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A nationally protected wildlife reserve in Indonesia is under attack by popular,
big-name brands.

Picture  a  rhinoceros  in  the  rainforest.  Add  a  herd  of  elephants,  families  of
orangutans swinging through the treetops, and tigers prowling the understory,
and there is only one place in the world you could be.

Indonesia’s Leuser Ecosystem is one of Earth’s most ancient forest ecosystems, a
laboratory of life’s potential where the alchemy of evolution has been allowed to
experiment uninterrupted for millennia. And the results are astounding. Green
upon green, vines hanging from towering old-growth trees, moss growing on ferns
and bromeliads… you get the picture.

It is the kind of place one imagines primeval nature to be: wild, abundant, and
impenetrable.

Tragically, undercover field investigations in 2019 by my organization, Rainforest
Action  Network  (RAN),  exposed  major  global  brands—including  Procter  and
Gamble, Unilever, Nestlé, PepsiCo, Mondelēz, and Nissin Foods—sourcing illegal
palm oil grown within the nationally protected Rawa Singkil Wildlife Reserve. In
September 2022, we published the Carbon Bomb Scandals report, showing that
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the same brands were still sourcing illegal palm oil from the reserve.

With  more  than  a  century  of  proud  conservation  history  responsible  for  its
continued existence, the province of Aceh where the Leuser resides is, against all
odds, a sparkling ecological jewel standing in stark contrast to the devastated
landscape surrounding it. Most of the rest of Sumatra—once known as Indonesia’s
“Emerald of the Equator”—and sadly, much of the rest of lowland rainforests
across Indonesia, too, have been exploited and denuded by wave after wave of
scorched-earth  policy,  industry,  colonial  extraction,  and  modern-day  corrupt
corporate greed. What has already been lost is incalculable, but in this unique
ecosystem, there remains a rare opportunity to stop the cycle of destruction and
protect a globally valuable treasure before it’s too late.

The Leuser  Ecosystem is  considered the heart  of  Southeast  Asia’s  rainforest
region, which, alongside the Amazon in South America and the Congo Basin in
Africa, is one of only three tropical forest regions on Earth.

The beating heart of the Leuser is the lowland forests and peat swamps of the
Singkil-Bengkung region. This area is part of western Sumatra’s last healthy peat
swamp ecosystem. This lush jungle contains some of the world’s richest levels of
biological diversity.

The lowland peat forests of the Leuser Ecosystem deserve the highest levels of
protection for multiple critical reasons. Dubbed the “orangutan capital of the
world,” this region has the highest population density of critically endangered
Sumatran  orangutans  anywhere.  This  includes  a  unique,  culturally  distinct
subpopulation  of  a  few thousand individuals  in  the  Singkil-Bengkung region.
These  subpopulations  demonstrate  social  structures  and  tool-using  behaviors
distinct from all  other orangutan populations. These forests are also home to
some  of  the  healthiest  remaining  breeding  populations  of  highly  imperiled
Sumatran elephants, rhinos, and tigers.

The  health  of  the  Leuser  Ecosystem’s  Singkil-Bengkung  landscape  is
internationally  significant  because its  deep,  carbon-rich peatlands  are  among
Earth’s  most  valuable  and  effective  natural  carbon  sinks.  Conversely,  when
drained, cleared, and burned for conversion to palm oil plantations, this soil type
is transformed into a carbon bomb that emits catastrophic pollution levels into the
atmosphere.
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Hundreds of thousands of people rely on the area’s rich natural resources as the
basis  of  their  livelihoods.  Downstream villages  are  already  suffering  severe,
sometimes deadly threats from devastating floods,  landslides,  and the loss of
subsistence resources like fish and forest products as a direct result of the rapid
rates of deforestation caused by palm oil. Communities also continue to suffer due
to the loss of access to their customary lands, which palm oil companies took
without their consent, and due to failures of the government to take decisive
action to resolve conflicts and restore the rights of communities to their lands.

The Acehnese people have fought for over a century to protect the integrity of the
Leuser  Ecosystem’s  extraordinary  forests,  and  the  region  has  become
internationally famous for its intact expanses of verdant trees and its stunning
wealth of imperiled wildlife species. In the decade between 2009 and 2019, more
than 18,000 hectares of forests within the Singkil-Bengkung region were cleared,
leaving roughly 250,000 hectares of rainforest. This area continues to decrease
yearly due to deforestation and the drainage of peatlands.

In 2022, for example, the reserve lost 700 hectares of primary peat swamp forest
(twice the area of New York’s Central  Park),  revealed a study by forest loss
monitoring platform, TheTreeMap; in the first half of 2023 alone, there was a loss
of  372 hectares,  according to an analysis  by Aceh-based environmental  NGO
Forest, Nature, and Environment Aceh (HAkA). New canals being built indicate
plans for further deforestation and illegal palm oil planting.

In 2019, we conducted a series of undercover investigations due to the alarming
destruction  of  peat  forests  within  the  lowland  rainforests  of  the  Leuser
Ecosystem. The field research was conducted to determine if the forest clearance
was being driven by major snack food brands, even though they had adopted
policies years ago to end deforestation in their supply chains.

The investigations and the 2022 Carbon Bomb Scandals report were definitive.
Palm oil  is being grown illegally inside the nationally protected Rawa Singkil
Wildlife Reserve, and it is being sold to mills that provide the palm oil used to
manufacture snack foods sold across the world by Procter and Gamble, Unilever,
Nestlé, PepsiCo, Mondelēz, and Nissin Foods.

These mills are located immediately next to areas of illegal encroachment within
the  Leuser  Ecosystem,  and they  lack  the  necessary  procedures  to  trace  the
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location where the palm oil  they sell  is  grown,  an essential  requirement for
complying with the No Deforestation, No Peatlands, No Exploitation policies to
which all of these brands have publicly committed.

Progress  has  been  made  by  some  companies  that  have  taken  steps  toward
implementing their No Deforestation policies. Brands like Unilever and Nestlé, for
example,  have begun the process of  increasing supply chain transparency by
publishing the mills they source from. A minority of corporations have achieved
traceability to the plantation level (Unilever has outlined its strategies to identify
plantations supplying its mills, for example), but most companies remain unable
to offer certainty as to exactly where the palm oil they consume is grown.

RAN’s Keep Forests Standing 2023 Scorecard evaluated and ranked a group of 10
influential global brands, each with public ‘No Deforestation’ policy commitments,
and the evidence clearly shows that paper promises are not enough to keep the
forests from falling.

The Leuser Ecosystem at large, particularly the Singkil-Bengkung region, still
offers a rare and fleeting opportunity to get it right and avoid the devastating
mistakes made throughout so much of Indonesia in the past. It remains possible
here  to  prevent  the  destruction of  habitat  that  drives  iconic  wildlife  species
toward extinction, to avert human suffering from inevitable floods and landslides
caused  by  deforestation,  and  to  end  the  reckless  burning  of  carbon-filled
peatlands contributing to the climate crisis.

The international attention resulting from the release of our 2019 report has
helped pressure brands to respond and take further action. However, the high
stakes  and  urgent  threats  to  the  Singkil-Bengkung  demand  more  bold  and
decisive action to ensure the area receives permanent protection.

By Laurel Sutherlin

Author  Bio:  Laurel  Sutherlin  is  the  senior  communications  strategist  for
Rainforest Action Network and a contributor to the Observatory. He is a lifelong
environmental and human rights campaigner, naturalist, and outdoor educator
with a passion for birds and wild places. Follow him on Twitter: @laurelsutherlin.
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The New Grand Tour
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Six million years of human evidence offers a powerful universal education to
address humanity’s most significant challenges and opportunities.

All of humanity can now take the Grand Tour: a travel circuit of global sites that
help us understand ourselves and our history, made increasingly clear thanks to
recent advances in archaeology and the sciences. The stops on this tour include
archeological sites key to understanding the stages of human history starting six
million years ago and leading up to the dawn of the modern era. Other sites
include  museums  and  spaces  that  educate  visitors  about  the  biology  of  our
existence, focusing on our primate roots within a diversity of ecosystems.

The point of this Grand Tour is to co-mingle an education on the phases of human
history  with a  study of  our  biology and evolution that  only  recently  became
available due to advances in science and research. It fosters an understanding of
the human story as a single global data set. As people become accustomed to
relying on the wider breadth of evidence to understand themselves, we are all
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stronger. It becomes easier to authentically connect with each other when we
have a true universalizing framework.  This  framework will  open constructive
pathways for finding happiness, reducing suffering, and adapting together for
resilience and survival. Wherever you are in life, there is potential to find value in
this evidence-based understanding of human tendencies.

