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  What people are saying about




  Frontlines




  In his wide-ranging journalism and writing, Nick Meynen has been vividly mapping struggles for justice around the world. His new book is a rich collection of the human stories of those struggles – from resistance to mining in India and Greece, to land grabbing in Uganda, to a landmark climate lawsuit in the Netherlands. The book harnesses the power of lived experience to bring our most urgent, high-stakes policy debates to life, and it deserves a wide international audience.




  Naomi Klein, bestselling author of The Shock Doctrine and This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate




  Prosperity is about our ability to live well on a finite planet. It’s a task that has as much to do with story and narrative as it does with numbers and policies. Nick recognizes this essential truth. With the colorful insight of the poet and the dogged persistence of the investigative journalist, he recounts the day-to-day struggles and the extraordinary courage of ordinary people around the world as they engage in the fight for social and environmental justice.




  Tim Jackson, author of Prosperity without Growth




  In Frontlines, Nick Meynen does what we ecological economists and political ecologists often fail to do: communicate our findings in a rigorous but simple language. By reading this book you will learn the same as when reading our academic articles, but instead of falling asleep, you will have fun!




  Federico Demaria, environmental scientist, co-editor of Degrowth. A vocabulary for a new era and Pluriverse. A Post-Development Dictionary




 



  Nick Meynen shares the extraordinary knowledge he has acquired in the last 10 years on environmental conflicts around the globe, from the commodity extraction to waste disposal frontiers. In a lively style he narrates episodes such as the unpaid environmental liabilities of oil companies in the Amazon and the heroic defense of nature and human livelihoods against the sand mafia in India.




  Joan Martinez Alier, Emeritus Professor of economics and economic history at ICTA-UAB, 2017 winner of the Leontief Prize and author of The Environmentalism of the Poor and Ecological Economics from the Ground Up




  Nick Meynen’s eye-opening journey through some of the worst ecological and social disasters of the world is complemented with something even more urgent today, a chronicle of the inspiring struggles for justice and sustainability that ‘ordinary’ people are engaging in. This combination of shock and hope is just what is needed to wake up those who are still sleeping through the crises, and inform and inspire those who are awake and responding but may not have the width of vision that such a global tour can provide.




  Ashish Kothari, founder of Kalpavriksh, board chairman of Greenpeace India and author of Churning the Earth: The Making of Global India




  I am sure that this book will be invaluable in helping to create awareness about the destruction being caused globally to provide the materials which make up our modern existence. Most people have no idea where these resources come from and what intense battles are fought to save livelihoods and natural resources in sensitive areas.




  Sumaira Abdulali, leading lady of the struggle against sand mafias in India




 



 One often reads in media how we’re greening our economy pretty well. But who joins Nick in looking beyond consumerism knows better. He shows systematically how we’re plundering the earth’s resources – including the livelihoods of communities. If you’re still not convinced of the urgent need for system change you need to read this book.




  Dirk Holemans, author of Freedom & Security in a Complex World
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Preface


  Mining the St Paul’s Cathedral




  Two Indians visiting St Paul’s Cathedral in London admire the stonework. Ripe for destruction, they conclude. A photoshopped ad in The Times shows a wrecking ball smashing St Paul’s up. That day, their friends at UK’s Action Aid filed a request to mine the holy cathedral.




  This provocative prick to the British establishment is less outlandish than it sounds. The Indians came from their home province of Odisha, India to draw attention to a strikingly similar scenario unfolding there. A London-based mining company, Vedanta, wanted to lay waste to the Niyamgiri Hills to extract bauxite, the raw material for making aluminum. Yet these hills and their primeval forest cover are a sacred spot, home to a pantheon of local gods as well as vital water resources, food, medicine and fuel for the local population.1




  The St Paul’s stunt was part of a 10-year struggle in which thousands of locals had unwillingly found themselves fighting on an increasingly common kind of frontline. Without a fight, forces foreign to them would have eliminated not just their holiest sanctuary, but the key resource in their existence. But they, like many other inspiring fighters celebrated in this book, stood up and gave it a bloody nose. Their struggle could have been the inspiration for the blockbuster movie Avatar, although there are literally thousands of such stories.




  The Niyamgiri Hills story is a good place to start, given its richness in angles to view it. Financial giant Société Générale castigated Vedanta’s “aggressive plans and misplaced self-confidence” and slapped it down with an eye-watering $7 billion write down in value.2 The St Paul’s salvo even galvanized that bastion of the English establishment, the Church of England, into action. The church delivered a very temporal kind of smite afterwards, by selling up its Vedanta stock. In the end, Vedanta had to give up. Vedanta also lost another frontline battle in May 2018. Their plans to expand a copper smelter in the south of India ended in a closure. But the toll of that frontline was heavy: 22 years of resistance, scores of sick people, 100 days of street mobilization in a row and 13 deaths from police fire.3 Many of the struggles for environmental justice face repression and violence.




  Coming back to the Niyamgiri hills it’s interesting to see precisely how little David won from Goliath. A foreign and attacking enemy united Indian indigenous people with the Hindu majority. A coalition of people emerged who normally live miles apart and who do not even speak each other’s language. But British anthropologist Felix Padel, who has been following the story for a long time and wrote a book about it, thinks there is a second lesson: “The Indians thought the forest was community-owned and that’s why it was impossible for Vedanta to buy pieces of it.” The company’s commonly used divide and rule strategy didn’t work. But a third reason is undeniable as well: cooperation between activists in India and supporters in London worked. The power of multinationals grows, but so does the power of multinational resistance.
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  Since 2011, I have been working with hundreds of academics and activists around the world to create an online atlas charting the environmental conflicts that together show that there is a global movement for environmental justice. This Environmental Justice Atlas now contains +-3000 conflicts. We all know even this is just the tip of the iceberg.4




  What we also know is that these fires have been fueled by an economic policy that climbed to ascendency in the last half century. The conflicts shine a light on a dark underbelly of an economic worldview that applauds the infinite growth of mining, world trade, consumption and gross national product. This muscular beast came of age with the Thatcher-Reagan tandem and by 1989, political philosopher Francis Fukuyama declared that the free market had delivered us to the “end of history”. Our souls as well as our material needs were sated, or shortly would be. There would be no more upheaval in humanity’s long and rocky road to the good life. Not to the good society, because according to this world view, “there’s no such thing as society”. Then skyscrapers came crashing down in New York, the financial system went bang and the giddy orators sobered up. Brexit and the election of Donald Trump are surely signs that there are chapters in our history book still to be written, but the resurgence of nationalism and fascism is not the only rewrite that will be needed. I’m convinced that the +-3000 conflicts we have been charting around the world will play a part in that new chapter of humanity’s journey on planet earth. The causes of these conflicts remind us that the current political and economic animal is far from stable. To change it, nothing less than a revolution will do. All the signs are there that a revolution based on justice for all, including the natural world, is also brewing.




