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First they ignore you. Then they laugh at you. Next they fight you. Then you win.


—attributed to Mohandas K. Gandhi
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INTRODUCTION



“We Will Not Be Silent”






“When fascism comes to America it will be wrapped in the American flag.”


This prophetic warning, variously attributed to author Sinclair Lewis and Louisiana governor Huey Long, could have been written about post-9/11 America. Using fear, electoral fraud, and the smokescreen of terrorist attacks, the Bush administration has given us a lesson in how quickly a nation can be hijacked and core tenets of democracy trampled. Who would have imagined that once sacred principles of liberty—the right to a fair and timely trial, the checks and balances that keep our political leaders from being dictators, the freedom from arbitrary detention, the international prohibitions against torture and wars of aggression—could be thrown on the scrap heap so quickly?


President George W. Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney have asserted the president’s right to wield virtually unchecked power. They have used the tragedy of 9/11 to implement a radical political agenda, attempting to ram through a right-wing wish list, from gutting social security to delivering tax cuts to the rich, to discarding basic civil liberties. Our government now routinely invades the privacy of its own citizens, then pulls the cloak of national security over its operations to hide its deceptions and blunders from public view. The economy has been trashed, inequality is now at levels not seen since the Great Depression, and at least 5 million more Americans live in poverty than did at the start of the Bush presidency. Many eminent historians and economists are concluding that George W. Bush has earned the distinction of being the “worst president ever.”


Where is the outrage? The U.S. corporate media and the Democrats complain politely, and then resume their deferential posture to enable the next disaster. The media, so helpful in launching the Iraq War by acting as a conveyor belt for Bush administration lies, has shifted targets and now passes along White House propaganda about Iran.


As for the so-called opposition party that assumed control of Congress following their electoral landslide in November 2006, Democrats have boldly flexed their muscle…by rubber-stamping Bush’s war on the Constitution. In a series of remarkable capitulations in late 2007, the Democratic majority in Congress approved President Bush’s request for expanded warrantless wiretapping of Americans, once again cowed by White House propaganda about being “soft on terrorism”; approved hundreds of billions of dollars in Iraq War funding requests by President Bush; embraced retired Lt. Gen. Ricardo Sanchez by having him deliver the Democratic response to President Bush’s weekly address, in spite of the fact that Sanchez has been accused in at least three lawsuits of having authorized the torture of prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison; and approved the nomination of Attorney General Michael Mukasey, despite his refusal to acknowledge that waterboarding prisoners is torture. And in 2002 and 2003, top Democrats, including current House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, raised almost no formal objections to torture techniques, including waterboarding, after being briefed on it by the CIA.1


It is business as usual in our one-party state.


The damage to our society that has resulted from the actions and inactions of our political leaders runs deep. Some of the damage can be quantified: thousands of American soldiers killed in a war of choice in Iraq, tens of thousands wounded and maimed, and untold numbers of servicemen and women discarded by their own government and condemned to a lifetime struggling with post-traumatic stress disorder. More than a million Iraqis killed in a pointless and hopeless war and occupation. A great American city destroyed first by Hurricane Katrina, then ravaged by racism and official neglect. Thousands of immigrants rounded up in midnight raids and deported. The list goes on and on.


Then there is the psychic damage done to our society. When the president and vice president champion the use of warrantless spying, detention without trial, and torture as valuable tools for dealing with “enemies” (which is anyone whom the president so designates), these once reviled practices suddenly become normal. Torture is now an everyday occurrence in the United States. Witness the almost casual use of Taser stun guns, which the UN has deemed to be a form of torture. Bystander videos are routinely posted on YouTube and other Web sites of innocent people being Tasered: In September 2007, police Tasered and arrested 21-year-old journalism major Andrew Meyer at a lecture given by Sen. John Kerry at the University of Florida after the student tried to question Kerry about African-American disenfranchisement in the 2004 presidential elections; a young couple in Brattleboro, Vermont, were Tasered by police while chained to a barrel during a peaceful protest against the construction of a truck stop on a vacant lot in July 2007; UCLA police repeatedly shocked an Iranian-American student with a Taser in November 2006 when he failed to show a student ID as he was using the campus computer lab; and a Utah Highway Patrol officer Tasered a man in September 2007 for refusing to sign a speeding ticket.


Spying has also become routine. In September 2007, the New England Patriots were caught spying on the New York Jets by surreptitiously videotaping signals of the Jets coach from the sideline. Marital disputes now often involve sophisticated electronic eavesdropping and keystroke-tracking software that captures everything that is typed or viewed on a computer. Employees now assume that their e-mail is monitored by their bosses. And suspicious parents can track the movement of their children through the use of global positioning systems in cell phones.


