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new financial
euphoria

bottom “probably has been reached,” and this could be a
“lasting bull market” that in a few years might hit October
2007 highs.
One of the problems with this happy talk is that
it contributes to running out the clock on the narrow--and
narrowing--window for reform. Back at the end of 2008,
the banking class was terrified by the prospect of serious
rianna
u ff i n g t o n
reform of the financial industry. Populist anger was rising,
and it looked like the political will to rein in Wall Street
alk about premature exaltation. I spent last week in was taking hold. But here we are in May and while we’ve
New York and Washington, speaking with many erstwhile gotten some impressive talk from Obama’s economic
Masters of the Universe and those charged with clean- team about the need to fix the financial system, there has
ing up the mess they’ve created. And in both cities I was been no real push for reform--only the ongoing express
stunned by how many Wall Street and political insiders delivery of few-strings-attached taxpayer dollars to Wall
were ready to break out the champagne. Forgive me if I Street.
Bank bailouts move forward at warp speed while
keep the bubbly on the shelf.
regulatory
reform sputters along in the slow lane. Which
The insider consensus seems to be that the worst
is
just
the
way Wall Street wants it. Its motto is: if it’s
of the hard times is behind us and that the economy is back
broke
(but
you
keep bailing us out), why fix it?
on track. Or at least on track to be back on track. Not even
That’s
where
Galbraith’s warnings about the igthe latest employment stats showing that another 539,000
norance
of
history
come
into play. The last thing Wall
Americans had lost their jobs dimmed the enthusiasm. Call
Street
wants is for Congress to take
it The New Financial Euphoria.
to
heart
a history lesson like the one
Only it’s not really new.
Elizabeth
Warren offered when I inWhen I was interviewing Eliot
terviewed
her on Squawk Box. She
Spitzer last week on Squawk Box,
explained
how, going back to the
he recommended a book called
time
of
George
Washington, “every
A Short History of Financial Eu10-15
years
we
had boom and bust,
phoria by John Kenneth Galbraith,
boom
and
bust,
boom and bust...
and over the weekend, in between
until
we
hit
the
Great Depresrunning into more case studies in
sion.”
At
that
point,
as Warren put
financial euphoria, I gave it a read.
it,
FDR’s
economic
team decided:
Kudos to Spitzer, because the
“You
know
what?
We
can do better
book couldn’t be more apt to what
than
that.
We
can
write
a set of rules
we’re facing today.
that
are
going
to
make
it
better than
Written in response to the
that.”
And
they
put
in
place
reforms
stock market crash of 1987, the
like
the
Glass-Steagall
Act,
and the
book is an examination of how
creation
of
the
FDIC
and
the
SEC.
economic bubbles start and why
The
result,
according
to
Warren:
we never seem to learn the right
“50 years of security and prosperlessons when they burst. Starting
–
Arianna
Huffington
ity.”
with the tulip mania in the 17th
Then came the push for deregulacentury and going up to 1987,
tion--which
gave us the S&L crisis,
Galbraith explores the psychology behind the boom/bust
then
Enron/WorldCom/Global
Crossing,
and now the curcycle and how “the extreme brevity of the financial memrent
economic
meltdown,
which
Nassim
Taleb
calls “vastory,” combined with an ignorance of history, leads to the
ly
worse”
than
what
happened
in
the
1930s.
“This
is the
same reckless mistakes being made again and again and
most
difficult
period
of
humanity
that
we’re
going
through
again. Often soon after the last boom/bust go round.
“Financial disaster is quickly forgotten,” writes today,” he told a conference in Singapore last week, “beGalbraith. “When the same or closely similar circum- cause governments have no control.”
And that’s just how Wall Street wants to keep it.
stances occur again, sometimes in only a few years, they
So
far,
Washington
seems unwilling to offer much pushare hailed by a new, often youthful, and always supremely
back.
The
problem
is that reform is not in the DNA of
self-confident generation as a brilliantly innovative disthose
in
charge
of
the
administration’s economic policy.
covery.”
And
real
systemic
change
is not going to happen without
Sound familiar? Credit default swaps, anyone?
at
least
one
person
on
the
senior
economic team who will
For an example of what Galbraith called “the pathsingle-mindedly
make
that
a
priority.
ological weakness of the financial memory” and a “mass
Instead we get Larry Summers (one of the archiescape from reality,” look no further than Sunday’s New
tects
of
the
dismantling of Glass-Steagall) and Tim GeithYork Times, in which a variety of Wall Streeters, asked
ner,
who
actually
talks the talk of a reformer, but walks the
whether it is “safe to exhale yet,” offered up delusional
walk
of
a
Wall
Street
true believer. There he was last week
gems such as “I’m of the view that this is a bull market,” a
8
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We are on track to

return to where we
were when all the
trouble started-To The

demonstrably Flawed
status quo.