  Visibility of the latter has not been helped by noisy voices who summon alternative facts to call for patriotism, nationalism and white supremacy. The task was already difficult, since the bonds that connect communities across the globe are complex. Our daily routines are irrevocably enmeshed with the ups and downs of rare earth mines in Congo, production lines in Chinese super factories, ebbs and flows within transcontinental gas pipelines and, head in hands, the capricious tweets of one Donald J. Trump.




  But we should at least try to separate out the threads of this tangled knot. I will mine down to a seam of understanding, since it is only by understanding the depth of a problem that we can change it. But change also requires telling stories. No revolution ever came about without the stories that moved people into action. Most of our economy starts with mining, so that’s where I start my story. Mining is often where the planet butts up against the global economy in spectacular fashion. The second part of the book pulls a pincer movement to look at the other end of the economic pipeline: waste. The third part takes a step back from it all to look at the full picture of the staggering volumes that are passing through the economic pipeline from mine to landfill and to the macroeconomic myths that are busy pushing humanity’s journey on earth right towards the abyss. In sum, this book is a storytelling journey along a series of frontlines, a brief analysis of what fuels them and finally some words on what it will take to change course, away from the looming cliff. We sorely need a fairer economy that operates within planetary limits. Few are working harder on this than the well-known and less well-known resistance heroes whose personal histories are at the core of many of the stories in this book. In the fourth and final part, I shine a light on what could and should lead us to a brighter and longer-lasting chapter of the story of humanity on planet earth.
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  Who am I to take on this lofty challenge? I am an investigative journalist by training and a subjective journalist through experience. While facts are sacred, journalists are also mere humans and subject to the same process of pre-selection, filtering and coloring of their stories as everyone else. Just as Google’s search algorithm pre-selects the results I see according to my previous search history, so my upbringing, education and daily interaction with friends and family chain me in a peskily subjective worldview. Yes, I try to approach every story with an open mind and no story deserves this more than the subject of this book. Carl Bernstein’s mantra to “come as close as possible” to the truth will be my bumper sticker. But I equally mark the words of another hotshot journalist, Nick Davies: “Journalists do not have the task of letting each side speak in each story. Look, if source A says to you, the sun shines outside and source B says it’s raining outside, what are you going to do as a journalist? Give both versions equal space? That is not journalism. Journalism is to go out yourself and discover who of the two is right.” This book wants to do both. I seek truth and I believe that requires going outside, researching and finally choosing the side of those that are closer to the truth than others. I’m not going to waste my and your time on truth deniers. Truth is not the halfway point between a fact and an alternative fact.




  This book is not about me so you don’t need to know much more about me. Maybe just this: my academic background with masters in both geography and conflict studies as well as my 2 years living and working outside the bubble of Western society prepared me for embarking on the 10- year journey that has led to this book.




  Nick Meynen




  
  





   

  Part I




  What we take from earth




  What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a contraction of humanity’s use of resources. What our economic model demands to avoid collapse is unfettered expansion.




  Naomi Klein




  




  



  Chapter 1




  Mineral matters




  Chasing uranium




  In 2011, a professional toxic tour brings me to the legacy of the Bulgarian uranium industry. The ex-mayor of Buhovo walks us – Geiger counter in hand – to the long-closed uranium mine at the edge of the city. At new and nicely sheltered picnic tables, the machine goes through the roof. Stones that fit in a child’s hand are a hundred times more radioactive than the normal background radiation. Cows chew on radioactive grass. It’s here that people from Sofia often come to on Sundays, eating lunch in between a walk or mountain bike ride. The sun is not guaranteed, but a radiating earth is.5




  The scientists and activists who follow Todor Dimitrov are united in the European EJOLT project, which investigates and supports the battle of victims of environmental impacts around the world. Also in our international group is the French nuclear engineer Bruno Chareyron. Bruno’s job is to perform independent radiation monitoring in order to improve information and protection against radiation. While using his own devices, Bruno tells us that there are still problems in France with the inheritance of more than 200 closed uranium mines. After a long campaign, the big French company AREVA was obliged to clean up dozens of sites. But in Bulgaria, the damage of the nuclear industry isn’t even mapped yet. Bruno hopes to help change that.




  Our group of uranium disaster tourists follows the route the uranium used to take: from Buhovo’s uranium mine, which still contains about 12,000 tonnes of uranium, to the processing plant on the other side of the city. There, uranium-containing rock blocks were converted into yellowcake, which then went to Russia to make nuclear fuel. The liquids needed to separate they uranium from the rock remain radioactive, almost into eternity. They lay in dark puddles and pools, behind a clumsy dam next to the factory. Over 10,000 people live directly downstream. But if the dam breaks, the radioactive sludge would draw a trace from Buhovo across the plains around Sofia all the way to Romania.




  To avoid a nightmare scenario, the European Union (EU) paid the Belgian company Bitumar Soils Joint Venture 3 million euros to strengthen the dam. But after a downpour in 2009, local residents claim that a piece of the dam came loose. “We did not get permission to check that up close,” says Bulgarian environmentalist Todor Slavov. We too can’t get closer than 100 meters from the dam. Slavov points to a patrolling pick-up truck between us and the toxic sludge and tells us that it is dangerous to approach closer.




  The inheritance of the mine, the factory and the toxic pools require a quasi-perpetual cash flow to prevent a disaster. Is there going to be enough money in 10 or 100 years? The yellowcake factory has been closed since the turn of the century, but the promised decommissioning has not yet taken place. Guardians block access to the complex, a complex that Dimitrov believes is in the hands of a new private investor. He adds that nobody in Buhovo knows why a private business invests in a heavily polluted rusting former uranium plant, in a country that has had no working uranium mines since 1992. When our minibus pulls up to the gates, the armed guards need no words to make it clear that we’re not going to find out now. I quickly shoot a few pictures but the driver smells trouble and makes a U-turn. There are questions here that you can’t even ask.There are plenty of questions. Who will and who should pay for the quasi-perpetual costs associated with the management of the radioactive wastes left after uranium production? Taxpayers in the country that bought or the one that dug the uranium? European citizens or a private company?




