to increase its
reliance on Russian energy, a process that continued even after his election
defeat in 2011 and Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014.

This reliance came to an abrupt end after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022. Italy signed natural gas deals with Egypt and Algeria in April and
held additional talks with the Republic of Congo and Angola regarding energy
supplies as well. In June, Italy also purchased two additional liquefied natural gas
(LNG) vessels, adding to the three LNG terminals it already operates, to further
diversify its natural gas (gas for short) supplies.

Not all countries, however, have matched Italy’s success of diversifying their
energy imports. France declared it would cap power and gas price increases for
households at 15 percent in 2023. But since more than half of France’s 56 nuclear
reactors have been shut down for maintenance (Europe’s summer drought also
prevented the water-based cooling systems of the French nuclear plants from
functioning), France will struggle with mounting energy costs as well as
upholding its traditional role as an electricity exporter to other European

countries.

Like other European countries, Germany chose to nationalize some of its major
energy companies, such as Uniper in September. In October, the German
government proposed a 200 billion euro energy subsidies initiative. With gas
storage projected to reach 95 percent capacity by November, Germany has also
provided itself with significant protection.

But Germany lacks LNG infrastructure and remains vulnerable if Russia cuts off
gas through pipelines completely. Currently, Germany is at level two of the
country’s three-tier emergency gas plan, with the last stage introducing direct
government intervention in gas distribution and rationing.
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Because Germany makes the largest contributions of funds to the EU, its
economic vulnerability poses concerning implications for the rest of the bloc. And
in addition to suffering from gas shortages, Central European countries will “also
suffer from the effects of gas rationing in the German industrial sector, given
their integration into German supply chains.” Such uncertainty has blunted
investment in the region, further compounding Europe’s economic issues.

These issues have underlined the perception that while Russian coal has been
relatively easy to ban in Europe and Russian oil is slowly being phased out,
Russian natural gas remains too important for much of the continent’s energy mix
to be shunned completely.

Dozens of ships carrying LNG have been stuck off Europe’s coast, as the plants
“that convert the seaborne fuel back to gas are operating at maximum limit.”
High gas prices have meanwhile resulted in key industries across Europe that are
reliant on the energy source to shut down, sparking fears of “uncontrolled
deindustrialization.”

In addition to national strategies, European countries have pursued collective
initiatives to confront the energy crisis. On September 27, Norway, Denmark, and
Poland officially opened the Baltic Pipe to supply Poland with natural gas. On
October 1, Greece and Bulgaria began commercial operation of the
Interconnector Greece-Bulgaria (IGB) pipeline, which serves as another link in the
Western-backed Southern Gas Corridor project to bring natural gas from
Azerbaijan to Europe.

On October 13, France began sending Germany natural gas for the first time,
based on an agreement that “Germany would generate more electricity to supply
France during times of peak consumption.” The European Council stated on
September 30 that EU states will implement “a voluntary overall reduction target
of 10 percent of gross electricity consumption and a mandatory reduction target
of 5 percent of the electricity consumption in peak hours.”

Additionally, the EU continues to debate imposing a price cap on Russian gas to
the EU, and the G7 countries and its allies agreed on September 2 to implement a
price cap on Russian crude oil and oil products in December 2022 and February
2023, respectively.

Germany, however, has led criticism over the “proposal to cap the price on all gas
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imports to the EU,” stating that the EU lacks the authority to do so, alongside
expressing concerns that gas providers will simply sell gas to other countries.
Norway, traditionally Europe’s second-largest gas provider after Russia, also
indicated it would not accept a cap on gas, and Russia stated it would not sell oil
or gas to countries doing so either. The resulting restrictions in energy supply
would likely further raise prices.

European countries also remain bound by their own interests, further
undermining multilateral cooperation. Croatia, for example, announced it would
ban natural gas exports in September. Many European countries have criticized
Germany'’s planned 200 billion euro subsidies plan for fear that it “could trigger
economic imbalances in the bloc.” Germany, meanwhile, declared it would not
support a joint EU debt issuance on October 11, only later agreeing to the
measures out of pressure from its European allies.

In September, the UK accused the EU of pushing British energy prices higher by
severing energy cooperation following Brexit. The U.S. and Norway have also
been singled out by EU members for profiting off the current energy crisis.

Varying levels of vulnerability have resulted in some European countries breaking
with the continental norm and negotiating with Russia. Serbia, which is not in
NATO or part of the EU, signed its own natural gas deal with Russia in May, while
Hungary drew the ire of Western allies by signing its own gas deal with Russia in
August. Hungary was among the first European countries to agree to purchase
Russian natural gas in rubles, stabilizing the Russian currency as sanctions were
placed on the Russian economy. If the crisis worsens considerably, other

countries may follow suit.

As Europe’s energy crisis has continued, many countries across the world have
become increasingly wary. European demand for LNG and a willingness to pay
premiums has meant suppliers are increasingly rerouting gas to the continent.

Though rich competitors like South Korea and Japan have been able to contend
with Furopean competition for LNG, it has caused shortages elsewhere.
Bangladesh and Pakistan, for example, have struggled to secure their traditional
LNG imports since the beginning of the Russian invasion. Blackouts in these
countries have increased, causing them to resort to more carbon-intensive energy
alternatives and prompting renewed talks with Russia over LNG imports and
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developing pipeline networks to supply natural gas to Asia.

Europe’s decades-long exposure to Russian energy means that its current energy
crisis will persist for years. Even with predictions for a relatively mild upcoming
winter, overcoming this energy crisis will require cooperation and sacrifice
among European states—particularly if the war in Ukraine escalates further.
While the West’s solidarity will be put to the test, poorer, energy-vulnerable
countries will continue to fall victim as a result of the fallout from the Russian
invasion of Ukraine.

