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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            ‘How come when someone loses power, that person also loses the meaning of life? How come power has such charisma for some people that its loss means the collapse of that person’s world?’

            Playwright and former Czech President Václav Havel speaking at the opening of his play Leaving in Prague, 21 May 20081

         

         One afternoon in April 2020, as British Prime Minister Boris Johnson returned to work after a spell in hospital with Covid-19, my wife turned to me and asked, ‘Do you think Theresa May, or Tony Blair, or Gordon Brown, would want to be Prime Minister now?’ It’s an excellent question. The scale of the challenge presented to a national leader by the coronavirus pandemic is dazzling: uncertain, fantastically complicated, and with tremendous risk to livelihoods and even the lives of your citizens. And the outcomes depend, far more than normal government decisions, on the Prime Minister taking the right decisions. It’s enough to put most people off – but of course we’re not talking about most people. We’re talking about the men and women whose combination of skills, expertise, dynamism, charisma, good health, good luck and self-belief got them to the very top of politics. And those qualities don’t desert 2them once they leave office. And so at this most challenging moment here’s former Prime Minister Gordon Brown, coordinating open letters from a veritable who’s who of the political and economic great and good, from dozens of different countries, calling for more effective global responses. There’s former Prime Minister Theresa May, urging governments worldwide to stop seeing purely national solutions to the pandemic.2 And everywhere there’s former Prime Minister Tony Blair: popping up to argue for a reorganisation of the British government to cope with the pandemic, announcing that his own organisation will refocus completely on the coronavirus and its consequences, and urging a stronger World Health Organization (WHO). ‘Tony Blair is having a Covid moment,’ noted The Economist, drily.3 On the other side of the Atlantic, America’s former leaders are partying like it’s 1999, too. Former US President Bill Clinton is refocusing his work on the response to Covid-19, using his annual summit to press governors of major US states to establish an effective tracing programme once the peak has passed. His successor, George W. Bush, releases a video calling for Americans to come together and set partisan differences aside.

         And as I survey all this, I ponder that question: would these men and women who have been at the very top of government, including during times of grave national emergencies, secretly rather like to be running the show again? Are they looking at the current leaders – Boris Johnson and Donald Trump – and thinking, ‘I can do better than that’ or ‘Go on, let me have a go’? Or are they happy – and how you see this will very much depend on your perspective – to offer their nations the benefit of their wisdom and experience, or to carp from the side-lines? This book doesn’t offer an answer to the first question, but it does try to answer the second – what they are and aren’t happy to do. A couple of weeks before that question from my 3wife, as the pandemic was just beginning to hit Europe, I spoke to Mary Robinson, the then 75-year-old former Irish President, who, since leaving office, has never been less than fantastically busy. It’s an example she imbibed from her father: in her memoirs she quotes him saying that it was ‘better to wear out than rust out’.4 And when I asked her how she copes, and why at her age she carries on at such a pace, she told me she’s actually feeling driven to do more, not less.

         
            I think it’s because I have an increasing sense of urgency, basically … We are not on course for a safe world for our children and grandchildren. Nick [her husband] and myself, we happen to have six lovely grandchildren, from sixteen to two. They’ll share a world in 2050 with far more people, it’s estimated maybe 9.5 billion. How will that world feed itself? How will there be any kind of social order in that world unless we take steps now, which we’re not taking?

         

         Since her time as President of Ireland, Robinson has been the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, she’s run two of her own non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and advised numerous others and she chairs a team of former Presidents called The Elders. And of course she’s not the only one. Gordon Brown has taken on a significant UN role; Bill Clinton runs his own highly successful foundation; George W. Bush works with the military veterans whose lives are so intertwined with the decisions he took while President. And Tony Blair? Well…

         
            • • •

         

         Blair actually has answered the first question – about whether he’d like to be Prime Minister again. In 2012, five years after he left 4Downing Street, Sarah Sands of the Evening Standard asked him straight. ‘Yes, sure, but it’s not likely to happen is it?’ he replied.5 To anyone watching Tony Blair, that can hardly have come as a surprise, because after he stood down as Prime Minister he appears to have modelled his new life on his old one, just without the inconvenient faff of accountability and press scrutiny. He set up a myriad of companies and foundations: the Tony Blair Sports Foundation, the Tony Blair Faith Foundation, the Africa Governance Initiative, Tony Blair Associates. He took on a major international role – as Envoy for the so-called Quartet in the Middle East peace process, a job he handled, according to his biographer John Rentoul, like he thought he was working for peace in Northern Ireland again.* Even his office on the corner of London’s Grosvenor Square had echoes of 10 Downing Street: walking in, it was hard not to be struck by the similarity in the set-up. Between them, this web of organisations allowed Blair to continue working on any policy issue which interested him, speak out on questions of faith and continue hobnobbing with serving heads of state and government. It helped Blair that his successor, Gordon Brown, had an uneven start to his premiership. Ten months in, Labour peer Lord Desai spoke for many when he quipped that ‘Gordon Brown was put on earth to remind people how good Tony Blair was’.6 A few weeks after that and Blair was gracing Time magazine’s list of the world’s 100 most influential people, an honour never accorded him while serving as Prime Minister.7 He put himself in the running to be the first President of the European Council of the European Union, was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by George W. Bush (America’s highest civilian honour) and, as he travelled around the world, particularly the Middle East in his 5capacity as Quartet Envoy, scooped up a series of other awards and degrees – and paid consulting gigs. 