on Charlie Rose, claiming: “We are being dramatically
more aggressive than I believe any serious government
has ever been, certainly in generations, in responding to financial crises. So if you look at the scale of action, look at
the quality of initiative we’ve taken, I think it dramatically
exceeds even the best-managed crises we’ve seen before.”
And there is no question that he is right in terms
of the scale of the administration’s response. But all this
scale and aggressiveness have been geared towards saving the current system--not reforming it. The result is that
we are on track to return to where we were when all the
trouble started--to the demonstrably flawed status quo.
Back in March, Geithner told Congress that the financial system had failed “in fundamental ways” and that
fixing it would be accomplished not by “modest repairs
at the margin, but new rules of the game.” But where is
the urgency to push through these new rules? Where is
the evidence that Geithner and company are willing to go
toe-to-toe with those who see regulation as their mortal
enemy?
When Rose asked Geithner about the “army full
of lobbyists with huge amounts of money” who are determined to undermine what Geithner promised would be
the “most sweeping changes in financial regulation that
we’ve seen in decades,” he replied: “It’s going to be hard
for them, because again the people are watching.”
But the people were watching when the Senate
voted on cramdown legislation that would have given relief to the millions of Americans who are, or soon will
be, facing foreclosure--and the lobbyists won. As a Times
editorial put it: “When the time came to stand up to the
banking lobbies and cajole yes votes from reluctant senators--the White House didn’t. When the measure failed,
there wasn’t even a statement of regret.”
This is all the more significant because of the
precedent it sets. Wall Street has seen that it can count
on enough Democratic Blue Dogs to scuttle even modest,
utterly sensible reform. And that the administration won’t
put up much of a fight to save it.
I am at heart an optimist. But being among the
giddy revelers at last week’s White House Correspondents’
Dinner in DC and the Time 100 party in New York, I felt
like a prude at a 60s love in.
Indeed, there is something in the current DC/NY
culture that equates a lack of unthinking boosterism with
a lack of patriotism. As if not being drunk on the latest
Dow gains is somehow un-American. You can see this in
the way those who accurately predicted the bursting of the
most recent bubble were viewed, branded as “naysayers,”
and “prophets of doom.”
This too is nothing new. In his book on financial
euphoria, Galbraith writes about how, in 1955, after offering Senate testimony suggesting toughening stock buying rules, he was inundated with angry responses: “The
postman each morning staggered in with a load of letters
condemning my comments, the most extreme threatening
what the CIA was later to call executive action.”
Yes, it’s more fun to hop a ride on the Happy Days
Are Here Again bandwagon. But it won’t be fun when it
ends up back in the same ditch--or, worse, rolling com-
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pletely over the cliff--because we didn’t make the necessary repairs when we had the chance.
And, yes, it’s not fun feeling like Cassandra. But
remember: Cassandra turned out to be right and the cheerleading Trojans very seriously wrong. And very seriously
dead.
The other problem with “the pathological weakness of the financial memory” is that it causes us to forget,
along with the Trojan War and the last economic crisis, all
the things we could have done with the massive amounts
of money we spent bailing out the banks--things like foreclosure relief, job creation, infrastructure repair, health
care reform, and improving education.It’s time to stop
pretending that the Wall Street economy is the same as the
real economy. The Wall Street economy may be showing
signs of life--thanks to the hundreds of billions we have
poured into it--but the real economy isn’t.
“
Don’t tell me about the stock market,” wrote Bob
Herbert last week. “Don’t tell me about the banks and
their perpetual flimflammery. Tell me whether poor and
middle-income families can find work. If they can’t, the
country’s in trouble.” And that trouble is only growing
worse, even if the media are full of Wall Streeters over the
moon because the Dow just went up 100 points.
There aren’t going to be reasons for optimism--or
cause for celebration--unless “the new rules of the game”
Geithner promised are moved from the realm of rhetoric
to the arena of action. The window for reform is closing.
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Who Owns What?

