EMPIRE OF
CHAOS

OOOOO EYE COLLECTION_ VOL.1

PEPE ESCOBAR



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

Nimble Books LLC

1521 Martha Avenue

Ann Arbor, MI, USA 48103
http://www.NimbleBooks.com
wiz@nimblebooks.com
+1.734-330-2593

Copyright 2014 by Pepe Escobar
Printed in the United States of America
ISBN-13: 978-1-60888-164-2

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum require-
ments of the American National Standard for Information Sciences—
Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI Z39.48-1992.

The paper is acid-free and lignin-free.

ii



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

CONTENTS
Table Of ADDIeviations .......c.cccceueueueuriririniririreeceeieieie et vii
Introduction: Roving in Chaos-istan ..........c.ceeeeeeeeeerenrceennnnnccccnenes 1
Obama, Osama and MedVEAEV .......oeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e eeeeee e e eeeeeeeeeeereeeeeeaeens 7
Liquid War: Welcome to Pipelineistan...........cococoeeeueueirninieinnineninencceenes 13
Obama's Afghan Spaghetti Western........ccoccceuevrnnnnernnncnccceccceeenen. 23
Globocop versus the TermiNATO .....c.ccouceernicrennicrcrencenrecereeeenene 30
The myth of Talibanistan.........c.ccceevrrnrrcirnicccceeee e 38
Balochistan is the ultimate prize..........cocovvvevevenenccencncccccceerrssseee 43
Blue Gold, Turkmen Bashes, and Asian Grids .......ccccccevvvnnncncnccnccnes 48
Slouching towards balkanization ..........ccccoeeveveirrnniesnnscccccereeeeees 62
Pipelineistan goes Iran-Pak ... 70
Iran and Russia, scorpions in a bottle ........c.cccovvvreeecinnncciccnee, 76
Iran, China and the New Silk ROAd ......veeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 84
Jihad DlNG bIING ....c.oveueuiriiciriicciriercecrc et 91
The glitzy face of Eurabia.......c.cccccoeeuriririnnneinncccccieeeeee e 97
Enduring Freedom until 2050........ccccoveeueininicreinininiceineceineccreeneceenes 103
Jumpin' Jack Verdi, It's a Gas, Gas, GaS .....ccceceeeerererererieiererenirerieienenenes 106
Iraq's oil auction hits the JacKpot........ccceruvivnercrccciecccceeerecceaes 116
Welcome, comrade Maobama .........cccoeeeurneceeireninencecinenecieineeesenneeeenne 120
China plays Pipelineistan..........cocooeoccereueirniereininninnecccceereieeeeneeeeeeeenene 128
Staring at the abyss ..o 136
Happy birthday, Comrade Kim .......cccceemnnnnnnnnncccccceeennenes 142
The BRIC post-Washington CONSENSUS ........c.coceeuererereirenineeieesenerereneeenes 152
Iran, Sun Tzu and the dOMINALIIX ...c.vucvevriicieirccirrccrecceeceeaes 157

iii



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

iv

Mistah McChrystal—he dead...........cccoeeniinininiiiccce 163
On the road in Patagonia........cccoeeeeceeciceiicceinincccccccceenes 167
China’s Pipelineistan “War”........ccccceerrrrnnnnnnnnereeceeieeeeeesienenns 186
Have (infinite) war, Will travel ..........cccoovvvivivivieiciceceeeceeeeeeee e, 196
US akid in a NATO candy StOre........cceueeeeeeuceeucrererecreneieininnseeescenenenen 201
The Odyssey Dawn top 10 .......ccciuiiurinicininiriiicicsicececes s 206
There's no business like war business ..........cccccceevrnvnrnnncncccerenennn. 213
Exposed: The US-Saudi Libya deal........cccooeveeiiinnncininnccccnes 221
Obama/Osama rock the casbah ........ccccvvecuennccieinnnccirnccncccees 227
The counter-revolution club ..o 235
Disaster capitalism swoops over Libya........cccoececeeriinnnicinnnnccccenes 241
How al-Qaeda got to rule in Tripoli.....c.cccoeveveeirnccirniircciriniceneccreenes 246
The Decline and Fall of Just About Everyone .......c.cocooeveececvnncnnne 251
The US power grab in Africa.......cocccevvccnnrcciennccenecereceeeaee 262
The Dead Drone sketch........occeoeeeeeeininccecccccceccccienenes 269
The Myth of “Isolated” Iran .......ccoceeeeeirncceinnenccerecereece s 274
War, Pipelineistan-style ... 285
War porn: The new safe SeX........cccovvvirreieeeienninieeeeeererseee e 288
A History of the World, BRIC by BRIC  .....ccoviiiiniccnccciereccinenes 302
Drone me down on the Killing floor.......c.cccceuerrnnnncnnnncccccccene 314
Let's party like it's ... 1997 .ccccccuiiiiiiiiiiicicicciccc e 319
The myth of a free Hong Kong economy ..........ccecovevevenccccrccccncncnennnnn 327
Ground Zero redUX.....c.ceerieirireneeeeitececieiereie ettt eeeseeseaenes 344
Visions make it all seem SO Cruel ........ooevvveecceeiiniieiiirrcccccnnen 348
Syria: A jihadi paradise.........ocovvvenerccccereeceeerrr e, 354



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

War ON teITOT fOTEVET ......viiieiecicicicieieie ettt 359
All that pivots iS OId.....c.cuvvieieiiiicceirecceee s 368
The Fall of the House of EUrope .........cccceeevrnnnncnnnecccccceeesneenes 373
Search and Destroy: The rape of Iraq.....c.ccocecevrenecreinnccecinnenccnnecnennenes 382
The South alSo FiSES ...c.cvveererieiiccceiercccc s 388
The Islamic Emirate of Syriastan ... 396
How Bowiemania buries Thatcherism........c.cccccoeevnnnncnnnccccenennn. 400
Post-History Strip Tease ........cccccveeciviricininieniniccnccceceeceeeeenenes 408
Catfight—and it's US vS EU...cccccuiiviicirriccinnrccierceciereciceeencaeneenes 418
Pipelineistan and the New Silk Road(s) ......coceeveueueeveneninninicccinenirinines 423
See you on the dark side.......cceeuerrirrnccinccccceeer e 432
The Chimerica Dream........coooeieeueieieiiirieieeeiessseeeeeeee e eaeees 436
Magic Carpet Tide .....cevvveeeeiccecieieiccciee s 448
China: The Bo factor.....c.ccerririrniniceeitcccieieeesseseseeee e 452
Bandar Bush, “liberator” of Syria........cccccevveenneceiennccrnccrncccnenes 459
Operation Tomahawk with cheese ..., 463
US: The indispensable (bombing) nation..........cceeccevvevccirnnenccrrenecnee 467
Dogs of war versus the emerging caravan ............ceeeeeeveeeececrecccrerennnns 473
Al-Qaeda's air force still on stand-by..........ccceveeccivnccciennrccncccnnes 479
China stitches up (SCO) Silk Rd....c.cceueuiueinininiririiceinirirrececcccesees 484
Breaking American exceptionaliSm.........cocoeeeecuceueuereieuceerereininnnneneeenes 491
Fear and loathing in House of Saud .......c.ccoccoeuvncennccccnnccnnccnnes 496
The birth of the “de-Americanized” world.........cccccocoeeeiinnnnnnnncnes 501
Turkey pushes crossroads poOLitics ........ccoeuveeuevrirecrrinirinccrrinecierinecieineaes 505
China vs US “sea-to-shining-sea” ..........cococoeerenecrrnneneceeneneceeenenccneenenes 512



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

Vi

All in play in the New Great Game..........cccoccuveurivininincinincinicisicsieenes 516
Reliving Machiavelli in Florence..........ccccoovvvnneneccinnencccceenennneneenes 523
We are all living Pasolini's Theorem ........c.ccccoeeerrnnnrnnnnncccccnnen 530
Asia will not “isolate” RUSSIa ......ccceueurereucrrireeecrrieiiccieneecieereecee e 536
Breaking bad in southern NATOStan .......cocooeeeveeerererennereiennrecceenes 540
Ukraine and the grand chessboard...........ccccooueiiiinicincnincnicce 546
The Birth of a Eurasian Century .........ccocevvevevcveneeecccererereeneneneneeenes 551
The future visible in St. Petersburg.........cccccceeeernnnnnnnnnccccccnee 562
Return of the living (neocon) dead..........ccccceuvvecueinncinccnneccinncccinenes 568
Burn, Men in Black, burn ....c.ccccoeiiccccceeeeecaes 574
BRICS against Washington cOnsensus.............ccecuvieurivcicinicinicinicnnennes 580
A chessboard drenched in blood ..o 585
Operation Tomahawk The Caliph.......cccocoveveeiieinnciircccccenes 590
Will NATO liberate Jihadistan?..........cccocveevveiereeerieeeereeeeeereeereeereeeneen 594
Can China and Russia Squeeze Washington Out of Eurasia? ............. 599
Pure War in Tehran.......ccccvcceicincccceeceecceeeieneneaes 609



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

TABLE OF ABBREVIATIONS

ADB Asian Development Bank

ADIZ Air defense identification zone
AFRICOM Africa Command

AIPAC American Israel Public Affairs Committee
AP Associated Press

AQAP Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
AQI Al-Qaeda in Iraq

AQIM Al-Qaeda in the Maghreb

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations
AU African Union

BLA Balochistan Liberation Army

BP British Petroleum

BRICS Brazil, Russia, India, China

BTC Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan

BTS Baku-Tblisi-Supsa

CCP Chinese Communist Party

CIA Central Intelligence Agency
CNOOC China National Offshore Oil Corp
CNPC China National Petroleum Corp
CPA Coalition Provisional Authority
CPC Caspian Pipeline Consortium

vii



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

CRA Contingent Reserve Arrangement

CTSA Compania de Tierras Sud Argentino
CWC Chemical Weapon Convention

DARPA Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency
DNI Director of National Intelligence

DPRK Democratic People's Republic of Korea
EADS European Aeronautic Defence and Space
EC European Commission

ECB European Central Bank

ECOWAS Economic Community of West African States
ESPO Eastern Siberia-Pacific Ocean

EU European Union

FATA Federally Administered Tribal Areas

FBI Federal Bureau of Investigation

FSA Free Syrian Army

GCC Gulf Cooperation Council

GDP Gross domestic product

GMMRP Great Man-Made River Project

GMO Genetically modified organisms

GWOT Global war on terror

ICC International Commerce Center

IEA International Energy Agency

IFC International Finance Center

viii



IMF
IMU
IP

IPI

IS
ISAF
ISI
ISIL
ISIS
JSOC
KBR
KRG
LIFG
LNG
LRA
MB
MENA
MIST
NAM
NATO
NBC
NGS

NIOC

EMPIRE OF CHAOS

International Monetary Fund
Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
Iran-Pakistan

Iran-Pakistan-India

Islamic State

International Security Assistant Force
Inter-Services Intelligence

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant
Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham
Joint Special Operations Command
Kellogg Brown & Root

Kurdistan Regional Government
Libyan Islamic Fighting Group
Liquefied natural gas

Lord's Resistance Army

Muslim Brotherhood

Middle East-Northern Africa
Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea and Turkey
Non-Aligned Movement

North Atlantic Treaty Organization
National Broadcasting Corporation
Navajo Generation Station

National Iranian Oil Company

ix



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

NRF NATO Response Force

NSA National Security Agency

NWFP North-West Frontier Province

OCO Overseas contingency operation

OMB Office of Management and Budget

OPCW Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical
Weapons

OPEC Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries

PLA People's Liberation Army

PNAC Project for a New American Century

POTUS President of the United States

QDR Quadrennial Defense Review

QIA Qatar Investment Authority

SAR Special Administrative Region

SAS Special Air Service

SCO Shanghai Cooperation Organization

SEZ Special economic zones

SSR Soviet Socialist Republics

SWIFT Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Tele-
communication

TAP Trans-Afghan Pipeline

TAPI Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India

TIA Total Information Awareness



TNC
TPP
TTIP
TTP
UAE
UFIO
UNESCO
WMD

WTC

EMPIRE OF CHAOS

Transitional National Council

Trans-Pacific Partnership

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership
Tehrik-e Taliban-e Pakistan

United Arab Emirates

Unidentified flying intellectual object

United Nations Economic and Social Organisation
Weapons of mass destruction

World Trade Center

xi



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

Xii



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

INTRODUCTION: ROVING IN CHAOS-ISTAN

I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said— "T'wo vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,
Half-sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive (stamped on these lifeless things)
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:
And on the pedestal these words appear:

‘My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:

Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away."

—P.B.Shelley, Ozymandias

We had the experience and missed the meaning
And approach to the meaning restores the experience

—T.S. Eliot, The Dry Salvages

The Roving Eye came to light in early 2001; a long, winding and fasci-
nating road after the first time I actually saw the physical Asia Times—
the day it was launched, in December 1995. I was in Singapore; had al-
ready moved to Asia from Paris, technically leaving the West behind in

the Spring of 1994 to plunge head down in the East. I picked up a copy at
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the Raffles bar. What a gorgeous newspaper, a stunning black and white
pic splashed in the front page. After reading it, a mental note hit the hard
drive. These guys have guts. They are taking on no less than the solemn
heavyweights of Western corporate media. One day I'd be pleased to be

associated with them.

I kept plunging deeper into Asia and the lands of Islam, commuting
with Paris. In 1997 I published a book in Brazil titled 2Ist: The Asian
Century. By a simple twist of (Buddhist) fate, the book came out only a
few days before the Asian financial crisis. I was covering the Hong Kong
handover. The day after, I boarded a plane to Xian—then further on
down the Chinese stretch of the Silk Road. That’s when the Thai baht
plunged—unleashing the Asian crisis. Yet I still thought the next century

would be Asian. Actually, Eurasian.

I kept roving deeper into the myriad Silk Road(s), Central Asia and
Southwest Asia—what the West calls the Middle East, across a large
stretch of what the Pentagon would later describe as “the arc of instabil-
ity.” Asia Times—the newspaper—was forced to close down because of
the financial crisis and later reopened, timidly, as a website. Then one
day, waiting for a flight at Kuala Lumpur’s airport, I learned that Asia

Times was looking for correspondents.

When I was back from a long stretch on the road in Western Africa,
we had a dinner by the river at the Oriental Hotel in Bangkok. The deal
was closed on the spot. “How do you want to name your column?” “The
Roving Eye”, I snapped back. The name popped up as I was riding a jeep
in Bali with my wife. I was already a rover—a foreign correspondent
since 1985, across Europe, the US and then Asia. In the summer of 2001 I
was writing for Asia Times from Pakistan, the tribal areas and Afghani-

stan. Then 9/11 happened. And the rest is 21st century history.
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The columns selected for this volume follow the period 2009-2014—
the Obama years so far. A continuum with previous volumes published
by Nimble Books does apply. Globalistan, from 2007, was an extended
reportage/warped travel book across the Bush years, where I argued the
world was being plunged into Liquid War—alluding to energy flows but
also to the liquid modernity character of post-modern war. Red Zone
Blues, also from 2007, was a vignette—an extended reportage centering
on the Baghdad surge. And Obama does Globalistan, from 2009, exam-
ined how the hyperpower could embark on a “change we can believe in”.
The outcome, as these columns arguably reflect, is Empire of Chaos—
where a plutocracy progressively projects its own internal disintegration

upon the whole world.

You will find some key overlapping nations/themes/ex-
pressions/acronyms in these columns; Iran, Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, Pa-
kistan, Central Asia, China, Russia, Ukraine, Pipelineistan, BRICS, EU,
NATO, GCC, the Global South, GWOT (the global war on terror), The
New Great Game, Full Spectrum Dominance. You will also find a pro-
gressive drift towards not conventional war, but above all economic

war—manifestations of Liquid War.

Incrementally, I have been arguing that Washington's number one
objective now is to prevent an economic integration of Eurasia that
would leave the US as a non-hegemon, or worse still, an outsider. Thus
the three-pronged “strategy” of “pivoting to Asia” (containment of Chi-
na); Ukraine (containment of Russia); and beefing up NATO (subjuga-
tion of Europe, and NATO as global Robocop).

We are slouching towards Cold War 2.0, which Professor Stephen
Cohen at Princeton argues will be even more dangerous, because it will
be unopposed—by the US government, Congress, the media, university

circles and think tanks.
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And that brings us to the concept of Empire of Chaos.

“Empire of Chaos” is a tribute to French political strategist Alain
Joxe, and his landmark 2002 book L’Empire du Chaos—whose analysis
remains extraordinarily prescient. I first read it when I was deep into fol-
lowing the run-up towards Shock and Awe and the invasion, occupation
and destruction of Iraq. Ten years later, Joxe would refine his analysis in

Les Guerres de L’Empire Global.

Over the years, The Roving Eye found readers and interlocutors all
over the world, especially in North America, and is now routinely trans-
lated into at least six languages (L’Oeil Itinerant, Der Wandernde Auge...)
and republished by countless blogs and websites.

If you are not familiar with The Roving Eye, I should say that I never
cease to be amused at being “defined”; everything from Taliban agent to
al-Qaeda mole, CIA asset, communist, Putinista and sometimes, simul-

taneously, all of the above.

As I was born in multicultural Brazil, issuing from two European fam-
ilies—Dutch and Spanish; grew up drenched in American pop culture,
film and music as well as the best of European-wide philosophy, the clas-
sics, and aesthetics; and lived and worked in virtually everywhere that
matters in the Americas, Europe and Asia, I am indeed a nomad, a root-
less cosmopolitan. As in “the road goes on forever’—both in a Buddhist

and Allman Brothers sense.

I see ideologies—as much as fashion—as systems of signs. Signs are
always simulacra. In our uber-capitalist system, these signs are in peren-
nial circulation. So we are condemned to be oblivious to the ultimate es-
sence of reality. Reality is virtual. All the world is a (bloody) stage.
Virtually everything over which we could build a new politics or a new

social theory seems to be an illusion.
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So yes—I'm very close to the situationism of Guy Debord. But a radi-
cal nihilist? Not really. There’s always humor to soothe our pain. Call me
a pre-Socratic nostalgic, with Nietzschean overtones marinated in Epicu-
rean fun, a Keatsian romantic clashing with his anarchist streak, every-

thing tempered by waves and waves of percussive rhythm.

Since the 1980s, when I was deep into covering the excesses of pop
culture and post-modernism, I used to get a great deal of my intellectual

kicks from an interplay between Baudrillard and Cioran.

Cioran was a failed mystic—an angel devastated by a sense of humor.
Baudrillard was the master of deconstructing hyper-reality. He argued—
expanding on Guy Debord—that the way we see the world is all condi-
tioned by Spectacle; nothing really happens if it is not seen. All the world
is a stage, again. Thus the frantic spinning and spinning of relentless
simulacra, fatal strategies, viruses, contagions—a “wilderness of mirrors”,

to quote Eliot.

I was also deeply influenced by Paul Virilio—who first theorized the
notion of a planetary civil war; I call it Liquid War—drawing from Bau-
man and from my personal experience in following what I chose to de-

scribe as Pipelineistan.

I was too young for the Summer of Love, or to cover the Vietnam War
as a journalist. Yet I still vividly remember my teenage years in the late
60s, early 70s fascinated by the American Dream—and its progressive
demise—while recreating it with very few close friends. Little did I know
that later in life I would be following, on a daily basis, the machinery of
the Empire of Chaos; total power founded on dissuasion, security obses-

sion, absolute control—and the odd “humanitarian” bombing.
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And yet, symbolically, this power is vulnerable and in the end turns
against itself. To quote Dylan, it’s darkness at the break of noon—over

and over again.

So even as we dwell among symbols, full of sound and fury, that most-
ly signify nothing, in parallel flows the inescapable, practical reality of
horror—as in tectonic geopolitical shifts and the “banality of evil” reflect-
ed in war after war after war (Gaza, Iraq, Libya, Syria, Ukraine). Not
much we can do, faced with the impossibility of living a “normal” life. I
chose to keep roving against the dying of the light, attempting first drafts
of History.

As I write, the future of Asia Times is uncertain—a long, painful death
by a thousand cuts, not dissimilar to many players committed to inde-
pendent information on the internet. Still, The Roving Eye, the column,

will survive. Somewhere.
Now allow me to take you on a tour of Chaos-istan.

Paris, September 2014
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OBAMA, OSAMA AND MEDVEDEV

For those who harbored any doubts about the Barack Obama admin-
istration's adoption of the George W Bush framework of the “war on ter-
ror’—it does feel like a back-to-the-future “continuity”—here are two

key facts on the ground.

Obama has officially started his much-touted Afghanistan surge, au-
thorizing the deployment of 17,000 US troops (8,000 marines, 4,000 army
and 5,000 support) mostly to the Pashtun-dominated, southern Helmand
province. Justification: “The situation in Afghanistan and Pakistan de-
mands urgent attention.” The marines start arriving in Afghanistan in
May. Their mission is as hazy as it is hazardous: eradication of the poppy
culture, the source of heroin (which accounts for almost 40% of Afghani-

stan's gross domestic product).

There are already 38,000 US troops in Afghanistan, plus 18,000 as part
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)’s 50,000 contingent.
Obama administration nominees, in confirmation testimony that seemed
to have disappeared in a black hole, stressed they are in favor of continu-
ing the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)'s extraordinary rendition prac-
tices and detaining—ad infinitum—"“terror” suspects without trial, even
if they were captured far, far away from a war zone. (Considering the
Pentagon's elastic definition of an “arc of instability,” this means any-
where from Somalia to Xinjiang.) That has prompted New York Times
writers to come up with a delightful headline: “Obama’s War on Terror

may resemble Bush's in some areas.”
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When in doubt, bomb 'em

Basically, the Obama administration's strategy—for now—boils down
to turbo-charging a war against Pashtun farmers and peasants. Poppy
cultivation has been part of Afghan culture for centuries. A high-tech
aerial war on destitute peasants will have only one certified result: more
of them increasing their support for, or outright migration to, the multi-
faceted fight against foreign occupation which the Pentagon insists on

defining as an “insurgency.”

Throughout his presidential campaign, Obama defined the key goal of
the “mission” in Afghanistan (promoted to “the central front in the war
on terror”) as capturing Osama bin Laden and the al-Qaeda leadership.
There's no evidence whatsoever that Osama is involved in the heroin
trade. There's also scant evidence the sprawling, sophisticated US surveil-
lance system is interested in actually finding Osama. After all, that would
remove the only “war on terror” rationale for the US to be semi-

occupying Afghanistan.

Plus there's no evidence these extra 17,000 troops are going after
Osama in Helmand province. Assuming he has not gone to meet his 72
virgins in eternal bliss, Osama is supposed to be holed up in Parachinar,
in Kurram province, at least according to the latest guess circulating
among the vast legion of Osama watchers; this one is by University of

California Los Angeles' Thomas Gillespie in the magazine Foreign Policy.

Before the legion starts swamping Google Earth with frantic searches,
it's worth noting that by a quirky twist of history, Parachinar happens to
be the same dusty village Osama and a few al-Qaeda operatives escaped
to from a B-52-bombed Tora Bora in early December 2001—when the
neo-cons were already salivating with the prospect of bombing not empty

mountains but “target-rich” Iraq.
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In fact, since the fabled escape to Parachinar in late 2001 there has
been absolutely no credible intelligence on Osama. Obama's new poppy
gambit does bypass Osama. So it's fair to assume Obama has not been
presented by the US national security apparatus with any new intelli-
gence breakthrough—not to mention pure and simple on-the-ground
basic intelligence, as bombing peasants and farmers to oblivion with
Predator drones in Helmand is not exactly the best strategy to seduce
them into collaborating with the US in finding those al-Qaeda ghosts, as

it has been amply demonstrated in the Pakistani tribal areas.

Of course, in all this charade there's never a slight mention in the
US—even in passing—of why Afghanistan matters: as a transit node of
Pipelineistan—that is, the key Caspian oil and gas branch of the New
Great Game in Eurasia. Compared to the real game, the monochromatic
Washington rhetoric of “winning Afghanistan for democracy” does not

even qualify as a joke.

Moscow to the rescue

The 1,600-kilometer Karachi-Khyber-Kabul supply line envisioned by
the US and NATO is for all practical purposes dead—thanks to the hit-
and-run guerrilla tactics of neo-Taliban in the Pakistani tribal areas, and

not Osama and his al-Qaeda ghosts.

Last week, Obama's Afghanistan/Pakistan envoy Richard Holbrooke
was duly welcomed in Kabul—the day before he arrived—with a group of
suicide bombers and gunmen raising hell in the Justice and Education
ministries, killing 26 and wounding 57 and paralyzing the capital. This
came after Kyrgyzstan had given Washington a six-month notice to pack
up and leave the Manas air base contiguous to Bishkek's civilian airport.
Yet more evidence that Central Asia now listens primarily to Moscow,

not Washington.
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What was not reported was how General David “Iraq surge” Petrae-
us—a man who calculates his each and every move in terms of ideal posi-
tioning for a 2012 presidential run—had rings run around him by those
wily Russians. Petraeus told Obama in person on January 21, the day af-
ter the inauguration, that the US supply lines in Central Asia were totally
secure. Obviously, he forgot to factor in a subsequent regional charm of-
fensive by Russian President Dmitri Medvedev, which established exactly

the opposite.

In the end, transit salvation for the US and NATO is indeed coming
from no one else but Russia—but on Moscow's terms: this means Russia
possibly using its own military planes to airlift the supplies. A deceptively
charming Medvedev has been on the record identifying “very positive
signs— in the new US-Russia chess match. Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov has been on the record saying transit of US and NATO non-
military supplies through Russia begins in effect only a few days after the

20th anniversary of the Soviets leaving Kabul.

Obama for his part would have little to lose by listening to the man
who was in command at the time—retired Lieutenant General Boris
Gromov. Gromov—speaking from personal experience—has said
Obama's surge is doomed to fail: “One can increase the forces or not—it

won't lead to anything but a negative result.—

The price for the US and NATO to have their Afghan supplies arrive
via Russia is clear: no more encirclement, no more NATO extension, no
more anti-missile shield in the Czech Republic and Poland for protection
against non-existent Iranian missiles. All this has to be negotiated in de-

tail.

Russian media have reported Medvedev wants a summit with Obama

in Moscow—with Prime Minister Vladimir Putin obviously at the table.
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But that still seems far-fetched; what will happen in Geneva in March is a

meeting between Lavrov and US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.

Assuming Medvedev has indeed given Obama a tremendous success
story—in terms of a new transit route to Afghanistan—a pesky question
remains; what is, after all, the US mission? It can't be nation-building;
successive US administrations never cared about Afghanistan except as a
sideshow. It can't be to “secure” the country and prevent it from becom-
ing a base for attacks on the US because—as much as Russia, alongside
the US, doesn't want a Talibanized Afghanistan—if there ever was a

“base” it's now in the Pakistani tribal areas.

The best of it all—as usual—is left unsaid. Washington cannot admit
that its only real interest in Afghanistan is as a transit corridor for a gas
pipeline from Turkmenistan to Pakistan and India (the TAPI pipeline).
Moscow cannot admit that the opportunity of helping the US to be

bogged down in Afghanistan for a few more years is too good to pass.

And it gets better.

In the unlikely event Obama and Medvedev decide not to tango,
the only other realistic possibility for the US/NATO to have a new supply
route would be by courting Iran. Practically, that would mean a very long
route from Turkey through Turkish/Iranian Kurdistan, Iran and then
Kabul. A very convenient, shorter route would be from an Iranian port,

say Bandar Abbas, and then into Afghanistan.

It's obvious that to play chess with Russia is much easier for the
Obama administration than to play with Iran. In this case, to get what it
needs, the US would have to forcefully end once and for all the three-
decades-long “wall of mistrust” between Washington and Tehran; it
would have to terminate the sanctions and the embargo; it would have to

renounce regime change in Tehran; and it would even have to allow Iran

11
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to develop its civilian nuclear program, to which it has a right under the

nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty to which it is a signatory.

The Obama administration also would have to face unimaginable
pressure from the Israeli hard right—from Likud supremo Bibi Netanya-
hu to the hardline, former Moldova bouncer Avigdor Lieberman—and

their minions operating in the Israel lobby in Washington.

Iran is getting closer and closer to Russia. Russia currently holds the
presidency of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)—the Eura-
sian answer to NATO not only in terms of security but also in the eco-
nomic and energy spheres. The SCO unites Russia, China, Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, with Iran and Pakistan as observ-
ers. In an interview with RIA Novosti, Iranian Foreign Minister
Manouchehr Mottaki said, “Iran has officially addressed SCO members
and expects its observer status to be finally upgraded to full membership

during Russia's chairmanship period.”

This is what it's all about in Eurasia—the inexorable march of Asian
integration, via the Asian Energy Security Grid and, in security terms, via
the SCO. Both China and Russia are deeply connected with Iran. China
has signed mega-multibillion dollar deals to be supplied by Iranian oil
and gas while selling weapons and myriad goods; and Russia is bound to
sell more weapons and is already selling nuclear energy technology. All
this while Washington is focused on bombing Pashtun peasants and

chasing the ghost of Osama bin Laden.

February 2009
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LIQUID WAR: WELCOME TO PIPELINEISTAN

What happens on the immense battlefield for the control of Eurasia
will provide the ultimate plot line in the tumultuous rush towards a new,

polycentric world order, also known as the New Great Game.

Our good ol' friend the nonsensical “Global War on Terror,” which
the Pentagon has slyly rebranded “the Long War,” sports a far more im-
portant, if half-hidden, twin—a global energy war. I like to think of it as
the Liquid War, because its bloodstream is the pipelines that crisscross
the potential imperial battlefields of the planet. Put another way, if its
crucial embattled frontier these days is the Caspian Basin, the whole of

Eurasia is its chessboard. Think of it, geographically, as Pipelineistan.

All geopolitical junkies need a fix. Since the second half of the 1990s,
I've been hooked on pipelines. I've crossed the Caspian in an Azeri cargo
ship just to follow the $4 billion Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan pipeline, better
known in this chess game by its acronym, BTC, through the Caucasus.
(Oh, by the way, the map of Pipelineistan is chicken-scratched with acro-

nyms, so get used to them!)

I've also trekked various of the overlapping modern Silk Roads, or
perhaps Silk Pipelines, of possible future energy flows from Shanghai to
Istanbul, annotating my own DIY routes for LNG (liquefied natural gas).
I used to avidly follow the adventures of that once-but-not-future Sun-
King of Central Asia, the now deceased Turkmenbashi or “leader of the
Turkmen,” Saparmurat Niyazov, head of the immensely gas-rich Repub-

lic of Turkmenistan, as if he were a Conradian hero.
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In Almaty, the former capital of Kazakhstan (before it was moved to
Astana, in the middle of the middle of nowhere) the locals were puzzled
when I expressed an overwhelming urge to drive to that country's oil
boomtown Aktau. (“Why? There's nothing there.”) Entering the Space
Odyssey-style map room at the Russian energy giant Gazprom's head-
quarters in Moscow—which digitally details every single pipeline in Eur-
asia—or the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC)'s corporate HQ in
Tehran, with its neat rows of female experts in full chador, was my equiv-
alent of entering Aladdin's cave. And never reading the words “Afghani-
stan” and “oil” in the same sentence is still a source of endless

amusement for me.

Last year, oil cost a king's ransom. This year, it's relatively cheap. But
don't be fooled. Price isn't the point here. Like it or not, energy is still
what everyone who's anyone wants to get their hands on. So consider this
dispatch just the first installment in a long, long tale of some of the
moves that have been, or will be, made in the maddeningly complex New
Great Game, which goes on unceasingly, no matter what else muscles

into the headlines this week.

Forget the mainstream media's obsession with al-Qaeda, Osama “dead
or alive” bin Laden, the Taliban—neo, light or classic—or that “war on
terror,” whatever name it goes by. These are diversions compared to the
high-stakes, hardcore geopolitical game that follows what flows along the
pipelines of the planet.

Who said Pipelineistan couldn't be fun?

Calling Dr. Zbig

In his 1997 magnum opus The Grand Chessboard, Zbigniew
Brzezinski—realpolitik practitioner extraordinaire and former national

security advisor to Jimmy Carter, the president who launched the US on
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its modern energy wars—Ilaid out in some detail just how to hang on to
American “global primacy.” Later, his master plan would be duly copied
by that lethal bunch of Dr. No's congregated at Bill Kristol's Project for a
New American Century (PNAC, in case you'd forgotten the acronym

since its website and its followers went down).

For Dr. Zbig, who, like me, gets his fix from Eurasia—from, that is,
thinking big—it all boils down to fostering the emergence of just the
right set of “strategically compatible partners” for Washington in places
where energy flows are strongest. This, as he so politely put it back then,
should be done to shape “a more cooperative trans-Eurasian security sys-

»

tem.

By now, Dr. Zbig—among whose fans is evidently President Barack
Obama—must have noticed that the Eurasian train which was to deliver
the energy goods has been slightly derailed. The Asian part of Eurasia, it

seems, begs to differ.

Global financial crisis or not, oil and natural gas are the long-term
keys to an inexorable transfer of economic power from the West to Asia.
Those who control Pipelineistan—and despite all the dreaming and
planning that's gone on there, it's unlikely to be Washington—will have
the upper hand in whatever's to come, and there's not a terrorist in the

world, or even a long war, that can change that.

Energy expert Michael Klare has been instrumental in identifying the
key vectors in the wild, ongoing global scramble for power over Pipeline-
istan. These range from the increasing scarcity (and difficulty of reach-
ing) primary energy supplies to “the painfully slow development of
energy alternatives.” Though you may not have noticed, the first skir-
mishes in Pipelineistan's Liquid War are already on, and even in the
worst of economic times, the risk mounts constantly, given the relentless

competition between the West and Asia, be it in the Middle East, in the
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Caspian theater, or in African oil-rich states like Angola, Nigeria and Su-

dan.

In these early skirmishes of the twenty-first century, China reacted
swiftly indeed. Even before the attacks of 9/11, its leaders were formulat-
ing a response to what they saw as the reptilian encroachment of the
West on the oil and gas lands of Central Asia, especially in the Caspian
Sea region. To be specific, in June 2001, its leaders joined with Russia's to
form the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. It's known as the SCO and
that's an acronym you should memorize. It's going to be around for a

while.

Back then, the SCO's junior members were, tellingly enough, the
Stans, the energy-rich former Soviet Socialist Republics (SSRs) of the So-
viet Union—Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Tajikistan—which
the Clinton administration and then the new Bush administration, run
by those former energy men, had been eyeing covetously. The organiza-
tion was to be a multi-layered economic and military regional coopera-
tion society that, as both the Chinese and the Russians saw it, would
function as a kind of security blanket around the upper rim of Afghani-

stan.

Iran is, of course, a crucial energy node of West Asia and that coun-
try's leaders, too, would prove no slouches when it came to the New
Great Game. It needs at least $200 billion in foreign investment to truly
modernize its fabulous oil and gas reserves—and thus sell much more to
the West than U.S.-imposed sanctions now allow. No wonder Iran soon
became a target in Washington. No wonder an air assault on that country
remains the ultimate wet dream of assorted Likudniks as well as Dick
(“Angler”) Cheney and his neocon chamberlains and comrades-in-arms.
As seen by the elite from Tehran and Delhi to Beijing and Moscow, such
a US attack, now likely off the radar screen until at least 2012, would be a
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war not only against Russia and China, but against the whole project of

Asian integration that the SCO is coming to represent.

Global BRIC-a-brac

Meanwhile, as the Obama administration tries to sort out its Iranian,
Afghan, and Central Asian policies, Beijing continues to dream of a se-
cure, fast-flowing, energy version of the old Silk Road, extending from
the Caspian Basin (the energy-rich Stans plus Iran and Russia) to Xin-

jiang Province, its Far West.

The SCO has expanded its aims and scope since 2001. Today, Iran,
India, and Pakistan enjoy “observer status” in an organization that in-
creasingly aims to control and protect not just regional energy supplies,
but Pipelineistan in every direction. This is, of course, the role the Wash-
ington ruling elite would like NATO to play across Eurasia. Given that
Russia and China expect the SCO to play a similar role across Asia, clash-

es of various sorts are inevitable.

Ask any relevant expert at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in
Beijing and he will tell you that the SCO should be understood as a his-
torically unique alliance of five non-Western civilizations—Russian,
Chinese, Muslim, Hindu, and Buddhist—and, because of that, capable of
evolving into the basis for a collective security system in Eurasia. That's a
thought sure to discomfort classic inside-the-Beltway global strategists
like Dr. Zbig and President George H. W. Bush's national security advi-

sor Brent Scowcroft.

According to the view from Beijing, the rising world order of the
twenty-first century will be significantly determined by a quadrangle of
BRIC countries—for those of you by now collecting Great Game acro-
nyms, that stands for Brazil, Russia, India, and China—plus the future

Islamic triangle of Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey. Add in a unified
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South America, no longer in thrall to Washington, and you have a global

SCO-plus. On the drawing boards, at least, it's a high octane dream.
The key to any of this is a continuing Sino-Russian entente cordiale.

Already in 1999, watching NATO and the United States aggressively
expand into the distant Balkans, Beijing identified this new game for
what it was: a developing energy war. And at stake were the oil and natu-
ral gas reserves of what Americans would soon be calling the “arc of in-
stability,” a vast span of lands extending from North Africa to the
Chinese border. No less important would be the routes pipelines would
take in bringing the energy buried in those lands to the West. Where they
would be built, the countries they would cross, would determine much in
the world to come. And this was where the empire of US military bases
(think, for instance, Camp Bondsteel in Kosovo) met Pipelineistan (rep-
resented, way back in 1999, by the AMBO pipeline).

AMBO, short for Albanian Macedonian Bulgarian Oil Corporation,
an entity registered in the U.S., is building a $1.1 billion pipeline, aka “the
Trans-Balkan,” slated to be finished by 2011. It will bring Caspian oil to
the West without taking it through either Russia or Iran. As a pipeline,
AMBO fit well into a geopolitical strategy of creating a U.S.-controlled
energy security grid that was first developed by President Bill Clinton's
Energy Secretary Bill Richardson and later by Vice President Dick Chen-
ey.

Behind the idea of that “grid” lay a go-for-broke militarization of an
energy corridor that would stretch from the Caspian Sea in Central Asia
through a series of now independent former SSRs of the Soviet Union to
Turkey, and from there into the Balkans (thence on to Europe). It was
meant to sabotage the larger energy plans of both Russia and Iran. AM-
BO itself would bring oil from the Caspian Basin to a terminal in the

former SSR of Georgia in the Caucasus, and then transport it by tanker
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through the Black Sea to the Bulgarian port of Burgas, where another
pipeline would connect to Macedonia and then to the Albanian port of
Vlora.

As for Camp Bondsteel, it was the “enduring” military base that
Washington gained from the wars for the remains of Yugoslavia. It
would be the largest overseas base the US had built since the Vietnam
War. Halliburton's subsidiary Kellogg Brown & Root (KBR) would, with
the Army Corps of Engineers, put it up on 400 hectares of farmland near
the Macedonian border in southern Kosovo. Think of it as a user-
friendly, five-star version of Guantanamo with perks for those stationed
there that included Thai massage and loads of junk food. Bondsteel is the
Balkan equivalent of a giant immobile aircraft carrier, capable of exercis-
ing surveillance not only over the Balkans but also over Turkey and the
Black Sea region (considered in the neocon-speak of the Bush years “the
new interface” between the “Euro-Atlantic community” and the “Greater
Middle East™).

How could Russia, China, and Iran not interpret the war in Kosovo,
then the invasion of Afghanistan (where Washington had previously
tried to pair with the Taliban and encourage the building of another of
those avoid-Iran, avoid-Russia pipelines), followed by the invasion of
Iraq (that country of vast oil reserves), and finally the recent clash in
Georgia (that crucial energy transportation junction) as straightforward
wars for Pipelineistan? Though seldom imagined this way in our main-
stream media, the Russian and Chinese leaderships saw a stark “continui-
ty” of policy stretching from Bill Clinton's humanitarian imperialism to
Bush's Global War on Terror. Blowback, as then Russian President Vla-
dimir Putin himself warned publicly, was inevitable—but that's another

magic-carpet story, another cave to enter another time.
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Rainy Night in Georgia

If you want to understand Washington's version of Pipelineistan, you
have to start with Mafia-ridden Georgia. Though its army was crushed in
its recent war with Russia, Georgia remains crucial to Washington's en-
ergy policy in what, by now, has become a genuine arc of instability—in
part because of a continuing obsession with cutting Iran out of the ener-

gy flow.

It was around the Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline, as I pointed
out in my book Globalistan in 2007, that American policy congealed.
Zbig Brzezinski himself flew into Baku in 1995 as an “energy consultant,”
less than four years after Azerbaijan became independent, and sold the
idea to the Azerbaijani elite. The BTC was to run from the Sangachal
Terminal, half-an-hour south of Baku, across neighboring Georgia to the
Marine Terminal in the Turkish port of Ceyhan on the Mediterranean.
Now operational, that 1,767-kilometer-long, 44-meter-wide steel serpent
straddles no less than six war zones, ongoing or potential: Nagorno-
Karabakh (an Armenian enclave in Azerbaijan), Chechnya and Dagestan
(both embattled regions of Russia), South Ossetia and Abkhazia (on
which the 2008 Russia-Georgia war pivoted), and Turkish Kurdistan.

From a purely economic point of view, the BTC made no sense. A
“BTK” pipeline, running from Baku through Tehran to Iran's Kharg Is-
land, could have been built for, relatively speaking, next to nothing—and
it would have had the added advantage of bypassing both mafia-corroded
Georgia and wobbly Kurdish-populated Eastern Anatolia. That would

have been the really cheap way to bring Caspian oil and gas to Europe.

The New Great Game ensured that that was not to be, and much fol-
lowed from that decision. Even though Moscow never planned to occupy

Georgia long-term in its 2008 war, or take over the BTC pipeline that
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now runs through its territory, Alfa Bank oil and gas analyst Konstantin
Batunin pointed out the obvious: by briefly cutting off the BTC oil flow,
Russian troops made it all too clear to global investors that Georgia was-
n't a reliable energy transit country. In other words, the Russians made a

mockery of Zbig's world.

For its part, Azerbaijan was, until recently, the real success story in the
US version of Pipelineistan. Advised by Zbig, Bill Clinton literally “stole”
Baku from Russia's “near abroad” by promoting the BTC and the wealth
that would flow from it. Now, however, with the message of the Russia-
Georgia War sinking in, Baku is again allowing itself to be seduced by
Russia. To top it off, Azerbaijan President [lham Aliyev can't stand Geor-
gia's brash President Mikhail Saakashvili. That's hardly surprising. After
all, Saakashvili's rash military moves caused Azerbaijan to lose at least

$500 million when the BTC was shut down during the war.

Russia's energy seduction blitzkrieg is focused like a laser on Central
Asia as well. (We'll talk about it more in the next Pipelineistan install-
ment.) It revolves around offering to buy Kazakh, Uzbek, and Turkmen
gas at European prices instead of previous, much lower Russian prices.
The Russians, in fact, have offered the same deal to the Azeris: so now,
Baku is negotiating a deal involving more capacity for the Baku-
Novorossiysk pipeline, which makes its way to the Russian borders of the

Black Sea, while considering pumping less oil for the BTC.

President Obama needs to understand the dire implications of this.
Less Azeri oil on the BTC—its full capacity is 1 million barrels a day,
mostly shipped to Europe—means the pipeline may go broke, which is

exactly what Russia wants.

In Central Asia, some of the biggest stakes revolve around the mon-
ster Kashagan oil field in “snow leopard” Kazakhstan, the absolute jewel

in the Caspian crown with reserves of as many as 9 billion barrels. As
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usual in Pipelineistan, it all comes down to which routes will deliver
Kashagan's oil to the world after production starts in 2013. This spells, of
course, Liquid War. Wily Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev would
like to use the Russian-controlled Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC) to

pump Kashagan crude to the Black Sea.

In this case, the Kazakhs hold all the cards. How oil will flow from
Kashagan will decide whether the BTC—once hyped by Washington as
the ultimate Western escape route from dependence on Persian Gulf

oil—lives or dies.

Welcome, then, to Pipelineistan! Whether we like it or not, in good
times and bad, it's a reasonable bet that we're all going to be Pipeline
tourists. So, go with the flow. Learn the crucial acronyms, keep an eye out
for what happens to all those US bases across the oil heartlands of the
planet, watch where the pipelines are being built, and do your best to
keep tabs on the next set of monster Chinese energy deals and fabulous

coups by Russia's Gazprom.

And, while you're at it, consider this just the first postcard sent off
from our tour of Pipelineistan. We'll be back (to slightly adapt a quote
from the Terminator). Think of this as a door opening onto a future in
which what flows where and to whom may turn out to be the most im-

portant question on the planet.

March 2009, originally at TomDispatch.com
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OBAMA'S AFGHAN SPAGHETTI WESTERN

As the Barack Obama administration releases the details of its strate-
gic review of Afghanistan's “good war,” an acronym-plagued global pub-
lic opinion is confronted with a semantic dilemma: what in the world is
happening to George W Bush's “global war on terror” (GWOT), then
slyly rebranded by the Pentagon as “The Long War” (TLW)?

It all started when a mid-level bureaucrat in the Obama administra-
tion's Office of Management and Budget (OMB) sent an e-mail to the
Pentagon stressing the White House was finally axing GWOT and giving
birth to the delightfully Orwellian Overseas Contingency Operations
(0CO).

As it happens, no Taliban will be OCOed—at least for the moment.
The White House and the Pentagon still rely on GWOT. Pentagon press
secretary Geoff Morrell was adamant: “I've never received such a di-
rective.” Asked by a reporter what nomenclature he would prefer, Mor-
rell took no prisoners: “Another way to refer to it would be, you know, a
campaign against extremists who wish to do us harm.” So exit GWOT,
enter CAEWWTDUH.

What's in a name?

There's still no evidence that the Obama administration's new strategy
will be all-out CAEWWTDUH. Or that the US-backed international con-
ference on Afghanistan in The Hague next Tuesday—which Iran has
confirmed it will attend—will go CAEWWTDUH. Or that the NATO
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summit in Brussels next Friday will re-evaluate all its CAEWWTDUH

options.

It's widely accepted in acronym-infested US foreign policy circles that
what's happening in the Afghanistan-Pakistani theater are in fact three
overlapping wars. But the Shakespearean doubt remains: are they CT or
COIN?

Afghanistan itself is certainly privileged COIN (counter-insurgency)
territory—as per Bush's “main man,” Central Command supremo Gen-
eral David “I'm always positioning myself to 2012” Petraeus strategy.
And so are the tribal areas, the Pakistani North-West Frontier Province
and now parts of the Punjab as far as the offensive against the neo-
Taliban Baitullah Mehsud and Mullah Fazlullah are concerned. But
there's also CT (counter-terrorism) going on in the tribal areas focusing
on a few dozen “historic” al-Qaeda, including lecturer-in-chief Ayman

al-Zawabhiri and elusive icon Osama “dead or alive” bin Laden.

Strategically reviewed or not, what is de facto happening in the Af-
ghan theater of CAEWWTDUH during the Obama administration—
courtesy of Petraeus, a “The Long War” (TLW) General if there ever was
one—is nothing but a remix of a British Raj policy of buying off peace
with Afghan tribes as a means to bide time until a way is found to smash
them to pieces. It didn't work for the Brits and there's no evidence it will
work for the Americans and NATO.

As for Taliban and neo-Taliban commanders and foot soldiers, it's ir-
relevant if from now on they are designated as Overseas Contingency
Operations (OCO) targets or the principals in CAEWWTDUH. They
don't fight acronyms; they fight “Western invaders.” So in the interests of
neo-realism, let's examine how CAEWWTDUH—or OCO, or plain old

COIN—are faring when applied to a crucial microcosm of the vast Af-
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ghanistan-Pakistan theater, the western Afghanistan region around He-

rat.

Calling Sergio Leone

To sum it all up, the whole picture looks like nothing less than an Af-
ghan version of the Sergio Leone-directed, Ennio Morricone-scored The
Good, the Bad and the Ugly. Move over, Spaghetti Western, and call it a
deadly Spaghetti Eastern.

There are three military bases (“camps” in Pentagon terminology) in
western Afghanistan. One is American. The other one is Afghan (these
two are basically forts in the middle of nowhere, manned by no more
than 100 soldiers). And the most important—the regional command of

NATO/International Security Assistant Force (ISAF) troops—is Italian.

Only in the first two months of 2009, “hostile acts” against Western-
ers—chiefly car bombs and improvised explosive devices—in this “Ital-
ian” zone around Herat were up by 50%. General Paolo Serra commands
a multinational force of only 3,000 men (half of them Italian) who are

charged to control an area the size of northern Italy.

Only 600 of these—Italian and Spanish—are actually soldiers. Total
forces in the area number 10,000 men—including American and Afghan
soldiers and 1,000 Afghan policemen. Everyone familiar with the war
theater remembers that during the 1980s anti-Soviet jihad the Soviets had

ten times more men—with subsequent well-known results.

The best roads in Afghanistan are in the Herat region—because of
Iranian investment; after all this used to be a very important satrapy of
the Persian empire. The border at Eslam Qal'eh is only a 40-minute drive
from Herat. The whole region is absolutely strategic for Iran. It straddles

a New Silk Road. Iran wants Central Asian trade and commerce—from
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Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan—flowing to Iranian ports in-

stead of Pakistani ports.

And then there's the all-encompassing Pipelineistan angle. Iran—as
well as Russia—has no interest whatsoever in seeing the construction of
the perennially troubled, US-backed, $7.6 billion Turkmenistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) pipeline that would cross western
Afghanistan east of Herat and advance south through Taliban-controlled

territory towards Pakistani Balochistan province.

So no wonder the Iranian secret service is absolutely ubiquitous. And
its best ally in the region is none other than legendary anti-Soviet muja-
hid warlord Ishmail Khan—with whom President Hamid Karzai in Kabul

has been clashing virtually non-stop since 2002.

For the Italians, the black—not olive—oil in the pizza is not Iran, but
the “Taliban,” a true portmanteau word. In an ultra-remote base in Bala
Murghah, a village very close to the Turkmenistan border in what is now
Taliban-controlled territory, the Italians' security perimeter varies from a
mere 500 meters to 1.5 kilometers. If they stay inside, they are protected
by the village, controlled by—who else—a former mujahid. If they ven-
ture outside, they are at the mercy of the “lions”—a joke referring to the

Colosseum days of the Roman Empire.

Any “Taliban” foot soldier is worth $5 a day. Anybody can assemble a
private army. Anybody with good tribal connections can make the very

profitable career move from tribal chief to drug warlord.
And that brings us to Qulum Yahya Sia Shoon.

The Italians are virtually encircled. There's a very small base in Farah,
in the homonymous province, south of Herat. South of Farah, Taliban
groups fleeing American air power are encroaching. North of Herat the

region is infested with pro-Taliban smugglers. And in Guzara—halfway
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between Herat and the Iranian border—is a new Western public enemy
number one, the flamboyant Qulum Yahya Sia Shoon, the former, anti-
inflation mayor of Herat who, after losing a political battle, did an about-

face and became—what else?—a crime boss.

He's not with the Taliban—whom he used to fight—but he's not with
the doomed Karzai's people in Kabul either. He used to be an Ishmail
Khan faithful—until he turned against his master. So this means he's his
own man, with his own private agenda (and militia), who wants no inter-
ference from foreigners. Virtually everyone in the region knows where
he's hiding. But he always eludes capture—a source of endless puzzle-

ment for General Paolo Serra.

So in this enormous expanse, Westerners are confronted with vast no-
government zones; villages totally controlled by tribal clans; the web of
the tribes themselves; the various shura (tribal councils) composed by a
web of cross-marriages; a web of enemies; and chiefly local warlords en-
joying very good relations with the Taliban. This Mafia-style controlled
territory with Godfathers aplenty is not too dissimilar from Sicily or the

region around Naples controlled by the Camorra.

“Local economy” means opium and heroin produced in Helmand and
Nimruz provinces that have to go through Herat before crossing to Iran
and Turkmenistan and then to Europe. Hence a phenomenal cast of local
characters including opium smugglers, human traffickers, kidnappers,
mercenaries working for the Taliban and even a few, very fanatic, hard-
core Sunni Islamists. Being “for” or “against” Kabul under these circum-
stances is a mere detail. Pragmatism trumps ideology. After all, the
Afghan war in its various incarnations has been raging for 30 years virtu-

ally non-stop.
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The pizza surge

What the Pentagon, with General David McKiernan, the overall
commander of NATO, ISAF and US troops on top, wants from NATO
troops such as the Italians is less prudence and more manly, gung-ho,
trigger-happy action. This is the kind of stuff from which people recoil in
horror in European capitals—and even classic Obama in next week's tur-

bo-charm offensive in Europe won't be able to change the parameters.

The debate in Italy, for instance, centers on a minimum of extra
troops to be sent to Afghanistan so the Pentagon shuts up. This “pizza
surge” would mean a maximum of 200 troops. It's also a matter of con-
strained budget. Rome spends something like 1,000 euros (US$1,357) a
minute for its 2,800 troops in Afghanistan. The idea is to get maximum

bang for the euro.

For starters, this means more “coaches.” In NATO's world, one coach
is worth ten regular soldiers. So if you deploy 50 coaches (equipped with
radios accessing air strikes by four Tornado jet fighters and 13 Mangosta
attack helicopters), they count for 500 people in Brussels. And in a much
more efficient set up—with the Tornados based in Herat (and not in dis-
tant Mazar-i-Sharif), more airpower (16 helicopters instead of 13) but
with less flight hours each, spending the same amount, and four advance

bases instead of the current three.

It's painfully, obviously impossible to win local hearts and minds,
curb drug smuggling, invest in nation-building and fight a CAEW-
WTDUH or OCO under these circumstances with such a set up. NATO

is on a losing war—and the best political minds in Brussels know it.

But the crucial problem remains; the Obama administration is just re-
mixing the Pentagon's operational priorities—same as with the acronym

fiasco. For all practical purposes, strategically reviewed or not, GWOT,
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TLW, CAEWWTDUH or OCO goes on, with no end in sight, with the
Persian Gulf as a secondary theater, Afghanistan-Pakistan and Central

Asia as the primary theater, and ideology poisoning strategic vision.

This framework, inherited from Bush and his former vice president
Dick Cheney, is incompatible with what can be glimpsed from some of
Obama's speeches and actions, the lineaments of maybe a new, more eq-
uitable, American project. Yes we can? Not yet. There will be blood—a

lot more blood—in this Afghan Spaghetti Western.

March 2009
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GLOBOCOP VERSUS THE TERMINATO

The people of Strasbourg have voted in their apartment balconies for
the French-German co-production of NATO’s birthday this Saturday.
Thousands of “No to NATO” banners, alongside “Peace” banners,

sprung up all around town until forcibly removed by French police.

Prime “liberal democracy” repression tactics were inevitably on
show—just as in the much-hyped “we had 275 minutes to save the world
and all we could come up with was half-a-trillion dollars for the IMF”
Group of 20 summit in London. Protesters were tear-gassed as terrorists.
Downtown was cordoned off. Residents were forced to wear badges.

Demonstrations got banished to the suburbs.

Then there's the musical metaphor. When NATO was created in
Washington on April 4, 1949, the soundtrack was Gershwin's It Ain't
Necessarily So. When seven countries from the former Warsaw Pact were
admitted in 2004, the soundtrack came from the ghastly Titanic block-
buster. For the 60th birthday bash in Baden-Baden—with the Barack
Obama, Nicolas Sarkozy, Angela Merkel trio attending—it's Georges Bi-

zet's Carmen.

As much as Carmen is a gypsy who believes a fortune-teller and ends
up dead, NATO is a global traveler who may end up dead by believing

fortune-teller Washington.