This article was produced by Globetrotter.

John P. Ruehl is an Australian-American journalist living in Washington, D.C. He
is a contributing editor to Strategic Policy and a contributor to several other
foreign affairs publications. He is currently finishing a book on Russia to be
published in 2022.
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Since the mid-1990s, the United Nations has been launching global climate
summits — called COPs — which stands for Conference of the Parties. Last year
was the 26th annual summit and took place in Glasgow. COP26 was supposed to
be “a pivotal moment for the planet,” but the outcomes fell way short of the action
needed to stop the climate crisis from becoming utterly catastrophic. This year,
COP27 will be held in Egypt in the midst of an energy crisis and a war that is
reshaping the global order.

Will COP27 end up as yet another failure on the part of world leaders to slow or
stop global warming? Noam Chomsky and Robert Pollin share their thoughts and
insights on the climate crisis conundrum by dissecting the current state of affairs
and what ought to be done to stop humanity’s march to the climate precipice.

Noam Chomsky is institute professor emeritus in the department of linguistics
and philosophy at MIT and laureate professor of linguistics and Agnese Nelms
Haury Chair in the Program in Environmental and Social Justice at the University
of Arizona. One of the world’s most cited scholars in modern history and a critical
public intellectual regarded by millions of people as a national and international
treasure, Chomsky has published more than 150 books in linguistics, political and
social thought, political economy, media studies, U.S. foreign policy and world
affairs, and climate change.
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Robert Pollin

Robert Pollin is distinguished professor of economics and co-director of the
Political Economy Research Institute (PERI) at the University of Massachusetts-
Ambherst. One of the world’s leading progressive economists, Pollin has published
scores of books and academic articles on jobs and macroeconomics, labor
markets, wages, and poverty, environmental and energy economics. He was
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selected by Foreign Policy Magazine as one of the “100 Leading Global Thinkers
for 2013.” Chomsky and Pollin are coauthors of Climate Crisis and the Global
Green New Deal: The Political Economy of Saving the Planet (2020).

C.J. Polychroniou: The 27th session of the Conference of the Parties (COP27) to
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) will
take place in Egypt from November 6-18, 2022. Nearly 200 countries will come
together in yet another attempt to tackle climate breakdown. COP26, held in
Glasgow about the same time last year had been hailed as “our last best hope,”
but it did not achieve much as too many compromises were made. The hope for
COP27 is that the world will set more stringent greenhouse gas emissions
reduction requirements considering the ever-clearer consequences of global
warming. Noam, is this a significant climate meeting? Can we expect a
breakthrough, or will it end up yet another futile international effort to reverse
climate change? Indeed, what’s standing on the way of governments’ failure to
slow or even reverse global warming? Isn’t the evidence already overwhelming
that the world stands on a climate precipice? What prevent us from stepping back
from the abyss?

Noam Chomsky: Decisions by governments tend to reflect the distribution of
power in the society. As Adam Smith phrased this virtual truism in his classic
work, “the masters of mankind” — in his day, the merchants and manufacturers of
England — are the “principal architects” of government policy and act to ensure
that their own interests will be “most peculiarly attended to” no matter how
“grievous” the effects on the general welfare. Insofar as governments have failed
to act in the ways that will prevent catastrophe, it is because the principal
architects of policy have higher priorities.

Let’s take a look. The U.S. government has just passed a climate bill, a pale
shadow of what was proposed by the Biden administration under the impact of
popular climate activism, which in the end could not compete with the power of
the true masters in the corporate sector. The final shadow is not meaningless. It
is, however, radically insufficient in its reach, and also burdened with measures to
ensure that the interests of the masters are “most peculiarly attended to.”

The bill that the masters were willing to accept includes vast government
subsidies that “are already driving forward large oil and gas projects that
threaten a heavy carbon footprint, with companies including ExxonMobil, Sempra
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and Occidental Petroleum positioned for big payouts,” the Washington Post
reports. One device to satisfy the needs of the masters is “a vast wad of money”
for carbon capture — a phrase that means: “Let’s keep poisoning the atmosphere
freely and maybe someday someone will figure out a way to remove the poisons.”

That’s too kind. It’s much worse. “The irony of carbon capture is that the place it
has proven most successful is getting more oil out of the ground. All but one
major project built in the United States to date is geared toward fossil fuel
companies taking the trapped carbon and injecting it into underground wells to
extract crude.”

The actual cases would be comical if the consequences were not so grave. Thus
“The subsidies give companies lucrative incentives to drill for gas in the most
climate-unfriendly sites, where the concentration of CO2 in the fuel is especially
high. The CO2, a potent greenhouse gas, is useless for making fuel, but the tax
credits are awarded based on how many tons of it companies trap.”

It’s hard to believe that this is real. But it is. It’s capitalism 101 when the masters
are in charge.

Other cases illustrate the same priorities. Arctic permafrost contains huge
amounts of carbon and is beginning to melt as the Arctic heats much faster than
the rest of the world. Scientists of one oil major, ConocoPhillips, discovered a way
to slow the thawing of the permafrost. To what end? “To keep it solid enough to

drill for oil, the burning of which will continue to worsen ice melt,” according to
the New York Times.

The exuberant race to destruction is far more general. New fields are being
opened to exploration. There is a huge expansion of oil pipelines, with “more than

24,000km of pipelines planned around world, showing ‘an almost deliberate

rn

failure to meet climate goals.