set to play a pivotal role in legislation aimed at the reregulation of the finance industry. Baucus has come under
fire from progressive pundits for publicly pushing back
against the Obama administration’s recent initiative to
at t
enner
investigate corporate tax havens and for suggesting that
single-payer government-run health care legislation is not
hat happens when a powerful senator goes up an option.
According to recent reports and organizations that
against an industry which has received roughly four triltrack campaign contributions, financiers spend billions of
lion dollars in taxpayer support to stave off
dollars to help elect members of Congress and pay teams
complete collapse? The senator loses.
Or at least that seems to be what happened last of insider lobbyists to remind politicians of the financial
week when an amendment, which would have given bank- industry’s interests every year.
The Center for Public Integrity, a nonprofit inruptcy judges the ability to adjust or “cram down” mortgages to help borrowers avoid foreclosure, was not able to vestigative reporting organization, released a report on
garner the 60 votes needed to overcome a self-imposed in- Wednesday examining the subprime mortgage
visible filibuster, which continues to haunt the Democrats lenders, who lowered lending standards, made millions of
risky loans and undermined the foundation of the financial
in the Senate.
A procedural step to cut off debate and move to industry--all with the blessing of Washington. Their acvote on the amendment was defeated by a 45 to 51 vote tions were dangerous and, according to regulation experts,
on the floor of the Senate, with 12 Democrats crossing the amounted to fraud in many cases. But they were able to
avoid regulation and rake in unprecedented profits in part
isle to vote with a unified Republican Party.
because of a massive lobbying camAfter the vote, Illinois Sen.
paign.
Richard Durbin, the second highest
The report found that subprime
ranking
lenders and the major banks which
Democrat and author of the legisfinanced their activities spent $370
lation, broke a taboo of the Senate
million on lobbying and direct conwith a charge of institution-wide
tributions over the past decade.
corruption.
Countrywide Financial, the now“And the banks--hard to
defunct infamous subprime lender,
believe in a time when we’re facissued $97 billion in subprime loans
ing a banking crisis that many of
between 2005 and 2007. Countrythe banks created--are still the most
wide spent roughly $11 million on
powerful lobby on
campaign contributions and lobbyCapitol Hill. And they frankly own
ing over the last decade.
the place,” Durbin said.
The financial industry as a whole
Consumer advocates who
spent $5 billion on lobbying and
supported the bill were upset after
campaign funding between 1998
being outmuscled by industry loband 2008, according to a report by
byists.
two consumer groups.
“The banking industry, af“Sold Out: How Wall Street and
ter receiving hundreds of billions of
– Matt Renner
Washington Betrayed America”, a
dollars in federal assistance, spent
231-page report debuted in March
millions of dollars in its campaign
against this measure. As a result of today’s vote, foreclo- by Essential Information and the Consumer Education
sures will continue to soar, the value of all homes will Foundation, details the lobbying and campaign spending
be diminished and the entire economy will be worse off,” by the financial industry and the legislation they got in
Michael Calhoun, president of the Center for Responsible return.
The defeat of the mortgage “cram down” amendLending, said in a statement shortly after the vote.
The 12 Democrats who split from the party to kill ment was just the latest win for the banks. The report lists
the “cram down” amendment were Max Baucus (Mon- numerous anti-regulation steps taken by Washington politana), Michael Bennet (Colorado), Robert Byrd (West Vir- ticians, who rolled back legal checks and destroyed public
ginia), Thomas Carper (Delaware), Byron Dorgan (North oversight.
The lobbying disclosure forms for the second
Dakota), TimJohnson (South Dakota), Mary Landrieu
(Louisiana), Blanche Lincoln (Arkansas), Ben Nelson quarter of 2009 are likely to show an increase in lobbying
(Nebraska), Mark Pryor (Arkansas), Arlen Specter (Penn- expenditures by bailed-out companies as they
sylvania) and Jon Tester (Montana).Sen. Evan Bayh (D- ramp up efforts to fight legislation cracking down on antiIndiana) voted for cloture after previous reports that he consumer lending
practices. “Profit-driven companies wouldn’t be making
was opposed to the legislation.
One notable no-vote came from Chairman of the campaign contributions if it didn’t buy them influence or
Senate Committee on Finance Senator Baucus, who is access,” Dan Newman, the executive director of MAP12

W

M

R

The financial
industry spent
$5 billion on
lobbying and
campaign
funding
between 1998
and 2008.