The United States has now become an “endemic surveillance society,” according to a report by Privacy International and the Electronic Privacy Information Center. The groups now rank the United States as the worst country in the democratic world for privacy protections.


As the nation’s leaders have abdicated leadership, it has fallen to unlikely heroes to step forward and pick up the fallen torch of democracy. We have traveled the country to profile some of the movers and movements who are defending the core values of America.


We met librarians in Connecticut who fought off the PATRIOT Act. Community activists in New Orleans who are rebuilding their abandoned communities in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. Psychologists fighting torture. African-American students and parents fighting racism in Louisiana. Scientists fighting global warming. And soldiers fighting for peace.


These are just some of the grassroots activists who are taking politics out of the hands of politicians and changing the course of the United States. As the Bush administration has waged war abroad and at home, it has catalyzed a vast groundswell of political action. Like rivers converging into an ocean, these movements from across the country and the political spectrum have united and are swamping the traditional bastions of power.


Bush triggered this political tsunami. Now Republicans and Democrats alike must reckon with the power of this grassroots uprising that is wresting control of our country back from the corporate profiteers, ideologues, and religious zealots. Newly minted and mobilized activists and movements have helped to counter the current regime and will have a major impact on future elections.


Great change begins with small steps taken at home. This book chronicles and celebrates the actions and visions of America’s real movers and shakers—the people who have defended democracy in the face of an intense assault. We have sought out these heroes in schools, military bases, homes, and neighborhoods. We hope that by highlighting some of the grassroots activism going on around North America, readers will see themselves and their communities in these stories.


We have also included “Turning Points”—brief looks back at some of history’s most creative and powerful acts of resistance. What often began as small local protests that were ridiculed and dismissed by those in power ultimately inspired and catalyzed millions, and changed the world.


Taken together, these stories of resistance reveal a new alignment of power. Rather than dividing us, the Bush administration has united people—against it and against all those who would trample hard-won liberties in pursuit of their own power and profit. The stories of struggle in this book illuminate and dignify the brave efforts taken by ordinary citizens and soldiers to defend their communities and their nation. It is a story of modern day People Power. These activists are role models for others concerned about the fate of our world.


In 1942, a group of students and their professor at the University of Munich in Germany responded to the tyranny and oppression of the Nazi regime by secretly publishing and distributing a series of six leaflets. This nonviolent resistance group called itself the White Rose. Its leaders included Hans and Sophie Scholl, a brother and sister who were devout Christians, and philosophy professor Kurt Huber. The students typed the leaflets, ran off copies, and secretly sent them by courier to cities around Nazi Germany to be left in public places. They wanted to ensure that Germans could never say that they didn’t know what was happening in their name. And they hoped to inspire their fellow citizens to rise up and actively oppose the Nazi regime.


Hans and Sophie Scholl and Kurt Huber were caught by the Gestapo while distributing their sixth leaflet. They were tried for political crimes in the Volksgerichtshof, the so-called People’s Court, and beheaded. Today, numerous buildings and streets in Germany are named for the Scholls and Huber. Polls show that they are considered to be among the most admired people in all of German history.


As their fourth leaflet implored:


We will not be silent. We are your guilty conscience. The White Rose will not leave you in peace!


As you will read in the stories that follow, the spirit of the White Rose is alive and well.

















I. Standing Up to the MADNESS











TURNING POINT


Standing Up to the Madness in 1955: The Montgomery Bus Boycott







On Thursday, December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, an African-American seamstress, refused to give up her seat to a white man on a city bus in Montgomery, Alabama. Blacks constituted 70 percent of the riders on the Montgomery buses, but they were required to sit in the back of the bus and give up their seats to white passengers.


“Why don’t you stand up?” the bus driver demanded of Parks.


“I don’t think I should have to stand up,” she replied. When he threatened to call the police, she said simply, “You may do that.”


Parks was promptly arrested for violating segregation laws. That night, her friend Jo Ann Robinson, a teacher and civil rights activist and member of the Women’s Political Council, mimeographed thirty-five thousand fliers calling on black citizens to boycott the city’s segregated buses on Monday, December 5. She and other activists passed out the handbills to students leaving school and to local civil rights leaders and clergymen. The boycott call was repeated at Sunday church services.