  I wonder if Buhovo’s uranium ever reached the nuclear power stations that still drive my commuting train to Brussels. To my surprise, I learn that the reverse road is more likely: “The nuclear power station in Bulgaria uses uranium that you used first.” At least, that’s what Georgi Kotev says, a nuclear physicist and former employee of the Kozloduy nuclear power station. He became known as the whistleblower of the Bulgarian nuclear industry. Kotev: “I calculated the time between two refuels of our reactor. When I noticed something abnormal, I was told to adjust the software so that everything would look normal. That was suspicious so I looked into the safety report and it showed that we had changed fuel without the normal procedure being followed. Since I knew too much I was fired and ever since I get threats.” If I ask Georgi what the reason would be for secretly changing the kind of fuel. Georgi:




  

  Money. Bulgaria still pays Russia the new fuel price, but in practice we get the cheaper, more risky and more radioactive recycled fuel. Probably fuel you’ve used in the West and exported to Russia for processing. Following my complaint with the International Atomic Energy Agency, a so-called independent investigation was instituted under the supervision of a Bulgarian who pre-selected the fuel to be checked. Look, there are powerful people behind this, who now carry a defamation campaign against me.


  


  

  Bulgaria is still in the EU, so the country has environmental standards to comply with and a watchdog above it. This makes the extraction of uranium more expensive because it has to invest to protect people from poison and death. Therefore, it is cheaper for the nuclear industry to exploit uranium in Namibia and import it. The boss of the Australian uranium producer Paladin, who is active in that country, is honest about that. He said that Australian and Canadian environmental and social standards are over-sophisticated. But even the much tighter European standards are not protective enough, according to CRIIRAD. One example: the norm for the presence of radioactive tritium in drinking water is a factor 70 stricter in Europe than in Canada.6 But in Canada there’s at least a norm. In countries such as Namibia, there are simply no standards.




  If we continue to put non-European uranium in European nuclear power stations, we don’t resolve but export uranium extraction problems. Whose deaths are the deaths from pollution around uranium mines in Africa? It’s a question few nuclear energy proponents dare to ask.




  Bertchen Kochs – the Namibian activist in our group – asks these questions all the time. She says that mining in Namibia consists of open pits from which the wind blows radioactive matter across the national park. France is full of uranium and depends on nuclear energy like no other European country, but it now extracts all its uranium from foreign countries such as Niger. Much mining and also dirty industry moved from Europe in the last half century. This applies not only to uranium, but also to digging coal or producing steel or pesticides. All this was encouraged by instances like the one at the World Bank. Lawrence Summers was the chief economist of the World Bank when he spoke about the need to move dirty extraction and production to the under-polluted countries. He used that term in a leaked internal note. The cited reasons for moving polluting mining and industry were that wages and standards are lower and that the deaths by pollution are less costly.7 Lawrence Summers, in addition to being director of Harvard University, was also a key adviser to various US presidents. But while he became infamous for that leaked memo, his opinion was and still is the mainstream opinion that steers policies in that direction. Of course, in language for the general public this becomes “efficiency gains” and “bringing development to poor countries”.
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  Years after our Bulgarian toxic tour I’m still in touch with Bruno Chareyron. His cool scientific approach to a controversial political theme arouses my curiosity. Bruno loathes ideological or emotional debates, he rather works with facts and evidence. In those days we spend on toxic tour in Bulgaria, he makes me doubt about the dividing line between scientists and activists. Maybe Bruno is a factivist: an activist for whom only the facts count. The story of the person Bruno is therefore hard to find. And yet I wanted to know who the man is that the newspapers in Africa write about when he arrives with his appliances to measure radioactivity. And especially: how he came to that point. The facts about Bruno himself can be short. Bruno is a French engineer in energetic and nuclear physics with a master in particle physics. For over 25 years now he’s been the director of the CRIIRAD Laboratory (CRIIRAD).8 CRIIRAD was founded as an NGO in 1986 by disappointed French citizens. Their government lied about the actual impact of Chernobyl on their country – just like Belgium’s weatherman Armand Pien had to lie when he gave the weather report on the day of the disaster. In order to be able to do independent measurements, CRIIRAD started its own lab. Soon, civil society associations who suspect a serious impact of nuclear industry in their environment found their way to the professional team. Bruno studied radioactive contamination in Europe, Africa, Brazil and Japan. After the disaster in Fukushima, he traveled to the disaster area. I ask him what he thought about nuclear energy when Chernobyl exploded:




  

  I did not have a clear opinion on nuclear energy at the time, only an intuition that this energy form would be too strong to be controlled by human beings. At the time I was unaware of fraudulent lobbies. After the Chernobyl disaster, the French government lied. By stating there was absolutely no danger in France. At the engineering school, the professors said that too. I was curious to learn more about it and worked for 2 years as a researcher for EDF (Electricité de France) on the protection against radioactivity and reactor physics. Later, I learned at the French Embassy in Ireland to work with renewable energy sources, after which I started working for a company that made solar cells.


  


  

  When it comes to energy, Bruno is both a generalist and specialist. His driving motive: learning about the best energy source for all the energy needed by humanity. Bruno’s son was 2 when the family found that he had leukemia. They lived and worked in Normandy, not far from the AREVA processing plant in La Hague, on the north French coast. That plant treats radioactive waste and dumps large amounts of radioactive substances into the air and the sea. In the hospital, Bruno discovered that people were saying that children living close to the factory had a higher risk of leukemia. There and then he decided to apply for research into the impact of radioactivity on the environment and health. At CRIIRAD he started a long-term field research that has been ongoing for a quarter of a century. In 2016, Bruno received the Nuclear Free Future Education Award for his extraordinary efforts.9 I ask what his classmates do and what they think of his work. Most seem to work for the nuclear industry, and according to Bruno, most are pleased that there is something like CRIIRAD. They feel that there is a need for companies and government to keep an eye on safety and pollution, “but most of my colleagues working for the nuclear industry know little to nothing about radioactivity and even less about the whole chain. They also know nothing about the conditions of the environment around the places where the uranium is coming from.” One result of globalizing the chain from uranium mine to nuclear energy is that both the end users and professionals at the end of the chain have lost touch with the realities at the start of the chain. When I ask Bruno on what energy his inner engine runs he immediately responds with the lies distributed by the nuclear industry. But he also says he hates these so-called experts, who feel better than Joe Sixpack. Suddenly, we’re talking about his Protestant background, where one learns that every person is unique and must be able to form his or her own opinion.




    

  That culture was also nurtured in the college where I went to school. The good thing about our current work is that we help communities to better protect their rights. We provide them with the knowledge and arguments they need when they face companies and government. They need that info to better protect themselves from damage to their environment and health. In doing this work I made connections with people from France, Niger, Mali, Japan and so many other countries.


    


    

  Bruno’s most emotional memory of his fieldwork is a conversation with an old Japanese lady.