Sultans of swing

NATO certainly has plenty to celebrate. France, under adrenalin

junkie Sarkozy—known in NATOland as the “Sultan of Bruni,” in refer-
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ence to his smashing wife Carla—is back to NATO. Obama is presenting
his new, comprehensive Afghanistan-Pakistan strategy to NATO. NATO
“secures the peace” in Mafia-ridden Kosovo (an entity not recognized
even by NATO members such as Spain and Greece). NATO, in full “war
on terror” mode, acts like a supercop in the Mediterranean. NATO pa-
trols the Horn of Africa looking for pirates. NATO trains Iraqi security
forces. For a body of 60, NATO is fully fit.

Physically, NATO is a bureaucratic nightmare occupying a huge, hor-
rid building on Blvd Leopold III in Mons, outside of Brussels, employing
5,200 civilians divided into 320 committees sharing an annual budget of
$2.7 billion. These committees manage 60,000 combat troops scattered

all around the world.

NATO should have been dead immediately after the fall of the enemy
it was created to fight—the Soviet Union. Instead, NATO had a ball dur-
ing the 1990s, when Russia was down and out and Russian president Bo-
ris Yeltsin spent more time filling up his vodka glass than worrying about

geopolitics.

In 1999—to the delight of weapons makers in the US industrial-
military complex—NATO expanded to the Balkans via its devastating air
war on Russian ally Serbia, sold to world public opinion by then US Pres-
ident Bill Clinton on humanitarian grounds when it was, in fact, humani-

tarian imperialism.

To say that NATO—a North Atlantic body—is overextended is an
understatement. Members Romania and Bulgaria are nowhere near the
Atlantic Ocean. Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia are land-
locked. In Central Asia, Afghanistan (or at least the non-Taliban-
controlled parts of it) is de facto occupied by NATO. Mega-bases such as
Ramstein (Germany), Aviano (Italy) and Incirlik (Turkey) now have a

counterpart halfway around the world in Bagram (Afghanistan).
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Decades after the British Empire, “Europe” tries to (re)occupy the
Hindu Kush. Afghanistan is NATO's first war outside Europe and first
ground war ever. It involves all 26 members (now 28; Albania and Croa-
tia were finally admitted) plus 12 “partners,” including five European
nations that used to be neutral: Austria, Finland, Ireland, Sweden and
Switzerland. All of them are bound by NATO's first-ever invocation of

Article 5 of its charter, which determines mutual military assistance.

In a mix of reading the writing on the wall (this is an unwinnable war)
and appeasing the fury of their pacifist public opinions, most European
governments will never relent to Obama's appeal—as charm offensive-
laden as it may be—for more troops in Afghanistan. Opposition to the
Afghan war in Germany, for instance, is around 70% (humanitarian aid

is a different story).

Many countries, including the most powerful, will shun Obama's de-
mands based on secret “national provisos.” As lawyers in Berlin told
NATO, for example, German soldiers are prohibited from launching a

pre-emptive, on-the-ground attack on the Taliban.

That utterly misleading acronym, ISAF (International Security Assis-
tance Force) used to be in charge of the Western occupation of Afghani-
stan starting in December 2001—until, Transformer-style, it became a
huge counter-insurgency (COIN) drive expanding all over the country all
the way to western Pakistan. The management of this COIN is obviously
American—first and foremost because it totally bypasses NATO's very

complex political voting mechanisms.

There's nothing “international” about ISAF. ISAF is NATO. And with
swarms of combat troops and air strikes there’s nothing “assistance”

about it either.
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ISAF/NATO is headquartered in Kabul, in a former riding club on
renamed Great Masoud Road which was rebuilt into a veritable fortress.
The buck stops with—what else is new—not an European, but an Ameri-
can, four-star General David McKiernan. As much as his personal mis-
sion in the 1970s was to prevent the Warsaw Pact from infiltrating West
Germany, his mission nowadays is to prevent al-Qaeda from, in his

words, “infiltrating Europe or the United States.”

By the way, if anybody had any doubts, this whole thing still falls un-
der ongoing “Operation Enduring Freedom,” according to the Pentagon.
This really “enduring” freedom applies to no less than Afghanistan, Paki-
stan, Cuba (because of Guantanamo), Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Jordan,
Kenya, Kyrgyzstan, the Philippines, Seychelles, Sudan, Tajikistan, Tur-
key, Uzbekistan and Yemen.

McKiernan's big thing had to be the upcoming Obama Afghan
surge—which will be executed by American, not NATO soldiers. After
all, hardcore combat has nothing to do with ISAF's original mandate. But
the problem is the fog of war and ISAF/NATO has become a TermiNA-
TO—ensnared as much as the Americans in a peace-by-Predator logic.
Call it the coalition of the unwilling. No wonder European public opin-

ion is horrified.

And that leads to the breakdown of Obama lecturing NATO on his
“AfPak” war, which needed, according to him, a “more comprehensive
strategy, a more focused strategy, a more disciplined strategy.” In the

end, Obama is reduced to hitting up the Europeans for more money.

The ISAF/NATO commander for all of southern Afghanistan, Dutch
Major-General Mart de Kruif, believes the surge is the right thing—as US
troops will go to “where they are most needed: to Kandahar and Hel-
mand provinces,” where Taliban commanders “are capable of launching

major operations.” As he told Dutch daily NRC Handelsblad, “we need
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more boots on the ground” and “we will also be able to transport more

men and material via air transport.”

But when De Kruif talked about Petraeus' Iraq-surge-replay plan of
arming local militias, he at least let it be known how hard it will be. “If
you're going to arm local militia you need to make sure that they mirror
the local power structure,” he said. “Also, the local police has to be effec-
tive enough to guide and control the militia. You don't want some vague
commander running the militia. You need to give the militia members
the prospect of a job in the police force. And you need to have an exit
strategy, a way to disband the militia again without having all those

weapons disappear.”

Another Dutchman, pro-Iraq war Bush “poodle” Jaap de Hoop
Scheffer, has been NATOQO's secretary general since January 2004 (he
leaves next July). At least he's now admitting—to German weekly Der
Spiegel—that the Afghan war “can't be won militarily.” Instead, he be-
lieves success lies in capturing the “hearts and minds of the people.” Cer-
tainly not by accumulating bomb-a-wedding “collateral damage.” (“We
must be careful to avoid civilian casualties while battling the insurgents,”
he says.) Scheffer is also forced to admit that “cooperation with Iran” in

Afghanistan is essential.

Time for PATO?

Key NATO powers France and Germany simply can't afford to antag-
onize Russia. Germany is a virtual energy hostage of Gazprom. Unlike
irresponsible Eastern Europeans, no French or German government
would even contemplate being a hostage of a New Cold War between
Russia and the US (one of the key reasons why NATO membership for

Georgia and the Ukraine is now virtually dead in the water). Paris and
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Berlin know Moscow could easily station missiles in Kaliningrad or in

Russian-friendly Belarus pointed towards them.

Russia's colorful ambassador to NATO Dmitry Rogozin has the defin-
itive take on NATO's spy-versus-spy obsession of encircling Russia. As
he told Der Spiegel, “The closer their bases get to us, the easier it is for us
to strike them. We would have needed missiles in the past. Today, ma-
chine guns are sufficient.” As for Georgia and Ukraine as NATO mem-
bers, Rogozin adds, why not invite “Hitler, Saddam Hussein and

[Georgian president Mikhail] Saakashvili.”

Russia, Rogozin told French daily Le Monde, expects NATO to be-
come “a modern political and military alliance,” not a “globocop” (as Der
Spiegel dubs it). Russia expects a partnership—not encirclement.
Rogozin could not be more explicit on the Russian position regarding
Afghanistan: “We want to prevent the virus of extremism from crossing
the borders of Afghanistan and take over other states in the region such
as Pakistan. If NATO failed, it would be Russia and her partners that

would have to fight against the extremists in Afghanistan.”

The NATO-Russia Council is bound to meet again. Moscow's official
view is of a security order stretching “from Vancouver to Vladivostok.”
Something even more ambitious than NATO: “Perhaps NATO could
develop into PATO, a Pacific-Atlantic alliance. We just cannot allow

troublemakers to deter us.”

Messing with Russia, anyway, was never a good idea—except for his-
tory and geography deprived neo-conservatives. In 2008 alone, no less
than 120,000 US and NATO troops transited through Manas airbase in
Kyrgyzstan (the base will be closed this year). This, along with the neo-
Taliban bombing of NATO's supply routes in the Khyber Pass, has forced
Petraeus to turn to the Caucasus (Georgia and Azerbaijan) as alternative

military transit routes, and beg Kazakhstan and Tajikistan in Central
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Asia for help; this will only materialize if Russia says “yes.” Magnani-
mously, meanwhile, Russia has opened its territory for the transit of

NATO supply convoys.

What is NATO for?

As much as Palestine is an invaluable test lab for the Israeli Defense
Forces, Afghanistan, and now AfPak, is a lab for both the US and NATO

for test driving weapons systems and variations of Petraeus' COIN.

On the other hand, NATO incompetence has been more than evident
in the drug front. Afghanistan under NATO occupation was back to be-
ing the world's number one producer and exporter of opium. And that,
in turn, led to the current US/NATO drug war.

So AfPak has really been a true Transformer war—from the hunt for
Osama bin Laden to war against that portmanteau word “the Taliban”
and to a Colombia-on-steroids drug war. And all this leaves aside the
eternally invisible Pipelineistan angle—centered on the $7.6 billion TAPI
pipeline which the Bill Clinton administration wanted to go ahead with
via an (aborted) deal with... the Taliban, who were in power in the second
half of the 1990s.

Watching Obama's actions so far, and considering the Pentagon
mindset, there's no evidence to support the possibility that Washington
and NATO would abandon crucially strategic Afghanistan, which hap-

pens to be a stone's throw from the heart of Eurasia.

Just ask China, Russia and observer member Iran of the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization (SCO). The SCO was founded in June 2001, at
first to fight transnational drug smuggling and Islamic fundamentalists
and then started to promote all sorts of cooperation on energy, transpor-

tation, trade and infrastructure.
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Both the US and NATO have totally ignored one of the SCO's aims: to
find a regional, non-weaponized solution for the enduring Afghan trage-
dy. The US and NATO's intransigence during the Bush era is much to
blame for the process of the SCO turning into Asia's NATO. In Asian
and Russian eyes, NATO has nothing to do with “nation-building,”
peacekeeping or “humanitarian assistance.” And Afghanistan proves it.

Asians don't need a globocop—much less a TermiNATO.

Obama, McKiernan, Scheffer, no one will admit it—but many in
Washington and Brussels would actually love NATO to really be a bor-
derless TermiNATO, bypassing the UN to perform humanitarian impe-
rialism all over the globe, taking out “al-Qaeda” and “terrorists”
anywhere, protecting Pipelineistan and pipeline lands for Western inter-

ests in all directions.

The US, supported by NATO, was the midwife of a new incarnation
of “Islamic fundamentalism” which should, as it did, get rid of the Soviets
in Afghanistan and in the former, energy-rich Soviet republics. The fact
that, millions of dead and millions of displaced people later, NATO is
now asking for Russian help so as not be stranded in Afghanistan is just

another bitter irony of AfPak history, and certainly not the last.

April 2009
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THE MYTH OF TALIBANISTAN

Apocalypse Now. Run for cover. The turbans are coming. This is the
state of Pakistan today, according to the current hysteria disseminated by
the Barack Obama administration and United States corporate media—
from Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to theNew York Times. Even Brit-
ish Prime Minister Gordon Brown has said on the record that Pakistani

Talibanistan is a threat to the security of Britain.

But unlike St. Petersburg in 1917 or Tehran in late 1978, Islamabad

won't fall tomorrow to a turban revolution.

Pakistan is not an ungovernable Somalia. The numbers tell the story.
At least 55% of Pakistan's 170 million-strong population are Punjabis.
There's no evidence they are about to embrace Talibanistan; they are es-
sentially Shi'ites, Sufis or a mix of both. Around 50 million are Sindhis—
faithful followers of the late Benazir Bhutto and her husband, now Presi-
dent Asif Ali Zardari's centrist and overwhelmingly secular Pakistan
People's Party. Talibanistan fanatics in these two provinces—amounting
to 85% of Pakistan's population, with a heavy concentration of the urban

middle class—are an infinitesimal minority.

The Pakistan-based Taliban—subdivided in roughly three major
groups, amounting to less than 10,000 fighters with no air force, no Pred-
ator drones, no tanks and no heavily weaponized vehicles—are concen-
trated in the Pashtun tribal areas, in some districts of North-West
Frontier Province (NWFP), and some very localized, small parts of Pun-
jab.



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

To believe this rag-tag band could rout the well-equipped, very pro-
fessional 550,000-strong Pakistani army, the sixth-largest military in the
world, which has already met the Indian colossus in battle, is a ludicrous

proposition.

Moreover, there's no evidence the Taliban, in Afghanistan or in Paki-
stan, have any capability to hit a target outside of “Afpak”(Afghanistan
and Pakistan). That's mythical al-Qaeda's privileged territory. As for the
nuclear hysteria of the Taliban being able to crack the Pakistani army
codes for the country's nuclear arsenal (most of the Taliban, by the way,
are semi-literate), even Obama, at his 100-day news conference, stressed

the nuclear arsenal was safe.

Of course, there's a smatter of junior Pashtun army officers who sym-
pathize with the Taliban—as well as significant sections of the powerful
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) agency. But the military institution itself
is backed by none other than the American army—with which it has been
closely intertwined since the 1970s. Zardari would be a fool to unleash a
mass killing of Pakistani Pashtuns; on the contrary, Pashtuns can be very

useful for Islamabad's own designs.

Zardari's government this week had to send in troops and the air force
to deal with the Buner problem, in the Malakand district of NWEP,
which shares a border with Kunar province in Afghanistan and thus is
relatively close to US and NATO troops. They are fighting less than 500
members of the Tehrik-e Taliban-e Pakistan (TTP). But for the Pakistani
army, the possibility of the area joining Talibanistan is a great asset—
because this skyrockets Pakistani control of Pashtun southern Afghani-
stan, ever in accordance to the eternal “strategic depth” doctrine prevail-

ing in Islamabad.
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Bring me the head of Baitullah Mehsud

So if Islamabad is not burning tomorrow, why the hysteria? There are
several reasons. To start with, what Washington—now under Obama's
“Afpak” strategy—simply cannot stomach is real democracy and a true
civilian government in Islamabad; these would be much more than a
threat to “US interests” than the Taliban, whom the Bill Clinton admin-

istration was happily wining and dining in the late 1990s.

What Washington may certainly relish is yet another military coup—
and sources tell Asia Times Online that former dictator General Pervez
Musharraf (Busharraf as he was derisively referred to) is active behind

the hysteria scene.

It's crucial to remember that every military coup in Pakistan has been
conducted by the army chief of staff. So the man of the hour—and the
next few hours, days and months—is discreet General Ashfaq Kiani,
Benazir's former army secretary. He is very cozy with US military chief

Admiral Mike Mullen, and definitely not a Taliban-hugger.

Moreover, there are canyons of the Pakistani military/security bu-
reaucracy who would love nothing better than to extract even more US
dollars from Washington to fight the Pashtun neo-Taliban that they are
simultaneously arming to fight the Americans and NATO. It works.
Washington is now under a counter-insurgency craze, with the Pentagon

eager to teach such tactics to every Pakistani officer in sight.

What is never mentioned by US corporate media is the tremendous
social problems Pakistan has to deal with because of the mess in the tribal
areas. Islamabad believes that between the Federally Administered Tribal
Areas (FATA) and NWEFP, at least 1 million people are now displaced
(not to mention badly in need of food aid). FATA's population is around

3.5 million—overwhelmingly poor Pashtun peasants. And obviously war
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in FATA translates into insecurity and paranoia in the fabled capital of
NWEFP, Peshawar.

The myth of Talibanistan anyway is just a diversion, a cog in the slow-
moving regional big wheel—which in itself is part of the New Great

Game in Eurasia.

During a first stage—let's call it the branding of evil—Washington
think-tanks and corporate media hammered non-stop on the “threat of
al-Qaeda” to Pakistan and the US. FATA was branded as terrorist cen-
tral—the most dangerous place in the world where “the terrorists” and an
army of suicide bombers were trained and unleashed into Afghanistan to
kill the “liberators” of US/NATO.

In the second stage, the new Obama administration accelerated the
Predator “hell from above” drone war over Pashtun peasants. Now comes
the stage where the soon over 100,000-strong US/NATO troops are de-
picted as the true liberators of the poor in AfPak (and not the “evil” Tali-
ban)—an essential ploy in the new narrative to legitimize Obama's AfPak

surge.

For all pieces to fall into place, a new uber-bogeyman is needed. And
he is TTP leader Baitullah Mehsud, who, curiously, had never been hit by
even a fake US drone until, in early March, he made official his allegiance
to historic Taliban leader Mullah Omar, “The Shadow” himself, who is
said to live undisturbed somewhere around Quetta, in Pakistani Balochi-

stan.

Now there's a US$5 million price on Baitullah's head. The Predators
have duly hit the Mehsud family's South Waziristan bases. But—curioser
and curioser—not once but twice, the ISI forwarded a detailed dossier of

Baitullah's location directly to its cousin, the CIA. But there was no drone
hit.
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And maybe there won't be—especially now that a bewildered Zardari
government is starting to consider that the previous uber-bogeyman, a
certain Osama bin Laden, is no more than a ghost. Drones can incinerate
any single Pashtun wedding in sight. But international bogeymen of mys-
tery—Osama, Baitullah, Mullah Omar—star players in the new OCO
(overseas contingency operations), formerly GWOT (“global war on ter-

ror”), of course deserve star treatment.

May 2009
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BALOCHISTAN IS THE ULTIMATE PRIZE

It's a classic case of calm before the storm. The AfPak chapter of
Obama's brand new OCO (“Overseas Contingency Operations”), former-
ly GWOT (“global war on terror”) does not imply only a surge in the
Pashtun Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). A surge in Balo-

chistan as well may be virtually inevitable.

Balochistan is totally under the radar of Western corporate media. But
not the Pentagon's. An immense desert comprising almost 48% of Paki-
stan's area, rich in uranium and copper, potentially very rich in oil, and
producing more than one-third of Pakistan's natural gas, it accounts for
less than 4% of Pakistan's 173 million citizens. Balochs are the majority,
followed by Pashtuns. Quetta, the provincial capital, is considered Tali-
ban Central by the Pentagon, which for all its high-tech wizardry myste-
riously has not been able to locate Quetta resident “The Shadow,”

historic Taliban emir Mullah Omar himself.

Strategically, Balochistan is mouth-watering: east of Iran, south of Af-
ghanistan, and boasting three Arabian Sea ports, including Gwadar, prac-

tically at the mouth of the Strait of Hormuz.

Gwadar—a port built by China—is the absolute key. It is the essential
node in the crucial, ongoing, and still virtual Pipelineistan war between
IPI and TAPI. IPI is the Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline, also known as the
“peace pipeline,” which is planned to cross from Iranian to Pakistani Bal-
ochistan—an anathema to Washington. TAPI is the perennially troubled,

US-backed Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India pipeline, which is
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planned to cross western Afghanistan via Herat and branch out to Kan-
dahar and Gwadar.

Washington's dream scenario is Gwadar as the new Dubai—while
China would need Gwadar as a port and also as a base for pumping gas
via a long pipeline to China. One way or another, it will all depend on
local grievances being taken very seriously. Islamabad pays a pittance in
royalties for the Balochis, and development aid is negligible; Balochistan
is treated as a backwater. Gwadar as the new Dubai would not necessarily
mean local Balochis benefiting from the boom; in many cases they could

even be stripped of their local land.

To top it all, there's the New Great Game in Eurasia fact that Pakistan
is a key pivot to both NATO and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO), of which Pakistan is an observer. So whoever “wins” Balochistan
incorporates Pakistan as a key transit corridor to either Iranian gas from
the monster South Pars field or a great deal of the Caspian wealth of “gas

republic” Turkmenistan.

The cavalry to the rescue

Now imagine thousands of mobile US troops—backed by supreme air
power and hardcore artillery—pouring into this desert across the im-
mense, 800-kilometer-long, empty southern Afghanistan-Balochistan
border. These are Obama’s surge troops who will be in theory destroying
opium crops in Helmand province in Afghanistan. They will also try to
establish a meaningful presence in the ultra-remote, southwest Afghani-
stan, Baloch-majority province of Nimruz. It would take nothing for
them to hit Pakistani Balochistan in hot pursuit of Taliban bands. And
this would certainly be a prelude for a de facto US invasion of Balochi-

stan.

What would the Balochis do? That's a very complex question.
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Balochistan is of course tribal—just as the FATA. Local tribal chiefs
can be as backward as Islamabad is neglectful (and they are not exactly
paragons of human rights either). A parallel could be made with the Swat
valley.

Most Baloch tribes bow to Islamabad's authority—except, first and
foremost, the Bugti. And then there's the Balochistan Liberation Army
(BLA)—which both Washington and London brand as a terrorist group.
Its leader is Brahamdagh Bugti, operating out of Kandahar (only two
hours away from Quetta). In a recent Pakistani TV interview he could
not be more sectarian, stressing the BLA is getting ready to attack non-
Balochis. The Balochis are inclined to consider the BLA as a resistance
group. But Islamabad denies it, saying their support is not beyond 10% of

the provincial population.

It does not help that Islamabad tends to be not only neglectful but
heavy-handed; in August 2006, Musharraf's troops killed ultra-respected

local leader Nawab Akbar Bugti, a former provincial governor.

There's ample controversy on whether the BLA is being hijacked by
foreign intelligence agencies—everyone from the CIA and the British
MI6 to the Israeli Mossad. In a 2006 visit to Iran, I was prevented from
going to Sistan-Balochistan in southeast Iran because, according to Teh-
ran's version, infiltrated CIA from Pakistani Balochistan were involved in
covert, cross-border attacks. And it's no secret to anyone in the region
that since 9/11 the US virtually controls the Baloch air bases in Dal-

bandin and Panjgur.

In October 2001, while I was waiting for an opening to cross to Kan-
dahar from Quetta, and apart from tracking the whereabouts of President
Hamid Karzai and his brother, I spent quite some time with a number of
BLA associates and sympathizers. They described themselves as “progres-

sive, nationalist, anti-imperialist” (and that makes them difficult to be co-
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opted by the US). They were heavily critical of “Punjabi chauvinism,” and
always insisted the region's resources belong to Balochis first; that was

the rationale for attacks on gas pipelines.

Stressing an atrocious, provincial literacy rate of only 16% (“It's gov-
ernment policy to keep Balochistan backward”), they resented the fact
that most people still lacked drinking water. They claimed support from
at least 70% of the Baloch population (“Whenever the BLA fires a rocket,
it's the talk of the bazaars”). They also claimed to be united, and in coor-
dination with Iranian Balochis. And they insisted that “Pakistan had
turned Balochistan into a US cantonment, which affected a lot the rela-

tionship between the Afghan and Baloch peoples.”

As a whole, not only BLA sympathizers but the Balochis in general are
adamant: although prepared to remain within a Pakistani confederation,

they want infinitely more autonomy.

Game on

How crucial Balochistan is to Washington can be assessed by the
study “Baloch Nationalism and the Politics of Energy Resources: the
Changing Context of Separatism in Pakistan” by Robert Wirsing of the
US Army think-tank Strategic Studies Institute. Predictably, it all revolves

around Pipelineistan.

China—which built Gwadar and needs gas from Iran—must be side-
lined by all means necessary. The added paranoid Pentagon component
is that China could turn Gwadar into a naval base and thus “threaten” the

Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean.

The only acceptable scenario for the Pentagon would be for the US to
take over Gwadar. Once again, that would be a prime confluence of Pipe-

lineistan and the US Empire of Bases.
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Not only in terms of blocking the IPI pipeline and using Gwadar for
TAPI, control of Gwadar would open the mouth-watering opportunity of
a long land route across Balochistan into Helmand, Nimruz, Kandahar
or, better yet, all of these three provinces in southwest Afghanistan. From
a Pentagon/NATO perspective, after the “loss” of the Khyber Pass, that
would be the ideal supply route for Western troops in the perennial, now
rebranded, GWOT (“global war on terror”).

During the Asif Ali Zardari administration in Islamabad the BLA,
though still a fringe group with a political wing and a military wing, has
been regrouping and rearming, while the current chief minister of Balo-
chistan, Nawab Raisani, is suspected of being a CIA asset (there's no con-
clusive proof). There's fear in Islamabad that the government has taken
its eye off the Balochistan ball—and that the BLA may be effectively used
by the US for balkanization purposes. But Islamabad still seems not to
have listened to the key Baloch grievance: we want to profit from our

natural wealth, and we want autonomy.

So what's gonna be the future of “Dubai” Gwadar? IPI or TAPI? The
die is cast. Under the radar of the Obama/Karzai/Zardari photo-op in
Washington, all's still to play in this crucial front in the New Great Game

in Eurasia.

May 2009
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BLUE GOLD, TURKMEN BASHES, AND ASIAN
GRIDS

As Barack Obama heads into his second hundred days in office, let's
head for the big picture ourselves, the ultimate global plot line, the tu-
multuous rush towards a new, polycentric world order. In its first hun-
dred days, the Obama presidency introduced us to a brand new acronym,
OCO for Overseas Contingency Operations, formerly known as GWOT
(as in Global War on Terror). Use either name, or anything else you
want, and what you're really talking about is what's happening on the
immense energy battlefield that extends from Iran to the Pacific Ocean.

It's there that the Liquid War for the control of Eurasia takes place.

Yep, it all comes down to black gold and “blue gold” (natural gas),
hydrocarbon wealth beyond compare, and so it's time to trek back to that
ever-flowing wonderland—Pipelineistan. It's time to dust off the acro-
nyms, especially the SCO or Shanghai Cooperative Organization, the
Asian response to NATO, and learn a few new ones like IPI and TAPIL
Above all, it's time to check out the most recent moves on the giant
chessboard of Eurasia, where Washington wants to be a crucial, if not

dominant, player.

We've already seen Pipelineistan wars in Kosovo and Georgia, and
we've followed Washington's favorite pipeline, the BTC, which was sup-
posed to tilt the flow of energy westward, sending oil coursing past both
Iran and Russia. Things didn't quite turn out that way, but we've got to
move on, the New Great Game never stops. Now, it's time to grasp just

what the Asian Energy Security Grid is all about, visit a surreal natural
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gas republic, and understand why that Grid is so deeply implicated in the
AfPak war.

Every time I've visited Iran, energy analysts stress the total “interde-
pendence of Asia and Persian Gulf geo-ecopolitics.” What they mean is
the ultimate importance to various great and regional powers of Asian
integration via a sprawling mass of energy pipelines that will someday,
somehow, link the Persian Gulf, Central Asia, South Asia, Russia, and
China. The major Iranian card in the Asian integration game is the gi-
gantic South Pars natural gas field (which Iran shares with Qatar). It is

estimated to hold at least 9% of the world's proven natural gas reserves.

As much as Washington may live in perpetual denial, Russia and Iran
together control roughly 20% of the world's oil reserves and nearly 50%
of its gas reserves. Think about that for a moment. It's little wonder that,
for the leadership of both countries as well as China's, the idea of Asian

integration, of the Grid, is sacrosanct.

If it ever gets built, a major node on that Grid will surely be the pro-
spective $7.6 billion Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) pipeline, also known as the
“peace pipeline.” After years of wrangling, a nearly miraculous agreement
for its construction was initialed in 2008. At least in this rare case, both
Pakistan and India stood shoulder to shoulder in rejecting relentless

pressure from the Bush administration to scotch the deal.

It couldn't be otherwise. Pakistan, after all, is an energy-poor, desper-
ate customer of the Grid. One year ago, in a speech at Beijing's Tsinghua
University, then-President Pervez Musharraf did everything but drop to
his knees and beg China to dump money into pipelines linking the Per-
sian Gulf and Pakistan with China's Far West. If this were to happen, it
might help transform Pakistan from a near-failed state into a mighty “en-
ergy corridor” to the Middle East. If you think of a pipeline as an umbili-

cal cord, it goes without saying that IPI, far more than any form of US aid
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(or outright interference), would go the extra mile in stabilizing the Pak
half of Obama's AfPak theater of operations, and even possibly relieve it

of its India obsession.

If Pakistan's fate is in question, Iran's is another matter. Though cur-
rently only holding “observer” status in the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization (SCO), sooner or later it will inevitably become a full member
and so enjoy NATO-style, an-attack-on-one-of-us-is-an-attack-on-all-of-
us protection. Imagine, then, the cataclysmic consequences of an Israeli
pre-emptive strike (backed by Washington or not) on Iran's nuclear facil-
ities. The SCO will tackle this knotty issue at its next summit in June, in

Yekaterinburg, Russia.

Iran's relations with both Russia and China are swell—and will re-
main so no matter who is elected the new Iranian president next month.
China desperately needs Iranian oil and gas, has already clinched a $100
billion gas “deal of the century” with the Iranians, and has loads of weap-
ons and cheap consumer goods to sell. No less close to Iran, Russia wants

to sell them even more weapons, as well as nuclear energy technology.

And then, moving ever eastward on the great Grid, there's Turkmeni-
stan, lodged deep in Central Asia, which, unlike Iran, you may never

have heard a thing about. Let's correct that now.

Gurbanguly is The Man

Alas, the sun-king of Turkmenistan, the wily, wacky Saparmurat
“Turkmenbashi” Nyazov, “the father of all Turkmen” (descendants of a
formidable race of nomadic horseback warriors who used to attack Silk

Road caravans) is now dead. But far from forgotten.

The Chinese were huge fans of the Turkmenbashi. And the joy was

mutual. One key reason the Central Asians love to do business with Chi-
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na is that the Middle Kingdom, unlike both Russia and the United States,
carries little modern imperial baggage. And of course, China will never

carp about human rights or foment a color-coded revolution of any sort.

The Chinese are already moving to successfully lobby the new Turk-
men president, the spectacularly named Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov,
to speed up the construction of the Mother of All Pipelines. This Turk-
men-Kazakh-China Pipelineistan corridor from eastern Turkmenistan to
China's Guangdong province will be the longest and most expensive
pipeline in the world, 7,000 kilometers of steel pipe at a staggering cost of
$26 billion. When China signed the agreement to build it in 2007, they
made sure to add a clever little geopolitical kicker. The agreement explic-
itly states that “Chinese interests” will not be “threatened from [Turk-
menistan's] territory by third parties.” In translation: no Pentagon bases

allowed in that country.

China's deft energy diplomacy game plan in the former Soviet repub-
lics of Central Asia is a pure winner. In the case of Turkmenistan, lucra-
tive deals are offered and partnerships with Russia are encouraged to
boost Turkmen gas production. There are to be no Russian-Chinese an-
tagonisms, as befits the main partners in the SCO, because the Asian En-

ergy Security Grid story is really and truly about them.

By the way, elsewhere on the Grid, those two countries recently
agreed to extend the East Siberian-Pacific Ocean oil pipeline to China by
the end of 2010. After all, energy-ravenous China badly needs not just
Turkmen gas, but Russia's LNG.

With energy prices low and the global economy melting down, times
are sure to be tough for the Kremlin through at least 2010, but this won't
derail its push to forge a Central Asian energy club within the SCO.
Think of all this as essentially an energy entente cordiale with China. Rus-

sian Deputy Industry and Energy Minister Ivan Materov has been among
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those insistently swearing that this will not someday lead to a “gas OPEC”
within the SCO. It remains to be seen how the Obama national security
team decides to counteract the successful Russian strategy of undermin-
ing by all possible means a U.S.-promoted East-West Caspian Sea energy
corridor, while solidifying a Russian-controlled Pipelineistan stretching
from Kazakhstan to Greece that will monopolize the flow of energy to

Western Europe.

The Real Afghan War

In the ever-shifting New Great Game in Eurasia, a key question—why
Afghanistan matters—is simply not part of the discussion in the United
States. (Hint: It has nothing to do with the liberation of Afghan women.)
In part, this is because the idea that energy and Afghanistan might have

anything in common is verboten.

And yet, rest assured, nothing of significance takes place in Eurasia
without an energy angle. In the case of Afghanistan, keep in mind that
Central and South Asia have been considered by American strategists
crucial places to plant the flag; and once the Soviet Union collapsed, con-
trol of the energy-rich former Soviet republics in the region was quickly
seen as essential to future US global power. It would be there, as they im-
agined it, that the US Empire of Bases would intersect crucially with
Pipelineistan in a way that would leave both Russia and China on the

defensive.

Think of Afghanistan, then, as an overlooked subplot in the ongoing
Liquid War. After all, an overarching goal of US foreign policy since
President Richard Nixon's era in the early 1970s has been to split Russia
and China. The leadership of the SCO has been focused on this since the
US Congress passed the Silk Road Strategy Act five days before beginning
the bombing of Serbia in March 1999. That act clearly identified Ameri-



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

can geostrategic interests from the Black Sea to western China with
building a mosaic of American protectorates in Central Asia and milita-

rizing the Eurasian energy corridor.

Afghanistan, as it happens, sits conveniently at the crossroads of any
new Silk Road linking the Caucasus to western China, and four nuclear
powers (China, Russia, Pakistan, and India) lurk in the vicinity. “Losing”
Afghanistan and its key network of US military bases would, from the
Pentagon's point of view, be a disaster, and though it may be a secondary
matter in the New Great Game of the moment, it's worth remembering
that the country itself is a lot more than the towering mountains of the
Hindu Kush and immense deserts: it's believed to be rich in unexplored
deposits of natural gas, petroleum, coal, copper, chrome, talc, barites,
sulfur, lead, zinc, and iron ore, as well as precious and semiprecious

stones.

And there's something highly toxic to be added to this already lethal
mix: don't forget the narco-dollar angle—the fact that the global heroin
cartels that feast on Afghanistan only work with US dollars, not euros.
For the SCO, the top security threat in Afghanistan isn't the Taliban, but
the drug business. Russia's anti-drug czar Viktor Ivanov routinely blasts
the disaster that passes for a U.S./NATO anti-drug war there, stressing
that Afghan heroin now kills 30,000 Russians annually, twice as many as
were killed during the decade-long U.S.-supported anti-Soviet Afghan
jihad of the 1980s.

And then, of course, there are those competing pipelines that, if ever
built, either would or wouldn't exclude Iran and Russia from the action
to their south. In April 2008, Turkmenistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and
India actually signed an agreement to build a long-dreamt-about $7.6
billion (and counting) pipeline, whose acronym TAPI combines the first

letters of their names and would also someday deliver natural gas from
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Turkmenistan to Pakistan and India without the involvement of either
Iran or Russia. It would cut right through the heart of Western Afghani-
stan, in Herat, and head south across lightly populated Nimruz and Hel-
mand provinces, where the Taliban, various Pashtun guerrillas and as-
assorted highway robbers now merrily run rings around US and NATO
forces and where—surprise!—the US is now building in Dasht-e-Margo
(“the Desert of Death”) a new mega-base to host President Obama's surge

troops.

TAPI's rival is the already mentioned IP]I, also theoretically underway
and widely derided by Heritage Foundation types in the U.S., who regu-
larly launch blasts of angry prose at the nefarious idea of India and Paki-
stan importing gas from “evil” Iran. Theoretically, TAPI's construction
will start in 2010 and the gas would begin flowing by 2015. (Don't hold
your breath.) Embattled Afghan President Hamid Karzai, who can hardly
secure a few square blocks of central Kabul, even with the help of inter-
national forces, nonetheless offered assurances last year that he would
not only rid his country of millions of land mines along TAPT's route, but

somehow get rid of the Taliban in the bargain.

Should there be investors (nursed by Afghan opium dreams) delirious
enough to sink their money into such a pipeline—and that's a monumen-
tal if—Afghanistan would collect only $160 million a year in transit fees,
a mere bagatelle even if it does represent a big chunk of the embattled
Karzai's current annual revenue. Count on one thing though, if it ever
happened, the Taliban and assorted warlords/highway robbers would be

sure to get a cut of the action.

A Clinton-Bush-Obama Great Game

TAPI's roller-coaster history actually begins in the mid-1990s, the
Clinton era, when the Taliban were dined (but not wined) by the Califor-
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nia-based energy company Unocal and the Clinton machine. In 1995,
Unocal first came up with the pipeline idea, even then a product of
Washington's fatal urge to bypass both Iran and Russia. Next, Unocal
talked to the Turkmenbashi, then to the Taliban, and so launched a clas-
sic New Great Game gambit that has yet to end and without which you

can't understand the Afghan war Obama has inherited.

A Taliban delegation, thanks to Unocal, enjoyed Houston's hospitality
in early 1997 and then Washington's in December of that year. When it
came to energy negotiations, the Taliban's leadership was anything but
medieval. They were tough bargainers, also cannily courting the Argen-
tinean private oil company Bridas, which had secured the right to explore

and exploit oil reserves in eastern Turkmenistan.

In August 1997, financially unstable Bridas sold 60% of its stock to
Amoco, which merged the next year with British Petroleum. A key Amo-
co consultant happened to be that ubiquitous Eurasian player, former
national security advisor Zbig Brzezinski, while another such luminary,
Henry Kissinger, just happened to be a consultant for Unocal. BP-
Amoco, already developing the Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline, now
became the major player in what had already been dubbed the Trans-
Afghan Pipeline or TAP. Inevitably, Unocal and BP-Amoco went to war
and let the lawyers settle things in a Texas court, where, in October 1998
as the Clinton years drew to an end, BP-Amoco seemed to emerge with

the upper hand.

Under newly elected president George W. Bush, however, Unocal
snuck back into the game and, as early as January 2001, was cozying up
to the Taliban yet again, this time supported by a star-studded govern-
mental cast of characters, including Undersecretary of State Richard

Armitage, himself a former Unocal lobbyist. The Taliban were duly invit-

55



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

56

ed back to Washington in March 2001 via Rahmatullah Hashimi, a top

aide to “The Shadow,” the movement's leader Mullah Omar.

Negotiations eventually broke down because of those pesky transit
fees the Taliban demanded. Beware the Empire's fury. At a Group of
Eight summit meeting in Genoa in July 2001, Western diplomats indicat-
ed that the Bush administration had decided to take the Taliban down
before year's end. (Pakistani diplomats in Islamabad would later confirm
this to me.) The attacks of September 11, 2001 just slightly accelerated
the schedule. Nicknamed “the kebab seller” in Kabul, Hamid Karzai, a
former CIA asset and Unocal representative, who had entertained visit-
ing Taliban members at barbecues in Houston, was soon forced down

Afghan throats as the country's new leader.

Among the first fruits of Donald Rumsfeld's bombing and invasion of
Afghanistan in the fall of 2001 was the signing by Karzai, Pakistani Presi-
dent Musharraf and Turkmenistan's Nyazov of an agreement committing
themselves to build TAP, and so was formally launched a Pipelineistan
extension from Central to South Asia with brand USA stamped all over
it.

Russian President Vladimir Putin did nothing—until September 2006,
that is, when he delivered his counterpunch with panache. That's when
Russian energy behemoth Gazprom agreed to buy Nyazov's natural gas at
the 40% mark-up the dictator demanded. In return, the Russians received
priceless gifts (and the Bush administration a pricey kick in the face).
Nyazov turned over control of Turkmenistan's entire gas surplus to the
Russian company through 2009, indicated a preference for letting Russia
explore the country's new gas fields, and stated that Turkmenistan was
bowing out of any U.S.-backed Trans-Caspian pipeline project. (And
while he was at it, Putin also cornered much of the gas exports of Ka-

zakhstan and Uzbekistan as well.)
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Thus, almost five years later, with occupied Afghanistan in increas-
ingly deadly chaos, TAP seemed dead on arrival. The (invisible) star of

what would later turn into Obama's “good” war was already a corpse.

But here's the beauty of Pipelineistan: like zombies, dead deals always

seem to return and so the game goes on forever.

A Turkmen bash

They don't call Turkmenistan a “gas republic” for nothing. I've
crossed it from the Uzbek border to a Caspian Sea port named—what
else—Turkmenbashi where you can purchase one kilo of fresh Beluga for
$100 and a camel for $200. That's where the gigantic gas fields are, and
it's obvious that most have not been fully explored. When, in October
2008, the British consultancy firm GCA confirmed that the Yolotan-
Osman gas fields in southwest Turkmenistan were among the world's
four largest, holding up to a staggering 14 trillion cubic meters of natural
gas, Turkmenistan promptly grabbed second place in the global gas re-
serves sweepstakes, way ahead of Iran and only 20% below Russia. With

that news, the earth shook seismically across Pipelineistan.

Just before he died in December 2006, the flamboyant Turkmenbashi
boasted that his country held enough reserves to export 150 billion cubic
meters of gas annually for the next 250 years. Given his notorious mega-
lomania, nobody took him seriously. So in March 2008, our man
Gurbanguly ordered a GCA audit to dispel any doubts. After all, in pure
Asian Energy Security Grid mode, Turkmenistan had already signed con-
tracts to supply Russia with about 50 billion cubic meters annually, China

with 40 billion cubic meters, and Iran with 8 billion cubic meters.

And yet, none of this turns out to be quite as monumental or settled
as it may look. In fact, Turkmenistan and Russia may be playing the en-

ergy equivalent of Russian roulette. After all, virtually all of Turkmeni-
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stani gas exports flow north through an old, crumbling Soviet system of
pipelines, largely built in the 1960s. Add to this a Turkmeni knack for
raising the stakes non-stop at a time when Gazprom has little choice but
to put up with it: without Turkmen gas, it simply can't export all it needs

to Europe, the source of 70% of Gazprom's profits.

Worse yet, according to a Gazprom source quoted in the Russian
business daily Kommersant, the stark fact is that the company only
thought it controlled all of Turkmenistan's gas exports; the newly discov-
ered gas mega-fields turn out not to be part of the deal. As my Asia Times
colleague, former ambassador M.K. Bhadrakumar put the matter, Gaz-
prom's mistake “is proving to be a misconception of Himalayan propor-

tions.”

In fact, it's as if the New Great Gamesters had just discovered another
Everest. This year, Obama's national security strategists lost no time un-
leashing a no-holds-barred diplomatic campaign to court Turkmenistan.
The goal? To accelerate possible ways for all that new Turkmeni gas to
flow through the right pipes, and create quite a different energy map and
future. Apart from TAPI, another key objective is to make the prospec-
tive $5.8 billion Turkey-to-Austria Nabucco pipeline become viable and
thus, of course, trump the Russians. In that way, a key long-term US stra-
tegic objective would be fulfilled: Austria, Italy, and Greece, as well as the
Balkan and various Central European countries, would be at least partial-
ly pulled from Gazprom's orbit. (Await my next “postcard” from Pipe-

lineistan for more on this.)

IPI or TAPI?

Gurbanguly is proving an even more riotous player than the Turk-
menbashi. A year ago he said he was going to hedge his bets, that he was

willing to export the bulk of the eight trillion cubic meters of gas reserves
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he now claims for his country to virtually anyone. Washington was—and
remains—ecstatic. At an international conference last month in Ashgabat
(“the city of love”), the Las Vegas of Central Asia, Gurbanguly told a hall
packed with Americans, Europeans, and Russians that “diversification of
energy flows and inclusion of new countries into the geography of export

routes can help the global economy gain stability.”

Inevitably, behind closed doors, the TAPI maze came up and TAPI
executives once again began discussing pricing and transit fees. Of
course, hard as that may be to settle, it's the easy part of the deal. After all,
there's that Everest of Afghan security to climb, and someone still has to
confirm that Turkmenistan's gas reserves are really as fabulous as

claimed.

Imperceptible jiggles in Pipelineistan's tectonic plates can shake half
the world. Take, for example, an obscure March report in the Balochistan
Times: a little noticed pipeline supplying gas to parts of Sindh province in
Pakistan, including Karachi, was blown up. It got next to no media atten-
tion, but all across Eurasia and in Washington, those analyzing the com-
parative advantages of TAPI vs. IPI had to wonder just how risky it might
be for India to buy future Iranian gas via increasingly volatile Balochi-

stan.

And then in early April came another mysterious pipeline explosion,
this one in Turkmenistan, compromising exports to Russia. The Turk-
menis promptly blamed the Russians (and TAPI advocates cheered), but
nothing in Afghanistan itself could have left them cheering very loudly.
Right now, Dick Cheney's master plan to get those blue rivers of Turk-
meni gas flowing southwards via a future TAPI as part of a US grand

strategy for a “Greater Central Asia” lies in tatters.

Still, Zbig Brzezinski might disagree, and as he commands Obama’s

attention, he may try to convince the new president that the world needs
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a $7.6-plus billion, 1,600-km steel serpent winding through a horribly
dangerous war zone. That's certainly the gist of what Brzezinski said im-
mediately after the 2008 Russia-Georgia war, stressing once again that
“the construction of a pipeline from Central Asia via Afghanistan to the
south... will maximally expand world society's access to the Central Asian

energy market.”

Washington or Beijing?

Still, give credit where it's due. For the time being, our man Gurban-
guly may have snatched the leading role in the New Great Game in this
part of Eurasia. He's already signed a groundbreaking gas agreement with

RWE from Germany and sent the Russians scrambling.

If, one of these days, the Turkmenistani leader opts for TAPT as well,
it will open Washington to an ultimate historical irony. After so much
death and destruction, Washington would undoubtedly have to sit down
once again with—yes—the Taliban! And we'd be back to July 2001 and
those pesky pipeline transit fees.

As it stands at the moment, however, Russia still dominates Pipeline-
istan, ensuring Central Asian gas flows across Russia's network and not
through the Trans-Caspian networks privileged by the US and the Euro-
pean Union. This virtually guarantees Russia's crucial geopolitical status

as the top gas supplier to Europe and a crucial supplier to Asia as well.

Meanwhile, in “transit corridor” Pakistan, where Predator drones
soaring over Pashtun tribal villages monopolize the headlines, the shady
New Great Game slouches in under-the-radar mode towards the im-
mense, under-populated southern Pakistani province of Balochistan. The
future of the epic IPI vs. TAPI battle may hinge on a single, magic word:

Gwadar.
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Essentially a fishing village, Gwadar is an Arabian Sea port in that
province. The port was built by China. In Washington's dream scenario,
Gwadar becomes the new Dubai of South Asia. This implies the success
of TAPL. For its part, China badly needs Gwadar as a node for yet anoth-
er long pipeline to be built to western China. And where would the gas

flowing in that line come from? Iran, of course.

Whoever “wins,” if Gwadar really becomes part of the Liquid War,
Pakistan will finally become a key transit corridor for either Iranian gas
from the monster South Pars field heading for China, or a great deal of
the Caspian gas from Turkmenistan heading Europe-wards. To make the
scenario even more locally mouth-watering, Pakistan would then be a
pivotal place for both NATO and the SCO (in which it is already an offi-

cial “observer”).

Now that's as classic as the New Great Game in Eurasia can get.
There's NATO vs. the SCO. With either IPI or TAPI, Turkmenistan wins.
With either IPI or TAPI, Russia loses. With either IPI or TAPI, Pakistan
wins. With TAPI, Iran loses. With IPI, Afghanistan loses. In the end,
however, as in any game of high-stakes Pipelineistan poker, it all comes
down to the top two global players. Ladies and gentlemen, place your

bets: will the winner be Washington or Beijing?

May 2009. Originally at TomDispatch.com
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SLOUCHING TOWARDS BALKANIZATION

Happy Days are here again. It's as if the George W Bush years in Af-
ghanistan had never left, with Washington still wallowing in an intelli-
gence-free environment. A surge is coming to town—just like the one
General David Petraeus engineered in Iraq. A Bush proconsul (Zalmay
Khalilzad) wants to run the show—again. A hardliner (General Stanley
McChrystal) is getting ready to terrorize any Pashtun in sight. A new
mega-base is sprouting in the “desert of death” in the southern Afghan
province of Helmand. And as in Bush time, no one's talking pipeline, or

the (invisible) greatest regional prize: Pakistani Balochistan.

Bush's “global war on terror” (GWOT) may have been rebranded,
under new management, “overseas contingency operation” (OCO). But
history in Afghanistan continues to repeat itself as farce—or as an opium

bad trip.

Zalmay does Pipelineistan

It was hardly stunning that Bush's pet Afghan hound Zalmay Khalil-
zad, a US citizen born in Afghanistan and former envoy to both Afghani-
stan and Iraq, would now be angling—via his pal President Hamid
Karzai, who tried to get President Barack Obama on board—to become
the unelected CEO of Afghanistan, or a sort of “unofficial” prime minis-
ter. Any Afghan that believes the West is not behind this racket must be a

stone statue in the Hindu Kush.

United States Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Obama's AfPak
envoy Richard Holbrooke are supposed to be very excited about the
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scheme. Karzai and Khalilzad have had what the New York Times quaint-
ly described as “a long and sometimes bumpy relationship.” Khalilzad
certainly has CEO experience—acquired as US ambassador to Afghani-
stan (2003-2005), when he was the real power behind Karzai's shaky
throne (as much as he was totally blind to anything happening outside of
Kabul).

Karzai has always denied—including to this correspondent—he was a
minor Unocal employee plus entertainer of Taliban delegations visiting
Houston and Washington in 1997. Khalilzad's relationship is less murky:
he was a certified Unocal advisor. The “prize”—from President Bill Clin-
ton to Bush and now Obama—is still the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-
Pakistan pipeline, then known as TAP and now known as TAPI, with the
inclusion of India (See Pipelineistan goes Af-Pak Asia Times Online, May
14, 2009).

Khalilzad was a key player in setting up the Afghanistan-America
Foundation in the mid-1990s, a lobby that during the Clinton admin-
istration became very influential because of its spinning of TAP, hyped as

a key pipeline to bypass both Iran and Russia.

Karzai's brother Qayum was on the advisory board, along with Khalil-
zad and Ishaq Nadiri, who later conveniently became “economic advisor”
to Karzai. Qayum and another Karzai brother—Mahmoud—owned a
Baltimore-based restaurant chain in the US (that's why people in Kabul
and western Pakistan call Karzai “the kebab seller”). Hamid got a lot of
kebab money during his exile in Quetta right up until the end of 2001,

when he was miraculously parachuted into Kabul by US Special Forces.

Khalilzad, as Bush's Afghan pet, was absolutely key in convincing sus-
picious former mujahideen, many of them Tajiks, to have Hamid (from a
minor Pashtun tribe) installed as “interim” leader of Afghanistan after
the Taliban fell in December 2001. The mujahideen wanted King Zahir
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Shah. With the puppet guaranteed in power, Karzai, Pakistan's president
General Pervez Musharraf and Turkmenistan's Saparmurat “Turkmenba-
shi” Nyazov signed an agreement to build TAP in December 2001. The
pipeline, now TAPI, is an absolutely key plank of Washington's Central
Asia strategy. Khalilzad as CEO will move mountains to make sure that
TAPI defeats its much more sound rival, IPI, the Iran-Pakistan-India

pipeline, also known as the “peace pipeline.”

It will be a bumpy ride. And—tragedy of tragedies—it will eventually
lead to Khalilzad having to talk pipelines with the Taliban all over again.
Karzai does not even control Kabul, not to mention the rest of a ravaged
country ranked as the fifth-most corrupt in the world by Transparency
International. The more Karzai's local governors get corrupted, the more
the Taliban advance village by village and tribal clan by tribal clan, pro-
pelled by their nasty mix of outright threats and hardcore punishment.
The Taliban, on top of it, have struck alliances with myriad criminal
groups, and are supported by their Pashtun cousins in the Pakistani tribal

areas.

The helpless Karzai, profiting from the good services of Islamabad
and Riyadh, is trying to talk to everybody—from the neo-Taliban to the
historic Mullah Omar-commanded Taliban and also old Saudi/Pakistan
favorite Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. And this while Obama’s strategic advi-
sors spin that the war is “winnable” if Washington captures—with a lot of

cash—the hearts and minds of tribal Pashtuns.

Some of this new US cash flowing into Afghanistan has been diverted
to the Orwellian Afghan Social Outreach Program, which builds anti-
Taliban local councils, while the no less Orwellian Afghan Public Protec-
tion Force has started to build Sunni Awakening-style militias. Arming
Pashtun militias who will inevitably turn against the Western occupiers

does not exactly qualify as brilliant counter-insurgency.
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Balochistan revisited

Meanwhile, Balochistan, the biggest prize in the region (see Balochi-
stan is the ultimate prize Asia Times Online, May 9, 2009) remains totally
under the radar of the frenetic US news cycle. Numerous Balochi readers
pointed out to this correspondent that it is now in fact a 50% Balo-
chi/Pashtun province. Most Pashtuns live near the Afghan border. And
many happen to be neighbors of Afghanistan's Helmand province—the

key site of the upcoming Obama surge.

In case of a hypothetical balkanization of Pakistan, Balochis and Pash-
tuns would go separate ways. Quetta, the provincial capital, in terms of

population and business activity, is already dominated by Pashtuns.

Balochistan's internal politics are complex. Balochis and Brahvies are
separate nationalities—with different spoken languages and culture.
Quite a few Balochis do not accept Brahvies as Balochis. What all Balochi
tribal leaders agree on is to demand maximum autonomy and control

over their natural resources. Islamabad always responds with firepower.

What is now Balochistan and Sind in Pakistan was conquered centu-
ries ago by the Balochi Rind tribe. They never submitted to the British.
During the Ronald Reagan 1980s, Balochis tried—in secret—to strike a
deal with the US for an independent Balochistan in return for the US
controlling regional Pipelineistan. Washington procrastinated. Balochis
took it very badly. Some decided to go underground or go for armed

struggle. Islamabad still doesn't get it. Washington may.

If the Pashtunwali—the ancestral Pashtun code—is still king (don't
threaten them, don't attack them, don't mislead them, don't dishonor
them, or revenge is inevitable), Balochis can be even more fearsome. Ba-

lochis as a whole have never been conquered. These are warriors of an-
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cestral fame. If you think Pashtuns are tough, better not pick a fight with

a Balochi. Even Pashtuns are terrified of them.

The geopolitical secret is not to antagonize but to court them, and of-
fer them total autonomy. In an evolving strategy of balkanization of Paki-
stan—increasingly popular in quite a few Washington foreign policy
circles—Balochistan has very attractive assets: natural wealth, scarce
population, and a port, Gwadar, which is key for Washington's New

Great Game in Eurasia Pipelineistan plans.

And it's not only oil and gas. Reko Diq (literally “sandy peak”) is a
small town in the deserted Chaghi district, 70 kilometers northwest of
already remote Nok Kundi, near the Iran and Afghanistan borders. Reko
Diq is the home of the world's largest gold and copper reserves, reported-
ly worth more than US$65 billion. According to the Pakistani daily
Dawn, these reserves are believed to be even bigger than similar ones in
Iran and Chile.

Reko Diq is being explored by the Australian Tethyan Copper Com-
pany (75%), which sold 19.95% of its stake to Chile's Antofagasta Miner-
als. Only 25% is allocated to the Balochistan Development Authority.
Tethyan is jointly controlled by Barrick Gold and Antofagasta Minerals.
The Balochis had to have a serious beef about that: they denounce that
their natural wealth has been sold by Islamabad to “Zionist-controlled

regimes.”

Washington is focused on Balochistan like a laser. One of high sum-
mer's blockbusters will be the inauguration of Camp Leatherneck, a vast,
brand new US air base in Dasht-e-Margo, the “desert of death” in Hel-
mand province in Afghanistan. Quite a few of Obama's surge soldiers will
be based in Camp Leatherneck—a cross-border, covert ops stone's throw

from southeast Iran and Pakistani Balochistan.



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

Under McChrystal, the new US and NATO top commander in Af-
ghanistan, one should expect a continuous summer blockbuster of death
squads, search-and-destroy missions, targeted assassinations, bombing of
civilians and all-out paramilitary terrorization of tribal Pashtun villages,
community leaders, social networks or any social movement for that
matter that dares to defy Washington and provide support for the Af-

ghan resistance.

“Black Ops” McChrystal is supposed to turn former Chinese leader
Mao Zedong upside down—he should “empty the sea” (kill and/or dis-
place an untold number of Pashtun peasants) to “catch the fish” (the Tal-
iban or any Afghan opposing the US occupation). There couldn't be a
better man for the counter-insurgency job assigned by Obama, Petraeus,
Clinton and Holbrooke.