It only became possible in the past decade to trace the outlines of the complete
human story. Travelers will be surprised by the increasingly clear evidence that
illustrates the diversity of early hominin species, the pace at which they made
complex and ingenious tools, and the emergence of ritual, religion, agriculture,
and even our modern societies. Similarly, scientific discoveries we’ve made about
brain development, hormones, and genomics will compel us to rethink the causes
of criminal behavior and reimagine childhood development and education.

Taking the Grand Tour
Completing the Grand Tour may be easier for the one billion people who travel
internationally each year than the seven billion others. But the good news is that
the education embedded in the tour is available online through a study of the sites
along the tour and related research. For many people, there are relevant pre-
historical sites, museums, and research centers located within a few hundred
miles to visit and more deeply enrich their educational experience.

You can say you’ve completed a Grand Tour when you have obtained a good
general understanding of each study topic listed below and visited and/or studied
at least two sites related to each of them.

The study topics are:

– Paleoanthropology and the human evolutionary story of the past six million
years of evolution.

– Primatology and the behavior and lifestyles of wider mammal families.

–  Transitions  from  hunter-gatherer  lifestyles  to  village  societies  and  the
establishment  of  the  first  city-states.

– Behavioral biology and neuroscience to learn about the function of the human
brain and its interactions with the processes that produce language and real-
world functioning.
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– Ecology and the study of regional wilderness areas to understand animals as
part of the fabric of interdependencies in the larger ecosystem.

Some experts who have tracked the paradigm shifts across these topic areas have
predicted that  many of  the  newest  discoveries  will  spill  over  into  the  wider
societal spectrum. The rising public interest in human cultural and technological
evolution, early societies, and the biological facets dictating human behaviors is
visible on best-seller lists, popular podcasts, and highly-rated YouTube channels.
Educators believe there is  potential  for the new, globally sourced breadth of
knowledge we now have about our species’ origins to become preeminent within
the study of political and social sciences. This would edge out the near-monopoly
that Europe has had on scholarly understandings of human history for the past
2,500 years.

Below is  a  sample list  of  Grand Tour locations for  each of  the geographical
regions and/or topics of study listed at the bottom of this article. Over time, a map
could grow to contain hundreds or thousands of sites that qualify as educational
sources to populate the Grand Tour. Newer evidence, sites, and museum exhibits
will often be easier to learn from as they are less weighed down by the historical
attitudes  of  previous  eras.  The  world  has  exceptional  books  and  reference
materials, tour guides, and teachers, real and online, to help people along their
journey. And it is increasingly easier to ensure docents and guides educate people
with the most up-to-date information about the sites they’re helping to interpret.

The Old Grand Tour
There was a Grand Tour in a previous era. This famous journey through Italy and
the classical world established particular pieces of ancient history as central to
humankind. The ancient worlds of Rome, Greece, Egypt, and the kingdoms of
Sumeria were understood as the borders of the ancient past. What came before
these worlds was vaguely understood to have involved stone tools and ice ages.

For 300 years, if you were a young, privileged European man, the final stage of
your education would include a visit to Italy to learn about the Renaissance and
its roots in Rome, then to Greece and the wider Mediterranean. Young elites
gained a worldview shared across nationalities living in high-income countries,
shaped by the expert guides who accompanied them. It was sweeping in scope
entrenched in a reductive understanding of the human past and a linear sense of
history and the progress of humanity.
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This “old” Grand Tour cemented a particular political and philosophical education
that the world has largely inherited today.  This education is  often presented
through colonial and imperial conquest, modeled and legitimized by the collapsed
empires and city-states of the northern Mediterranean regions.

Even with its many blind spots, misconceptions, and lapses, the old Grand Tour
did help to create a shared sense of history and culture where none had existed
before  by  linking  together  disparate  sites  across  the  European  continent.  It
provided  a  common—if  faulty—framework  for  understanding  the  then-
contemporary  world.

And it should not come as a surprise for students of history that there was an
even older Grand Tour before this one. Young privileged men of ancient Rome
relied on a Grand Tour guided by a historian and geographer named Pausanius to
learn about a selectively chosen, venerated history of Greece. Touring is a hugely
popular educational format, from the Santiago de Compostella pilgrimage route
for learning about medieval Europe to following the Great Wall of China to learn
about the country’s wider dynastic history.

The New Grand Tour
The new Grand Tour proposes to revolutionize this outdated vision through visits
to museums, archaeological sites, and research centers that explain the different
facets of human biological and technological history. Together, these sketch a
more accurate story of humanity. This Grand Tour takes us from the emergence of
our  genus,  “Homo,”  to  the  beginnings  of  our  hunter-gatherer  past  and  the
transition  to  early  societal  organizational  schemes.  Then,  onwards,  to  the
founding of the first city-states.

This education can reshape our core beliefs, attitudes, and approaches to daily
life.  It  also  provides sounder,  more actionable  answers  to  some of  the most
important questions we face today, such as:

– Does social complexity require social hierarchy?

– What social models are the most resilient and produce the least suffering?

– What kind of resource consumption are we designed for?

– What is a sustainable and healthy mix of work and leisure?



–  How do  we  explain  the  prevalence  of  conditions  like  obesity,  depression,
anxiety, cancer, and heart disease—and what can we do about it?

–  What are the kinds of  child-rearing and educational  environments that  the
human lineage evolved with and depended on?

– Does the moral arc of the universe “bend toward justice”?

– How should we understand criminal culpability in a structurally unequal world?

– What is addiction, and how can we treat it?

– What social  relations tend to promote cooperation or conflict? What is  the
relationship between social arrangements and the tendency toward peace or war?

You don’t have to make every stop on the Grand Tour. Get acquainted with and
learn about at least a few items from each category below. Try to pick from two
different regions of the Earth for each.

Human Origins
A series  of  recent  archeological  site  findings  have  significantly  updated  our
evidence and understanding of humanity’s origins. Some of the most significant
discoveries include:

Koobi Fora / Lake Turkana — Kenya
A region of paleoanthropological sites in northern Kenya known as Koobi Fora,
near Lake Turkana, features well-preserved hominin fossils dating between 3.2
and 1.3 million years ago. This includes at least two species of Australopithecus,
three species of the genus Homo,  Kenyanthropus platyops,  stone tools dating
back to 2 million years ago, and a nearly complete skeleton of a male adolescent
H. ergaster specimen about 1.5 million years old called “Turkana Boy.”

Denisova Cave — Russia
Situated on the foothills of Siberia’s Altai Mountains, Denisova Cave is the only
site  known  to  have  been  occupied  by  Homo  Sapiens,  Neanderthals,  and
Denisovans.  The cave has yielded impressive jewelry  and other  artifacts  and
provided  genomic  evidence  of  the  direct  descendants  of  Neanderthal  and
Denisovan parents.

Luzon — Philippines
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In 2018, researchers discovered a cache of butchered rhino bones and dozens of
stone tools that pushed back the earliest evidence for human occupation of the
Philippines’s largest island from 100,000 years ago to a startling 700,000 years
ago. Included in the discovery on Luzon was a unique human species that has
been dubbed Homo luzonensis. This raises questions about how our supposedly
primitive ancestors crossed the Southeast Asian seas. The northern areas of the
island, with their extensive cave systems, illuminate the early movement of people
to  the  Philippines—from Late  Pleistocene  to  Early  Holocene  foragers  to  the
spread of Neolithic farming and later metal-age cultures.

Central Narmada Valley — India
The Central Narmada Valley is a region in central India featuring extensive Early
and Middle Pleistocene deposits, associated Palaeolithic fossils, and the only fossil
evidence of a non-modern hominin species in the subcontinent. This makes it an
especially vital region for understanding Acheulean stone tool technologies in the
Paleolithic records of the Indian subcontinent.

Hunter Gatherer Transitions to Early Societies
Various recent archeological discoveries have expanded our knowledge about the
societal transition from hunter-gatherer, to agrarian, to modern. Some of the most
significant discoveries are below:

Transitions:
The  following  archaeological  sites  provide  some  key  insights  into  important
transitions made by early human societies:

Dolni Vestonice — Czech Republic
Dolni Vestonice is an Upper Paleolithic archaeological site in the Czech Republic
and a particularly abundant source of prehistoric artifacts dating back 29,000
years. It is unique for its insight into Ice Age cultural practices in central Europe,
with huts of mammoth bones, technologies like kilns, task specialization, burial
practices, and art-making. Highlights include some of the earliest examples of
symbolic representation,  especially ceramic figures of  humans and nonhuman
animals, such as the famous “Black Venus” and an enigmatic grave known as the
“Triple Burial.”