On December 5, 1955, 90 percent of Montgomery’s black citizens stayed off the buses. That evening, black community leaders formed the Montgomery Improvement Association and selected as its leader a new pastor who had recently arrived from Boston, the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. The association decided to continue the boycott until key demands were met: They insisted on courteous treatment by bus operators, first-come, first-served seating, and the hiring of African-American bus drivers.


The Montgomery Bus Boycott was to last for more than a year. Some fifty thousand African-Americans carpooled, used church vehicles, rode black taxis, and walked to work. The boycott crippled white businesses and the public transit system. Meanwhile, Rosa Parks mounted a legal challenge to segregation on public transportation. The U.S. Supreme Court ultimately ruled in June 1956 that segregation in buses was unconstitutional. Parks’s action was the spark that ignited the modern civil rights movement.


When Rosa Parks died in October 2005, she was described in the corporate media as a simple seamstress—“no troublemaker”—who was just too tired to give up her seat on a segregated public bus. But the media got it wrong.


The truth was that Rosa Parks was an activist who, by experience, training, and choice, was a first-class troublemaker. She grew out of movement activism and came to be a powerful inspiration to that movement.


Rosa Parks and her husband, Raymond, were both members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Raymond Parks raised money to help in the defense of the Scottsboro Boys, a group of nine black teenagers who were falsely accused and convicted of raping two white women in Alabama in 1931. In the early 1940s, Rosa Parks became the secretary of the Montgomery NAACP chapter that was headed by E. D. Nixon, a veteran civil rights campaigner who was also president of the local branch of the Pullman Porters Union. She worked as a housekeeper and seamstress for the family of Clifford Durr, a well-known white liberal attorney. Durr and his wife, Virginia, encouraged and sponsored Parks to attend the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, a leadership training and education center for workers’ rights and racial equality.


By the early 1950s, E. D. Nixon and the NAACP were eager to challenge bus segregation. Nixon was looking for a plaintiff to champion the desegregation case. He wanted someone with strong roots in the civil rights movement and who had impeccable standing in the community. He finally asked the NAACP secretary, Rosa Parks, who reluctantly consented.


As the legendary broadcaster, author, and activist Studs Terkel told Democracy Now! in 2007, “Rosa Parks did not come out of a vacuum.” Noting her history of activism and her associations with organizers and movements, Terkel insisted, “All this played a role in her one day refusing to stand up. It was never one person—remember that. It’s a combination of many people, many forces.”


Rosa Parks and the movement she catalyzed challenged the hated Jim Crow segregation laws and won. The brave act of this seamstress inspired freedom fighters around the world. Nelson Mandela met her shortly after his release from a South African prison after twenty-eight years. “You sustained me while I was in prison all those years,” he told her.


Parks wrote in her autobiography, “People always say that I didn’t give up my seat because I was tired, but that isn’t true. I was not tired physically, or no more tired than I usually was at the end of a working day. I was not old, although some people have an image of me as being old then. I was forty-two. No, the only tired I was, was tired of giving in.”
























CHAPTER 1



Reclaiming Common Ground




And we know this place.


Reclaim the crown.


Hold onto the prize,


never put it down.


Be firm in the stance,
 

no break, no bow,
 

got to forward on, Mama,
 

make your move now.


Forward on, Baba,
 

make your move now.


Forward, dear children,
 

’cuz freedom is now.


—New Orleans Poet Sunni Patterson1









Malik Rahim, a barrel-chested 59-year-old man with long gray dreadlocks that arc down his back and chest, stands on a street corner in what remains of the once vibrant African-American New Orleans neighborhood known as the Lower Ninth Ward. A veteran community organizer and the former defense minister of the New Orleans chapter of the Black Panther Party in the early 1970s, Rahim has thrown his share of punches and survived many battles, as well as time in jail. All of which has been good training for the epic struggle he is now engaged in: fighting for the right of poor and working-class residents of New Orleans to return home after being uprooted by Hurricane Katrina in August 2005.


We arrived in New Orleans on the second anniversary of the hurricane. President Bush had also come on this day to applaud the revival of New Orleans. But that revival skirted the places where poor people live. “The city didn’t do nuthin’ to save this,” says Malik in disgust, waving a burly arm over the devastated landscape of the Lower Ninth Ward.


Hurricane Katrina, the costliest and one of the deadliest hurricanes in American history, was not just a natural disaster. The catastrophe began with water, wind, and flooding on August 29, 2005. Today, the disaster continues for the poor and working-class people of New Orleans as they contend with “another hurricane called racism, greed, and corruption,” says Malik.