Corporate lobbyists are even pressing states to punish corporations (by
withdrawing pension funds etc.) that dare even to provide information on
environmental impacts of their policies. No stone is left unturned. Every
opportunity to destroy must be exploited, no matter how slight, following Marx’s
script of capitalism going berserk.

It is not really surprising that once Reagan and Thatcher launched the current era
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of savage class war, removing all constraints, the masters used the opportunity to
pursue their “vile maxim, all for ourselves and nothing for anyone else,” as Smith
advised us 250 years ago.

There is a certain logic behind it. The rules of the game are that you expand profit
and market share, or you lose out. For self-delusion, it suffices to hold out the thin
hope that maybe our technical culture will find some answers.

There is an alternative to the resolute march toward suicide. The distribution of
power can be changed by an aroused public with its own very different priorities,
such as surviving in a livable world. The current masters can be controlled on a
path toward elimination of their illegitimate authority. The rules of the game can
be changed, in the short term modified sufficiently to enable humankind to adopt
the means that have been spelled out in detail to “step back from the abyss.”

Polychroniou: Bob, can you give us an estimate of where we stand on climate
change and what needs to be done for the world to become carbon neutral by
20507

Robert Pollin: Where we stand with climate change is straightforward and was
expressed clearly in the most recent two massive reports, of this past February
and April 2022, from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the
most authoritative mainstream resource on climate change research. In
summarizing its February report, the IPCC said that “Human-induced climate
change is causing dangerous and widespread disruption in nature and affecting
the lives of billions of people around the world, despite efforts to reduce the risks.
People and ecosystems least able to cope are being hardest hit.” The February
report describes how “Increased heatwaves, droughts and floods are already
exceeding plants’ and animals’ tolerance thresholds, driving mass mortalities in
species such as trees and corals. These weather extremes are occurring
simultaneously, causing cascading impacts that are increasingly difficult to
manage. They have exposed millions of people to acute food and water insecurity,
especially in Africa, Asia, Central and South America, on Small Islands and in the
Arctic.” I would note that reputable climate scientists regularly criticize the IPCC
for understating our dire ecological condition.

What we need to do to have any chance of stabilizing the climate is also
straightforward. By far, the biggest driver of climate change is burning oil, coal
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and natural gas to produce energy. This is because burning fossil fuels to produce
energy generates CO2 emissions. These emissions, in turn, are the main cause of
heat being trapped in our atmosphere and warming the planet. This is why, in its
landmark 2018 special report, “Global Warming of 1.5° Celsius,” the IPCC set out
the overarching goals of cutting global CO2 emissions by about 50 percent as of
2030 and for the globe to reach net zero emissions by 2050. The IPCC concluded
in the 2018 report, and emphasized even more emphatically in its 2022 studies,
that stabilizing the global climate at 1.5 degrees Celsius (1.5°C) above pre-
industrial average temperature levels is imperative for having any chance of
reducing significantly, much less preventing the “dangerous and widespread
disruption in nature affecting the lives of billions of people around the world.”

It is clear then that the single most important project for advancing a viable
climate stabilization program is to phase out the consumption of oil, coal and
natural gas for energy production. As the fossil fuel energy infrastructure phases
out to zero by 2050, we concurrently have to build an entirely new global energy
infrastructure whose centerpieces will be high efficiency and clean renewable
energy sources — primarily solar and wind power. People are obviously still going
to need to consume energy, from any available source, to light, heat and cool
buildings, to power cars, buses, trains and airplanes, and to operate computers
and industrial machinery, among other uses. Moreover, any minimally decent
egalitarian program climate stabilization program — what we may call a Global
Green New Deal — will entail a significant increase in energy consumption for
lower-income people throughout the world.

The other major driver of climate change is corporate industrial agriculture in its
multiple manifestations. This includes the heavy reliance on natural gas-based
fertilizers along with synthetic pesticides and herbicides to increase land
productivity. It also includes deforestation, whose main purpose is to increase
available land for cattle grazing and still more industrial farming. Addressing
these causes of climate change is, at least in principle, also straightforward. It
requires replacing industrial agriculture with organic farming practices that rely
on crop rotation, animal manures and composting for fertilizer and biological pest
control. It means humans eating less beef, and thereby freeing up the cattle-
grazing land to be used for organic crop cultivation. It then also means stopping
deforestation, most especially in the Amazon rainforest i.e., “the Earth’s lungs.”
This is why, as Noam emphasized in a previous recent interview, it is absolutely
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imperative, just on the climate issue alone, that Lula defeats Jair Bolsonaro in
Brazil’s presidential election on October 30. Bolsonaro has no compunctions
about obliterating the Amazon rainforest if there is money to be made, while Lula
is committed to rainforest preservation and reforestation.

So, in response to both of your questions — where we stand today on climate
change and what needs to be done — we will have a clearer picture after Brazil’s
October 30 election. We can also generalize from Brazil's situation. That is,
everywhere in the world, we need to elect people like Lula and to defeat all
climate deniers and apologists for the fossil fuel industry, that is, all the
Bolsonaros in all regions of the world.

At the same time, electoral politics by itself is never going to be a sufficient action
program. Even principled political leaders like Lula can become susceptible to
backsliding from a robust Green New Deal program in the face of the enormous
pressures from fossil fuel corporations who continue to cash in on destroying the
planet. The only solution here is mass organizing that is capable of holding all
politicians accountable. There has been tremendous climate activism throughout
the world in recent years, led by young people. This activism simply needs to
intensify and continue to become increasingly impactful.