Seymour Hersh has detailed how McChrystal directed the “executive
assassination wing” of the Pentagon's Joint Special Operations Command
(JSOC). No wonder he was a darling of former vice president Dick Chen-
ey and secretary of defense Rumsfeld. The Obama administration's belief
in his extreme terrorization methods qualifies as no more than

Rumsfeldian foreign policy.

And McChrystal still has the luxury of raising any amount of calibrat-
ed hell in neighboring Balochistan to suit Washington's plans—be they to

provoke Iranians or incite Balochis to revolt against Islamabad.

According to Pakistani writer Abd Al-Ghafar Aziz, writing for al-
Jazeera's Arabic website, Balochistan has been accused by the US for
years of “supporting terrorism and harboring the leaders of the Taliban
and al-Qaeda.” US Predator drones “have been striking 'precious targets',
resulting in the death of over 15,000 people.” Aziz described Balochis as

“orphans without shelter and without protection.”
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Neighboring Iran is taking no chances; it is testing sophisticated bor-
der patrolling techniques this week in its southeast province of Sistan-
Balochistan, along the 1,250 kilometers of border with both Afghanistan
and Pakistani Balochistan. One of Tehran's ultimate national security
nightmares is US cross-border covert ops launched from Pakistani Balo-
chistan, the kind of stuff that's music to McChrystal's ears.

Slouching towards balkanization

There's little doubt Obama's surge will fail. Washington's plan B is al-
so lame—it boils down to some kind of arrangement with the Taliban,

something that Saudi Arabia has been frantically mediating.

The problem is the military/Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) nexus in
Islamabad will continue to support the Taliban in Afghanistan—no mat-
ter what Washington concocts—because the only possible outcome in
their minds is the defeat of the “pro-India” Northern Alliance, which is
the de facto power in Kabul with Karzai as a puppet. The Northern Alli-
ance will renege on its alliance with India over their dead bodies. And
backed up not only by India but also Iran and Russia, they will never al-

low the Taliban in power.

In the long run, Obama's AfPak strategy may acquire its own relent-
less, volatile momentum of addicting the military in Islamabad to make
war on their own people—be they Pashtuns or Balochis. So Washington
may in fact be setting the slow but inexorable march towards the balkani-
zation of Pakistan. If Pashtun cousins on both sides of the border—26
million in Pakistan, 13 million in Afghanistan—would eventually find an
opening to form a long-dreamed-of Pashtunistan, Pakistan as we know it
would break up. India might intervene to subdue Sind and Punjab, keep-

ing both under its sphere of influence. Washington for its part would
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rather concentrate on exploiting the natural wealth and strategic value of

an independent Balochistan.

Thus a Pakistan not unlike an Iraq still under US occupation—broke
up into three parts—now starts to emerge as a distinct possibility. Unless
an improbable Pakistani popular revolt, backed by middle-ranking Paki-
stani soldiers, rumbles on to make the top heads of the ar-
my/security/politico establishment roll. But drones, not guillotines, are

the flavor of the moment in AfPak.

May 2009
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PIPELINEISTAN GOES IRAN-PAK

The earth has been shaking for a few days now all across Pipeline-
istan—with massive repercussions for all the big players in the New Great
Game in Eurasia. United States President Barack Obama's AfPak strate-

gists didn't even see it coming.

A silent, reptilian war had been going on for years between the US-
favored Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) pipeline and
its rival, the Iran-Pakistan-India (IPI) pipeline, also known as the “peace
pipeline.” This past weekend, a winner emerged. And it's none of the
above: instead, it's the 2,100-kilometer, US$7.5 billion IP (the Iran-
Pakistan pipeline), with no India attached. (Please see Pakistan, Iran sign

gas pipeline deal, May 27, 2009, Asia Times Online.)

This whole saga started way back in 1995—about the time California-
based Unocal started floating the idea of building a pipeline crossing Af-
ghanistan. Now, Iran and Pakistan finally signed a deal this week in Teh-
ran, by which Iran will sell gas from its mega South Pars fields to

Pakistan for the next 25 years.

According to Iranian energy officials speaking to the ISNA news
agency, the final deal will be signed in less than three weeks, slightly after
the first round of the Iranian presidential election. The last 250 km of a
900-km pipeline stretch in Iran between Asalouyeh and Iranshahr, near
the border with Pakistan, still needs to be built. The whole IP pipeline
should be operational by 2014.

The fact that Islamabad has finally decided to move on is pregnant

with meaning. For the George W Bush administration IPI was simply
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anathema; imagine India and Pakistan buying gas from “axis of evil”
Iran. The only way to go was TAPI—an extension of the childish neo-

conservative belief that the Afghanistan war was winnable.

Now, IP reveals Islamabad's own interests seemed to have prevailed
against Washington's (unlike the virtually US-imposed Pakistan army
offensive against the Taliban in the Swat Valley). The Barack Obama ad-
ministration has been mum about IP so far. But it will be very enlighten-
ing to hear what former Bush pet Afghan Zalmay Khalilzad—who's been
infiltrating himself as the next CEO of Afghanistan—has to say about it.
(Please see Slouching towards Balkanization, May 22, 2009, Asia Times
Online.) Khalilzad's Pipelineistan dream, since the mid-1990s, has always

been a trans-Afghan pipeline capable of bypassing both Iran and Russia.

IP, IP, hurrah

India, for a number of reasons (the pricing system, transit fees and
above all, security) de facto shelved the IPI idea last year. Had it not been
the case, IPI would become a powerful vector in terms of South Asian
regional integration—doing more to stabilize India-Pakistan relations
than any diplomatic coup. Nevertheless, both Iran and Pakistan still have

left an open door to India.

India's (momentary?) loss will be China's gain. Since 2008, with New
Delhi having second thoughts, Beijing and Islamabad had set up an
agreement—China would import most of this Iranian gas if India
dropped out of IPI. China anyway is more than welcome business-wise to
both Iran and Pakistan. Only in transit fees, Islamabad could collect as

much as $500 million a year.

For Beijing, IP could not be more essential. Iranian gas will flow to the
Balochistan province port of Gwadar, in the Arabian Sea (which China

itself built, and where it is also building a refinery). And Gwadar is sup-
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posed to be connected to a proposed pipeline going north, mostly fi-
nanced by China, along the Karakoram Highway (which by the way was
largely built from the 1960s to the 1980s by Chinese engineers... ).

Pakistan is the absolutely ideal transit corridor for China to import oil
and gas from Iran and the Persian Gulf. With IP in place and with multi-
billion-dollar, overlapping Tehran-Beijing gas deals, China can finally
afford to import less energy via the Strait of Malacca, which Beijing con-
siders exceedingly dangerous, and subject to Washington's sphere of in-

fluence.

With IP, not only China wins; Russia's Gazprom also wins. And by
extension, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) wins. Russian
deputy Energy Minister Anatoly Yankovsky told the Kommersant busi-
ness daily, “We are ready to join the project as soon as we receive an of-

»

fer.

The reason is so blatant that Gazprom officials have not even both-
ered to disguise it. For Russia, IP is a gift-from-above tool in rerouting
gas from Iran to South Asia, and away from competing with Russian gas.
The big prize, in this case, is the Western European market, dependent
almost 30% on Gazprom and the source of 80% of Gazprom's export

profits.

The European Union is desperately trying to keep the Nabucco pipe-
line project—which bypasses Russia—afloat, so it may reduce its depend-
ence on Gazprom. But as anyone in Brussels knows, Nabucco can only
work if it is provided enough gas by either Iran or Turkmenistan. The
Turkmenistan distribution system is controlled by Russia. And a deal
with Iran implies no more US sanctions—still a long way away. With IP

in place, Gazprom reasons, Nabucco is deprived of a key supply source.
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All eyes on Balochistan

With IP firmly in place, the strategic spotlight focuses even more on
Balochistan. (Please see Balochistan is the greatest prize, May 9, 2009,
Asia Times Online.) First of all, there's an internal Pakistani question to
be settled. An editorial in the Pakistani daily Dawn has stressed how Is-
lamabad must be serious about hiring indigenous Balochi labor and mak-
ing sure “the gains of the economic activity... are focused on Balochistan

for the benefit of its poverty-stricken people.”

The port of Gwadar, in southwest Balochistan, near the Iranian bor-
der, is indeed bound to become a new Dubai—but not the way the vice
president Dick Cheney and gang in Washington once dreamed of. Gas
from the South Pars fields in Iran will definitely flow though it. As for gas
from the Daulatabad fields in Turkmenistan, assuming TAPI ever gets

built through war-torn Afghanistan, that's much more unlikely.

This all raises the crucial question: how will Islamabad deal with ultra-
strategic Balochistan—east of Iran, south of Afghanistan, and boasting
three Arabian Sea ports, including Gwadar, practically at the mouth of

the Strait of Hormuz?

The New Great Game in Eurasia rules that Pakistan is a key pivot to
both NATO and the SCO, of which Pakistan is an observer. Balochistan
de facto incorporates Pakistan as a key transit corridor to Iranian gas
from the monster South Pars fields, and not to a great deal of the Caspian
wealth of “gas republic” Turkmenistan. For the Pentagon, the birth of IP
is mega bad news. The ideal Pentagon scenario is the US controlling
Gwadar—in yet one more prime confluence of Pipelineistan and the US

Empire of Bases.

With Gwadar directly linked to Iran and developed virtually as a Chi-

nese warehouse, the Pentagon also loses the mouth-watering opportunity
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of a long land route across Balochistan into Helmand, Nimruz, Kandahar
or, better yet, all of these three provinces in southwest Afghanistan,
where soon, not by accident, there will be another US mega-base in the
“desert of death.” From a Pentagon/NATO perspective, after the “loss” of
the Khyber Pass, that would be the ideal supply route for Western troops

in the perennial, now rebranded, GWOT (“global war on terror”).

Balochis surging

Islamabad has promised an all-parties conference “within days” to se-
riously deal with Balochistan. No one is holding their breath. Over a year
ago, Balochistan was promised greater control over its immense natural
resources—the undisputed, number-one Baloch grievance—and a mas-

sive aid package. Not much has happened.

Punjabis derisively refer to Balochistan's “backwardness.” But the
heart of the matter is systematic, hardcore pillage by Islamabad—
combined with hardcore repression and serial Latin America-in-the-
1970s-style “disappearances” of political activists and senior Baloch na-
tionalists. Not to mention virtually no investment in health, education
and job creation. This Third World dictatorship catalogue of disasters

fuels Baloch nationalism and separatism.

Islamabad's paranoia is “foreign involvement” in the different strands
of Balochistan's nationalist movements. That would be, in fact, the CIA,
MI5 and the Israeli Mossad, all engaged in overlapping agendas which
manipulate Balochistan for balkanization of Pakistan purposes and/or as
a base for the destabilization of neighboring Iran's southeast. While the
Taliban, Afghan or Pakistani, can roam free across Balochistan, Baloch

nationalists are intimidated, harassed and killed.

Sanaullah Baloch, a secretary of the Balochistan National Party-

Mengal, told Dawn how “several Baloch political parties tried to file
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charges against [former president General Pervez] Musharraf, but the
country's institutions lack the will or courage to accept our plea against
him.” Studies show that rural poverty in Balochistan when Musharraf

was in power increased 15% between 1999 and 2005.

Sanaullah Baloch roundly denounces the “civil-military elites” of Pa-
kistan as implicated in the systematic repression going on in Balochistan;
“Without their consent, no political regime can undo their policy of con-

tinued suppression.”

And his analysis of why Islamabad has made a deal with the Taliban
in Swat but won't do a deal with Balochis could not be more enlighten-
ing: “The establishment in Pakistan has always felt comfortable with reli-
gious groups as they do not challenge the centralized authority of the
civil-military establishment. The demands of these groups are not politi-
cal. They don't demand economic parity. They demand centralized reli-
gious rule which is philosophically closer to the establishment's version
of totalitarianism. Islamabad's elite are stubborn against genuine Baloch
demands: governing Balochistan, having ownership of resources, and

control over provincial security.”

So Islamabad still has all it takes to royally mess up what it has ac-
complished by approving IP. For the moment, Iran, Pakistan, China and
Russia win. The SCO wins. Washington and NATO lose, not to mention
Afghanistan (no transit fees). But will Balochistan also win? If not, all hell
will break loose, from desperate Balochis sabotaging IP to “foreign inter-
ference” manipulating them into creating an even greater, regional, ball

of fire.

May 2009

75



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

76

IRAN AND RUSSIA, SCORPIONS IN A BOTTLE

Things get curiouser and curiouser in the Iranian wonderland. Imag-
ine what happened last week during Friday prayers in Tehran, personally
conducted by former president Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani, aka “The
Shark,” Iran's wealthiest man, who made his fortune partly because of

Irangate—the 1980s' secret weapons contracts with Israel and the US.

As is well known, Rafsanjani is behind the Mir-Hossein Mousavi-
Mohammad Khatami pragmatic conservative faction that lost the most
recent battle at the top—rather than a presidential election—to the ultra-
hardline faction of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei-Mahmud Ahmadinejad-Iran
Revolutionary Guard Corps. During prayers, partisans of the hegemonic
faction yelled the usual “Death to America!”—while the pragmatic con-
servatives came up, for the first time, with “Death to Russia!” and “Death
to China!”

Oops. Unlike the United States and Western Europe, both Russia and
China almost instantly accepted the contested presidential re-election of
Ahmadinejad. Could they then be portrayed as enemies of Iran? Or have
pragmatic conservatives not been informed that obsessed-by-Eurasia
Zbig Brzezinksi—who has US President Barack Obama's undivided at-
tention—has been preaching since the 1990s that it is essential to break
up the Tehran-Moscow-Beijing axis and torpedo the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization (SCO)?

On top of it, don't they know that both Russia and China—as well as
Iran—are firm proponents of the end of the dollar as global reserve cur-

rency to the benefit of a (multipolar) basket of currencies, a common
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currency of which Russian President Dmitry Medvedev had the gall this
month to present a prototype at the Group of Eight (G-8) meeting in
Aquila, Italy? By the way, it's a rather neat coin. Minted in Belgium, it

sports the faces of the G-8 leaders and also a motto—"Unity in diversity.”

“Unity in diversity” is not exactly what the Obama administration has
in mind as far as Iran and Russia are concerned—no matter the zillion

bytes of lofty rhetoric. Let's start with the energy picture.

Iran is world number two both in terms of proven oil reserves (11.2%)
and gas reserves (15.7%), according to the BP Statistical Review of World
Energy 2008.

If Iran ever opted towards a more unclenched-fist relationship with
Washington, US Big Oil would feast on Iran's Caspian energy wealth.
This means that whatever the rhetoric, no US administration will ever
want to deal with a hyper-nationalist Iranian regime, such as the current

military dictatorship of the mullahtariat.

What really scares Washington—from George W Bush to Obama—is
the perspective of a Russia-Iran-Venezuela axis. Together, Iran and Rus-
sia hold 17.6% of the world's proven oil reserves. The Persian Gulf petro-
monarchies—de facto controlled by Washington—hold 45%. The Mos-
cow-Tehran-Caracas axis controls 25%. If we add Kazakhstan's 3% and
Africa's 9.5%, this new axis is more than an effective counter-power to
American hegemony over the Arab Middle East. The same thing applies
to gas. Adding the “axis” to the Central Asian “stans,” we reach 30% of
world gas production. As a comparison, the whole Middle East—

including Iran—currently produces only 12.1% of the world's needs.
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All about Pipelineistan

A nuclear Iran would inevitably turbo-charge the new, emerging mul-
tipolar world. Iran and Russia are de facto showing to both China and
India that it is not wise to rely on US might subjugating the bulk of oil in
the Arab Middle East. All these players are very much aware that Iraq
remains occupied, and that Washington's obsession remains the privati-

zation of Iraq's enormous oil wealth.

As Chinese intellectuals are fond of emphasizing, four emerging or re-
emerging powers—Russia, China, Iran and India—are strategic and civi-
lizational poles, three of them sanctuaries because they are nuclear pow-
ers. A more confident and assertive Iran—mastering the full cycle of
nuclear technology—may translate into Iran and Russia increasing their
relative weight in Europe and Asia to the distress of Washington, not on-
ly in the energy sphere but also as proponents of a multipolar monetary

system.

The entente is already on. Since 2008, Iranian officials have stressed
that sooner or later Iran and Russia will start trading in rubles. Gazprom
is willing to be paid for oil and gas in rubles—and not dollars. And the
secretariat of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) has already seen the writing on the wall—admitting for over a
year now that OPEC will be trading in euros before 2020.

Not only the “axis” Moscow-Tehran-Caracas, but also Qatar and
Norway, for instance, and sooner or later the Gulf emirates, are ready to
break up with the petrodollar. It goes without saying that the end of the
petrodollar—which won't happen tomorrow, of course—means the end
of the dollar as the world's reserve currency; the end of the world paying

for America's massive budget deficits; and the end of an Anglo-American
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finance stranglehold over the world that has lasted since the second part

of the 19th century.

The energy equation between Iran and Russia is much more complex:
it configures them as two scorpions in a bottle. Tehran, isolated from the
West, lacks foreign investment to upgrade its 1970s-era energy installa-
tions. That's why Iran cannot fully profit from exploiting its Caspian en-

ergy wealth.

Here it's a matter of Pipelineistan at its peak—since the US, still dur-
ing the 1990s, decided to hit the Caspian in full force by supporting the
Baku-Tblisi-Ceyhan (BTC) oil pipeline and the Baku-Tblisi-Supsa (BTS)
gas pipeline.

For Gazprom, Iran is literally a goldmine. In September 2008, the
Russian energy giant announced it would explore the huge Azadegan-
North oilfield, as well as three others. Russia's Lukoil has increased its
prospecting and Tatneft said it would be involved in the north. The
George W Bush administration thought it was weakening Russia and iso-
lating Iran in Central Asia. Wrong: it only accelerated their strategic en-

ergy cooperation.

Putin power play

In February 1995, Moscow committed to finishing construction of a
nuclear reactor at Bushehr. This was a project started by that erstwhile,
self-proclaimed “gendarme of the Gulf” for the US—the shah of Iran.
The shah engaged KWU from Germany in 1974, but the project was
halted by the Islamic Revolution in 1979 and hit hard between 1984 and
1988 by Saddam Hussein's bombs. The Russians finally entered the pic-
ture proposing to finish the project for $800 million. By December 2001,
Moscow also started to sell missiles to Tehran—a surefire way of making

extra money offering protection for strategic assets such as Bushehr.
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Bushehr is a source of immense controversy in Iran. It should have
been finished by 2000. As Iranian officials see it, the Russians seem never
to be interested in wrapping it up. There are technical reasons—such as
the Russian reactor being too big to fit inside what KWU had already
built—as well as a technology deficit on the part of Iranian nuclear engi-

neers.

But most of all there are geopolitical reasons. Former president Vla-
dimir Putin used Bushehr as a key diplomatic peon in his double chess-
board match with the West and the Iranians. It was Putin who launched
the idea of enriching uranium for Iran in Russia; talk about a strategic
asset in terms of managing a global nuclear crisis. Ahmadinejad—and
most of all the Supreme Leader—gave him a flat refusal. The Russian re-
sponse was even more foot-dragging, and even mild support for more

US-sponsored sanctions against Tehran.

Tehran got the message—that Putin was not an unconditional ally.
Thus, in August 2006, the Russians landed a new deal for the construc-
tion and supervision of two new nuclear plants. This all means that the
Iranian nuclear dossier simply cannot be solved without Russia. Simulta-
neously, by Putin's own framework, it's very clear in Moscow that a pos-
sible Israeli strike would make it lose a profitable nuclear client on top of
a diplomatic debacle. Medvedev for his part is pursuing the same two-
pronged strategy; stressing to Americans and Europeans that Russia does
not want nuclear proliferation in the Middle East while stressing to Teh-

ran that it needs Russia more than ever.

Another feature of Moscow's chessboard strategy—never spelled out
in public—is to keep the cooperation with Tehran to prevent China from
taking over the whole project, but without driving the Americans ballistic

at the same time. As long as the Iranian nuclear program is not finished,
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Russia can always play the wise moderating role between Iran and the
West.

Building up a civilian nuclear program in Iran is good business for

both Iran and Russia for a number of reasons.

First of all, both are military encircled. Iran is strategically encircled
by the US in Turkey, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Pakistan and Afghani-
stan, and by US naval power in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean.
Russia has seen NATO gobbling up the Baltic countries and threatening
to “annex” Georgia and Ukraine; NATO is at war in Afghanistan; and the

US is still present, one way or another, across Central Asia.

Iran and Russia share the same strategy as far as the Caspian Sea is
concerned. They are in fact opposed to the new Caspian states—

Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan.

Iran and Russia also face the threat of hardcore Sunni Islam. They
have a tacit agreement; for instance, Tehran has never done anything to
help the Chechens. Then there's the Armenian issue. A de facto Moscow-

Tehran-Erevan axis profoundly irks the Americans.

Finally, in this decade, Iran has become the third-largest importer of
Russian weapons, after China and India. This includes the anti-missile

system Tor M-1, which defends Iran's nuclear installations.

What's your axis?

So thanks to Putin, the Iran-Russia alliance is carefully deployed in

three fronts—nuclear, energy and weapons.
Are there cracks in this armor? Certainly.

First, Moscow by all means does not want a weaponized Iranian nu-

clear program. This spells out “regional destabilization.” Then, Central
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Asia is considered by Moscow as its backyard, so for Iran to be ascendant
in the region is quite problematic. As far as the Caspian goes, Iran needs
Russia for a satisfactory juridical solution (Is it a sea or a lake? How much

of it belongs to each border country?)

On other hand, Iran's new military dictatorship of the mullahtariat
will react savagely if it ever had Russia fully against it in the UN Security
Council. That would spell a rupture in economic relations—very bad for
both sides—but also the possibility of Tehran supporting radical Islam

everywhere from the southern Caucasus to Central Asia.

Under these complex circumstances, it's not so far-fetched to imagine

a sort of polite Cold War going on between Tehran and Moscow.

From Russia's point of view, it all comes back to the “axis”—which
would be in fact Moscow-Tehran-Erevan-New Delhi, a counter-power to
the US-supported Ankara-Tblisi-Telaviv-Baku axis. But there's ample
debate about it even inside the Russian elite. The old guard, like former
Prime Minister Yevgeny Primakov, thinks that Russia is back as a great
power by cultivating its former Arab clients as well as Iran; but then the

so-called “Westernizers” are convinced that Iran is more of a liability.

They may have a point. The key of this Moscow-Tehran axis is oppor-
tunism—opposition to US hegemonic designs. Is Obama—via his “un-
clenched fist” policy—wily enough to try to turn this all upside down; or
will he be forced by the Israel lobby and the industrial-military complex

to finally strike a regime now universally despised all over the West?

Russia—and Iran—are fully committed to a multipolar world. The
new military dictatorship of the mullahtariat in Tehran knows it cannot
afford to be isolated; its road to the limelight may have to go through
Moscow. That explains why Iran is making all sorts of diplomatic efforts
to join the SCO.
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As much as progressives in the West may support Iranian pragmatic
conservatives—who are far from reformists—the crucial fact remains that
Iran is a key peon for Russia to manage its relationship with the US and
Europe. No matter how nasty the overtones, all evidence points to “sta-

bility” at this vital artery in the heart of the New Great Game.

July 2009
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IRAN, CHINA AND THE NEW SILK ROAD

Does it make sense to talk about a Beijing-Tehran axis? Apparently
no, when one learns that Iran's application to become a full member of
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) was flatly denied at the

2008 summit in Tajikistan.

Apparently yes, when one sees how the military dictatorship of the
mullahtariat in Tehran and the collective leadership in Beijing have dealt
with their recent turmoil—the “green revolution” in Tehran and the Ui-
ghur riots in Urumgqi—reawakening in the West the ghostly mythology

of “Asian despotism.”

The Iran-China relationship is like a game of Chinese boxes. Amid
the turbulence, glorious or terrifying, of their equally millenarian histo-
ries, when one sees an Islamic Republic that now reveals itself as a milita-
rized theocracy and a Popular Republic that is in fact a capitalist

oligarchy, things are not what they seem to be.

No matter what recently happened in Iran, consolidating the power of
the Khamenei-Ahmadinejad-IranianRevolutionary GuardsCorps (IRGC)
axis, the relationship will continue to develop within the framework of a
clash between US hyperpower—declining as it may be—and the aspiring

Chinese big power, allied with the re-emergent Russian big power.

On the road

Iran and China are all about the New Silk Road—or routes—in Eura-
sia. Both are among the most venerable and ancient of (on the road)

partners. The first encounter between the Parthian empire and the Han
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dynasty was in 140 BC, when Zhang Qian was sent to Bactria (in today's
Afghanistan) to strike deals with nomad populations. This eventually led

to Chinese expansion in Central Asia and interchange with India.

Trading exploded via the fabled Silk Road—silk, porcelain, horses,
amber, ivory, incense. As a serial traveler across the Silk Road over the
years, I ended up learning on the spot how the Persians controlled the
Silk Road by mastering the art of making oases, thus becoming in the

process the middlemen between China, India and the West.

Parallel to the land route there was also a naval route—from the Per-
sian Gulf to Canton (today's Guangzhou). And there was of course a reli-
gious route—with Persians translating Buddhist texts and with Persian
villages in the desert serving as springboards to Chinese pilgrims visiting
India. Zoroastrianism—the official religion of the Sassanid empire—was
imported to China by Persians at the end of the 6th century, and Mani-
chaeism during the 7th. Diplomacy followed: the son of the last Sassanid
emperor—fleeing the Arabs in 670 AD—found refuge in the Tang court.
During the Mongol period, Islam spread into China.

Iran has never been colonized. But it was a privileged theater of the
original Great Game between the British Empire and Russia in the 19th
century and then during the Cold War between the US and the Soviet
Union in the 20th. The Islamic Revolution may at first imply Khomeini's
official policy of “neither East nor West.” In fact, Iran dreams of bridging
both.

That brings us to Iran's key, inescapable geopolitical role at the epi-
center of Eurasia. The New Silk Road translates into an energy corridor—
the Asian Energy Security Grid—in which the Caspian Sea is an essential
node, linked to the Persian Gulf, from where oil is to be transported to
Asia. And as far as gas is concerned, the name of the game is Pipeline-

istan—as in the recently agreed Iran-Pakistan (IP) pipeline and the inter-
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connection between Iran and Turkmenistan, whose end result is a direct

link between Iran and China.

Then there's the hyper-ambitious, so-called “North-South corridor”—
a projected road and rail link between Europe and India, through Russia,
Central Asia, Iran and the Persian Gulf. And the ultimate New Silk Road
dream—an actual land route between China and the Persian Gulf via

Central Asia (Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan).

The width of the circle

As the bastion of Shi'ite faith, encircled by Sunnis, Iran under what is
now a de facto theocratic dictatorship still desperately needs to break out
from its isolation. Talk about a turbulent environment: Iraq still under
US occupation to the west, the ultra-unstable Caucasus in the northwest,
fragile Central Asian “stans” in the northeast, basket cases Afghanistan
and Pakistan to the east, not to mention the nuclear neighborhood -

Israel, Russia, China, Pakistan and India.

Technological advancement for Iran means fully mastering a civilian
nuclear program—which contains the added benefit of turning it into a
sanctuary via the possibility of building a nuclear device. Officially, Teh-
ran has declared ad infinitum it has no intention of possessing an “un-
Islamic” bomb. Beijing understands Tehran's delicate position and sup-
ports its right to the peaceful use of nuclear energy. Beijing would have
loved to see Tehran adopt the plan proposed by Russia, the US, Western
Europe and, of course, China. Carefully evaluating its vital energy and
national security interests, the last thing Beijing wants is for Washington

to clench its fist again.

What happened to the George W Bush-declared, post-9/11 “global
war on terror” (GWOT), now remixed by Obama as “overseas contin-

gency operations” (OCO)? GWOT's key, shadowy aim was for Washing-
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ton to firmly plant the flag in Central Asia. For those sorry neo-cons,
China was the ultimate geopolitical enemy, so nothing was more enticing
than to try to sway a batch of Asian countries against China. Easier

dreamed of than done.

China's counter-power was to turn the whole game around in Central
Asia, with Iran as its key peon. Beijing was quick to grasp that Iran is a

matter of national security, in terms of assuring its vast energy needs.

Of course China also needs Russia—for energy and technology. This
is arguably more of an alliance of circumstance—for all the ambitious
targets embodied by the SCO—than a long-term strategic partnership.
Russia, invoking a series of geopolitical reasons, considers its relationship
with Iran as exclusive. China says slow down, we're also in the picture.
And as Iran remains under pressure at different levels from both the US

and Russia, what better “savior” than China?

Enter Pipelineistan. At first sight, Iranian energy and Chinese tech-

nology is a match made in heaven. But it's more complicated than that.

Still the victim of US sanctions, Iran has turned to China to modern-
ize itself. Once again, the Bush/Dick Cheney years and the invasion of
Iraq sent an unmistakable message to the collective leadership in Beijing.
A push to control Iraq oil plus troops in Afghanistan, a stone's throw
from the Caspian, added to the Pentagon's self-defined “arc of instability”
from the Middle East to Central Asia—this was more than enough to im-
print the message: the less dependent China is on US-subjugated Arab
Middle East energy, the better.

The Arab Middle East used to account for 50% of China's oil imports.
Soon China became the second-largest oil importer from Iran, after Ja-
pan. And since fateful 2003, China also has mastered the full cycle of pro-

spection/exploitation/refining—thus Chinese companies are investing
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heavily in Iran's oil sector, whose refining capacity, for instance, is risible.
Without urgent investment, some projections point to Iran possibly cut-
ting off oil exports by 2020. Iran also needs everything else China can
provide in areas like transportation systems, telecom, electricity and na-

val construction.

Iran needs China to develop its gas production in the gigantic north
Pars and south Pars fields—which it shares with Qatar—in the Persian
Gulf. So no wonder a “stable” Iran had to become a matter of Chinese

national security.

Multipolar we go

So why the stalemate at the SCO? As China is always meticulously
seeking to improve its global credibility, it had to be considering the pros
and cons of admitting Iran, for which the SCO and its slogan of mutual
cooperation for the stability of Central Asia, as well as economic and se-
curity benefits, are priceless. The SCO fights against Islamic terrorism
and “separatism” in general—but now has also developed as an economic
body, with a development fund and a multilateral economic council. The

whole idea of it is to curb American influence in Central Asia.

Iran has been an observer since 2005. Next year may be crucial. The
race is on to beat the clock, before a desperate Israeli strike, and have Iran
accepted by the SCO while negotiating some sort of stability pact with the
Barack Obama administration. For all this to happen relatively smoothly,
Iran needs China—that is, to sell as much oil and gas as China needs be-
low market prices, while accepting Chinese—and Russian—investment

in the exploration and production of Caspian oil.

All this while Iran also courts India. Both Iran and India are focused
on Central Asia. In Afghanistan, India is financing the construction of a

US$250 million road between Zaranj, at the Iranian border, and
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Delaram—which is in the Afghan Ring Road linking Kabul, Kandahar,
Herat and Mazar-i-Sharif. New Delhi sees in Iran a very important mar-
ket. India is actively involved in the construction of a deep-water port in
Chabahar—that would be a twin for the Gwadar port built in southern
Balochistan by China, and would be very helpful to landlocked Afghani-

stan (freeing it from Pakistani interference).

Iran also needs its doors to the north—the Caucasus and Turkey—to
channel its energy production towards Europe. It's an uphill struggle.
Iran has to fight fierce regional competition in the Caucasus; the US-
Turkey alliance framed by NATO; the perpetual US-Russian Cold War in
the region; and last but not least Russia's own energy policy, which simp-

ly does not contemplate sharing the European energy market with Iran.

But energy agreements with Turkey are now part of the picture—after
the moderate Islamists of the AKP took power in Ankara in 2002. Now
it's not that far-fetched to imagine the possibility of Iran in the near fu-
ture supplying much-needed gas for the ultra-expensive, US-supported

Turkey-to-Austria Nabucco pipeline.

But the fact remains that for both Tehran and Beijing, the American
thrust in the “arc of instability” from the Middle East to Central Asia is
anathema. Theyre both anti-US hegemony and US unilateralism,
Bush/Cheney style. As emerging powers, they're both pro multipolar.
And as they're not Western-style liberal democracies, the empathy is
even stronger. Few failed to notice the stark similarities in the degree of
repression of the “green revolution” in Tehran and the Uighurs in Xin-
jiang.

For China, a strategic alliance with Iran is above all about Pipeline-
istan, the Asian Energy Security Grid and the New Silk Road. For China,
a peaceful solution to the Iranian nuclear dossier is imperative. This

would lead to Iran being fully opened to (eager) European investment.
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Washington may be reluctant to admit it, but in the New Great Game in

Eurasia, the Tehran-Beijing axis spells out the future: multipolarity.
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JIHAD BLING BLING

The news of Pashtun jihad master Baitullah Mehsud possibly hit by a
Predator drone on the roof of his father-in-law's house while undertaking
a massage provoked hardly a ripple among the happy few gathered
around the table of the appropriately named Pan Dei (“All Gods”), a
glitzy multimillion-euro yacht currently anchored at the mythic Mediter-

ranean port of St Tropez.

To start with, the happy few—five toned, tanned, swinging Dolce and
Gabbana, model lookalikes—wouldn't even dream of being caught in
such a situation, unless the masseuse was a Swedish valkyrie and the trib-
al setting was a suite of the Pan Dei itself. And they don't deal with
drones—only private jets. After all, they are proud enablers of jihad bling
bling—post-crisis hypercapitalism's answer to the enduring financial

<« 2. »
Crisis.

Crisis? What crisis? As much as France remains the number-one des-
tination for mass tourism in the world, St Tropez remains the most cov-
eted spot in the world for jihad bling bling. Forget the Dubai oven with
its “artificial islands.” Forget the faded California dream. Exclusive St
Barth in the Caribbean is too much under the radar. This is not about a
Baudelaire remix of luxury, calm and voluptuousness. If we're talking

over-the-wall brash and flash, St Tropez is the genuine (gleaming) article.

It's 9pm at the ultra-busy port of St Tropez, the sunset is absolutely
smashing, cafes like the swinging Gorilla are bursting at the seams and
the gleaming Pan Dei is about to dock—to the speechless amazement of

hordes of multinational day trippers in trunks and sandals who packed
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their ham-and-cheese baguette and diet cola in a plastic bag as their last

line of defense against hyper-inflated local prices.

They wouldn't even dream of a fish duo dinner at the perennially cool
Cafe des Arts in the Place des Lys, where Chichette—the coolest bartend-
er west of Baghdad—dishes out glasses of fine chilled Cotes de Provence
and the patron, an unsmiling summer table warrior who's seen them all,
from Brigitte Bardot to the Emir of Qatar, would refuse to get them a ta-

ble anyway.

Outside, undulating Tropeziennes in impossibly high heels play
petanque with hardened veterans sipping pastis, and Bardot replicas in
faux Indian chic babble into their golden Motorolas identifying the
night's jackpot. A nagging question intervenes. Where are the Russians—

aka, the novi ruski?

They haven't exactly disappeared from the jihad bling bling planet.
Tired of being fleeced, they have partly abandoned St Tropez for more
sedate pastures like the wild beaches of Sardinia, where one Silvio Ber-
lusconi, who happens to be Italy's prime minister, keeps his outstanding
Tiberian orgy summer digs. For their part, Italians—not all of them hor-
rified by Silvio's erotic antics—are back in St Tropez in full force, escap-

ing the overbuilding devastation of their own Riviera.

Exit the Russians; enter the enigmatic upper bourgeoisie from Latvia,
which sends its daughters to London for culture and its sons to Geneva
for investment banking; impossibly tanned and fit, they reunite by in-

termarriage in St Tropez to live la dolce vita in style.

The rent-a-yacht lifestyle

Back at the Pan Dei, there couldn't be a more classic jihad bling bling
stage. While the five happy few drink (silver) buckets of Krug—served by
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a stewardess—and hang five to their upcoming wild night, two muscle
girls in blue shorts, part of the crew, work their perfect butts off, impec-
cably landing the boat under the orders of a crew master. The full crew

numbers no less than 10.

Jihad bling bling's financial savvy remains merciless. Supporting the
local economy is only relatively encouraged—as in landing the best tables
in town. But paying taxes is frowned upon. It's not for nothing that virtu-
ally every other mega-yacht in St Tropez comes from this magic never-
land, Georgetown, in the Cayman Islands, which for all Group of 10

rhetoric to amuse the galleries, will never be subjected to fiscal control.

The jihad bling bling solution to escape the hefty taxes imposed at St
Tropez's port is the rent-a-yacht. This means renting only the deck of
your yacht for a private dinner (the whole boat, cabins included, is fully
locked), when aspiring jihad bling blingers can dazzle the port hordes

with their (fake) immunity to the “crisis.”

Other, more savvy yachters have come up with an even better solu-
tion; they park their gleaming beasts somewhere in the Mediterranean
and take a rollicking 10-minute boat ride to shore, where they very excit-
edly alight in white linen regalia after what is later packaged in conversa-

tion as a “sea adventure.”

Jihad bling bling as applied to St Tropez could not but be a class socie-
ty, as in ancient Greece—from the ultra-exclusive multinational yacht
crowd and the yacht renters down to the local (European) crew and the
multinational hordes of hangers-on. As for the oldest profession in the

world... well, talk about crisis.

The current going rate is 2,000 euros (US$2,840) for a live copy of
Maria Sharapova rented before 10 pm. At midnight, the rate drops to

1,000 euros. And at 5 am, it all becomes a bargain: only 200 euros. No
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wonder beach babes are all flocking to Sardinia to do business with Ber-
lusconi. Not only do they get 1,000 euros a night plus immeasurable bo-
nuses, they are elevated to tabloid fodder stardom and show up all over
pan-European media telling all about their hot adventure with the insa-

tiable Il Cavaliere.

According to Forbes magazine, now there are “only” 793 billionaires
left in the world. A great deal still call St Tropez home. Poor guys. Jihad
bling blingers are now more money-conscious than ever. Their new-
found, low-cost attitude includes bargaining for every possible free lunch
in town, and every available discount in a sales-infested shoposphere. Of
course there are exceptions, such as a suspected, lonely Emirati who
showed up in an empty St Tropez shop at 10pm and bought 10,000 euros

in cashmere.

Where is Chouchou?

It's easy to spot who's really missing in St Tropez; none other than ub-
er-couple “Chouchou” (my little darling) and Carla—or, in plain English,
the President of France Nicolas Sarkozy, aka Sarko the First and his belle,
Carla Bruni-Sarkozy, the (Italian) priestess of the new French gauche
caviar, those specimens who pretend to be impossibly politically correct

while dreaming of a star-studded life as jihad bling blingers.

The first couple is currently holed up in the Cap Negre, east of the
port of Toulon, far, far away from St Tropez glitz, at the house mansion
of mom Bruni-Tedeschi. The definitive bling blinger way back in 2007,
the adrenalin junkie Sarko the First is now in full low-cost, low-profile
mode—especially after his spectacular collapse while jogging at noon un-
der 35 degrees Celsius. But dedicated Carla still calls him “Chouchou”—a

jihad bling bling form of affection if there ever was one.
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To the north of Cap Negre lies Provence—which dazzled Van Gogh,
Picasso and F Scott Fitzgerald. Not exactly jihad bling bling territory.
This is arguably where the essence of the best of real-life France still is—
from the vineyards of Chateauneuf-du-Pape to the understated elegance
of medieval Bonnieux; from the canyons of Colorado atmosphere of
Roussillon to the dazzling hills of the Luberon—mostly a protected na-

tional park.

A mere chair on the beach at Pampelone, in St Tropez, rents for a
staggering 60 euros a day (and jihad bling blingers get no discount). But
arguably the funkiest beach outside the Cote d'Azur is actually in the
Camargue—an apex of ecological equilibrium—not far from marshes

inhabited by packs of pink flamingos.

The beach, near the salt banks of Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer, sports a
motley crew of gypsies, bikers, dopers, losers, fake rastas, anarchists,
trailer park trashers and nudists as if they all had sprung up from Inher-
ent Vice, by Thomas Pynchon, the definitive novel of the summer of
2009.

Nostradamus—who was born in Saint-Remy-de-Provence in 1503—
didn't bother to predict the arrival of jihad bling bling. Vincent Van
Gogh, who lived in Saint-Remy, wouldn't bother to paint them. Jihad
bling bling is all about showing who, according to Monty Python, is the

Biggus Dickus in town.

In this particular department, few jihad bling blingers may equal for-
mer French king Philippe Le Bel. His 13th-century tower still stands at
tiny Villeneuve-les-Avignon, on the other side of the river Rhone oppo-
site the legendary city of popes, Avignon. The river used to be the divid-
ing line between the kingdom of France and the Christian kingdom of

the papacy. Philippe Le Bel built his fortress/tower on a hill rising above
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the papal palace on the other side, his way of affirming who had the jihad
bling bling Biggus Dickus in town.

And then there are the ruins of the Divine Marquis de Sade's chateau
at tiny, hilly Lacoste. Sade, aristocrat-pornographer, the philosopher of
transgression in all its nuances, has never been hipper, making the transi-
tion from jail in the Bastille to the Pleaiade—the most prestigious of
French literary collections. Forever enigmatic, “extreme in everything”
according to his self-description, smashing all conventions with his de-

regulated imagination.

The blueprint of a jihad bling blinger? Hardly. The divine marquis
would never dodge taxes on St Tropez's port, or wait for 5am to grab a
Russian hooker for 200 euros; he'd keep a non-stop orgy, parked at the

port, with all the belles in town.

On the other hand, Sade wrote a detailed eulogy of sodomy. St Tropez
locals—men and women—rage about the “weird practices” of selected
jihad bling blingers of Middle Eastern extraction. Well, even Nostrada-

mus could not possibly predict the advent of anal hypercapitalism.

August 2009
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THE GLITZY FACE OF EURABIA

Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, the Emir of Qatar, is a man, to
quote rock geopoliticos Mick Jagger and Keith Richards, “of wealth and
taste.” Not to mention his second wife, the ravishing Sheikh Moza, one of
the most powerful women in the Middle East. It goes without saying that
the Qatari royal couple had to be bitten by the Francophilia bug, super-
villa in Cannes included (not to mention the duplex near Place de la

Concorde).

But in terms of global power couples, few rival the complicity between
the Emir of Qatar and adrenalin junkie and French President Nicolas
Sarkozy. After all, Sarko Le Premier (Sarko the First), as cynics call him
in France, could not find a better partner to anchor France's Arab foreign
policy. At the Elysee Palace, very cozy relations with a key Persian Gulf
actor are considered ultra-strategic. Especially if the actor in question
holds the third-largest proven gas reserves in the world, only behind Rus-

sia and Iran.

The emir and Sarko are so close that whenever there's business to be
done—and that's a lot of business—the emir calls Sarko directly, bypass-
ing the usual diplomatic channels. Not for nothing the Qatari royal cou-

ple are regular guests of honor in the traditional French parade of July 14.

The emir is indeed a fascinating character. Faithful to the (previous)
empire, he studied at the British military academy in Sandhurst. In June
1995 he applied a bloodless palace coup and snatched power from his
own father, who happened to be living la dolce vita in Europe. Once

again flirting with iconoclasm, the emir then not only famously begged to
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differ from the House of Saud in virtually all matters but got into no-
holds-barred journalism by launching a made in Arabia 24-hour news

channel, al-Jazeera.

The emir holds no grudge against the West. Far from it; the best ex-
ample may be the muscular influence of the Rand Corporation in Qatar.
He is now carefully cultivating the profile of an international mediator—

as in the Doha accords that led to the 2008 Lebanese presidential election.

When in doubt, invest

The power love affair between the emir and Sarko was born when
Sarko was still France's minister of interior—or, critics say, “top cop,” at a
time when agreements were basically reached under the “war on terror”
framework. Now everything is at play—especially Qatari investments in
France, such as the renovation of the ultra-chic Hotel Lambert, owned by
the emir's brother, as well as the inevitable multitude of villas in the Cote
d'Azur. No wonder in February the French parliament approved a bill
exempting from taxes any investments made by the emir or his public

entities in the French real-estate market.

Inevitably this is a matter of a monster, US$80 billion sovereign fund,
the Qatar Investment Authority (QIA), created in 2005 to diversify a
monoculture economy until then dominated by oil and gas. QIA simply
eschews any opportunities demanding less than 100 million euros
(US$142.4 million). Europe accounts for one-third of the investments of

Qatari Diar, the company in charge of the financial transactions for the
fund.

QIA won't blink to place 7 billion euros to get 25% of Porsche. It al-
ready controls 15% of the London Stock Exchange, 8% of Barclays, 2% of
Credit Suisse and 8% of the top bank in China, the Industrial and Com-

mercial Bank of China.
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Certainly more piles of cash are invested in London, but the emir's
heart beats for Paris. Qatar is literally taking over rows and rows of office
buildings between Opera and Madeleine in central Paris. Why real es-
tate? It's because what Qataris know best. Even the mayor of Paris, the
colorful Bertrand Delanoe, is now in full campaign to make the Qataris

invest in other, less pricey, Parisian neighborhoods.

Qatar's dream is not exactly to become a real-estate powerhouse. The
emirate wants to be respected as a model of regional development. That's

where Moza Bent Nasser al-Misned, the emir's wife, jumps in.

The Qatar Foundation, over which she presides, finances a host of
humanitarian and cultural projects—such as the recent ecology aware-
ness global blockbuster Home; the movie's director, Yann Arthus-
Bertrand, received 1 million euros from the foundation. The emir's wife

is now in the French Academy of Beaux-Arts.

She is also vice president of Qatar's Supreme Council for Education,
and directs a giant campus (the general plan was designed by superstar
architect Arata Isozaki) where six American universities are already
shelling out diplomas (60% of them women). Sheikh Moza is an extreme-
ly active campaigner for education as the path for feminine emancipation
in the Middle East. Quite striking, when one knows how the Qatar penin-

sula has been for a long time heavily marked by intolerant Wahhabism.

As in all Gulf emirates that have been propelled in less than half a cen-
tury from a subsistence economy based on fishing to untold oil and gas
wealth, culture is not exactly a priority. “Culture” in the region could be

defined as the cement of a social cohesion that still has to be invented.

So yes, when they hear the world “culture,” Qataris wave their check-
book. Qatar didn't get the new Louvre—it was snatched by Abu Dhabi.
But Qatar got the architect of the Grand Louvre.
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The architects come from the rich north, the laborers from the poor
south. This symbiotic apotheosis is more than evident at the Museum of
Islamic Art in Doha, launched in November 2008. Cost: only $350 mil-
lion. The architect had to be a genius, Chinese-American I M Pei—who,
as the emir well knew, built the Louvre Pyramid. The museum is a sensa-
tional mix of cubes and curves erected over an artificial island away from
the Doha corniche, facing from a distance a spectacular 21st-century sky-
line. The collection, as a former expert from the Victoria and Albert Mu-
seum in London put it, is also spectacular, covering 1,300 years of history

in three continents.

And “culture” does not stop here. Qatar is also building a Museum of
National History (the architect is another superstar, Jean Nouvel); a Mu-
seum of Natural History; a National Library (by superstar architect Arata
Isozaki); a Photography Museum (architect Santiago Calatrava); and a

Museum of Contemporary Art.

The glass pyramid

Anyway, “culture” in Qatar remains predominantly business. And
business is definitely booming for Alcatel, Alstom, Areva, GDF Suez, To-
tal—all the big names of French big business. Vinci, for instance, is build-
ing no less than the number one bridge in the world between Doha and
Bahrain, 43 kilometers long. GDF Suez is installing a desalinization plant

in the middle of the desert.

Business is also booming in European territory. Qatar spent over $2
billion this year on five A-380 Airbus jets, not to mention the $17 billion
spent two years ago for 80 A-350s. Add to it the 1.5 billion euros for 20
Tigre military helicopters from Eurocopter—a branch of the giant Euro-
pean consortium European Aeronautic Defence and Space Company

(EADS). The French arms industry especially simply can't get enough of
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Qatar—betting all its chips on a commercial war against the Americans
already doing business with Doha. EADS sold to Qatar their system of
border surveillance as well as radars; now the emir wants an anti-missile

system.

Qatar is indeed Paradox Central. In the tiny emirate of only 11,000
square kilometers, one finds only 900,000 people—80% of them expatri-
ates—as well as al-Jazeera, a mega-American military base key for the US
Central Command and the wife and daughters of Saddam Hussein. On
top of it, Qatar finances Hamas in Palestine. Annual per capita gross na-

tional product is a ridiculously high $74,000. Crisis? What crisis?

Qatar's love affair with all things French does not exactly include “lib-
erty, equality, fraternity.” Everything in what is technically a constitu-
tional monarchy is in the hands of the al-Thani clan. Socially, it's a
hardcore pyramid. What's the place of “Western liberal democracy” in all
this ocean/desert of cash? The emir and his ultra-pro team have been
skillfully projecting Qatar's global image as an extremely modern coun-
try. In Qatar everything seems to be diluted in the overwhelming liquid
modernity flux of services, banking and smooth efficiency. As much as
Dubai in the United Arab Emirates copied to the hilt the Singaporean
model, Qatar is re-mixing the Dubai copy. A haven of social justice it
ain't.

France—and the European Union for that matter—can live with it.
Most of Qatar's gas—the country is the number one exporter of LNG—
goes to Asia. Last year, France bought only 85 million euros in oil and 20
million euros in gas from Qatar. The possibilities of expansion, not only
for France but the European Union (EU) as a whole, are limitless. Espe-
cially because Brussels' dream is to escape from the Russian energy stran-
glehold. The Holy Grail is North Pars, the largest gas field in the world,

which Qatar shares with Iran. Forget about villas in the Cote d'Azur; it's
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big—energy—business in this node of Eurabia that will be booming for a

long time to come.

August 2009
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ENDURING FREEDOM UNTIL 2050

And it's one, two, three

what are we fighting for?

Don't ask me, I don't give a damn
next stop is Vietnam

- Country Joe and the Fish, 1969

After eight long years, now more than ever, the United States invasion
and (partial) occupation of Afghanistan is on a roll, courtesy of US Presi-

dent Barack Obama's “new strategy.”

This—which Pentagon supremo Robert Gates insists is “working”—
includes US and NATO staging mini-Guernicas, a la the bombing of
Guernica, Spain, by German and Italian warplanes in 1937, as painted by

Pablo Picasso.

It also includes General Stanley McChrystal—the former number one
hit man for General David Petraeus in Irag—assaulting Washington to

demand (what else is new?) an extra 45,000 US boots on the ground.

Add 52,000 US troops and no less than a staggering 68,000 US con-
tractors as of late March—don't even count NATO—and soon there will
be more Americans wallowing in the Afghan mire than Soviets at their
occupation peak during the 1980s. In only 450 days, Enduring Freedom
plus NATO boots swelled up from 67,000 to 118,000.

Does it matter that, according to a McClatchy/Ipsos survey, almost

eight years after the “war on terror” bombing of the Taliban, 54% of
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Americans think the US is “losing” the war while 56% are against sending

more troops? Of course not.

We want our cut

The latest mini-Guernica is the air strike on two fuel trucks hijacked
by the Taliban and stuck in a riverbed near a market in the Ali Abad dis-
trict in Kunduz province. The strike was ordered by a helpless, intelli-
gence-impaired German colonel under the NATO banner, and has now

degenerated into a caustic war of words between Washington and Berlin.

NATO's “mission” in Afghanistan is extremely unpopular in Germa-
ny. According to Kunduz locals, the NATO air strike killed more than
100 villagers; NATO says no more than 25; all this while insisting it made
sure no civilians were in the area before the hit. It's the same mini-

Guernica scenario of Herat in August 2008 and Farah in May 2009.

None of this slows down the relentless Gates/Mullen/McChrystal gra-
vy train—the Pentagon superstar trio obsessed with milking a Vietnam-
style escalation of Obama's self-described “necessary war” whose final
objective, according to super-envoy Richard Holbrooke, is of the “we'll-

know-it-when-we-see-it” kind.

As for USAID, it has just “discovered” that the Taliban—as a protec-
tion racket—take a cut from the international development aid pouring
into Afghanistan. But the cut pales in comparison to what the Hamid
Karzai government and his warlord compadres divert from the European
Union coffers under United Nations supervision—via one “Afghan re-
construction” bash after another (Tokyo 2002, Berlin 2004, London 2006,
Paris 2008).

Maybe not as much as Americans, European taxpayers are also being

fleeced. In a devastating post at the Italian byebyeunclesam blog,



EMPIRE OF CHAOS

Giancarlo Chetoni explains how Afghanistan is costing Italian taxpayers
1,000 euros (US$1,433) a minute, or 525.6 million euros a year, to “free
the country from terrorism and drugs.” Surrealism is the norm. Italy fa-
mously gave 52 million euros to “reform Afghanistan's judicial system”
when, Chetoni notes, “3.5 million penal cases and 5.4 million civil law-
suits are currently pending” in Italy. During the next four years, Italy will

practically double its contingent, from 3,250 troops to more than 6,000.

New NATO head, former president George W Bush-friendly Anders
Rasmussen from Denmark, has been trying to explain the new “strategy”
in pyrotechnic NATOese to skeptical Europeans. But the real plot of the
non-stop tragicomedy is never spelled out. The US and its NATO allies
will do—and spend—whatever it takes to implant military bases on the
doorstep of both Russia and China and—Allah only knows—get their
Trans-Afghan Pakistan gas pipeline on track.

From November 2001 to December 2008, the Bush administration
burned $179 billion in Afghanistan, while NATO burned $102 billion.
Former NATO head Jaap de Hoop Scheffer said the West would keep
troops in Central Asia for 25 years. He was corrected by the British
army's chief of general staff, General David Richards: it will be 40 years.
Expect the “evil,” fit Taliban—immune to global warming—to be fighting
Enduring Freedom by 2050.

September 2009
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JUMPIN' JACK VERDI, IT'S A GAS, GAS, GAS

Oil and natural gas prices may be relatively low right now, but don't
be fooled. The New Great Game of the twenty-first century is always over
energy and it's taking place on an immense chessboard called Eurasia. Its
squares are defined by the networks of pipelines being laid across the oil
heartlands of the planet. Call it Pipelineistan. If, in Asia, the stakes in this
game are already impossibly high, the same applies to the “Euro” part of
the great Eurasian landmass—the richest industrial area on the planet.

Think of this as the real political thriller of our time.

The movie of the week in Brussels is: When NATO Meets Pipeline-
istan. Though you won't find it in any headlines, at virtually every recent
NATO summit Washington has been maneuvering to involve reluctant
Europeans ever more deeply in the business of protecting Pipelineistan.
This is already happening, of course, in Afghanistan, where a promised
pipeline from Turkmenistan to Pakistan and India, the TAPI pipeline,
has not even been built. And it's about to happen at the borders of Eu-

rope, again around pipelines that have not yet been built.

If you had to put that Euro part of Pipelineistan into a formula, you
might do so this way: Nabucco (pushed by the U.S.) versus South Stream

(pushed by Russia). Be patient. You'll understand in a moment.

At the most basic level, it's a matter of the West yet again trying, in the
energy sphere, to bypass Russia. For this to happen, however—and it
wouldn't hurt if you opened the nearest atlas for a moment—Europe
desperately needs to get a handle on Central Asian energy resources,

which is easy to say but has proven surprisingly hard to do. No wonder
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the NATO Secretary General's special representative, Robert Simmons,
has been logging massive frequent-flyer miles to Central Asia over these

last few years.

Just under the surface of an edgy entente cordiale between the EU and
Russia lurks the possibility of a no-holds-barred energy war—Liquid
War, as I call it. The EU and the US are pinning their hopes on a pro-
spective 3,300-kilometer-long, $10.7 billion pipeline dubbed Nabucco.
Planning for it began way back in 2004 and construction is finally ex-
pected to start, if all goes well (and it may not), in 2010. So if you're a
NATO optimist, you hope that natural gas from the Caspian Sea, maybe
even from Iran (barring the usual American blockade), will begin flowing
through it by 2015. The gas will be delivered to Erzurum in Turkey and

then transported to Austria via Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary.