         And here’s where Blair the former Prime Minister, a man who first entered No. 10 on a wave of commitment to open government, with promises to end the culture of ‘sleaze’ and a borderline obsession with image, has stumbled. There are two broad interpretations of Blair’s money-making, which until 2016 ran to millions of pounds every year, from the usual speechifying and advisory work for corporate giants like JP Morgan and Zurich Financial Services to advising authoritarian rulers like then President of Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbayev. The first interpretation is that there’s nothing wrong with Blair using his ‘prestige and personal contacts’ to make money, some of which is then funnelled into his philanthropic foundations.8 The second is that this is unseemly for a former Prime Minister; that Blair has consistently muddied the waters between his philanthropic, business and diplomatic interests, deliberately setting up a fabulously complex web of companies to hide the amount and sources of his earnings, and leaving even neutral observers asking, ‘Why do that if you have nothing to hide?’ The second interpretation has dominated, with the relatively small band of Tony Blair watchers dominated by those scrutinising his business interests.9 In fact, so dominant has this narrative become for Blair that in 2016, when WikiLeaks published hacked emails relating to the Clinton Foundation, they revealed Bill Clinton’s daughter Chelsea expressing considerable concern that the behaviour of some Clinton Foundation staff led to people in London ‘making comparisons between my father and Tony Blair’s profit motivations. Which would horrify my father.’10 It’s not the first time I’ve seen unfavourable comparisons between the Clinton and Blair fundraising machines, and, whatever the truth, the perception that Blair is 6motivated by money, and that he’s raised it in disreputable ways, has been deeply harmful for his reputation. For those who admire Blair, including his largely sympathetic biographer John Rentoul, this is enormously frustrating. ‘The fundamental problem is he’s a very proud man,’ Rentoul told me. ‘When he stepped down, he thought, “I’ve had enough of this shit” and stopped caring about the very basics of public relations for his image, and it was very damaging for him.’ What’s more, this wave of negative coverage has largely obscured what Blair has done with the money. Over the years this has included a vast array of projects in Africa – particularly focused on governance – which speedily transferred into countering the 2014–16 Ebola epidemic. Assessments of the substance of his work as Quartet Envoy vary: he was criticised in many quarters for not achieving Middle East peace, for spending too much time with trifling details, but his remit was to promote Palestinian economic activity, and he had some success in assisting the Palestinian government and people to kickstart their economy, until the peace process broke down.

         At the end of 2016, almost ten years after he left office and in the wake of the Brexit referendum and the election of Donald Trump in the United States, Blair took stock of his sprawling network. He’d already left his role as Quartet Envoy, and decided it was time to close his businesses and foundations, consolidating all his work under one roof, in the not-for-profit Tony Blair Institute for Global Change. It appeared to be an admission, in part, that some of his judgements had been faulty: in announcing the changes, he noted that his business work had been ‘open to misrepresentation and to criticism either that we were conflating private and public roles or that we were working in countries which aroused controversy’. ‘I have learnt a huge amount about the world and frankly what I 7can do and can’t do to affect it positively,’ he continued, perhaps an acknowledgement that it was time to jettison that sense of ‘I’ve had enough of this shit’, as John Rentoul put it. The taking stock included a new and narrower focus – on governance, extremism, Israeli–Palestinian peace, and countering populism – and it would be much more open about its priorities, people and finances.

         It remains to be seen whether this transformation will improve his image enough to persuade people to listen again to what he has to say. For many people, the combination of his dash for cash and his record in government, and in particular his decision to take Britain into war in Iraq, can never be forgiven. As journalist Alex Perry wrote in 2015, having travelled with Blair, including to those Ebola hotspots in the midst of the epidemic,

         
            Blair’s name is a headline swearword and a Pavlovian trigger for many normally level-headed Brits to froth at the mouth … Blair is the focus for a kind of righteous hate speech. Many Britons consider him to be a Machiavel with a Messiah complex, a war criminal who claims – the deviousness of the man! – to be saving the world.11

         

         But perhaps the Covid-19 crisis is an opportunity for those still open-minded about Tony Blair to reconsider his post-premiership. At the start of 2020, his institute was working with the governments of fourteen sub-Saharan African countries, with a third of his staff spread across the continent, from Kenya in the east to Senegal in the west, Ethiopia in the north to Mozambique in the south. Working directly with Presidents and Prime Ministers, as well as other parts of the public sector, they were advising on a variety of projects, but a glance at the 2018 report suggests a couple of common themes. 8First, supporting heads of government to drive through the kinds of changes they want to see. Blair’s memoirs are full of stories of his own frustration at his inability to get the kind of change he wanted in Britain, and he’s clearly exporting those lessons (basically: set up a delivery unit) to Africa.12 Second, helping with private sector development, whether that’s negotiating better deals or connecting with potential investors. Blair himself maintains relationships with the heads of government, and his teams were already embedded, relationships of trust already developed, when the Covid-19 pandemic hit. That is a phenomenal platform from which to pivot to supporting some of the world’s poorest nations to deal with an unprecedented set of challenges.

         So why the change from the previous arcane set of organisations? Well, although he has been careful to make clear that this is not a platform for some kind of attempted return to the political stage, Blair has hinted at one driver. ‘I care about my country and the world my children and grandchildren will grow up in,’ he wrote in that statement, ‘and want to play at least a small part in contributing to the debate about the future of both.’ It has strong echoes of Mary Robinson, doesn’t it? Perhaps it’s partly that he’s made enough money to, in his words, ‘help with the funding to grow the organisations’, and they’re now sustainable. Perhaps he’s made enough money himself and doesn’t need any more – a potential rebuttal to that line from Chelsea Clinton about ‘Tony Blair’s profit motivations’. And perhaps it’s something simpler: that since he retired as Prime Minister Tony Blair has wanted to use his contacts and experience, earned so painfully, to do good in the world. Most likely, of course, it’s a bit of all of the above – although how you assess the exact balance will depend on how triggered you are by the thought that Blair could be trying to do the right thing. So Tony 9Blair’s ‘Covid moment’, to use The Economist’s words, might just be his coming-out (again) party.

         Because Blair is such a fascinating figure, there has been a tendency in recent years to look at his post-premiership and think of him as a singular figure – that this portfolio career he has carved out for himself is unique. On this reading, it should come as no surprise that Blair’s extraordinary energy and ability have been combined to such effect after office. But to think that way is to get Tony Blair, and what he represents, all wrong. For Blair’s story is singular only in its scale; in every other respect it is part of a major and seriously under-reported development in recent history.