When the long-forecasted hurricane drowned a great American city, the richest country in the world simply abandoned its poorest residents. President George W. Bush took in the show from his ranchette in Texas, then flew to California for a chuckling photo op with a country singer. “Heckuva job, Brownie” was the back-slapping praise he dished for his inept director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, who didn’t even realize that thousands of flood survivors were huddled, terrified and starving, downtown in the Morial Convention Center. As the hurricane roared through the Gulf states, Vice President Dick Cheney swung into action to ensure that oil pipelines came before people: Cheney’s office ordered a Mississippi town to immediately restore electricity to the Colonial Pipeline Co., a company that pumps gasoline and diesel from Texas and the Gulf Coast to the Northeast. The repair delayed efforts to restore power to two rural hospitals and a number of water systems in Mississippi.2 It was a telling indicator of the White House’s priorities in the Gulf.


Two shameful weeks later, the president touched down in the darkened flooded city that was temporarily illuminated to serve as a backdrop for his speech. “Throughout the area hit by the hurricane, we will do what it takes, we will stay as long as it takes, to help citizens rebuild their communities and their lives,” pledged the president. “We want evacuees to come home, for the best reasons—because they have a real chance at a better life in a place they love.” Then New Orleans was plunged back into darkness—one that endures in countless ways for tens of thousands of its residents.


The Lower Ninth Ward was home to about fourteen thousand people before Hurricane Katrina, nearly all of them African-American. The former cypress swamp was settled in the mid-1800s by freed slaves and has a long history of political activism; in 1960, the all-white schools bordering the Lower Ninth became the first in the Deep South to open their doors to blacks.3 Malik offers to show us around the neighborhood—what’s left of it. He estimates that fewer than five hundred residents have returned to the Lower Ninth.


It looks as if a marauding army has swept through. Neat, orderly blocks divide up the low-lying flat plain, but there are few houses still standing, and even fewer people. We peer out on block after block of barren, overgrown lots. The detritus of life is strewn about: a stairway to nowhere here, a car buried in debris there. Malik drives us over to King Solomon Baptist Church, one of three churches that served the community. Where once hundreds of parishioners flocked each Sunday, weeds now lick the sides of the red metal building. A snare drum stands in the main aisle, as if abandoned middrumroll. Pews caked in a quarter-inch of dried mud stand in orderly rows facing the pulpit, as if patiently waiting for the preacher to begin his homily. Outside, a water line about seven feet high still rings the building.


“With all the churches in America, why couldn’t some church adopt this one?” asks Malik, stepping through the church’s shattered front door. “Where’s the Christian love?”


Across the street, the Alfred Lawless High School sits devoid of students or sounds. During Hurricane Katrina, some 4,500 people sought shelter here. The brick exterior of the building is intact. In another blow to the community, the entire complex is now slated for demolition. It is uncertain whether the school will be replaced.


We drive on. In a bizarre move, the city has taken great care to mow and maintain the grass median strips in the roads. But the places where people once lived have been left to grow over with swamp grass. We see a few houses in various states of gutting and reconstruction. But mostly, houses just sit empty.


“How much rebuilding do you see here?” bellows Malik, like an impassioned preacher. “How many hammers do you hear? Two years later, do you hear any activity?”


What effort there has been in this historic neighborhood has gone to wiping it out. In 2007, New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin instituted an Imminent Health Threat Demolition ordinance that gives residents just thirty days’ notice that their homes are slated for demolition. To the tens of thousands of New Orleanians scattered across the country, the city’s meager notice—a letter sent to the last known address (often the empty home), a sticker attached to the property, mentions on a city Web site and in the Times-Picayune newspaper—is clearly inadequate. Heaping salt on the wounds, liens are placed on properties for the cost of the demolition, setting the stage for the displaced owners not only to lose their houses, but to have to forfeit their property to the city.


The hurricane displaced people. Now the government is erasing their past and preempting their futures, one demolition at a time.


“People been here over one hundred years. Then some outsider come in and say they don’t matter. The city coulda come up with tractors and maintained this place. They spent more on demolishing houses than maintaining the area,” fumes Rahim.


At one point during our walk around the ghostly empty neighborhood, a military Humvee drives through tall grass, and two camo-clad young Louisiana National Guardsmen jump out. They explain that they work with New Orleans police to patrol this area. The two of them had recently served tours in Iraq. Now they are on to their next battlefront—the African-American neighborhoods of New Orleans. Malik avoids eye contact with the white soldiers as they tell us that the Louisiana National Guard—nearly half of which was in Iraq during the hurricane—was originally brought in to stop the violence following Katrina. They claim flood refugees tried to hijack evacuation buses just to go to McDonald’s. “That’s a bunch of bullshit,” spits Malik as we walk away a few minutes later. He says it is one of many racist myths about how black people ran amok after the storm. “As for us being more violence prone—who’s more violent than the military?”