Light.org said, adding “It’s a question of access. Who’s in
the room when the laws are being written, the homeowner or
the bank lobbyists who collectively give legislators millions
of dollars in campaign contributions?”
MAPLight tracks the money trail between industry
and politicians in Washington and has been following the
“cram down” legislation closely. Newman believes that the
way campaigns are financed is the major underlying problem.
“If you have two candidates running for office and
one is a finance-industry-friendly candidate and the other
is the consumer-friendly candidate, the finance-industryfriendly candidate is going to get tens of thousands of dollars
from the financial services industry that the other consumerfriendly candidate is not going to get. So, the finance-industry-friendly candidate is going to have much more money
to run for election and is more likely to win. He or she is
more likely to stay in office, because candidates that vote in
alignment with industry interests have more money to run
for re-election. So you have this system where Congress as
a whole is bought and biased in favor of industry, even if no
individual legislator changes their mind on a vote.
“If you are a member of the Senate and at the end
of the day you have 25 messages to return, who are you going to call? A constituent who is losing their home to foreclosure or someone from Citigroup or Goldman Sachs who
has given you hundreds of thousands of dollars in campaign
contributions?”

B

a

n

k

s

Matt@truthout.org.
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BLOWBACK
We owe the way we
know the world to school-masters
droning over the map of the day,
blurbing stories of how empty
space gets magically replaced with
god’s country, experts
slurping fables into tables that
don’t chart our manifest destiny,
newsreaders gleaming stars and
dirty laundry in high deaf digitalis
instead of clean scoops on the
freedempire, streaming a banter of
body counts that don’t add up
instead of countdowns
to the last twilight.
We don’t know what
it means to see our world mapped
by panpatriothandlers, so we
philosophize with Hummers that
boomerang back from battles
and pass through city streets
like ghosts in the night, stealthy
port-o-bunkers relieving the waste
of misspent complaints, tinted
urinational fiefs that make military
might right, bond us to
horrors we can’t see.
John O’Kane
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Europe’s Crisis:
The Kraken Wakes

industrial giant with 46 million people, will see its economy shrink 6 percent. A $16.5 billion loan from the IMF
is temporarily keeping the country solvent, but its foreign
debts alone are $105 billion.
England--whose Thatcher and Tony Blair share
the blame for waking the Kraken in the first place--is a
onn
allinan
basket case. Its economy is projected to shrink 3 percent,
and over two million are out of work. And because the Ton Nordic mythology, the Kraken was a huge beast that ries and Labor alike cut social welfare programs over the
lay in wait for ships that braved the restless North Atlantic, past 25 years, the jobless only get about $85 a week. As a
rising from the “abysmal” depths to wrap its great arms result, every seven minutes a person in Britain loses his or
around the unwary or the over bold, pulling them down to her home.
Virtually no country in Europe remains unscathed,
its lair. As economies from the Baltic to Spain and from
although
the worst hit are those like Hungary, Latvia, and
Ireland to Austria self-destruct, the Kraken metaphor may
Austria
that
bought into the myth that the economy was a
be an apt one for a crisis whose first victim was Iceland.
never-ending
cornucopia.
The saga of Iceland’s fall, from what Reuters
Austrian
banks shoveled loans into Eastern Eucalled “One of the richest countries in the world per capita”
rope,
up
to
60
percent
of them in foreign currency. When
to flat broke, is a tale that begins in the 1980s when Ronald
the
crisis
came,
countries
like Hungary and Latvia found
Reagan and Margaret Thatcher dismantled governmental
themselves
trying
to
pay
back
loans in expensive Euros,
and financial checks and balances, privatized everything
Swiss
Francs,
and
dollars,
while
their own currencies
that wasn’t nailed down, and turned the world’s economy
were
tanking.
Austria
now
finds
itself
holding $371 bilinto an enormous Ponzi scheme with promises of wealth
lion
in
debts,
almost
equal
to
the
country’s
annual GDP.
that would make Las Vegas blush.
Unemployment
has
jumped
23.7
percent.
Tapping into the sea of high risk credit scams that
The newer members of the European Union (EU),
floated the housing bubble, tiny Iceland--whose major
including
most of the countries that were formerly part of
export was cod--turned itself into a financial giant whose
the
Soviet
bloc, soon found that when the going got tough,
banks were worth 900 times more than the island nation’s
it
was
every
man for himself. When Hungary recently
gross domestic product. Icelanders bought townhouses in
asked
its
fellow
EU members for a bailout, it got heaved
New York, imported expensive cars and lured back exoverboard.
Indeed,
the EU’s 27-member crew seems less
patriots to cash in at the casino. Such hubris stirred the
concerned
with
fighting
off the Kraken than with each
Kraken.
saving
itself,
ready
to
turn
on one another at the drop of a
Last month Icelanders were defaulting on car
currency.
loans, unemployment was surging, and the country was
Madrid has launched a “buy Spanish” campaign,
in hock to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), whose
London
is touting “British jobs for British workers,” and
standard formula for accepting its loans is the systematic
the
French
President is urging French carmakers to invest
savaging of education, health care, and social welfare
at home, not elsewhere in the EU.
programs. Iceland’s richest man,
When
the water reaches the quarAsgeir Johannesson--who made
terdeck,
free markets go a glimout like a bandit over the past five
mering.
years--runs a supermarket chain
		