         
            • • •

         

         For many years, the idea of an unseen force – working alongside and between government, corporations and NGOs, wielding power in our world, for good or for evil – has captivated the public imagination. For the most part, this idealised third force has bounced between Peter Parker’s Spider-Man and Diana Prince’s Wonder Woman, and back again via the X-Men’s Charles Xavier. But in the real world, the debate about who wields power has always remained disappointingly focused on governments and corporations (with the conspiracy theorist’s gaze occasionally alighting on supra-national government, NGOs or the media). The truth, though, is that an extra, unseen group of people does exist – of a kind. They aren’t quite in the same league as Wonder Woman, Spider-Man or the X-Men, but they do share some qualities with any good Marvel superhero. Like Diana Prince, they are hidden in plain sight. Like Peter Parker, they do have sometimes superhuman powers (although in a nod towards the humdrum these tend towards outsize personal qualities rather than extraordinary physical 10characteristics). And like Charles Xavier’s X-Men they often work together in teams with complementary powers. Everyone knows they exist, but what few have known – until now – is how powerful they have become and how much they still affect the rest of us.

         These are the men and women who, like Tony Blair, Bill Clinton, Gordon Brown and Mary Robinson, used to run a country – our former Presidents and Prime Ministers. And, like them, after leaving office they continue to roam the globe, consulting, lobbying, pressing, cajoling, speaking – still engaged, still active and still powerful. What makes them so intriguing is that while we all know their names and still receive occasional glimpses of what they do, in truth we know almost nothing about how they spend most of their time, and how much they still affect how we spend ours. With the exceptions of Blair, Brown and Clinton, they rarely grace our front pages these days, but that doesn’t mean that these former leaders disappear off into obscurity. Most got to the top of their countries’ greasy political poles the hard way, fought hard to stay there and don’t much relish sliding back to the bottom again. What’s more, they find that the personality traits that got them there and the expertise and contacts they acquired in the job – they remain gregarious, outgoing, knowledgeable deal-makers – remain much in demand. So instead of returning to normality, they instead stick at the top and begin their new lives, or what Fernando Henrique Cardoso, the former Brazilian President, calls their third career. Welcome to the world of the Ex Men.

         
            • • •

         

         To the untrained eye, those new lives, these third careers, can look an awful lot like the ones they’ve just left behind: the same private 11jets, the same round-the-clock security, the same warm welcome from their friends in high places, and the same summits and global meetings they used to attend (while a select few, like Bill Clinton, even manage to create their own global summits). So these Ex Men are not former leaders in any meaningful sense, merely former heads of state or government. But the difference from their former lives, what really makes them an outside, hidden force, is crucial. This new world involves no awkward accountability to voters or tiresome need to answer to the media. Instead, it offers the welcome opportunity to get things done, earn some money (sometimes a lot of money) or rehabilitate an image. But what are they getting done? What are they sacrificing along the way? Whose money are they taking and what are they offering in return? These are crucial questions, with few answers. And because of three developments that have swept the globe over the past fifty years, making this a unique moment in history for the number, variety and influence of the Ex Men, we need answers to these questions more urgently than ever before.

         The first of these developments is the spread of democracy. You don’t need to buy Francis Fukuyama’s theory about the triumph of liberal democracy to agree that the history of the past fifty years has often been about its spread around the world. More democracies means two things. One: quite a lot of old dictators have been shunted out of presidential palaces. Two: more elections mean more democratic leaders turned out of office, which means more Ex Men. The second global development has been the burgeoning cult of youth, which over the past fifty years has affected politics in almost every country. Combined with the democratic revolution, this has changed the demographic profile of the Ex Men: generally, they are leaving office younger than their predecessors. Mary 12Robinson left office at fifty-three, Bill Clinton and Tony Blair aged fifty-four, and Barack Obama at fifty-five. No wonder Fernando Henrique Cardoso, an active and influential Ex Man despite leaving office in Brazil aged seventy-one, sees full and fulfilling third careers beckoning for his younger colleagues. If the first development is about supply and the second about the type of supply, the third – globalisation – is about demand. The past half-century has seen a surge in the number of international organisations, multinational corporations, international charities and NGOs, not to mention dramatically simpler international travel and communication. The result is that everyone from the UN to the African Union, from CARE International to The Elders, and from Rosneft to Goldman Sachs are desperate for just the type of connections, expertise and drive the Ex Men have spent half a lifetime developing.

         Getting into bed with existing power structures and big organisations like these is the most important way in which these olds hands get to stay in the game. It’s often first on the to-do list for a newly minted Ex Man. But it’s far from the only way, and there are so many opportunities available that this third career now almost has its own career structure. Next on the list is usually setting up your own foundation, which provides office space, a fundraising base and a purpose (the last can often be the most important when you’ve lost office – Jack McConnell, former First Minister of Scotland, told me that as a way of counteracting his disappointment and loss of purpose after leaving office, he changed the start-up screen on his mobile phone so it would tell him he was ‘lucky, not unlucky’ every time he switched it on). Depending on their international stature and the vigour of their country’s publishing industry, around this time an Ex Man may also be deciding between several offers to write their memoirs, a valuable chance to earn some money, reset their 13image in the public mind, and think through their time in office. With the memoirs out of the way, the next task on an Ex Man’s to-do list is to join some clubs: they now have several to choose from. But for all these ways to stay in the game, for many leaders the easiest way to retain influence is to maintain a position of political leadership in their own countries. This book isn’t concerned with those Ex Men who remain involved in party politics, but beyond that they can usually expect access to the media, to politicians of their own party and, depending on the political circumstances, a hearing from the current political leaders, even if they are of another party. Business and non-governmental leaders are often happy to be called in to brief or for consultation, too – what former Canadian Prime Minister Kim Campbell calls her ‘convening power’.