   

  We had measured the radioactivity on her farm, near Fukushima. The government had said that they could return, but our measurements showed that this would be very unhealthy. With our device, we were able to show her how wild the Geiger counter went on her field. It is thanks to these measurements that she decided to stay away from her former farm. She told us, “You’ve come from far to help us. I was in the darkness and you brought the light in.” She looked a little like my own grandmother. The feeling I then had cannot really be described.


   




   

  Bruno changes subject. How frustrating is it to be in the business of bringing bad news? To say to people: you cannot live here anymore. Bruno admitted that he sometimes struggles with it, even after 25 years working for CRIIRAD. “Promoting renewable energy would be a lot more fun than always investigating the negative impact of the nuclear industry. But I know that in many places we have been able to improve people’s protection. With our campaigns, we have been able to force companies to clean numerous sites in France, Niger and other countries. We can’t stop the whole industry, we cannot do that alone. But helping people to not get sick and giving them the information they are entitled to, that’s enough motivation for me.”
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  A year after my interview with Bruno, I join him on his visit to the European Parliament. His goal: to expose AREVA’s myths about the impact of its uranium mining activities in Niger and call for help at the European Commission. AREVA’s own study showed that 16 percent of a sample of houses in a city of 200,000 are built with radioactive material. According to Bruno, people living in the area are exposed to radioactivity and death rates from respiratory diseases twice as often as in the rest of the country. Bruno, Almoustapha Alhacen from a local NGO in Arlit, and Michèle Rivasi, a French member of the European Parliament from the Green faction, tried to convince people from the European Commission to at least go on a fact-finding mission in Niger. It all seemed to fall on deaf ears.10




  France and Belgium are entirely dependent on imports of uranium and derived products. We do not extract uranium, but half of our electricity comes from nuclear power. Through AREVA, for example, we get our stuff from Niger, where a lot of people live without flowing water or access to electricity but with a radioactive environment. Even within the well-regulated EU, there are cases of secret deals in radioactive fuels and horror stories around radioactive waste. The precise cost tags are unpredictable, but the one thing that’s sure is that they are almost ad infinitum. Outside the EU, the situation is even worse. Or was it a coincidence when French troops went to Mali in January 2013, just when some rebels came near to AREVA’s most important uranium mine in neighboring Niger?
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  My home country, Belgium, depends on the French nuclear industry. We never debate about the problems in our supply chain, but we do debate the risks at home. The Netherlands, Luxembourg and Germany have all asked Belgium’s government to close Belgium’s most risky reactors with immediate effect. Thirty cities are suing Belgium for not closing them. Here’s why.




  After pushing a long due retirement back from 2015 to 2025 it took 2 days into 2016 before the first incident took place in one of Belgium’s nuclear power plants. Back in 2012 it became known that the mantle around the old Tihange 2 reactor showed signs of erosion. Further research in 2015 concluded that there are thousands of cracks of up to 15 cm in the mantle. Later that year, ten security incidents were recorded in Tihange in just 6 weeks, leading Belgium’s nuclear safety agency to suspend four members of staff and raise serious questions about the safety culture. In 2015, Belgian’s nuclear plants spent longer in shutdown or “maintenance” than in being operational. Despite all that, Belgium’s government decided to postpone the already agreed retirement in 2015 by 10 years. But if Tihange is a basket case, it is the Doel plant that really reads like a horror story. There are a staggering number of cracks in the mantle that is supposed to keep the Doel 3 reactor in check: 13,047. The cracks are on average 1 to 2 cm wide, but the largest ones are up to 18 cm. And with 35 years of operational history, the researched Doel 3 is the second “youngest” of Doel’s four reactors. Belgium’s nuclear safety agency concluded after the tests in Tihange and Doel that the erosion of the mantle was due to normal reactor activity. But the German government no longer trusts the Belgian Nuclear Safety Agency.




  Ageing is one worry, terrorism another. Doel was sabotaged in 2014. The culprit(s) remain unknown. In 2015 police found hidden cameras that followed the movements of a nuclear researcher, raising questions about criminals extorting staff. France has already experienced a series of undeclared drone flights over various nuclear power stations. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists warned that drones can easily carry AK47s and drop them inside the territory of the plant at night. They also explained that drones can attack the power lines and then the diesel generator back-up system. Belgium also seems to be a great hide-out for terrorists.




  In terms of potential impacts, Doel is by far number 1 in Europe. The major Fukushima disaster knocked 2 to 10 percent from Japan’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), but when Doel goes into meltdown, the cost is estimated to be 200 percent of the GDP of Belgium. Not that GDP will matter at that point. Most of Flanders would become an inhabitable zone, sending millions of refugees to France, the Netherlands and Germany. That is, if they don’t close the borders.




  Policymakers are taking this gamble because they and their voters are not experiencing any of the real-life consequences of nuclear energy yet. To speed that process up, I have a suggestion for Almoustapha Alhacen: next time you visit Belgium, take a few bottles of so-called drinking water from Arlit with you. Go to a popular place in the port city of Antwerp, ideally a place from where the Doel nuclear power plant is visible in the background. Take a TV news crew with you. Address all political leaders in Belgium who decided to postpone a long overdue retirement with another 10 years, thus guaranteeing continued mining of uranium. Just look into the lens and invite them to drink the bottle with you.




  



  



  
Gold fever in Greece11





  Greece has been reeling under the spread of TBC, malaria and malnutrition. According to The Lancet, the medical journal, Greece is experiencing a humanitarian disaster and, according to the authors, this is a direct consequence of the policies imposed by Greece’s creditors.12 They demanded a criminal halving of the pharmaceutical expenses. The pensions also halved within a few years and for half of the youth there is simply no work on offer.




  Greece is grounded, while the ground is full of gold. If you judge on that basis, Greece is a treasure trove. The solution seems simple: get the gold out and make the Greeks rich. The reality is anything but simple. At the end of 2016 I went to some Greek gold mines in construction, to what is a relatively hot frontline for European standards.




  This story has a very long history, but I’ll fast forward to January 2015. The left party Syriza wins the elections and makes a government in record time. A key promise was to cancel the planned gold mines. Syriza started by telling Hellas Gold, daughter of the Canadian mining company Eldorado Gold, to redo their homework to get the proper licenses.




  After a year with Syriza in power, Eldorado Gold wrote off more than 1 billion dollars of expected revenues, after which the company’s course crashed. Between the arrival of Syriza at the end of January 2015 and the end of January 2016, Eldorado Gold’s share fell from 8 to 2 dollars. But in the spring of 2016 a number of secondary permits were given, through the court. The main license, for the gold and metallurgy factory, is still missing, but Eldorado Gold is still trying to get it.