In terms of some specifics, the investments required to dramatically increase
energy efficiency standards and equally dramatically expand the global supply of
clean energy sources will be a major source of new job creation, in all regions of
the world. This is excellent news, as far as it goes. But there is no guarantee that
these new jobs will be good jobs. After all, we are still operating within capitalism.
Climate activists therefore need to join forces with unions and other labor
organizers to fight for good wages, benefits and working conditions for these
millions of new clean energy jobs. At the same time, the phasing out of the global
fossil fuel industry will mean large-scale losses for workers and communities that
are presently dependent on the fossil fuel industry. Providing a just transition for
these workers and communities also needs to be at the center of the Global Green
New Deal.

There have been some recent positive developments with respect to the energy
transition. Clean renewable energy investments have increased for the past two
years, at a rate of about 12 percent per year. This contrasts sharply with the five
years immediately after the major COP21 conference in Paris in 2015, during
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which global clean energy investments rose by a paltry 2 percent annual rate.

This recent spike in clean energy investments is being fueled by the fact that the
costs of solar and wind power are falling dramatically and are now lower than
those for fossil fuels and nuclear. Thus, as of 2020, the average cost for fossil fuel-
generated electricity ranged between 5.5-14.8 cents per kilowatt hour in the high-
income economies. These cost figures then rose sharply in 2021, due to the post
COVID lockdown supply-chain breakdowns in the fossil fuel industry and Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. By contrast, as of 2021, solar photovoltaic installations
generate electricity at 4.8 cents per kilowatt hour and onshore wind is at 3.3
cents. Moreover, average solar costs fell by roughly 90 percent between
2010-2021. The average cost figures for solar and wind should continue to decline
still further as advances in technology proceed as long as the rapid global
expansion of these sectors continues.

At the same time, these positive developments must be weighed against the grim
bottom-line reality that, to date, there is still no evidence that global CO?2
emissions have begun falling. A modest reduction did occur in 2020 due to the
global COVID lockdown. But as of 2019, global CO2 emissions stood at 37 billion
tons. This is a 50 percent increase relative to 2000 and a 12 percent increase
relative to just 2010. Overall, the transition from a fossil fuel dominant to a high-
efficiency and renewables dominant global energy infrastructure, to rainforest
preservation and an organic farming dominant agricultural infrastructure needs
to be dramatically accelerated for there to be any chance of hitting the IPCC’s
climate stabilization targets.

We also need to recognize that this transition needs to occur everywhere, in all
countries, regardless of their current emissions or income levels. This becomes
clear through some simple global emissions accounting. As of now, China and the
U.S. are by far most responsible for current total emissions. China’s emissions
represent 31 percent of the current global total and the United States accounts
for another 14 percent. So, adding emissions from China and the U.S. alone gets
us to 45 percent of the global total. But we can look at this same statistic from the
opposite direction: Even after combining the emissions levels for China and the
U.S., we still haven’t accounted for fully 55 percent of total global emissions. We
can then include the emissions totals for the 27 countries of the European Union
along with China and the U.S. This adds another 8 percent to current total
emissions, getting us to 53 percent in total. This means that if we only pay
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attention to China, the U.S. and the European Union countries, we still are
neglecting the countries responsible for generating nearly half of current total
global emissions. The point is that every place does matter if we really are going
to hit the target of net zero global emissions by no later than 2050. Zero
emissions has to really mean zero, everywhere.

Polychroniou: COP27 has been called Africa’s COP. Indeed, Africa contributes
only 3 percent to greenhouse gas emissions but suffers disproportionately from its
negative effects. To be sure, the issue of who should pay for “loss and damages”
from the climate crisis will occupy center stage at COP27. What are your thoughts
on this matter? We already know, for instance, that the EU won’t back climate
damage funds talks at COP, and I don’t think we should expect a different attitude
from the United States. Is there a case to be made for climate reparations? Is
there a better alternative?

Pollin: From an historical perspective, the high-income countries, starting with
the U.S. but also including Canada, Western Europe, Europe and Australia are
almost entirely responsible for loading up the atmosphere with greenhouse gas
emissions and causing climate change. They therefore should be primarily
responsible for financing the Global Green New Deal. But more recently, as I
noted above, China is producing much larger emissions than any other country.
China can therefore not be let off the hook as a source of climate financing.

But we also need to recognize that high-income people in all countries and
regions have massively larger carbon footprints than everyone else. The average
carbon footprint of someone in the richest 10 percent of the global population is
60 times greater than of someone in the poorest 10 percent. From this
perspective, the financing of a Global Green New Deal must fall
disproportionately on the rich in all countries.

However, more generally, it is not accurate or constructive to consider the issue
of financing the energy system transformation as simply a question of who bears
how much of the overall burden. We also need to recognize that the overall
burden is actually not excessively large and that building a global green economy
will also generate huge benefits and opportunities. Consider, for example, just the
following:

1. According to my own research and that of others, a global climate stabilization
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program capable of achieving the zero emissions goal by 2050 will entail clean
energy investment spending of roughly $4.5 trillion per year through 2050. This
totals to about $120 trillion over the full period. These are eye-popping numbers
from one angle. Yet they amount to an average of only about 2.5 percent of total
global income (GDP) between now and 2050. In other words, we can transform
the global energy system and save the planet while still spending something like
97 percent of total global income on everything besides clean energy investments.
This is also while average incomes are rising over time.

2. Creating a clean global energy infrastructure will pay for itself over time and
save money for all energy consumers. This is because energy efficiency
investments, by definition, mean spending less money to get the same amount of
energy services — like keeping one’s home well-lit and warm in the winter.
Moreover, as I noted above, the costs of delivering a kilowatt of electricity from
renewable energy sources is already lower, on average, than getting the same
kilowatt from fossil fuels or nuclear power sources, and the costs of renewable
energy are falling.