Mal’ta Buret — Siberia
Mal’ta, about 62 miles northwest of Irkutsk and Lake Baikal in Siberia represents
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the vast, vital Mal’ta-Buret culture dating back around 24,000 years. The site
comprises a series of subterranean houses made of mammoth bones and reindeer
antlers, from which have been excavated expertly carved bone, ivory, and antler
objects. These include famous female figurines, as well as sculptures depicting
swans, geese, and ducks, and engravings of mammoths and snakes. The findings
shed light on the cultural practices of ancient northern Eurasians who contributed
to the peopling of the Americas and whose technologies spread from Europe to
Africa.

Scaling Up:
A variety of historical sites full of archaeological evidence show the enormous
scale and scope of ancient human societies, some of which are below:

Caral-Supe / Norte Chico — Andes
Caral-Supe is a sacred ancient city dating back some 5,000 years and is thought
to represent the oldest city in the Americas, at the origin of Andean culture. The
150-acre  complex  of  pyramids,  plazas,  and  residential  buildings  shows  clear
evidence of ceremonial functions, revealing the existence of a well-established
and powerful  religious ideology and a consolidated hierarchical  state system.
Bone instruments, quipus (the knot system used in Andean civilizations to record
information), and extensive trade goods have been unearthed from the complex.

Teleilat Ghassul / Ba’Ja — Jordan
At Teleilat Ghassul, just north of Jordan’s Dead Sea, a cluster of hills contains the
remains  of  several  villages  dating  back  at  least  6,000  years.  They  offer  an
unparalleled glimpse into the increasing social and economic complexity between
the Neolithic and Bronze Ages. This encompasses the earliest production of olive
oil, products such as fiber and dairy, and cult and religious practices.

South of the Dead Sea, shielded in the area’s rugged sandstone formations, lies
Ba’Ja, a neolithic settlement of 9,000 years ago. The site features an ossuary with
the bones of three adults and nine small children, with walls painted in a fresco
technique showing abstract motifs and geometric figures, as well as the richly
furnished tomb of a young girl whose magnificent necklace made of limestone and
shell beads is on display at the nearby Petra Museum. The museum also includes
a significant collection of Neolithic artifacts.

Şanlıurfa Province / Boncuklu Tarla / Çatalhöyük — Turkey
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Şanlıurfa  Province,  in  southeastern  Turkey,  contains  multiple  significant
archeological  sites.  Three  of  these—Göbekli  Tepe,  Nevalı  Çori,  and
Gürcütepe—have revolutionized our understanding of  the Eurasian transitions
from the Ice Age into domestication, agriculture, and a host of new technologies
that lead to modernity.

Boncuklu Tarla contains remains from a settlement first occupied about 12,000
years ago. Houses and other dwellings have been unearthed alongside temples
and other sacred buildings, accompanied by complex art forms and advanced
artifacts.  Together,  these  paint  a  picture  of  the  settlement  of  northern
Mesopotamia and the upper Tigris region. They reveal  information about the
cultures and religions of  the people that  lived there and the transition from
nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyles to a sedentary agricultural lifestyle.

Çatalhöyük is the site of two ancient mounds, beneath which lie the remains of a
complex,  9,000-year-old  society  with  a  population  between  3,500-8,000
inhabitants.  Layer-by-layer,  excavation  of  the  site  has  revealed  evidence  of
continual transformation and radical changes in behavior, lifestyle, art, and ritual.
The site is exceptional for its substantial size and longevity, distinctive housing
layout, wall paintings, and reliefs. UNESCO refers to it as: “the most significant
human  settlement  documenting  early  settled  agricultural  life  of  a  Neolithic
community.”

Communities and Institutions:
Evidence has shown how early human societies contained advanced institutions,
communities, and culture, some of which are highlighted below:

Monte Alban — Mexico
The Monte Alban civic ceremonial center of an ancient metropolis in Oaxaca,
Mexico, was inhabited for 1,500 years by the Olmecs, Zapotecs, and Mixtecs.
These people built terraces, dams, canals, pyramids, and artificial mounds carved
into  the  surrounding  mountains.  They  even  constructed  a  ball  game  court,
temples,  tombs, and bas-reliefs with hieroglyphic inscriptions. This site offers
unique insights into pre-Columbian society in Mesoamerica.

Ugarit — Lebanon
A vital  seaport city on the Mediterranean coast of  northern Syria and a key
economic hub in the ancient Near East, Ugarit served as a trade center between
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Egypt and the major powers of Bronze Age Asia Minor and Mesopotamia. Key
finds include the world’s earliest recorded treaty. Stratified mounds reveal the
city’s development from its origins around 8,000 years ago, its peak around 3,470
years ago, and its destruction around 3,200 years ago. The excavation of  its
Golden Age libraries revealed a hitherto unknown cuneiform alphabetic script and
an entirely new mythological and religious literature (some of which shed new
light on the Hebrew Bible). The library also revealed archives dealing with the
city’s political, social, economic, and cultural life.

Primatology
Expanding our understanding of our other primate relatives offers many clues and
insights about humanity, and breakthrough research is happening in the following
centers:

Gombe Stream Research Center — Tanzania
Founded in 1965 by Jane Goodall, the Gombe Stream Research Center is home to
the longest-running field research on chimpanzees and remains a world-class
research laboratory that uses the best available methods to advance innovative
science, to support conservation, and to train Tanzanian scientists.

Camp Leakey, Tanjung Puting Reserve — Borneo
Camp  Leakey  is  a  center  in  the  Tanjung  Puting  Reserve  in  Borneo  where
researchers study orangutan, proboscis monkey, gibbon, and leaf-eating monkey
behavior  and  ecology.  It  also  houses  research  into  orangutan  sign  language
abilities and cognition.

Behavioral Biology and Neuroscience
It  is  often  difficult  to  access  scientific  research  centers  or  real-world  site
experiments in behavioral biology and neuroscience, so the most approachable
research in these fields is available through scientific journals and authors such
as Robert Sapolsky and Frans de Waal.

A great place to start is by listening to Robert Sapolsky’s famous Behavioral
Biology lecture series at Stanford University. It takes time to learn how to read
academic journal papers on biology or to work through the many exceptional
books on human behavior. Brenna Hassett’s book on the evolution of childhood,
Growing Up Human, is another excellent starting point.

Museums
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There are hundreds of museums with exhibits relevant to the Grand Tour, some of
which include:

Iziko South African Museum  — Cape Town, South Africa
The Iziko South Africa Museum in Cape Town helps humanity reimagine the story
of human evolution, centered on the diversity of humans today and how we came
to be as we are. The museum pairs storytelling with fossils and artifacts from
across the continent to paint a picture of how biology, technology, and culture
influenced humanity’s emergence.

Museum of Human Evolution — Burgos, Spain
The Museum of Human Evolution in Burgos, Spain, aims to offer a holistic vision
of human presence on the Earth. It has one of the largest collections of early
hominin fossils from many species, found at the nearby Atapuerca archaeological
sites and elsewhere. It also showcases the scientific disciplines involved in fossil
recovery and the scientific interpretations drawn from them.

Natural  History  Museum,  Paleoanthropology  Collection  —  London,  United
Kingdom

The palaeoanthropology collection at London’s Natural History Museum holds the
United Kingdom’s largest assemblage of fossilized hominid remains and a diverse
collection of hominin tools, with over 3,000 specimens. The collection includes 17
of the 24 generally recognized hominin species in the form of original fossils and
scientific replicas.

Museum of Us — San Diego, California

Exhibits  at  the  Museum  of  Us  in  San  Diego,  California,  offer  multicultural
perspectives to spark dialogue, self-reflection, and human connections centered
on the shared human experience.
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Comparing  How  The  West  And
China Offer Loans To Developing
Countries

John  P.  Ruehl  –  Source:
I n d e p e n d e n t  M e d i a
Institute

11-19-2023 ~ Established Western economic institutions are facing a formidable
challenge from Chinese newcomers, each side offering distinct and competitive
lending strategies with far-reaching consequences for global infrastructure and
development.

In  October  2023,  amid  celebrations  commemorating  the  10th  anniversary  of
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Beijing, Pakistan and Chinese leaders
signed a multibillion-dollar deal for a railway project. As a pivotal component of
China’s  efforts  to  promote  economic  integration  and  develop  infrastructure
abroad, Pakistan has received significant developmental assistance from Beijing
through the $62 billion China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC).