  Enough poison in the ground to kill everyone on earth


  

 Officially, the issue is simple: can Hellas Gold convince the Greek government that flash melting with Halkidiki ores is safe? This method of separating gold from ore (as a by-product in the mining of copper) is common. The procedure is in the environmental permit of the project. The only other option, using cyanide, was once granted to a previously disastrous mining company (TVX, also Canadian) but never used. Why? Because the use of cyanide was later prohibited by the highest Greek court due to the expected environmental impact. So only flash melting is an option.




  Arsenic. That summarizes the problems of Hellas Gold. Ore of the planned Skouries mine would be melted together with ore of the nearby Olympia mine, rich in arsenic. The process will produce 20,000 tonnes of arsenic. Annually. The arsenic content in the soil is 16 times higher than that allowed for flash melting in China and is almost 30 times above the EU average. The total amount of arsenic would be sufficient to deliver a deadly dose to every human being on earth. Three times.




  How the Greek government can be convinced that all this can be done in a safe manner is unclear – not least because Hellas Gold tried to cheat earlier on, sending the government false ground samples. The anticipated storage for all that arsenic is mind-blowing. A seismological expert of the Aristotelian University completely destroyed the so-called earthquake-resistant character of the 150-meter-high dam behind which the lake of arsenic should come.13 A tectonic fracture line with a lot of seismic activity lies right below it. In 2002, acid mine waste water, laden with heavy metals from the Stratoni mine, was discharged into the Stratoni bay, coloring it red. Swimming and fishing in the bay have been forbidden since 1980 because of mine pollution.




  Despite all this, Hellas Gold is already storing arsenic wastes from other mines on that earthquake prone site, although the dam itself is not finished. Putting the cart before the horse seems part of a tactic. Hellas Gold also used a license for merely placing heavy machines to build the foundations of the metallurgy plant, to cut very large pieces of forest and to top off a mountain. During a visit on October 17, 2016, a flurry of activity by large cranes, bulldozers and lorries made loud noises where previously only some birds were singing and bees were buzzing. The dust made today is peanuts compared to the dust that will be released when the mine is operational. Eldorado Gold itself estimates that 2162 tons of dust will spread around the area. Per hour. That seems impossible and is probably due to a typo error in their report. But even if they meant 2162 tonnes of toxic dust per year, the unit used elsewhere in their report, it still implies that the bees, olive trees and sheep in the wide area will be covered with arsenic poison, putting the whole bio-economy out of business.




  Enough natural wealth above the ground to give everyone a good life


 The bees in this area are not ordinary bees. They make the best honey in the world, witnessed by a beekeeper from nearby Arnaia who received this honorary title for his product. The 1059 beekeepers in Halkidiki are an export economy in their own right. The whole sector is threatened by the mining plans. Idem for the many olive producers, shepherds and the tourism industry. Thousands of jobs will be lost. Giorgos Karinas (41) is such a beekeeper. He survives in Megali Panagia, the nearest village to the planned Skouries mine. Karinas says he would not agree if I wrote “lives in Megali”. He says his life is at a permanent pause. “We live in eternal uncertainty, for so many years. I have bees and make olive oil, but I cannot invest as long as I do not know if the mine comes. If their toxic substance and water ruin this village, how can I still sell my honey and olive oil?” We take a small tour of beautiful places with tourist value and we drink from what is now still healthy spring water. He turns melancholic when talking about the resistance: “In 2006, 5000 people signed the petition against the mine, more than the entire population of this village! But in the 2008 crisis, many lost their jobs in the construction sector, and some began to work for Hellas Gold. Now the village is divided. I myself think of emigrating.” That radical option is shared by many people, though nobody knows where to go. It’s a sad decision in a rich region, a region with a lot of renewable natural capital like forests, bees and beaches.




  And then came Canada




  Giorgos Vlachos (50) is the latest shepherd in a long family line – and probably also the last. His village, Palechori, had 20 dozen shepherds who made Greece’s famous feta cheese. Giorgos: “In this village, fathers now tell their daughters to marry a miner. This village chooses temporary jobs and ignores asbestos.” For a long time, Hellas Gold kept secret that the soil is also full of asbestos – until the geological institute confirmed and published it in January 2016. Everybody here now knows it. When you enter the neighboring village of Megali Panagia, a big banner welcomes you by saying: “Asbestos is a slow killer, but don’t forget: he’s coming.”




  There are more things Hellas Gold is trying to keep secret. Vlachos tells about what happened to two colleagues with herds close to the Olympiada mine: “Their milk was so full of heavy metals that they could no longer sell it to the company where I know the boss. Through him I know that they got silence money from Hellas Gold. The company later bought their herd and is trying to convince all shepherds to sell their sheep and goats to them.”




  Suddenly and to my great surprise, this shepherd in jeans, which were probably not worn out by design but by hard labor, begins to talk to me about a free trade agreement: the Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agreement between Canada and the EU (CETA). At the time, CETA could get the green light at any time. “When they sign CETA it is game over for me.” My first thought: The Greek government has issues with Canada for making feta cheese, a Greek specialty that Canada wants to produce on an industrial scale. But that’s not what this sheep shepherd has on his mind. “If CETA comes, the mine will come and if the mine comes, I can close my books.” How he makes that connection? Well, the gold mining planned by the Canadian company Eldorado Gold in the region would destroy the conditions for Vlachos’s business to thrive. CETA will make it extra hard for any Greek Government to pull out of the mine – because they then risk a fine to the tune of billions, which they then most likely will have to pay.
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  Back in the regional capital of Thessaloniki, Maria Kadoglou (48) taps into her 19 years of experience in this struggle to give me more elements of this frontline story.




    

  It’s a guess how much compensation they would enforce through CETA, but look at Romania. The Canadian mining company Gabriel Resources demands 4 billion euros of the state for not allowing the Rosia Montana gold mine. The company is using the arbitration mechanism of a bilateral trade agreement between Canada and Romania that is very similar to what is foreseen in CETA.14 And in Romania, they did not even get to the stage of an approved environmental impact assessment. Hellas Gold claims that they already spend 700 million euros on the Skouries gold mine in construction and that the potential profit is 10 billion euros, so the fine they can ask thanks to CETA will be somewhere in between.


    


    

  Maria also points to other gaps in my story: “The European Water Directive was also violated here. The former Greek government just gave the whole mining region an “exception” status. WWF Greece submitted a report to the European Commission at the beginning of 2015, but they did not respond.”15 The Kakavos forest was threatened by the gold mine. Kakavos means “the mountain that can never burn”. That’s because there is so much water in the ground that the forest never dries out. It is the most important freshwater source of the whole region. There is no way the mine can be made without destroying that.




  Who benefits from whom?