Why, you might ask, is the pipeline meant to save Europe named for a
Verdi opera? Well, Austrian and Turkish energy executives happened to
see the opera together in Vienna in 2002 while discussing their energy
dilemmas, and the biblical plight of the Jews exiled by King Nabucco
(Nebuchadnezzar), a love story set amid a ferocious struggle for freedom
and power, swept them away. Still, it's a stretch to turn steel tubes into

dramatic characters.

Of course, the operatic theater here isn't really in the tubing, it's in the
politics and strategic implications that surround the pipeline. In Eastern
Europe, for instance, Nabucco is seen not as a European economic or
energy project, but as a creature of Washington, just like the Baku-Tblisi-
Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline from Azerbaijan to Turkey that President Bill
Clinton and his crew backed so vigorously in the 1990s and which was
finally finished in 2005. For those who have never believed the Cold War

is over—the Eastern Europeans among them—once again it's the good
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guys (the West) against the commies... sorry, the Russians... at an energy-
rich OK Corral.

The Great Borderless Gas Bazaar

Russia's answer to Nabucco is the 1,200-kilometer-long, $15 billion
South Stream pipeline, also scheduled to be finished in 2015; it is slated
to carry Siberian natural gas under the Black Sea from Russia to Bulgaria.
From Bulgaria, one branch of the pipeline would then run south through
Greece to southern Italy while the other would run north through Serbia

and Hungary towards northern Italy.

Now, add another pipeline to the picture, the $9.1 billion Nord
Stream that will soon enough snake from Western Russia under the Bal-
tic Sea to Germany, which already imports 41.5% of its natural gas from
Russia. The giant Russian energy firm Gazprom holds a controlling 51%
of Nord Stream stock; the rest belongs to German and Dutch companies.
The chairman of the board is none other than former German Chancel-
lor Gerhard Schroeder.

Put this all together and Russia, with its pipelines running in all direc-
tions and firmly embedded in Europe, spells trouble for Nabucco's future
and frustration for Washington's New Great Game plans to contain the
Russian energy juggernaut. And that's without even mentioning Ukhta
which, chances are, you've never heard of. If you aren't in the energy
business, why should you have? After all, it's a backwater village in Rus-
sia's autonomous republic of Komi, 350 kilometers from the Arctic Cir-
cle. Built by forced labor, it was once part of Alexander Solzhenitsyn's
Gulag archipelago. By 2030, however, you'll know its name. By then, a
pipeline from remote Ukhta will be flooding Europe with natural gas and

the village will be one of Nord Stream's key transit nodes.
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While Nabucco as well as South Stream remain virtual, Nord Stream
is a Terminator on the run. By 2010, it will be tunneling under the Baltic
Sea heading for Germany. By 2011, it should be delivering the goods and
a second pipe—12 meters long per joint, 100,000 tubes long—will be un-
der construction to double its capacity by 2014. Gazprom CEO Alexei
Miller pulls no punches: this, he says, will be “the safest and most mod-

ern pipeline in the world.”

How can Verdi lovers possibly compete? In the middle of a global re-
cession, Gazprom is spending at least $20 billion to conquer Europe via
Nord and South Stream. The strategy is a killer: pump gas under the sea
directly to Europe, avoiding messy transit routes across troublesome
countries like Ukraine. No wonder Gazprom, which today controls 26%

of the European gas market, is expected to have a 33% share by 2020.

In other words, in many ways, the Nabucco versus South Stream en-
ergy war already looks settled. Nabucco is, at best, likely to be a second-
ary pipeline, incapable, as Washington once hoped, of breaking the EU

away from energy dependence on Russia.

Brussels, predictably, is in its usual multilingual policy mess. Most bu-
reaucrats at its monster, directive-churning body, the European Com-
mission, publicly bemoan the “pipeline war.” On the other hand, Ona
Jukneviciene, chairwoman of the committees at the European Parliament
dealing with Central Asia, admits that Nabucco cannot be the only op-

tion.

As for Reinhard Mitschek, managing director of the Nabucco consor-
tium, he tries to put a brave face on things when he stresses, “we will
transport Russian gas, Azeri gas, Iraqi gas.” As for the top European offi-
cial on energy matters, Andris Piebalgs, he can't help being a pragmatist:
“We'll continue to work with Russia because Russia has energy re-

sources.”
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From a business point of view, it's tough to argue with South Stream's
selling points. Unlike Nabucco, it will offer cheaper, all-Russian natural
gas that won't have to transit through potential war zones, and while
Nabucco will always deliver limited amounts of Caspian natural gas to
market, South Stream, given Russian resources, will have plenty of room

to increase its output.

The fact is that, as of now, Nabucco still has no guaranteed sources of
gas. In order for the gas to come from energy-rich Turkmenistan, to take
but one example, the Turkmen leadership would have to break a deal
they've already made with Russia, which now buys all of that country's
export gas. There's no way that Moscow is likely to let one of the former
Soviet Republics do that easily. In addition, both Russia and Iran could
well be capable of blocking any pipeline straddling the floor of the Caspi-

an Sea.

Gazprom will pay to build South Stream, and then distribute and sell
gas it already controls to Europe; Nabucco, on the other hand, has to rely
on a messy consortium of six countries (Austria, Hungary, Romania,
Bulgaria, Turkey, and Germany) simply to finance one-third of its pro-
spective costs, and then convince wary international bankers to shell out

the rest.

The Pentagon does the Black Sea

So what does Washington want out of this mess? That's easy. Rewind
to then-prospective Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in her Senate con-
firmation hearings on January 13, 2009. There, she decried Europe's de-
pendence on Russian natural gas and issued an urgent call for
“investments in the Trans-Caspian energy sector.” Think of it as a signal:
The new Obama administration would be as committed to Nabucco as

the Bush administration had been.
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What is never spelled out is why. Enter the Black Sea, that crucial geo-
strategic stage where Europe meets the Middle East, the Caucasus, and
Central Asia. Enter, thus, Bulgaria, home to a new Pentagon air base in
Bezmer, one of six new strategic bases being built outside the US and as
potentially important to Washington's future games as the stalwart air
bases in Incirlik, Turkey, and Aviano, Italy have been in the past. (Aviano
was the key U.S./NATO base for the bombing of the Bosnian Serbs in
1995 and the 78-day bombing campaign against Serbia in 1999.)

With the Pentagon's bases already creeping within a stone's throw of
Southwest and Central Asia, it doesn't take a genius to imagine the role
Bezmer might play in any future attack on Iran (something the Russian
defense establishment has already taken careful note of). With both Ro-
mania and Bulgaria now part of NATO, Article 5 of the alliance's charter
now applies. NATO can take action “in the event of crises which jeopard-
ize Euro-Atlantic stability and could affect the security of Alliance mem-

bers.”

In this way, Pipelineistan meets the American Empire of Bases.

Young Turks and Wily Russians

Why is everyone so damn hooked on Central Asian oil and gas? El-
shad Nasirov, deputy chairman of the state-owned Azerbaijani oil com-
pany SOCAR, sums the addiction up succinctly enough: “This is the
place where there is oil and gas in abundance. It is not Arab, not Persian,

not Russian, and not OPEC.”

It's the Caspian and, unfortunately for Europe, the region could, in
energy terms, turn out to be not the caviar for which it's renowned but so
many rotten fish eggs. No one knows, after all, whether the EU will ever
be able to buy Iranian gas via Nabucco. No one knows whether the Cen-

tral Asian “stans” have enough gas to supply Russia, China, and Turkey,

111



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

112

not to mention India and Pakistan. No one knows whether any of their

leaders will have the nerve to renege on their deals with Gazprom.

Ever since a 2008 British study determined that Turkmenistan may
have natural gas reserves second only to Russia on the planet, the Euro-
pean Commission has been on a no-holds-barred tear to lure that coun-
try into delivering some of its future gas directly to Europe—and not
through the Russian pipeline system either. Turkmenistan's inscrutable
leader, the spectacularly named Gurbanguly Berdymukhammedov, just
has to say the word, but despite the claims of EU officials that he has
agreed to send some gas Europe-wards, he's never offered a public word
of confirmation. No wonder: with Nabucco unbuilt and a pipeline from
his country to China still under construction, Turkmenistan can play
Pipelineistan games only with Russia and Iran. In fact, Russia essentially

controls the flow of Turkmen gas for the next 15 years.

Should Gurbanguly someday say the magic word—and assuming the
Russians don't throw a monkey wrench into the works—he can marry
Turkey, as the key transit country, with the EU and let them all sing Ver-
di till the sheep come home. In the meantime, angst is the name of the

game in Europe (and so in Washington).

A declassified dossier from the Federal'naya sluzhba bezopasnosti Ros-
siyskoy Federatsii (FSB), the Russian heir to the KGB, is adamant: consid-
ering Nabucco's shortcomings, “Russia will remain the primary supplier
of energy to Europe for the foreseeable future.” Call it a matter of having
your gas and processing it, too. Prime Minister Vladimir Putin has been
making the point for years. If Europe tries to snub it, Russia will simply
build its own LNG plants, to facilitate storage and transport, and sell its
LNG all over the world.

Anyway it's worth paying attention to what the St. Petersburg State

Mining Institute (where Putin earned his doctorate) has to say. Accord-
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ing to the institute, Russia has only 20 years' worth of its own natural gas
reserves left. Since Russia plans to sell up to 40% of its gas abroad, “Rus-
sian” gas may in the future actually mean Central Asian gas. All the more
reason for the Russians to make sure that those massive Turkmen and

other reserves flow north, not west.

Whatever Washington thinks, the Europeans know that energy inde-
pendence from Russia is, in reality, inconceivable. Bottom line when it
comes to natural gas: Europe needs everything—Nord Stream, South
Stream, and Nabucco. The bulk of the natural gas in this Pipelineistan
maze may well turn out to be Central Asian anyway and a substantial
part could be Iranian, if the Obama administration ever normalizes rela-

tions with Iran.

That, then, is the current state of play in the European wing of Pipe-
lineistan. Russia seems to have virtually guaranteed its status as the top
gas supplier to Europe for the foreseeable future. But that brings us to
Turkey, a key regional power for both the US and the EU. As President
Obama has recognized, Turkey is both a real and a metaphorical bridge
between the Christian and Muslim worlds. It is also an ideal transit coun-
try for carrying non-Russian gas to Europe and is now playing its own

suitably complex Pipelineistan game.

Chances are that, like Ukhta in far off Siberia, you've never heard of
Yumurtalik either. It's a fishing port squeezed between the Mediterrane-
an Sea and the Taurus mountains, very close to Ceyhan, the terminal for
two key nodes of Pipelineistan: the Kirkuk-Ceyhan pipeline from Iraq
and the monster BTC pipeline. Turkey wants to turn Yumurtalik-Ceyhan

into nothing less than the Rotterdam of the Mediterranean.

Even as it dreams of future EU membership, however, Turkey worries
about antagonizing Moscow. And yet, being aboard the Nabucco Express

and already fully committed to the functioning BTC pipeline puts the
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country on a potential collision course with Russia, its largest trading

partner. Of course, this does not displease Washington.

On the other hand, the Turkish leadership draws ever closer to Iran,
which provides 38% of Turkey's oil and 25% of its natural gas. Ankara
and Tehran also have geopolitical affinities (especially in fighting Kurd-
ish separatism). Together, they offer the best alternative to the Caucasus
(Azerbaijan, Georgia) in terms of supplying Europe with Iranian natural

gas. All this, of course, drives Washington nuts.

Needless to say, the Nabucco consortium itself would kill to have Iran
as a gas supplier for the pipeline. They are also familiar with realpolitik:
this could happen only with a Washington-blessed solution to the Irani-
an nuclear dossier. Iran, for its part, knows well how to seduce Europe.
Mohammad Reza Nematzadeh, managing director of the National Irani-
an Oil Company (NIOC), has insisted Iran is Europe's “sole option” for

the success of Nabucco.

Is Russia just watching all this gas go by? Of course not. In October
2007, Putin signed a key agreement with Iranian President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad: If Iran cannot sell its gas to Nabucco—a likelihood given
the turbulence of American domestic politics and its foreign policy—
Russia will buy it. Translation: Iranian gas could end up, like Central
Asian gas, heading for Europe as more “Russian” gas. With its European

and Iranian policies at cross-purposes, Washington will not be amused.

When Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan threatened to
“rethink Nabucco” if the tricky negotiations for Turkey to enter the EU
drag on forever, EU leaders got the message (as much as France and
Germany may be against a “Europe without borders”). Pragmatically,
most EU leaders know very well that they need excellent relations with
Turkey to one day have access to the Big Prize, Iranian gas; and that puts

Europe's energy and EU membership inclinations at loggerheads.
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Last July in Ankara, Nabucco was formally launched by an inter-
governmental agreement. The representatives of Turkey, Austria, Bulgar-
ia, Romania and Hungary were there. Obama's special Eurasian envoy,
Richard Morningstar (a veteran of the BTC adventure), was there as well.

The Central Asian stans were not there.

But crucially, Gurbanguly, ever the showman, finally made an en-
trance without ever leaving Turkmenistan, (almost) uttering the magic
words in a meeting with his ministers in the capital, Ashgabat, on July
10th: “Turkmenistan, staying committed to the principles of diversifica-
tion of supply of its energy resources to the world markets, is going to use
all available opportunities to participate in major international projects—

such as, for example, [the] Nabucco project.”

At the Vienna headquarters of Nabucco the mantra remains: this is
“no anti-Russian project.” Still, everyone knows that Russia's leaders are
eager to kill it, and not a soul from Brussels to Vienna, Washington to
Ashgabat, knows how to link Central Asia to Europe via a non-Russian
pipeline, at the cost of more than $10 billion, without some assurance
that Turkmeni, Kazakh, Azerbaijani, and/or Iranian natural gas will be
fully (or even partially) on board. Who would be foolish enough to invest
that kind of money without some guarantee that hundreds of miles of
steel tubes won't remain empty? You don't need Verdi to tell you this is

one hell of a quirky plot for a global opera.

October 2009. Originally at TomDispatch.com
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IRAQ'S OIL AUCTION HITS THE JACKPOT

Former US Vice President Dick Cheney, ex-secretary of defense Don-
ald Rumsfeld and assorted US neo-cons will have plenty of time to nurse
their apoplexy. One of their key reasons to unleash the war on Iraq in
2003 was to seize control of its precious oilfields and thus shape a great
deal of the New Great Game in Eurasia—the energy front—by restricting
the access of Europe and Asia to Iraq's staggering 115 billion barrels of

proven oil reserves.

After at least US$2 trillion spent by Washington and arguably more
than a million dead Iraqis, it has come to this: a pipe dream definitely
buried this past weekend in Baghdad with round two of bids to exploit a

number of vast and immensely profitable oil fields.

The bids, supervised by the Oil Ministry, were presented on a live TV
game show. Instead of American Idol, Iraqis got “Oil Idol.” In a raucous
carpet bazaar atmosphere, the ministry played “my way or the highway”
and forced 44 foreign Big Oil corporations to cut to the max the fee they
collect on every barrel extracted in Iraq and submit to 20-year contracts.
These multinationals were not given a share in Iraqi oil production; they
will be paid a $2 fee per barrel for raising output above a mutually agreed

level.

Still, for Big Oil, the possibility of having a crack at all those mega-
giant fields in Shi'ite-controlled southeast Iraq—the largest concentration
of its kind in the world—Iled all players to yell, “It's raining oil!” Once
you've paid the ticket, you're inside the theater. And what a theater... The
Iraqi government may end up paying foreign Big Oil as much as $50 bil-
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lion for its know-how. All these “service” deals will dodge Iraq's parlia-
ment—which might throw a wrench in the works. And Big Oil will still

get $2 for each barrel of extra crude above a minimum production target.

In June, Iraq held its first oil auction, offering foreign companies the
chance to increase production at already-pumping fields. The latest auc-
tion was the first time foreign firms could bid on untapped fields. Of the

ten groups of fields available, seven were awarded.

Win-win for Russia and China

Cheney's and Rumsfeld's script was never supposed to develop like
this. Instead of US Big Oil getting the lion's share, strategic competitors
Russia and China turned out to be big winners. Dick Cheney's “consola-
tion prize” was an ExxonMobil-Shell alliance getting the phase 1 of West
Qurna in early November. ExxonMobil had been the favorite to also win
Rumaila (17.8 billion barrels of reserves). But a BP-CNPC (China Na-
tional Petroleum Corporation) alliance got it in the end because unlike
ExxonMobil they agreed to cut their fee per barrel down to the Oil Minis-
try-enforced $2.

CNPC (50%), along with partners Total from France (25%) and
Petronas from Malaysia (25%), was also a big winner for Halfaya (4.1
billion barrels of reserves, projected output of 535,000 barrels per day
(bpd)), southeast of Amara.

Petronas again (with 60%), and the Japan Petroleum Exploration
Company (Japex), with 40%, will invest a cool $7 billion to develop
Gharaf (reserves of around 860 million barrels, projected output of
230,000 bpd). Bidding was fierce. Losers were a joint Turkish-Indian bid,
a Kazakh/South Korean/Italian consortium, and Pertamina from Indone-

sia.
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A Petronas-Shell alliance got the highly coveted Majnoon (reserves of
more than 12 billion barrels, projected output of 1.8 million bpd), near
the Iranian border. Russia's Lukoil (85%), with junior partner Statoil
(15%), got phase 2 of the immense West Qurna (located 65 kilometers
northwest of Basra; about 12 billion barrels of reserves; projected produc-
tion of 1.8 million bpd)—which in theory it had already bagged under
Saddam Hussein. When Lukoil was stripped of its contract by Saddam, it
blamed US-instigated UN sanctions, while Saddam blamed Lukoil itself.

West Qurna's phase 1 (8.7 billion barrels of reserves, with a projection
to increase output from 300,000 bpd to 2.3 million bpd before 2016) was
won in November by the aforementioned Exxon Mobil-Shell alliance.
Losers were Total from France, a consortium of Petronas, Pertamina and

Petrovietnam, and a BP-CNPC alliance.

Gazprom (40%), with junior partners TPAO, Kogas and Petronas, got
Badra (projected production of 170,000 bpd). Unlike the mad scramble
for the southern fields, no one even bid for the East Baghdad field, for

obvious reasons: it's located in a virtual war zone. !

The Shi'ites are coming!

Iraq nationalized its oil industry in 1972. Now Big Oil is back with a
vengeance. Iraqi Oil Minister Hussain al-Shahristani made no bones
about Iraq's ambitions, saying, “Our principal objective is to increase our
oil production from 2.4 million barrels per day to more than four million
in the next five years.” Iraq is at present exporting less oil than under
Saddam, but it aims to export seven million barrels a day by 2016. Shah-

ristani also insists “our country will have total control over production.”

' To see which companies got what in detail, go here: http://www.iraqoilreport.com-

/oil/production-exports/complete-round-2-results-3371/
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That is enormously debatable.

For the moment, Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki's government in
Baghdad is obviously a winner. Iraq currently gets only $60 billion a year
in oil revenues. It's not enough to rebuild a country destroyed by the
Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s, UN sanctions and the American occupation.
Arguably, Iraq's oil industry would not have sufficient funds, equipment

and technical people to get back on its feet alone.

Whether with more oil revenues Baghdad will be able to impose law
and order—starting with the capital—and fully equip its 275,000 military
plus police forces, that's an open question. No one knows for sure who
will be in control of Iraq in the near future, with parliamentary elections
due early next year. A new government may be tempted to renegotiate

these contracts, or even invalidate them.

In the next few years, with Iraq being able to reach the target of pro-
ducing at least four million barrels a day, it's fair to argue this won't sub-
stantially influence the price of oil; but it will prevent it from shooting up
out of proportion. China is now importing over four million bpd—and
this will continue to rise. China by itself will be gobbling up any output

increase in the global oil market.

What the early 2010s will definitely see is the rise of a relatively
wealthy, Shi'ite-controlled Iraq friendly with Iran and Lebanon's Hezbol-
lah. Essentially, Shi'ite Islam on the rise. The US-friendly autocracies and
dictatorships in the Gulf will cry again, “It's the return of the Shi'ite cres-
cent!” USt think-tanks may be tempted to define Maliki as the new Sad-
dam. The only difference is that by then, Cheney and company will be

safely ensconced in the dustbin of history.

December 2009

119



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

120

WELCOME, COMRADE MAOBAMA

Dear comrade Maobama,

It's such an honor to receive you here in the northern capital of the
Middle Kingdom as you pay tribute to the hub of the already developing

21st-century multipolar world.

Excuse us if we may diverge for a while from the outlines of estab-
lished diplomatic finesse, but as we fully admire your integrity, honesty
and magnificent intellectual accomplishments, allow us to address you

with a measured degree of frankness.

First of all, we congratulate you for the auspicious sales of The Audac-
ity of Hope in the Chinese market—140,000 to date, and counting. But
please excuse us as you won't be able to bask in the glow of wide-eyed,
“audacity of hope” crowds as in Berlin, Ghana, Cairo, London or Paris.
Certainly Sasha and Malia would be thrilled if you had the chance to snap
up a commemorative comrade Maobama T-shirt in Houhai for a few
undervalued yuan. You'd definitely look handsome in an olive-green

Cultural Revolution suit and cap.

We are otherwise very pleased that you have just described yourself as
“America’s first Pacific president”—even boasting a half-brother living in

our gloriously booming special economic zone, Shenzhen.

We find a remarkable convergence between “Pacific” and our own
doctrine of heping jueqi—"sudden peaceful emergence.” We are all paci-
fists at heart; if you're familiar with our doctrine you will know how it

fully spells out why China is not a “threat” to the US. After all, our mili-
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tary budget is less than 20% of your military budget, and much less than

the combined military budgets of Japan, India and Russia.

About our pacifist strain, President Hu Jintao—with whom you will
have very detailed discussions—made it all very clear already during the
administration of your predecessor George W Bush, when he announced
his “four Nos” (no to hegemony; no to the politics of force; no to the
politics of blocks; no to an arms race) and his “four Yes's” (yes to build-
ing trust; yes to attenuating difficulties; yes to developing cooperation;

yes to avoiding confrontation).

We noticed you have also chosen to define us as “an essential partner”
as well as a “competitor.” Yes, we are very competitive. It's kind of built
into your DNA when you have been a major economic power in the
world for 18 of the past 20 centuries. If the “strategic reassurance” doc-
trine devised by your think-tanks works in the sense of respecting our
competitive spirit as well as our views and customs, we certainly have no

problems with that.

By the way, we're extremely pleased that you chose Tokyo, Japan, this
past Saturday to finally reassure us that “the United States does not seek
to contain China.” But we were just wondering whether your generals—
avid practitioners of the fullspectrumdominance doctrine—were listen-
ing.

Dear comrade, there are some things that we must clarify at once. We
definitely won't bow to US pressure on our currency policy. Please listen
to Liu Mingkang, chairman of the China Banking Regulatory Commis-
sion. He has just pressed the fact at a forum here in Beijing that the very
weak US dollar and low US interest rates are creating “unavoidable risks
for the recovery of the global economy, especially emerging economies,”
and this is “seriously impacting global asset prices and encouraging spec-

ulation in stock and property markets.” We're afraid you're more part of
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the problem than the solution. If you had the chance to meet average
Chinese in the streets of Beijing—oh, those pesky security arrange-
ments—they would ask you why China should listen to US hectoring,
when the US prints dollars like crazy and expects China to prop them up?

For our part of the world, we hope you have the opportunity to ap-
preciate how sound are our economic fundamentals—with rising indus-
trial production, retail sales and investments in fixed capital, and
moderate deflation, as outlined by Sheng Laiyun, spokesman for the Na-
tional Bureau of Statistics. Our economy will grow by 8% in 2009. Why?
Because we have spent the past 11 months working 24-hours a day, in-
vesting productively in our economy, honing up our monetary policy
and launching fiscal measures to support selected industrial sectors. We
are forecasting a consumer boom lasting up to the next Chinese New
Year on February 14, 2010. So our priority is to keep on growing; later we

may think about devaluing the yuan.

Dear comrade, we're sure you'd marvel at the power of our three main
industrial clusters. It's a pity you won't have time to visit the Pearl River
Delta, the factory of the world, our hub of manufacturing and endless
assembly lines. You might catch a glimpse of the Yang-Tze Delta—the
hub of our capital-intensive industry and production of cars, semicon-
ductors and computers. But if only you had enough time for a stroll in

Zhongguancun, just outside of Beijing—our Silicon Valley.

A glimpse of just one of our immense info-tech malls, bursting with
small businesses and eager, industrious, very well-educated youth, would
imprint to you how technology has become China's new opium (without
a war attached, as the British Empire imposed it on us in the 19th centu-
ry). It makes us dream of a time when technological innovations origi-
nate in China and then swarm the world. Yes, we may have a cheap

workforce—but most of all we have an extraordinarily motivated work-
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force, which is regimented under good health and education standards,
has immense self-discipline and is fully mobilized for non-stop produc-

tive ends.

Dear comrade, now onwards to some more controversial matters.
About that little war of yours in Afghanistan. You may have realized by
now that it was China that actually won the “war on terror.” And that
explains in great measure why China is so much more influential now in

East Asia—and around many parts of the world—than the US.

You may realize that as long as the Pentagon is fully deployed in West
Asia we must be extremely careful. We closely follow the strategies de-
ployed by your think-tanks. We are particularly amused by the strategy
of our old friend Dr. Henry Kissinger, who proposes to integrate China
in a reformed world order still revolving around a US axis—after all, this
still translates as US hegemony. There are far more worrying aspects in-
built in the encircling of China by a system of military bases and a strate-
gic military alliance controlled by the US—a new Cold War in fact. We
cannot abide by it, as it will only lead to the fragmentation of Asia and
the Global South.

Rest assured that we can deal with both North Korea and Iran on our
own—not confrontationally but harmoniously. And coming back to Af-
ghanistan, we believe the best solution should be worked out within the
cadre of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)—of which our-
selves and Russia are the key co-founders. This is an Asian problem—in
terms of drug trafficking as much as religious fundamentalism—that

should be debated and solved among Asian powers.

Dear comrade, you may have noticed that the Washington Consensus
is for all purposes dead. What has emerged is what we might call the Bei-
jing Consensus. China has shown the Global South that “there is an al-

ternative’—a “third way” of independent economic development and
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integration to the global order. We have shown that unlike the Washing-
ton Consensus “one-size-fits-all” package, economic development has to
be “local” in every case. Our beloved Little Helmsman Deng Xiaoping

would have called it “development with local characteristics.”

We have shown that developing states in the Global South must unite,
not to hail US unilateralism but to organize a new world order based on
economic independence and at the same time respectful of cultural and
political differences. We have embarked on a yellow BRIC road—and it's
not only us, Brazil, Russia, India and China, who are on to it; everybody
else in the Global South is. Yet we are also aware that the rich North will
always be trying to co-opt certain countries in the South to prevent that
hierarchical change the world can believe in—which, as you may already

know, is incarnated by China.

You may also have realized why China has consistently beaten hands
down the elitist economic and financial institutions controlled by the
North. After all, we offer countries all over the Global South much better
deals to access their natural resources. We have been engaged in vast,
complex infrastructure projects that invariably end up costing less than
half the price charged by countries in the North. Our loans are more
carefully targeted; they are impervious to political misunderstandings;

and they don't come with exorbitant consultant fees attached.

You may have realized that key oil-producing countries have re-
routed their excess capacity towards the South. Oil-wealthy countries
from West Asia have started to heavily invest in East and South Asia
some of the surplus that they normally would have directed to the US

and Europe.

You may have noticed, comrade, that the monetarist counter-
revolution is dead. So the question now is not whether Asia, and the

Global South as a whole, will continue to use the US dollar as their ex-
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change currency—that, of course, will go on for years. The key long-term
question is whether they will continue to place their excess current ac-
count balances at the mercy of institutions controlled by the North, or if
they will instead work towards the emancipation of the South. Your egal-
itarian instincts may agree with the latter, but we are certain the US rul-

ing class will fight it tooth and nail.

Forgive us what may be perceived as impertinence, comrade. Of
course—taking a leaf from the great master Lao Tzu—we are also aware
of our shortcomings. We well know that it would be suicidal for even
one-quarter of our population of 1.3 billion to adopt the mode of pro-
duction and consumption known as the American way of life. We know
that we must do more to protect the environment. Our 2006-2010 Five-
Year Plan, for example, has made it a target to reduce energy consump-
tion by 20%, and our industrial policy has shut down nearly 400 industri-
al sub-sectors and restricted a further 190. We well know what's at stake
if, up to 2025, no less than 300 million peasants transfer themselves to
our cities, where cars, including your American Buicks, already dwarf the

number of bicycles.

We even acknowledge know many distortions may be implicit in our
blind reproduction of the Western development model. To give you an
example, when our foreign visitors go to The Place megamall in the cen-
tral business district in Beijing and watch the largest suspended screen
saver on Earth—featuring computer-generated images—they complain
what a waste of energy this is. It's an addiction for which we still have no
cure. We just can't get enough of malls—and SUVs, and Hummers and

Ferrari dealerships on Jinbao Dajie...

We are well aware of hundreds of strikes and widespread social tur-
moil happening here every single month, involving especially the new

Chinese working class—young internal migrants—that are the backbone
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of our enviable export industry. You may not believe it in the US, but of
course there is a worker's movement in China—not one, but many, spon-
taneous and relatively unarticulated, all extremely active in virtually eve-

ry city in the country.

We pay attention, and we are doing our best to attend to their griev-
ances. Chairman Mao always alerted about uan—chaos—and nothing
worries us more than social revolt in urban and rural areas. That's why
we changed our policies, trying to correct development inequalities and

passing new legislation offering more rights to workers.

At the same time, we always remember how comrade Deng Xiao-
ping's reforms first and foremost had to deal with the agricultural sector.
That's why President Hu today is so concentrated on the development of
education, health protection and social aid in the countryside. That's how

we see the development of a “harmonious society.”

To sum it all up, comrade Maobama. We really hope you appreciate
the fabulous Peking duck in the company of comrade Hun Jintao, and
that you conduct a frank exchange of views. And by the way, if you need
a crash course on Chinese politics, don't bother to listen to your think-
tanks; send a diplomat to a DVD shop to buy you a (pirate) copy of
Zhang Yimou's Curse of the Golden Flower, with Chow Yun-fat and our
gorgeous Gong Li. It's all there; the cult of secrecy and dissimulation; the
logic and cruelty of competing clans; the sense of political tragedy; and
how, in China, the raison d'etat trumps everything. Yes, we may be a vio-
lent society after all, but our violence is internalized. Chairman Mao's
luan is our deepest fear; we fear most what ill we can inflict on ourselves.
If we master our self-control, then we can be a true Middle Kingdom—

between heaven and Earth. “Global superpower” is just an afterthought.

Anyway, as comrade Deng said, to get rich is glorious—the more so

when you become the banker of the current global superpower. We will
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always be here for you when you need it—just please refrain from asking
us to devalue the yuan. May you be blessed to conduct an auspicious and
prosperous administration, and may you and your family live a long and

fruitful life.
Respectfully yours,
The People's Republic of China

November 2009
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CHINA PLAYS PIPELINEISTAN

For all the rhapsodies on the advent of the New Silk Road, it may have
come into effect for good last week, when China and Central Asia got
together to open a crucial Pipelineistan node linking Turkmenistan to
China's Xinjiang.

By 2013, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Hong Kong will be cruising to ev-
er more dizzying heights courtesy of gas supplied by the 1,833-kilometer
Central Asia Pipeline from Turkmenistan—operating at full capacity.
The pipeline will even help China achieve its goals in terms of curbing

carbon emissions.

And in a few years China's big cities will also be cruising courtesy of
oil from Iraq. (See Iraq's oil auction hits the jackpot Asia Times Online,
December 16.)

China needs Iraqi oil. But instead of spending more than US$2 trillion
on an illegal war, Chinese companies got some of the oil they needed
from Iraq by bidding in a legal Iraqi oil auction. And in the New Great
Game in Eurasia, instead of getting bogged down in Afghanistan, they
made a direct deal with Turkmenistan, built a pipeline, profited from
Turkmenistan's disagreements with Moscow (Gazprom stopped buying
Turkmen gas last April, which cost the Central Asian “stan” $1 billion a
month), and will get most of the gas they need.

The running myth is that China is addicted to oil. Coal would be
more like it. The No. 1 global emitter of greenhouse gases, China still
produces more than 70% of its energy from coal. Beijing will inevitably

get deeper into biogas or solar energy, but in the short term most of the
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“factory of the world” runs on coal. Of its verified energy reserves, 96%

are coal.

This does not imply that China's shortage of raw materials such as oil
and iron ore does not have the possibility of materializing Beijing's plan-
ners' worst nightmare—making the country a hostage to foreign raw-
material producers (iron ore plays a significant part in China's strategic
relationship with Brazil). But diversifying oil supplies is a matter of ex-
treme national security. When oil reached $150 a barrel in 2008—before
the US-unleashed financial crisis—China's media accused foreign Big Oil
of being “international petroleum crocodiles,” and insinuated that the
West's hidden agenda was ultimately to stop China's relentless develop-

ment dead in its tracks.

Have sanctions won't travel

Twenty-eight percent of the world's total proven oil reserves are in the
Arab world. China badly needs this oil—with its factories churning out
everything from sneakers to laptops, its car market booming like there's
no tomorrow (last month alone it produced 1.34 million vehicles), and

Beijing constantly increasing its strategic oil reserves.

Few may know that China is actually the world's fifth largest oil pro-
ducer, at 3.7 million barrels per day (bpd), just below Iran and slightly
over Mexico. In 1980, China consumed only 3% of the world's oil. Now
it's already around 10%—the world's second-largest consumer, overtak-
ing Japan but still way behind the US at 27%.

According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), China will ac-
count for more than 40% of the increase in global oil demand up to 2030.
And this assumes that China's gross domestic product will grow at “only”
6%. In 2009, even with the global financial crisis, China's GDP is ex-

pected to have grown 8%.
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Saudi Arabia controls 13% of the world's oil production. It is the only
swing producer capable of substantially increasing output. Not by acci-

dent, until recently it was China's main supplier—with 500,000 bpd.

China will get increasingly more oil from Iraq starting from 2013 or
2014. So from now on China National Petroleum Corp (CNPC) will be

very well positioned. But it's the Iranian equation that's really complex.

Chinese companies committed to investing no less than a staggering
$120 billion in Iran's energy sector over the past five years. Iran is already
China's No 2 oil supplier. Sinopec has just signed another memorandum
of understanding with the National Iranian Oil Refining and Distribution
Co to invest an additional $6.5 billion to build oil refineries in Iran. De-
spite sanctions, trade between China and Iran grew 35% in 2009, to $27

billion.

Saudi Arabia—harboring extreme paranoia about the Iranian nuclear
program—has offered to supply the Chinese the same amount of oil it
currently imports from Iran, at much lower prices. Beijing scotched the
deal. Then US President Barack Obama warned President Hu Jintao dur-
ing his November visit to Beijing that the US would not be able to keep
Israel from attacking Iran—as a tactic to persuade Beijing to agree to

harsher sanctions.

Arguably nothing will happen in January, when China takes over the
presidency of the UN Security Council. No matter what's spun in the US,
Russia as well as China won't agree to more sanctions against Iran. But
France takes over in February, and will definitely press the council to be

harsher.
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So many escape routes

From Beijing's point of view, both the US vs Iran conflict and the
simmering US vs China strategic competition boil down to what could be

called “escape from Hormuz and Malacca.”

The Strait of Hormuz—the only entry to the Persian Gulf—at its nar-
rowest is only 36km wide, with Iran to the north and Oman to the south.
Roughly 20% of China's oil imports travel through it. Beijing frets at the

sight of US aircraft carriers patrolling nearby.

The Strait of Malacca—very busy and very dangerous—at its narrow-
est is only 2.8km wide, with Singapore to the north and Indonesia to the

south. As much as 80% of China's oil imports may travel through it.

The “escape” logic explains China's foray into Africa. China went to
Africa because that continent is home to the few oilfields not owned by
foreign Big Oil. When Chinese state oil companies buy equity stakes in
African oilfields, they are protecting China from increases in oil prices,
with the added bonus of no hassle—as happened in 2005 when China
National Offshore Oil Corp (CNOOC) tried to buy Unocal in the US.

Hu Jintao goes to Africa every single year. Angola even overtook Sau-
di Arabia as China's main oil supplier in 2006. CNPC is extremely active
in Sudan, owning equity in a number of oilfields. There are no fewer than
10,000 Chinese workers in Sudan building refineries and pipelines to the
Red Sea. Beijing showers Khartoum with loans to build infrastructure.
Sudan already is China's sixth oil supplier, responsible for about 6% of oil

imports.

There are problems, of course. China's refineries deal mainly with
low-sulfur sweet crude (predominant in African oilfields) rather than
high-sulfur sour crude (predominant in Saudi Arabia). So more Chinese

demand at first glance would mean the necessity to import more African
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oil. But that will change in time. China is building new refineries to pro-

cess sour crude, some even financed by Saudi Arabia.

The road goes on forever

China's Central Asia strategy could be summed up as bye-bye Hor-
muz, bye-bye Malacca, and welcome to the New Silk Road.

Kazakhstan has 3% of the world's proven oil reserves. Its largest oil-
fields are not far from the Chinese border. China sees Kazakhstan as a
key alternative oil supplier—with Pipelineistan linking Kazakh oilfields

to Chinese refineries.

CNPC financed the Kazakh-China pipeline in 2005 (with a capacity of
400,000 bpd) and bought two-thirds of formerly Canadian PetroKazakh-
stan, which controls the Kumkol fields in the Turgai basin (the other
third is owned by the Kazakh government) for $4.18 billion. And China
Investment Corp, a sovereign wealth fund, bought 11% of KazMunaiGas
Exploration Production (KMG), the oil production subsidiary of the na-

tional energy company, for $1 billion.

China's first transnational Pipelineistan adventure was the China-
Kazakhstan oil link. But this does not detract at all from China-Russia
Pipelineistan—in both oil and gas. Russian Prime Minister Vladimir
Putin recently sealed more than $5 billion in deals with China, mostly on
energy, advancing the agreement on a gas pipeline that will deliver up to
70 billion cubic meters of gas a year from Russia to China, according to

Gazprom's Aleksey Miller.

But the Russia vs China chapter of Pipelineistan may be very tricky.
Russia can at times behave as a strategic competitor. For example, the
Kazakhstan-China pipeline operates with no hassle only for seven

months a year. In winter the crude oil must be mixed with less viscous
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oils so it won't freeze. Russia supplies them. But Transneft delayed deliv-
ery of these additives in the winter of 2006, arguing that its own pipeline
was already operating at the limit. CNPC was forced to transport the ad-

ditives by rail from another part of Kazakhstan for a lot of money.

Central Asia—via Turkmenistan—will definitely be China's major
supplier of gas, but on the oil front, it's much more complex. Even if all
the “stans” sold China every barrel of oil they currently pump, the total
would be less than half of China's daily needs.

This means that ultimately only the Middle East can placate China's
thirst for oil. According to the IEA, China's oil demand will rise to 11.3
million barrels a day by 2015, even with its domestic production peaking.
Compare that with what some of China's alternative suppliers are pro-
ducing: Angola at 1.4 million bpd, Kazakhstan at 1.4 million as well, and
Sudan at 400,000.

On the other hand, Saudi Arabia produces 10.9 million bpd, the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates 3.0 million, Kuwait 2.7 million—and then there's Iraq,
bound to reach 4 million by 2015. But Beijing is still not convinced—not
with all those US “forward operating sites” in the United Arab Emirates
(UAE), Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and Oman, plus a naval battle group in
the Persian Gulf.

China may also count on a South Asia option. China spent $200 mil-
lion on the first phase of construction of the deep-water port of Gwadar
in Balochistan. It wanted—and it got from Islamabad—”sovereign guar-
antees to the port's facilities.” Gwadar is only 400km from Hormuz.

From Gwadar, China can easily monitor traffic in the strait.

But Gwadar is infinitely more crucial as the pivot of the virtual Pipe-
lineistan war between TAPI and IPI. TAPI is the Turkmenistan-

Afghanistan-Pakistan-India pipeline, which will never be built as long as
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a US/NATO foreign occupation is fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan.
IPI is the Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline, also known as the “peace pipe-
line” (TAPI would be the “war pipeline” then?). Iran and Pakistan have
already agreed to build it, much to Washington's distress.

In this case, Gwadar will be a key node. And if India pulls out, China
already has made it clear it wants in; China would build another Pipeline-
istan node from Gwadar across the Karakoram highway towards Xin-
jiang. That would be a classic case of close energy cooperation among
Iran, Pakistan and China—and a major strategic Pentagon defeat in the

New Great Game in Eurasia.

An additional complicating factor is that India harbors infinite suspi-
cion about a Chinese “string of pearls”—ports along China's key oil sup-
ply routes, from Pakistan to Myanmar. Washington still believes that if
TAPI is built, India will refrain from breaking the US-enforced embargo
on Iran. But for India it would be a much safer—and strategically sound-
er—deal to align with IPI than with TAPIL.

A Maoist drenched in oil

For China there's also an “escape to South America” option. In the
Venezuelan overall strategy it's essential to sell more oil to China so as to
lower its heavy dependence on the US market. According to the existing
terms of the China-Venezuela partnership, four tankers and at least two
refineries will be built—one in the immensely oil-rich Orinoco Belt in
Venezuela and the other in Guangdong. State-owned Petroleos de Vene-

zuela (PDVSA) will be responsible for shipping the oil to China.

The Venezuelan target is to export 500,000bpd in 2009—already
reached—and 1 million by 2012. President Hugo Chavez—who in typical
colorful manner described himself as a “Maoist” during his last visit to

China—wants Venezuela to be no less than China's top oil supplier. Chi-
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na's energy analysts take this partnership extremely seriously; it means
that Venezuela could replace Angola. Currently, according to China's
Ministry of Commerce, Angola, Saudi Arabia and Iran are its top three

oil suppliers.

Meanwhile, China has retrofitted many of its coal-fired plants in the
past few years, and is accelerating moves to bypass high-intensity carbon-
emitting technology, rebuilding its steel and cement industries. The
country spends $9 billion a month on clean energy. There are plenty of
wind farms across the countryside. A Shenzhen company is the world
leader in lithium-ion battery technology. The first affordable, global elec-

tric car is bound to be made in China.

According to the China Greentech Initiative, the potential green mar-
ket in China could reach a staggering $1 trillion a year by 2013—that is,
15% of China's gross domestic product by then.

But for the moment, Beijing's strategic priority has been to develop an
extremely meticulous energy supply policy—with sources in Russia, the
South China Sea, Central Asia, the East China Sea, the Middle East, Afri-

ca and South America.

As masterly as China may be able to play Pipelineistan, it will stride

ever more confidently into a green future.

December 2009
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STARING AT THE ABYSS

As far as precious little corners of paradise in Southeast Asia go, one
could hardly ask for more. An isolated octagonal house with a beautiful
garden, owned by a retired couple from California, facing a volcanic rock
beach to the north of the tropical island of Bali, with the only locals being
fishermen who at night set out on a junkuh—the elegant, wooden prede-
cessor of the catamaran—to scour the calm, warm waters for tuna and

barracuda.

The night is mostly pitch black—courtesy of punctual power shortag-
es from the grid in distant Java. The sound is the usual, cacophonous
tropical jungle “silence”—deafened by the inevitable daily storm. There's
not much to do except sit at the seaside bale, pinpoint the kerosene lamps

identifying the junkuh, and stare at the Bali sea.

But this being Bali, where everything is a matter of sekala and niskala,

soon I saw myself staring at the abyss.

Sekala is the fabulous, fascinating Balinese world of ritual, ceremony,
dance, drama and endless daily offerings to the spirit world. But the real
action is in niskala—the occult, the magic underlining it all. In Bali defi-

nitely what you see is not what you get.

So while staring at the sea I was actually thinking about the late, great
Howard Zinn, American historian, author and activist who died on Janu-
ary 27 this year, and his take on this sorry world of non-stop war and in-
finite injustice; Zinn asked how can we “stay socially engaged,”

committed to a struggle for justice and truth, and still keep our sanity
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and not become resigned or cynical, or turn into a vegetable, or totally

burn out.

Did I miss much while staring at the Bali sea? Oh, the usual shop of
horrors. The ghost of Osama bin Laden released a new audio hit blasting
the US for global warming and inciting everyone to dump the US dollar
(the ghost is right on both counts). Pakistani Taliban supremo Ha-
keemullah Mehsud may or may not have been blasted to bits by a US
drone (who cares? His replacement is already in business). US President
Barack Obama's surge duly proceeds as a Kill Bill-style killing spree on
both sides of the AfPak border. The CIA swears al-Qaeda will try another
hit inside the US within the next six months. There was a corporate take-
over of American democracy (so why not “elect” US politicians by auc-
tion, once and for all?) and neo-cons are now rehashing the mantra

“Bomb, Bomb Iran” as the only way for Obama to save his presidency.

So the moment I laid my eyes on the Internet, borrowing the satellite
dish signal of my neighbor Hans, a Dutch architect who wisely said bye-
bye to cranky, fearful, priced-out and reactionary Europe—the Bali sea
instantly vanished. It was not only a matter of niskala taking over sekala.
It was a matter of being sucked back into the realm of the hungry
ghosts—and all that's left in this case is the abyss, as in the Pentagon's

<« »
long war.

Ghosts in regalia

Last weekend, the Pentagon told the Obama administration to tell the
whole of US media that it was stepping up its war machine (from extra
Patriot missile batteries in Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and the UAE to Aegis-
class cruisers on permanent patrol) against possible missile attacks by
Iran on those helpless peons to democracy—the Arab Gulf petro-

monarchies.
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The operative word is “possible.” Former president George W Bush's
preventive war ethos rules more than ever in Washington. It does not
matter that the possibility of Tehran launching a first strike on any US
Arab ally is as high as corporations not owning US democracy. And by
the way, what happened to missile defense in Eastern Europe, also sup-

posed to protect it from those same evil Tehran missiles?

So Pentagon logic now totally rules. The Pentagon assumes Iran will
now prop up its own defenses. Thus the Pentagon may claim that Iran is
“threatening its neighbors”—and deploy even more military might. It's
the logic of an arms race, which Tehran obviously cannot keep up with,
that may give the Pentagon the “defensive” excuse it's been waiting for, so

one more war can be marketed to the battered US populace.

Pentagon hawks, always oblivious to internal political subtleties of
“The Other”—the developing world enemy du jour—obviously ignore
that for the regime in Tehran the key existential threat now is the internal
opposition movement. The military dictatorship of the mullahtariat has
better fish to fry than to launch a missile at Dubai's Burj Khalifa, the tall-

est man-made structure ever built.

The whole thing still qualifies as a tragicomedy when added to the fact
that the Pentagon was forced to admit its attempt to shoot down a mim-
icked Iran ballistic missile miserably failed, courtesy of a “rogue” Raythe-

on radar.

To top it all, tragicomedy finally melts into farce as US Secretary of
State Hillary Clinton “warns” China that it must support more sanctions
against Iran—as if Beijing would agree to what amounts to an act of war
against one of its key energy partners, especially after the Obama-
approved US$6.4 billion arms sale to US client Taiwan, which includes

60 Black Hawk helicopters, Patriot missiles and advanced Harpoon mis-
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siles that can be used against land or ship targets, all of them obviously

mainland Chinese.

The US Senate also approved a bill that would punish companies for
exporting gasoline to Iran or helping Iran to expand its oil refining capa-
bility—by the way, this is another act of war. All these moves obviously
have to be seen within the “grand chessboard” (copyright Dr. Zbigniew
Brzezinski, former US national security advisor) of the New Great Game
in Eurasia and the irreversible decline of the American empire/ascension
of China. The Beijing collective leadership is not exactly quaking in their

Ferragamos.

What does it take for Washington elites to realize that mini-acts of
war simply won't intimidate a military dictatorship of the mullahtariat,
which is now fighting internally for its own survival? President Mahmud
Ahmadinejad himself—for all his outbursts—has been wily enough to
defuse the whole nuclear issue, saying on Iranian state TV the country
would have “no problem” to send its low-enriched uranium abroad at
3.5% for further enrichment at 20% and taking it back four or five
months later, as dictated by the UN. This voids any possible rationale for
an attack on Iran by the US, Israel, or both. But it does not mean the at-

tack won't happen.

The Islamic regime's short-term strategy is to lump all internal oppo-
nents as lackeys of the US and Israel and at the same time beef up its al-
ready considerable prestige in the Arab street as well as around the
Muslim world as resisters to American imperialism. Meanwhile, in the
US, the Israel lobby, industrial-military hawks, the Republican right and
corporate media will keep up relentless pressure on Obama to “act.” The
abyss scenario for 2010 reads like a crescendo series of Washington ulti-

matums against an already cornered military dictatorship of the mul-
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lahtariat. There can only be one terrible outcome; Tehran surrenders, or

the dogs of war will be unleashed.

Barry does Indonesia

And all this is still part of a larger—warring—picture. This week, Pen-
tagon supremo Robert Gates released two new key documents—the
Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR in Pentagon-speak), and the Pen-
tagon's 2011 defense budget proposal, at a staggering $708.2 billion (plus
a request for $3 billion to help pay for the AfPak war).

The QDR (one year in redaction, full support of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff) may have, at least in theory, finished off with Bush's pre-emptive
war doctrine. But still it paints a Hieronymus Bosch-like picture of
Hobbesian hell—including everything from suicide bombers attacking
inside the US to waves of attacks against the worldwide US Empire of
Bases, biological terrorist attacks and even Taiwan being attacked by—

what else?—Chinese missiles.

The new arsenal of weapons Gates needs was immaculately described
by a top Pentagon civilian strategist as “a broad portfolio of military ca-
pabilities with maximum versatility across the widest possible spectrum
of conflict.” Problem is, all those masses of supremely equipped Ameri-
can soldiers will still have no ground intelligence and won't be able to
speak a single “hello” in a foreign language. So much for conquering the

hearts and minds of the inscrutable “other.”

The hungry ghosts are having a ball. Early this week, the US launched
Cobra Gold—its mega-military exercise in the Pacific in cooperation
with allies Thailand, Japan, South Korea, Singapore and Indonesia. The
Pentagon, industrial-military and political elites, and their courtiers in
the American corporate media would rather crave then abandon the

mindset of a “long war” for global hegemony.
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Obama will come to Indonesia next month to relive his “Little Barry”
1967-1971 Jakarta years and practice his Bahasa Indonesia vocabulary. It
might do him some good to skip Java for a while and go Balinese. Maybe
staring at the sea will make him see niskala—and prevent him from being

permanently engulfed by the realm of the hungry ghosts.
February 2010
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HAPPY BIRTHDAY, COMRADE KIM

It's a cold, crisp, sunny morning in the capital of the Democratic Peo-
ple's Republic of Korea (DPRK), and there could not be a more im-
portant game in town. Billboards bearing the numbers “2.16 [February
16]”—usually decorated with huge red flowers—are all over the place.
The flowers are the only splashes of full color against drab grays and
browns. They are of course kimjongilia, a modified begonia programmed

to bloom exactly on—when else—2.16.

For Pyongyang's 2 million or so residents, it's time to party. Today is
the 68th birthday of the general secretary of the Worker's Party of Korea,
chairman of the DPRK National Defense Commission and Supreme

Commander of the Korean People's Army—comrade Kim Jong-il.

Kim Jong-il, aka the Dear Leader, has been the maximum leader of
North Korea for almost 12 years now. But he's not the president (the titu-
lar head of state is the chairman of the presidium of the Supreme People's
Assembly, Kim Yong-nam.) A key reason is that he's not very fond of the

endless, obligatory diplomatic round of meeting foreign heads of state.

The relentlessly apocalyptic Western media narrative would lead one
to believe that on this eventful day the citizens of what is routinely de-
picted as a “Stalinist/communist/terrorist/totalitarian/insane/rogue/axis
of evil gulag” would be one step short of showering a battery of com-
memorative missiles over South Korea, Japan or the west coast of the US
for that matter, not to mention conduct another nuclear test. Reality

though bears no “axis of evil” overtones.
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Holiday on ice

The day starts with an early morning visit to the imposing bronze
statue of president Kim Il-sung—aka the Great Leader, the father of the
nation—on top of Mansu hill. It is officially 20 meters high (and certainly
looks bigger). At the end of the Japanese colonial period, this site housed
the largest Shinto shrine in Pyongyang; thus the Great Leader's statue had

to be no-holds-barred imposing.

Everyone and his neighbor seems to have come, bringing flowers,
bowing respectfully, and always arriving in neatly arranged groups, from
soldiers and high-ranking officials to village elders and the very good-
looking traffic ladies in their blue winter jackets. Higher ups arrive with
their wives in black Mercedes or Audis, the men in black suits, the wom-
en sporting extremely elegant and colorful versions of the Korean na-

tional dress.

Then it's off to an international figure skating exhibition—not compe-
tition—that includes athletes from England, Switzerland, Ukraine, Bela-
rus and even a Russian, who was a bronze medalist in the 2006 Turin
Winter Olympics, a favorite of the crowd. Call it Pyongyang's counter-
part to the 2010 Vancouver Winter Olympics. The real stars though are
the locals skaters, kids included, and their apotheosis routine bearing the
North Korean flag and the Juche flag—with its hammer, sickle and flame,
symbolizing workers, peasants and intellectuals who, according to Kim
Il-sung, are “the true masters of society,” as “creators of both material

and spiritual wealth.”

Next stop is the 14th Kimjongilia Festival—a wacky, dazzling flower
extravaganza with arrangements offered by everyone from military or-
gans, ministries, national agencies and cooperatives to businesses, over-

seas Koreans, international organizations and foreign embassies, all
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featuring the hybrid red begonia (not the national flower of North Korea
though; that's the magnolia). The “flower of Kim Jong-il” was created by
a Japanese botanist in 1988, symbolizing, according to the official narra-
tive, “wisdom, love, justice, and peace.” The Great Leader Kim Il-sung, of

course, has his own flower, the Kimilsungia.

The hall is absolutely packed. Everyone seems to have a portable digi-
tal camera that somehow materialized from China, and whole families
and reams of schoolchildren are eager to pose for a flowery photo of ruby
red Kimjongilias enveloping globes, displayed under depictions of high-
speed trains, under emblems of the Dear Leader himself and even flanked

by mini-replicas of Taepodong missiles.

Then it's time for a mass open-air dance in a square flanked by gov-
ernment buildings—well, not really “mass”; a few hundred couples, the
men in dark suits and the women in white, jade green, light pink, cream
or black chima (skirt) and jogori (blouse), the “evocative of the fairies in
the heavens” Korean national dress. They are all dancing to traditional
songs blared to ear-splitting level by what could be dubbed the North

Korean version of the Jamaican sound system.

The few steps are very simple, involving a bit of handclapping; the few
gaping foreigners are welcomed to join the fun. The locals perform it all
stone-faced, although not robotically. Sex in North Korea is not exactly
in the air. Schools are segregated by sex. Even holding hands in public is
considered very improper behavior. Unmarried single mothers are virtu-
ally non-existent (but if it happens, the newborn is meticulously taken

care of by the state—just as Korea war orphans were.)

The highlight of the day is synchronized swimming—in an arena in
the sports village. The elaborate ballets, performed by dozens of teenag-
ers, rival China'’s. Kimjongilia panels adorn the arena. Party elders and

higher ups get the best seats. The foreign figure skating stars are also at-
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tending. The highlight is a stunning aquatic socialist ballet featuring a

native siren in red swimsuit.

That's it; then socialist formalism dissolves, and the locals are off to
dinner with relatives, mostly using the metro (two lines), or the aging,
mobile works of socialist realism that are the local buses and trams. Some
folk may eventually go bowling in the state-of-the-art Pyongyang Golden
Lane Bowling Alley (45 lanes in fact; a detailed diagram on the wall
shows the itinerary followed by Kim Il-sung on its inauguration day, and
even all the spots where he stood). One fact though stands out; all
through these merry proceedings, the Dear Leader Kim Jong-il himself

was nowhere to be seen.