Nevertheless, Western nations and financial entities have also been strategically
maneuvering in Asia, with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) approving a $3
billion  loan  for  Pakistan  in  July,  “saving  it  from defaulting  on  debt.”  Other
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countries in the region are experiencing similar competition.  Bangladesh,  for
instance,  inaugurated the  BRI-linked Padma Bridge Rail  Linkin  October,  and
weeks later received a $395 million loan from the EU. That month, Sri Lanka
struck a debt deal with China, while the U.S. extended a $553 million loan for
port construction in Colombo in early November.

As competition over infrastructure and investment has grown in recent years,
standoffs between Western and Chinese lenders over debt restructuring and relief
have  intensified.  Lenders  hesitate  to  offer  relief  packages,  fearing  that  one
creditor’s concession might allow a debtor country to use that relief money to pay
off others. These impasses underscore the challenges being faced by the decades-
old Western-dominated financial system and lending initiatives.

The foundation of this system was laid at the Bretton Woods Conference in 1944.
The meeting established the IMF to ensure stability of the international monetary
system and offer policy advice and financial assistance to countries in economic
crisis. It has since grown and comprises 190 member states, while its “sister
organization,” the World Bank, was created simultaneously and has grown to
include  189  member  countries.  The  World  Bank  focuses  more  on  long-term
assistance  through  loans  and  grants,  supporting  infrastructure  and  poverty
reduction in developing countries.

Efforts to democratize these institutions have been made, but both the IMF and
World Bank still remain under significant Western influence. Western countries
are overrepresented on the IMF’s board and voting arrangements, while all the
IMF’s managing directors have been European. All the World Bank’s presidents
except  for  Bulgarian  national  Kristalina  Georgieva,  who  served  as  acting
president in 2019, have been U.S. citizens, and the voting shares of the bank have
not been rearranged since 2010. Both institutions are based in Washington, D.C.

In addition to the IMF and World Bank, other Western-dominated (or heavily
influenced)  multilateral  development  banks  and institutions  include  the  Paris
Club, the European Investment Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and the Asian Development
Bank. Government initiatives like USAID, the U.S. Trade and Development Agency
(USTDA), and the U.S. International Development Finance Corporation, as well as
private  banks,  also  play  prominent  roles  in  advancing  Western  economic
interests.
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China’s role in multilateral banks like the IMF and World Bank has expanded as
its economy has grown. But Beijing continues to criticize the current global debt
governance system as “dominated by the ‘Paris Club-IMF-World Bank’ structure
of the West,” and has chosen to create its own path to expand its economic
influence globally.

China’s state capitalism offers a unique alternative to Western infrastructure and
development initiatives for the first time in decades. Through its robust, globally
integrated  economy,  technological  expertise,  and  extensive  industrial  power,
Beijing can help fund and build projects on a scale that rivals the West in a way
not even the Soviet Union could achieve. Furthermore, Chinese assistance does
not  require  political  and  economic  reforms  typically  attached  to  Western
developmental  initiatives.

China’s approach has seen significant success. It has become the world’s largest
creditor since 2017, and is lending more than the IMF, World Bank, and Paris
Club combined, said Brent Neiman from the U.S. Department of the Treasury in
September 2022. With $1 trillion spent and more than $2 trillion in contracts,
China’s BRI has transformed global trade routes and economic development and
is even garnering interest from the Taliban.

A  Center  for  Global  Development  2020  study  estimated  that  Chinese  loans
generally have a 2 percent interest rate, in comparison to 1.54 percent for the
World Bank’s concessional  loans,  and the penalties for late repayments have
increased  since  2018,  according  to  AidData.  Nonetheless,  most  BRI  partner
countries view China’s project positively.

To implement its vision,  Beijing has deployed a network of national financial
organizations, including the China State Construction Engineering Corporation
(CSCEC),  China  Communications  Construction  Company  (CCCC),  China
Development Bank (CDB), the Export-Import Bank of China, China Construction
Bank  (CCB),  Silk  Road  Fund,  China  Investment  Corporation  (CIC),  China
International Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA), and the People’s Bank
of China.

Though China has largely focused on striking bilateral deals, it has developed
some multilateral initiatives. The New Development Bank was created in 2015
and  is  headquartered  in  Shanghai.  It  is  increasingly  seen  as  a  method  to
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encourage  transactions  in  China’s  currency,  the  renminbi,  between  BRICS
member states. Meanwhile, the Global Development and South-South Cooperation
Fund (GDSSCF) is being used for China’s software-focused Global Development
Initiative (GDI). But China’s major multilateral project is the Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB), which was established in 2016. Now with 106 approved
members,  the AIIB focuses on lending to  investment  projects,  infrastructure,
transport routes, energy, and information networks.

Other  countries,  including  Western  nations  such  as  Germany,  have  some
influence in the AIIB. Nonetheless, the bank is dominated by China. It has an
effective veto over major decisions and has been governed by China’s former vice
minister of the finance ministry, Jin Liqun, since its founding. China’s dominance
prompted the AIIB’s Canadian communications chief, Bob Pickard, to resign in
2023.

A  divided  response  by  Western  countries  to  China’s  initiatives  has  further
undermined their traditional dominance. Many expressed interest in the AIIB as it
was being formed, and Washington failed to dissuade them from joiningthe bank.
The U.S. then attempted to counter the AIIB with the Trans-Pacific Partnership
(TPP), which came into force in 2016. However, the U.S. left the organization in
2017 under former President Donald Trump, and the project was repackaged into
a smaller one.

China’s newfound leverage has seen it confront the West around the world. In
1990, for example, Western countries accounted for 85 percent of infrastructure
construction contracts in Africa. Yet from 2007-2020, Chinese entities provided
$23 billion in funding for infrastructure projects across sub-Saharan Africa, more
than double lent by banks in the U.S., Germany, Japan, and France combined,
according to a study by the Center for Global Development. In 2020, Chinese
entities were responsible for 31 percent of all infrastructure projects in Africa
valued at more than $50 million, up from 12 percent in 2013, while the West’s
contribution to the projects in Africa declined from 37 percent to 12 percent
during the same period, according to the Economist.

Brazil  and  Mexico  enjoy  significant  investment  from  China,  and  Argentina
officially  joined  the  BRI  in  2022.  In  August  2023,  China  highlighted  its
increasingly important role in Argentina’s economy by providing a $3 billion loan
that allowed the South American country to avoid default. Even in Eastern Europe
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and the Balkans, China has spent billions of dollars linking countries to the BRI.

Nevertheless, the U.S. and the collective West maintain considerable economic
influence and have responded assertively. The U.S. passed the BUILD Act in 2018
and the Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment (PGII) in 2022 to
increase investment and infrastructure development in developing countries, and
the  EU  put  forth  its  Global  Gateway  program  in  2021,  “the  bloc’s  new
infrastructure partnership plan that’s seen as an alternative to China’s worldwide
Belt and Road Initiative.” Meanwhile, the World Bank’s lending to sub-Saharan
African nations soared from $26 billion in 2019 to $49 billion in 2023, while the
World Bank and the ADB also overtook Chinese entities during the COVID-19
pandemic to become Southeast Asia’s biggest sources of funding, said a report by
the Lowy Institute.

The U.S. and the EU have also expressed support for developing a new transport
corridor  connecting  India,  the  Middle  East,  and  the  Mediterranean  Sea.
Furthermore, the West has presented a united economic response to the Russian
invasion of Ukraine in 2022, including the World Bank halting all its programs in
Russia. The AIIB’s $100 billion fund also still pales in comparison to the IMF’s
$800 billion mobilization capacity.

Both  the  West’s  and  China’s  economic  lending  and  infrastructure  practices,
however, have faced criticism. Former Chief Economist at the World Bank, Joseph
Stiglitz,  has stated that the conditions placed on borrowing countries by the
World Bank and IMF often cause significant pain for local populations and stifle
economic development in these nations. UN Secretary-GeneralAntónio Guterres
stated in 2023 that the IMF and World Bank benefit  richer countries at  the
expense of poorer ones, urging for change.

China’s  projects  have  faced  criticism  for  predominantly  employing  Chinese
companies and workers, as opposed to making local hires, resulting in protests
and attacks against them. BRI deals are also criticized for being opaque in terms
of financing and implementation, and countries struggling to repay loans have
found themselves giving up some autonomy to their export revenues. And while
allegations of Chinese debt diplomacy are often exaggerated in Western media,
Chinese economic opportunism has increased debt burdens and debt-for-equity
swaps with BRI partners.
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Pakistan’s multifaceted economic challenges persist despite its engagement with
Western  and  Chinese  lending  and  infrastructure  institutions.  The  country  is
grappling with neighboring Afghanistan’s instability, its longstanding rivalry with
India,  the ongoing effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, devastating flooding in
2022, systemic corruption, and soaring energy prices caused by the conflict in
Ukraine.