Malik then shows us to a corner of the Lower Ninth Ward abuzz with life. A few houses are busily being rebuilt. A sign in front of the houses declares, “Roots run deep here.” A small home sits alongside a white shed with a blue tarp for a roof. Inside are racks of used clothing, as well as tools that local residents can borrow for free to renovate their homes. Strains of Charlie Parker and Miles Davis waft out of the open-air shed into the languid bayou.


Other signs dot the front yard: “We’re keeping our neighborhood.” “You can be involved!” And one for the sightseers who cruise by each day: “Tourist Shame on You Driving By Without Stopping and Paying to See My Pain—1,600 died here.”


This is the headquarters of Common Ground Relief, a collective of volunteers working to assist residents in rebuilding their homes, providing medical care, basic supplies, and legal assistance. By late 2007, Common Ground had assisted 170,000 people, according to Malik. It is part of a growing grassroots movement that is fighting on behalf of the thousands of residents who have been pushed out and shunned as New Orleans is redeveloped. People are demanding that their homes be restored, public schools be reopened, and public housing be unlocked.


Two hundred years ago, New Orleans was the scene of the largest slave rebellion in American history. That spirit of resistance lives on, as African-American communities are locked in a battle not just for survival, but for justice.


Abandoned…and Fighting


In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, it took days for the world to fully comprehend that the richest country on earth had abandoned and even turned on the citizens of one of its great cities. It took Malik Rahim only a few hours to size up what was happening. “This is criminal,” he wrote in a message that flew around the Internet. “If you ain’t got no money in America, you’re on your own.”


One side effect of the government’s non-response was that the American media, which had been led on a short leash by the military in Iraq for the previous two years, suddenly floated free of Bush administration handlers and broadcast raw images of suffering from the darkened, flooded city. This is what unembedded journalism looks like. But racism colored both the media coverage and relief efforts.


In Rahim’s neighborhood of Algiers, which was not flooded, he watched as armed white vigilantes roamed the neighborhood in pickup trucks, menacing and shooting at African-Americans. New Orleans after Katrina resembled an armed camp—and black people were the prisoners. Rahim observed bitterly right after the storm, “If a white person was taking something, he was taking food for his family. But if a black was taking something, he was looting.”


In the days following the hurricane, Democracy Now! reported live from the devastated area. Two weeks after the storm, Malik pointed out a dead body that had been rotting on the sidewalk, ignored by the authorities who were passing by all day. “I wouldn’t care if it’s Saddam Hussein or bin Laden. Nobody deserve to be left here,” he said, gently moving a piece of corrugated metal to cover the corpse. “This is what is frightening a lot of people into leaving.”


“We done talked to everyone from the army to the New Orleans Police to the state troopers to—I mean, we done talked to everybody who we can,” said Malik, waving his hand in front of his face in a futile effort to repel the stench of decay. “It’s two weeks—two weeks—that this man been just layin’ here.”


As if on cue, every level of occupying authority appeared on the scene—but no one did anything. Democracy Now! asked soldiers from Fort Hood, Texas, who were standing nearby, if they could pick up the dead body.


“I don’t think we can pick it up, but we can call the local authorities to come pick it up,” replied the commanding officer. Just then, Louisiana State Troopers cruised by. Could they pick up the dead body?


“You need to talk to our public information officer, ma’am,” replied the officer with a sarcastic smile, refusing to reveal his name. To every question and attempt to get help, he repeated the same answer, five times in all, like a broken record.


Then a New Orleans Police cruiser pulled up. Would they move the corpse? “I have no comment on that, ma’am. You have to call one of the press guys. Sorry. Thank you.” And the officers drove off.


The soldiers watched all this from the roadside. One said he was from California and had returned from Iraq five months earlier. How did Iraq compare with New Orleans? Capt. Matthew Cohen replied, “It’s great that we can kind of come out and actually help Americans.”


Rahim fought back against official neglect in the way he knew best: He organized. Taking a page from his days as a Black Panther—when the party established drug-free zones in the housing projects, did cleanups, and fed as many as five hundred children each morning—he confronted racism and poverty by preaching a message of self-reliance and black pride, and by providing social services. “Self-sufficiency has been a policy that’s guided me all of my life,” he tells us. “Because you could never be a true man if you are dependent on others for your livelihood.”