The Obama Administrawhose symbol is a cross-eyed
tion
is
pushing
the Europeans to
pig, which suggests that while the
ante
up
a
lot
more
cash for a bailnorthern gods may be vengeful,
out,
but
EU
members
are balking.
they have a sense of humor.
“We
don’t
think
we
need
to draw
Iceland was just the first
up
new
stimulus
packages,
and
victim, an hors d’oeuvre for the
I’m
supported
on
that
by
German
beast. There are lots of others. The
Industry,” German Chancellor
first to fall were smaller countries
Angela
Merkel told the Financial
on the periphery--Latvia, Estonia,
Times.
and Ireland--but the leviathans too
		
The Europeans, on the
soon felt the Kraken’s tentacles.
other
hand,
are demanding that
Germany’s export industhe
Americans
accept global regutry, the heart of its powerful econlation
of
finance,
because many
omy, is off by 21 percent. France’s
in
the
EU
blame
the
lack of such
growth rate is projected to be miregulation
for
the
current
crisis.
nus 2 percent. Spain’s unemploy“The
global
economic
crisis
is rement rate is 14 percent, and 22
lentlessly
laying
bare
the
EU’s
percent in the country’s hard-hit
flaws and limitations,” says forsouth. Sweden’s industrial output
–C o n n H a l l i n a n
mer German Foreign Minister Jois down 22.9 percent. Ukraine, an
16

I

C

H

According
to the Asian
Development
Bank, the

recession has
cost the global
economy $50
trillion.