3. Building the clean energy infrastructure will be more decentralized than the
current highly capital-intensive and big corporate dominated fossil fuel
infrastructure. Solar energy systems can be installed on rooftops and parking lots
and in one’s neighborhood. Wind turbines can be located on farmland without
sacrificing productivity in crop or livestock cultivation. This, in turn, will create
opportunities to expand access to energy into low-income communities
throughout the world, including in the rural regions of low-income countries.
Roughly half the people living in these regions do not currently have access to
electricity at all.

Overall then, building the global clean energy economy should be understood as a
great opportunity for investors and consumers, including especially small-scale
investors such as both public and private cooperative enterprises.

That said, it will of course still be necessary to deliver the up-front money to pay
for the initial investments. There is no shortage of big pots money that can be
tapped in equitable ways for this purpose. We can start with transferring funds
out of military budgets for all countries. Since the U.S. military budget amounts to
40 percent of global military spending, transferring, say, 5 percent of all military
spending into global climate investments will mean that the U.S. share of the
funds will also amount to about 40 percent of the global total. We can also
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eliminate existing fossil fuel subsidies in all countries and convert them into clean
energy subsidies. The central banks of rich countries can purchase green bonds
to support investments both within their own countries as well as globally. They
then will receive the revenues that will be generated by these investments. The
central banks of rich countries did not hesitate to provide massive bailout funding
to financial markets during the COVID lockdown, at levels of 10 percent or more
of their countries’ respective GDPs. The global green bond fund could amount to
perhaps one-tenth the size of these bailout programs. Finally, carbon taxes can be
a viable source of funds as long as the tax burden falls mostly on high-income
consumers and most of the revenue generated by the tax is rebated back to
middle and low-income energy consumers.

The global financing project will then also need to be supported by private
investors, at a level at least equal to that of government funds. Yet we know that
private investors will never deliver sufficient funds without public policies in place
that enforce hard limits on profit opportunities through fossil fuel investments, if
not eliminating such profit opportunities altogether. The windfall tax on oil
company profits proposed in the U.S. Congress by Sen. Sheldon Whitehouse and
Rep. Ro Khanna is one good place to start.

The need for such measures has become ever clearer since the fiasco surrounding
the pledges made by major private financial institutions coming out of last year’s
COP26 climate conference in Glasgow. Perhaps the biggest single story coming
out of the Glasgow conference was the formation of the Glasgow Financial
Alliance for Net Zero (GFANZ), a group of roughly 500 financial sector firms
holding $130 trillion in overall assets — i.e., something like one-third of total
global private financial assets. At the conference, GFANZ members committed
their institutions to supporting investments that will deliver a zero-emissions
global economy by 2050. But now many of the biggest players in the coalition are
abandoning their pledges. The explanation is simple, as reported in Bloomberg
Green: “The revived fortunes of fossil fuels, especially coal, may explain some of
the weakened resolve for decarbonization. Global bank lending to fossil fuel
companies is up 15 percent to over $300 billion in the first nine months of this
year from the same period in 2021.” Justin Guay, director of climate finance
strategy at the Sunrise Project summed up the matter perfectly in commenting:
“Banks were happy to sign up to a big pageantry contest at COP26 and get a
bunch of applause. But when they realized the world expected them to make good
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on what they said they would do, they have looked for convenient excuses to
wiggle out of that responsibility.”

Polychroniou: Noam, what do you think about this matter? The so-called “triple
crisis” — i.e., responsibility, mitigation and adaptation — need to be addressed by
the countries most responsible for climate breakdown, according to both climate
activists and various governments of the Global South, including Egypt, the host
of COP27.

Chomsky: We can refine the question. More accurately it is the rich in the rich
countries who are most responsible for climate breakdown, and much more. Right
now, working people in the super-rich United States are suffering from severe
inflation, much of which is caused by the sharp rise in oil prices triggered by the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Meanwhile the profits of the fossil fuel industrial
complex are booming. One short-term remedy would be a tax on their rapacious
pursuit of the vile exam, proposed in legislation aimed at oil price gouging
introduced by Senators Sherrod Brown and Sheldon Whitehouse, with receipts
going directly to consumers. Much more far-reaching steps can easily be
envisioned.

These questions should be considered against the background of the neoliberal
class war of the past 40 years, which has transferred some $50 trillion to the
pockets of the super-rich 1 percent. Bob Pollin reminds us that the steady rise in
real wages ended in the ‘70s as the business campaign against working people
and the poor was taking shape, with the floodgates opened by Reagan and
Thatcher. If real wages had continued to track productivity gains, “the average
worker’s hourly wage in 2021 would have been $61.94, not $25.18.” And if the
assault on the public had been curbed, big corporate CEO pay would not have
risen “from being 33 times higher than the average worker in 1978 to 366 times
higher in 2019—i.e., a more than tenfold increase in relative pay.” That’s only one
part of the serious blows against working people and the poor that we expect, on
institutional grounds, once the reins are cast off.

All of this is background for considering the “triple crisis.” The Global Green New
Deal should confront these issues directly and forcefully, not just by proper
concern for the countries that have been victimized by global warming but also by
dismantling the class basis of the depredations of past centuries, sometimes
taking truly savage forms as in the recent neoliberal years.
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The immediate crisis is too urgent for the radical social change that we should
seek, but efforts to carry it forward should proceed in tandem with addressing
urgent demands. If basic capitalist institutions remain in place, the Global Green
New Deal will not proceed as far as it must if we are to have a livable world that
values freedom and justice.