         Perhaps you’re wondering whether this is real power? Well, it’s access, and the potential to influence, to persuade. I’ve always thought that the late Harvard academic Richard Neustadt’s brilliant analysis of American presidential power – that ‘the power of a President is the power to persuade’ – is amongst the most insightful analyses of all power in politics. In fact, some leaders who have no large-p power at all, like Michael, the former King of Romania, whom I met in his home in the hills above Lake Geneva and about whom you’ll hear more in Chapter 7, accumulated a lot of what another great Harvard mind, Joseph Nye, calls ‘soft power’. Whether they are able to wield it effectively is another matter, and so over the past twelve years I’ve spent time with dozens of Ex Men and the people who work with – and sometimes against – them, to find out how they do it and what effect it has on our lives.

         And since none of the things they get up to, and none of the organisations involved – from the organs of international government like the United Nations, the European Union, the North Atlantic 14Treaty Organization (NATO) and the World Trade Organization to international NGOs, private foundations and multinational corporations – are exactly famed for their transparency and accountability, I think it’s about time some light was shone in some of these dark corners, too. So I’ve quizzed them about their dealings and their new-found freedom from scrutiny, and poked around inside their organisations. I’ve been speaking to the people who hire them, and to the administrators and money men – people like Sir Richard Branson, the brains (and the money) behind The Elders, the late former South African President Nelson Mandela’s old boys’ club. I’ve talked to people who are concerned about their wielding of power, about their influence, and I’ve put those arguments directly to the Ex Men.

         And what I’ve found is that these apparently Ex Men do still wield significant, and sometimes unexpected, influence on the world around us. Fernando Henrique Cardoso told me how he and some fellow Ex Men from Latin America set out to change the continent’s discussion about drug laws – something he freely acknowledged he could never have done in office. Former US Ambassador Charles Stith, who studies African presidential leadership, explained to me that building respect for the men who have previously held the presidency is a powerful way of embedding these institutions in newly democratic societies. And F. W. de Klerk, the Nobel Laureate and former South African President, described to me how Ex Men, used for moral support and as informal sounding boards behind the scenes, can really help democratic leaders facing horrible decisions.

         Of course, not every Ex Man has the opportunity to establish a foundation and pitch up on the speaking circuit. Some, like former Nigerian President Olusegun Obasanjo, spend time in jail on politically motivated charges. Others, like former Prime Ministers Silvio 15Berlusconi of Italy or Ehud Olmert of Israel, have faced more transparent legal processes. Others still, like former Presidents Alberto Fujimori of Peru and Charles Taylor of Liberia, have been prosecuted in domestic courts or at international tribunals for serious human rights violations. Yet even many of these characters, the put-upon and the less savoury alike, continue to play major roles in their countries’ politics – and sometimes those of the region. In Peru, Fujimori’s family drama has been entwined with his country’s modern history in the most extraordinary, and destructive, way; in Thailand, years of political turmoil have revolved around a former Prime Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra, who last held office in September 2006. Both men remain important figures in their country’s politics, while Ex Men in countries from Poland to Pakistan similarly play a major role, whether as rallying points for opposition or as representatives in the public psyche of a bygone era of certainty and relative stability.

         But something else has happened in the lives of these Ex Men since I first started working on this book. The values that underpinned the world order then – liberalism, a belief in democracy, and rules-based globalisation – have come under attack, and in a variety of ways. Whether that’s from an expansionist China little interested in liberalism or democracy, from a newly assertive Russia seemingly little interested in a rules-based global order, or from Presidents in countries as varied as Brazil, Turkey and the United States who are very much focused on putting their countries’ interests first, and less concerned about fraying notions of global solidarity or internationalism. It’s a sign of the times that when George W. Bush released his video calling on Americans to come together and put aside partisan divisions during the Covid-19 crisis – little more than bland do-goodery at any normal time – it was 16regarded by President Trump as thinly veiled criticism. ‘I appreciate the message from former President Bush, but where was he during Impeachment calling for putting partisanship aside. He was nowhere to be found in speaking up against the greatest Hoax in American history,’ he rage-tweeted, referring to the impeachment hearings.

         But the Ex Men are different. Their generation of leaders literally created the liberal, democratic and rules-based global order which is currently under attack. And as I’ve met them, and talked to them, it’s very clear that their values haven’t shifted. Instead, many of them are using third careers, in part, to fight for that world and those values.

         
            • • •

         

         In his memoirs, former Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin describes his career since leaving office as ‘post-political’, ‘post-public’ and ‘post-prime ministerial’. Of the three, only the third is really true, because like most Ex Men, while he has chosen his issues very carefully, his interventions have at times been both extremely political and highly public. This issue of what to call former Presidents and Prime Ministers is a common conundrum. Another popular name for them is ‘former leaders’: as I hope I will persuade you, that title could not be further from the truth. And so I’ve chosen to call them Ex Men. It’s not perfect, either, because of the gender connotations, and I apologise for that and hope you can see past it (anyone who has watched the movies or read the comics will know there are many female X-Men with superpowers, and thankfully in recent years their stories are being told at length on the big screen too). But it does give a shorthand, rather than requiring me to spell 17out, and you to read, ‘former Presidents and Prime Ministers’ each time; it does give a sense of these women and men as a cohort, a group, with certain common characteristics; and it does convey the sense of specialness which attaches to them. Of course, other people are special, too: some former Deputy Prime Ministers, or Foreign Ministers, share many of the same skills and characteristics. Often, they hang around in the same forums, do the same jobs. Some of them, no doubt, are even more gifted. I don’t disagree. And you’ll meet some of them as you read this book. But this isn’t a book about anyone who’s ever held high public office. It’s about the Ex Men and, like any other book about politics, it’s ultimately about power. It’s about how a particular group of people we thought had lost it haven’t. And it’s about what they choose to do with that power in their third career.18
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            CHAPTER 1

            HISTORY

         