Faced with the stunning reality that he and many of his neighbors would have to survive on their own, Rahim published his phone number on the Internet with a plea for “calls from old friends and anyone with questions or ideas for saving lives.” It was a desperate shot in the dark. But he knew that no one was coming to save them.


Meanwhile, he armed himself to defend against the white vigilantes who were on the loose. When one of the vigilantes threatened to burn down his house, Malik told him he would go down fighting. “It ain’t no fun when the rabbit got a gun,” he warned one of them.


Within days, two large white guys were at his door. “We’re looking for Malik,” said one. Figuring they might be vigilantes, Malik reached for the weapon by his door. “I figured if they gonna pull out a gun, I was gonna kill ’em,” he said. What happened next stunned him.


“My name is Bear, and I’m with Veterans for Peace,” declared one of the men. Rahim, himself a Vietnam vet, had been on a peace mission to Iraq with this group of anti-warriors. The old soldiers exchanged bear hugs. Then they made a plan and got to work. Within days, Veterans for Peace brought truckloads of supplies. “That was the first supplies we got. They brought us generators, boats. That helped us to survive through Katrina and [Hurricane] Rita.”


One by one, more help arrived at Malik’s door. Doctors came, ready to volunteer. College kids showed up, eager to distribute food and gut and rebuild homes. A movement was taking shape. But how to harness all this goodwill?


One night, the assembled activists were debating on the porch about why so many social movements fail. They concluded that they “allow our petty difference to stop us from working together,” recounts Rahim. Robert King Wilkerson, a former Black Panther who had recently been released from death row in Louisiana’s notorious Angola Prison, told the activists, “What you need to find is common ground that you agree to work under.” Thus was born Common Ground Relief.


Common Ground began with three volunteers and $50. Within days, it opened up a medical clinic in a mosque in Algiers. After receiving a $40,000 donation from filmmaker Michael Moore, Common Ground opened a distribution center to provide food, water, and supplies to the thousands of low-income residents who were unable to evacuate. As official agencies such as FEMA and the Red Cross turned away volunteers, many veterans, peace activists, students, and ordinary citizens flocked to the grassroots aid operation of Common Ground.


For the abandoned, suffering knew no bounds. Common Ground crisscrossed class and racial divides, becoming among the first to provide relief to Latino neighborhoods and to the Native American community. “We even served the families of the vigilantes,” says Rahim. “Some of the politicians had to come to us for supplies, even though we can’t get no help out of them.”


In addition to its distribution center and medical clinic, Common Ground now has a legal clinic, and volunteers have come from around the world to its headquarters in the Lower Ninth Ward to help gut and rehab flooded homes. In the spirit of their slogan—“solidarity, not charity”—Common Ground volunteers also train local residents to rebuild their own homes.


Rick Jay, a retired high school teacher from Minnesota, was taking a break one morning in the air-conditioned “chill room” where the forty volunteers share meals and use computers. He had been with Common Ground for six months. “I knew people were distressed here and I wanted to do all I could do to help,” he tells us. A woman sitting next to him was a college freshman from Oregon, and another woman had come from France.


We ask Malik whether he sees any irony in having white volunteers be at the center of his black self-reliance scheme. “I think history will recall this as the greatest humanitarian effort by Americans to Americans. Never before in the history of this state have you had thousands of whites come down into a black community that didn’t come as exploiters or oppressors,” he replies. “They have brought justice.”


Profiting from Disaster


“Don’t believe the hype: Gulf Coast recovery is not ‘slow’—it’s a privatization scheme that takes away our homes, schools, hospitals and human rights.”


This T-shirt slogan captures what is happening in New Orleans, which has become a national laboratory for right-wing social and economic policies. New Orleans’s disaster was transformed into a windfall for Bush’s cronies, as major relief and recovery efforts were handed over to politically connected private companies. The funeral company Kenyon, a division of Service Corporation International, a large donor to President Bush, was paid $12,500 per corpse that it retrieved.4 Of the $2.3 billion in contracts awarded by the federal government in the weeks following the hurricane, more than 80 percent were awarded with little or no competition, and much of the money flowed to firms with deep connections in the Bush administration. AshBritt Environmental, which won a $568 million contract with the Army Corps of Engineers for debris removal, is a client of Barbour, Griffith and Rogers, the high-powered Washington lobbying firm and namesake of Mississippi Gov. Haley Barbour, the chairman of the Republican National Committee from 1993 to 1996. AshBritt employees contributed $30,500 to federal candidates, parties, and political action committees from 1999 to 2004, nearly 90 percent of which went to Republicans.5


Then there were the familiar names of Kellogg Brown and Root ($128,000 in federal electoral contributions, 1999–2004, 91 percent to Republicans), owned by Halliburton, which was run by Dick Cheney before he entered the White House. KBR received $60 million in Gulf cleanup contracts. KBR was represented by Joe Allbaugh, the ex–FEMA director who was Bush’s presidential campaign manager in 2000. Allbaugh also represented Shaw Environmental ($224,824 in federal electoral contributions, 1999–2004, 46 percent to Republicans, plus $100,000 to Bush’s 2005 inaugural committee),6 which landed $200 million in cleanup contracts.