To be or not to be

Kim Jong-il was born on February 16, 1942, in an anti-Japanese guer-
rilla camp near Khabarovsk, just across the border from Manchukuo in
occupied China. By this time, both his parents had been fighting the Jap-

anese occupation for no less than 10 years.

All trap doors in secretive North Korea seem eventually to lead to
what is in fact the royal Kim family—whose Shakespearean saga, if ever
brought to a TV mini-series (maybe a Chinese or Hong Kong investor?)

would undoubtedly enthrall a global audience.

The Dear Leader's father Kim Il-sung, over six feet tall and sporting a
broad forehead (a big thing among Korean mothers), was charisma per-
sonified. His mother, Kim Chong-suk, widely revered as the ultimate an-
ti-Japanese heroine, was less than five feet tall, pear-shaped, always in
guerrilla fatigues, with a round, wide, smiling face, friendly but not very
well educated. Kim Jong-il looks more like mom. And to put it mildly,

that has made him extremely uneasy all his life.

145



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

146

While he was still a boy, Kim Jong-il suffered two terrible traumas; the
accidental drowning of his younger brother in 1947, and the death of his
mother in childbirth in 1949. That's when—sporting a state-issued poly-
ester summer uniform and plastic shoes—he started going to gender-

segregated elementary school.

Fast forward, and the plot thickens. The focus now is on Kim Jong-
nam, Kim Jong-il's son—and until recently heir not-so-apparent (for
years he's been living in China on and off). And also on Li Nam-ok, Kim
Jong-il's daughter, adopted by him to tutor and play with his beloved son.
She is from an aristocratic landowning family from, well, the enemy,
South Korea. And although she was born—and lived—with a silver
spoon in her mouth, inevitably there would come a day when she would

rebel.

The great love of Kim Jong-il's life is and has always been his mis-
tress, the ravishing—and also Southern aristocrat—Sung Hae-rim, the
absolute top North Korean movie star. She happens to double as Li Nam-
ok's aunt. And it gets even juicier—she is Kim Jong-nam's mother. This
means Kim Jong-nam, a possible future DPRK leader (but by now by-
passed by his youngest half-brother Kim Jong-un) is technically an ille-

gitimate son.

Kim Jong-nam, tall and handsome like his grandfather Kim Il-sung,
grew up much like Pu Yi—the last emperor of China; hyper-protected,
hyper-pampered and in fact cloistered in the most cloistered society on
the planet. At first he was educated by palace tutors, and had a court at-
tending to his every whim. Meanwhile Li Nam-ok was developing differ-
ent roles; at first she was his playmate, then his teacher, till finally she

became his sister.

And here lies a crucial plot twist; these brother-and-sister royals lived

virtually their whole early life as strangers in their own land. That's defi-
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nitely, deeply imprinted in the psyche of a possible future North Korean

leader.

Later as teenagers, both Kim Jong-nam and Li Nam-ok were sent to
expensive secondary schools in Geneva—with the inevitable corollary of
partying with the rich and famous in Paris. That's when la dolce vita
made Li Nam-ok “betray” North Korea. Now she believes that even Kim
Jong-il himself regards as nonsense the monolithic official narrative of
post-1912 North Korea—the year the father of the nation, Kim Il-sung,

was born.

Arguably the best informed source available anywhere on Kim Jong-il
is Li Nam-ok herself, through her Breaking North Korean Silence: Kim
Jong-il's Daughter, A Memoir, written by Imogen O'Neill. Here one learns
that the Dear Leader is very intelligent and very sensitive—a prudish and

rather shy guy who'd rather stay at home and work in his pyjamas, as in-
deed he does.

He is not the socializing type—he'd probably rather drop dead than
join Facebook. That in itself would explain why he didn't make a public
appearance on “2.16.” Like a grand maestro, Kim Jong-il apparently or-
chestrates all manner of North Korean spectaculars but is bored to tears
to show up. He also seems to have a sharp comment about everything—
solutions included—and is capable of mimicking virtually anyone. And—

very important—he loves to laugh.

He apparently quit smoking a few years ago and drinks basically at
formal occasions. Surprisingly for many, he is said to be not at all fond of
the non-stop hero worship. In a very Korean manner, he's a family man,
whose company he prefers to anybody else's. He seems to keep Joseph
Stalin's timetable—waking up in the middle of the night, working
through the early morning and sleeping before noon. He used to like par-

tying, when his 20 or so preferred guests indulged in beer, imported
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French cognac and ginseng whisky. But then the system's elite can do the

same in selected Pyongyang hotels.

As much as he may dislike the DPRK's massive bureaucracy, he could
not but be acutely aware of his own—and the state's—security; he only
trusts his close relatives. The top commanders in charge of Pyongyang's
security are four brothers who are in-laws to Kim Jong-il's sister. In a
nutshell, Kim Jong-il seems not to suffer fools, nor sycophants, gladly;
he'd rather listen to honest straight-shooters, a rare commodity in his

circle.

It comes as no surprise that Kim Jong-il could never be immune from
the seductive soft power of American and Western mass culture. He's an
inveterate fan of Western post-modernity. Thus the array of Sony LED
televisions in every room of his many palatial abodes, which means that
Kim Jong-il may tune in to every trashy offering on Japanese, South Ko-
rean and American cable. He surfs the Internet every day and is very well
informed in a variety of issues. He's a collector with an immense video
and DVD library, especially from Hollywood. He loves classical music
but also the Rolling Stones, the Beach Boys and Pink Floyd (there's a fab-
ulous black and white photo of Kim Jong-il in 1977 with rebel hair and
dark glasses. What would be his Western role model then? Joe Strummer
of The Clash? Would he be listening to White Riot?)

And then there's his fleet of over 20 cars, including American brands
but most of all his now iconic black armored Mercedes S-600 with tinted
windows, sometimes glimpsed in Pyongyang's boulevards (but not on
this 2.16).

Whether or not he's the Dr. Evil portrayed by Western corporate me-
dia, what is certain is that Kim Jong-il urgently has to sort out plenty of
turbulence rattling the DPRK.
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The house the Great Leader built

Close observation of Pyongyang reveals that the North Korean system
may be now like an overlapping maze of Chinese boxes—some more
elaborate than others, but all very circumscribed in trying to defeat the
law of gravity and keep their relative privileges. The “law of gravity” in
this case is an economy that's been in chronic crisis for the past two dec-

ades.

Kim Jong-il's official “military-first” policy means heavy weaponry
benefits from 25% to 30% of North Korea's annual budget (well, the US
shifts 19% of federal spending and 44% of tax revenues to the Pentagon;
the Iraq and AfPak wars, both funded by borrowing from foreign powers,
have cost each American family $25,000, according to Canadian media).
But the crucial problem is that the army now has become more im-
portant than the Worker's Party, which in a socialist system spells certi-
fied disaster for the toiling, loyal masses. The party still regiments no less

than over a third of the DPRK's adult population.

The massive bureaucracy has acquired a life of its own. The historical-
ly centralized, and bureaucratically planned, supply of goods and services
by the state sometimes breaks down to a halt at the local level. There's a
tremendous generation gap/shock between the old Korean War (1950-

1953) revolutionaries and the baby boomers—the North Korean version.

The only Great Leader that North Korea ever had has been dead for
almost 16 years—and the official narrative can be seen as a perpetual
meditation/mourning of this loss. And there's one confrontation after

another with the United States.

Kim Jong-il must think that North Korea definitely is not Somalia;
this is a much more developed and modern economy. But what is it, ex-

actly?
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The house the Great Leader Kim Il-sung built from scratch could pos-
sibly be described as an ultra-nationalist, family values, Confucian corpo-
rate state. It is Confucian in its profound respect for the family and its
respect for a supposedly enlightened, learned elite. Chu Hsi, the founder
of neo-Confucianism during the Song Dynasty (960-1279) would argua-
bly feel at home in the DPRK.

As for nationalism, it manifested himself, for instance, by the choice
of a “pure” indigenous language, based on an alphabet invented by King
Sejong in the early 15th century, and thus not contaminated by either

English or Japanese.

But the most striking aspect of North Korea's official narrative is that
no less than five millennia of very rich history are condensed and every-
thing is telescoped to April 15, 1912, the birth date of Kim Il-sung (“the
day of the Sun”) and the ground zero of the juche (pronounced chuch'e)

idea.

Juche was Kim Il-sung's indigenous remix of Marx-
ism/Leninism/Stalinism inflected with heavy boosts of Confucianism and
metaphysics. On face value, juche means “self-reliance” and independ-
ence, not only in ideology and politics but also in all matters economic.
Juche was in action already in 1955, when the DPRK declared its inde-
pendence from the USSR, and again in the mid-1960s, when it reaffirmed
its independence from both the USSR and China. It was to a great extent
by formalizing juche that Kim Il-sung was revered all over the developing

world as one of the great 1950s icons of decolonization.

Bruce Cumings, arguably the best American scholar on North Korea,
gets straight to the point: “The term is really untranslatable; the closer
one gets to its meaning, the more the meaning slips away. For a foreigner

its meaning is ever-receding, into a pool of everything that makes Kore-
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ans Korean, and therefore ultimately inaccessible to the non-Korean.

Juche is the opaque core of North Korean national solipsism.”

In his own book On the Juche Idea (1982), a perennial best-seller at
the Foreign Languages Publishing House in Pyongyang, Kim Jong-il
seems to break away from the DPRK's irredeemable solipsism to trace a
surefire path for economic development. He writes that “heavy industry
with the machine-building industry as its backbone is the pillar of an in-
dependent national economy.” This in turn will “accelerate the develop-
ment of light industry and agriculture,” and it must be coupled with

“solving the problem of food on one's own through successful farming.”

In sum: “If one is to be economically self-sufficient and develop the
economy on a safe basis and with a long-term perspective, one must de-

pend on one's own raw materials and fuel sources.”

Is it working? Not exactly. Kim Jong-il has roughly a little over two
years to turn things around—amid insistent rumors about his health and
his succession—and, in official terminology, “open the gate to a thriving
nation in 2012,” when there will be a massive national party to celebrate

the centenary of the birth of Great Leader Kim Il-sung.

So no wonder in the end he had better things to do than show up for
his own birthday party. But a few nagging questions remain. Considering
his background and his tastes, does he ever feel like escaping from his
own fortress? Does this certified recluse harbor the subversive thought of
going to a mall somewhere in the West and watching a disaster movie in
a cineplex, just like anybody else? Or ultimately would this movie buff—
author of the quite decent On the Art of the Cinema (1973)—rather be

the star in an alternative plot?

February 2010
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THE BRIC POST-WASHINGTON CONSENSUS

The BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China) got together in
the Brazilian capital, Brasilia, on Thursday with a bang. After meeting
Chinese President Hu Jintao, and once again condemning an “asymmet-
ric, dysfunctional globalization,” Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da
Silva was at his ebullient best: “A new global economic geography has

been born.” Well, not quite. Not yet.

Anyone across the world fed up with Somali pirates in Zegna suits
disrupting global trade is interested in what the BRICs are (potentially)
up to. The world's largest developing countries, bound to be the engine of
the global economy for the next four decades, are essentially up to what
then Russian President Vladimir Putin outlined in his famous speech in
Munich in 2007; forming a new global consensus. Call it the rise of the
periphery (the “Second” and “Third” worlds). Call it the dawn of the

post-Washington Consensus.

It's nothing short of ironic that major players in the current global fi-
nancial architecture are being forced to acknowledge that the global
“economic and political tectonic plates are shifting.” No, that was not
Lula, but the George W Bush-appointed head of the World Bank, Robert
Zoellick. Zoellick even felt compelled to deliver the coup de grace to the
patronizing concept of “Third World.”

Is the World Bank finally waking up to the real world(s)? The BRICs
met in Brazil roughly one week before the World Bank and International
Monetary Fund annual love fest in Washington. The old order may re-

sent it, but the BRIC voice is and will continue to be ever more insistent.
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No wonder; they are shelling more funds to the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), thus they should have more say on where the money is go-
ing. They want an antithesis of Wall Street: transparency. The 2008 fi-
nancial crisis—which by no means is over—was unleashed by a Wall

Street-biased financial casino.

Strategic and transparent

The BRIC:s officially met for the first time in Yekaterinburg, Russia, in
June 2009. At the time they delved deep into discussing the global finan-
cial crisis and advanced the possibility of dumping the US dollar as the

world's reserve currency.

Now their common strategy is much more subtle. The leaders in these
four countries know it's still too early to think about a common currency;
first they need a potent unifying ideal. The inevitable outcome will be a
common market, and then a common currency. The euro took 50 years

to be born.

So no wonder, at the moment, as China's Foreign Ministry would put
it, the mood is still kind of mellow, with plenty of rhetoric about “South-
South cooperation,” “strategic partnerships,” “common development”
and “common understanding.” But the call for “more transparency” is
very substantial; it will be hammered over and over again at the Ameri-
cans and Europeans during the next Group of 20 (G-20) meeting in Can-

ada in June.

Unlike the US, the BRICs' health is sound; no lingering financial cri-
sis, decent growth rates. All of these countries are regional leaders. Un-
like the US—and the rest of the world has noticed it—they have all
preserved a very privileged role for public investment in their develop-

ment model.
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The BRICs may represent 42% of the world's population, roughly 15%
of the world's gross domestic product, and almost 30% of world trade.
But they're not even constituted as a commercial bloc such as the Euro-

pean Union or Mercosur trade blocs. At least not yet.

So the road will be long. BRICs are starting by getting their commer-
cial act together—like setting up closer cooperation between develop-
ment banks in Brazil, India and China for an array of partnership

projects.

In Brasilia, experts for example discussed the Brazil-Argentina experi-
ence of trading in local currencies, the real and the peso—and not in US
dollars. The next stage, as Russian President Dmitry Medvedev has en-
thusiastically pointed out, includes multiple cooperation deals on agricul-
tural technology, nuclear energy, aircraft engineering, space exploration

and nanotechnology.

The new world order

BRIC is rife in internal contradictions. China and India are on a colli-
sion course in terms of Asian preeminence. China is not exactly fond of
India trying to get a seat at the UN Security Council. China and India
tiercely compete to get as much oil and gas from Central Asia as possible.
Russia is acutely aware of Chinese expansion in Siberia. India is not ex-
actly fond of Brazil—one of the world's top food exporters—wanting to
slash tariffs on agricultural products. Brazilian Finance Minister Guido
Mantega sounds like a US Treasury official when he calls for the yuan to
be revalued; cheap imports are killing Brazilian manufacturers as much

as it killed America's.

But these internal contradictions pale compared to the BRICs' com-
mon agenda of being very careful not to antagonize Washington. As

much as they know that the new multipolar world cannot have a center—
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which at the moment is in a Washington that, with the exception of mili-
tary hegemony, is largely impotent—China, for instance, has built an
economy battling with Japan to become the world's second-largest econ-

omy by profiting from the current US-centered system.

The BRICs may complement each other in many aspects (Brazil and
China are the best example; China has toppled the US as Brazil's largest
trading partner). But a key problem is that they cannot speak for the rest
of the developing and undeveloped world—as much as China will keep
successfully exporting its “model” of soft power, belief in multipolarity,
non-political interference, integrated development and technology trans-

fer.

The world anyway will never become “flat”—this is a silly neoliberal,
simplistic fantasy. A new global political consensus would have to be
formulated by the UN—but not a UN dominated by the US; ideally this
should be under a reformed UN, with an expanded and fully representa-
tive UN Security Council. One thing is certain; entrenched elites in both
the US and Europe (which for all practical purposes is now a midget in

the global arena) will fight the dilution of their power tooth and nail.

BRICs anyway will keep insisting on remaking the global financial ar-
chitecture—and that starts with profound reforms at the Bretton Woods
institutions. They will be increasingly more powerful inside the G-20—
and that has already reduced the Group of Eight to irrelevancy. It's very
enlightening to see how they have evolved their common position on
burning issues such as the Iranian nuclear dossier: once again they have
stressed in Brasilia they want dialogue, not confrontation, sanctions and

threats.
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So the BRIC name of the game may be evolution—not revolution. But
the game itself is clear; full speed ahead towards the post-Washington

Consensus.

April 2010
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IRAN, SUN TZU AND THE DOMINATRIX

Let's face it: Hillary Clinton is one hell of a dominatrix.

At first the US Secretary of State said the Brazil-Turkey mediation to
get Iran to accept a nuclear fuel swap was destined to fail. Then the US
State Department said it was the “last chance” for an agreement without
sanctions. And finally, less than 24 hours after a successful agreement in
Tehran, Hillary whips the UN Security Council into submission and tri-
umphantly proclaims to the world a draft resolution for a fourth UN

round of sanctions against Iran has been reached.

She framed the drive towards sanctions as “an answer to the efforts
undertaken in Tehran over the last few days.” Wait a minute. Immediate-
ly after a genuine—and fruitful—mediation on a very sensitive dossier by
two emerging powers—and honest brokers—in the multipolar world,
Brazil and Turkey, Washington and its two European Union allies at the
Security Council, France and Britain, torpedo it. Is this what passes for

global “diplomacy™?

No wonder key US allies Brazil and Turkey, both non-permanent
members of the Security Council, and both key regional powers, were
fuming after such a public slapping. Brazil at first said it would not even
discuss sanctions at the UN. Then Brazil and Turkey sent a formal letter
to the UN, asking to be part of the negotiations of the “Iran Six” about
the sanctions “to prevent the adoption of measures going against a peace-

ful solution.”

Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva—who had personally

told Clinton earlier this year that it was “not prudent to push Iran against
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a wall”—could not help but blast the outdated Security Council, stressing
it was not predisposed to negotiations after all. Turkish Foreign Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu warned the new sanctions package would “spoil the

atmosphere.”

And Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan stressed the move
seriously damaged the credibility of the Security Council—not failing to
wryly remind everyone of the absurd notion of five nuclear-armed per-
manent Security Council members seeking to dismantle the legal civilian

nuclear program of a developing country.

As for “US credibility,” it's biting the dust once again not only as far as
Lula and Erdogan are concerned, but across the developing world—the
real, flesh and blood “international community” following this intermi-

nable charade.

Whipping enrichment to a frenzy

Over the past few months, dominatrix Clinton relentlessly accused
Iran of rejecting a similar fuel swap agreement proposed by the US last
October. That's part of the usual Washington script—to behave with
textbook deviousness, insisting sanctions “have nothing to do” with en-
richment when only a few weeks ago it was the lack of an enrichment

deal that was the key reason for more sanctions.

And it gets worse. As Gareth Porter has revealed (Washington burns
its bridges with Iran Asia Times Online, May21, 2010) Washington only
proposed a fuel swap last October because it wanted from the start to
force Iran to agree to suspend all its uranium enrichment (to which it has
a right as per the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty—NPT). But this was

never announced publicly.
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Iran anyway will continue to produce 20%-enriched uranium (it has a
right to it, according to the NPT), and will start the construction of a new
enrichment plant about the same size as Natanz's. This is part of a plan to
build 10 new plants, announced last year by the Mahmud Ahmadinejad
government. Moreover, the Russian-built Bushehr nuclear power plant is
under final testing and will be inaugurated this summer. These are irre-

versible facts on the ground.

Secretary of Iran's Supreme National Security Council Saeed Jalili, the
de facto top Iranian nuclear negotiator, may soon meet with the Europe-
an Union foreign policy chief Catherine Ashton in Turkey. Ashton, the
“international community's” designated negotiator, is as representative of
global public opinion as a BP press release on the Gulf of Mexico oil spill.
Specially because the EU is bound to issue its own unilateral sanctions
against Iran. Same for the US Congress, as Senator Chris Dodd, a Demo-
crat from Connecticut, has confirmed this week. So apart from the Secu-
rity Council, Iran will also have to face extra sanctions from the US-led

coalition of the willing right-wing, mired-in-decay European poodles.

China and Russia pull a Sun Tzu

Ancient Chinese military general, strategist, philosopher and author
of The Art of War, Sun Tzu said, “Allow your enemy to make his own
mistakes, and don't correct them.” China and Russia, both master strate-

gists, are applying this maxim with panache regarding the US.

The current 10-page UN draft sanctions resolution was already dilut-
ed to death by permanent members Russia and China—and whatever
bellicose language remains will be further shot down at the Security
Council by non-permanent members Brazil, Turkey and Lebanon (with-
out unanimity at the Security Council new sanctions are for all practical

purposes dead). There's no way Washington can coerce the rest of the

159



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

160

Security Council to sign up for a new sanctions round when Iran is actu-

ally engaged in cooperation.

As it stands, the current sanctions package punishes Iran's import of
conventional arms; curbs imports related to ballistic missiles; freezes as-
sets of key members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps; and sets
up cargo inspections in seaports and on international waters. Most of
these sanctions are voluntary—or non-binding—and will have zero inter-

ference on Iran's global trade of oil and gas.

Beijing and Moscow are not exactly licking Clinton's whip. Immedi-
ately after her bombastic announcement, the Chinese ambassador at the
UN, Li Badong, said the draft resolution “did not close the doors on di-
plomacy,” once again emphasizing “dialogue, diplomacy and negotia-

tions.”

And Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov made sure to talk to
Clinton over the phone arguing for a deeper analysis of the fuel swap deal
mediated by Brazil-Turkey. Lavrov also stressed Russia didn't like one bit
the extra US and EU unilateral sanctions. The Russian Foreign Ministry
said the unilateral sanctions would include measures “of an extraterrito-
rial nature, beyond the agreed decisions of the international community
and contradicting the principle of the rule of the international law, en-
shrined in the UN charter.”

So we have come to a situation whereby a real, Iran-approved nuclear
fuel swap is on the table at the International Atomic Energy Agency
while an offensive towards sanctions on Iran is ongoing at the UN. Who
is the real “international community” going to trust? Erdogan could not
have put it better; “This is the time to discuss whether we believe in the

supremacy of law or the law of the supremes and superiors...”
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Most of all, what the developing world sees is the past—US, France,
Britain, Germany—fighting against the advance of the future—China,
India, Brazil, Turkey, Indonesia. The global security architecture—
policed by a bunch of fearful, self-appointed Western guardians—is in a

coma. The “Atlanticist” West is sinking Titanic-style.

We want war and we want it now

Only the powerful pro-infinite war lobby in the US is capable of fram-
ing a first step towards a full nuclear agreement with Iran as a disaster.
That includes the largely discredited pro-Iraq war New York Times (the
Brazil-Turkey mediation is “complicating sanctions talk”) and Washing-

ton Post (Iran “creates illusion of progress in nuclear negotiations”).

For the pro-war lobby the Brazil-Turkey-mediated fuel swap is a
“threat” because it is on a direct collision course with an attack on Iran
(initiated by Israel, then dragging the US) and “regime change”—the

never-reneged Washington desire.

At a recent Council on Foreign Relations speech in Montreal, lumi-
nary Dr. Zbigniew “let's conquer Eurasia” Brzezinski warned that a
“global political awakening,” along with infighting among the global elite,
was something to be deeply feared. The former US national security advi-
sor remarked that “for the first time in all of human history mankind is
politically awakened—that's a total new reality—it has not been so for

most of human history.”

Who do these politically awakened upstarts such as Brazil and Turkey
think they are—daring to disturb “our” rule of the world? And then un-

informed Americans keep asking themselves “Why do they hate us?” Be
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cause, among other reasons, unilateral to the core, Washington does not

hesitate to lift its middle finger even to its closest friends.

May 2010
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MISTAH MCCHRYSTAL—HE DEAD

Mistah Kurtz—he dead.

—Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

When it comes to American wars, history has a kinky habit of repeat-
ing itself as farce over and over again. So now the Pentagon has been
plunged into turmoil because General Stanley McChrystal, former US
and NATO commander in Afghanistan, was featured unplugged in a

Rolling Stone magazine interview.

Those were the days when the Washington Post used to bring down a
president (now the Post, as well as the New York Times, prefer war, on
Iraq, on AfPak, on Iran). Gonzo master Hunter S Thompson anyway
must be celebrating with heavenly tequila shots in his wild and crazy
tomb; Rolling Stone after all managed to bring down a general—to the
sound of The End by The Doors.

Which brings us to Francis Ford Coppola using The Doors to start
Apocalypse Now—or the US winning the Vietnam War (only) on film.
McChrystal could be portrayed as a mix of Captain Willard and the orig-
inal Mistah Kurtz of Conrad's masterpiece, the literary model for Marlon
Brando's Colonel Kurtz. Both warrior-intellectuals—one about to cross

to the heart of darkness, the other already there.

Although hailed by a wildly sycophantic media as a hero, McChrystal,
like Willard, is essentially a trained killer, the head of a killing squad in
Iraq active way before the “surge,” the same “surge” which was sculpted

in stone in Washington as paving the way for an American “victory”
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(while generating profitable side products such as Oscar winner for Best
Picture The Hurt Locker).

Sooner or later a Kurtzean McChrystal character will end up in a Hol-
lywood blockbuster. The US lost the war in Vietnam but won it on
screen. The US is losing the war in Iraq but it's already winning it on

screen. And the US will lose the war in AfPak and will win it on screen.

TS Eliot used “Mistah Kurtz—he dead” as the epigraph of The Hollow
Men. According to the Rolling Stone interview, McChrystal's band of
brothers is a “handpicked collection of killers, spies, geniuses, patriots,
political operators and outright maniacs” who refer to themselves as the
South Park-esque Team America. Well, Team America is more like a Fa-

cebook version of Eliot's Hollow Men:

Our dried voices, when we whisper together are quiet and
meaningless as wind in dry grass or rats’ feet over broken glass.

No wonder President Barack Obama looked “uncomfortable and in-
timidated” by a roomful of Pentagon brass when he met McChrystal.
Obama is a progressive urban intellectual. He could not but mistrust
McChrystal, his band of brothers, in fact much of the coterie of killers
and functionaries who populate the sprawling industrial-military com-
plex. What's ironic is that at the same time the functionaries of empire
could not but mistrust the phalanx of Obama advisors who didn't and

don't have a clue about “the mission.”

1 <«

So what's “the mission” in AfPak? For the Obama team it's rather to
use Afghanistan as a pawn to expand the already abysmal fissure between
the US and Iran, and to throw Shi'ite Iran and Sunni Wahhabi Saudi

Arabia at each other's throats.

But for the industrial-military complex it goes way beyond. It's about

the New Great Game in Eurasia. It's about the Pentagon's Full Spectrum
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Dominance doctrine, which presupposes setting up strategic Afghan ba-
ses to control and survey strategic competitors Russia and China very
close to their borders. It's still about the late 1990s all over again; to iso-
late or crush or bribe the Taliban so the ultimate pipe dream—the Trans-
Afghan Pipeline (TAP)—can be built to carry Turkmen gas to Western
markets, and not the rival, anathema IP (Iran-Pakistan) pipeline. In a

nutshell, it's about infinite war.

It's easy to forget—as much of US corporate media do—that in the
midst of all the “runaway general” hoopla, McChrystal's own COIN
(counter-insurgency) strategy in Afghanistan had already been reduced,
according to his own neologism, to “Chaos-istan” for quite some time.
To apply counter-insurgency en masse against Pashtun brothers and
cousins is a foolish recipe for failure. Washington does not even know
who the “enemy” is; Afghans on the other hand see it as a war of Chris-

tian foreign invaders against the Pashtun nation.

The recipe was originally “designed” by the new general in AfPak,
McChrystal's boss, Central Command chief David “I'm always position-
ing myself to 2012” Petraeus, the conceptual hero of the “surge” in Iraq.
Meet the new general, (not quite the) same as the old general; let's say
Petraeus is a silkier version of Captain Willard, without the Kurtzean
overtones of McChrystal. Cue that Peter Townshend power chord:

“Won't be fooled again.” Or will we?

The McChrystal goes rogue/McChrystal gets fired story is yet one
more classic Pentagon non-event magnified to dementia. What the gen-
eral unplugged to Rolling Stone was basically a collection of generic, mild
and milder insults to US civilians. The “warrior-intellectual” never gave
any sign he was engaging in specific, detailed criticism of the overall mili-
tary strategy; after all, the Pentagon's Full Spectrum Dominance cannot

be really sold for what it is. And even Obama has stated on the record

165



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

166

that replacing a general with another general does not mean a change in
strategy. Is there a strategy? Yes—infinite war; but the Pentagon won't

allow it to be spelled out.

It's been a long time since the immense, absurdly expensive, the-road-
goes-on-forever American war obsession bore any relation whatsoever to
politics and reality. It pertains to fiction—as the dance of the generals
goes on, as Eliot would say, “in this hollow valley.” And these fictional
steps are dead certain to punctuate “this broken jaw of our lost king-

doms” for years and years to come.

June 2010
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ON THE ROAD IN PATAGONIA

This is a place where men come to be shocked and awed. The discov-
ery of Patagonia is still a work in progress. Patagonia may be an enigma
wrapped in a riddle of glaciers, mountain lakes, forests and wind-beaten
steppes—and as such is impervious to fiction; reality is infinitely more

powerful.

Forget Kashmir, the Himalayas, the Silk Road; this is reality secreting
magic, legend and fantasy. Had he ever been to Patagonia straight out of
Ireland, Irish poet W B Yeats would have marveled at its “violent,” not

“terrible,” beauty.

The end of the world is immense, but inevitably some boundaries ap-
ply; the Colorado River to the north; the Atlantic Ocean to the east; Tier-

ra del Fuego to the south; and the Pacific Ocean to the west.

From the Atlantic across the central steppes/altiplano and up to the
Cordillera (the Andes) along the Argentina-Chile border in the west,
most is still virgin, pristine land—and water. Silence is vast and liquid.
Invisible to man, anchimallen (demons) patrol the central meseta
(plains). Lagoons play host to flamingos and black-necked swans. Glaci-
ers swell up to the point of forming dams between lakes—and then start

breaking up with a bang, like they have done for millennia.

If there was ever a role model for the true spirit of a Patagonian trip,
that would have been crack Argentine writer Roberto Arlt (1900-1942),
who in the summer of 1934, as a columnist for the daily newspaper El
Mundo, set out to travel in Neuquen (in northern Patagonia), the Cordil-

lera, the lake region north of Bariloche (he described the Nahuel Hapi as
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“the most beautiful lake in the world”) and “I don't know, maybe discov-

er a new continent.”

He carried boots, a leather bag and “an enigmatic pistol.” In this aus-
tral winter of 2010, minus the pistol, I actually set out the other way,
starting in Ushuaia, the southernmost city in the world, heading north
along the Cordillera and then the Patagonian desert (minus the ferocious

winds, absent in winter), and ending at Neuquen wine country.

The Patagonian narrative has been spun for centuries by bold naviga-
tors and adventurers, hydrologists, royal mariners from Spain, Portugal
and Britain, scientific investigation bulletins, devoted settlers, fierce pi-

rates.

In the early 21st century, as the Global South is trying to reclaim its
rights, what was most interesting was to blend this narrative with the new
wealthy North's take on how this “arid, desert, windy, abandoned” Pata-
gonia has become an open space and “a sea of opportunities” for foreign

occupation.

Terra manuscrita ahead

Driving miles on end without seeing anyone on Ruta 40—the mythi-
cal asphalt spinal cord of Argentina; navigating pristine lakes; trekking
towards glaciers on sunset; trying to spot an elusive huemul (the Andean
cerf, close to extinction), it's not hard to comprehend how Patagonia in-
habits humanity's dreams. But it's also easy to understand why Patagonia
right from the beginning made the transition from terra incognita to ter-

ra manuscrita.

It all started with Cavalier Antonio Pigafetta, the scribe on Portuguese
explorer Ferdinand Magellan's psychedelic 1519-1522 circumnavigation

of the globe who first put down Patagonia on manuscript as he described
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“a man of giant stature... almost naked, singing and dancing and throw-

ing sand over his head.”

This “giant” was christened as a Pathagon—the mythical giant in the
wildly popular Spanish courtly novel Primaleon, published in Salamanca
in 1512. Fiction also applied to the description of a guanaco (a Patagoni-
an cousin of the llama)—an animal “with the head and ears of a mule, the

body of a camel, the legs of a deer and the tail of a horse.”

The Portuguese court was sure what was later baptized as the Magel-
lan Strait did exist—based on maps drawn in 1507 by cosmographer
Martin Waldseemuller, who was inspired by notes from Amerigo Ves-
pucci; America's “discoverer” was sure there was a continent, or mundus
novus; he had navigated the coast of Patagonia and identified—or

dreamed—of a strait uniting the Atlantic and the Pacific.

Anyway, reality as legend always prevailed. Patagonia was the target
of countless expeditions searching for the City of the Caesars—or Trapal-
anda, a splendorous abode full of treasures supposed to be somewhere in
South America ever since Francisco Cesar, in 1529, offered a very impre-

cise description of the wealth of the Incas.

But most of all, for centuries Patagonia was an immense battlefield for
greedy European colonial powers. It took the Spanish crown no less than
two centuries to wake up to the designs of England, France and Hol-
land—and evolve its own breed of colonization as self-defense. Spain
never bothered to colonize Patagonia. They wanted to find a naval pass
towards the Spice Islands. Then gold and silver mines were discovered in
Peru—and they lost the plot completely. As much as Spain was keen to

protect the monopoly of its American colonies, its sea power was risible.

In 1764-1766, John Byron—grandfather of the poetic lord—carefully

explored the Patagonian shores, the Magellan Strait, the Malvinas islands,
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circumnavigated Tierra del Fuego and reached the Pacific around Cape
Horn. Also in 1764, French navigator Louis Antoine Bougainville settled
the islands he named Malouines, then Malvinas (but for English neo-

colonialists they will always be the Falklands).

Ten years later, Jesuit Thomas Falkner warned, “Any great power
could secretly invade Patagonia.” The English got the message; Spaniards
were so incompetent that fabulous Patagonia was up for grabs. It was
only in the 19th century that the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la Plata (River
Plate) and then the government of Buenos Aires took serious steps to
colonize the land, sending travelers, adventurers, explorers—and then

the guns.

Beat the Beagle

In a never-ending narrative of Patagonian reality transmuted into fic-
tion—and legend—it's impossible to understand the present without re-
tracing Charles Darwin's legendary 1832 trip on the Beagle, when he was
still an unknown 23-year-old naturalist. Arguably the most important
characters on the trip were the Tierra del Fuego natives who Captain
Robert Fitz Roy took to England with the first Beagle expedition in 1826
(he paid for all their expenses).

Before colonization, these fueguinos—living between the islands south
of the Magellan Strait and Cape Horn—were around 10,000 in the 19th
century, divided into four groups speaking different languages; two were
sea nomads—the yamanas and the alacalufes, and two others were non-
navigators, the onas and the haush. On the spot, Darwin met only yama-

nas and haush.

Of the captured fueguinos by Fitz Roy, three were alacalufes and one
was a yamana. One of the alacalufes, christened Boat Memory, died in

England in 1830. In December 1831, before setting out to sea, Darwin
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met the two remaining alacalufes—York Minster, a 26-year-old man, and
Fuegia Basket, a 10-year-old girl—as well as the yamana, Jemmy Button
(15); legend says Fitz Roy bought him for a mother-of-pearl button).
They had become so famous in England they had been received by King
William IV; Fuegia Basket got a complete wedding outfit from Queen
Adelaide.

At first, Darwin seems not to have learned much from the fueguinos—

» o«

basically the yamanas, describing them as “atrophied,” “miserable” or
“infected savages.” But he was not a racist—as Californian anthropologist
Anne Chapman, among other authorities, has been arguing for years. He
got along very well with both Jemmy and Fuegia Basket. But he thought

the tehuelche Indians—the so-called “patagons”—were superior.

Darwin anyway was hostage to what British anthropologists devel-
oped as a mid-19th century paradigm—the notion that human race had
evolved from brute primitives such as the fueguinos to the complex so-
phistication of Victorian, imperial Britain, ladies and gentlemen. Dar-
win's cultural ranking, from the bottom (the fueguinos) to the top (the
English gentleman) eventually softened up as he rebelled against the con-
cept of progress applied to biology. No wonder he did not refer to “evolu-

tion” but to “descent with modification.”

What Jemmy and Fuegia certainly taught Darwin (while they were
aboard the Beagle and also in England) is that “savages” could in no time
become “civilized.” Darwin's merit is that he started imperfectly by mix-
ing cultural evolution with some instant impressions of the fueguinos and
only later carried out a profound investigation leading to his revolution-

ary theory of natural processes.

It would be enlightening—for them—if planeloads of US creationists
took the trouble to follow Darwin's steps in Tierra del Fuego. Navigating

tempests around Cape Horn or marveling at the landscape (“impossible
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to imagine anything more beautiful than the admirable blue of these glac-

iers”), Darwin was hooked by Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego.

And so was Fitz Roy—who named “Darwin” some of these “great
mountains” stretching from a bay west of Ushuaia to Isla Grande in Chil-
ean Patagonia (unfortunately it's impossible to navigate this whole re-
gion, including the impeccably named Fjords of Fuegia, during a harsh
winter). And already, Darwin described what takes place forever as the
glaciers melt—"the canal with its mountains of ice looks like a polar sea

. . . »
1n miniature.

Wanna buy a strait?

In Patagonia, reality always beat fiction hands down. In 1845, an un-
named Irishman who worked as a harbor pilot actually bought the Ma-
gellan Strait. Chileans had maltreated the tehuelche Indians, who then
commissioned legendary chief Casimiro Bigua to go for it; after all, the
tehuelches considered themselves the rightful owners of the strait and its

surrounding areas. The sale was later annulled in Buenos Aires.

Tired of being oppressed by the English since annexation in 1536, the
Welsh embarked on a worldwide diaspora—towards the US, Canada,
Brazil, Australia. But some actually elected Patagonia as their promised
land. This could have come straight out of a Jorge Luis Borges short sto-
ry. Picture a sailor, Love Jones-Parry, Baron of Madryn, plus a typogra-
pher, Lewis Jones, telling Minister Rawson from the Mitre government,
through an interpreter (none of them spoke Spanish) they wanted to

found a Welsh nation in Argentina.

Rawson—today the name of a town in eastern Patagonia—went for it.
As Welsh writer Horwell Jones would put it, “Being Celts they have the
fortune—or is it the curse?—of having a vivid imagination...” So all 151

of them left Liverpool on May 1865. It took them decades to overcome all
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odds—the hostile land, the ultra-hardcore winters, the arid desert, the
merciless winds, floods, and the not useless detail they were above all

miners who had no idea about farming.

But then the tehuelche Indians set up camp near the first Welsh colo-
ny and this unlikely indigenous/settler coupling soon started trading and
exchanging knowledge. This stands on its own as one of the very few sig-
nificant examples of peaceful coexistence in four centuries of coloniza-

tion of the Americas.

The Welsh ended up operating a total fusion with the Argentine na-
tion. Ever since boundary problems with Chile in the early 20th century,
they always wanted to live under the Argentine flag. Not to mention they
also had the guts to cross the whole Patagonian desert to the west and
settle down in lovely Trevelin, at the feet of the Cordillera, and close to
the spectacular Los Alerces national park and the Chilean border.
Trevelin at night looks like a ghost Welsh town at the end of the world.

But it's reality—not fiction.

Feel free to bask in my glow

It also seems that every reality in Patagonia is interchangeable with a

heroic, larger-than-life character.

Think of French lawyer Orllie-Antoine de Tounens, who on Novem-
ber 1860 founded, under his authority, the Constitutional Monarchic
Kingdom of Araucania, then annexed Patagonia. His title was King Orl-
lie-Antoine I. He tried the trick twice more and eventually was jailed and
deported out of Buenos Aires. When he died, the crown was inherited by
his cousin, who without even moving from Europe conducted a lot of
business to colonize “the new France.” The Arauco-Patagonian throne

even had its own flag, shield and currency—billing themselves as fierce
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defenders of indigenous peoples' rights. Even former US president

Dwight Eisenhower was honored with a royal medal in 1966.

Yet few Patagonian characters can be as larger-than-life than Roma-
nian engineer Julius Popper, a clever public relations man who went to
Argentina in 1886 determined to find gold in Patagonia and literally

moved if not mountains but steppes to get it.

Witty, sarcastic, a fine linguist and a darling of the Buenos Aires high
society circles, not to mention dictatorial and imbued with imperial fan-
tasies—some sort of enlightened tyrant—Popper set up a trend which
would be fully replicated in the late 20th century; getting loads of pre-
cious, valuable Patagonian land in concession, without red tape, and al-

ways under his own terms.

Darwin would have applauded Popper's experience of Tierra del Fue-
go. He regarded the yamanas and alacalufes, “who live in canoes and fish
as a way of survival,” as “doomed to extinction” (that's exactly what hap-

pened).

On the other hand, he compared the onas to the tehuelches and even
to the North American Indians—a race “that fully represents the primi-
tive man in its maximum expression of moral and physical evolution”

(but that did not also prevent them from being virtually extinct).

Darwin also would have agreed that Popper's expression of what Tier-
ra del Fuego is all about at a July 1891 conference is still matchless: “It is a
country full of surprises; it is the land where the polar animals greet those
of the tropics; where the call of the Antarctic penguin meets the prattle of
the Equator parrot; it is the country of many topographic varieties, which
has, in proportion, more vegetation than Mexico; more views and land-

scapes than Norway and Switzerland; in an extension smaller than that of
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Portugal it concentrates more contrasts of geography and hydrography,

of meteorology and ethnography than in all the continent of Australia.”

The last yamana

Double-trouble colonization—religious and civilian, the latter accel-
erated in 1870—exterminated virtually all indigenous Patagonians. In
Ushuaia, stretching east-west along the Beagle Channel, 3,220 kilometers
south of Buenos Aires, it is easy to note why the merciless austral weather
and isolation would not dissuade northern Europeans—English, Scots,
Danish, Dutch—to migrate during the 18th and 19th centuries in search
of whale oil, seal skin, pastures for cattle, timber and strategic positioning
to trade with the rest of the world. Then came industry—especially relat-

ed to marine products. And finally, mass tourism.

Generations of global schoolchildren have been in awe of the light-
house at the end of the world in the famous 1905 Jules Verne book of the
same name. The lighthouse was real—built in the Isla de los Estados in
1884. In 1998, France donated a symbolic reconstruction to Argentina—
and it's right down there, in the same spot, not to be confused with Les
Eclaireurs lighthouse, which can be easily navigated around, not far from
Ushuaia. Navigating the Beagle Channel at sunset in a small boat, one
certainly feels touched by Infinite grace (anti-Darwin creationists would

insist on a “hand from above”).

By 1933, there were only 40 yamanas left in Patagonia, including
mixed race. Ushuaia had a few dozen Argentine men by 1884, some ya-
manas, missionaries and their families, for a total of 200 inhabitants.
Now the population is close to 70,000. Ushuaia thrives in the self-
described “end of the world” industry (not exactly true; nearby Puerto
Williams, in Chilean Tierra del Fuego, at the Beagle southern margin, is

actually the southernmost city in the world). It also thrives as “the most
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active gateway to Antarctica” (true, and the closest as well, at only 1,000
km).

The only remaining authentic yamana—an anthropological treas-
ure—is octogenarian Cristina Calderon, a daughter of yamanas who
speaks the language fluently. She lives in Puerto Williams, along with
some mestizos who work in the fishing industry. Darwin might have
loved her as much as he was fascinated by Fuegia Basket, as she is per-

haps the last living human link with Patagonia's Arcadian past.

The end of the world is on sale

“Desert and sterile” Patagonia (in Charles Darwin's initial assessment)
boasts no less than 230,000 square kilometers of river basins flowing into
the Atlantic. It holds 4,000 square kilometers of continental ice and glaci-

ers—as well as one of the largest reserves of fresh water on the planet.

We are currently in the advanced stages of a relentless global war for
oil and gas (Patagonia, by the way, has both). A crucial 2000 report by the
United Nations Economic and Social Organisation (UNESCO) already
warned that in the next 50 years, problems related to lack of water or
contamination of masses of water would affect practically everyone on
the planet. It's when the Great Water Wars explode—perhaps as early as
around 2020—that this Patagonia of crystal-clear blue lakes and mille-
narian glaciers will be at a premium price; possession of water will be

infinitely more valuable than possession of oil and gas.

Analytical/warring minds at the Pentagon and the CIA cannot possi-
bly block the wet dream of a secessionist Patagonia as the definitive Liq-
uid Saudi Arabia; sparsely populated (less than 2 million people), with all
that water, plenty of hydroelectric energy and 80% of Argentina's re-
serves of oil and natural gas. The degree of neglect felt by most residents

of Patagonia in relation to Buenos Aires can be reasonably compared to
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what is felt by the Baloch in Pakistan in relation to Islamabad. Recent
polls have shown the desire for an independent Patagonia to be always

over 50% (with 78% among the young and unemployed).

A crash course on four centuries of Patagonian “development” would
go something like this. In the beginning were the indigenous peoples.
Then came the Iberian navigators, the English pirates, the all-European
science buffs, the religious missionaries, the exiles who dreamed of mak-
ing it in America, the austral version. Then came the landlords—from
Chile or Holland, Wales or Poland, Scotland or Denmark. Getting rid of
the indigenous populations was a colonialism no-brainer; northern Pata-
gonians were exterminated by the infamous, euphemistic, 1879 Conquest
of the Desert; southern Patagonians were forced to become the workforce
for agribusiness. And then, in the 1990s, came the First World billion-

aires.

As every wildlife-loving billionaire plus rows of sharp-dressed corpo-
rate executives duly know, the sale of Patagonia started in 1996, under
the ultra-neoliberal Carlos Menem government. Menem, in his own
words, wanted to sell “surplus land” of the country he presided. There's
no federal law in Argentina regulating the sale of land to foreigners. Only
in the late 1990s, more than 8 million hectares were sold. According to
the Argentine army, more than 10% of the national land is foreign-
owned—and counting. The problem is not the sale itself; it's the absence

of virtually any control over proposed investment projects.

If you're flush, you can still buy whatever you want anywhere—even
inside spectacular national parks. Each province sets its own rules. If you
reach the right functionary with the right cash-filled Samsonite, the
world—Tony Montana-style—is yours. No wonder virtually every resi-
dent of Rio Negro or Santa Cruz provinces say the local mayor's offices

are always the top real-estate agency in town. And these same residents
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will inevitably lament that Patagonia is being gobbled up by foreigners—
from Ted Turner to the Benetton family. Moreover, two of Patagonia's
largest oil companies are also foreign-owned; one of them, state-owned,

was sold to Spain, and the other, private, to Brazil's Petrobras.

Walking on water

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse—the End of the World ver-
sion—are known as Tompkins, Turner, Lewis and Benetton. They are the
21st-century breed of Patagonia's conquistadores, adventurers and pi-
rates—from Francis Drake and George Newbery to Butch Cassidy and
the Sundance Kid (their ranch is still there in Cholilla, a dejected pueblo
which would be at home in the more dejected parts of New Mexico). For-
eigners have always dreamed of the end of the world. And its violent

beauty—as we'll see—makes grown man cry.

Californian green guru Doug Tompkins, former founder of both The
North Face and Esprit, is known in Patagonia as the “owner of the wa-
ter.” He's the biggest private owner of natural resources in Chilean Pata-
gonia as well as the Corrientes region in Argentina, and owns a number
of strategically placed haciendas. When Tompkins first saw southern
Patagonia, on the Chilean side, and then northwest Patagonia, on the
Argentine side, in 1961, he cried like a baby. Then he came back—and
started buying.

Trout-fishing fanatic and CNN founder Ted Turner has a spectacular
5,000 hectare villa in the south of Neuquen province and controls most
access to one of Patagonia's most pristine rivers. He has another 35,000
hectares in the same province plus another 5,000 in Tierra del Fuego.

Outside of the US, Ted only bought in Patagonia.

Villa Traful is a green, hilly private valley bordering the spectacular

homonymous lake. It's virtually empty in winter—projecting the sensa-
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tion this is what Shangri-La must have been all about, before the advent
of Facebook. Buying land in Traful during the 1990s was a piece of cake.
Those in the know quickly grabbed public land around the lake. Now the
dream is over. Jorge Sobisch, the Croatian-family former governor of
Neuquen province who wants to become president, is basically selling it

all for huge mass tourism groups.

But above all this is Ted Turner land. Turner is the owner of La Pri-
mavera, a spectacular 5,000 hectare estancia right on the mouth of the
Traful river, where he can blissfully fish for the best trout and salmon
nature can manufacture. Jane Fonda was a sucker for La Primavera.
Tompkins was a guest, as well as George Bush senior and Henry Kissin-
ger. Intruders are monitored by satellite. As this was winter and every-
thing was dead, I could not even afford the pleasure of navigating on
Turner waters. And of course Ted never shows up on Vila Traful him-

self—although he visits La Primavera a few times a year.

La Primavera was actually founded by an American, odontologist and
former vice US consul in Buenos Aires George Newbery, in 1894. George
and Ralph Newbery (father of famous aviator Jorge, whose name now
graces one of Buenos Aires's airports) were convinced that Patagonia

should be populated with cowboys imported from Texas.

So already in the early 20th century there was widespread fear in
northern Patagonia of a yankee colonization drive. The Texas cowboy
exile route soon dried up. La Primavera was sold to an Englishman, then
a Frenchman, then an Argentine and finally fell on Ted's lap as he was
deeply involved in a 2 million hectare conservation project—or territorial
expansion—in Montana, New Mexico and Nebraska. But Patagonian Ted

has always been adamant; this is only about fishing.
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1, 2, 1,000 Shangri-Las

Brit Joseph Lewis, the 6th largest fortune in the United Kingdom,
known in northern Patagonia as Uncle Joe because of his overdrive phi-
lanthropy, controls all the 14,000 hectares of land bordering sublime
Lake Escondido (“Hidden Lake”), 92 km out of Bariloche on the Chile
border, as well as the basin of the prized Azur river. Ultra-discreet Lewis,
who lives between London, Orlando, the Bahamas and Patagonia, is a big
shark on financial speculation as well as genetic investigation, and the
hands of his Tavistock Group are in everything from oil and gas in Sibe-

ria to Puma and Gottex outfits.

Lewis' Andean-Patagonian Shangri-La is not far from El Bolson, the
Argentine hippie Mecca of the 1970s transmogrified into the country's
first ecological municipality in the early 1990s. Its Tolkien-style forests
are filled with prized alerces, or lahuan wood—the oldest living organism
in Argentina, third-oldest in the world. Almost as ubiquitous as the
alerces are mixed feelings over Lewis' push to actually do the work ex-
pected from provincial and national authorities—establishing what is a

de facto state within a state.

In just a few years, Lewis bought land equivalent to three-quarters of
the city of Buenos Aires—but in the form of millenarian forests, glaciers,
crystal-clear lakes and rivers. Lewis stopped short of buying the lake it-
self—because the law does not allow it. But what he did was to buy the
whole land surrounding the lake, so if you want to reach the border you
have to cross 18 km of his private property. Seeing Shangri-La live thus
can only be done with a helping hand from above—that is, Lewis' min-
ions. Lewis is also suspected of trying to buy the nascent of numerous
rivers in the region. And considering Tavistock is heavily involved in ge-
netic investigation and biotechnology, there's also ample suspicion it is

extracting and exporting very rare species out of the Cordillera.
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There are many other players in the Great Patagonian Sale. There's
Jacobo Suchard (the owner of Nestle). There's the Swarowsky jewelry
family. There's french fries king Ward Lay, who also got into the wine
business with the Rutini family and usually brags that “Patagonia re-
minds me of Texas in the 1950s” (it actually does, in terms of unlimited
opportunities; landscape-wise, it would be more like a cross between
Montana and New Mexico). Lay owns the 80,000 hectare Alicura estan-
cia, a valley crisscrossed by three rivers and precious wild animals and

fleeting former abode of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.

There's Belgian group Burco, owner of the Dubai crowd-style country
club Arelauquen near Bariloche—a sort of de luxe agrarian reform pro-
ject in reverse, pristine forest turned into a polo-and-golf gated condo.
There's a group led by Frenchman Michel Biquard, which has built a lone

five-star hotel right in front of Argentina's most famous glacier.

But among all these the big sharks are undoubtedly the Benetton
brothers—Carlo and Luciano, who control 1 million hectares of produc-
tive land under the Compania de Tierras Sud Argentino (CTSA), origi-
nally founded by the British as the Argentine Southern Land Co. in 1889
and now the most important agribusiness in the country. The Benetton
brothers are the biggest private owners of land in Argentina—apart from

the state.

It's the same old story. When Carlo and Luciano first trekked on ice
over the Perito Moreno glacier in 2004—sealed off for the occasion, as if
they were the Emir of Qatar and his wife shopping at Harrods—they also
cried. But they had been right on the money since 1991, when they start-
ed buying haciendas. CTSA, a huge agribusiness corporation spanning
the Andes to the Atlantic Ocean, owns at least 16,000 head of cattle and
260,000 sheep—producing up to 1.3 million tons of wool a year, all ex-

ported to Italy.
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It didn't help that ultra-politically correct United Colors of Benetton
got involved in a nasty conflict with “delocalized” Mapuche families in
the early 2000s—leading it to be known in many progressive quarters as
United Colors of Land Grab. Suffice to say that the Benetton spokesman
in Argentina at the time used to be the governor of Chubut province,
politician Mario das Neves. The corporation pulled no punches buying
media and unleashing a lavish public relations exercise in both Argentina
and Italy. A Mapuche committee was received by Luciano Benetton in a

Rome palazzo. But they didn't get their property back.

For the Mapuches this was just another step in the invasion of Pata-
gonia. First by the Spanish in 1492; then by the 1879 Conquest of the De-
sert, the Buenos Aires-conducted ethnic cleansing sold as taking
“civilization” to a “desert” peopled by Indians; and finally by big corpora-

tions and foreign billionaires.

Austral tehuelches used to live between the Magellan Strait and the
Santa Cruz River. They were cousins to the onas of Tierra del Fuego.
There were two other tehuelche tribes more to the north, one of them
fusioned with Araucans from Chile. This “araucanization” led to the
forming of the Mapuche nation—a single territory spanning parts of Ar-
gentina and Chile. Nowadays, there are around 76,000 Mapuches in Ar-
gentina, compared to 350,000 in Chile.

Right inside the enormous Benetton-owned Leleque estancia in
Chubut province, the Mapuche controversy reaches its peak in the form
of a museum. The museum's lavish catalogue, boasting detailed histori-
ography, aims to basically prove that the Mapuches were not Argentine
Patagonia's original inhabitants; ergo, they cannot possibly claim owner-
ship of a land now occupied by the immaculate, vertically integrated
Benetton sheep. Make no mistake, the war between Indians and wealthy

foreigners is still on.
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Patagonia as Pandora's box

El Chalten—not more than 700 people at the foot of the Andes, the
starting point for trekking to the spectacular Torre and Fitz Roy peaks, is
the youngest pueblo in Argentina. But it is above all the Holy Grail for
politicians from Santa Cruz province who now rule the country, every-
one very cosy with former president Nestor Kirchner and the current
president, his wife Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner. The local economy is
virtually dollarized. When Tompkins first visited, in 1968—no Paris bar-

ricades for him—El Chalten was not even on the map.

Tompkins' own Shangri-La is actually in Pumalin, on the Chilean
Cordillera—300,000 hectares of land declared a nature sanctuary in 2005
by the Chilean government after 10 years of tough negotiations, complete
with glaciers, snow-capped volcanoes, pumas and wild horses. Pumalin is

now a national park with public access—but private control.

Ever since the mid-1990s, there had been rumors about a mysterious
American ecological guru who was the sole owner of Patagonia. Alt-
hough far from it, Tompkins finally struck gold in Argentina with Monte
Leon in Santa Cruz province, which the World Wildlife Fund duly in-
cludes among the 237 top conservation regions on the planet—as it mixes
the species-wealthy Mar Argentino (including a 60,000 strong colony of
Magellan penguins) with the oil-and-gas-rich Patagonia steppe.

When the Gulfstreams of foreign billionaires started landing in Pata-
gonia during the 1990s, the Menem government did recognize the re-
maining Indians as original peoples. But that did not solve many
problems as most are still enmeshed in fierce territorial disputes with
dodgy landowners not as famous as the Benetton. The problem is that the
tandem real-estate agencies/provincial state functionaries are bound to

keep indulging in a perpetual Patagonia-on-sale party.
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Everywhere I went I had the feeling that the Cordillera is on sale. The
price of a hectare depends on the timeless mantra—location, location,
location. In Villa La Angostura, north of Bariloche—an aspiring cousin
of Aspen and Vail—buying and selling land is a more popular topic of

conversation over a bottle of Malbec than soccer.