Polychroniou: The Global Green New Deal may represent our only hope for an
effective opportunity to address the challenge of global warming while also
setting the world economy on a new course of sustainable development. Yet, it
wasn’t part of COP26’s decarbonization concerns and it doesn’t figure in the
agenda of COP27. Why?

Chomsky: Who meets in the stately halls where agendas are devised?

Let’s return to our discussion of the achievements of COP26. The most exciting,
eliciting much euphoria, was the commitment of the great private financial
institutions to devote up to $130 trillion to such noble projects as wiring Africa for
solar power. The market to the rescue! — with a small footnote, as political
economist Adam Tooze was unkind enough to add. The giants of finance will
gladly make their lavish contribution to the Global Green New Deal if the
International Monetary Fund and World Bank “derisk” the loans by absorbing
losses and “there is a carbon price that gives clean energy a competitive
advantage.”

As long as the vile maxim is firmly in place, their munificence has no bounds.

We return to the same conclusions. The Global Green New Deal cannot be
delayed, but it must go hand in hand with raising consciousness and
implementing measures to constrain and ultimately dismantle the institutional
structures of capitalist autocracy.

Polychroniou: Bob, you are one of the leading advocates of global Green New
Deal. Why isn’t this project gaining traction? Too idealistic for the taste of the real
world where national interests still reign supreme? If so, what needs to be done?

Pollin: As I have tried to convey in my responses above, I don’t see the Global
Green New Deal as idealistic. I rather see it as the only viable program that can
achieve the IPCC’s climate stabilization goals in a way that also expands decent
job opportunities and raises mass living standards in all regions of the world, at



all levels of development. That includes increasing peoples’ access to low-cost
energy throughout the world. As such, the Global Green New Deal should attract
overwhelming support, both among people who are committed around climate
issues as well as those whose primary focus may be paying rent and keeping food
on the table.

Achieving this level of support can only be achieved through organizing and
educating. To take one example, for over a decade, labor and environment
activists, such as those associated with the Labor Network for Sustainability and
the BlueGreen Alliance in the U.S., have been working to build strong coalitions.
Against steep odds, they have started to win some significant victories. This
includes the endorsement of a robust green investment and just transition
program in California by the union representing the state’s oil refinery workers.

Of course, these and similar initiatives face relentless opposition from fossil fuel
corporations and the full spectrum of interests aligned with them. A clear and
coherent global Green New Deal program will serve as one useful tool in the
ongoing struggle to save the planet.

Copyright © Truthout. May not be reprinted without permission.
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What The Failure Of Liz Truss’s
Economic Agenda In The UK Can
Teach The U.S.

Sonali Kolhatkar - Photo:
sonalikolhatkar.com

Americans, relieved that they were rid of Donald Trump and his incessant
scandals, looked gleefully to their neighbors across the Atlantic as British Prime
Minister Liz Truss resigned after a mere 45 days in office. Truss had the shortest
term of any British prime minister in history, disgraced by the consequences of
her own economic prescriptions. There is a lesson to be learned from Truss’s rise
and rapid downfall that applies to the United States, a nation beset by similar
economic troubles but with a very different governmental structure.

The main takeaway from Truss’s downfall is that tackling inflation by rewarding
the rich is a fool’s errand. Fashioning herself after Margaret Thatcher, the
godmother of conservative capitalism, Truss had hoped to join the ranks of former
prime ministers Tony Blair and David Cameron as a champion of “trickle-down”
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policies.

A central idea favored by Thatcherites—one that may sound familiar to
Americans—is that when ordinary people are struggling, leaders must ensure the
rich get richer so that the crumbs of their excesses will trickle down to the poor.
Going hand in hand with this is the aggressive deregulation of industries to free
them from the fetters of any protective measures that could impact profit
margins.

Here in the U.S., President Ronald Reagan promoted this ludicrous concept in the
1980s as perhaps the grandest grift of all time, overseeing massive tax cuts for
the wealthiest Americans and an aggressive dereqgulatory agenda. According to
the Center for American Progress, when “Reagan took office in 1981, the
marginal tax rate for the highest income bracket was 70 percent, but that fell to
just 28 percent by the time he left office.”

In spite of decades of evidence that trickle-down economics doesn’t work,
Republicans, when in control of the U.S. Congress and the presidency, have
aggressively pushed through the same policies. Recall the 2017 tax reform bill
forced through the legislative process by then-Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell and signed into law by Trump. That bill continued what Reagan
started by infusing cash at the very top in the form of tax cuts. It too, like its
predecessors, failed.

Truss repackaged this same grift in the UK, with critics coining a new moniker for
it: Trussonomics. Influenced by right-wing think tanks such as the Adam Smith
Institute and the Institute of Economic Affairs, she pushed a “mini-budget”
centered on major tax cuts for the wealthiest in Britain with no plan on how to
compensate for the loss in revenues.

The Guardian’s economics correspondent Richard Partington explained that this
triggered “a run on sterling, gilt market freefall and spooked global investors.
Even the International Monetary Fund (IMF) intervened with a stunning public
rebuke.” The British pound plummeted in value, and the Bank of England was
forced to intervene by buying up bonds and raising interest rates. Eventually,
members of Parliament began expressing enough loss of confidence in the new
prime minister that Truss was forced to resign just over six weeks into her tenure.

Since the 1980s, both Republican and Democratic presidents in the U.S.
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embraced “Reaganomics,” in spite of critics repeatedly calling out the lunacy of
enriching the wealthy to address poverty. By the time Joe Biden took office in
January 2021, there was so much damage done that the new president felt moved
to articulate that trickle-down economics doesn’t work. Biden repeated his
criticisms as Truss took office, saying on Twitter in September 2022, “I am sick
and tired of trickle-down economics. It has never worked.”