  The biggest creditors of Greece, gathered in the troika, have big plans with the country. The troika consists of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Commission (EC) and the European Central Bank (ECB). The loans they give to Greece also lay down strict conditions in addition to interest rates. The EC intends to improve the entrepreneurial climate. The IMF claims that it wants to attract foreign investment again. Therefore, in 2013 Greece had to sign a memorandum that has a curious passage in it: “To facilitate investment...we will… streamline…licenses and permits (operational, environmental, land use...) by reducing their number.”16 With the troika knife at its throat, Greece signed what in practice boils down to a pledge to circumvent European environmental legislation. For the IMF, this is not entirely new. For many decades, the IMF has imposed similar conditions on developing countries when “helping” them with loans. For decades, the IMF paved the way for the big mining companies to do cheap and harmful mining – free from costly environmental and social protections. They’ve done that in what they call the “under-polluted” countries. The novelty is that this is now happening in the EU.




  It helps the troika that Greece is no longer a democracy. The creditors will not put it that way, but anyone looking at the facts can hardly claim that Greece is a democratic country. Rituals such as elections and referenda are still there to keep up appearances. But during the Greek elections in January and September of 2015, government leaders in Europe scrambled over each other to shout that Greek voters can just as well stay at home. Because, so they said, whatever the result will be, the reforms and conditions imposed on Greece – which define virtually ALL aspects of their policies – will in any case continue. People in the country where the word democracy was invented sure know that democracy is something else than that.




  Take the former Dutch Minister of Finance Jeroen Dijsselbloem, the chairman of the Euro group, which brings together all finance ministers in the eurozone. He and his German colleague Wolfgang Schäuble said in their first meeting with their new Greek colleague Yanis Varoufakis that he just had to carry out what had already been decided by the elected representatives before him who were just punished by voters in the most crushing way possible. The two most important people of financial Europe added that they will destroy the Greek banks and thus the distribution of money in Greece if he didn’t. Varoufakis calls this “fiscal waterboarding”. In the summer of 2015, the Greek people rejected the troika’s proposals in a referendum. The troika reacted by adding insult to injury plus extra pressure until the Greek government agreed with what the people had just rejected. You can compare that to holding a European summit 10 days after the Brexit referendum, in which the UK’s Prime Minister is held hostage in Brussels until an agreement for closer cooperation with and more payments to the EU is signed. Under the EU’s conditions. Unimaginable? What happened to Greece was worse.




  How the European elite plunders the Greek state treasury


 Jeroen Dijsselbloem and Jean-Claude Juncker are both wearing two hats in this. The Netherlands and Luxembourg are the two largest foreign direct investors in Greece. Strange, for such small countries far from Greece. Until you realize that 80 percent of Dutch investment in Greece comes from companies that only have a mailbox in the Netherlands. The Dutch Centre for Research on Multinational Corporations (SOMO) discovered that Eldorado Gold has at least 12 mailbox firms at one address in the Netherlands. Just one of these 12 companies avoided paying nearly 2 million euros to Greece.17




  It’s made complex on purpose, but the route the money follows is pretty simple. This is how it works. Hellas Gold, a subsidiary of the Canadian company Eldorado Gold, finances its activities in Greece through the issuance of bonds. A mailbox company based in the Netherlands buys that. A Barbados-based company buys that off the Dutch mailbox company. And that company in Barbados is owned by Canadian Eldorado Gold. The Canada-Barbados-Netherlands-Greece detour has one goal: bypassing the Greek state treasury. Both the CEOs of Eldorado Gold and Hellas Gold have admitted to avoiding paying taxes, adding that it was a legal practice and that everybody did it.18




  In the Netherlands, these mailbox companies flourished thanks to Jeroen Dijsselbloem, who was the Minister of Finance from 5 November 2012 to his party’s historic election defeat in March 2017. Tax avoidance is the only function of these mailbox companies. The Netherlands has some 20,000 of them that together offer a detour from state coffers for around 4000 billion euros each year. The defunding of states to pay for schools and hospitals and roads is called “optimalization”, by the likes of Dijsselbloem, a caviar socialist.19 The Netherlands has a world record of this kind of tax evasion in its name. That brings me to the key question in all this: with what moral authority does Dijsselbloem tell his Greek counterpart to get its finances in order?




  The President of the European Commission, Jean-Claude Juncker, doesn’t do any better. As Prime Minister of Luxembourg, he also stimulated the prosperity of mailbox companies in his country and that has also come at the cost of the Greek state. LuxLeaks alone showed that Greece lost billions in Luxembourg thanks to Jean-Claude Juncker. As President of the European Commission, Juncker sells a story of solidarity and sympathy with Greece, that naughty boy from his class that had deviated from the right path, but that he, Jean-Claude, was bringing back on track again. When the Greek Prime Minister Tsipras came to Brussels and held a press conference with Juncker, the latter was giving him little slaps in the face, literally. The body language was obvious: you’ve listened to daddy and now you’re a good brave boy again.




  Syriza: mosquito bites on a mining giant




  Before Syriza came to power in 2015 the mining business in Greece was on a roll. Violations of building regulations, hazardous waste legislation, heavy metal pollution in rivers: none of that stopped the urge to get at the Greek gold. In 2011, former Minister of Finance George Papaconstantinou became Minister of Environment. He immediately gave Hellas Gold its missing license. Later, he tried to delete names of his relatives from a list of Greeks with Swiss bank accounts. In 2014, the Greek Parliament tweaked forest law during the summer recess. At the eleventh hour a clause was added which allowed the construction of a crucial part of Eldorado Gold’s mining infrastructure in a pristine forest. For journalists and nature conservationists, the Greek law is applied with a lot more vigor. Articles and tapped telephone conversations from journalists are used as “evidence of criminal activities”. The journalist Kostas Vaxevanis published who evaded taxes in Greece on the basis of information given to the Greek government by Christine Lagarde, the IMF’s boss. Not the tax evaders, but the journalist was brought to justice.20 In total, more than 450 anti-mining activists have been charged, often just for participation in a protest march. For 38 of them, prosecutors are asking for a 30-year jail sentence for “participation in terrorist activities”. Sometimes, penalties for the real criminals do materialize. Former Development Minister Akis Tsoxatzopoulos, who signed the concession for Hellas Gold, was arrested for money laundering and on 7 October 2013 he flew behind bars for 20 years. Former Deputy Minister of Economic Affairs, Christos Pachtas, was taken out of office after he converted 17 hectares of protected primeval forest around Halkidiki to luxury homes. But the real top, those that make the draining of the Greek state treasury possible like Dijsselbloem and Juncker remain untouched. They’re not even considered to do harm. Draining the Greek state coffers is considered a bonafide thing to do.