While these challenges remain complex,  investment stands out as a potential
remedy. Rather than engaging in blind competition, a more effective use of funds
for all parties involved could be achieved by acknowledging and pursuing greater
coordination between Western and Chinese economic interests in the country,
such as increasing Pakistan’s energy efficiency. Amid their competition, the AIIB
and World Bank signed a framework for cooperation in common areas of interest
in 2017, and the AIIB has similar agreements with the Asian Development Bank
and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.

Despite the rise of alternative markets, China stands as the sole challenger to the
West’s established lending and infrastructure development networks. This rivalry
has already prompted slow reform in the decades-old financial system, offering
support to emerging powers and impoverished nations.  While more equitable
economic statecraft may prove elusive, borrowing countries have an opportunity
to leverage the best deals essential for their progress.
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Fast  Fashion  Is  Antithetical  To
Workers’ Rights

Sonali Kolhatkar

Don’t believe the fashion industry’s stated commitment to support a living wage
for Bangladesh’s garment workers.

’Tis the season for holiday shopping, and as American consumers ready their
spending dollars, few of us are likely to link our gift buying to the high cost of low
prices on the other side of the planet. This is especially true for what has come to
be known as “fast  fashion,” the clothing equivalent of  a Big Mac: attractive,
affordable, and throwaway. But the Bangladeshi women who toil as underpaid
garment workers so we can wear disposable outfits,  are making their  voices
heard loudly enough to reverberate across oceans and continents. Mass protests
for higher wages have roiled the nation, at least three workers have been killed,
and there is no end in sight.

Bangladesh is the world’s second-largest exporter of apparel in the world, after
China. It is the South Asian nation’s largest industry, employing more than four
million workers, a majority of them women. The largest share of Bangladesh-
made garments is  bought and sold by United States retailers,  which include
recognizable name brands such as H&M, Zara, Calvin Klein, American Eagle, and
Tommy Hilfiger.

Garment workers had been taking home a meager pay of about $75 a month, and
have demanded a nearly threefold increase to about $205 a month. When the
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Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) initially
set new wages at $90 a month, the mass protests began. When the BGMEA then
responded by raising wages to $112 a month, the protests actually intensified.
According to Al Jazeera, “more than 10,000 workers staged protests in factories
and along highways to reject the panel’s offer.”

Headlines touted the offer as a 56 percent increase in wages, while Bangladesh’s
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, long hailed as a liberal leader, patronizingly told
workers to put up or shut up. She said, “They have to work with whatever their
salary is increased, they should continue their work.” She roundly condemned
workers’ attacks on factories, saying she was worried that, “if these factories are
closed,  if  production  is  disrupted,  where  will  their  jobs  be?  They  have  to
understand that.”

Hasina’s government has unleashed security forces that have intimidated and
attacked union organizers. Police recently fatally shot a 23-year-old mother and
sewing machine operator named Anjuara Khatun after firing at protesters.

To understand why protests intensified after wages were dramatically increased,
it’s worth examining the context of garment workers’ livelihoods. By one estimate,
the cost of living for a single person in Bangladesh is about $360 a month, not
including rent. Garment workers’ wages have not risen since 2019 and since that
time inflation has hit Bangladesh just as it has hit most of the world.

Even the demand for $205 a month will not allow most to make ends meet. The
factories’  offer  of  about  half  that  number  was  insultingly  low.  Abiramy
Sivalogananthan, the South Asia coordinator for the Asia Floor Wage Alliance,
told  Vogue,  “[The]  increase  that  unions  are  asking  for  is  not  even  enough,
technically speaking, [given] inflation and the crisis the country’s going through.”

On the surface, U.S. brands, who purchase their inventories from Bangladesh’s
factories, appear to be on the right side of the fight. The American Apparel and
Footwear Association (AAFA), an industry trade group, wrote a joint letter to
Hasina’s administration urging her to “raise the minimum wage to a level that
corresponds with a wage level and benefits that are sufficient to cover workers’
basic needs and some discretionary income and takes into account inflationary
pressures.”

The AAFA even went as far as asking the government to avoid retaliating against
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unions and to respect “collective bargaining rights.” The U.S. State Department
issued a statement saying, “We commend the members of the private sector who
have endorsed union proposals for a reasonable wage increase.”

Further, global retailers are offering to eat into their profits by increasing the
price they pay factories to help them offset increased wages. Currently, the cost
of the labor to produce garments is a mere 10-13 percent of a product’s total
manufacturing cost. The industry would have to increase that number by about
5-6 percent.

But  are  companies  really  committed  to  raising  garment  workers’  wages?  A
spokesperson  for  the  Clean  Clothes  Campaign,  a  rights  group based  in  The
Netherlands said, “The living wage commitments of brands are nothing but empty
promises as long as they refuse to explicitly support the workers’ demand for a
bare minimum, let alone a living wage.”

A survey of about 1,000 factories in Bangladesh, published in early 2023, revealed
that companies like Zara and H&M underpaid factories for garment purchases,
making it harder for them to pay their workers. When the COVID-19 pandemic led
to global shutdowns, large retailers canceled orders and delayed payments. One
industry expert told The Guardian, “Only when suppliers are able to plan ahead,
with confidence that they will earn as expected, can they deliver good working
conditions for their workers.” Rather than dip into their profits to compensate for
the market slowdown in 2020, many global brands simply refused to keep their
financial commitments to Bangladesh’s factories, leading to downward pressure
on wages.

Given this context, fast fashion’s stated support for a living wage increase and a
commitment to swallow the resulting increased labor costs sound disingenuous.

It has been more than 10 years since the deadly collapse of Bangladesh’s Rana
Plaza, the world’s worst garment industry disaster. The eight-story compound of
factories in Dhaka was filled with thousands of workers when it crumbled under
the weight of government neglect and worker exploitation in April 2013. More
than 1,100 workers, most of them women, were killed.

The Rana Plaza disaster was a turning point for Bangladesh’s garment industry as
workers were seen as dispensable pawns by governments and industries alike. In
the wake of the disaster, North American brands refused to join other global
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companies in signing on to the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh.
Citing high costs, they chose instead to form their own alliance for inspecting
factories, one that applied lower safety standards. It was a stark indicator of
where these companies’ priorities lay, one that frames their current lip service to
higher wages for garment workers.

Fast fashion’s outlook is rosy. The industry has been steadily growing and, thanks
to the cooperation of government heads such as Sheikh Hasina—who has been
fixated on “growth” at all costs—it is expected to more than double its market size
over six years, growing from $91 billion in 2021 to a projected $185 billion by
2027. Meanwhile, the workers who fuel the profits behind that expansion are
facing starvation. This holiday season, perhaps the best gift we can give is a
commitment to force the industry to pay up.

By Sonali Kolhatkar

Author Bio: Sonali Kolhatkar is an award-winning multimedia journalist. She is
the founder, host, and executive producer of “Rising Up With Sonali,” a weekly
television and radio show that airs on Free Speech TV and Pacifica stations. Her
most recent book is Rising Up: The Power of Narrative in Pursuing Racial Justice
(City Lights Books, 2023). She is a writing fellow for the Economy for All project
at the Independent Media Institute and the racial justice and civil liberties editor
at  Yes!  Magazine.  She  serves  as  the  co-director  of  the  nonprofit  solidarity
organization  the  Afghan  Women’s  Mission  and  is  a  co-author  of  Bleeding
Afghanistan. She also sits on the board of directors of Justice Action Center, an
immigrant rights organization.