         It’s a cold February day in London in early 2016, but inside the British Parliament the heating has been cranked right up and it’s stifling. I’m sitting on an ornate but not enormously comfortable chair in the Queen’s Robing Room, at one end of the Palace of Westminster. This means I’m surrounded by the shimmering gilts and opulent reds which are used as a not-so-subtle signifier that this is part of the House of Lords, the upper house of Parliament, and a far cry from the drab browns and greens of the House of Commons at the other end of the building. Like much else in this place, and some of the elderly politicians sitting around me, this distinction is a relic of a bygone era. But today this room is the setting for a remarkable story about how one man has attempted to make a horrible disease a relic of a bygone era. I, together with the ex-pols and some journalists hoping for a story about the upcoming presidential election, are waiting to hear from perhaps the most influential Ex Man of all: former US President Jimmy Carter. Carter is here to talk about one of his signature achievements, and as he is escorted in, he is greeted with a wave of applause and a swell of flashes from the scores of mobile phone cameras pointed in his direction. Those ex-pols may be Lords and Ladies these days, but they still recognise a real 20political superstar when they see one, even if they haven’t been following his activities since leaving the White House terribly closely.

         I, however, have been. I’ve been reading his books, keeping an eye on press cuttings and visited his presidential library in Atlanta, Georgia, but I haven’t seen him in the flesh for eighteen years. Back then, I was a graduate student in the US and he was at a local bookshop signing copies of his book The Virtues of Aging. Today, it looks as though the lessons distilled in that book have borne rich fruit. For a 91-year-old man with a hectic schedule, he is in remarkably good condition. As the applause gives way to introductory remarks from Lord Chidgey, who has invited him here to speak about one of the most overlooked, least glamorous parts of the international healthcare scene, and a personal obsession of the former President for more than thirty years, Carter sits down and his eager eyes dart around the room. They twinkle as he smiles; and the room smiles back.

         There’s good reason for that. Carter is here to talk about neglected tropical diseases, which aren’t present in wealthy countries and so drug companies have little incentive to study them or develop treatments. In other words, the diseases are neglected, explains Carter, because the people who live with them are neglected. But these people are just as intelligent and hard-working as us, he continues, and with family values which are just as good as ours. Jimmy Carter in 2016 doesn’t sound all that different from Jimmy Carter in 1976, the year he ran for, and won, the presidency. The same Georgia accent, the same colloquial style, while politically his strong Christian faith, optimism and belief in universal human rights underpin his approach now just as they did then. And they did in 1986, too, when he decided that one focus of his post-presidential years would be eradicating guinea worm disease.21

         The story of how this happened is complicated, but it involves technological innovation, political progress and hard, sustained effort, all of it driven by Carter. He assembled experts who had recently vanquished smallpox, the only infectious disease ever to be eradicated from the earth; he asked corporate America for help creating a fibre which would prevent the spread of the disease; he worked with drug companies to develop ways of reducing the agonising emergence cycle for the worm; and he persuaded political and sometimes military leaders in Africa that it was possible to rid their people of this awful scourge, and that they should trust him to do it.

         And now he’s here, and the audience loves it. Now into his tenth decade, Carter has scaled back his public appearances and so this is a rare opportunity to see him up close and personal. He tells his audience a story about meeting one young woman in a village in Ghana who appeared to be holding a baby in her right arm. When he approached her, he discovered that it was actually her grossly swollen breast, with a guinea worm emerging from the nipple. She and others brought to meet him were clearly in agony. He hardly needs to make the point that aside from the human misery this infection was causing, people suffering in this way are often unable to work, to walk, to contribute to their families. Carter continues, describing the cycle of the guinea worm disease, a parasitic infection where over the course of a year the worm grows inside the body and then gradually makes its way out through a blister in the skin. The latter process, which can take thirty days, is agonising, and while very little can be done to shorten it, plunging it in water can ease the pain temporarily. And therein lies both the problem and the solution. The problem is that this infection is water-borne, so the plunging re-infects the water, spreads the disease and perpetuates 22the cycle. However, if the cycle can be interrupted, the worm will gradually die out – completely. As Carter tells it, the question confronting him in 1986 was how to interrupt the cycle.

         For anyone who’s read what he’s written about guinea worm disease, this all sounds quite familiar. Like any good politician after months or years on the campaign trail, by now his stump speech contains the same stories, honed for maximum impact. But also like any good politician’s stump speech, that doesn’t make the details any less impressive. The goal of interrupting the cycle of the guinea worm once seemed unimaginably ambitious. In 1986, the year he decided to focus on it, there were an estimated 3.5 million infections worldwide, in at least twenty-one countries spanning Asia and Africa. The larvae were endemic in tens of thousands of villages, in some of the least hospitable and most dangerous places on earth. Yet working with health experts, pharmaceutical companies, a variety of political leaders and thousands of staff across the world, Carter has almost achieved it. By using specially developed materials to filter the larvae from drinking water, and educating millions of people about how to use them, the disease gradually receded. As it did, he and his people were able to focus ever more effort on the hold-out spots. By the end of 2019, the number of infections had fallen to just fifty-four. In the whole world. It’s a stunning achievement, and even more so when the total cost is put into the equation: just $250 million over more than thirty years.

         Of course, it’s perfectly possible that someone else, an individual, an NGO, or perhaps a government, might have done this. Except no one did. And it is hard to imagine anyone else having the connections to reach the chairman of DuPont Chemicals, who offered to see if the company’s scientists could develop a new non-rotting fibre to filter the water (they could); the President of Pakistan, General 23Zia, to familiarise him with a problem endemic in his country; and Sudanese revolutionary rebel leader John Garang, to persuade him of the need for a ceasefire to get access to remote communities in his country. And Carter didn’t stop there, tasking his centre to eliminate a series of other neglected tropical diseases which cause untold misery in some of the world’s poorest countries: river blindness, lymphatic filariasis, schistosomiasis and trachoma.