  Since Syriza is in power, there’s new hope that Halkidiki will receive the protection that the area deserves under Greek and European laws. In January 2016, the Ministry of Environment gave Hellas Gold a fine of 1.7 million euros for 21 environmental offenses, such as a discharge of heavy metal wastes. The permitted arsenic standards were already exceeded at several water sources. Incidents such as these were never reported. But what is 1.7 million euros? If the mine is finished, Hellas Gold expects the first 7 years, 4000 and the next 20 years, 2550 kilos of gold. At the early 2017 gold price, that brings the total turnover to almost 3 billion euros. Another mine, in Olympia, should create a similar revenue from 2020. In total, Eldorado Gold hopes to generate about 10 billion euros in Greece. For the moment, nothing really guarantees that even the anti-gold mine party Syriza will be able to do more than make some mosquito bites on a mining giant. And even that seems difficult to implement. In January 2018 the fine was annulled by an administrative court.
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  The Greek professor Giorgos Kallis is a political ecological economist. With his many peer reviewed publications, he is a leading voice in the growing discipline of alternative macroeconomics. Kallis tells me that what Greece is experiencing today is a regression from a developed country to a developing country, similar to the process that many Latin American countries passed through in the 1980s and now continue to be in. “The sole function of a developing country is to provide the global economy with cheap raw materials, often at the cost of its own people and its own development.” Kallis says it is not a coincidence that the gold – which has always been there – is dug out in this time of crisis. The crisis lowered costs by reducing the cost of labor (25 percent) and reducing the monetary cost of externalities: the health, visual or environmental impacts are no longer valued thanks to the troika conditions. Kallis: “Economic crises are necessary for creating new exploitable territories when limits have otherwise been reached. They achieve it by the devaluation of economic, social and environmental capital. Having a crisis like Greece is having creates an economic opportunity for the gold miners.”




  Kallis goes one step further than most of his countrymen. He says that the crisis is a prerequisite for profitable gold mining in Greece. And according to Kallis, people are actively working to meet that condition in spaces outside of Greece. He said that before WikiLeaks published in April 2016 the transcript of a phone call in the IMF. In that call, two of the IMF’s top officials, Poul Thomsen and Delia Velkouleskou, talk about the best timing for the next Greek credit crisis.21 You can of course also interpret it as an open-minded conversation between people who see the inevitable: that Greece cannot repay its debts. Even a top figure inside the troika told the Greek Finance Minister Varoufakis, in a private conversation, that the program imposed on Greece “could not work”. Indeed, for the Greeks it does not work. But for the Canadian Eldorado Gold and for large German companies – taking over the obligatory privatized regional airports and urban water facilities – it works very well.




  



  



  
Mothers with courage





  The anti-gold movement wants the official revocation of Eldorado Gold’s activities around Halkidiki, restoration of the environmental damage in the region and the declassification of the region as a mining region. Expressing these demands is not without risk. On March 20, 2012, 30 members of the community who held a peaceful sit-in were beaten up by a mob of Hellas Gold employees, with the assistance and encouragement of the management. Eight locals had to go to hospital. In October 2012, the police attacked and chased peacefully protesting women for a full 7 kilometers – enough for Amnesty International to launch a human rights violation case against the Greek state. In March 2013, more than 200 well-armed police attacked the village of Ierissos, known for its resistance to the mine. Teargas bombs ended up in homes and in the local school, where a student was seriously injured. Dozens of people needed first aid, including a baby. In reaction, 20,000 people marched in Thessaloniki. Towards the Canadian Consulate.




  Halkidiki is not the only Greek frontline that suffers from gold fever. Years ago, I came into contact with Elena – a fake name that I use to protect her identity, on her insistence. Elena lives in Kilkis. A mining company wants to transform a large fertile area where 15,000 people live into a poisonous pit. Against the will of the majority. Elena emphasizes that she is not a tree hugger. “When it first learned about the proposed gold mine, I was totally in favor. I was annoyed by the people who had reservations about the plans because I found that finally something positive was coming to the city.” Elena attended a debate by the city council of Kilkis, who explained how the ministry was doing this against their will.




    

  These were people of the same parties who were in power in Athens! I understood that when mining companies claim that they are low cost gold producers – like Eldorado Gold does – they do not mean the low costs for the environment and the people living in the neighborhood. They mean that they use methods that are much more toxic, to give the shareholders more profit.


    


  

  Since then, it’s Elena who’s been faced with the incomprehension of people who do not yet know what a gold mine entails – and the prejudices towards activists in general. Her family is concerned. “My own mother once said: ‘If you want to go to that demonstration and get injured or arrested, take your son. I will not take your role as a mother if you’re not there anymore.’” However, Elena eventually managed to take her mother along for such a demonstration. “Afterwards, she told me she was scared but also proud on me!” In Greece, mothers and grandmothers are going to risky demonstrations. Not because activism is in their blood or because they enjoy it, but because they see the full scale of the threat and because they want to keep the community together. Their mother instinct wins it from their fear. Elena is often asked the question: is there an alternative? Her countryman Giorgos Velegrakis has an answer. He wrote a doctorate on the Halkidiki conflict, but until June 2015 he also served as a member of the Syriza party, in charge of writing an alternative development strategy for the area. His proposal contained four main points: cancellation of the project in Halkidiki, environmental restoration of the area, the gradual abolition of the “old” gold mining projects in the region and reconstruction of the local economy based on agriculture, ecotourism, forestry and fisheries. At present, that still seems a far way off. In 2018 the unfinished Skouries mine was still in “care and maintenance” with Eldorado stuck in legal cases and waiting for a government willing to bend the law.




  Charlotte Christiaens of the Belgian non-profit organization CATAPA, which works with communities around the world on protection against mining impacts, is also convinced that the local economy can have a totally different base than gold: “Halkidiki is one of the most paradoxical places I ever visited: clear blue water, long sand beaches, rich fishing grounds, ancient forests, good goat farmers, beekeepers with the best honey, delicious olives...but also a toxic legacy of gold mining.” What the Greeks especially need is not a new gold fever, but the right of self-determination. Through smart use of their renewable resources, the good life is within reach.




  Undermining the middle class




  Whether it’s bauxite, uranium or gold: Congo has it all. What sets the Congolese frontline apart from the frontlines in India, Bulgaria and Greece is not the raw material – but the violence level of the struggle. In Congo, a terrible civil war caused over 4 million deaths. Claiming that this was a war over scarce resources is, however, a too simple explanation.




  In March 2007 I travel to Katanga, in the southeast of what is very euphemistically called the Democratic Republic of Congo. My job is not just mapping the positions of the warring parties, but especially to map the motives of all those who are fighting. In its most literal sense.