Same in more austral Patagonia, in Calafate, Santa Cruz province, an
historic crossroads for selling cattle and sheep, a magnet for dodgy ad-
venturers in search of limitless estancias, and today a boutique pueblo
with a totally dollarized economy. A humongous—and empty—casino

dominates Main Street.

I stayed very close to the Kirchner couple's mansion (they usually
show up on weekends). The FOK (Friends of Kirchner—the austral
equivalent to good old Friends of Bill, or Friends of Bush) control every-
thing, with a special mention to Jorge Fernandez Campbell, owner of the
sole monopoly exploiting the ultra-profitable navigation around the
spectacular glaciers in Lago Argentino, the largest mass of continental ice
in the world. The Glaciers National Park ends only 500 meters from the
Magellan Peninsula, where the glacier touches the earth; from there on-

wards, all land is subjected to market valuation.

All over the place, from the Beagle Channel to the empty steppes, I
was told that Patagonia was colonized with cattle and sheep—and not
with people. So there were always very few land ownership titles flying
around. Tough questions though remain—and they apply to virtually all
the developing world. How to “develop” Patagonia? How to preserve it
from serious environmental contamination? There is a necessity for a
clear policy setting serious targets for responsible tourism, and the neces-

sity for a clear policy regarding industrial development.

As Argentina is a country of immigrants—a sort of austral Europe—

foreign ownership may not be such a problem per se; the question is how
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the land should be used or developed. It's up to the state to delimit the
rules; if there is enough land for wealthy foreigners, there must be
enough land for aboriginal peoples as well. And even for Argentines. As
much as the striking beauty of Patagonia may be financially off-limits for
a typical Argentine middle-class family, it is also Argentines who are in-

discriminately selling land to foreigners.

And still the verdict on this spectacular land that makes grown men
cry is open. Will it be the ultimate, pristine gated condo for the globe's
ultra-wealthy? Will it be the granary for those lucky enough to escape the
disasters about to engulf the developed North? Will it be the Pandora's

box of natural treasures that will unleash the next world wars?

August 2010
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CHINA’S PIPELINEISTAN “WAR”

Future historians may well agree that the twenty-first century Silk
Road first opened for business on December 14, 2009. That was the day a
crucial stretch of pipeline officially went into operation linking the fabu-
lously energy-rich state of Turkmenistan (via Kazakhstan and Uzbeki-
stan) to Xinjiang Province in China’s far west. Hyperbole did not deter
the spectacularly named Gurbanguly Berdymukhamedov, Turkmeni-
stan’s president, from bragging, “This project has not only commercial or
economic value. It is also political. China, through its wise and farsighted

policy, has become one of the key guarantors of global security.”

The bottom line is that, by 2013, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Hong
Kong will be cruising to ever more dizzying economic heights courtesy of
natural gas supplied by the 1,833-kilometer-long Central Asia Pipeline,
then projected to be operating at full capacity. And to think that, in a few
more years, China’s big cities will undoubtedly also be getting a taste of
Iraq’s fabulous, barely tapped oil reserves, conservatively estimated at 115
billion barrels, but possibly closer to 143 billion barrels, which would put
it ahead of Iran. When the Bush administration’s armchair generals
launched their Global War on Terror, this was not exactly what they had

in mind.

China’s economy is thirsty, and so it’s drinking deeper and planning
deeper yet. It craves Iraq’s oil and Turkmenistan’s natural gas, as well as
oil from Kazakhstan. Yet instead of spending more than a trillion dollars
on an illegal war in Iraq or setting up military bases all over the Greater

Middle East and Central Asia, China used its state oil companies to get
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some of the energy it needed simply by bidding for it in a perfectly legal

Iraqi oil auction.

Meanwhile, in the New Great Game in Eurasia, China had the good
sense not to send a soldier anywhere or get bogged down in an infinite
quagmire in Afghanistan. Instead, the Chinese simply made a direct
commercial deal with Turkmenistan and, profiting from that country’s
disagreements with Moscow, built itself a pipeline which will provide

much of the natural gas it needs.

No wonder the Obama administration’s Eurasian energy czar Richard
Morningstar was forced to admit at a congressional hearing that the US
simply cannot compete with China when it comes to Central Asia’s ener-

gy wealth. If only he had delivered the same message to the Pentagon.

That Iranian Equation

In Beijing, they take the matter of diversifying oil supplies very, very
seriously. When oil reached $150 a barrel in 2008—before the U.S.-
unleashed global financial meltdown hit—Chinese state media had taken
to calling foreign Big Oil “international petroleum crocodiles,” with the
implication that the West’s hidden agenda was ultimately to stop China’s

relentless development dead in its tracks.

Twenty-eight percent of what’s left of the world’s proven oil reserves
are in the Arab world. China could easily gobble it all up. Few may know
that China itself is actually the world’s fifth largest oil producer, at 3.7
million barrels per day (bpd), just below Iran and slightly above Mexico.
In 1980, China consumed only 3% of the world’s oil. Now, its take is
around 10%, making it the planet’s second-largest consumer. It has al-
ready surpassed Japan in that category, even if it’s still way behind the
U.S., which eats up 27% of global oil each year. According to the IEA,

China will account for over 40% of the increase in global oil demand un-
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til 2030. And that’s assuming China will grow at “only” a 6% annual rate

which, based on present growth, seems unlikely.

Saudi Arabia controls 13% of world oil production. At the moment, it
is the only swing producer—one, that is, that can move the amount of oil
being pumped up or down at will—capable of substantially increasing
output. It’s no accident, then, that, pumping 500,000 bpd, it has become
one of Beijing’s major oil suppliers. The top three, according to China’s
Ministry of Commerce, are Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Angola. By 2013-
2014, if all goes well, the Chinese expect to add Iraq to that list in a big
way, but first that troubled country’s oil production needs to start crank-
ing up. In the meantime, it’s the Iranian part of the Eurasian energy

equation that’s really nerve-racking for China’s leaders.

Chinese companies have invested a staggering $120 billion in Iran's
energy sector over the past five years. Already Iran is China’s number
two oil supplier, accounting for up to 14% of its imports; and the Chinese
energy giant Sinopec has committed an additional $6.5 billion to building
oil refineries there. Due to harsh UN-imposed and American sanctions
and years of economic mismanagement, however, the country lacks the
high-tech know-how to provide for itself, and its industrial structure is in
a shambles. The head of the National Iranian Oil Company, Ahmad
Ghalebani, has publicly admitted that machinery and parts used in Iran’s

oil production still have to be imported from China.

Sanctions can be a killer, slowing investment, increasing the cost of
trade by over 20%, and severely constricting Tehran’s ability to borrow in
global markets. Nonetheless, trade between China and Iran grew by 35%
in 2009 to $27 billion. So while the West has been slamming Iran with
sanctions, embargos, and blockades, Iran has been slowly evolving as a
crucial trade corridor for China—as well as Russia and energy-poor In-

dia. Unlike the West, they are all investing like crazy there because it's
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easy to get concessions from the government; it's easy and relatively
cheap to build infrastructure; and being on the inside when it comes to
Iranian energy reserves is a necessity for any country that wants to be a
crucial player in Pipelineistan, that contested chessboard of crucial ener-
gy pipelines over which much of the New Great Game in Eurasia takes
place. Undoubtedly, the leaders of all three countries are offering thanks
to whatever gods they care to worship that Washington continues to

make it so easy (and lucrative) for them.

Few in the US may know that last year Saudi Arabia—now (re)arming
to the teeth, courtesy of Washington, and little short of paranoid about
the Iranian nuclear program—offered to supply the Chinese with the
same amount of oil the country currently imports from Iran at a much
cheaper price. But Beijing, for whom Iran is a key long-term strategic

ally, scotched the deal.

As if Iran’s structural problems weren’t enough, the country has done
little to diversify its economy beyond oil and natural gas exports in the
past 30 years; inflation’s running at more than 20%; unemployment at
more than 20%; and young, well-educated people are fleeing abroad, a
major brain drain for that embattled land. And don’t think that’s the end
of its litany of problems. It would like to be a full member of the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization (SCO)—the multi-layered econom-
ic/military cooperation union that is a sort of Asian response to NATO—
but is only an official SCO observer because the group does not admit
any country under UN sanctions. Tehran, in other words, would like
some great power protection against the possibility of an attack from the
US or Israel. As much as Iran may be on the verge of becoming a far
more influential player in the Central Asian energy game thanks to Rus-

sian and Chinese investment, it’s extremely unlikely that either of those
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countries would actually risk war against the US to “save” the Iranian

regime.

The Great Escape

From Beijing’s point of view, the title of the movie version of the in-
tractable US v. Iran conflict and a simmering US v. China strategic com-

petition in Pipelineistan could be: “Escape from Hormuz and Malacca.”

The Strait of Hormuz is the definition of a potential strategic bottle-
neck. It is, after all, the only entryway to the Persian Gulf and through it
now flow roughly 20% of China’s oil imports. At its narrowest, it is only
36 kilometers wide, with Iran to the north and Oman to the south. Chi-
na’s leaders fret about the constant presence of US aircraft carrier battle

groups on station and patrolling nearby.

With Singapore to the north and Indonesia to the south, the Strait of
Malacca is another potential bottleneck if ever there was one—and
through it flow as much as 80% of China’s oil imports. At its narrowest, it
is only 54 kilometers wide and like the Strait of Hormuz, its security is
also of the made-in-USA variety. In a future face-off with Washington,
both straits could quickly be closed or controlled by the US Navy.

Hence, China’s increasing emphasis on developing a land-based Cen-
tral Asian energy strategy could be summed up as: bye-bye, Hormuz!
Bye-bye, Malacca! And a hearty welcome to a pipeline-driven new Silk

Road from the Caspian Sea to China’s Far West in Xinjiang.

Kazakhstan has 3% of the world’s proven oil reserves, but its largest
oil fields are not far from the Chinese border. China sees that country as
a key alternative oil supplier via future pipelines that would link the Ka-

zakh oil fields to Chinese oil refineries in its far west. In fact, China’s first
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transnational Pipelineistan adventure is already in place: the 2005 China-

Kazakhstan oil project, financed by Chinese energy giant CNPC.

Much more is to come, and Chinese leaders expect energy-rich Russia
to play a significant part in China’s escape-hatch planning as well. Strate-
gically, this represents a crucial step in regional energy integration, tight-
ening the Russia/China partnership inside the SCO as well as at the UN

Security Council.

When it comes to oil, the name of the game is the immense Eastern
Siberia-Pacific Ocean (ESPO) pipeline. Last August, a 4,000-kilometer-
long Russian section from Taishet in eastern Siberia to Nakhodka, still
inside Russian territory, was begun. Russian Premier Vladimir
Putin hailed ESPO as “a really comprehensive project that has strength-
ened our energy cooperation.” And in late September, the Russians and
the Chinese inaugurated a 999-kilometer-long pipeline from Skovorodi-
no in Russia’s Amur region to the petrochemical hub Daqing in north-

east China.

Russia is currently delivering up to 130 million tons of Russian oil a
year to Europe. Soon, no less than 50 million tons may be heading to

China and the Pacific region as well.

There are, however, hidden tensions between the Russians and the
Chinese when it comes to energy matters. The Russian leadership is un-
derstandably wary of China’s startling strides in Central Asia, the former
Soviet Union’s former “near abroad.” After all, as the Chinese have been
doing in Africa in their search for energy, in Central Asia, too, the Chi-
nese are building railways and introducing high-tech trains, among other

modern wonders, in exchange for oil and gas concessions.

Despite the simmering tensions between China, Russia, and the U.S,,

it’s too early to be sure just who is likely to emerge as the victor in the
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New Great Game in Central Asia, but one thing is clear enough. The
Central Asian “stans” are becoming ever more powerful poker players in
their own right as Russia tries not to lose its hegemony there, Washing-
ton places all its chips on pipelines meant to bypass Russia (including the
Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline that pumps oil from Azerbaijan to
Turkey via Georgia) and China antes up big time for its Central Asian
future. Whoever loses, this is a game that the “stans” cannot but profit

from.

Recently, our man Gurbanguly, the Turkmen leader, chose China as
his go-to country for an extra $4.18 billion loan for the development of
South Yolotan, his country’s largest gas field. (The Chinese had already
shelled out $3 billion to help develop it.) Energy bureaucrats in Brussels
were devastated. With estimated reserves of up to 14 trillion cubic meters
of natural gas, the field has the potential to flood the energy-starved Eu-

ropean Union with gas for more than 20 years. Goodbye to all that?

In 2009, Turkmenistan’s proven gas reserves were estimated at a stag-
gering 8.1 trillion cubic meters, fourth largest in the world after Russia,
Iran, and Qatar. Not surprisingly, from the point of view of Ashgabat, the
country’s capital, it invariably seems to be raining gas. Nonetheless, ex-
perts doubt that the landlocked, idiosyncratic Central Asian republic ac-
tually has enough blue gold to supply Russia (which absorbed 70% of
Turkmenistan’s supply before the pipeline to China opened), China,

Western Europe and Iran, all at the same time.

Currently, Turkmenistan sells its gas to: China via the world's largest
gas pipeline, 7,000 kilometers long and designed for a capacity of 40 bil-
lion cubic meters per year; Russia (10 billion cubic meters per year, down
from 30 billion per year until 2008); and Iran (14 billion cubic meters per

year). Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad always gets a red-carpet
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welcome from Gurbanguly, and the Russian energy giant Gazprom,

thanks to an improved pricing policy, is treated as a preferred customer.

At present, however, the Chinese are atop the heap, and more gener-
ally, whatever happens, there can be little question that Central Asia will
be China’s major foreign supplier of natural gas. On the other hand, the
fact that Turkmenistan has, in practice, committed its entire future gas
exports to China, Russia, and Iran means the virtual death of various
trans-Caspian Sea pipeline plans long favored by Washington and the

European Union.

IPI vs. TAPI All Over Again

On the oil front, even if all the “stans” sold China every barrel of oil
they currently pump, less than half of China’s daily import needs would
be met. Ultimately, only the Middle East can quench China’s thirst for
oil. According to the IEA, China’s overall oil needs will rise to 11.3 mil-
lion barrels per day by 2015, even with domestic production peaking at
4.0 million bpd. Compare that to what some of China’s alternative sup-
pliers are now producing: Angola, 1.4 million bpd; Kazakhstan, 1.4 mil-
lion as well; and Sudan, 400,000.

On the other hand, Saudi Arabia produces 10.9 million bpd, Iran
around 4.0 million, the UAE 3.0 million, Kuwait 2.7 million—and then
there’s Iraq, presently at 2.5 million and likely to reach at least 4.0 million
by 2015. Still, Beijing has yet to be fully convinced that this is a safe sup-
ply, especially given all those US “forward operating sites” in the UAE,
Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, and Oman, plus those roaming naval battle

groups in the Persian Gulf.

On the gas front, China definitely counts on a South Asian game
changer. Beijing has already spent $200 million on the first phase in the

construction of a deep-water port at Gwadar in Pakistan’s Balochistan
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Province. It wanted, and got from Islamabad, “sovereign guarantees to
the port’s facilities.” Gwadar is only 400 kilometers from Hormuz. With
Gwadar, the Chinese Navy would have a homeport that would easily al-
low it to monitor traffic in the strait and someday perhaps even thwart

the US Navy’s expansionist designs in the Indian Ocean.

But Gwadar has another infinitely juicier future role. It could prove
the pivot in a competition between two long-discussed pipelines: TAPI
and IPI. TAPI stands for the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India
pipeline, which can never be built as long as US and NATO occupation
forces are fighting the resistance umbrella conveniently labeled “Taliban”
in Afghanistan. IPI, however, is the Iran-Pakistan-India pipeline, also
known as the “peace pipeline” (which, of course, would make TAPI the

“war pipeline”). To Washington’s immeasurable distress, last June, Iran

and Pakistan finally closed the deal to build the “IP” part of IPI, with

Pakistan assuring Iran that either India or China could later be brought

into the project.

Whether it’s IP, IPI, or IPC, Gwadar will be a key node. If, under pres-
sure from Washington, which treats Tehran like the plague, India is
forced to pull out of the project, China already has made it clear that it
wants in. The Chinese would then build a Pipelineistan link from
Gwadar along the Karakoram highway in Pakistan to China via the
Khunjerab Pass—another overland corridor that would prove immune to
US interference. It would have the added benefit of radically cutting
down the 20,000-kilometer-long tanker route around the southern rim of
Asia.

Arguably, for the Indians it would be a strategically sound move to
align with IPI, trumping a deep suspicion that the Chinese will move to
outflank them in the search for foreign energy with a “string of pearls”

strategy: the setting up of a series of “home ports” along its key oil supply
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routes from Pakistan to Myanmar. In that case, Gwadar would no longer

simply be a “Chinese” port.

As for Washington, it still believes that if TAPI is built, it will help
keep India from fully breaking the U.S.-enforced embargo on Iran. Ener-
gy-starved Pakistan obviously prefers its “all-weather” ally China, which
might commit itself to building all sorts of energy infrastructure within
that flood-devastated country. In a nutshell, if the unprecedented energy
cooperation between Iran, Pakistan, and China goes forward, it will sig-
nal a major defeat for Washington in the New Great Game in Eurasia,

with enormous geopolitical and geoeconomic repercussions.

For the moment, Beijing’s strategic priority has been to carefully de-
velop a remarkably diverse set of energy-suppliers—a flow of energy that
covers Russia, the South China Sea, Central Asia, the East China Sea, the
Middle East, Africa, and South America. If China has so far proven mas-
terly in the way it has played its cards in its Pipelineistan “war,” the US
hand—bypass Russia, elbow out China, isolate Iran—may soon be called
for what it is: a bluff.

October 2010. Originally at TomDispatch.com
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HAVE (INFINITE) WAR, WILL TRAVEL

Anyone aware enough to think that Washington's goal is not to “win”
the unwinnable AfPak quagmire but to keep playing its bloody infinite

war game forever is now eligible for a personal stimulus package (in
gold).

Let's review the recent evidence. All of a sudden, the White House, the
Pentagon and the United States House of Representatives have all em-
barked on a new narrative: forget major US troop withdrawal from Af-

ghanistan in 2011; let's move the goalpost to 2014.

Then wily Afghan President Hamid Karzai tells the Washington Post
he does not want all these US troops roaming around “his” country no
more, adding please, stop killing my people with Special Forces night

ops—a euphemism for Pentagon terrorism.

General David “I'm always positioning myself for 2012” Petraeus is
“astonished.” How could he not be? After all, Karzai wanted to give the
boot to private contractors—undisputed AfPak champions of false-flag
black ops—then he gave up, as he might give up again on the night raids.
As for Petraeus, he only wants the best of both worlds; kick up the hell-
raising, as in drone hits and night ops (who cares about collateral dam-
age?) and sit back and talk with the Pakistani ISI-created Taliban.

Incidentally, Petraeus' counter-insurgency myth has been buried in
the plains south of the Hindu Kush (not that many in the US noted). The
counter-insurgency (COIN) myth implies that Washington, NATO and
what passes for “Afghan security forces” could “take, clear, hold and

build” areas previously controlled by the Taliban. They could not accom-
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plish any of this even in Marjah, insistently sold by the Pentagon and
compliant corporate media as a success, not to mention much bigger
Kandahar.

Former US Secretary of State Colin Powell has just weighed in on
CNN, admitting the US won't be “pulling out 100,000 troops. I don't
know how many troops we'll pull out.” Powell also said that “inside the
national security team,” the whole thing is “conditions-based.” Thus
“conditions” may be bent to suit any narrative. Sharp noses may immedi-
ately detect a whiff of Vietnam, and Powell had to insist that Afghanistan
is not that country. Well, whether Karzai is increasingly becoming the
new Ngo Dinh Diem is beside the point; his assassination would not

solve anything anyway.

And all this while a 71-page Council on Foreign Relations report writ-
ten by 25 “experts” gets a lot of traction in Washington. The report finds
that the war costs a fortune, may not serve US interests and it's not “clear
that the effort will succeed.” Do people get paid to conclude this? The
report also meekly suggests that depending on President Barack Obama's
December strategic AfPak review, the US “should move quickly to recal-

culate its military presence in Afghanistan.” It won't.

Let's try following the money. The AfPak war costs roughly US $7 bil-
lion a month—money that Washington needs to borrow from Beijing.
Afghanistan in itself costs $65 billion a year—not counting NATO and
humanitarian aid. Afghanistan's gross domestic product is only $22 bil-
lion. So Washington is spending three times the wealth of a whole coun-
try just to occupy it. Money for nothing. Properly invested, by this time

Afghanistan would be the new Singapore.

AfPak costs nearly $100 billion a year. Surrealist as it may seem, polls

indicate that for most Americans the US federal budget deficit is not a
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priority. No wonder no election candidates on November 2 emitted a

peep about the ridiculously expensive quagmire.

Let's face it. Whoever is writing this screenplay deserves an Oscar.

All you need is NATO

According to the official narrative, technically NATO only left its
(cavernous) building in Europe for Afghanistan under the organization's
Article 5 (emphasizing collective defense) to help Washington fight
George W Bush's “war on terror” against al-Qaeda. Yet even somnolent
diplomats in Brussels know that Osama bin Laden and his deputy Ayman
al-Zawabhiri crossed from eastern Afghanistan to Pakistan in early De-

cember 2001, and disappeared into a black void.

This would never prevent NATO chief Anders Fogh Rasmussen—
ahead of the NATO summit this weekend in Lisbon—stressing that the
war, well, goes on forever, as in “there is no alternative to continuing mil-
itary operations.” NATO's council secretary Edmund Whiteside didn't
mince his words, “Afghanistan will be a very long military venture.” And
German Brigadier General Josef Blotz insists: “No timetable has been set

for withdrawal of coalition troops.”

The “strategy” of the 152,000-soldier, 50-nation, NATO-led Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan ranks as a thesis on
Monty Python geopolitics; to pledge a tsunami of euros for Karzai's she-
nanigans while forcing member countries to unleash ever more troops
into the Taliban meat grinder—even though public opinion all across

Europe says out loud “we can't take this anymore.”

At least the commander of British forces in southern Afghanistan,
Major-General Nick Carter, was sensible enough to stress that NATO

would only know if it was “winning” by June 2011, “when the fighting
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season begins again” and everyone can “compare Taliban attacks with
this year.” Wait for another eight months and pray for 2014; that's the

“strategy.” Talk about on-the-ground intelligence.

NATO is absolutely useless at infiltrating the historic Taliban—also
known as the Quetta shura, based in Balochistan (they cannot even point
a drone to where Mullah Omar is). NATO cannot infiltrate the Haqqani
network in North Waziristan. And NATO cannot infiltrate the Hezb-i-
Islami network, controlled by former prime minister and bomber of Ka-
bul (in the mid-1990s) Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, based in and around the
strategic Khyber Pass.

The Pakistani ISI will always align with the Taliban under any cir-
cumstances—because this is Islamabad's way of protecting its “strategic
depth” against India. The ISI will always insist on having the Taliban at
the same table with Washington, otherwise any semblance of “talks” will

be dead on arrival.

Islamabad's dream scenario is the Taliban, the Haqqanis and Hezb-i-
Islami controlling southern and eastern Afghanistan. That would also be
instrumental in preventing another one of Islamabad's primal fears—that
disgruntled Pashtuns will unite and go all-out to form an across-the-

artificial-border Pashtunistan.

The key to all this mess is not Obama, Karzai, the Pentagon or NATO.
It's which way General Ashfaq Parvez Kiani, number 29 on Forbes' list of
the most powerful people in the world, will see the wind blowing. As
much as during the Bush “war on terror” years, when Islamabad was
ruled from Washington, during the Obama AfPak years the White House

is a hostage of Islamabad.

But for the Pentagon/NATO axis, Pakistan is just a drop in the ocean.
Next Friday and Saturday, at the Lisbon summit, the world will be pre-
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sented with a NATO-goes-global narrative. Team Pentagon/NATO will
be convinced to abandon its privileged outpost of infinite war—
Afghanistan—over its dead nuclear bombs. After all, Washing-
ton/Brussels has implanted a precious foothold in the heart of Eurasia—

arguably for life.

The Lisbon summit, moreover, will see NATO formally adopting a
new strategic concept—which essentially means keeping its nuclear arse-
nal in perpetuity, including US nuclear bombs stationed in Europe. You
know, those nuclear bombs that Iran does not have (but Pakistan and
India, not to mention Israel, do). Paraphrasing the great Burt Bacharach,
what the world needs now, is NATO sweet NATO.

November 2010
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US AKID IN A NATO CANDY STORE

As clinically on target as a pat-down in a major US airport, the Penta-
gon got a fabulous box of chocolates—and then some—from its 27

NATO allies at last weekend's Lisbon summit.
The chocolates come in a full spectrum of flavors.

One: NATO's new “Strategic Concept,” complete with European-wide
cyber-warfare subordinated to a “meet the old boss, same as the old boss”
pattern—the Pentagon's new Cyber Command, euphemistically defined

as “centralized cyber protection.”

Two: The promise of the whole of Europe—in theory—enveloped by a
missile defense dome (“missile defense will become an integral part of

our overall defense posture”).

Three: US tactical nuclear weapons indefinitely stationed in five bases

scattered across European soil.

Four: 20 NATO “partners” still shelling out troops for the Afghan war
for, well, forever. (At least the Lisbon summit declaration did not beat
around the bush: “Transition will be conditions-based, not calendar-
driven, and will not equate to withdrawal of ISAF [International Security

Assistance Force] troops.”)

NATO has also acquired what seems to be a new missile-defense
“partner” all across Eurasia—from the Baltic to the Pacific Ocean: Russia.
But contrary to the Western corporate-media narrative, Russia has only

agreed to a study of “possible” missile threats and to engage in a vague
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“dialogue” before a possible joint decision by defense ministers from
NATO countries in June 2011.

The Pentagon/NATO Star Wars remake has been relentlessly spun as
defense against a highly hypothetical full-scale ballistic missile attack by
either Iran or North Korea. Even assuming this is not a Marvel Comics
stunt, such a system would rely on Airborne Warning and Control Sys-
tems, which even a moderately skilled hacker could jam. And all this as-
sumes that the respective leaderships of “axis of evil” members Iran and

North Korea are in the business of committing seppuku—ritual suicide.

So, essentially, the “dome” is a public-relations myth. But if this Star
Wars remake is interpreted as a sort of large-scale improvised explosive
device conceived to “contain” strategic competitor China in a not-so-

distant future, then the script gets much juicier.

A prodigy of intelligence

NATO pledged to hand over security in Afghanistan to Afghans by
the end of 2014. But, just in case, it also pledged to keep occupying it in-
definitely. Even 2014 (anybody remember 2011?) is an “aspirational”
goal, according to Pentagon spokesman Geoff Morrell. As to how many
US/NATO troops will be getting a piece of the action from 2015 on-
wards, that's a classic example of one of former US defense secretary

Donald Rumsfeld's “known unknowns.”

As far as a “known known” goes, nothing beats the Fake Mullah Dude
gambit.

A diplomat told the New York Times that Mullah Akhtar Muhammad
Mansour, the alleged number two to invisible Taliban leader Mullah
Omar involved in discussions with the Karzai government, is not the real

mullah: he is a fake. General David Petraeus had to run to the rescue—if
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not for cover—saying that the Pentagon suspected something was off.
NATO was involved in the discussions—which have been going on for a
few months now. The fake mullah did not fail to bag a lot of cash in the
process. And obviously Mullah Omar's gang in Quetta must be laughing

their turbans off.

Once again, NATO's fabled multilingual skills don't mean that you
can dust up your Polish when you need to think in Pashto. File this one

as another spectacular triumph of Pentagon/NATO intelligence.

NATO's self-described “mission” since 2001 has been to fight against
“international terrorism.” Even low-level CIA operatives know there are
no “al-Qaeda” in Afghanistan, apart from 20 or 30 invisible jihadi train-

ers. So this war is not about al-Qaeda.

On the other hand, Pashtuns comprise 42% of Afghanistan's popula-

tion.

NATO is attacking anyone from the Gulbuddin Hekmatyar faction to
the Jalaluddin Haqqani network, and all the disgruntled tribal guerrilla
factions in between. The Pentagon/NATO “strategy” has been essentially
to take out mid-level Taliban or guerrilla commanders. Problem is, most
are Pashtun tribal leaders. Inevitably their tribes rebel en masse, be they
Taliban-aftiliated or not, and vow to kill the invaders. The bottom line:

Afghanistan is nothing but a Western war against Pashtuns.

In yet one more spectacular PR failure, Pentagon/NATO even forgot
to inform the Pashtuns about it. A report by a International Council on
Security and Development (ICOS) think-tank has just showed that 92%
of Pashtuns in Helmand and Kandahar provinces know absolutely noth-
ing about 9/11. The report noted that the “relationship gap” between Af-
ghans and the “international community” was “dramatic.” File this one as

understatement of the decade.
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So a bunch of angry Pashtuns are in fact the ultimate threat to NATO
and its global, non-stop expansionist drive from the Balkans to the for-
mer Soviet Union—instilling supreme fear in NATO's 36 divisions, 120
brigades, 11,000 tanks, 23,000 artillery pieces and 4,500 fighter jets (and

that's only what's stationed in Europe).

If NATO is scared to death of Pashtuns, imagine when it turns its at-
tention to the nomadic Tuareg—the indigenous population of most of
central Sahara and the Sahel, with impressive numbers in the north of
both Niger and Mali. In the current, concerted Western campaign to de-
fine them as pawns of “evil” al-Qaeda in the Maghreb (AQIM), NATO
should be warned that the Tuareg can be every bit the bad asses that the

Pashtuns are. God help the white man's burden.

NATO did make a deal with Moscow to send logistical support to Af-
ghanistan through Russia—and not Pakistan. That does put Islamabad
on the spot. Next time Washington won't even ask permission to ramp

up the drone war. In fact, this game is already on.

The operative mood now is not only bomb the tribal areas (especially
after the Haqqani network scattered northwards, from North Waziristan
to Kurram); it is also bomb Quetta, Balochistan's capital—where Taliban

leader Mullah Omar may be hiding (and laughing his turban off).

Pakistan's Ministry of Interior duly denies everything—even as the
CIA and Pakistan's ISI “increase their cooperation.” So one should expect
major upcoming “collateral damage” in and around Quetta; and the Bal-
ochistan separatist movements will be having a ball. The bottom line: real

men go to Quetta.
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The war boutique

Whatever the drama quotient involved, one may be certain that
NATO's nuclear/cyber-warfare/missile-defense embrace will be striving
to include the whole white world. As the Lisbon summit declaration pro-
claimed: “The promotion of Euro-Atlantic security is best assured
through a wide network of partner relationships with countries and or-
ganizations around the globe.” Translation: Europe, apart from posing as
an oversized boutique seducing the Asian consuming hordes, now exists

primarily as a forward operating base for war around the globe.

In fact, the US, NATO and the European Union are now on the way
to becoming essentially the same entity—as in the president of the EU's
European Council, faceless Belgian bureaucrat Herman Van Rompuy,
telling NATO leaders in Lisbon: “The ability of our two organizations to
shape our future security environment would be enormous if they
worked together. It is time to break down the remaining walls between
them.” Pashtuns of the world unite; if you keep rocking, these walls will

definitely crumble.

November 2010
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THE ODYSSEY DAWN TOP 10

War is peace. Protesters are now off-camera, missile diplomacy is on
camera. Packaged in moral uprightness, Tomahawks, Typhoons, Torna-
dos, Rafales, Mirages, B-2s and F-18s—not to mention sexy European
Storm Shadow cruise missiles and possible guest star the F-22 Raptor
radar-evading stealth jet—now speak the language of democracy. These
“military assets,” displaying their “unique capabilities,” are now “protect-

ing the Libyan people.” Run for cover—or become collateral damage.
And now for our top ten list:

10. The return of Ulysses. Operation “Odyssey Dawn”? Gotta hand it
to Pentagon ghost writers. Homer's Odyssey is the archetype of all travel
writing. So Odysseus/Ulysses roams the Med again. The return of the
heroes who conquered Troy is now the return of the heroes who gave
you Shock and Awe. Benghazi is Ithaca, with Tripoli in the waiting list.
Muammar Gaddafi plays the Cyclops. But who's Circe? Hillary Clinton?
Homeric Ulysses was upgraded from a fishing boat to the USS Mount
Whitney, the flagship of the US Navy's 6th Fleet. So one must assume
that, for now, Ulysses is commander Samuel Locklear III, who's in charge

of the bombing.

As for Homer revised by Shakespeare, the trophy goes to chairman of
the US Joint Chief of Staff, Admiral Mike Mullen. He told CNN Opera-
tion Odyssey Dawn “isn't about seeing him [Gaddafi] go.” But then he
told the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) Gaddafi could stay, as
in “it's very uncertain on how this ends.” No wonder no one in this Odys-

sey has yet claimed to be Penelope.
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9. The invisible Africa Command (AFRICOM). There's total radio si-
lence about the commander of the US AFRICOM, General Carter Ham.
He's in charge of all those Tomahawks, from his office in Stuttgart, Ger-
many; after all, none among 53 African countries offered to host AFRI-
COM. After the current phase 1, the command switches from AFRICOM
to the Anglo-French duo, or to NATO in Brussels. AFRICOM's main
business is to guarantee the rapid deployment of “highly mobile
troops”—to fight the never-extinct “war on terror”; laser in on all those
oil fields; try to offset China's business drive in Africa; talk about an
open-ended mission. In short: AFRICOM is about the Pentagon's milita-
rization of Africa—suavely sold as “bringing peace and security.” It's all

part of the time-tested Pentagon's Full Spectrum Dominance doctrine.

8. The R2P enigma. Top American humanitarian imperialists—or lib-
eral hawks—include US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, US ambassa-
dor to the UN Susan Rice, and National Security Council senior directors
Samantha Power and Gayle Smith. They are all suckers for R2P—
“responsibility to protect,” the new international norm that supposedly
prevents and stops genocides, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes

against humanity.

R2P is still hazy. How many civilians must be killed before R2P kicks
in? A few thousand? (a fair estimate of Gaddafi's victims before Odyssey
Dawn). And where next for R2P? Here's a list of candidates. Yemen. Bah-
rain. Saudi Arabia. Israel. Uzbekistan. Ivory Coast. Sudan. Somalia.
North Korea. Myanmar. Iran. Pakistan. And—remember Xinjiang and
Tibet—China. Don't count on the UN to “protect” civilians in any of

these destinations.

7. The new Obama doctrine, or Bush 2.0. The Obama administration
turned George W Bush's wars in Iraq and Afghanistan into open-ended

occupations; started an air/counter-insurgency war in Pakistan; bolstered
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a war in Somalia; bolstered a war in Yemen; and now started a war in
Libya. The Western/Arab League war in Libya perfectly fits the new, two-
pronged Obama doctrine of US outreach/regime alteration; outreach
(former “regime change”) for “evil dictators,” alteration for “our” bas-

tards.

That accounts for Washington desperately trying to position itself on
the right side of history at least in one chapter of the great 2011 Arab re-
volt—amid all the geostrategic imperatives of trying to somewhat control

the course of the Arab revolutions, and to keep an eye on the oil.

Gaddafi for his part labeled the US/Anglo-French bombing a “crusad-
er aggression” and his regime's resistance, a “long war.” He thus managed
to mix the Pentagon with al-Qaeda in one sweep. And we always thought
they were fighting each other. His Bab al-Azizia compound in Tripoli has
already been bombed. At least his family is not featured in a Pentagon

deck of cards—yet.

6. No R2P for Israel. In late 2008, while no one was watching, Israel
bombed Gaza, killed 1,300 people, the absolute majority civilians, and
destroyed at least 20,000 buildings. The UN didn't bother to invoke R2P,
or impose a no-fly zone over Gaza to protect its civilians (50% of them
children). Israel never respected any of countless UN Security Council
resolutions. By the way, George W Bush invaded Iraq in 2003 without a

UN Security Council resolution.

5. No R2P for Yemen. President Ali Abdullah Saleh is a “valuable ally”
in the “war on terror’—against al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP); although he is the Yemeni Gaddafi, he falls into the privileged
“regime alteration” category. President Barack Obama said he “strongly
condemn[s]” snipers killing Yemeni civilians and says those responsible

“must be held accountable.” This means Saleh's government. Bit of a
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problem though; these are the people getting US cash and weapons to
tight “terror.”

4. The oh so democratic Arab League. The voting at the Arab League
calling for a no-fly zone over Libya was unanimous. But at first, Algeria
and Syria were strongly against it. Damascus publicly justified itself as

against another Western intervention in Arab affairs.

This never deterred the six Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) dictator-
ships (Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar and UAE), which
lobbied hard for no-fly. American and European diplomats are desperate
for the Arab League—and not NATO—to do something, like flying the
odd jet and paying most of the bill to provide the illusion that the West is

not attacking another Muslim country.

Washington explicitly requested that from Qatar, the UAE and Jor-
dan. Qatar and UAE—which helped Saudi Arabia to invade Bahrain—are
now invoked to secure “democracy” for Libya. The UAE will support
democracy with 24 Mirage 2000-9s and F-16s and Qatar with up to six
Mirage 2000-5s.

The Arab League first warned against an “attack” on Libya—as if a
no-fly zone could be imposed by broomsticks, not bombs. Then supreme
opportunist Amr Moussa, head of the Arab League, criticized Odyssey
Dawn because of the inevitable collateral damage. And then he back-
tracked. No one cares, as long as the Arab League rubber stamps Odyssey

Dawn to make it look like an Arab decision.

3. No R2P for Bahrain. The House of Saud invasion of Bahrain to help
Sunni “cousins” the al-Khalifa dynasty—with pitiful coverage by other-
wise progressive al-Jazeera—smells like a deal between the House of Saud
and the Emir of Qatar, which implies Washington behind it as well; the

immensely corrupt and fearful House of Saud does absolutely nothing
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without Washington's approval. al-Jazeera reports have called for a “dia-
logue” between government and opposition in Bahrain; no such calls for
Libya.

The GCC dictatorships are basically Pentagon annexes. Since 2007,
they've bought no less than $70 billion in weapons—and counting. Libya
is part of the African Union (AU). Gaddafi requested support from the
AU against his internal opposition; that's exactly the same as Bahrain
asking for support from the GCC. The difference is the AU did not vote

for a no-fly zone—nor invaded a neighbor, a la Saudi Arabia.

The al-Khalifas in Bahrain have been so scared by the protest move-
ment that they had to physically demolish the Pear] monument at the
center of the homonymous square in Manama, with its six white curved
beams topped with a huge pearl. This implies also destroying Bahrain's
history; before becoming “business-friendly,” Bahrain was a pearl diving

center. Now it's just “bullet-friendly Bahrain.”

2. How good was my dictator. Just yesterday Italian Prime Minister
Silvio “Bunga Bunga” Berlusconi was literally kissing Gaddafi's hand—
and allowing him to pose this tent in Rome. He dropped him like a stone.
Same with the Brits who were merrily selling loads of weapons to the

colonel.

As for neo-Napoleonic French President Nicolas Sarkozy, Gaddafi
was a godsend—allowing Sarko to officially pose as the new Arab nation-
alist hero. France in effect prohibited NATO from intervening at the start
of Odyssey Dawn, so Sarko's dashing Mirages could get all the glory. Car-
la Bruni—who calls his husband Chou Chou—must be very impressed;

who needs bunga bunga when you can actually bang, bang?

1. Democratic Saudi Arabia. To have the Holy Grail of medievalism

and repression—the House of Saud—voting in the Arab League to bring
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democracy to Libya while quashing any progressive moves inside the
kingdom (and invading a neighbor) will forever live in infamy as the Top
Hypocrisy of the Great 2011 Arab Revolt. King Abdullah's billionaire
package of “reforms,” ie bribes, essentially bolster the House of Saud's
two strategic pillars; the security/repression establishment (60,000 new
jobs for the Interior Ministry), and the religious clerics (more money to
the Commission for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice).
Even if they have successfully preempted the kingdom's “Day of Rage,”

this proves how scared they really are.

What many don't know is that Operation Odyssey Dawn is person-
al—and has nothing to do with Greek heroism but Bedouin hatred. It
revolves around the extremely bad blood between King Abdullah and
Gaddafi since 2002, in the run-up to the war on Iraq, when Gaddafi ac-
cused Abdullah of selling out the Arab world to Washington. So this is
not Operation Odyssey Dawn; it's Operation House of Saud Takes Out
Gaddafi. With all the heavy lifting subcontracted to the West, of course,

and the eastern Libya protesters posing as extras.

Odyssey Dawn—a “just war”—started exactly eight years after the
Iraq war. In 2003, at the start of Operation Enduring Freedom—still on-
going, having “liberated” over a million Iraqis from life—George W Bush
said, “American and coalition forces are in the early stages of military
operations to disarm Iragq, to free its people and to defend the world from

grave danger.”

This Saturday, at the start of Operation Odyssey Dawn, Barack
Obama said, “Today we are part of a broad coalition. We are answering
the calls of a threatened people. And we are acting in the interests of the

United States and the world.”
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Maybe we should call this whole thing Operation Enduring Odys-
sey—and send the bill to the House of Saud.

March 2011
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THERE'S NO BUSINESS LIKE WAR BUSINESS

Lies, hypocrisy and hidden agendas. This is what US President Barack
Obama did not dwell on when explaining his Libya doctrine to America
and the world. The mind boggles with so many black holes engulfing this
splendid little war that is not a war (a “time-limited, scope-limited mili-
tary action,” as per the White House)—compounded with the inability of
progressive thinking to condemn, at the same time, the ruthlessness of
the Muammar Gaddafi regime and the Anglo-French-American “hu-

manitarian” bombing.

UN Security Council resolution 1973 has worked like a Trojan horse,
allowing the Anglo-French-American consortium—and NATO—to be-
come the UN's air force in its support of an armed uprising. Apart from
having nothing to do with protecting civilians, this arrangement is abso-
lutely illegal in terms of international law. The inbuilt endgame, as even
malnourished African kids know by now, but has never been acknowl-

edged, is regime change.

Lieutenant General Charles Bouchard of Canada, NATO's command-
er for Libya, may insist all he wants that the mission is purely designed to
protect civilians. Yet those “innocent civilians” operating tanks and firing
Kalashnikovs as part of a rag-tag wild bunch are in fact soldiers in a civil
war—and the focus should be on whether NATO from now on will re-
main their air force, following the steps of the Anglo-French-American
consortium. Incidentally, the “coalition of the wiling” fighting Libya con-
sists of only 12 NATO members (out of 28) plus Qatar. This has abso-

lutely nothing to do with an “international community.”
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The full verdict on the UN-mandated no-fly zone will have to wait for
the emergence of a “rebel” government and the end of the civil war (if it
ends soon). Then it will be possible to analyze how Tomahawking and
bombing was ever justified; why civilians in Cyrenaica were “protected”
while those in Tripoli were Tomahawked; what sort of “rebel” motley
crew was “saved”; whether this whole thing was legal in the first place;
how the resolution was a cover for regime change; how the love affair
between the Libyan “revolutionaries” and the West may end in bloody
divorce (remember Afghanistan); and which Western players stand to

immensely profit from the wealth of a new, unified (or balkanized) Libya.

For the moment at least, it's quite easy to identify the profiteers.

The Pentagon

Pentagon supremo Robert Gates said this weekend, with a straight
face, there are only three repressive regimes in the whole Middle East:
Iran, Syria and Libya. The Pentagon is taking out the weak link—Libya.
The others were always key features of the neo-conservative take-out/evil

list. Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Bahrain, etc are model democracies.

As for this “now you see it, now you don't” war, the Pentagon is man-
aging to fight it not once, but twice. It started with AFRICOM—
established under the George W Bush administration, beefed up under
Obama, and rejected by scores of African governments, scholars and
human rights organizations. Now the war is transitioning to NATO,

which is essentially Pentagon rule over its European minions.

This is AFRICOM's first African war, conducted up to now by Gen-
eral Carter Ham out of his headquarters in un-African Stuttgart. AFRI-
COM, as Horace Campbell, professor of African American studies and
political science at Syracuse University puts it, is a scam; “fundamentally

a front for US military contractors like Dyncorp, MPRI and KBR operat-
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ing in Africa. US military planners who benefit from the revolving door
of privatization of warfare are delighted by the opportunity to give AF-
RICOM credibility under the facade of the Libyan intervention.”

AFRICOM's Tomahawks also hit—metaphorically—the African Un-
ion (AU), which, unlike the Arab League, cannot be easily bought by the
West. The Arab Gulf petro-monarchies all cheered the bombing—but
not Egypt and Tunisia. Only five African countries are not subordinated
to AFRICOM,; Libya is one of them, along with Sudan, Ivory Coast, Eri-

trea and Zimbabwe.

215



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

216

NATO

NATOQ's master plan is to rule the Mediterranean as a NATO lake.
Under these “optics” (Pentagon-speak) the Mediterranean is infinitely

more important nowadays as a theater of war than AfPak.

There are only three out of 20 nations on or in the Mediterranean that
are not full members of NATO or allied with its “partnership” programs:
Libya, Lebanon and Syria. Make no mistake; Syria is next. Lebanon is
already under a NATO blockade since 2006. Now a blockade also applies
to Libya. The US—via NATO—is just about to square the circle.

Saudi Arabia

What a deal. King Abdullah gets rid of his eternal foe Gaddafi. The
House of Saud—in trademark abject fashion—bends over backwards for
the West's benefit. The attention of world public opinion is diverted from
the Saudis invading Bahrain to smash a legitimate, peaceful, pro-

democracy protest movement.

The House of Saud sold the fiction that “the Arab League” as a whole
voted for a no-fly zone. That is a lie; out of 22 members, only 11 were
present at the vote; six are members of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), of which Saudi Arabia is the top dog. The House of Saud just
needed to twist the arms of three more. Syria and Algeria were against it.

Translation; only nine out of 22 Arab countries voted for the no-fly zone.

Now Saudi Arabia can even order GCC head Abdulrahman al-Attiyah
to say, with a straight face, “the Libyan system has lost its legitimacy.” As
for the “legitimate” House of Saud and the al-Khalifas in Bahrain, some-

one should induct them into the Humanitarian Hall of Fame.
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Qatar

The hosts of the 2022 soccer World Cup sure know how to clinch a
deal. Their Mirages are helping to bomb Libya while Doha gets ready to
market eastern Libya oil. Qatar promptly became the first Arab nation to
recognize the Libyan “rebels” as the only legitimate government of the

country only one day after securing the oil marketing deal.

The “rebels”

All the worthy democratic aspirations of the Libyan youth movement
notwithstanding, the most organized opposition group happens to be the
National Front for the Salvation of Libya—financed for years by the
House of Saud, the CIA and French intelligence. The rebel “Interim
Transitional National Council” is little else than the good ol' National
Front, plus a few military defectors. This is the elite of the “innocent civil-

ians” the “coalition” is “protecting.”

Right on cue, the “Interim Transitional National Council” has got a
new finance minister, US-educated economist Ali Tarhouni. He dis-
closed that a bunch of Western countries gave them credit backed by
Libya's sovereign fund, and the British allowed them to access $1.1 billion
of Gaddafi's funds. This means the Anglo-French-American consorti-
um—and now NATO—will only pay for the bombs. As war scams go this
one is priceless; the West uses Libya's own cash to finance a bunch of op-
portunist Libyan rebels to fight the Libyan government. And on top of it
the Americans, the Brits and the French feel the love for all that bombing.
Neo-cons must be kicking themselves; why couldn't former US deputy
defense secretary Paul Wolfowitz come up with something like this for
Iraq 20037
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The French

Oh la la, this could be material for a Proustian novel. The top spring
collection in Paris catwalks is President Nicolas Sarkozy’s fashion show—
a no-fly zone model with Mirage/Rafale air strike accessories. This fash-
ion show was masterminded by Nouri Mesmari, Gaddafi's chief of proto-
col, who defected to France in October 2010. The Italian secret service
leaked to selected media outlets how he did it. The role of the Direction
Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure (DGSE), the French secret service, has

been more or less explained on paid website Maghreb Confidential.

Essentially, the Benghazi revolt coq au vin had been simmering since
November 2010. The cooks were Mesmari, air force colonel Abdullah
Gehani, and the French secret service. Mesmari was called “Libyan Wik-
iLeak,” because he spilled over virtually every one of Gaddafi's military
secrets. Sarkozy loved it—furious because Gaddafi had cancelled juicy
contracts to buy Rafales (to replace his Mirages now being bombed) and

French-built nuclear power plants.

That explains why Sarkozy has been so gung-ho into posing as the
new Arab liberator, was the first leader of a European power to recognize
the “rebels” (to the disgust of many at the European Union), and was the
first to bomb Gaddafi's forces.

This busts open the role of shameless self-promoting philosopher
Bernard Henri-Levy, who's now frantically milking in the world's media
that he phoned Sarkozy from Benghazi and awakened his humanitarian
streak. Either Levy is a patsy, or a convenient “intellectual” cherry added

to the already-prepared bombing cake.

Terminator Sarkozy is unstoppable. He has just warned every single
Arab ruler that they face Libya-style bombing if they crack down on pro-

testers. He even said that the Ivory Coast was “next.” Bahrain and Yem-
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en, of course, are exempt. As for the US, it is once again supporting a
military coup (it didn't work with Omar “Sheikh al-Torture” Suleiman in

Egypt; maybe it will work in Libya).

Al-Qaeda

The oh so convenient bogeyman resurfaces. The Anglo-French-
American consortium—and now NATO—are (again) fighting alongside

al-Qaeda, represented by al-Qaeda in the Maghreb.

Libyan rebel leader Abdelhakim al-Hasidi—who has fought alongside
the Taliban in Afghanistan—extensively confirmed to Italian media that
he had personally recruited “around 25” jihadis from the Derna area in
eastern Libya to fight against the US in Iraq; now “they are on the front
lines in Adjabiya.”

This after Chad's president Idriss Deby stressed that AQM had raided
military arsenals in Cyrenaica and may be now holding quite a few sur-
face-to-air missiles. In early March, AQM publicly supported the “re-
bels.” The ghost of Osama bin Laden must be pulling a Cheshire cat; once

again he gets the Pentagon to work for him.

The water privatizers

Few in the West may know that Libya—along with Egypt—sits over
the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer; that is, an ocean of extremely valuable
fresh water. So yes, this “now you see it, now you don't” war is a crucial
water war. Control of the aquifer is priceless—as in “rescuing” valuable

natural resources from the “savages.”

This Water Pipelineistan—buried underground deep in the desert
along 4,000 km—is the Great Man-Made River Project (GMMRP), which
Gaddafi built for $25 billion without borrowing a single cent from the
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IMF or the World Bank (what a bad example for the developing world).
The GMMRP supplies Tripoli, Benghazi and the whole Libyan coastline.
The amount of water is estimated by scientists to be the equivalent to 200

years of water flowing down the Nile.

Compare this to the so-called three sisters—Veolia (formerly Viven-
di), Suez Ondeo (formerly Generale des Eaux) and Saur—the French
companies that control over 40% of the global water market. All eyes
must imperatively focus on whether these pipelines are bombed. An ex-
tremely possible scenario is that if they are, juicy “reconstruction” con-
tracts will benefit France. That will be the final step to privatize all this—

for the moment free—water. From shock doctrine to water doctrine.

Well, that's only a short list of profiteers—no one knows who'll get the
oil—and the natural gas—in the end. Meanwhile, the (bombing) show

must go on. There's no business like war business.

March 2011
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EXPOSED: THE US-SAUDI LIBYA DEAL

You invade Bahrain. We take out Muammar Gaddafi in Libya. This,
in short, is the essence of a deal struck between the Barack Obama ad-
ministration and the House of Saud. Two diplomatic sources at the UN
independently confirmed that Washington, via Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton, gave the go-ahead for Saudi Arabia to invade Bahrain and crush
the pro-democracy movement in their neighbor in exchange for a “yes”
vote by the Arab League for a no-fly zone over Libya—the main rationale

that led to UN Security Council resolution 1973.

The revelation came from two different diplomats, a European and a
member of the BRIC group, and was made separately to a US scholar and
Asia Times Online. According to diplomatic protocol, their names cannot
be disclosed. One of the diplomats said, “This is the reason why we could
not support resolution 1973. We were arguing that Libya, Bahrain and
Yemen were similar cases, and calling for a fact-finding mission. We
maintain our official position that the resolution is not clear, and may be

interpreted in a belligerent manner.”

As Asia Times Online has reported, a full Arab League endorsement of
a no-fly zone is a myth. Of the 22 full members, only 11 were present at
the voting. Six of them were Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members,
the US-supported club of Gulf kingdoms/sheikhdoms, of which Saudi
Arabia is the top dog. Syria and Algeria were against it. Saudi Arabia only

had to “seduce” three other members to get the vote.

Translation: only nine out of 22 members of the Arab League voted

for the no-fly zone. The vote was essentially a House of Saud-led opera-
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tion, with Arab League secretary general Amr Moussa keen to polish his

CV with Washington with an eye to become the next Egyptian President.

Thus, in the beginning, there was the great 2011 Arab revolt. Then,

inexorably, came the US-Saudi counter-revolution.

Profiteers rejoice

Humanitarian imperialists will spin en masse this is a “conspiracy,” as
they have been spinning the bombing of Libya prevented a hypothetical
massacre in Benghazi. They will be defending the House of Saud—saying
it acted to squash Iranian subversion in the Gulf; obviously R2P—
“responsibility to protect” does not apply to people in Bahrain. They will
be heavily promoting post-Gaddafi Libya as a new—oily—human rights
Mecca, complete with US intelligence assets, black ops, Special Forces

and dodgy contractors.

Whatever they say won't alter the facts on the ground—the graphic
results of the US-Saudi dirty dancing. Asia Times Online has already re-
ported on who profits from the foreign intervention in Libya (see There's
no business like war business, March 30). Players include the Pentagon
(via AFRICOM), NATO, Saudi Arabia, the Arab League's Moussa, and
Qatar. Add to the list the al-Khalifa dynasty in Bahrain, assorted weapons
contractors, and the usual neoliberal suspects eager to privatize every-
thing in sight in the new Libya—even the water. And we're not even talk-
ing about the Western vultures hovering over the Libyan oil and gas

industry.

Exposed, above all, is the astonishing hypocrisy of the Obama admin-
istration, selling a crass geopolitical coup involving northern Africa and
the Persian Gulf as a humanitarian operation. As for the fact of another

US war on a Muslim nation, that's just a “kinetic military action.”
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There's been wide speculation in both the US and across the Middle
East that considering the military stalemate—and short of the “coalition
of the willing” bombing the Gaddafi family to oblivion—Washington,
London and Paris might settle for the control of eastern Libya; a northern
African version of an oil-rich Gulf Emirate. Gaddafi would be left with a

starving North Korea-style Tripolitania.

But considering the latest high-value defections from the regime, plus
the desired endgame (“Gaddafi must go,” in President Obama's own
words), Washington, London, Paris and Riyadh won't settle for nothing
but the whole kebab. Including a strategic base for both AFRICOM and
NATO.

Round up the unusual suspects

One of the side effects of the dirty US-Saudi deal is that the White
House is doing all it can to make sure the Bahrain drama is buried by US
media. BBC America news anchor Katty Kay at least had the decency to
stress, “they would like that one [Bahrain] to go away because there's no

real upside for them in supporting the rebellion by the Shi'ites.”

For his part the Emir of Qatar, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani,
showed up on al-Jazeera and said that action was needed because the
Libyan people were attacked by Gaddafi. The otherwise excellent al-
Jazeera journalists could have politely asked the emir whether he would
send his Mirages to protect the people of Palestine from Israel, or his

neighbors in Bahrain from Saudi Arabia.