         This work would be enough for most people, but for the hyperactive, insatiable Carter, tackling tropical diseases has been just one of his post-presidential activities. And in each of them the secret ingredient, the singular strategy to Carter’s success after leaving the White House, has been the web of relationships he has built, the consistency of his advocacy at every stage of his life and career, and how they all pull together. Presidential historian Douglas Brinkley called his book about Carter’s time after office The Unfinished Presidency – with good reason. In the book, Brinkley notes Carter’s symbiotic relationship with CNN, headquartered in Georgia. Carter would take CNN with him on trips – providing an immediate, global audience for his post-presidential activities while providing CNN with great access to breaking news stories about one of the world’s most recognisable public figures.1 The relationships Carter built in Latin America, and the respectful way he treated countries in his own hemisphere while he was in the White House, gave him a moral authority when talking about them after office. His work on farming productivity gave him an entrée with many African leaders anxious to expand their domestic production. Then, while he was there, he’d often talk about democracy, perhaps getting himself invited for an election-monitoring mission.

         One of the constants is human rights. In the White House, Carter made human rights a centrepiece of his administration’s foreign policy. He talked about it frequently, signed up to international 24agreements and gave Patt Derian, a civil and human rights activist whom he appointed to a beefed-up human rights job in the State Department, wide latitude in how she pursued the agenda. When fellow heads of government met Carter, they could expect human rights to be on the agenda, according to Curt Goering, who spent more than thirty years at Amnesty International and today is the executive director of the Center for the Victims of Torture. Carter’s deep and personal commitment to human rights, says Goering, gave him a moral authority when it came to speaking about it after office. Which isn’t to say that Carter was perfect: ‘It was easier to go after countries where the risks of alienation were less, or in his calculus he could afford to do that; whereas the Middle East, for example, was probably a harder sell,’ says Goering, acknowledging the trade-offs Carter made as President. ‘But he made fewer of those and his consistency was far more than successors.’

         What I find really interesting about Carter’s human rights advocacy isn’t so much his work on policy, though, because that is a President’s job. Like any other political issue, you can advance it hard, or not so hard, or not at all. No, what made Carter different is what else he did in meetings with foreign heads of state. ‘Amnesty would submit lists of prisoners, in the Philippines or in Argentina, people who we had information that they were picked up and then disappeared,’ Goering tells me when we speak by phone. ‘And sometimes Carter himself would raise the case, and sometimes it would be others in the administration.’ Throughout his presidency, in scores of meetings with foreign heads of state, Carter would ask for the release of individual prisoners of conscience, and he carried on after leaving the White House. Before he asked a foreign leader, Carter needed to make very sure of the ground he was on. ‘I remember for example conversations with Carter about individuals 25he had questions about, and is he on solid ground asking for the unconditional release of this particular person,’ recalls Goering.

         
            Because if there’s a criminal charge – that is, a recognisable criminal charge – you don’t want to be asking one head of state to be asking another head of state for the release of someone unconditionally if there’s a question, maybe there’s legitimate reasons to be holding this person. So we were always pretty careful to distinguish – was this what we would call a prisoner of conscience, or was this a case where we needed further information before such a determination could be made?

         

         Amnesty, at the time the pre-eminent human rights organisation, became an essential partner in this effort; the fact that the organisation won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1977 can’t have done any harm either. And the relationship continued after Carter left office. Before travelling overseas, he would regularly be briefed on the people whose immediate and unconditional release he should request. In his post-presidential years, this was always done quietly, away from the cameras. And it worked. Brinkley, in his book on Carter published in 1998, reports that as many as 50,000 individuals could trace their release to Carter’s requests; in the decades since, that number has grown substantially.

         At various times since leaving office, Carter has intervened not just on behalf of human rights but on behalf of peace. Sometimes this has been with the support – tacit or public – of the sitting President; at other times, he has freelanced. In international hotspots as diverse as North Korea, Haiti, Sudan, Bosnia and the Middle East, Carter has interceded on behalf of what he sees as just and equitable solutions to intractable problems. And for all this work, Carter was rewarded 26in early October 2002 with his own Nobel Peace Prize, for what the Nobel Committee called ‘his decades of untiring effort to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts, to advance democracy and human rights, and to promote economic and social development’. The timing was far from coincidental. In the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the United States, the Bush administration was pressing for action against Iraq and in early November the United Nations Security Council passed Resolution 1441, requiring Iraq to comply with weapons inspections and to disarm. Yet when he stood before the King of Norway and the other great and good gathered in Oslo in early December, Carter wanted to talk about peace. ‘War may sometimes be a necessary evil,’ he told them. ‘But no matter how necessary, it is always an evil, never a good. We will not learn how to live together in peace by killing each other’s children.’ Appropriate enough, you might think – this ceremony was about receiving a peace prize, after all. But the convention is that former American Presidents don’t criticise their successors’ foreign policy in public, certainly not overseas, and never at times of heightened international tension. Carter, though, had never really bought into that convention, and has at times been harshly criticised for his politicking, even his meddling. In their fascinating book The Presidents Club, Nancy Gibbs and Michael Duffy give a real sense of the frustration, even fury, that every one of his successors has felt at times as Carter steadfastly refused to follow that protocol in one after another of those trouble spots on his hitlist. One of Bill Clinton’s (unnamed) Cabinet members is quoted calling Carter a ‘treasonous prick’.2 At various points, that sentiment has surely been widely shared across both sides of the political aisle. But for all that, Carter is also much admired for his work, and sometimes much admired by people who are pretty hard-nosed about how the world works.27

         
            • • •

         

         Three years after Carter spoke at the House of Lords, it’s a sticky summer’s evening and I’m sitting in a much more comfortable chair, in an office just the other side of Parliament Square. Westminster is seething with political intrigue as the latest showdown over Brexit looms. But I’m here to ask Steve Norris, a former Conservative Member of Parliament and minister who, as his Twitter biography has it, ‘used to be the next Mayor of London’, about something far removed from both. And so I switch the tape recorder on, take a sip of water and settle in as Norris tells me the story of the time he went to Panama with Jimmy Carter.