Source: Independent Media Institute

Credit  Line:  This  article  was produced by Economy for  All,  a  project  of  the
Independent Media Institute.

https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5Un-2BCem1KMrIjU40T9-2F2ZG8-2BYKFEAxLAWJ7LVRHmK87-2BWzWZQgsjOy0JlTeeOX-2Fl71ed2SLNAMzQnQMVD8OCDulBQ14T1PZ1jwZLvr1IXGda6Xq0_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E6qi8KukUEiJrM46wAhOQS0CvmnRF9ThwAEye-2BpkJajJwjtOP5Ki9uDlKc5yZix4eHSltGU9I2gIS4yO4tE0CPF3vQKNaXqD4OO8CB43uxqYDprU5fnykabb61zaTG1Rd8RVKPLt4Y6o-2Fnq9nMaSoX2ze-2B3L2E7EgCzs-2FmdtMbOYk3YizlUy3yYAVlU5SQtczT7bw5m2q0Wz3ETayzAPNdSQB9l-2Bl7VwazdaAiTTiKVs
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eWs2LKuIyEt6thm6Tl-2FJJBDJw5RxS2IkhYmjlr07iQgzrSH_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E43Xth7xdN0rq36pSDLLALlPdch71FQdgLIoX1UlTet9SPYeEUhYpMksfIgfbdvG9Rt872Ds-2FJxTPnTSxaYVJ-2FvdlU-2FSqkHavKOgiOHk7gd2fKgRIYcWCepCOOaIyM-2FU40lmT6rsZCx8FxEahlEfXaUrkevdVB5VyHdQMyqpltW043Oe4B9-2FAP46iPnNo605f7VDWfAWw9d5jhRO8DptZ9kBISegMsQAYKJ5Ayk1BtZp
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5bMqKXEE82vre6JlfgisLLk1xgY0IxTm54GnlPfFRg5hy5KfrOBH2-2F84UU0Gf-2FogRgd3-2FJeitesnhJE-2BKhLdKi-2BI3nCjQqqxIcxThS3nZy8avMigqxq7qD7UrOL0Byt0lQ-3D-3DL7Zo_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E7H-2BqEL-2ByoAAHG-2FdtaKn0hECk97tZXVj6k6K0o5D5AcIlbTkbhb-2FF272P2ug2sORjCh5QJb-2BJWzw3nqn-2FOT6nrd0aw12HvGZJbkP7cN-2Bb8aF-2FKHOJ4uc0sz2RA31gRCJE33VGRn-2BKST5Bw0HIL3R38HUCN6ukSXf6xuJHdZND-2FWI8lS2zP0PHOn6vUutqiMOukinyxwhusvy4FwHpnIGEjuUDsQo-2B6dpR-2FNFP82h2R8v
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5T28n3IJV-2BfH6xt9W4FH9sdFPPzhHv3e46DY9jUEDgp9qOUExZcXjnuieFiPfcu9BOeqQr9kBwN39oUZjjxDHmtzjrXiKs2RC5WlcGOjZa2bpHau-2BT2NkCUFGrvEmlhzuvgtDl3lx0nrILrgfTpyUXlSE9J4nV4PIL8-2FRAN1rN2IcdDPl-2Fa36Yr0n6DF-2By-2B2cKylvi51Of6xO8cSuTVFqCGbzNpjoKxyegku3HN0HZtfua0o_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E1vBLOkIAhLmipUafZDJg5yfNoxP1ZCIXrmoknSST1ew4oYba-2Bju0-2BZb5RgaCbMAe45L9qU7wIOLa8kJpFIcw7mpy0DRjL3quuiIKyHj7-2FBtsJMXYsfaxVktMxi-2BnJcZTO8wXu51nVfUaoDMXEcGJBontPyR1LZCtaPyYU4Q9JPA9bOUKu1BvGrwMFmN9JnmMM-2FjctqnQrkIBeofz-2BjUN-2FgEfFfdEt2tyEoVKrz3Kg01
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eQoy99CmoenCBb4EAB-2FozYcHiGQ07bpnYQ5GWdyv9KjiRvjfsWlnoswv69RvQPkjA3sHEP46wXpiYA85sGWjKDSxCDzLaPQLu1MrHan65Cb-2BmqvO4ap52nzCsVsCCREbSJ4e2oOvdI3ZvKf5vZW3idaJAWsOmv1Mc0DC8nfp-2BXMFojs4WvqgQtVWG99GK-2BNDQ-3D-3DSZHj_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E9S5hECg5IGPpZ4-2BOBWqJn2C49pQy2lWiTKKY3ECUCuLb-2BoNs16XraSAvF9-2FahHeDgAC5zFt3jtuTAnRdyOOOK2OI-2BsO3VI40i6YLNPsudtx2ZlEaPRVuUXW-2B2DNET5MiewgcRutzanZWKbMpipnn9kkOmgmOaVN1lLm1Jh1SMgRAlTVb9y8XtA9FFY2lURpELBuloojdr6GNfgMn4z2ptOFKjFs-2FXiy-2F1CObc9ewrsI
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eQoy99CmoenCBb4EAB-2FozY6dEpeqPbidRuZsSfqzE2lxUHff8phJpfHgnBv0TpU2grYA7MGN7WE-2BmdFZfcFMhznQyauYAwyzcobkveKheul3dN4_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E-2BklQMaNsTuQyhy8SQ4yTTKKIif8inL7nrhgf3yWHiZ-2BGt8ZLCBTSNp6SutJTcCM-2BBi36bBetzXVe430F-2B0vxpA40LN2xgH5heJl-2Bv9VYO8IyBwljhXwqlSpVF49WyhRR1ggkQXbXCIJpeNwi1FqclgoIDNX1378kR5HrWmOJCsqRS-2BJUiBx0Kx3s-2BCPa-2FxJ7Ag9vxoEOYBq8O-2FXvWpYo-2B4Cq33aabgtO6sF7vern-2F-2BL
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5TjZLhmfH9-2B-2FQMxC4OVYaG9TDi3LclBzycrcZ5u6edYC29Nd_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E8Ic2w1vdFTbviTe4-2FFn93WJUe8w7ycrdJidw1RvFZt0-2Bwc0d81GLu4z1kKz7mfeHqlFpoIxjNZPo31ct9OTzcLI-2Fe6Je8Kh70uEgqmJbOVOg0e3J4VWdi-2F-2FYShmazKFq9yNoMKPMnsVgEsTZldFy9YuAD60xdbzcy3-2FcTkLmfHuJVQ22QRHhVBKrH9dklYot492Ci-2Fp8OzQCyD5B1Dd-2BZZDHywfcMMVNbZt7hNhuHb2
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5YlYb3RyT4umf5UzNkiuY3awh7v6PY3sIIbmbBovQJRsdfL9UO4obc6gji6VnsKXIsU0ESMlGyrpT4Mds1gtgAl0OkL-2Fype-2FLb1kPXSqBNIONpNa_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E3Nee3jzvrVyrNJPfcGm2m1esW93Wf-2B7VvtSZ1YApmjEjQkuU-2FP9X-2F8WQx2ARi8HksutIh8bcZt6uzlkKZ90fNlxovYsFl9XD8Rp8LBtjl5YIinF7pKKHlsgrlVkFz8G87prmIEPnn7DrB1k0R6QkP21UlBZxHNeW5MZBTNU1FKDpYMv-2BqI0zOyYiuEypR4nmcp9lC-2BeIjtpJf5RFFAcD3dWPLjOT1fLV395AJ7ovk4w
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5XA3FVH9gQhkKtD7-2Botan-2FkFqAeFoyUdWhcAkVVd2X-2BoZ-2FDJM1jMFPH2sPm9iRD5sw-3D-3DfC8V_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E3L4POaBp6odEO3jim6Vwv2iQeYE3MdbyXnX6a586w5JxLEzj8erd9R5xsej6LhwJ0LhLKJE5yrkNDYj82bQwqnmfZXNObiTUZ0JEfRtUYceZ7ogKyoVQ7giynXSPjQbMGvBPwrT4rKr8Y7DTCWJg-2F876k1-2Fu6zgwSkZtaTPUYlwz0Ff4UPE0kyxwYNvOHakF1voEOek6Iq5oYhJKkTTUlX7JgH-2FBFDDtpFCEqzkIXlu
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5QWg2DRQmOyaFpmPza8T5iIe2sk1UNWBzWGgC4WAMY79GZV-2FMUbVgf-2Bqj5KcPfa08w-3D-3D7tq9_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E7SWB4PPS28z1BjeEsRbyzjuIeRuAyiASN6TQhuGFN-2BWZJ4GqDz23F73ov-2Bl1DaXOjyXKQxuWeNVr6wyLOD0pCl7hFoVIJVoGf7saJnsuHIeYY-2BeWXXnEvWf-2FMl2Hj3KrS-2Fr7P0L0mOKFNZ-2F0s60MqFYcuCjL9SidsuYb22sjR9TCSDp5WPzhGwQYmnUmtEOXHN4BffhOpMqvRTOhK9AhCE7yXqrfAm92s89faiIpJkR
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5eZTFOXnss8X1f6xMADhrE7Htgn-2Fs-2Fn5VfIPNW74roV7XRs5_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0EzGgXwDU75-2BpWCF6LwXGxdfoijg5mg-2FWNVuki2m5-2FvmznEb95OTO-2BSoBuJ-2BuTrwwnbT1ZhHgPXsddBYWSF1jMSIpfxo10JLfFepBbsecGA9ovb3XzrNhUBehegQNDD4So8BCFGD2BuSzhfQg9ykVuHchCLfuSpEfavIBVmBSGqdt6mXQtecXyedi7pqJfiohsdQifIGrn3XQRoOo2qwI92Q07vb5XcuYloOGBHsqOy-2Bc
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5ZLLjfEIwd-2BXyjdBkWu7RfXbuyxrEGeunjZ2xXGMY-2F3PEM-2F41MOStXz5mauWdPdz-2BgH9dT6yAgJI7poeG17-2F5Ng-3DIosf_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E2KmUnzQUAEqEqifLRovC5vwNe6o3JuMIvbLN7Y9Fs2qZkoPKThzjVKmbaBciVtwGBqCw-2FpyO95SFr2KNpegwhddLJMzjOgNAWV1I1KwiFAE7IQCW7tO5NtvLACmywqLdEHTxyFIe0-2Fqn-2F78ILTz9j702JuRmfM6IC3rnf4fdSMlNzRzEOPhGRSP4LU3-2B-2FAZHqosuK51JTkTAF7-2By9Nmoi6nM0edukNiecNwHo80Gs4T
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5ZLLjfEIwd-2BXyjdBkWu7RfXbuyxrEGeunjZ2xXGMY-2F3PEM-2F41MOStXz5mauWdPdz-2BgH9dT6yAgJI7poeG17-2F5Ng-3DIosf_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E2KmUnzQUAEqEqifLRovC5vwNe6o3JuMIvbLN7Y9Fs2qZkoPKThzjVKmbaBciVtwGBqCw-2FpyO95SFr2KNpegwhddLJMzjOgNAWV1I1KwiFAE7IQCW7tO5NtvLACmywqLdEHTxyFIe0-2Fqn-2F78ILTz9j702JuRmfM6IC3rnf4fdSMlNzRzEOPhGRSP4LU3-2B-2FAZHqosuK51JTkTAF7-2By9Nmoi6nM0edukNiecNwHo80Gs4T
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5UFBV-2FqXOm12CPWRpg4hWcUNYTtf7v-2Fnpx-2FKr222deoHZLn6_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0E9YzjZNN9lqc-2BEtCktpXPTVNohbpqZCaAsfYJbH8bzpgbA0gQnfczkOGYBk-2BYFzKVlWWp7UkNJxr2OE28j7LnQlpLZOC4bg5i-2BlElDB7eHQ9437dSJIiOJXmdj5UtZ3xIWPP6yMvM9NgeqYoSQhZIBlrmzlJbnv3Ir5rVtkw9t0hGO4GZVKfJCNcKsIDudRtCVID0K9DeabyVJghayNDfpnVR0RRkGVTWYMfbSxsQh3O
https://u36605228.ct.sendgrid.net/ls/click?upn=JATfH2eKb4CLsSfyNiqx5XA3FVH9gQhkKtD7-2Botan-2FkFqAeFoyUdWhcAkVVd2X-2BoZ-2FDJM1jMFPH2sPm9iRD5sw-3D-3DfHSC_LnethaF6mdJMAeJ-2FtbpzZ-2FakTYpEYM4UYwg-2BV6HOqFA7JPQPAr0SwP4Abn9G9lv2FUXmXxPlXG5IoauXIsbEfFy7ui7AAHtHRI-2FgxLxFUobNeQDTS5jDDi6PtDupPn4aa4atXlMd5SYBHeNOkKcc-2BydjhKB772VolRtk2RyAa00O9-2BJ7QnrsYcfNar1oS5pRhWrYpGZQRjwEj-2FZHqFVTYtVuN8GQgFkcwLaXmAYzYizW3ApESi3JW9980VX0c5F5yu3JHDmqNX6VuKWm31t7hJgC850m2luZZDuIBwEHBcq7CuuSmAWkZ9p6-2Fm1-2FCcrqXb1Of-2ByJW-2BZTiGidCRiMPavaEx3fGQ8EL7z09Cj1Zqitrcu3qP2zaf1piP9LFJQcccCQXUGuaUz11oTOW-2BLpY0lp6h0CFh7Rk6nfuccdAzkZB94ns8lczrNUsYoEM4wGTRE-2BCVdh34XTfwWkREphODq-2FbFZm3etSn2-2Bku2gryhlbYkGR6aJQtXelTDAyCyOWqaoPRjAjr6jqUi59Qx9bBwXWnSOzREWNnqcvNJVTvNSFBsH2c26czQeNmhNS0z-2FzHhLE1QufXd1ajtHZroF0EyQvyJg49jY2Hxv-2BcBZpX88kq-2Bda-2FtcpEh-2FzGBk1Bdp8TpckY3SxsV-2FQ5CvKkGJcx9g2Lahp-2BKQ12w-2F-2Fdnp09cq-2FyVA5Ni-2Fx6jb3zR-2FFof-2Fxamk1C3ngnq6x7NKMwgkYJAUU1shpcD0cjWf50bLzrXqeM1SGsx7njHN3ql96eFLfcOxMHhHEG7-2FSZl2lu-2BNlNyIY6xRKrxpgvMNSXivCG5ga3LlsYRvy-2Fo113eA-2Br6Na