But talk is cheap, and another major lesson for Americans is that while it’s easy to
find relief in our more stable system of government in which presidential
elections are prescribed every four years, Britain’s less stable parliamentary
system is far more responsive to popular will.

The best example of this—one that stands in stark contrast to the U.S.—is
Britain’s National Health Service (NHS), a free, government-funded universal
health care system that is the envy of Americans. In 1948, Aneurin Bevan,
Britain’s then-health secretary, promoted the idea of a health care system that
would serve all people. According to historian Anthony Broxton, Bevan pushed a
parliamentary vote on the bill that would create the NHS, asking, “Why should
the people wait any longer?”

Americans have waited and waited for a similar health care system. We are still
waiting. A New York Times analysis explained how health care spending in the
U.S. began getting out of control at the precise time when Reagan-era
deregulation began. Decades of attempts to install a universal, government-
funded free health care system in the U.S. have failed.

In an MSNBC op-ed, Nayyera Haq wrote, “in the nearly 250 years since the
founding of the United States, American government has not followed Britain’s
path of providing a universal health care system or welfare programs for the
majority of the population.” Haq concluded, “The elevation of status quo over
popular will has all but frozen the ability to respond to that will, weakening the
American system far more than Truss’ tenure will destabilize Britain.”

While Americans can’t very well switch our government system into a
parliamentary one, we do have midterm elections in just a few weeks. It turns out
trickle-down economics is indeed on the ballot, and Republicans are using every
means at their disposal to ensure its win.

The GOP has rigged elections in its favor via a cunning combination of
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gerrymandered districts, voting laws that thwart likely Democratic voters, and
legislative control at the state level where electoral rules are decided. In Florida,
Republican governor Ron DeSantis has embraced antidemocratic tactics to such
an extent that he created a police force to arrest largely Black (and therefore
likely-to-be-Democratic) voters who he claims are casting ballots illegally. In other
words, Republicans have engineered a system of minority rule bordering on
fascism.

Blowing wind into their sails is the corporate media, insisting that worries over
inflation could help Republicans win majorities in both houses of Congress—in
spite of decades of evidence that the GOP has a record of economic failures. It has
become a central Republican talking point to inflate—pun intended—worries
about rising prices, blame Democrats for inflation, and make the case for their
own electoral victories. Economist Dean Baker criticized the media for “hyping
inflation pretty much non-stop for the last year and a half.”

While polls show that relentless coverage of inflation has moved voters toward
Republican candidates, few outlets are asking questions about the GOP’s plan to
tackle inflation. House Republican leader Kevin McCarthy has published a rosy
plan, very thin on specifics, to fix the nation’s economic woes if his party wins
majorities. A one-page description of his plan includes a vague prescription to
“bring stability to the economy through pro-growth tax and deregulatory
policies.”

In other words, Republicans are yet again promising to deliver a wolf in sheep’s
clothing. Call it Reaganomics, Thatcherism, or Trussonomics, trickle-down
economics is the great lie that has failed time and again. If Truss’s spectacular fall
should teach Americans anything, it is that it will fail again. Unlike the Brits,
we're likely to be stuck with the ill effects of such failure for a lot longer.

Source: Independent Media Institute
This article was produced by Economy for All, a project of the Independent Media
Institute.
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Environmental Racism Is
Poisoning America’s Waters

Natalia Marques -
Photo: commondream
s.org

Thousands of people in U.S. cities have been left without access to clean water.
Communities say institutional racism is to blame.

The United Nations General Assembly recognized “the right to safe and clean
drinking water and sanitation as a human right that is essential for the full
enjoyment of life and all human rights” on July 28, 2010. Yet, 12 years later, this
human right is still out of reach for millions across the globe, particularly in the
Global South. Even in the United States, which has the largest gross domestic
product globally, poor and working-class people, and in particular Black and
Brown people, are denied this fundamental right. In several cities across the
United States, residents struggle with system-wide neglect of water systems and
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the failure of the government to provide access to what is arguably the most
essential resource.

The Struggle for Water Is a Struggle Against Racism

Dennis Diaz, a resident of the public housing project Jacob Riis Houses in the East
Village, New York City, said that after he experienced nausea, diarrhea, dizziness,
and migraine headaches around late August and early September, he took
preliminary tests that revealed he had been exposed to arsenic.

As early as August 4, the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) was alerted
about cloudy water conditions at the Jacob Riis public housing complex. After
apparently testing the water for E. coli and chlorine more than a week later, on
August 16, NYCHA announced that the water was safe to drink. But after 11 p.m.
on September 2, NYCHA revealed that there was arsenic in the water supply.
According to an article in City and State, the city said that officials had known
about the arsenic two weeks prior.

Diaz called New York “the greatest city in the world” and explained his frustration
with the double standard that he feels local politicians allow to persist when it
comes to quality-of-life issues between majority-minority neighborhoods like his
own and wealthier, predominantly white residential areas. “Imagine if,” he said,
arsenic was found in the water by residents in Manhattan’s “Fifth Avenue or
Soho, or Williamsburg,” Brooklyn. “Maybe the outcomes would have been
different for them. But for minorities in my community, we’re next to nothing to
the politicians.” According to the 2016 data provided by NYCHA, 40 percent of
the heads of the households living in public housing under the Housing Choice
Voucher Program were Black, while 48 percent had Latin American ancestry.

The city of New York is now denying that there ever was arsenic in the water at
Jacob Riis, claiming that the testing method “introduced trace levels of arsenic” to
the sample they collected. But Dennis Diaz, who recently received his bloodwork
results showing low levels of arsenic, is not convinced. “They’re lying,” he said
while referring to the latest statement by the city officials. “They did it in Flint,
Michigan, where they lied to them [the residents] for years. You can’t believe
these people.”