schka Fischer. “Without common economic and financial
policies the cohesion of [the] European monetary union
and the EU--indeed, their very existence--will be in unprecedented danger.”
The combination of internal European squabbling-some of it fed by old fashioned panic--and differences with
the Americans over regulation, explains why little came
out of the April G20—composed of developed and emerging countries--meetings besides pumping some money into
the IMF.
As bad as things are in Europe, at least the region
has some safety nets for its people, including mostly free
medical care, low cost education, and social services that
will blunt the worst aspects of the crisis. The same can’t be
said for the United States.
The worst hit, of course, will be the world’s poor,
the hundreds of millions of people in places like Africa and
South Asia who currently eke out a marginal existence on
a dollar or two a day, and who bear none of the blame for
bringing on the world-wide economic crisis. The Kraken
will make short work of them.
According to UNESCO’s Kevin Watkins, “With
the slowdown in growth in 2009, we estimate that the average income of the 391 million Africans living on less than
$1.25 a day will take a 20 percent hit. When you convert
economic growth effect into human cost, the picture looks
even grimmer. Best estimates point to an increasing infant
mortality of somewhere between 200,000 and 400,000
yearly.”
Not that the poor or the recently-made-poor are going quietly. A demonstration in Iceland drew 7,000 people,
the equivalent of seven million in the U.S. A march and
rally in Ireland drew 120,000--a little over three percent of
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the population--and Waterford Crystal workers took over
their plant. Similar demonstrations have taken place in
Russia, Latvia, Ukraine, France, and Greece. As the crisis
deepens, so has the anger of those who will bear most of
its weight.
In John Wyndham’s 1950’s science fiction book,
The Kraken Wakes, aliens, using the sea as their refuge,
paralyze the world. But governments, caught up in the
Cold War, are more interested in fighting one another than
resisting the invasion. The Kraken is finally destroyed
when the poor residents of a fishing village overcome
their terror and assault the creatures with crowbars and
axes. Their example spreads and the invasion is finally defeated.
Demonstrators alone will not overcome the current crisis, but they can demand that governments act in
the interests of their people, not those of Goldman Sachs
and AIG. Yes, the banks have to be saved, but the most effective way to do that is to nationalize them, and in a way
that the people with the crowbars and axes have a say over
how their money is spent.
According to the Asian Development Bank, the
recession has cost the global economy $50 trillion. That
is a figure straight out of the darkest nightmare one can
imagine.
The G20--particularly the Germans and the Chinese--should bite the bullet and beef up the bailouts. They
must also reinstate the checks and balances on credit, capital and banking that have been systematically dismantled
over the years. And they must insure that the most vulnerable be protected.
If greed, selfishness, and timidity triumph, the
Kraken waits.
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The Fraying of the
Fringe Economy