The al-Khalifa dynasty in Bahrain is essentially a bunch of Sunni set-
tlers who took over 230 years ago. For a great deal of the 20th century
they were obliging slaves of the British empire. Modern Bahrain does not
live under the specter of a push from Iran; that's an al-Khalifa (and

House of Saud) myth.
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Bahrainis, historically, have always rejected being part of a sort of
Shi'ite nation led by Iran. The protests come a long way, and are part of a
true national movement—way beyond sectarianism. No wonder the slo-
gan in the iconic Pearl roundabout—smashed by the fearful al-Khalifa

police state—was “neither Sunni nor Shi'ite; Bahraini.”

What the protesters wanted was essentially a constitutional monar-
chy; a legitimate parliament; free and fair elections; and no more corrup-
tion. What they got instead was “bullet-friendly Bahrain” replacing
“business-friendly Bahrain,” and an invasion sponsored by the House of
Saud.

And the repression goes on—invisible to US corporate media. Tweet-
ers scream that everybody and his neighbor are being arrested. Accord-
ing to Nabeel Rajab, president of the Bahrain Center for Human Rights,
over 400 people are either missing or in custody, some of them “arrested
at checkpoints controlled by thugs brought in from other Arab and Asian
countries—they wear black masks in the streets.” Even blogger
Mahmood Al Yousif was arrested at 3 am, leading to fears that the same
will happen to any Bahraini who has blogged, tweeted, or posted Face-

book messages in favor of reform.

Globocop is on a roll

Odyssey Dawn is now over. Enter Unified Protector—led by Canadi-
an Charles Bouchard. Translation: the Pentagon (as in AFRICOM) trans-
fers the “kinetic military action “ to itself (as in NATO, which is nothing
but the Pentagon ruling over Europe). AFRICOM and NATO are now

one.

The NATO show will include air and cruise missile strikes; a naval

blockade of Libya; and shady, unspecified ground operations to help the
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“rebels.” Hardcore helicopter gunship raids a la AfPak—with attached

“collateral damage”—should be expected.

A curious development is already visible. NATO is deliberately allow-
ing Gaddafi forces to advance along the Mediterranean coast and repel

the “rebels.” There have been no surgical air strikes for quite a while.

The objective is possibly to extract political and economic concessions
from the defector and Libyan exile-infested Interim National Council
(INC)—a dodgy cast of characters including former Justice minister
Mustafa Abdel Jalil, US-educated former secretary of planning
Mahmoud Jibril, and former Virginia resident, new “military command-
er” and CIA asset Khalifa Hifter. The laudable, indigenous February 17
Youth movement—which was in the forefront of the Benghazi upris-

ing—has been completely sidelined.

This is NATO's first African war, as Afghanistan is NATO's first Cen-
tral/South Asian war. Now firmly configured as the UN's weaponized
arm, Globocop NATO is on a roll implementing its “strategic concept”
approved at the Lisbon summit last November (see Welcome to NATO-
stan, Asia Times Online, November 20, 2010).

Gaddafi's Libya must be taken out so the Mediterranean—the mare
nostrum of ancient Rome—becomes a NATO lake. Libya is the only na-
tion in northern Africa not subordinated to AFRICOM or Centcom or
any one of the myriad NATO “partnerships.” The other non-NATO-
related African nations are Eritrea, Sawahiri Arab Democratic Republic,

Sudan and Zimbabwe.

Moreover, two members of NATO's “Istanbul Cooperation Initia-
tive’—Qatar and the UAE—are now fighting alongside AFRI-
COM/NATO for the fist time. Translation: NATO and Persian Gulf

225



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

226

partners are fighting a war in Africa. Europe? That's too provincial. Glo-

bocop is the way to go.

According to the Obama administration's own official doublespeak,
dictators who are eligible for “US outreach”—such as in Bahrain and
Yemen—may relax, and get away with virtually anything. As for those
eligible for “regime alteration,” from Africa to the Middle East and Asia,

watch out. Globocop NATO is coming to get you. With or without dirty
deals.

April 2011
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OBAMA/OSAMA ROCK THE CASBAH

The Sheikh he drove his Cadillac
He went a-cruisin’ down the ville
The Muezzin was a-standin’

On the radiator grill

—The Clash, Rock the Casbah

It's irrelevant. It may be a rockin' Hollywood thriller—an Osa-
ma/Obama double bill (directed by Kathryn “Hurt Locker” Bigelow). But
the targeted assassination—allegedly with an iconic American bullet to
the head—of Osama bin Laden on Monday in fact only matches the irrel-

evancy the larger-than-life jihadi Godfather had sunk into.

US President Barack Obama may have turned the boogie sound on
his 2012 re-election—bookmakers are giving him 1.75—way beyond the
reach of a circus freak show featuring specimens such as mama grizzly

Sarah Palin and billionaire bully (with a fox in his head) Donald Trump.

But was it “justice”—as Obama claimed? Justice—up to the age of the
drone—implied a crime scene, evidence, courts, due process, a jury, a
judge and a sentence. Former President George “war on terror” W Bush,

in his bluntness, was closer to the mark: this was more like “US revenge.”

Fundamentally he can't take it

At first sight, Bin Laden was not a casualty of war. He was a casualty
of an irresistible push for democracy and social equity—the great 2011

Arab revolt. Bin Laden, the proponent of a restored Caliphate, shunned
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parliamentary democracy. History had made him irrelevant as much as
al-Qaeda had been made irrelevant even before the Arab revolt—in geo-

graphic, political, cultural and social terms.

American exceptionalism and Western hysteria notwithstanding—the
in crowd say it's cool/to dig this chanting thing—al-Qaeda and its declina-
tion of affiliates, off-shots and copycats are condemned to remain dwell-
ing like ghosts in the periphery of the Muslim world, with a new

generation of leaders directing the odd shoe or underwear bomber.

What's spookier is how the al-Qaeda narrative has been resuscitated
as a specter hovering over the collective unconscious of the West. With
the dangerous poetic metaphor of Bin Laden's body now rockin' an
aquatic Casbah at the bottom of the Arabian Sea. The White
House/Pentagon/CIA did not want a “shrine”; the shrine now happens to
be diluted in waters patrolled by the US and not far from those shores
where the House of Saud is conducting a harsh counter-revolution

against the yearning for a better life.

It's as if the carefully staged, too good to be true, non-martyrdom of
bin Laden was in fact opening the doors to a new breed of hell—with
Washington and the West betting on their self-fulfilling prophecy; al-
Qaeda will react “with a vengeance” (American style?), there will be
blood, a lot more blood, and the Arab world will revert to barbarism in-
stead of dreaming of democracy, as in the crowd caught a whiff/of that

crazy Casbah jive.

Welcome to the resurrection of al-Qaeda as a death blow to the great
2011 Arab revolt.
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We ban that boogie sound

There are plenty of reasons not to take at face value what may eventu-
ally be revealed as one of the most sophisticated psy-ops of the young
21st century.

A 14-member, four-helicopter, elite navy SEALs team, under the
command of CIA director Leon Panetta, may have taken Bin Laden out.
But the Pentagon narrative of an American golden bullet is as wobbly as
the King telling the boogie man/you have to let that raga drop. Bin Laden
had always said he would die as a shaheed—a martyr, fighting for his
cause, and he would not surrender. One of his bodyguards would have
come up with the bullet, under his command, when Bin Laden concluded

that by order of the Prophet he would have to ban that boogie sound.

Spinning crossfire in Washington in the early hours led to the usual
“US officials” stressing the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) was
kept out of the loop—as they would certainly tip Bin Laden about the
operation, while Pentagon types insisted Bin Laden was killed a week ago
in a drone strike (the jet pilots tuned/to the cockpit radio blare). Others
spun that leads from the ISI itself led US Special Forces to the site—and
then Washington used its own sources to confirm, “receive clearance to

strike from Pakistan” and well, rock the Casbah.

GEO TV in Pakistan played a completely different mix. ISI types spun
that the operation was in fact Pakistani—conducted after an army heli-
copter was shot down (Pentagon types also mentioned it) and a search
party then got involved in a firefight. Pakistani troops helped cordon off
the compound. They arrested a few Arab women, kids and armed Arabs
who then confessed Bin Laden was there; that led to another firefight in

which Bin Laden was killed. Two US helicopters then flew to the site and
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carried away the body of Bin Laden. According to this version, the fire in

the compound was caused by the crashed helicopter.

The US “firefight” account is also murky. According to Obama's de-
scription, there were no US casualties; that doesn't sound like much of a
“firefight.” This may have been a heavily defended compound, or just a

compound where US forces were holding Bin Laden.

The CIA is spinning this was a kill operation. That's also shaky. Cap-
turing Bin Laden alive—just as with Saddam Hussein—would have been
the ultimate minaret of humiliation, and a much juicier public relations
coup for the White House. That may explain Washington's zeal to dis-
pose of his body in the Arabian Sea as soon as possible—to the despair of

many a sharia law specialist.

The compound was burned to the ground. Conveniently—just as in
9/11—there is no crime scene, and no body. This would be rejected in
any CSI script conference. The whole world awaits an incontrovertible

photo of the body as well as the results of the DNA test.

And sooner rather than later—as with Saddam—some informant will
reveal there was nothing Hollywood about the kill; it all came about as an
enterprising individual decided to finally bag the $50 million reward.
There's only one destination this almighty leak may have come from: the
Pakistani ISI. And if that is the case, army chief General Ashfaq Kiani—a
Pentagon darling—had to issue the final imprimatur. His “reward” will

be the stuff legends are made of.

Degenerate the faithful

Bin Laden was the quintessential product of Cold War US foreign
policy; the unholy alliance of Washington, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia.

Bin Laden was never charged by the Federal Bureau of Investigation
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(FBI) as guilty of perpetrating 9/11; there was never any direct evidence.
Even uber-neocon former Vice President Dick Cheney over the years

admitted on and off that Bin Laden was not connected to 9/11.

Talk about on the ground “intelligence.” It took Washington no less
than 3,519 days since 9/11 to find Bin Laden “dead or alive,” as John
Wayne Bush promised, only 240 kilometers east of the mountains of
Tora Bora, his last confirmed location in December 2001. Bin Laden
would have been a really otherworldly entity if suffering from kidney dis-
ease, diabetes and low blood pressure, and in need of dialysis, he had

managed to survive in a musty cave for almost a decade.

Abbottabad, a two-hour drive north of Islamabad, in Khyber Pakh-
tunkhwa province, is a hill station in a valley very close to Azad (“free”)
Kashmir. It's a sort of mini-Colorado Springs, complete with a cinema
(the Taj) and, more crucially, the Pakistani equivalent of West Point. No
caves around it, and, also crucially, no raucous tribal areas—where the
CIA drone campaign is spraying a lot of “collateral damage” under the

pretext of fighting “al-Qaeda.”

The capture of Bin Laden could have happened in fact as early as Au-
gust 2001. At the time, back from Afghanistan, I had heard in Peshawar
that a US commando was ready to go inside Afghanistan and snatch Bin
Laden in his compound in Kandahar. As much as Bush lobbied for it,
then-president Pervez Musharraf vetoed it, saying he would not want to

be responsible for a civil war in Pakistan.

Then, after 9/11, Washington practically ordered the Taliban to hand
over Bin Laden. As the Taliban ambassador in Islamabad told us at the
time, Mullah Omar asked for proof of Bin Laden's guilt. Bush refused—
after all, as the FBI knew, there was no concrete evidence. Subsequent Bin

Laden videos “accepting” responsibility for 9/11 were revealed to be
fakes.
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The Taliban even agreed to hand over Bin Laden to Saudi Arabia—
one of the three Taliban sponsors alongside Pakistan and the United Ar-
ab Emirates (UAE). King Abdullah refused. It's in fact Khalid Sheikh
Muhammad—arrested by Pakistani intelligence, and who will spend the
rest of his life in Guantanamo—who has claimed total responsibility for

9/11; and he never accused Bin Laden of anything.

That crazy Casbah sound

The more we look at it, the targeted assassination of Bin Laden shows

facets of that famous children's toy, the jack-in-the-box.

Major powers playing this game—the US and Saudi Arabia—have fi-
nally decided they no longer needed a bogeyman conveniently resurfaced
on and off to justify anything, from lack of democracy to brutal crack-

downs or even drone attacks gone wrong. But why right now?

Let's start with the power vacuum in Pakistan. There's a serious split
inside the ISI, between the ISI and part of the army, and between the ar-
my and the government. That can only mean chaos. What the Pentagon
might dub Operation Osama Sunset marks the crucial shift of the top
“war on terror” theater from Afghanistan to Pakistan. The “war on ter-
ror” goes on, ramped up, bound to rock all Casbahs. A bewildered Islam-
abad doesn't seem to know how to profit from it, especially now that it

burned the precious Bin Laden card.

Then there's the House of Saud. Bin Laden was taken out just as Saudi
Arabia was bending the uplifting narrative of the great 2011 Arab revolt
to profit a counter-revolution narrative of a Sunni/Shi'ite sectarian war, a
de facto renewed Cold War between “good” Saudi Arabia and “evil” Iran.

Washington was playing all along with the House of Saud.
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This House of Saud diversionist tactic is a serious attempt to shift the
focus from the fact that the great 2011 Arab revolt threatens exactly me-
dieval regimes such as Bahrain's and the House of Saud's. The corrupt,
Western lackey House of Saud was the key motivator of Bin Laden's an-

ger and outrage that shaped his ideology.

Yet under the current Bin Laden hysteria, the House of Saud can easi-
ly sing The King called up his jet fighters/he said you better earn your
pay/drop your bombs between the minarets/down the Casbah way, ramp-
ing up its hardcore repression in the eastern provinces and in Bahrain
and lavishly bribing tribal leaders in Yemen to form a next pro-Saudi

government.

Washington for its part also used the diversionist tactic to dis-
tract/puzzle Arab popular opinion as an Anglo-French-American inter-
vention, marketed as “humanitarian,” struck yet another oil-rich Muslim
country, Libya. Besides, Washington also applied new polish to the old

tactic of isolating/containing Iran.

As for the pathetic CIA-infested, al-Qaeda-linked Libyan “rebels” who
have hijacked Cyrenaica's legitimate protests—and who welcome NATO
bombing of their own country—they now want the US to take out
Muammar Gaddafi (NATO is already working on it). Rock the Casbah is
the way to go.

Pious Saudi Arabian millionaires have always been a key source of
bundles of cash for al-Qaeda. No wonder there may be a horde of new
breed Bin Ladens ready to rock the Casbah in Saudi Arabia—and they
will, hopefully inside the kingdom.

Al-Qaeda's ideology is based on two pillars; the current governments
in Muslim lands are un-Islamic and oppressive; and they are pro-

American (correct on both counts). Where al-Qaeda got it wrong was the
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method to reverse this situation; thus its strategic defeat by the great 2011
Arab revolt.

General David Petraeus, who was the Pentagon supremo in Afghani-
stan, is about to become CIA supremo—with Bin Laden's head as trophy
and his hands free to rock multiple Casbahs via all-out targeted assassi-
nations and assorted black ops. The whole reason for the US to invade
Afghanistan in 2001 was to get Bin Laden “dead or alive.” He's now dead

and in the bottom of the Arabian Sea.

Yet the US won't leave Afghanistan. US Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton is already monopolizing the narrative saying the war on al-
Qaeda, as in “war on terror,” goes on forever. Official US policy as the
best jihadi recruiter Bin Laden could have hoped for goes on unabated—
as in the same panoply of soldiers, mercenaries, CIA killer teams, killer

drones, contractors and “diplomats” costing trillions of dollars.

There would be only one realistic way of possibly bringing this madness
to a close, as in the oil in the desert way/has been shaken to the top; killer
drones or targeted assassinations of the whole House of Saud. Pity that
unlike bin Laden, who went rogue, the sheikhs will always take cover by

posing as “our” fanatic bastards.

May 2011
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THE COUNTER-REVOLUTION CLUB

They are a shish kebab of hereditary monarchies, emirates and out-
right theocracies. Most sit on oceans of oil (45% of the world's reserves).
They are addicted to the West's glitter and glamour—from London to
Monte Carlo, from the delicacies of Paris to the weaponized delicacies of
NATO. They abhor democracy like they abhor poverty. Some would be
glad to topple their own people—as indeed they do. And they view Shi'ite

Iran as worse than the anti-Christ.

Welcome to the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), formed in 1981 by
top dog Saudi Arabia plus the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Ku-
wait, Bahrain and Oman. A more appropriate denomination would be
Gulf Counter-Revolutionary Council—or club; a Gulf club to end all golf
clubs. As far as the GCC is concerned, the great 2011 Arab revolt will tri-
umph over their (wealthy) dead bodies.

How can they be so sure? Republican dynasties as in Tunisia or Egypt
may be toppled; Libya may be bombed to the Stone Age; Syria may be
threatened. But nothing will happen to the GCC because the enlightened

West—not Allah—is their supreme guardian.

New members welcome

It's instructive to note that those 3,000-plus bombing raids on Libya
since NATO took over the war on March 31 were conducted mostly by
monarchies (Britain, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, Qatar and the
UAE), apart from republican France, and before that, via AFRICOM, the
United States.
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Only a few hours before US President Barack Obama and British
Prime Minister David Cameron were enjoying a special relationship bar-
becue this week, NATO was turning 19 Libyan civilians into, well, barbe-
cue, and slightly roasting at least 130 others. The GCC merrily
applauded.

The European Union (EU) and the GCC have issued a joint declara-
tion forcing Colonel Muammar Gaddafi to go, not before handing over

power to the Libyan Transitional National Council—which happens to
be financed and armed exactly by NATO and the GCC.

Now the GCC has declared it would love the idea of Jordan joining
the club—and the same applies to Morocco. As for Yemen—which has
yearned to be a member since 1999—forget it; it's not a monarchy, and
“unstable” to boot, with al those unruly people protesting. The best the
GCC can do is to allegedly “mediate” into what is in effect regime

change—fully supported by the US and the EU.

Apart from tiny Oman, whose Sultan Qabus follows the Ibadi school,
all GCC members are hardcore Sunnis. There are plenty of Jordanian

“advisors” among the Bahraini/Saudi repression machine.

Jordan and Morocco may get to become GCC members not only be-
cause they're monarchies—but most of all because they hate Iran like the

plague (even though they are not exactly located in the Persian Gulf.)

Jordan's King Playstation, sorry, Abdullah II, invented the murky
concept of the “Shi'ite crescent” way back in 2004, a conspiracy according
to which Shi'ites from Iran and Iraq to Lebanon and Syria would violent-
ly take over the Middle East. Morocco's King Muhammad VI for his part

cut off diplomatic relations with Tehran in 2009.

The GCC's top moment of counter-revolutionary glory, so far, hap-

pened less than two days after US Defense Secretary Robert Gates left
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Bahrain—when Saudi Arabia, with a minor contribution from the UAE,
invaded Bahrain in support of their cousins, the Sunni al-Khalifa dynas-
ty, and against the overwhelming majority of the peaceful, protesting
Bahraini population. The GCC's secretary general, Abdullatif al-Zayani,
happens to be an al-Khalifa-aligned Bahraini.

There were no US, UN or EU sanctions, much less a NATO bombing
spree to “celebrate” this invasion. Instead, earlier this week, EU foreign
ministers slapped even more sanctions against Belarus, Iran, Libya and
Syria. Not by accident all of them have been Washington targets for re-

gime change, since the time of the neo-conservatives.

Let us play in your courtyard

Neo-colonial NATO and monarchic/theocratic GCC is a match made
in weapons contractor heaven. The GCC will be incorporated into the
global US missile shield system. Soon, therell be that juicy $60 billion

weapons deal with Saudi Arabia—the largest in American history.

Western idolatry practitioners that they are, GCC members also wan-
na have fun and be part of the real post-modern action—neo-colonial
war. After all, NATO itself can be interpreted as a professional mercenary
neo-colonial army, ready to intervene anywhere from Central Asia to

Northern Africa.

Take Qatar. Qatar was the first country to recognize that dodgy
bunch, the Libyan “rebels”; the first GCC member to supply NATO with
French Mirage fighter jets and American C-17 Globemasters; it set up
satellite Ahrar TV for the Transitional Council; showered them with MI-
LAN missile launchers; and most of all immediately started to “super-

vise” oil exports from Cyrenaica.
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The reward was inevitable; on April 14, Obama hosted the Emir of
Qatar, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, at the White House, and lav-
ishly praised him for his “leadership” in promoting “democracy in the

Middle East”—a reference to Qatar's role in Libya.

As for Salman al-Khalifa, the Crown Prince of Bahrain, on May 19 he
glowingly posed for a photo-op on the steps of 10 Downing Street in
London with Prime Minister Cameron, proving that slaughtering civil-
ian, unarmed protesters and giving a green light for the House of Saud to

invade his country was definitely good for business.

But no one beats the UAE in the deadly toy realm. President Nicolas
Sarkozy opened France's first military base in the Middle East in Abu
Dhabi. The UAE has sent fighter jets to NATO in Libya. They are a
“troop-contributing nation” for NATO in Afghanistan. And they will be
the first GCC and Arab nation to send an ambassador to NATO head-

quarters in Brussels.

Along with Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain, the UAE is a member of one
of NATO's myriad “partnerships”—the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative
military partnership. Translation: NATO encroaching on the Persian

Gulf, positioning itself to raise any amount of hell against Iran.

And then there's Zayed Military City; a secluded training camp in the
desert for a secret army of mercenaries, to be deployed not only in the
UAE but throughout the Middle East and Northern Africa.

Off with their heads!

Milking the GCC's burning desire to outsource mercenaries; that's the
latest high-value-added scam of former navy SEALs and former Blackwa-

ter supremo Erik Prince (in 2009 Blackwater was rebranded Xe Services.)
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It was in Abu Dhabi that Prince—through a joint venture called Re-
flex Responses—signed a first contract of $529 million on July 13, 2010,
to deliver his services to “progressive” Sheik Mohamed bin Zayed al-

Nahyan. The idea was Zayed's.

The New York Times may have had its kicks depicting, in a May 14
story, Colombians entering the UAE posing as construction workers,
with special visas stamped by the UAE's military intelligence branch, so
they could clear customs and immigration with no questions asked; yes,
Prince wants battalions of Colombian and Central American mercenar-
ies; he won't recruit Muslims to kill their own cousins and be faced with

malfunctioning units.

At least the paper pointed that Prince “is hoping to build an empire in
the desert, far from the trial lawyers, congressional investigators and Jus-

tice Department officials”—without asking any hard questions about it.

The mercenary army's agenda contains everything one needs to know;
they will be involved in special ops inside and outside the UAE; “urban
combat”; the “securing of nuclear and radioactive materials”; “humani-
tarian missions” (?); the defense of oil pipelines and sleek glass towers
from “terrorist attacks”; and most significant of all, “crowd-control oper-
ations,” where the crowd “is not armed with firearms but does pose a risk

using improvised weapons [clubs and stones].”

There it is, spelled out; internal repression all across the Persian Gulf,
as against the sprawling labor camps housing tens of thousands of South
Asian workers; or in case citizens of the UAE get the Bahrain pro-
democracy fever. The excuse for all these ops could not be less original:

the Iranian bogeyman, or “aggression.”

Prince had always wanted Blackwater to be a mercenary army deploy-

able anywhere in Africa, Asia and the Middle East. He even wanted the
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CIA to use it for global special ops—before the CIA decided to laser on
drones as a more cost-effective method. Now Prince has a wealthy
Sheikh—a Pentagon fan who's in favor of bombing Iran—to bankroll his

M__s o »
Vvis101n.

The first battalion boasts 580 mercenaries. Zayed's men have prom-
ised that if they prove themselves in a “real-world mission,” the Emirate
will pay Prince for a whole brigade of several thousand men, to the tune
of billions of dollars. Prince could then move to his dream of a desert
mercenary training complex modeled after Blackwater's compound in

Moyock, North Carolina.

So expect another “House of Saud does Bahrain” scenario. Like the
mercenary army beating to death Pakistanis, Nepalis, Bangladeshis and

Filipinos who want better working conditions in the UAE.

Or expect covert special ops in Egypt and Tunisia to ensure their next
governments align themselves with the US and the EU. Or expect boots
on the ground in Libya to “provide humanitarian aid to civilians” (oops,
that was two months ago; even Obama now says it's all about regime

change).

Still, all those Libyan “oil facilities” must be in the safe hands of US
and EU multinationals (and not Russian, Indian and Chinese). Still,
Gaddafi's inner circle must be “neutralized.” And still Libya must be kept

subdued, according to the age-old imperial tenets of divide and rule.

So when the goin' gets tough, who you're gonna call? Definitely Xe
Services' “innovative solutions,” brought to you by Sheikh Zayed. No

wonder the GCC club is the talk of the (counter-revolutionary) town.

May 2011
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DISASTER CAPITALISM SWOOPS OVER LIBYA

Think of the new Libya as the latest spectacular chapter in the Disas-
ter Capitalism series. Instead of weapons of mass destruction, we had
R2P (“responsibility to protect”). Instead of neo-conservatives, we had

humanitarian imperialists.

But the target is the same: regime change. And the project is the same:
to completely dismantle and privatize a nation that was not integrated
into turbo-capitalism; to open another (profitable) land of opportunity
for turbocharged neoliberalism. The whole thing is especially handy be-

cause it is smack in the middle of a nearly global recession.

It will take some time; Libyan oil won't totally return to the market
within 18 months. But there's the reconstruction of everything NATO
bombed (well, not much of what the Pentagon bombed in 2003 was re-

constructed in Iraq.)

Anyway—{from oil to rebuilding—in thesis juicy business opportuni-
ties loom. France's neo-Napoleonic Nicolas Sarkozy and Britain's David
of Arabia Cameron believe they will be especially well positioned to prof-
it from NATO's victory. Yet there's no guarantee the new Libyan bonan-
za will be enough to lift both former colonial powers (neo-colonials?) out

of recession.

President Sarkozy in particular will milk the business opportunities
for French companies for all they're worth—part of his ambitious agenda
of “strategic redeployment” of France in the Arab world. A compliant
French media are gloating that this was “his” war—spinning that he de-

cided to arm the rebels on the ground with French weaponry, in close
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cooperation with Qatar, including a key rebel commando unit that went
by sea from Misrata to Tripoli last Saturday, at the start of “Operation

Siren.”

Well, he certainly saw the opening when Muammar Gaddafi's chief of
protocol defected to Paris in October 2010. That's when the whole regime

change drama started to be incubated.

Bombs for oil

As previously noted (see Welcome to Libya's 'democracy’, Asia Times
Online, August 24) the vultures are already circling Tripoli to grab (and
monopolize) the spoils. And yes—most of the action has to do with oil
deals, as in this stark assertion by Abdeljalil Mayouf, information manag-
er at the “rebel” Arabian Gulf Oil Company; “We don't have a problem
with Western countries like the Italians, French and UK companies. But

we may have some political issues with Russia, China and Brazil.”

These three happen to be crucial members of the BRICS group of
emerging economies (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa),
which are actually growing while the Atlanticist, NATO-bombing econ-
omies are either stuck in stagnation or recession. The top four BRICs also
happen to have abstained from approving UN Security Council resolu-
tion 1973, the no-fly zone scam that metamorphosed into NATO bring-
ing regime change from above. They saw right through it from the

beginning.

To make matters worse (for them), only three days before the Pen-
tagon's AFRICOM launched its first 150-plus Tomahawks over Libya,
Colonel Gaddafi gave an interview to German TV stressing that if the
country were attacked, all energy contracts would be transferred to Rus-

sian, Indian and Chinese companies.
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So the winners in the oil bonanza are already designated: NATO
members plus Arab monarchies. Among the companies involved, British
Petroleum (BP), France's Total and the Qatar national oil company. For
Qatar—which dispatched jet fighters and recruiters to the front lines,
trained “rebels” in exhaustive combat techniques, and is already manag-
ing oil sales in eastern Libya—the war will reveal itself to be a very wise

investment decision.

Prior to the months-long crisis that is in its end game now with the
rebels in the capital, Tripoli, Libya was producing 1.6 million barrels per
day. Once resumed, this could reap Tripoli's new rulers some US$50 bil-

lion annually. Most estimates place oil reserves at 46.4 billion barrels.

The “rebels” of new Libya better not mess with China. Five months
ago, China's official policy was already to call for a ceasefire; if that had
happened, Gaddafi would still control more than half of Libya. Yet Bei-
jing—never a fan of violent regime change—for the moment is exercising

extreme restraint.

Wen Zhongliang, the deputy head of the Ministry of Trade, willfully
observed, “Libya will continue to protect the interests and rights of Chi-
nese investors and we hope to continue investment and economic coop-
eration.” Official statements are piling up emphasizing “mutual

economic cooperation.”

Last week, Abdel Hafiz Ghoga, vice president of the dodgy Transi-
tional National Council (TNC), told Xinhua that all deals and contracts
agreed with the Gaddafi regime would be honored—but Beijing is taking

no chances.

Libya supplied no more than 3% of China's oil imports in 2010. Ango-
la is a much more crucial supplier. But China is still Libya's top oil cus-

tomer in Asia. Moreover, China could be very helpful in the
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infrastructure rebuilding front, or in technology export—no less than 75
Chinese companies with 36,000 employees were already on the ground
before the outbreak of the tribal/civil war, swiftly evacuated in less than

three days.

The Russians—from Gazprom to Tafnet—had billions of dollars in-
vested in Libyan projects; Brazilian oil giant Petrobras and the construc-
tion company Odebrecht also had interests there. It's still unclear what
will happen to them. The director general of the Russia-Libya Business
Council, Aram Shegunts, is extremely worried: “Our companies will lose

everything because NATO will prevent them from doing business in Lib-

»

ya.

Italy seems to have passed the “rebel” version of “you're either with us
or without us.” Energy giant ENI apparently won't be affected, as Premier
Silvio “Bunga Bunga” Berlusconi pragmatically dumped his previous very
close pal Gaddafi at the start of the AFRICOM/NATO bombing spree.

ENTI's directors are confident Libya's oil and gas flows to southern Ita-
ly will resume before winter. And the Libyan ambassador in Italy, Hafed
Gaddur, reassured Rome that all Gaddafi-era contracts will be honored.
Just in case, Berlusconi will meet the TNC's prime minister, Mahmoud
Jibril, this Thursday in Milan.

Bin Laden to the rescue

Turkey's Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu—of the famed “zero
problems with our neighbors” policy—has also been gushing praise on
the former “rebels” turned powers-that-be. Eyeing the post-Gaddafi
business bonanza as well, Ankara—as NATQO's eastern flank—ended up
helping to impose a naval blockade on the Gaddafi regime, carefully cul-
tivated the TNC, and in July formally recognized it as the government of

Libya. Business “rewards” loom.
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Then there's the crucial plot; how the House of Saud is going to profit
from having been instrumental in setting up a friendly regime in Libya,
possibly peppered with Salafi notables; one of the key reasons for the
Saudi onslaught—which included a fabricated vote at the Arab League—
was the extreme bad blood between Gaddafi and King Abdullah since the

run-up towards the war on Iraq in 2002.

It's never enough to stress the cosmic hypocrisy of an ultra-regressive
absolute monarchy/medieval theocracy—which invaded Bahrain and
repressed its native Shi'ites—saluting what could be construed as a pro-

democracy movement in Northern Africa.

Anyway, it's time to party. Expect the Saudi Bin Laden Group to re-
construct like mad all over Libya—eventually turning the (looted) Bab al-

Aziziyah into a monster, luxury Mall of Tripolitania.

August 2011
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HOW AL-QAEDA GOT TO RULE IN TRIPOLI

His name is Abdelhakim Belhaj. Some in the Middle East might have,

but few in the West and across the world would have heard of him.

Time to catch up. Because the story of how an al-Qaeda asset turned
out to be the top Libyan military commander in still war-torn Tripoli is
bound to shatter—once again—that wilderness of mirrors that is the “war
on terror,” as well as deeply compromising the carefully constructed

propaganda of NATO's “humanitarian” intervention in Libya.

Muammar Gaddafi's fortress of Bab-al-Aziziyah was essentially in-
vaded and conquered last week by Belhaj's men—who were at the fore-
front of a militia of Berbers from the mountains southwest of Tripoli.
The militia is the so-called Tripoli Brigade, trained in secret for two
months by US Special Forces. This turned out to be the rebels' most ef-

fective militia in six months of tribal/civil war.

Already last Tuesday, Belhaj was gloating on how the battle was won,
with Gaddafi forces escaping “like rats” (note that's the same metaphor

used by Gaddafi himself to designate the rebels).

Abdelhakim Belhaj, aka Abu Abdallah al-Sadek, is a Libyan jihadi.
Born in May 1966, he honed his skills with the mujahideen in the 1980s
anti-Soviet jihad in Afghanistan.

He's the founder of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG) and its
de facto emir—with Khaled Chrif and Sami Saadi as his deputies. After
the Taliban took power in Kabul in 1996, the LIFG kept two training
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camps in Afghanistan; one of them, 30 kilometers north of Kabul—run

by Abu Yahya—was strictly for al-Qaeda-linked jihadis.

After 9/11, Belhaj moved to Pakistan and also to Iraq, where he be-
friended none other than ultra-nasty Abu Musab al-Zarqawi—all this
before al-Qaeda in Iraq pledged its allegiance to Osama bin Laden and

Ayman al-Zawabhiri and turbocharged its gruesome practices.

In Iraq, Libyans happened to be the largest foreign Sunni jihadi con-
tingent, only losing to the Saudis. Moreover, Libyan jihadis have always
been superstars in the top echelons of “historic” al-Qaeda—from Abu
Faraj al-Libi (military commander until his arrest in 2005, now lingering
as one of 16 high-value detainees in Guantanamo) to Abu al-Laith al-Libi

(another military commander, killed in Pakistan in early 2008).

Time for an extraordinary rendition

The LIFG had been on the CIA’s radars since 9/11. In 2003, Belhaj
was finally arrested in Malaysia—and then transferred, extraordinary

rendition-style, to a secret Bangkok prison, and duly tortured.

In 2004, the Americans decided to send him as a gift to Libyan intelli-
gence—until he was freed by the Gaddafi regime in March 2010, along
with other 211 “terrorists,” in a public relations coup advertised with

great fanfare.

The orchestrator was no less than Saif Islam al-Gaddafi—the modern-
izing/London School of Economics face of the regime. LIFG's leaders—
Belhaj and his deputies Chrif and Saadi—issued a 417-page confession
dubbed “corrective studies” in which they declared the jihad against
Gaddafi over (and illegal), before they were finally set free.

A fascinating account of the whole process can be seen in a report

called “Combating Terrorism in Libya through Dialogue and Reintegra-
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tion.””> Note that the authors, Singapore-based terrorism “experts” who
were wined and dined by the regime, express the “deepest appreciation to
Saif al-Islam Gaddafi and the Gaddafi International Charity and Devel-

opment Foundation for making this visit possible.”

Crucially, still in 2007, then al-Qaeda’s number two, Zawabhiri, offi-
cially announced the merger between the LIFG and al-Qaeda in the Is-
lamic Mahgreb (AQIM). So, for all practical purposes, since then,
LIFG/AQIM have been one and the same—and Belhaj was/is its emir.

In 2007, LIFG was calling for a jihad against Gaddafi but also against
the US and assorted Western “infidels.”

Fast forward to last February when, a free man, Belhaj decided to go
back into jihad mode and align his forces with the engineered uprising in

Cyrenaica.

Every intelligence agency in the US, Europe and the Arab world
knows where he's coming from. He's already made sure in Libya that

himself and his militia will only settle for sharia law.

There's nothing “pro-democracy” about it—by any stretch of the im-
agination. And yet such an asset could not be dropped from NATO's war

just because he was not very fond of “infidels.”

The late July killing of rebel military commander General Abdel Fat-
tah Younis—by the rebels themselves—seems to point to Belhaj or at

least people very close to him.

It's essential to know that Younis—before he defected from the re-
gime—had been in charge of Libya's special forces fiercely fighting the
LIFG in Cyrenaica from 1990 to 1995.

2 http://www.rsis.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/RSIS_Libyal4.pdf
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The Transitional National Council (TNC), according to one of its
members, Ali Tarhouni, has been spinning Younis was killed by a shady
brigade known as Obaida ibn Jarrah (one of the Prophet Mohammed's

companions). Yet the brigade now seems to have dissolved into thin air.

Shut up or I'll cut your head off

Hardly by accident, all the top military rebel commanders are LIFG,
from Belhaj in Tripoli to one Ismael as-Salabi in Benghazi and one Ab-
delhakim al-Assadi in Derna, not to mention a key asset, Ali Salabi, sit-
ting at the core of the TNC. It was Salabi who negotiated with Saif al-
Islam Gaddafi the “end” of LIFG's jihad, thus assuring the bright future

of these born-again “freedom fighters.”

It doesn't require a crystal ball to picture the consequences of
LIFG/AQIM—having conquered military power and being among the
war “winners”—not remotely interested in relinquishing control just to
please NATO's whims.

Meanwhile, amid the fog of war, it's unclear whether Gaddatfi is plan-
ning to trap the Tripoli Brigade in urban warfare; or to force the bulk of

rebel militias to enter the huge Warfallah tribal areas.

Gaddafi's wife belongs to the Warfallah, Libya's largest tribe, with up
to 1 million people and 54 sub-tribes. The inside word in Brussels is that
NATO expects Gaddafi to fight for months if not years; thus the Texas
George W Bush-style bounty on his head and the desperate return to
NATO's plan A, which was always to take him out.

Libya may now be facing the specter of a twin-headed guerrilla Hydra;
Gaddafi forces against a weak TNC central government and NATO boots
on the ground; and the LIFG/AQIM nebula in a jihad against NATO (if

they are sidelined from power).
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Gaddafi may be a dictatorial relic of the past, but you don't monopo-
lize power for four decades for nothing, and without your intelligence

services learning a thing or two.

From the beginning, Gaddafi said this was a foreign-backed/al-Qaeda
operation; he was right (although he forgot to say this was above all neo-

Napoleonic French President Nicolas Sarkozy's war, but that's another
story).
He also said this was a prelude for a foreign occupation whose target

was to privatize and take over Libya's natural resources. He may—

again—turn out to be right.

The Singapore “experts” who praised the Gaddafi regime's decision to
free the LIFG's jihadis qualified it as “a necessary strategy to mitigate the
threat posed to Libya.”

Now, LIFG/AQIM is finally poised to exercise its options as an “in-

digenous political force.”

Ten years after 9/11, it's hard not to imagine a certain decomposed

skull in the bottom of the Arabian Sea boldly grinning to kingdom come.

August 2011
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THE DECLINE AND FALL OF JUST ABOUT
EVERYONE

More than 10 years ago, before 9/11, Goldman Sachs was predicting
that the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China) would make the
world economy’s top ten—but not until 2040. Skip a decade and the Chi-
nese economy already has the number two spot all to itself, Brazil is
number seven, India 10, and even Russia is creeping closer. In purchasing
power parity, or PPP, things look even better. There, China is in second

place, India is now fourth, Russia sixth, and Brazil seventh.

No wonder Jim O’Neill, who coined the neologism BRIC and is now
chairman of Goldman Sachs Asset Management, has been stressing that
“the world is no longer dependent on the leadership of the US and Eu-
rope.” After all, since 2007, China’s economy has grown by 45%, the
American economy by less than 1%—figures startling enough to make
anyone take back their predictions. American anxiety and puzzlement
reached new heights when the latest IMF projections indicated that, at
least by certain measurements, the Chinese economy would overtake the
US by 2016. (Until recently, Goldman Sachs was pointing towards 2050
for that first-place exchange.)

Within the next 30 years, the top five will, according to Goldman
Sachs, likely be China, the U.S., India, Brazil, and Mexico. Western Eu-
rope? Bye-bye!
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A system stripped to its essence

Increasing numbers of experts agree that Asia is now leading the way
for the world, even as it lays bare glaring gaps in the West’s narrative of
civilization. Yet to talk about “the decline of the West” is a dangerous
proposition. A key historical reference is Oswald Spengler’s 1918 essay
with that title. Spengler, a man of his times, thought that humanity func-
tioned through unique cultural systems, and that Western ideas would
not be pertinent for, or transferable to, other regions of the planet. (Tell

that howler to the young Egyptians in Tahrir Square.)

Spengler, of course, captured the Western-dominated zeitgeist of an-
other century. He saw cultures as living and dying organisms, each with a
unique soul. The East or Orient was “magical,” while the West was
“Faustian.” A reactionary misanthrope, he was convinced that the West
had already reached the supreme status available to a democratic civiliza-

tion—and so was destined to experience the “decline” of his title.

If you're thinking that this sounds like an avant la lettre Huntington-
esque “clash of civilizations,” you can be excused, because that’s exactly

what it was.

Speaking of civilizational clashes, did anyone notice that “maybe” in a
recent Time cover story picking up on Spenglerian themes and headlined
“The Decline and Fall of Europe (and Maybe the West)”? In our post-
Spenglerian moment, the “West” is surely the United States, and how
could that magazine get it so wrong? Maybe? After all, a Europe now in
deep financial crisis will be “in decline” as long as it remains inextricably
intertwined with and continues to defer to “the West”—that is, Washing-
ton—even as it witnesses the simultaneous economic ascent of what’s

sometimes derisively referred to as “the South.”
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Think of the present global capitalist moment not as a “clash,” but a

“cash of civilizations.”

If Washington is now stunned and operating on autopilot, that’s in
part because, historically speaking, its moment as the globe’s “sole super-
power” or even “hyperpower” barely outlasted Andy Warhol’s notorious
15 minutes of fame—from the fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of the
Soviet Union to 9/11 and the Bush doctrine. The new American century
was swiftly throttled in three hubris-filled stages: 9/11 (blowback); the
invasion of Iraq (pre-emptive war); and the 2008 Wall Street meltdown

(casino capitalism).

Meanwhile, one may argue that Europe still has its non-Western op-
portunities, that, in fact, the periphery increasingly dreams with Europe-
an—not American—subtitles. The Arab Spring, for instance, was focused
on European-style parliamentary democracies, not an American presi-
dential system. In addition, however financially anxious it may be, Eu-
rope remains the world’s largest market. In an array of technological
fields, it now rivals or outpaces the U.S., while regressive Persian Gulf
monarchies splurge on euros (and prime real estate in Paris and London)

to diversify their portfolios.

Yet, with “leaders” like the neo-Napoleonic Nicolas Sarkozy, David
(of Arabia) Cameron, Silvio (“bunga bunga”) Berlusconi, and Angela
(“Dear Prudence”) Merkel largely lacking imagination or striking compe-
tence, Europe certainly doesn’t need enemies. Decline or not, it might
find a whole new lease on life by sidelining its Atlanticism and boldly
betting on its Euro-Asian destiny. It could open up its societies, econo-
mies, and cultures to China, India, and Russia, while pushing southern
Europe to connect far more deeply with a rising Turkey, the rest of the
Middle East, Latin America, and Africa (and not via further NATO “hu-

manitarian” bombings either).
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Otherwise, the facts on the ground spell out something that goes well
beyond the decline of the West: it’s the decline of a system in the West
that, in these last years, is being stripped to its grim essence. Historian
Eric Hobsbawm caught the mood of the moment when he wrote in his
book How to Change the World that “the world transformed by capital-
ism,” which Karl Marx described in 1848 “in passages of dark, laconic

eloquence is recognizably the world of the early twenty-first century.”

In a landscape in which politics is being reduced to a (broken) mirror
reflecting finance, and in which producing and saving have been super-
seded by consuming, something systemic comes into view. As in the fa-
mous line of poet William Butler Yeats, “the center cannot hold”—and it

won’t either.

If the West ceases to be the center, what exactly went wrong?

Are You With Me or Against Me?

It’s worth remembering that capitalism was “civilized” thanks to the
unrelenting pressure of gritty working-class movements and the ever-
present threat of strikes and even revolutions. The existence of the Soviet
bloc, an alternate model of economic development (however warped),
also helped. To counteract the USSR, Washington’s and Europe’s ruling
groups had to buy the support of their masses in defending what no one
blushed about calling “the Western way of life.” A complex social con-

tract was forged, and it involved capital making concessions.

No more. Not in Washington, that’s obvious. And increasingly, not in
Europe either. That system started breaking down as soon as—talk about
total ideological triumph!—neoliberalism became the only show in town.
There was a single superhighway from there and it swept the most fragile
strands of the middle class directly into a new post-industrial proletariat,

or simply into unemployable status.
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If neoliberalism is the victor for now, it’s because no realist, alterna-
tive developmental model exists, and yet what it has won is ever more in
question. Meanwhile, except in the Middle East, progressives the world
over are paralyzed, as if expecting the old order to dissolve by itself. Un-
fortunately, history teaches us that, at similar crossroads in the past, you
are as likely to find the grapes of wrath, right-wing populist-style, as any-

thing else—or worse yet, outright fascism.

“The West against the rest” is a simplistic formula that doesn’t begin
to describe such a world. Imagine instead, a planet in which “the rest” are
trying to step beyond the West in a variety of ways, but also have ab-
sorbed that West in ways too deep to describe. Here’s the irony, then:
Yes, the West will “decline,” Washington included, and still it will leave
itself behind everywhere.

Sorry, Your Model Sucks

Suppose you're a developing country, shopping in the developmental
supermarket. You look at China and think you see something new—a
consensus model that’s turning on the lights everywhere—or do you?
After all, the Chinese version of an economic boom with no political
freedom may not turn out to be much of a model for other countries to
follow. In many ways, it may be more like an inapplicable lethal artifact, a
cluster bomb made up of shards of the Western concept of modernity
married to a Leninist-based formula where a single party controls per-

sonnel, propaganda, and—crucially—the People’s Liberation Army.

At the same time, this is a system evidently trying to prove that, even
though the West unified the world—from neocolonialism to globaliza-
tion—that shouldn’t imply it’s bound to rule forever in material or intel-

lectual terms.
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For its part, Europe is hawking a model of supra-national integration
as a means of solving problems and conflicts from the Middle East to Af-
rica. But any shopper can now see evidence of a European Union on the
verge of cracking amid non-stop inter-European bickering that includes
national revolts against the euro, discontent over NATO’s role as a global
Robocop, and a style of ongoing European cultural arrogance that makes
it incapable of recognizing, to take one example, why the Chinese model

is so successful in Africa.

Or let’s say our shopper looks to the United States, that country still
being, after all, the world’s number one economy, its dollar still the
world’s reserve currency, and its military still number one in destructive
power and still garrisoning much of the globe. That would indeed seem
impressive, if it weren’t for the fact that Washington is visibly on the de-
cline, oscillating wildly between a lame populism and a stale orthodoxy,
and shilling for casino capitalism on a side street in its spare time. It’s a
giant power enveloped in political and economic paralysis for all the
world to see, and no less visibly incapable of coming up with an exit

strategy.

Really, would you buy a model from any of them? In fact, where in a
world in escalating disarray is anyone supposed to look these days when

it comes to models?

One of the key reasons for the Arab Spring was out-of-control food
prices, driven significantly by speculation. Protests and riots in Greece,
Italy, Spain, France, Germany, Austria, and Turkey were direct conse-
quences of the global recession. In Spain, nearly half of 16- to 29-year-
olds—an overeducated “lost generation”—are now out of jobs, a Europe-

an record.

That may be the worst in Europe, but in Britain, 20% of 16- to 24-

year-olds are unemployed, about average for the rest of the European
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Union. In London, almost 25% of working-age people are unemployed.
In France, 13.5% of the population is now officially poor—that is, living

on less than $1,300 a month.

As many across Western Europe see it, the state has already breached
the social contract. The indignados of Madrid have caught the spirit of
the moment perfectly: “We’re not against the system, it’s the system that

. . »
1s against us.

This spells out the essence of the abject failure of neoliberal capital-
ism, as David Harvey explained in his latest book, The Enigma of Capital.
He makes clear how a political economy “of mass dispossession, of pred-
atory practices to the point of daylight robbery, particularly of the poor
and the vulnerable, the unsophisticated and the legally unprotected, has
become the order of the day.”

Will Asia Save Global Capitalism?

Meanwhile Beijing is too busy re-mixing its destiny as the global
Middle Kingdom—deploying engineers, architects, and infrastructure
workers of the non-bombing variety from Canada to Brazil, Cuba to An-
gola—to be much distracted by the Atlanticist travails in MENA (aka the
region that includes the Middle East and Northern Africa).

If the West is in trouble, global capitalism is being given a reprieve—
how brief we don’t know—Dby the emergence of an Asian middle class,
not only in China and India, but also in Indonesia (240 million people in
boom mode) and Vietnam (85 million). I never cease to marvel when I
compare the instant wonders and real-estate bubble of the present mo-
ment in Asia to my first experiences living there in 1994, when such

countries were still in the “Asian tiger,” pre-1997-financial-crisis years.
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In China alone 300 million people—“only” 23% of the total popula-
tion—now live in medium-sized to major urban areas and enjoy what’s
always called “disposable incomes.” They, in fact, constitute something
like a nation unto themselves, an economy already two-thirds that of

Germany’s.

The McKinsey Global Institute notes that the Chinese middle class
now comprises 29% of the Middle Kingdom’s 190 million households,
and will reach a staggering 75% of 372 million households by 2025 (if, of
course, China’s capitalist experiment hasn’t gone off some cliff by then
and its potential real-estate/finance bubble hasn’t popped and drowned

the society).

In India, with its population of 1.2 billion, there are already, according
to McKinsey, 15 million households with an annual income of up to
$10,000; in five years, a projected 40 million households, or 200 million
people, will be in that income range. And in India in 2011, as in China in

2001, the only way is up (again as long as that reprieve lasts).

Americans may find it surreal (or start packing their expat bags), but
an annual income of less than $10,000 means a comfortable life in China
or Indonesia, while in the United States, with a median household in-

come of roughly $50,000, one is practically poor.

Nomura Securities predicts that in a mere three years, retail sales in
China will overtake the US and that, in this way, the Asian middle class
may indeed “save” global capitalism for a time—but at a price so steep
that Mother Nature is plotting some seriously catastrophic revenge in the
form of what used to be called climate change and is now more vividly

known simply as “weird weather.”
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Back in the USA

Meanwhile, in the United States, Nobel Peace Prize laureate President
Barack Obama continues to insist that we all live on an American planet,
exceptionally so. If that line still resonates at home, though, it’s an ever
harder sell in a world in which the first Chinese stealth fighter jet goes for
a test spin while the American Secretary of Defense is visiting China. Or
when the news agency Xinhua, echoing its master Beijing, fumes against
the “irresponsible” Washington politicians who starred in the recent
debt-ceiling circus, and points to the fragility of a system “saved “ from
free fall by the Fed’s promise to shower free money on banks for at least

two years.

Nor is Washington being exactly clever in confronting the leadership
of its largest creditor, which holds $3.2 trillion in US currency reserves,
40% of the global total, and is always puzzled by the continued lethal ex-
port of “democracy for dummies” from American shores to the AfPak
war zones, Iraq, Libya, and other hot spots in the Greater Middle East.
Beijing knows well that any further U.S.-generated turbulence in global
capitalism could slash its exports, collapse its property bubble, and throw

the Chinese working classes into a pretty hardcore revolutionary mode.

This means—despite rising voices of the Rick Perry/Michele Bach-
mann variety in the U.S.—that there’s no “evil” Chinese conspiracy
against Washington or the West. In fact, behind China’s leap beyond
Germany as the world’s top exporter and its designation as the factory of
the world lies a significant amount of production that’s actually con-
trolled by American, European, and Japanese companies. Again, the de-
cline of the West, yes—but the West is already so deep in China that it’s
not going away any time soon. Whoever rises or falls, there remains, as of
this moment, only a one-stop-shopping developmental system in the

world, fraying in the Atlantic, booming in the Pacific.
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If any Washington hopes about “changing” China are a mirage, when
it comes to capitalism’s global monopoly, who knows what reality may

turn out to be?

Wasteland Redux

The proverbial bogeymen of our world—Osama, Saddam, Gaddafi,
Ahmadinejad (how curious, all Muslims!)—are clearly meant to act like
so many mini-black holes absorbing all our fears. But they won'’t save the
West from its decline, or the former sole superpower from its comeup-

pance.

Yale’s Paul Kennedy, that historian of decline, would undoubtedly
remind us that history will sweep away American hegemony as surely as
autumn replaces summer (as surely as European colonialism was swept
away, NATO’s “humanitarian” wars notwithstanding). Already in 2002,
in the run-up to the invasion of Iraq, world-system expert Immanuel
Wallerstein was framing the debate this way in his book The Decline of
American Power: the question wasn’t whether the United States was in
decline, but if it could find a way to fall gracefully, without too much
damage to itself or the world. The answer in the years since has been

clear enough: no.

Who can doubt that, 10 years after the 9/11 attacks, the great global
story of 2011 has been the Arab Spring, itself certainly a subplot in the
decline of the West? As the West wallowed in a mire of fear, Islamopho-
bia, financial and economic crisis, and even, in Britain, riots and looting,
from Northern Africa to the Middle East, people risked their lives to have

a crack at Western democracy.

Of course, that dream has been at least partially derailed, thanks to the
medieval House of Saud and its Persian Gulf minions barging in with a

ruthless strategy of counter-revolution, while NATO lent a helping hand
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by changing the narrative to a “humanitarian” bombing campaign meant
to reassert Western greatness. As NATO’s secretary general Anders Fogh
Rasmussen put the matter bluntly, “If you're not able to deploy troops
beyond your borders, then you can’t exert influence internationally, and
then that gap will be filled by emerging powers that don’t necessarily

share your values and thinking.”

So let’s break the situation down as 2011 heads for winter. As far as
MENA is concerned, NATO’s business is to keep the US and Europe in
the game, the BRICS members out of it, and the “natives” in their places.
Meanwhile, in the Atlantic world, the middle classes barely hang on in
quiet desperation, even as, in the Pacific, China booms, and globally the
whole world holds its breath for the next economic shoe to drop in the
West (and then the one after that).

Pity there’s no neo-T.S. Eliot to chronicle this shabby, neo-medievalist
wasteland taking over the Atlanticist axis. When capitalism hits the in-
tensive care unit, the ones who pay the hospital bill are always the most

vulnerable—and the bill is invariably paid in blood.

September 2011. Originally at TomDispatch.com
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THE US POWER GRAB IN AFRICA

Beware of strangers bearing gifts. Post-modern Amazon and US Sec-
retary of State Hillary Clinton finally landed in Tripoli—on a military
jet—to lavish praise on the dodgy Transitional National Council (TNC),
those opportunists/defectors/Islamists formerly known as “NATO re-
bels.”

Clinton was greeted on Tuesday “on the soil of free Libya” (her
words) by what the New York Times quaintly described as an “irregular
militia” (translation: a heavily armed gang that is already raising hell
against other heavily armed gangs), before meeting TNC chairman Mus-
tafa Abdel-NATO (formerly known as Jalil).

The bulk of the US gifts—US$40 million—on top of the $135 million
already disbursed since February (most of it military “aid”) is for a mis-
sile scramble conducted by “contractors” (ie mercenaries) trying to track
the tsunami of mobile anti-aircraft rockets that by now are already con-

veniently ensconced in secret Islamist warehouses.

Clinton told students at the University of Tripoli, “We are on your
side.” She could not possibly connect the dots and note that the shabab
(young people) who started demonstrating against Muammar Gaddafi in
February have absolutely nothing to do with the TNC's opportun-
ists/defectors/Islamists who hijacked the protests. But she did have time
to unveil another US foreign policy “secret”—that the US wants Gaddafi
“dead or alive,” George W Bush-style (or as the beneficiary of targeted

assassination, Barack Obama-style).
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The new Fallujah

In her exhausting six-and-a-half hours on “free Libya” soil, Clinton
couldn't possibly find the time to hitch a helicopter ride to Sirte and see
for herself how NATO is exercising R2P (“responsibility to protect” civil-

ians).

A few hundred soldiers and no less than 80,000 civilians have been
bombed for weeks by NATO and the former “rebels.” Only 20,000 civil-
ians have managed to escape. There's no food left. Water and electricity
have been cut off. Hospitals are idle. The city—under siege—is in ruins.

Sirte imams have issued a fatwa allowing survivors to eat cats and dogs.