Where money flowed, scandal followed. Congressional Democrats criticized the $575 million contract that Bechtel Corporation received to deliver and install 36,000 trailers in southern Mississippi, charging, “Despite the high cost, the delivery of trailers was much too slow and horribly inefficient.”7 The FEMA trailers have since been found to be poisoning occupants with toxic emissions of formaldehyde.


Some Hurricane Katrina contractors were just floating on money. Take Carnival Cruise Lines, which won a $236 million six-month contract for three of its ships to house hurricane evacuees. The ships sat half-empty in the Mississippi River and Mobile Bay. The government paid $1,275 per week per evacuee to stay on the ships. But if you were a vacationer, you would have paid less than half that amount: a weeklong Caribbean cruise from Texas cost $599 on Carnival. This amazing waste makes more sense when you learn that Carnival’s employees and its PAC have contributed $994,800 to federal candidates, party committees, and PACs between 1999 and 2004, 58 percent of which went to Republicans.8


The plunder of New Orleans that followed Hurricane Katrina was especially brutal in the public sector. Rarely have those who rely on public institutions lost so much, so fast. The Bush administration refused to pay municipal workers’ salaries with emergency funds, so three thousand city employees were fired. Schools have been especially hard hit: All public school teachers were summarily fired after the hurricane. The State of Louisiana took control of the New Orleans schools in November 2005, and quickly began privatizing them. More than 70 percent of New Orleans schools have reopened as charter schools run by for-profit or nonprofit organizations, many of which have selective admissions.9 Students who can’t make the grade at the charter schools can attend what is called the Recovery School District, the skeletal remains of public education in New Orleans. The number of unionized teachers has dropped from 4,700 before Katrina to 1,200 today.10 John McDonogh Senior High School in New Orleans reopened with 35 security guards, but only 23 teachers.


Poor people have taken the hardest hit in the area of housing. Hurricane Katrina drove out more than half of the residents of New Orleans. By 2007, only two-thirds of the city’s pre-Katrina population had returned. The poorest have suffered the brunt of the upheaval: Of the 5,100 families who lived in public housing, less than one-quarter of them have been able to return home. That’s because many of them have no homes to return to—not because their homes were irreparably damaged, but because New Orleans doesn’t want its poorest residents back.


In September 2007, the Housing Authority of New Orleans (HANO) received final permission from the Bush administration to demolish its four largest public housing developments and replace them with mixed-income housing. More than 4,600 units of public housing would be lost at a time when an acute shortage of rental housing in the city has caused rents to double. The demolitions are part of a plan pushed by U.S. Housing and Urban Development Secretary Alphonso Jackson in the aftermath of Katrina. The demolitions coincide with the closure of all FEMA trailer camps around the city by May 2008, pushing nine hundred families out of their homes. This plan has delivered immediate results: By early 2008, the number of homeless people in New Orleans had doubled to about twelve thousand.11


Tracie Washington, an attorney and president of the Louisiana Justice Institute, explained to us, “Some of these developments that are closed down took in no water. I mean, they were not damaged at all. Lafitte [housing project]? No water. C.J. Peete? No water. But the decision was made to take advantage of an opportunity. Hurricane Katrina came, [and] look what we can do: We can keep these people away from here, bring in the bulldozers, tear down this housing, cut the unit space and occupancy by two-thirds, call it mixed-income, take that one-third that’s left and divide it into three. So we have a third of that space for public housing residents, and the rest we will use for market rate and a little bit below market rate. And that has always been the plan.”


In spite of being dispersed, distressed, and disenfranchised, public housing residents are in a fight for their lives to return. It is a battle that has grown increasingly desperate.


On August 31, 2007, two dozen public housing residents and activists from around the country took over the HANO offices in New Orleans. They demanded a meeting with housing officials to discuss returning to their apartments in the public housing projects. They were met by a massive show of armed force: When we arrived, we witnessed National Guardsmen, police SWAT teams, and dozens of New Orleans Police squad cars ringing the HANO offices, which had been closed down. After several tense hours inside, the protesters emerged, singing and chanting.