Provocations  By  The  U.S.  State
Department  Can  Chill  Press
Freedom In Latin America

Vijay Prashad

The  headline  is  provocative:  “The  Kremlin’s  Efforts  to  Covertly  Spread
Disinformation  in  Latin  America.”  This  was  a  statement  on  the  U.S.  State
Department website, posted on November 7, 2023. The United States government
accused  two  companies—Social  Design  Agency  and  Structura  National
Technologies—of being the main agents of  what  it  alleged is  Russian-backed
disinformation.  The  statement  named  the  heads  of  both  of  the  firms,  Ilya
Gambashidze of Social Design Agency and Nikolay Tupkin of Structura. On July
28, 2023, the European Union sanctioned several Russian individuals and firms,
including SDA and Structura. The European Union accuses these two IT firms of
being “involved in the Russian-led digital disinformation campaign” against the
government of Ukraine. The statement by the U.S. State Department now alleges
that these IT companies are involved in a disinformation project in Latin America.

Neither the European Union nor the U.S. State Department offer any evidence in
their various public statements. The U.S. document does, however, refer to the
2023 Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community, which says
the following: “Russia’s influence actors have adapted their efforts to increasingly
hide their hand, laundering their preferred messaging through a vast ecosystem
of  Russian  proxy  websites,  individuals,  and  organizations  that  appear  to  be
independent news sources.” Here, we get mainly the methodology—laundering
information through proxy websites—rather than any hard evidence.
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On May 3, 2023, the U.S. Foreign Relations Committee held a hearing on “The
Global Information Wars: Is the U.S. Winning or Losing?” The main speaker at the
hearing was Amanda Bennett, the Chief Executive Officer of the U.S. Agency for
Global Media (USAGM), an umbrella group that runs several U.S. government
media projects  from Europe (Radio Liberty)  to  the Americas (Office of  Cuba
Broadcasting) with an $810 million annual budget. Bennett, the former director of
the  U.S.  government’s  Voice  of  America,  told  the  senators  that  if  the  U.S.
government fails to “target investments to counter inroads Russia, the [People’s
Republic of China], and Iran are making, we run the risk of losing the global
information war.” These three countries, she argued, have “outspent” the United
States in Latin America, an advantage that she said needed to be overcome by
increased U.S. interference in Latin American media.

The Role of RT
In Latin America, Jessica Brandt of the Brookings Institute told the Senators,
Russian media has secured a decisive advantage.  The facts  she laid out  are
worthwhile to consider: “Through the first quarter of 2023, three of the five most
retweeted Russian state media accounts on Twitter messaged in Spanish, and five
of  the  ten  fastest  growing  ones  targeted  Spanish-language  audiences.  On
YouTube, RT en Español has also proven capable of building large audiences,
despite the platform’s global ban on Russian state-funded media channels. On
TikTok,  RT  en  Español  is  among  the  most  popular  Spanish-language  media
outlets. Its 29.6 million likes make it more popular than Telemundo, Univision,
BBC Mundo, and El País. Likewise, on Facebook, RT en Español currently has
more followers than any other Spanish-language international broadcaster.” In
other words, RT by itself has become one of the most influential media outlets in
Latin America. Brandt’s facts are widely accepted, including by a report published
in March by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism called “Despite
Western bans, Putin’s propaganda flourishes in Spanish on TV and social media”
and by a study from the Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research Lab from
2022.

RT (formerly Russia Today) is owned by TV-Novosti,  a non-profit organization
founded by the state-owned Ria Novosti in 2005. RT is banned or blocked in
Canada,  the European Union,  Germany,  the United States,  and several  other
Western countries. In fact, at the Senate hearing, there was little discussion about
the  entire  web  of  RT  projects.  The  focus  was  on  the  “laundering”  of
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“disinformation”.