What Gaddafi never did to Benghazi—and there's no evidence he
might have—the TNC is doing to Sirte, Gaddafi's home town. Just like
the murderous US offensive in Fallujah in the Iraqi Sunni triangle in late
2004, Sirte is being destroyed in order to “save it.” Sirte, the new Fallujah,
is brought to you by NATO rebels. R2P, RIP.

It gets much nastier. Libya is just one angle of a multi-vector US strat-
egy in Africa. Wacko presidential candidate Michelle Bachmann, during
Tuesday's Republican debate in Las Vegas, may have inadvertently nailed
it. Displaying her geographical acumen as she referred to Obama's new
US intervention in Uganda, Bachmann said, “He put us in Libya. Now
he's putting us in Africa.” True, Libya is not in Africa anymore; as the
counter-revolutionary House of Saud would want it, Libya has been relo-

cated to Arabia (ideally as a restored monarchy).

As for Obama “putting us in Africa” (see Obama, King of Africa Asia
Times Online, October 18, 2011), those 100 special forces in Uganda
billed as “advisors” should be seen as a liquid modernity remix of Vi-
etnam in the early 1960s; that also started with a bunch of “advisors”—

and the rest is history.

263



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

264

Murderous mystic crackpot Joseph Kony's Lord's Resistance Army
(LRA) is now a rag-tag bunch of no more than 400 warriors (they used to
be over 2,000). They are on the run—and not even based in Uganda, but
in South Sudan (now a Western protectorate), the Central African Re-

public and the long border with the Democratic Republic of Congo.

So why Uganda? Enter London-based Heritage Oil, and its chairman
Tony Buckingham, a former—you guessed it—"contractor” (ie merce-
nary). Here's Heritage's modus operandi, described by Buckingham him-
self; they deploy “a first mover strategy of entering regions with vast

hydrocarbon wealth where we have a strategic advantage.”

Translation: wherever there's foreign invasion, civil war, total break-
down of social order, there are big bucks to be made. Thus Heritage's

presence in Iraq, Libya and Uganda.

Profiting from post-war fog, Heritage signed juicy deals in Iraqi Kur-
distan behind the back of the central government in Baghdad. In Libya,
Heritage bought a 51% stake in a local company called Sahara Oil Ser-
vices; this means it's now directly involved in operating oil and gas li-
censes. Pressed about it, TNC honchos have tried to change the

conversation, alleging that nothing is approved yet.

What's certain is that Heritage barged into Libya via a former Special
Air Service (SAS) commando, John Holmes, founder of Erinys, one of
the top mercenary outfits in Iraq apart from Xe Services, former Black-
water. Holmes cunningly shipped the right bottles of Johnnie Walker
Blue Label to Benghazi for the right TNC crooks, seducing them with

Heritage's mercenary know-how of enforcing “oil field security.”
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Got contractor, will travel

Obama's Uganda surge is also a classic Pipelineistan gambit. The pos-
sibly “billions of barrels” of oil reserves discovered recently in sub-
Saharan Africa are located in the sensitive cross-border of Uganda, South
Sudan, the Central African Republic and the Democratic Republic of
Congo.

Believe it or not, Heritage was the top oil company in Uganda up to
2009, drilling on Lake Albert—between Uganda and the Democratic Re-
public of Congo—and playing one country against another. Then they
sold their license to Tullow Oil, essentially a spin-off, also owned by
Buckingham, bagging $1.5 billion in the process and crucially not paying
30% of profits to Washington's bastard, the government of Ugandan

President Yoweri Museveni.

Enter Libya's state oil company, Tamoil, which was part of a joint ven-
ture with the Ugandans to build a crucial oil pipeline to Kenya; Uganda is
landlocked, and badly needs the pipeline when oil exports start next year.
The NATO war on Libya paralyzed the Pipelineistan gambit. Now every-
thing is open for business again. Tamoil may be out of the picture—but

so may be other players.

Trying to sort out the mess, the parliament in Uganda—slightly be-
fore Obama's announcement—decided to freeze all oil contracts, hitting
France's Total and the China National Offshore Oil Corporation, but es-
pecially Tullow oil.

But now, with Obama's special forces “advising” not only Uganda but
also the neighbors, and linking up with Heritage—which is essentially a
huge oil/mercenary outfit—it's not hard to fathom where Uganda's oil

contracts will eventually land.
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The Amazon rules

Unified Protector, Odyssey Dawn and all other metaphors Homeric
or otherwise for the AFRICOM/NATO 40,000-plus bombing of Libya
have yielded the desired result; the destruction of the Libyan state (and
much of the country's infrastructure, to the delight of disaster capitalism
vultures). It also delivered the lethal unintended consequence of those
anti-aircraft missiles appropriated by Islamists—a supremely convincing

reason for the “war on terror” in northern Africa to become eternal.

Washington couldn't care less about R2P; as the Libyan Clinton hop
shows, the only thing that matters is the excuse to “securitize” Libya's
arsenal—the perfect cover story for US contractors and Anglo-French

intel ops to take over Libyan military bases.

The iron rule is that “free” Libya should be under the control of the
“liberators.” Tell that to the “irregular militias,” not to mention the Ab-
delhakim Belhaj gang and his al-Qaeda assets now in military control of

Tripoli.

It's useful to remember that last Friday, the same day the US State De-
partment announced it was sending “contractors” to Libya, was the day
Obama announced his Uganda surge. And only two days later, Kenya
invaded Somalia—once again under the R2P excuse of protecting civil-

ians from Somali jihadis and pirates.

The US adventure in Somalia looks increasingly like a mix of Sopho-
cles and the Marx Brothers. First there was the Ethiopian invasion (it
failed miserably). Then the thousands of Ugandan soldiers sent by Muse-
veni to fight al-Shabaab (partially failed; after all the Washington-backed

“government” barely controls a neighborhood in Mogadishu).

Now the Kenyan invasion. A measure of the CIA’s brilliance is that

operatives have been on the ground for months alongside bundles of
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mercenaries. Soon some counter-insurgency hotshot in Washington
praying in the altar of new CIA head David Petraeus will conclude that

the only solution is an army of MQ-9 Reapers to drone Somalia to death.

The big picture remains the Pentagon's AFRICOM spreading its mili-
tarized tentacles against the lure of Chinese soft power in Africa, which
goes something like this: in exchange for oil and minerals, we build any-

thing you want, and we don't try to sell you “democracy for dummies.”

The Bush administration woke up to this “threat” a bit too late—at
AFRICOM's birth in 2008. Under the Obama administration, the mood
is total panic. For Petraeus, the only thing that matters is “the long war”
on steroids—from boots on the ground to armies of drones; and who are

the Pentagon, the White House and the State Department to disagree?

Italian geographer and political scientist Manlio Dinucci is one of the
few to point out how neocolonialism 2.0 works; one just needs to look at
the map. In Central Africa, the objective is US military supremacy—on
air and in intel—over Uganda, South Sudan, the Central African Repub-

lic and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

In Libya, the objective is to occupy an absolutely strategic crossroads
between the Mediterranean, northern Africa and the Middle East, with
the added (nostalgic?) benefit of the West—as in Paris, London and
Washington—finally getting to hold military bases as when King Idris
was in power (1951 to 1969). As a whole, control must be established
over northern Africa, central Africa, eastern Africa and—more problem-

atically—the Horn of Africa.

The trillion-dollar question ahead is how China—which plots strate-
gic moves years in advance—is going to react. As for Amazon Clinton,
she must be beaming. In Iraq, Washington meticulously destroyed a

whole country over two long decades just to end up with nothing—not
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even a substantial oil contract. Clinton at least got a private army—the
“advisors” who will be stationed in the bigger-than-the-Vatican US Em-
bassy in Baghdad.

And considering that Obama's new African “advisors” will be paid by
the State Department, now Clinton's also got her own African private
army. After November 2012, Clinton might well consider a move into the

contractor business. In the sacred name of R2P, naturally.

October 2011
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THE DEAD DRONE SKETCH

(Hats off, of course, to Monty Python)

A group of journalists attend a CIA press conference in a nondescript

room in Langley, Virginia.

Journalist 1 [approaching the podium]: Excuse me, I wish to register a

complaint.
[CIA spokesman/spook does not respond.]
Journalist 1: 'Ello, Miss?

CIA spook: What do you mean “miss”? I'm no Victoria Nuland, bud-
dy.
Journalist 1: I'm sorry, I thought this was the State Department. I wish

to make a complaint.

CIA spook: We're closin' for now, gotta move forward with our shad-

ow war in Iran.

Journalist 1: Precisely. I wish to complain about this spy drone of

yours that disappeared this week in eastern Iran.

CIA spook: Oh yes, the, uh, the RQ-170... And your information is in-
correct, that was in eastern Afghanistan. What's, uh... What's wrong with

it?

Journalist 1: I'll tell ya what's wrong with it, buddy. It's dead, that's

what's wrong with it.

CIA spook: No, no, it's uh... it's resting.
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Journalist 1: In the freaking Iranian desert? Look, buddy, we all know
a dead drone when we see one, and I'm looking at one—in Iran—right

now.

CIA spook: No, no, it's not dead, it's... it's restin'! Remarkable drone,
the RQ-170, ain't it? Beautiful radar-evading piece of technology, right?

Can't tell you more about it because it's classified.
Journalist 1: “Classified” doesn't cut it. It's stone dead.
CIA spook: Nononono, no, no! It's resting!

Journalist 1: All right then, if it's restin’, I'll wake it up! [Shouting at a
joystick] 'Ello, Mister Dodo Drone! I've got a lovely fresh IRGC] target

for you if you just show...
[CIA spook hits the joystick]
CIA spook: There, it beeped!
Journalist 1: No, it didn't, that was you hitting the remote control!
CIA spook: I never!!
Journalist 1: Yes, you did!

CIA spook: I never, never did anything...

Dronie Boy! Testing! Testing! Testing! Testing! This is the god damned
CIA calling!

[Thumps joystick on the CIA spook's lectern. Throws it up in the air

and watches it plummet to the floor.]
Journalist 1: Now that's what I call a dead drone.
CIA spook: No, no... No, it's stunned!

Journalist 1: STUNNED?!?
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CIA spook: Yeah! You stunned it, just as it was wakin' up! RQ-170s

stun easily.

Journalist 1: Um... now look, buddy, I've definitely 'ad enough of this.
That drone is definitely deceased, and when you guys issued a press
statement a while ago, you assured us all that its total lack of movement

was due to it bein' tired because of its prolonged secret mission.

CIA spook: There is no indication, I repeat, no indication, that Iran

shot it down.

Journalist 1: But you're missing a drone. It was on a secret mission. It

crash-landed in Iran. And Iran says they shot the bloody thing down.

CIA spook: Well, it's... it's, ah... it probably thought it was in the Ne-

vada desert.

Look, why did it fall flat on its back in Iran, of all places? By now the
Revolutionary Guards must be throwing a party to the Russians, the Chi-
nese, the Pakistanis, the North Koreans for God's sake, so everyone can

rip your technology apart, for a price...

CIA spook: The RQ-170 prefers keepin' on its back! Hey, remarkable

drone! Lovely tech features, radar evasion, portable...

Journalist 1: Look, the IRNA news agency took the liberty of examin-
ing that drone after it crash-landed, they discovered that, yes, it was

nailed to the soil of eastern Iran. [Pause]

CIA spook: Well, o'course we nailed it over there! If we hadn't nailed

that drone down, it would have flown away and VOOM! Feeweeweewee!

Journalist 1: “VOOM?™?!? Buddy, this drone wouldn't “voom” if you
sent the navy SEALs Team Six to give it an electric shock. It's bleedin'

demised!
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CIA spook: No no! It's a trick! It's a top-secret counter-insurgency

trick to fool the enemy!

Journalist 1: It's not a bloody trick! It's passed on! This drone is no
more! It has ceased to be! It's expired and gone to meet its industrial-
military complex maker! It's a stiff! Bereft of life, it rests in peace in a
Shi'ite paradise! Its metabolic processes are now history! It's off the twig!
It's kicked the bucket, it's shuffled off its mortal coil, run down the cur-
tain and joined the bleedin' choir invisible!! THIS IS AN EX-DRONE!!

[Pause]

CIA spook: Well, we'd better replace it, then. (he takes a quick peek
behind the lectern). Sorry sir, I talked to our boss, General David Petrae-

us and uh, we're right out of secret drones.
Journalist 1: I see. I see, I get the picture.
CIA spook: We got loads of bunker-buster bombs though. [Pause]
Journalist 1: Do they spy?
CIA spook: Nnnnot really.

Journalist 1: WELL THAT'S HARDLY A BLOODY REPLACEMENT,

CIA spook: N-no, I guess not. [Acts stiff, looks at his feet]
Journalist 1: Well. [Pause]

CIA spook: [Quietly] D'you... d'you want to go visit the Pentagon and

take a peek at their... contingency plans?

Journalist 1: [Looks around] Yeah, all right, sure.
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(And now for something completely different...NOT! Monty Py-
thon's Terry Jones' latest piece on the war drums beating for an attack on

Iran: Here )

December 2011
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THE MYTH OF “ISOLATED” IRAN

Let's start with red lines. Here it is, Washington’s ultimate red line,
straight from the lion’s mouth. Only last week Secretary of Defense Leon
Panetta said of the Iranians, “Are they trying to develop a nuclear weap-
on? No. But we know that they're trying to develop a nuclear capability.
And that's what concerns us. And our red line to Iran is do not develop a

nuclear weapon. That's a red line for us.”

How strange, the way those red lines continue to retreat. Once upon a
time, the red line for Washington was “enrichment” of uranium. Now,
it’s evidently an actual nuclear weapon that can be brandished. Keep in
mind that, since 2005, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei has
stressed that his country is not seeking to build a nuclear weapon. The
most recent National Intelligence Estimate on Iran from the US Intelli-
gence Community has similarly stressed that Iran is not, in fact, develop-
ing a nuclear weapon (as opposed to the breakout capacity to build one

someday).

What if, however, there is no “red line,” but something completely

different? Call it the petrodollar line.

Banking on Sanctions?

Let’s start here: In December 2011, impervious to dire consequences
for the global economy, the US Congress—under all the usual pressures
from the Israel lobby (not that it needs them)—foisted a mandatory sanc-
tions package on the Obama administration (100 to 0 in the Senate and

with only 12 “no” votes in the House). Starting in June, the US will have
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to sanction any third-country banks and companies dealing with Iran’s
Central Bank, which is meant to cripple that country’s oil sales. (Con-

gress did allow for some “exemptions.”)

The ultimate target? Regime change—what else?—in Tehran. The
proverbial anonymous US official admitted as much in the Washington
Post, and that paper printed the comment. (“The goal of the US and oth-
er sanctions against Iran is regime collapse, a senior US intelligence offi-
cial said, offering the clearest indication yet that the Obama
administration is at least as intent on unseating Iran’s government as it is
on engaging with it.”) But oops! The newspaper then had to revise the
passage to eliminate that embarrassingly on-target quote. Undoubtedly,

this “red line” came too close to the truth for comfort.

Former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Mike Mullen
believed that only a monster shock-and-awe-style event, totally humiliat-
ing the leadership in Tehran, would lead to genuine regime change—and
he was hardly alone. Advocates of actions ranging from air strikes to in-
vasion (whether by the U.S., Israel, or some combination of the two) have
been legion in neocon Washington. (See, for instance, the Brookings In-

stitution’s 2009 report Which Path to Persia.)

Yet anyone remotely familiar with Iran knows that such an attack
would rally the population behind Khamenei and the Revolutionary
Guards. In those circumstances, the deep aversion of many Iranians to

the military dictatorship of the mullahtariat would matter little.

Besides, even the Iranian opposition supports a peaceful nuclear pro-

gram. It’s a matter of national pride.

Iranian intellectuals, far more familiar with Persian smoke and mir-
rors than ideologues in Washington, totally debunk any war scenarios.

They stress that the Tehran regime, adept in the arts of Persian shadow
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play, has no intention of provoking an attack that could lead to its oblite-
ration. On their part, whether correctly or not, Tehran strategists assume
that Washington will prove unable to launch yet one more war in the
Greater Middle East, especially one that could lead to staggering collat-

eral damage for the world economy.

In the meantime, Washington’s expectations that a harsh sanctions
regime might make the Iranians give ground, if not go down, may prove
to be a chimera. Washington spin has been focused on the supposedly
disastrous mega-devaluation of the Iranian currency, the rial, in the face
of the new sanctions. Unfortunately for the fans of Iranian economic col-
lapse, Professor Djavad Salehi-Isfahani has laid out in elaborate detail the
long-term nature of this process, which Iranian economists have more
than welcomed. After all, it will boost Iran’s non-oil exports and help
local industry in competition with cheap Chinese imports. In sum: a de-
valued rial stands a reasonable chance of actually reducing unemploy-

ment in Iran.

More Connected Than Google

Though few in the US have noticed, Iran is not exactly “isolated,”
though Washington might wish it. Pakistani Prime Minister Yusuf Gilani
has become a frequent flyer to Tehran. And he’s a Johnny-come-lately
compared to Russia’s national security chief Nikolai Patrushev, who only
recently warned the Israelis not to push the US to attack Iran. Add in as
well US ally and Afghan President Hamid Karzai. At a Loya Jirga (grand
council) in late 2011, in front of 2,000 tribal leaders, he stressed that Ka-

bul was planning to get even closer to Tehran.

On that crucial Eurasian chessboard, Pipelineistan, the Iran-Pakistan
(IP) natural gas pipeline—much to Washington’s distress—is now a go.

Pakistan badly needs energy and its leadership has clearly decided that
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it’s unwilling to wait forever and a day for Washington’s eternal pet pro-
ject—the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India (TAPI) pipeline—to

traverse Talibanistan.

Even Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu recently visited
Tehran, though his country’s relationship with Iran has grown ever edgi-
er. After all, energy overrules threats in the region. NATO member Tur-
key is already involved in covert ops in Syria, allied with hardcore
fundamentalist Sunnis in Iraq, and—in a remarkable volte-face in the
wake of the Arab Spring(s)—has traded in an Ankara-Tehran-Damascus
axis for an Ankara-Riyadh-Doha one. It is even planning on hosting
components of Washington’s long-planned missile-defense system, tar-

geted at Iran.

All this from a country with a Davutoglu-coined foreign policy of “ze-
ro problems with our neighbors.” Still, the needs of Pipelineistan do set
the heart racing. Turkey is desperate for access to Iran’s energy resources,
and if Iranian natural gas ever reaches Western Europe—something the
Europeans are desperately eager for—Turkey will be the privileged trans-
it country. Turkey’s leaders have already signaled their rejection of fur-

ther US sanctions against Iranian oil.

And speaking of connections, last week there was that spectacular
diplomatic coup de thédtre, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s
Latin American tour. US right-wingers may harp on a Tehran-Caracas
axis of evil—supposedly promoting “terror” across Latin America as a
springboard for future attacks on the northern superpower—but back in
real life, another kind of truth lurks. All these years later, Washington is
still unable to digest the idea that it has lost control over, or even influ-
ence in, those two regional powers over which it once exercised unmiti-

gated imperial hegemony.
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Add to this the wall of mistrust that has only solidified since the 1979
Islamic Revolution in Iran. Mix in a new, mostly sovereign Latin America
pushing for integration not only via leftwing governments in Venezuela,
Bolivia, and Ecuador but through regional powers Brazil and Argentina.
Stir and you get photo ops like Ahmadinejad and Venezuelan President

Hugo Chavez saluting Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega.

Washington continues to push a vision of a world from which Iran
has been radically disconnected. State Department spokesperson Victoria
Nuland is typical in saying recently, “Iran can remain in international

isolation.” As it happens, though, she needs to get her facts straight.

“Isolated” Iran has $4 billion in joint projects with Venezuela includ-
ing, crucially, a bank (as with Ecuador, it has dozens of planned projects
from building power plants to, once again, banking). That has led the
Israel-first crowd in Washington to vociferously demand that sanctions
be slapped on Venezuela. Only problem: how would the US pay for its

crucial Venezuelan oil imports then?

Much was made in the US press of the fact that Ahmadinejad did not
visit Brazil on this jaunt through Latin America, but diplomatically Teh-
ran and Brasilia remain in sync. When it comes to the nuclear dossier in
particular, Brazil’s history leaves its leaders sympathetic. After all, that
country developed—and then dropped—a nuclear weapons program. In
May 2010, Brazil and Turkey brokered a uranium-swap agreement for
Iran that might have cleared the decks on the U.S.-Iranian nuclear im-
broglio. It was, however, immediately sabotaged by Washington. A key
member of the BRICS, the club of top emerging economies, Brasilia is

completely opposed to the US sanctions/embargo strategy.

So Iran may be “isolated” from the United States and Western Eu-
rope, but from the BRICS to NAM (the 120 member countries of the
Non-Aligned Movement), it has the majority of the global South on its
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side. And then, of course, there are those staunch Washington allies, Ja-
pan and South Korea, now pleading for exemptions from the coming

boycott/embargo of Iran’s Central Bank.

No wonder, because these unilateral US sanctions are also aimed at
Asia. After all, China, India, Japan, and South Korea, together, buy no

less than 62% of Iran’s oil exports.

With trademark Asian politesse, Japan’s Finance Minister Jun Azumi
let Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner know just what a problem
Washington is creating for Tokyo, which relies on Iran for 10% of its oil
needs. It is pledging to at least modestly “reduce” that share “as soon as
possible” in order to get a Washington exemption from those sanctions,
but don’t hold your breath. South Korea has already announced that it
will buy 10% of its oil needs from Iran in 2012.

Silk Road Redux

Most important of all, “isolated” Iran happens to be a supreme matter
of national security for China, which has already rejected the latest
Washington sanctions without a blink. Westerners seem to forget that
the Middle Kingdom and Persia have been doing business for almost two
millennia. (Does “Silk Road” ring a bell?)

The Chinese have already clinched a juicy deal for the development of
Iran’s largest oil field, Yadavaran. There’s also the matter of the delivery
of Caspian Sea oil from Iran through a pipeline stretching from Kazakh-
stan to Western China. In fact, Iran already supplies no less than 15% of
China’s oil and natural gas. It is now more crucial to China, energy-wise,
than the House of Saud is to the U.S., which imports 11% of its oil from
Saudi Arabia.
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In fact, China may be the true winner from Washington’s new sanc-
tions, because it is likely to get its oil and gas at a lower price as the Irani-
ans grow ever more dependent on the China market. At this moment, in
fact, the two countries are in the middle of a complex negotiation on the
pricing of Iranian oil, and the Chinese have actually been ratcheting up
the pressure by slightly cutting back on energy purchases. But all this
should be concluded by March, at least two months before the latest
round of US sanctions go into effect, according to experts in Beijing. In
the end, the Chinese will certainly buy much more Iranian gas than oil,
but Iran will still remain its third biggest oil supplier, right after Saudi
Arabia and Angola.

As for other effects of the new sanctions on China, don’t count on
them. Chinese businesses in Iran are building cars, fiber optics networks,
and expanding the Tehran subway. Two-way trade is at $30 billion now
and expected to hit $50 billion in 2015. Chinese businesses will find a way

around the banking problems the new sanctions impose.

Russia is, of course, another key supporter of “isolated” Iran. It has
opposed stronger sanctions either via the UN or through the Washing-
ton-approved package that targets Iran’s Central Bank. In fact, it favors a
rollback of the existing UN sanctions and has also been at work on an
alternative plan that could, at least theoretically, lead to a face-saving nu-

clear deal for everyone.

On the nuclear front, Tehran has expressed a willingness to compro-
mise with Washington along the lines of the plan Brazil and Turkey sug-
gested and Washington deep-sixed in 2010. Since it is now so much
clearer that, for Washington—certainly for Congress—the nuclear issue
is secondary to regime change, any new negotiations are bound to prove

excruciatingly painful.
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This is especially true now that the leaders of the European Union
have managed to remove themselves from a future negotiating table by
shooting themselves in their Ferragamo-clad feet. In typical fashion, they
have meekly followed Washington’s lead in implementing an Iranian oil
embargo. As a senior EU official told National Iranian American Council
President Trita Parsi, and as EU diplomats have assured me in no uncer-
tain terms, they fear this might prove to be the last step short of outright

war.

Meanwhile, a team of International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors
has just visited Iran. The IAEA is supervising all things nuclear in Iran,
including its new uranium-enrichment plant at Fordow, near the holy
city of Qom, with full production starting in June. The IAEA is positive:
no bomb-making is involved. Nonetheless, Washington (and the Israelis)
continue to act as though it’s only a matter of time—and not much of it

at that.

Follow the Money

That Iranian isolation theme only gets weaker when one learns that
the country is dumping the dollar in its trade with Russia for rials and
rubles—a similar move to ones already made in its trade with China and
Japan. As for India, an economic powerhouse in the neighborhood, its
leaders also refuse to stop buying Iranian oil, a trade that, in the long run,
is similarly unlikely to be conducted in dollars. India is already using the
yuan with China, as Russia and China have been trading in rubles and
yuan for more than a year, as Japan and China are promoting direct trad-
ing in yen and yuan. As for Iran and China, all new trade and joint in-

vestments will be settled in yuan and rial.

Translation, if any was needed: in the near future, with the Europeans

out of the mix, virtually none of Iran’s oil will be traded in dollars.
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Moreover, three BRICS members (Russia, India, and China) allied
with Iran are major holders (and producers) of gold. Their complex trade
ties won’t be affected by the whims of a US Congress. In fact, when the
developing world looks at the profound crisis in the Atlanticist West,
what they see is massive US debt, the Fed printing money as if there’s no
tomorrow, lots of “quantitative easing,” and of course the eurozone shak-

ing to its very foundations.

Follow the money. Leave aside, for the moment, the new sanctions on
Iran’s Central Bank that will go into effect months from now, ignore Ira-
nian threats to close the Strait of Hormuz (especially unlikely given that
it’s the main way Iran gets its own oil to market), and perhaps one key
reason the crisis in the Persian Gulf is mounting involves this move to

torpedo the petrodollar as the all-purpose currency of exchange.

It’s been spearheaded by Iran and it’s bound to translate into an anx-
ious Washington, facing down not only a regional power, but its major
strategic competitors China and Russia. No wonder all those carriers are
heading for the Persian Gulf right now, though it’s the strangest of show-
downs—a case of military power being deployed against economic pow-

€r.

In this context, it’s worth remembering that in September 2000 Sad-
dam Hussein abandoned the petrodollar as the currency of payment for
Iraq’s oil, and moved to the euro. In March 2003, Iraq was invaded and
the inevitable regime change occurred. Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi pro-
posed a gold dinar both as Africa’s common currency and as the curren-
cy of payment for his country’s energy resources. Another intervention

and another regime change followed.

Washington/NATO/Tel Aviv, however, offers a different narrative.
Iran’s “threats” are at the heart of the present crisis, even if these are, in

fact, that country’s reaction to non-stop US/Israeli covert war and now,
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of course, economic war as well. It’s those “threats,” so the story goes,
that are leading to rising oil prices and so fueling the current recession,
rather than Wall Street’s casino capitalism or massive US and European
debts. The cream of the 1% has nothing against high oil prices, not as

long as Iran’s around to be the fall guy for popular anger.

As energy expert Michael Klare pointed out recently, we are now in a
new geo-energy era certain to be extremely turbulent in the Persian Gulf
and elsewhere. But consider 2012 the start-up year as well for a possibly
massive defection from the dollar as the global currency of choice. As
perception is indeed reality, imagine the real world—mostly the global
South—doing the necessary math and, little by little, beginning to do
business in their own currencies and investing ever less of any surplus in

US Treasury bonds.

Of course, the US can always count on the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC)—Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, Kuwait and the UAE—
which I prefer to call the Gulf Counter-Revolution Club (just look at
their performances during the Arab Spring). For all practical geopolitical
purposes, the Gulf monarchies are a US satrapy. Their decades-old
promise to use only the petrodollar translates into them being an ap-
pendage of Pentagon power projection across the Middle East. Centcom,
after all, is based in Qatar; the US Fifth Fleet is stationed in Bahrain. In
fact, in the immensely energy-wealthy lands that we could label Greater
Pipelineistan—and that the Pentagon used to call “the arc of instabil-
ity”—extending through Iran all the way to Central Asia, the GCC re-

mains key to a dwindling sense of US hegemony.

If this were an economic rewrite of Edgar Allan Poe’s story, “The Pit
and the Pendulum,” Iran would be but one cog in an infernal machine
slowly shredding the dollar as the world’s reserve currency. Still, it’s the

cog that Washington is now focused on. They have regime change on the

283



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

284

brain. All that’s needed is a spark to start the fire (in—one hastens to
add—all sorts of directions that are bound to catch Washington off
guard).

Remember Operation Northwoods, that 1962 plan drafted by the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to stage terror operations in the US and blame them
on Fidel Castro’s Cuba. (President Kennedy shot the idea down.) Or re-
call the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964, used by President Lyndon John-
son as a justification for widening the Vietnam War. The US accused
North Vietnamese torpedo boats of unprovoked attacks on US ships.
Later, it became clear that one of the attacks had never even happened

and the president had lied about it.

It's not at all far-fetched to imagine hardcore Full-Spectrum-
Dominance practitioners inside the Pentagon riding a false-flag incident
in the Persian Gulf to an attack on Iran (or simply using it to pressure
Tehran into a fatal miscalculation). Consider as well the new US military
strategy just unveiled by President Obama in which the focus of Wash-
ington’s attention is to move from two failed ground wars in the Greater
Middle East to the Pacific (and so to China). Iran happens to be right in
the middle, in Southwest Asia, with all that oil heading towards an ener-
gy-hungry modern Middle Kingdom over waters guarded by the US Na-
Vy.

So yes, this larger-than-life psychodrama we call “Iran” may turn out
to be as much about China and the US dollar as it is about the politics of
the Persian Gulf or Iran’s non-existent bomb. The question is: What
rough beast, its hour come round at last, slouches towards Beijing to be

born?

January 2012. Originally at TomDispatch.com
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WAR, PIPELINEISTAN-STYLE

US Secretary of State Hillary “We came, we saw, he died” Clinton's
message to Pakistan was stark; try to go ahead with the IP (Iran-Pakistan)

gas pipeline, and we're going to take you out financially.

Islamabad, its economy in tatters, living in power-cut land, and des-
perate for energy, tried to argue. Pakistan's top official in the Petroleum
and Natural Resources Ministry, Muhammad Ejaz Chaudhry, stressed
that the 2,775-km, $1.5 billion IP was absolutely crucial for Pakistan's

energy security.

That fell on deaf ears. Clinton evoked “particularly damaging” sanc-
tions—tied to Washington's push to isolate Iran by all means available
and the no-holds-barred campaign to force particularly India, China and

Turkey to cut off their imports of Iranian oil and gas.

So as Washington has been impotent to disrupt Pipelineistan moves
in Central Asia—by isolating Iran and bypassing Russia—it's now going
ballistic to prevent by all means the crucial integration of Southwest Asia
and South Asia, from Iran's giant South Pars gas field to Pakistan's Balo-

chistan and Sindh provinces.

IP, it should be remembered, is the original, $7 billion IPI; Iran-
Pakistan-India, also known as the “peace pipeline.” India dropped out in
2009 after non-stop harassment by the George W Bush and then Barack
Obama administrations; India was offered access to civilian nuclear tech-

nology.

China, for its part, is still eyeing the possibility of extending IP out of

Gwadar port, then crossing to Pakistan's north alongside the Karakoram
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Highway all the way to Xinjiang. China is already helping Islamabad to
build civilian nuclear reactors—as part of Pakistan's energy security poli-
cy.

ICBC, China's largest bank and the world's number one lender, was
already positioned as financial advisor to IP. But then, contemplating the
(sanctions) writing on the wall, it started to “show less interest,” as Islam-
abad chose to spin it. Is ICBC totally out? Not exactly. At least according
to the Pakistani Ministry of Petroleum's spokesman, Irfan Ashraf Qazid;
“ICBC is still engaged in the IP project and the negotiations are still go-

ing on.”

A mega-bank such as ICBC, with myriad global interests, may be
wary of defying the Washington sanction machine; but other financing
options may be found, as in other banks or government-level agreements
with China or Russia. Pakistan's Foreign Minister Hina Rabbani Khar has
just made it very clear. Pakistan badly needs gas that should start flowing
by December 2014.

Islamabad and Tehran have already agreed on pricing. Iran's 900-km
stretch of IP is already built; Pakistan's is starting, via ILF Engineering
from Germany. Iran's IRNA agency said Pakistan has announced that the
IP is still on; predictably, Western media spin is that the Chinese got

scared and backed out.

IPC, anyone?

For Washington, the only way to go is another Pipelineistan gambit—
the perennially troubled TAPI (Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India). Even assuming it will find financing; even assuming the Taliban
will be taking their cut (that was, in fact, why negotiations between them
and the Bill Clinton then Bush administrations failed); and even assum-

ing it would not be bombed routinely by mujahideen, TAPI would only
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be ready, optimistically, by 2018. And Islamabad simply can't wait that
long.

Predictably, Washington's anti-IP campaign has been relentless—
including, of course, shadow war. Islamabad is convinced that the CIA,
the Indian intel agency RAW, the Israeli Mossad and the British MI-6
have been actively conspiring to get some sort of Greater Balochistan to
secede from the central government. They have been, a la Libyan model,
financing and weaponizing selected Baloch fighters. Not because they

love their independent spirit—but as a means to balkanize Pakistan.

To compound Washington's fury, “isolated” Iran, by the way, is about
to start exporting an extra 80,000 barrels of oil a day to Pakistan; and has

already committed $250 million to the Pakistani stretch of IP.

This has got the potential of becoming much, much uglier. Washing-
ton won't be deterred from its intent to smash IP. For an Iran under pres-
sure and a strangled Pakistani economy—as well as China—this is all

about the Asian Energy Security Grid.

ICBC may be out—sort of. But the whole thing could become even
juicier if Beijing decides to step in for good, and turn it from IP to IPC.
Will Washington have the guts to defy Beijing head on?

March, 2012
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W AR PORN: THE NEW SAFE SEX

The early 21st century is addicted to war porn, a prime spectator sport
consumed by global couch and digital potatoes. War porn took the lime-
light on the evening of September 11, 2001, when the George W Bush
administration launched the “war on terror”—which was interpreted by
many of its practitioners as a subtle legitimization of state terror against,

predominantly, Muslims.

This was also a war OF terror—as in a manifestation of state terror
pitting urban high-tech might against basically rural, low-tech cunning.
The US did not exercise this monopoly; Beijing practiced it in Xinjiang,

its far west, and Russia practiced it in Chechnya.

Like porn, war porn cannot exist without being based on a lie—a
crude representation. But unlike porn, war porn is the real thing; unlike

crude, cheap snuff movies, people in war porn actually die—in droves.

The lie to finish all lies at the center of this representation was defi-
nitely established with the leak of the 2005 Downing Street memo, in
which the head of the British MI6 confirmed that the Bush administra-
tion wanted to take out Iraq's Saddam Hussein by linking Islamic terror-
ism with (non-existent) weapons of mass destruction (WMD). So, as the

memo put it, “The intelligence and facts were being fixed around the pol-

icy.”
In the end, George “you're either with us or against us” Bush did star
in his own, larger-than-life snuff movie—that happened to double as the

invasion and destruction of the eastern flank of the Arab nation.
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The new Guernica

Iraq may indeed be seen as the Star Wars of war porn—an apotheosis
of sequels. Take the (second) Fallujah offensive in late 2004. At the time I
described it as the new Guernica. I also took the liberty of paraphrasing
Jean-Paul Sartre, writing about the Algerian War; after Fallujah no two
Americans shall meet without a corpse lying between them. To quote

Coppola's Apocalypse Now, there were bodies, bodies everywhere.

The Francisco Franco in Fallujah was Iyad Allawi, the US-installed in-
terim premier. It was Allawi who “asked” the Pentagon to bomb Fallujah.
In Guernica—as in Fallujah—there was no distinction between civilians

and guerrillas: it was the rule of “Viva la muerte!”

Marine commanders said on the record that Fallujah was the house of
Satan. Franco denied the massacre in Guernica and blamed the local
population—just as Allawi and the Pentagon denied any civilian deaths

and insisted “insurgents” were guilty.

Fallujah was reduced to rubble, at least 200,000 residents became ref-
ugees, and thousands of civilians were killed, in order to “save it” (echoes
of Vietnam). No one in Western corporate media had the guts to say that

in fact Fallujah was the American Halabja.

Fifteen years before Fallujah, in Halabja, Washington was a very en-
thusiastic supplier of chemical weapons to Saddam, who used them to
gas thousands of Kurds. The CIA at the time said it was not Saddam; it
was Khomeinist Iran. Yet Saddam did it, and did it deliberately, just like
the US in Fallujah.

Fallujah doctors identified swollen and yellowish corpses without any
injuries, as well as “melted bodies”—victims of napalm, the cocktail of
polystyrene and jet fuel. Residents who managed to escape told of bomb-

ing by “poisonous gases” and “weird bombs that smoke like a mushroom
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cloud... and then small pieces fall from the air with long tails of smoke
behind them. The pieces of these strange bombs explode into large fires

that burn the skin even when you throw water over them.”

That's exactly what happens to people bombed with napalm or white
phosphorus. The UN banned the bombing of civilians with napalm in
1980. The US is the only country in the world still using napalm.

Fallujah also provided a mini-snuff movie hit; the summary execution
of a wounded, defenseless Iraqi man inside a mosque by a US Marine.
The execution, caught on tape, and watched by millions on YouTube,
graphically spelled out the “special” rules of engagement. Marine com-
manders at the time were telling their soldiers to “shoot everything that
moves and everything that doesn't move”; to fire “two bullets in every
body”; in case of seeing any military-aged men in the streets of Fallujah,
to “drop 'em”; and to spray every home with machine-gun and tank fire

before entering them.

The rules of engagement in Iraq were codified in a 182-page field
manual distributed to each and every soldier and issued in October 2004
by the Pentagon. This counter-insurgency manual stressed five rules;
“protect the population; establish local political institutions; reinforce
local governments; eliminate insurgent capabilities; and exploit infor-

mation from local sources.”

Now back to reality. Fallujah's population was not protected: it was
bombed out of the city and turned into a mass of thousands of refugees.
Political institutions were already in place: the Fallujah Shura was run-
ning the city. No local government can possibly run a pile of rubble to be
recovered by seething citizens, not to mention be “reinforced.” “Insur-
gent capabilities” were not eliminated; the resistance dispersed around
the 22 other cities out of control by the US occupation, and spread up

north all the way to Mosul; and the Americans remained without intelli-
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gence “from local sources” because they antagonized every possible heart

and mind.

Meanwhile, in the US, most of the population was already immune to
war porn. When the Abu Ghraib scandal broke out in the spring of 2004,
I was driving through Texas, exploring Bushland. Virtually everybody I
spoke to either attributed the humiliation of Iraqi prisoners to “a few bad
apples,” or defended it on patriotic grounds (“we must teach a lesson to

“terrorists”).

I love a man in uniform

In thesis, there is an approved mechanism in the 21st century to de-
fend civilians from war porn. It's the R2P—"responsibility to protect”
doctrine. This was an idea floated already in 2001—a few weeks after the
war on terror was unleashed, in fact—by the Canadian government and a
few foundations. The idea was that the concert of nations had a “moral
duty” to deploy a humanitarian intervention in cases such as Halabja, not
to mention the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia in the mid-1970s or the geno-

cide in Rwanda in the mid-1990s.

In 2004, a panel at the UN codified the idea—crucially with the Secu-
rity Council being able to authorize a “military intervention” only “as a
last resort.” Then, in 2005, the UN General Assembly endorsed a resolu-
tion supporting R2P, and in 2006 the UN Security Council passed resolu-
tion 1674 about “the protection of civilians in armed conflict”; they
should be protected against “genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and

. . . »
crimes against humanity.

Now fast forward to the end of 2008, early 2009, when Israel—using
American fighter jets to raise hell—unleashed a large-scale attack on the

civilian population of the Gaza strip.
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Look at the official US reaction; “Israel has obviously decided to pro-
tect herself and her people,” said then-president Bush. The US Congress
voted by a staggering 390-to-5 to recognize “Israel's right to defend itself
against attacks from Gaza.” The incoming Barack Obama administration
was thunderously silent. Only future Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
said, “We support Israel's right to self-defense.”

At least 1,300 civilians—including scores of women and children—
were killed by state terror in Gaza. Nobody invoked R2P. Nobody point-
ed to Israel's graphic failure in its “responsibility to protect” Palestinians.

Nobody called for a “humanitarian intervention” targeting Israel.

The mere notion that a superpower—and other lesser powers—make
their foreign policy decisions based on humanitarian grounds, such as
protecting people under siege, is an absolute joke. So already at the time
we learned how R2P was to be instrumentalized. It did not apply to the
US in Iraq or Afghanistan. It did not apply to Israel in Palestine. It would
eventually apply only to frame “rogue” rulers that are not “our bas-
tards”—as in Muammar Gaddafi in Libya in 2011. “Humanitarian” inter-

vention, yes; but only to get rid of “the bad guys.”

And the beauty of R2P was that it could be turned upside down any-
time. Bush pleaded for the “liberation” of suffering Afghans—and espe-
cially burga-clad Afghan women—from the “evil” Taliban, in fact

configuring Afghanistan as a humanitarian intervention.

And when the bogus links between al-Qaeda and the non-existent
WMDs were debunked, Washington began to justify the invasion, occu-
pation and destruction of Iraq via... R2P; “responsibility to protect” Iraqis

from Saddam, and then to protect Iraqis from themselves.
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The killer awoke before dawn

The most recent installment in serial episodes of war porn is the Kan-
dahar massacre, when, according to the official Pentagon version (or
cover up) an American army sergeant, a sniper and Iraqi war veteran—a
highly trained assassin—shot 17 Afghan civilians, including nine women
and four children, in two villages two miles apart, and burned some of

their bodies.

Like with Abu Ghraib, there was the usual torrent of denials from the
Pentagon—as in “this is not us” or “we don't do things these way”; not to
mention a tsunami of stories in US corporate media humanizing the he-
ro-turned-mass killer, as in “he’s such a good guy, a family man.” In con-
trast, not a single word about The Other—the Afghan victims. They are

faceless; and nobody knows their names.

A—serious—Afghan enquiry established that some 20 soldiers may
have been part of the massacre—as in My Lai in Vietnam; and that in-
cluded the rape of two of the women. It does make sense. War porn is a
lethal, group subculture—complete with targeted assassinations, revenge
killings, desecration of bodies, harvesting of trophies (severed fingers or
ears), burning of Korans and pissing on dead bodies. It's essentially a col-

lective sport.

US “kill teams” have deliberately executed random, innocent Afghan
civilians, mostly teenagers, for sport, planted weapons on their bodies,
and then posed with their corpses as trophies. Not by accident they had

been operating out of a base in the same area of the Kandahar massacre.

And we should not forget former top US commander in Afghanistan,
General Stanley McChrystal, who in April 10, 2010, admitted, bluntly,
“We've shot an amazing number of people” who were not a threat to the

US or Western civilization.
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The Pentagon spins and sells in Afghanistan what it sold in Iraq (and
even way back in Vietnam for that matter); the idea that this is a “popula-
tion-centric counter-insurgency”—or COIN, to “win hearts and minds,”

and part of a great nation-building project.

This is a monumental lie. The Obama surge in Afghanistan—based
on COIN—was a total failure. What replaced it was hardcore, covert,
dark war, led by “kill teams” of Special Forces. That implies an inflation
of air strikes and night raids. No to mention drone strikes, both in Af-
ghanistan and in Pakistan's tribal areas, whose favorite targets seem to be

Pashtun wedding parties.

Incidentally, the CIA claims that since May 2010, ultra-smart drones
have killed more than 600 “carefully selected” human targets—and, mi-

raculously, not a single civilian.

Expect to see this war porn extravaganza celebrated in an orgy of up-
coming, joint Pentagon-Hollywood blockbusters. In real life, this is spun
by people such as John Nagl, who was on General David Petraeus' staff in
Iraq and now runs the pro-Pentagon think-tank Center for New Ameri-

can Security.

The new stellar macho, macho men may be the commandos under
the Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC). But this a Pentagon pro-
duction, which has created, according to Nagl, an “industrial strength

counter-terrorism killing machine.”

Reality, though, is much more prosaic. COIN techniques, applied by
McChrystal, relied on only three components; 24-hour surveillance by
drones; monitoring of mobile phones; and pinpointing the physical loca-

tion of the phones from their signals.

This implies that anyone in an area under a drone watch using a cell

phone was branded as a “terrorist,” or at least “terrorist sympathizer.”
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And then the focus of the night raids in Afghanistan shifted from “high-
value targets”—high-level and mid-level al-Qaeda and Taliban—to any-

one who was branded as helping the Taliban.

In May 2009, before McChrystal arrived, US Special Forces were car-
rying 20 raids a month. By November, they were 90 a month. By the
spring of 2010, they were 250 a month. When McChrystal was fired—
because of a story in Rolling Stone (he was competing with Lady Gaga for
the cover; Lady Gaga won)—and Obama replaced him with Petraeus in
the summer of 2010, there were 600 a month. By April 2011, they were

more than 1,000 a month.

So this is how it works. Don't even think of using a cell phone in Kan-
dahar and other Afghan provinces. Otherwise, the “eyes in the sky” are
going to get you. At the very least you will be sent to jail, along with thou-
sands of other civilians branded as “terrorist sympathizers”; and intelli-
gence analysts will use your data to compile their “kill/capture list” and

catch even more civilians in their net.

As for the civilian “collateral damage” of the night raids, they were al-
ways presented by the Pentagon as “terrorists.” Example; in a raid in
Gardez on February 12, 2010, two men were killed; a local government
prosecutor and an Afghan intelligence official, as well as three women
(two of them pregnant). The killers told NATO command in Kabul that
the two men were “terrorists” and the women had been found tied up
and gagged. Then the actual target of the raid turned himself in for ques-

tioning a few days later, and was released without any charges.

That's just the beginning. Targeted assassination—as practiced in Af-

ghanistan—will be the Pentagon's tactic of choice in all future US wars.
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Pass the condom, darling

Libya was a major war porn atrocity exhibition—complete with a nif-
ty Roman touch of the defeated “barbarian” chief sodomized in the

streets and then executed, straight on YouTube.

This, by the way, is exactly what Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, in
a lightning visit to Tripoli, had announced less than 48 hours before the
fact. Gaddafi should be “captured or killed.” When she watched it in the
screen of her BlackBerry she could only react with the semantic earth-

quake “Wow!”

From the minute a UN resolution imposed a no-fly zone over Libya
under the cover of R2P, it became a green card to regime change. Plan A
was always to capture and kill Gaddafi—as in an Afghan-style targeted
assassination. That was the Obama administration official policy. There

was no plan B.

Obama said the death of Gaddafi meant, “the strength of American
leadership across the world.” That was as “We got him” (echoes of Sad-

dam captured by the Bush administration) as one could possibly expect.

With an extra bonus. Even though Washington paid no less than 80%
of the operating costs of those dimwits at NATO (roughly $2 billion), it
was still pocket money. Anyway, it was still awkward to say, “We did it,”
because the White House always said this was not a war; it was a “kinetic”

something. And they were not in charge.

Only the hopelessly naive may have swallowed the propaganda of
NATO's “humanitarian” 40,000-plus bombing which devastated Libya's
infrastructure back to the Stone Age as a Shock and Awe in slow motion.

This never had anything to do with R2P.
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This was R2P as safe sex—and the “international community” was the
condom. The “international community,” as everyone knows, is com-
posed of Washington, a few washed-up NATO members, and the demo-
cratic Persian Gulf powerhouses of Qatar and the United Arab Emirates
(UAE), plus the House of Saud in the shade. The EU, which up to extra
time was caressing the helm of Gaddafi's gowns, took no time to fall over

themselves in editorials about the 42-year reign of a “buffoon.”

As for the concept of international law, it was left lying in a drain as
filthy as the one Gaddafi was holed up in. Saddam at least got a fake trial
in a kangaroo court before meeting the executioner (he ended up on
YouTube as well). Osama bin Laden was simply snuffed out, assassina-
tion-style, after a territorial invasion of Pakistan (no YouTube—so many
don't believe it). Gaddafi went one up, snuffed out with a mix of air war

and assassination. They are The Three Graceful Scalps of War Porn.

Sweet emotion

Syria is yet another declination of war porn narrative. If you can't R2P
it, fake it.

And to think that all this was codified such a long time ago. Already
in 1997, the US Army War College Quarterly was defining what they
called “the future of warfare.” They framed it as “the conflict between

information masters and information victims.”

They were sure “we are already masters of information warfare... Hol-
lywood is 'preparing the battlefield'... Information destroys traditional
jobs and traditional cultures; it seduces, betrays, yet remains invulnerable
... Our sophistication in handling it will enable us to outlast and outper-
form all hierarchical cultures... Societies that fear or otherwise cannot
manage the flow of information simply will not be competitive. They

might master the technological wherewithal to watch the videos, but we
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will be writing the scripts, producing them, and collecting the royalties.

Our creativity is devastating.”

Post-everything information warfare has nothing to do with geopoli-
tics. Just like the proverbial Hollywood product, it is to be “spawned” out
of raw emotions; “hatred, jealousy, and greed—emotions, rather than

strategy.”

In Syria this is exactly how Western corporate media has scripted the
whole movie; the War College “information warfare” tactics in practice.
The Syrian government never had much of a chance against those “writ-

ing the scripts, producing them, and collecting the royalties.”

For example, the armed opposition, the so-called Free Syrian Army (a
nasty cocktail of defectors, opportunists, jihadis and foreign mercenaries)
brought Western journalists to Homs and then insisted to extract them,
in extremely dangerous condition, and with people being killed, via Leb-
anon, rather than through the Red Crescent. They were nothing else than
writing the script for a foreign-imposed “humanitarian corridor” to be
opened to Homs. This was pure theater—or war porn packaged as a Hol-

lywood drama.

The problem is Western public opinion is now hostage to this brand
of information warfare. Forget about even the possibility of peaceful ne-
gotiations among adult parties. What's left is a binary good guys versus
bad guys plot, where the Big Bad Guy must be destroyed at all costs (and

on top of it his wife is a snob bitch who loves shopping!)

Only the terminally naive may believe that jihadis—including Libya's
NATO rebels—financed by the Gulf Counter-revolution Club, also know
as Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) are a bunch of democratic reform-
ists burning with good intentions. Even Human Rights Watch was finally

forced to acknowledge that these armed “activists” were responsible for
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“kidnapping, detention, and torture,” after receiving reports of “execu-
tions by armed opposition groups of security force members and civil-

. »
1ans.

What this (soft and hard) war porn narrative veils, in the end, is the
real Syrian tragedy; the impossibility for the much-lauded “Syrian peo-
ple” to get rid of all these crooks—the Assad system, the Muslim Broth-
erhood-controlled Syrian National Council, and the mercenary-infested

Free Syrian Army.

Listen to the sound of chaos

This—very partial—catalogue of sorrows inevitably brings us to the

current supreme war porn blockbuster—the Iran psychodrama.

2012 is the new 2002; Iran is the new Iraq; and whatever the highway,
to evoke the neocon motto, real men go to Tehran via Damascus, or real

men go to Tehran non-stop.

Perhaps only underwater in the Arctic we would be able to escape the
cacophonous cortege of American right-wingers—and their respective
European poodles—salivating for blood and deploying the usual festival

» «

of fallacies like “Iran wants to wipe Israel off the map,” “diplomacy has
run its course,” “the sanctions are too late,” or “Iran is within a year, six
months, a week, a day, or a minute of assembling a bomb.” Of course
these dogs of war would never bother to follow what the International
Atomic Energy Agency is actually doing, not to mention the National

Intelligence Estimates released by the 17 US intelligence agencies.

Because they, to a great extent, are “writing the scripts, producing
them, and collecting the royalties” in terms of corporate media, they can
get away with an astonishingly toxic fusion of arrogance and ignorance—

about the Middle East, about Persian culture, about Asian integration,
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about the nuclear issue, about the oil industry, about the global economy,

about “the Rest” as compared to “the West.”

Just like with Iraq in 2002, Iran is always dehumanized. The relentless,
totally hysterical, fear-inducing “narrative” of “should we bomb now or
should we bomb later” is always about oh so very smart bunker-buster
bombs and precision missiles that will accomplish an ultra clean large-
scale devastation job without producing a single “collateral damage.” Just

like safe sex.

And even when the voice of the establishment itself—the New York
Times—admits that neither US nor Israeli intelligence believe Iran has
decided to build a bomb (a 5-year-old could reach the same conclusion),

the hysteria remains inter-galactic.

Meanwhile, while it gets ready—"all options are on the table,” Obama
himself keeps repeating—for yet another war in what it used to call “arc
of instability,” the Pentagon also found time to repackage war porn. It
took only a 60-second video now on YouTube, titled Toward the Sound
of Chaos, released only a few days after the Kandahar massacre. Just look
at its key target audience: the very large market of poor, unemployed and

politically very naive young Americans.

Let's listen to the mini-movie voice over: “Where chaos looms, the
Few emerge. Marines move toward the sounds of tyranny, injustice and
despair—with the courage and resolve to silence them. By ending con-
flict, instilling order and helping those who can't help themselves, Ma-

rines face down the threats of our time.”

Maybe, in this Orwellian universe, we should ask the dead Afghans
urinated upon by US Marines, or the thousands of dead in Fallujah, to
write a movie review. Well, dead men don't write. Maybe we could think

about the day NATO enforces a no-fly one over Saudi Arabia to protect
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the Shi'ites in the eastern province, while Pentagon drones launch a car-
pet of Hellfire missiles over those thousands of arrogant, medieval, cor-

rupt House of Saud princes. No, it's not going to happen.

Over a decade after the beginning of the war on terror, this is what the
world is coming to; a lazy, virtually worldwide audience, jaded, dazed
and distracted from distraction by distraction, helplessly hooked on the

shabby atrocity exhibition of war porn.

March 2012

301



NIMBLE BOOKS LLC

302

A HISTORY OF THE WORLD, BRIC BY BRIC

Goldman Sachs—via economist Jim O’Neill—invented the concept of
a rising new bloc on the planet: BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China,
South Africa). Some cynics couldn’t help calling it the “Bloody Ridicu-

lous Investment Concept.”

Not really. Goldman now expects the BRICS countries to account for
almost 40% of global GDP by 2050, and to include four of the world’s top

five economies.

Soon, in fact, that acronym may have to expand to include Turkey,
Indonesia, South Korea and, yes, nuclear Iran: BRIIICTSS? Despite its
well-known problems as a nation under economic siege, Iran is also mo-
toring along as part of the N-11, yet another distilled concept. (It stands

for the next 11 emerging economies.)

The multitrillion-dollar global question remains: Is the emergence of

BRICS a signal that we have truly entered a new multipolar world?

Yale’s canny historian Paul Kennedy (of “imperial overstretch” fame)
is convinced that we either are about to cross or have already crossed a
“historical watershed” taking us far beyond the post-Cold War unipolar
world of “the sole superpower.” There are, argues Kennedy, four main
reasons for that: the slow erosion of the US dollar (formerly 85% of glob-
al reserves, now less than 60%), the “paralysis of the European project,”
Asia rising (the end of 500 years of Western hegemony), and the decrepi-
tude of the United Nations.
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The Group of Eight (G-8) is already increasingly irrelevant. The G-20,
which includes the BRICS, might, however, prove to be the real thing.
But there’s much to be done to cross that watershed rather than simply
be swept over it willy-nilly: the reform of the UN Security Council, and
above all, the reform of the Bretton Woods system, especially those two
crucial institutions, the IMF and the World Bank.

On the other hand, willy-nilly may prove the way of the world. After
all, as emerging superstars, the BRICS have a ton of problems. True, in
only the last seven years Brazil has added 40 million people as middle-
class consumers; by 2016, it will have invested another $900 billion—
more than a third of its GDP—in energy and infrastructure; and it’s not
as exposed as some BRICS members to the imponderables of world trade,

since its exports are only 11% of GDP, even less than the U.S.

Still, the key problem remains the s