  A sort of minibus with wings and a front seat that passes for the cockpit drops me from Lubumbashi to a grass strip made in the jungle next to the village of Mitwaba. Without the flight, it would take weeks to reach the place. The next day I find myself standing right between a former Mai Mai warrior and a Congolese soldier. On other days they used to kill each other, but I’m in a rare safe place. The three of us are lining up for a plate of curry with lentils. The Indian UN Blue Helmets in Mitwaba are practicing curry diplomacy. All you need for that is a well-prepared aloe gobi, a generous portion of dhal and a mountain of basmati rice. According to the Indians, it’s their garam masala that brings people together. The next day, a few of the Indian Blue Helmets bring me to a refugee camp, where the disarmed Mai Mai try to survive. I soon understand why eating a curry is a reason for smoking the peace pipe. Between the undernourished mass of children, a woman tries to brew something in a cooking pot: leaves that are normally only for cattle.




  In 2007, those Mai Mai still hiding in the surrounding forests had no good reputation. Some of their so-called wizards treat their fighters until they believe they are bulletproof. In a report from local human rights organizations, I read that, until 2003, this and their ritual cannibalism was used to scare off the opponent. The cover of their report is a picture where a crowd, including children, is looking at a pile of flesh. At the top of the pile there’s a stick with a head pierced on it.22 The still-fighting Mai Mai carried out sporadic raids on villages, after which they retreated into the dense jungle. The army controlled the villages and especially the mines.




  The soldiers of the Congolese army were often not paid for months in a row. Many thus provided for their needs by using their gun to exhort all kinds of imaginary tolls and taxes from local traders. But their chiefs also encourage them to do that, because they want a piece of it. After all, they need to pay their superiors as well. If the commander of an army unit doesn’t collect enough money for his superior, he’s punished by being sent to a less lucrative area. That’s called “reporting” and it’s making money throughout the Congo flow from the bottom to the top, with AK47s as a lubricant. Police and military do not protect the people, they plunder the people. The state itself is an empty box: the structures and papers are there, but not the idea that the state exists to protect and help people. In theory, the army has the task of securing the mines. In practice, our maps showed that the army focused mainly on mines from which they can make more money, even if there are no rebels in the area. The really dirty work in the mines is done by the “artisan miners”. That’s a euphemism for kids as young as four who break their backs with heavy physical labor every day, for a starvation wage. Who you don’t meet here in Katanga are the people who get filthy rich from all this. These are, for example, the fat cats of the diamond industry of Antwerp – the same people who go tell our government what tax rates they find okay to pay and even then evade those by going to Panama. They get to their Congolese source of wealth through a shady network of brokers in Rwanda and Congo.




  Joseph Stiglitz, a Nobel Memorial Economics Prize winner, told on November 9, 2007, in a conversation with Gie Goris at Belgium’s biggest book fair, that developing countries with plenty of resources and poverty need no foreign aid. According to Stiglitz, they need special help to get the full price for their raw materials. Because most Congolese wealth does not reach the state treasury, the Congolese state remains an empty box at best, but more a parasite on its own people in reality.




  The research done by Steven Spittaels and this author resulted in a series of maps and the report Mapping interests in conflict areas: Katanga, which we wrote during our service at the International Peace Information Service, commissioned by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.23 We rejected the all too simplistic idea that all actors are merely fighting to enrich themselves with the riches of the earth. Our maps showed a different story. After many years of war, Mai Mai lost the courage and power to attack large mines, but they could no longer return to their villages, after their terrible way of recruiting and their many attacks on the civilian population. Their positions showed that. They were not at all strategically important places for commodities, but areas that are difficult to access for the army. They hid in forests, on steep slopes and far from the roads, where the army is at a disadvantage. Their battle in the years 2003 to 2007 was one of despair and survival, consisting of raids in villages and shelters in hideouts. But our research also showed that the Congolese army itself was a major threat to the local population.




  These motifs are not cut into stone, they evolve over time. For example, certain Mai Mai groups in the run-up to the 2012 elections suddenly appeared to commit attacks in the regional capital Lubumbashi, which indicates political motives. The struggle by everyone to enrich themselves with commodities is in any case a too simplistic representation of what happens in Katanga. Like in India, Bulgaria and Greece, there is a large group of people who lose wealth and well-being due to the mineral resources. This pattern is so prevalent that researchers call it the resource curse: the paradox that countries with many natural resources, especially minerals and fuels, have less economic growth, less democracy and less development. Academics have been discussing this paradox for at least half a century. My personal interest in this matter is the cross-border connections that appear to have a major and, in my view, defining influence on the local situation in India, Bulgaria, Greece and Congo. Another issue that fascinates me are the parallels in the broadest sense, between the war in Katanga and the world in general.




  Is Katanga in a sense not the utopia for the most purist capitalists? The ingredients are the following: a shell state with no rule of law but where those with most money and guns rule. Where a desperate class does all the dirty work for close to no money. There is almost no big and well-known company with activities on the frontline itself, yet there is a lot to be gained behind the scenes. And if a serious journalist exposes shady deals, there are still lawyers to pay to sue them, as happened with MO* magazine.24




  On dark days, I sometimes fear that humanity evolves towards this kind of deregulated capitalist utopia, which is of course a dystopia for the vast majority as well as an ecological nightmare. It’s a state of consciously maintained chaos and survival with extreme contrasts between rich and poor. In 1994, Robert Kaplan wrote the groundbreaking article The Coming Anarchy, which explains how, among other things, scarcity and overpopulation will give rise to an all-around anarchy of violent nature.25 He said that environmental problems and scarcity of natural resources will be THE security issues for the beginning of the twenty-first century. I do find Kaplan way too mild for the influence of mighty companies, institutions and political leaders in the West but he is good at connecting a certain geographical reality with associated deeper political and economic conflicts.




  Are the contours of a Congolese dystopia recognizable at the global scale? Maybe some elements are already upcoming. You have a class of people banned from their birthplace and system. In Katanga this is the Mai Mai. In India, it’s the dozens of millions of people who had to make way for a reservoir, factory or mine. But even in England, the number of people on the street doubled between 2010 and 2015. For them, there is no place in our society. They survive by hiding in the crusts of the earth; from the forested slopes in Katanga to the slums of Mumbai and the train stations of Europe. They’re in a struggle to survive, which often forces them into begging or sporadic raids on society. Not to get rich, but to survive. This wreckage in a turbulent ocean is faced with coastlines that consist of ever higher walls. In the slums of society, you are anonymous, stateless and powerless. This class is unfortunately booming.
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