Since NYCHA's inception in 1934, New York City’s public housing has fallen into
disrepair as the federal government drastically reduced funding for public
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housing in the 2000s. In 2018, 400,000 tenants sued NYCHA for squalid
conditions. Also in 2018, then-U.S. Federal Attorney for the Southern District of
New York Geoffrey Berman sued NYCHA for health and safety violations,
exposing children to lead paint, and training NYCHA workers to “deceive” federal
inspectors.

In Baltimore, water in the western part of the city tested positive for E. coli on
September 5. Affected neighborhoods included the area of Harlem
Park/Sandtown-Winchester. Authorities advised residents in these areas to boil
water before use due to the contamination.

By September 6, the “boil water advisory” stretched across West Baltimore and
into the surrounding southwestern Baltimore County. The neighborhood of
Sandtown-Winchester/Harlem Park is 96.7 percent Black, within the 62.8 percent
Black city of Baltimore. This neighborhood also has a history of police brutality. In
2015, Freddie Gray died due to injuries sustained while in police custody after he
was arrested in the area. A medical examiner ruled that his death was a homicide
“because officers failed to follow safety guidelines.” In 2017, Harlem Park was
locked down by police for nearly a week after a detective was murdered before
testifying at a trial against other police officers. Some organizations questioned
whether this action by the police was lawful.

Baltimore resident Rachel Viqueira was located in the boil water advisory zone.
“While facing decades of underinvestment and neglect, these neighborhoods have
simultaneously faced increasing racist police violence and surveillance,” she said.
In 2020, Baltimore responded to the massive public protests surrounding George
Floyd’s death by defunding the police budget by $22 million. But in 2021,
Baltimore City increased police funding by $28 million. This not only canceled out
the 2020 decrease but also tacked on an additional $8 million to the police
budget.

“In Baltimore, and many other cities, the police budgets have ballooned at the
expense of public investment in infrastructure, health, jobs, housing, and
education,” Viqueira said.

Jackson, Mississippi, was under a boil water notice from July 29 to September 15.
And from August 30 to September 5, the water stopped running for many of
Jackson’s more than 150,000 residents, leaving public spaces like schools without
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running sinks or working toilets. Although water pressure has now been restored,
the water remains contaminated.

Derykah Watts, who distributed water to Jackson residents as part of her student
group Jackson Water Crisis Advocacy Team, said, “This is a reality that Jackson
has faced for a very long time. I know growing up, I remember always hearing my
mother say, ‘Oh, we’'re on boil water notice this week, don’t use the water
[straight from the tap].””

Jackson is 82.5 percent Black, and this water crisis is only the latest in a chain of
failures in the city’s underfunded water system. The roots of the water crisis
originate in the era immediately following the racial desegregation of schools in
Jackson in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Following desegregation, white
residents left the city en masse. From 1960 to 1990, the white population residing
in Jackson shrunk by 6,000. White departure meant that white residents,
historically more well-off than descendants of Black people who were enslaved,
would no longer constitute a large portion of the tax base for city funding.

Instead of finding concrete solutions to address the water crisis resulting from
systemic racism, both the city of Jackson and the state of Mississippi have been
considering privatizing the city’s water supply following the crisis. “We’ve already
seen how privatization of Texas’ electrical grid meant massive shut-offs of heat in
the middle of a winter storm,” said local activist Bezal Jupiter. “People lost their
power, people froze, and some people even died [as many as 246]. Do we want the
same future for Jackson’s water system?”

A Water Crisis That Never Ended

The majority-Black city of Flint, Michigan, made headlines in 2016 when it was
revealed that for two years, the state government had been covering up the fact
that residents were actively being poisoned by lead in their water supply. Six
years later, the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes, and Energy
said that the amount of lead in the water complies with state and federal
standards, yet scientists insist that no amount of lead in water is safe. And as of
April of 2022, the government was yet to replace 1,800 lead pipes.

“[Governments] will fund rich white communities for infrastructure upgrades, but
they absolutely won’t do it for cities like Flint, Baltimore, and Jackson,” said
Mitchell Bonga, a law clerk at Goodman, Hurwitz and James, a law firm that filed
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a class action lawsuit against former Michigan Governor Rick Snyder for his role
in the Flint crisis.

‘They Could Have Done It All Along’

In the neighboring city of Detroit, which also has a majority-Black, low-income
population, residents who cannot pay their water bills have been struggling
against water shut-offs. “People can’t afford the water bill [in Detroit],” said local
activist and Detroit resident Tharron Combs. “People sometimes owe hundreds of
dollars in debt to the city for their water bill and when it gets shut off, obviously
it’s a public health crisis.”

The city imposed a moratorium on water shut-offs for the pandemic, extending it
through 2022. But although the mayor announced his intention to end water
shutoffs “once and for all,” the moratorium will expire at the end of the year.
“They actually put [shut-offs] on pause for the pandemic, which kind of exposed
one of the contradictions of capitalism,” said Combs. “They could have done it all
along, and just let people have access to clean water.

“[People] can’t afford their water, or their water is unclean when they can afford
it. They don’t have access to food. And this is not a condition that’s really unique
to Detroit. This is the case in really any major Black city in the country... Clearly,
it’s environmental racism all the way down,” said Combs.

Source: Globetrotter

This article was produced in partnership by Peoples Dispatch and Globetrotter.

Natalia Marques is a writer at Peoples Dispatch, an organizer, and a graphic
designer based in New York City.
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