and the disparity exists even after accounting for nearly a
dozen other factors that could impact why a payday lender
chooses a particular location—including income, educational attainment and available retail space.
The location of payday storefronts is critical because many borrowers report that they took out that first
payday loan because they simply saw a store and went
inna
reen
in. What happens to Black and Latino kids growing up
in neighborhoods dotted with payday stores? Triple-digit
interest rates become the norm. Black civic leaders opalk through one of Los Angeles’ heavily Black or posed to payday lending often hammer home the message
Latino neighborhoods, and it’s clear where payday lend- that in an era of such social and economic progress, we
ers have staked their claim. Folks in these neighborhoods have traded the denial of good credit for the availability of
have access to multiple payday loan stores, and can get a detrimental credit. Just ask Harold Dees, a social-service
$255 loan (the limit in California) at almost any hour of agency manager in Oakland, Calif., who took out a payday
the day and in a matter of minutes. Following a period of loan which ultimately took him more than six months to
exponential growth across the country in the 1990s, these retire. “They are like fast-food restaurants—everywhere
purveyors of high-cost debt are now finding themselves in our neighborhoods, and just as bad.”
on the ropes: consumers and legislators alike are disgustThe problem and solution
ed with the status quo.
And rightly so. A payday loan is a small, supposThe District of Columbia and the Department of
edly short-term loan secured by a borrower’s personal
Defense
currently cap interest rates on small-dollar loans
check, but it usually amounts to serious long-term debt.
at two-digits, as well as 15 states:
The typical two-week loan is costly,
Arkansas,
Connecticut, Georgia,
with lenders nationwide charging
Maine,
Maryland,
Massachusetts,
rates as high as 800 percent APR.
he
of
New
Hampshire,
New
Jersey, New
In California and elsewhere in the
York,
North
Carolina,
Ohio, OrUnited States, Blacks and Latinos
egon,
Pennsylvania,
Vermont,
and
payday storefronts is
make up a disproportionate share
West
Virginia.
So
nearly
one-third
of payday loan borrowers. While
of Americans are protected from the
these loans are advertised as a quick
critical
because
many
abuses of the payday industry, but
and easy way to deal with an unexthat still leaves two-thirds of a napected expense before payday, bortion exposed to their faulty products.
borrowers report
rowers typically have a hard time
It
is the very nature of payday loans
retiring the debt, taking out one
that
has drawn fire from lawmakers.
loan after the other and becoming
that they took out that first
Payday
loans are marketed as
caught in financial quicksand. The
small-dollar
loans that are intended
payday lending industry depends
to
tide
borrowers
over until their
on this cycle of repeat borrowing payday loan because they
next
payday,
usually
two weeks
for the bulk of its revenues, with
away.
Theoretically
this
may appear
90 percent of business generated by
simply
saw
a
store
and
to
be
sound.
The
problem
is that
borrowers with at least five loans
most
borrowers
are
unable
to
both
per year, and over 60 percent of
repay
the
loan
in
one
lump
sum
in
business generated by borrowers
two
weeks
as
well
as
pay
for
their
with at least twelve loans per year.
other household expenses, such as
– Ginna Green
food,
transportation costs and child
Welcome to the neighborhood
care. When there’s not enough cash
Twenty years ago, payday lending was fresh on available to repay the loan two weeks later, the borrower
the scene, the darling of the dark corner of unscrupulous must take out another loan immediately or within a few
financial services. And it hasn’t taken long for the pay- days. This is the debt trap, and the payday business model
day industry to be more profitable each year than the last is dependent on it. Despite what the industry claims in PR
(though the tanking of the economy may now be making a materials and before legislators—that loans are for infredent in their profits). In many states, payday lenders now quent, emergency use and are not intended to be a longoutnumber McDonalds or Starbucks. In California, they term solution to financial shortfalls—the private reality is
outnumber both of them combined. As documented in something else. According to Dan Feehan, CEO of Cash
Predatory Profiling, the Center for Responsible Lending’s America: “…you’ve got to get that customer in, work to
recent report on the impact of race and ethnicity on pay- turn him into a repetitive customer, long-term customer,
day lender location in California, these storefronts over- because that’s really where the profitability is” (Remarks
whelmingly locate in Black and Latino neighborhoods, made at the Jefferies Financial Services Conference, June
20
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20, 2007).
In response to the dangers of the payday lendinginduced debt trap, and after significant analysis and debate, Congress passed and President Bush signed into law
legislation in 2006 that would prohibit making high-cost
payday loans to members of the military and their families. The Department of Defense understood first-hand the
impact of payday lending debt on security clearances and
military readiness of its service-members. Since the only
proven solution to the debt trap caused by payday loans
is a two-digit interest rate, the Talent-Nelson legislation
that addressed military members and payday loans implemented a 36 percent cap on all small-dollar loans made to
members of the armed forces.
North Carolina, a long-time leader in protecting
consumers from predatory lending in both the mortgage
and payday lending arenas, banned payday lending after
seeing the effects of allowing the practice for a few years.
Because industry and sympathetic lawmakers often express concern about what borrowers will do without these
high-cost products, the North Carolina Commissioner of
Banks conducted a survey of former payday borrowers after payday lenders had to leave the state.
Not surprisingly, North Carolina payday borrowers didn’t even miss payday lenders after they fled the
state. Nine out of ten thought that payday lending was a
“bad thing,” and two-thirds felt they were actually better
off without access to payday loans. This reflects a recent
survey that found that 75 percent of Americans favor a
two-digit interest rate cap on payday loans, as well as the
electoral response of voters in Ohio and Arizona who rejected outrageous interest rates on payday loans last November. The payday industry spent more than $30 million
in those battleground states in an attempt to maintain the
status quo, but when the status quo is 400 percent APR,
pricey campaigns will only go so far with the voters.

Flashing cash
But the industry probably hopes that their money
can pull more weight with lawmakers than with voters. As
all industries that profit from a lack of regulation are wont
to do, when payday lending began to come under fire by
individual states, the federal government and consumers
in recent years, the industry responded by spending lots
of that money made at 400 percent annual interest to influence lawmakers in Congress and in legislatures nationwide.
Indeed, Citizens for Responsibility and Ethics
in Washington (CREW) released a report just last month
which found that the payday industry doubled its lobbying
expenditures from the 109th Congress to the 110th, and
doubled its political donations over the last three election
cycles. And it wasn’t double-from-nothing: according to
the CREW report, industry lobbying receipts jumped from
$2 million to $4 million between those sessions.
Perhaps it has worked. The Payday Loan Reform
Act of 2009 was introduced earlier this year by Rep. Luis
Gutierrez (D-IL). Contrary to its name, this legislation
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would do very little to reform the payday industry and
would instead codify the ability to charge triple-digit interest rates, stymie state efforts to provide better consumer
protection, and it is limited to loans of 91 days or less,
which means that lenders need only make their loans for
more than 91 days to skirt the law. Rep. Joe Baca (D-CA)
introduced a payday bill this session as well. His bill
would be disastrous, as it would pre-empt the rate caps in
D.C. and the 15 states that have them.