         ‘The decision to actually call the election was taken by Noriega himself, under pressure from the Americans, but nonetheless he clearly called it,’ Norris begins, explaining the complicated relationship between Panamanian strongman Manuel Noriega and the newly installed Bush administration in the United States.

         
            Everyone knew that Noriega was not a democrat. Noriega had simply taken control of the military and installed himself. But he kept onside with the Americans by effectively grassing up a few of his mates who were big in the drugs trade. And it was drugs that the US was primarily interested in stopping. They had, however, come to believe – as turned out to be the case – that Noriega was playing both sides against the middle, and he was hugely big in the narco trade himself, and he had to go.

         

         It was in this political climate that Norris, with Carter and former US President Gerald Ford, together with a host of other current and former politicians from around the world, landed in Panama 28in May 1989 to monitor the elections. As Norris tells it, he and the other pols and ex-pols (including Ford) were very much part of the supporting cast, with Carter in the starring role.

         
            A team of us gathered from the four corners of the world. We were joined for a while by Gerald Ford, so we had both a Republican and a Democrat former President, but it was pretty obvious that he was there to play a bit of golf, and he never really took much of an active part in the whole process. Carter, on the other hand, was dedicated to the job in hand.

         

         When Jimmy Carter started monitoring elections – and Panama was one of his first missions – it wasn’t the standard fare it has since become. Election monitoring was in its early days, and for many of those involved having an energetic former American President on board gave a huge boost to their credibility, not to mention access to the key players and the media. But for all that, Carter didn’t always make it simple. Sometimes, Norris tells me, ‘his absolute sincerity and clarity and Christian conviction would lead him one way; those of us with a slightly more cynical disposition might have gone the other’. One of these disagreements arose when, just days before the election, Carter agreed to meet Noriega personally. Norris remembers warning Carter not to do it, as did everyone else. The concern, presumably, was that this meeting would give Noriega credibility?

         
            Yes, totally. Those are exactly the thoughts. That’s why the CIA and the State Department and everybody else said, ‘Don’t do this, Jimmy, this is giving him an advantage which he will ruthlessly exploit.’ And he did: every single paper in Panama the next day 29had the picture on the front page. And it was all about ‘mi amigo Jimmy’, you know.

         

         When the day of the election finally came, Norris was despatched to a small village north of the canal to watch the voting taking place. As a Spanish speaker, he was able to understand better than some of his fellow observers what was going on, and after meeting the man in charge and a few voters, was content with what he found. But that contentment didn’t last.

         
            Their technique wasn’t to do anything too obvious. One of them we stumbled across by accident. When I was in the village, a lorry turned up with a lot of young soldiers in it, and soldiers had a particular voting privilege. Because they were allegedly on active service, they were able to vote wherever they happened to be on the day, so they went in and showed their pass, and then they could vote. And so they all did.

         

         Norris decided he had seen all he could see in the first village, and so set off for the second. ‘It wasn’t long before our car could see in the distance the army truck, and exactly what I think you can imagine did transpire.’ Sure enough, there were the soldiers, voting again.

         
            I didn’t want to go to a third, in case the car ‘had an accident’. But it was obvious what was happening, and by the time I got back, which was late night on polling day, the kinds of stories which were coming out from all my colleagues were more or less the same as mine. The election was not open and it was not honest.

         

         ‘What then happened’, Norris continues, ‘was the extraordinary 30story of Carter’s personal bravery when we were attempting to enter the counting centre. And this was where he saw an officer, in officer’s uniform, carrying a ballot box out of the centre.’ Standing nearby, Norris was close enough to see and hear the ensuing conversation.

         
            He stopped him and in English said, ‘Where are you going with that?’, and the man mumbled something or other, clearly not to Carter’s content. And he uttered this line which I’ve never forgotten: ‘Are you a thief or are you an honest man?’ And he looked the guy right in the eye. And the guy you could see sort of thinking, ‘Oh fuck,’ but to his credit the guy turned around, went back in, and probably said, ‘Lose this one round the back.’

         

         Norris likes to tell a tale, and he tells this one well, but he wants me to know that this was genuinely dangerous. When the election monitors packed up for the night and left the counting centre for their hotel, a mob had formed; by the time they tried to return, the situation was so combustible that Carter’s protection detail advised the rest of the observers that they could protect only him. ‘I’m not given to massive exaggeration – I mean, being in politics I must exaggerate somewhat. But you’re in a fairly tense situation. It’s not like Epping Forest elections,’ says Norris, referring to his former constituency just outside London.

         
            That was typical Carter. This was very dangerous. We knew this election had been thrown, and it was very obvious that Noriega was going to win, and we weren’t going to stop him, and we were going to write a report saying the election was thrown and he didn’t give a shit. But Carter nonetheless put himself on the line.

         

         31I think Norris is worth hearing on Carter because he’s not particularly sympathetic politically. But up close he’s seen much to admire. Which is perhaps why, the following February, he found himself back in Central America with the former US President, this time in Nicaragua. Here, the politics were more straightforward.

         
            The background to this is that the US under Reagan and later under George Bush Sr was financing the Contras, who were fighting in turn against the Sandinista regime, which was a very left-wing, allegedly popular group, led by the Ortega brothers, which in resisting the Contras had produced a very unhappy situation in an already very unhappy country.

         

         Managua, the capital city, was still suffering the effects of a massive earthquake almost twenty years earlier, leaving many buildings uninhabitable and very poor housing conditions. But not all suffering was equal. ‘Behind very neutral walls lived some very wealthy people, most of whom had put their money into Miami,’ Norris continues.

         
            This was the sort of situation you saw – wealth in the hands of the few, a government which was ostensibly a government for the people but which had become increasingly unpopular as young mothers saw their sons murdered by the Contras. And that’s exactly what the US in its wisdom wanted to deliver because they were paranoid about communism and socialism and anything that smacked of left-wingery.