‘Most Likely’
What is striking about the U.S. State Department statement is that it names two
news projects  that  operate  in  Latin  America  as  these  “proxies”  without  any
evidence but with hesitant language. For instance, the U.S. State Department
says that part of the Russian campaign is to cultivate a group of journalists “most
likely  in  Chile,”  but  not  definitely.  This  hesitation  is  important  to  underline
because  a  few  paragraphs  later,  the  doubt  vanishes:  “While  the  network’s
operations are primarily done in concert with Spanish-language outlets Pressenza
and El Ciudadano, a broader network of media resources is available to the group
to further amplify information.”

Pressenza,  founded in 2009 in Milan,  Italy,  emerged out  of  the debates and
discussions  provoked  by  the  International  Commission  for  the  Study  of
Communications Problems (formed by UNESCO) and its report, Many Voices, One
World  or  the  MacBride  Report  (1980).  The  MacBride  report  itself  built  on
discussions about media democracy that had resulted in the formation, in 1964, of
Inter-Press Services, and then later in Pressenza. El Ciudadano was founded in
2005 as part of the process of democratization in Chile in the aftermath of the fall
of the military dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet in 1990.

Both outlets denied (in English and Spanish) that they are either funded by the
Russian government or that they launder information for the Russian government.
In their joint statement, signed by David Andersson (editor of Pressenza) and
Bruno Sommer Catalán (editor of El Ciudadano), they say, “We believe that this
kind of attack is malicious, and we insist that the US State Department withdraw
this accusation as well as publicly apologize to us for maligning our reputations.”
In a separate statement, Italian journalist Antonio Mazzeo (who won the Giorgio
Bassani prize in 2010) said: “This affair worries me because it could prepare for
the next step, the creation of a proscription list…  to put all those who do not
accept  to  think  only  of  war  and  therefore  become  dangerous  and  must  be
silenced.”

By Vijay Prashad
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Wannabe Führer Donald J. Trump
Must Be Stopped

Preventing the former president from being reelected should
be the primary goal of all progressive forces from this point
on.

During Trump’s tumultuous four-year reign (2017-2021), democratic norms in the
U.S. experienced a huge shock. Almost overnight, the U.S. became a different
country as Trump’s policies and racist rhetoric tore the social fabric of inclusive
democracy and inflicted a body blow to the concept of a decent society. In the
end, abnormal became the new normal.

Indeed, Trump’s 2016 campaign was unlike anything seen in U.S. presidential
elections in decades. It was solely driven by racism, sexism, and xenophobia. And
it had a dramatic impact. For example, hate crimes surged by more than 220% in
counties that hosted Trump’s campaign rallies in 2016 and reached an all-time
high in 2021, according to the FBI. White nationalist hate groups, an integral
component  of  the  far-right  movement  in  the  U.S.  targeting  immigrants  and
refugees,  LGBTQ people,  Blacks,  Muslims,  and  other  groups,  increased  55%
throughout the Trump era.
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Trump’s inflammatory rhetoric and posturing himself as the only leader able to
save the country led many to wonder whether Trump was more than a racist and
a populist with an unmistakably authoritarian streak. Scholars and pundits alike
began wondering whether it was time to use the “F”word about Trump, and some
started doing just that. I happen to be one of the people who objected to the idea
of  using fascism as a catch-all  term to describe leaders and movement with
authoritarian tendencies, while acknowledging that the movement that Trump
had created and still leads has a proto-fascist lineage.

Trump’s  revenge  politics  and  desire  to  cleanse  U.S.  society  of  undesirable
elements like migrants, refugees, LGBTQ people, and radical leftists may very
well find us with a dictator in charge in 2025.

Fascism represents the most extreme form of the “exceptional capitalist state,”
and should not  be confused with all  forms of  authoritarian rule,  as  the late
Marxist theoretician Nicos Poulantzas argued in Fascism and Dictatorship, a work
that is  essential  reading for anyone interested in a serious study of  fascism.
Fascism worships the state, promotes militarism, and establishes absolute state
power over private enterprise. Trump’s nationalist,  racist, sexist, homophobic,
cult-like movement embraces none of these fascist characteristics and beliefs.
Most experts agree with this assessment. The Trumpist movement is an extreme
populist  movement and, as such, poses a clear threat to open society.  When
granted the opportunity, it will destroy liberal democracy by imposing censorship
and even arresting political opponents. If the institutions have not become as
weak as  the prevailing norms,  and if  the  democratic  forces  are  significantly
divided  to  the  point  that  they  muster  little  resistance  to  the  dismantling  of
government institutions and their transformation into some sort of proto-fascist
state.  These are  indeed the critical  questions  that  all  democratically  minded
citizens should be concerned with as the 2024 election gets close.

The U.S. is on a very dangerous political trajectory.

Trump is the most likely GOP nominee to run for the White House and, apart from
Chris Christie, all other Republican presidential candidates will back Trump even
if convicted. Republican National Committee chairwoman Ronna McDaniel also
said that she will support Trump even if he’s convicted. More worrisome is the
fact that a recent poll  found that Trump leads Biden by 4 percentage points
among registered voters and that most Americans are unhappy with the state of
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the economy under Biden.
The  U.S.  is  on  a  very  dangerous  political  trajectory.  If  Trump  succeeds  in
returning to the White House, not only will  he unleash state power to exact
revenge on those who he feels wronged him but may try to turn the U.S. into a
Christofascist  state.  As  he  pledged  to  his  supporters  in  a  speech  in  New
Hampshire on Veteran’s Day, by copying Hitler’s rhetoric from “Mein Kampf,” he
will “root out the Communists, Marxists… and Radical Left Thugs that live like
vermin within the confines of our country…” Clearly, the wannabe führer felt the
need to double down on Nazi propaganda after he had said in a recent interview
that immigrants and asylum seekers are “poising the blood of our country.”

This brings to mind Martin Niemoller’s famous quote “First they came for the
socialists.. then they came for the trade unionists…then they came for the Jews…”

How one counters and neutralizes the effect that Trump’s rhetoric is having on
millions of U.S. citizens has no easy answer.

Of course, what is shocking here is that we are not in the midst of a Great
Depression and the U.S. has not been humiliated by some sort of a Treaty of
Versailles—two key factors in the rise of Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party to power.
Nonetheless,  the  overwhelming  majority  of  Republican  voters  stand  behind
Trump, believe in all his lies, pay no attention to his criminal activities and the
indictments, and apparently embrace his vision of a United States where white
supremacy and authoritarianism rule the day and a world in which the principles
and values of strongmen prevail.

The US has a serious problem with its citizenry. Even in a country like Greece,
when unemployment in 2013 had reached nearly 28%, more than 30% of its
citizens lived below the poverty line,  and a policy of  fiscal  sadism had been
imposed on the country by its international creditors, the far-right Golden Dawn
party only got as high as 6.9% of the popular vote in the 2015 legislative election
and lost all its parliamentary seats in the general election of 2019. The fact that
nearly half of U.S. voters are still behind Trump says that the country faces a
severe political crisis with profound moral connotations.

The ideals of the Enlightenment are largely absent from the mindset of most of
the followers of today’s GOP.

Whether it is because of deeply held religious beliefs and the legacy of slavery
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and racism, or because of political socialization and the constant bombardment of
mainstream  media  propaganda,  the  ideals  of  the  Enlightenment  are  largely
absent from the mindset of most of the followers of today’s GOP. Hence their
rejection of science, cosmopolitanism, reason, and tolerance. This is why Trump
appeals to the emotions of his primary base and not to their reason—just like
Mussolini and Hitler did with their own followers. Trump demonizes his enemies,
presents them as threats to U.S. society, and then pledges to get rid of them. In
this context, he follows to the letter Hitler’s belief that “all propaganda has to be
popular  and  has  to  accommodate  itself  to  the  comprehension  of  the  least
intelligent of those whom it seeks to reach.”

How one counters and neutralizes the effect that Trump’s rhetoric is having on
millions of U.S. citizens has no easy answer. Vigilance, community organizing,
solidarity, and resistance are all the weapons progressive forces have in today’s
United States to prevent the further spread of the proto-fascist movement headed
by Donald Trump. The U.S. will surely experience major repression in the event
that Trump returns to power.  And this time the stakes are higher than ever
before. Trump’s revenge politics and desire to cleanse U.S. society of undesirable
elements like migrants, refugees, LGBTQ people, and radical leftists may very
well find us with a dictator in charge in 2025. How to stop that from happening
should be the primary goal of all progressive forces from this point on. Failure to
do so may very well mean the difference between living in a decent society or in
one where cruelty and horror dominate.

Our work is licensed under Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0). Feel free to
republish and share widely.
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