Sharon Sears Jasper, a 58-year-old resident of the St. Bernard housing development, explained to reporters who had gathered outside: “Today we are here to let you know that we are not going to stop. There will be no peace until we have justice. We refuse to let you tear our homes down and continue to destroy our lives. The government, the president of the United States—you all have failed us…. It’s two years after the storm, and we are still suffering…. Our people are dying of stress, depression, and broken homes. We demand that you open all public housing.”


When a reporter asked her why she couldn’t live somewhere else, Jasper, a large, strong-willed woman with a booming voice, shot back, “How you feel if someone tells you you can’t go back to your home? It might not be fancy, but it’s my home.”


She lectured the assembled reporters, with police hovering in the background. “We are working-class people, not animals. We are a community. We work together, play together, and pray together.”


The housing protest took place against a backdrop of activism around hurricane relief. In downtown New Orleans that day, activists had gathered for the International People’s Tribunal on Hurricane Katrina and Rita, to hear testimony from people affected by the hurricane and its aftermath. The five-day gathering was organized by the People’s Hurricane Relief Fund, a community organization working on housing, health care, and other issues, and cosponsored by Common Ground Relief, the National Conference of Black Lawyers, and other organizations. The tribunal brought together hurricane survivors, international delegations, expert witnesses, a team of human rights and civil rights attorneys, and a panel of U.S.-based and international judges. One survivor of the hurricane, Viola Washington, said, “We are calling for an international tribunal to bring charges of racial discrimination, forced eviction of public housing residents, violations of the right to life and health, and the denial of the right to return.”


Tracie Washington, who has filed a lawsuit on behalf of public housing residents seeking to get back into the St. Bernard housing project, recalled how rumors were flying that the city was planning to replace public housing with golf courses. “I’m like, ‘Okay, sure…They want to put golf courses right in the middle of the ’hood.’ And you’d hear it, and you’d basically dismiss it.” Then rumor became reality. “Just this summer, the plans were announced for what the developers plan to do with St. Bernard. And guess what? Two championship golf courses in that development.” She says with a bitter smile, “Now I guess we just fight to get them on the back nine.”


Blacks who are displaced and homeless feel that the intent of the policy is unmistakable. “This is just part of that whole gentrification program and the changing of the demographics of the city,” charges Malcolm Suber, national organizing coordinator for People’s Hurricane Relief Fund, which is fighting to obtain rebuilding funds that were promised to residents from the state and the Red Cross. More than half of the applicants for federal “Road Home” money that was earmarked for people to rebuild their homes had not received any assistance as of late 2007.


Suber says, “The local white ruling class wants to regain its political control, and so they have used this storm and the flooding as a convenient excuse to get rid of black folk, especially poor black people. And basically their mentality is, ‘You can only come back to this plantation if you’ve got a job. If you don’t have a job, we don’t want to provide any social services.’”


Suber’s view was confirmed early on by Republican Congressman Richard Baker from Baton Rouge, who was overheard telling lobbyists just days after Katrina devastated the city: “We finally cleaned up public housing in New Orleans. We couldn’t do it, but God did.”12


Any lingering doubt about the drive to gentrify and whiten New Orleans was erased after local elections in November 2007. For the first time in twenty years, whites won a majority of seats on the City Council. White candidates also took a judgeship and two New Orleans seats in the Louisiana legislature that had long been held by blacks. Less than half the number of people voted in 2007 as voted in the New Orleans mayoral election in May 2006. Reporting on the 2007 election, the New York Times observed, “New Orleans became almost overnight a smaller, whiter city with a much reduced black majority.”13


In December 2007, protesters gathered at a New Orleans City Council meeting to demand that the city intervene to halt the imminent demolition of public housing. The City Council president stopped the meeting after protesters began chanting and shouting. Police then grabbed civil rights attorney Bill Quigley, a leader of the legal fight against the demolitions, and shoved him up against the wall. He was handcuffed and charged with disturbing the peace. Quigley declared after being released, “We live in a system where if you cheer or chant in the City Council you get arrested, but you can demolish 4,500 people’s apartments and everybody’s supposed to go along with that? That’s not going to happen. There’s going to be a lot more disturbing the peace before this is all over.”14


Five-year-old Nigel, his hair braided tightly against his scalp, tells us, “I wanna go home.” Clinging to the leg of his grandmother, Stephanie Mingo, a resident of St. Bernard, he says plaintively, “I wanna go back to St. Bernard. I miss my home.”
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