         

         Inside Nicaragua, elections had been called and the Sandinistas faced a challenge from the National Opposition Union (UNO) a 32united front of opposition forces – Norris says it was clear they were funded by money from behind those anonymous adobe walls. Norris was again sent out of the capital to observe the election; only this time he didn’t find any nasty surprises. ‘The election itself took place under conditions which were remarkably honest,’ says Norris. ‘From what I could see, the voting process was perfectly relaxed, people were able to vote.’ There was one slight hiccup, though. ‘When it came to the counting, I found myself acting returning officer, because the official had clearly never supervised an election before,’ Norris remembers with a smile. ‘So, with perfect goodwill on their side, I was the one who would take out each ballot paper, show it and then allocate it to the pile, so they could see it was being done entirely honestly.’ As he did, the likely result of the election became increasingly obvious: ‘It was clear there that the UNO coalition had won.’

         But if the actual result was obvious, how the government would receive that news was not.

         
            When the news was communicated to Ortega that he’d lost, it was obvious that he and his brother and many of the people around him really were tempted at least to say, ‘You know what, this is just all that dirty money from Miami and the Americans, why don’t we just throw the whole thing?’ And this is where Carter comes into his own.

         

         Carter already knew Daniel Ortega; Ortega knew he didn’t represent the pro-Contra faction currently in the White House, and he knew and understood that when Carter tried to persuade him that conceding the election was the right thing to do, it was more than just empty rhetoric. Back in the capital the following morning, Norris 33and the other observers regrouped. The situation was tense, with police and military people loyal to Ortega all around. But Carter had been busy and was again apparently oblivious to the risks. ‘It was clear that Carter had spent virtually the whole of the night with the Ortega brothers, convincing them – or at least proselytising very heavily – that they should respect the result,’ remembers Norris. And it worked: waiting at the Olof Palme Convention Centre in the centre of Managua, where the counting was taking place, Norris and the other observers watched as Ortega conceded the election.

         But Carter’s diplomacy wasn’t confined to Managua – or Panama City. After watching Noriega throw the election in Panama, Carter flew back to Washington DC and reported back to the Bush administration. By the end of the year, after mounting tensions between the countries, Bush authorised the invasion of Panama and the arrest of Noriega. He was captured and flown to the US, where he was prosecuted, convicted and ultimately spent seventeen years in prison. Carter’s reaction to the Nicaraguan episode produced a very different result. Historian Iwan Morgan, who calls Carter a ‘foreign policy entrepreneur’, notes that he ‘persuaded Bush and Secretary of State James Baker to agree a deal whereby the US-backed Contra rebels were disbanded but the Sandinistas kept control of the army’.3

         There is a coda. Daniel Ortega ran repeatedly to recover his office, and was eventually re-elected President in 2006, and he’s still in power now. Norris today is sceptical about the governance of Nicaragua – whether it’s by Ortega, the UNO coalition or their successors. But he’s also in no doubt about the value of the change of government in 1990, in which Jimmy Carter played the central role. ‘Nicaragua’s in a better place than it would have been,’ he tells me, unambiguously. Carter has monitored dozens of election missions across the world since 1990, but these two early missions 34showed good Jimmy and bad Jimmy. On the one hand, the power of personal connection, an overwhelming belief in democracy and human rights, and a moral and physical courage in speaking up for those beliefs; on the other, the arrogance and need to be in charge which has been reported by many who worked with Carter over the years. Strikingly, in the final part of his post-presidential career, these traits were almost completely absent.

         
            • • •

         

         It’s easy to forget now, after years of post-presidential activism, that when he left office in 1981 Jimmy Carter was regarded as a failure, even a joke. For all the policies, personal connections and human decency which gave him a platform for his post-presidency, and for all the decisions he took which in hindsight look foresighted, as President he often failed to deal with the most pressing concerns of the American people. Many Americans remember sky-high inflation, the oil crisis, a speech which seemed to say America couldn’t solve its problems, and a failed hostage rescue. The beige cardigan he wore for another presidential address seemed, somehow, to sum up his administration. Meanwhile, political insiders still tell stories about his legendary micro-managing, with Carter going so far as to approve bookings on the White House tennis court. Of course, some of this was simple bad luck, but the know-all arrogance that Steve Norris saw in Panama before the meeting with Noriega was also part of the problem. The result was noxious for Carter’s reputation. He became a punchline for his successors, and even his fellow Democrat Bill Clinton, elected fully twelve years after Carter left office, kept his distance. And so Carter’s reputational rehabilitation took a long time. Battling infectious diseases, making peace 35and winning that Nobel Prize certainly helped. But amid the many other causes Carter has championed in the four decades since he left office, one above all has helped transform the way Americans, in particular, view their former President.

         ‘He said, “What I’d like to know, President and Mrs Carter, is if you would be interested and would you consider coming to work on a construction site, and actually help us build a house, sometime?”, and then he posed the question, “Are you interested, or are you very interested?”’ Civil rights activist Linda Fuller is describing the moment her husband asked Jimmy Carter to support the small housing NGO they had founded together, Habitat for Humanity. ‘They kind of chuckled and looked at each other. I can remember that moment in my head so clearly.’ She pauses as she remembers Carter’s response. ‘Well, I suppose we’re very interested,’ replied the former President. But Carter is nothing if not a practical man, so he asked the Fullers to think a little and write up a list of specific ways he could be helpful. A couple of weeks later, after working hard to boil down the list to fifteen items, Linda and Millard Fuller were back again in the former President and First Lady’s living room. ‘We went through, item by item. I think [Millard] had listed: help us fundraise, get very involved not only in constructing houses here in Americus but in other areas that we were working around the country and around the world,’ Linda Fuller remembers. ‘But when we got through the list, Millard said, “Well, which ones appeal to you? Which ones do you think you’d like to do?” And they said, “All of them!”’ I’m speaking to her down the phone from her home in Georgia, but close to forty years later, as she laughs and repeats, ‘All of them’, I can hear the amazement in her voice. ‘We just were higher than a kite.’
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