Cap interest rates to benefit the economy
Despite all the attention being paid to payday
loans and proposed bills—both in Congress and in legislatures across the country—to regulate them, only one solution is proven to spring the payday debt trap, and that is a
comprehensive interest rate cap of around 36% APR on all
small consumer loans. The Congressional bills authored
by Sen. Richard Durbin (D-IL) and Rep. Jackie Speier
(D-CA) would implement this cap. All other prescriptions,
including bans on rolling over or refinancing loans; caps
on loan amounts; limits on loans outstanding; payment
plans and databases that supposedly enforce these ineffective provisions, simply do nothing to diminish the debt
trap.
If we have learned anything from the economic
meltdown spurred by the crisis in the subprime mortgage
market, it’s that the terms on which credit is offered are
as important as access to the credit itself. There should
be no shelf in the marketplace for abusive products that
trap households in long-term debt, particularly in an era of
stagnating wages, rising costs and disappearing jobs.
Payday lending costs Americans $4.2 billion annually in abusive fees. The US unemployment rate exceeds 10 percent and the savings rate is near zero. If ever
there was a time to help Americans hold on to more of
their hard-earned cash, this is it. The only solution to the
drain of payday loans is a responsible, comprehensive rate
cap. It’s that simple. Anything else—and any reform that
payday lenders would support—will fail to be any reform
at all.
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cia torture
updates

intelligence, and a status of threat information.”
One the same day, according to the same set of indexes, CIA field operatives prepared a 59-page notebook
that included notes of the interrogations, which contained
“handwritten notes concerning treatment and conduct of
interrogations; reactions to the interrogation techniques;
specific intelligence topics concerning terrorist threats to
ason
eopold
the U.S.; raw intelligence; and medical information.”
There are several instances in which multiple caIA interrogators provided top agency officials in Lan- bles were sent to CIA headquarters on a single day, which
gley with daily “torture” updates of Abu Zubaydah, the suggests Zubaydah was subjected to a combination of brualleged “high-level” terrorist detainee who was held at a tal interrogation methods at various points throughout the
secret “black site” prison and waterboarded 83 times in day.
For example, on Aug. 5, 2002, a four-page cable
August 2002, according to newly released court docuwas sent to CIA headquarters describing the use of and
ments obtained by The Public Record.
The extensive back-and-forth between CIA field reaction to interrogation techniques and another two-page
operatives and agency officials in Langley likely included cable was sent the same day that contained similar deupdates provided to senior Bush administration officials. scriptions as well as a “medical update.” All of the other
The government documents filed May 1, with U.S. Dis- descriptions of the cables sent to CIA headquarters, some
trict Court Judge Alvin Hellerstein, include two sets of in- of which are as long as seven pages, during the month of
dexes totaling 52 pages and contain general descriptions August 2002 contain similar descriptions.
The first set of indexes contains
of cables sent back to CIA headinformation about cables sent on
quarters describing the August 2002
Aug. 1, 2002 and ends on Aug. 7,
videotaped interrogation sessions
he
2002. The second set of indexes
of Zubaydah. Those cable transmisbegins on Aug. 8, 2002 and ends on
sions included a description of the
Aug.
18, 2002, but does not contain
techniques interrogators had used
that resident eorge an entry
for correspondence sent
and the intelligence, if any, culled
back to the CIA on Aug. 13, 2002
from those sessions.
describing the status of interrogaAn Aug. 1, 2002 Justice
ush was briefed on
tions.
Department legal opinion released
The indexes were turned over as
last month signed by Jay Bybee, the
part
of a contempt lawsuit filed by
former head of the Office of Letorture
the ACLU against the Department
gal Counsel, described a “ticking
of Defense related to 92 interrogatime-bomb” scenario and “chatter”
was reported by
tion videotapes that were destroyed
about a looming terrorist attack in
by the agency in 2005 as public atjustifying a list of 10 different brutention began focusing on allegatal interrogation techniques the CIA
journalist on uskind
tions that the Bush administration
requested to use against Zubaydah.
had subjected “war on terror” deThose interrogation methods in- Jason Leopold
tainees to brutal interrogations that
cluded waterboarding, slamming his
crossed the line into torture.
head repeatedly against a wall, and
The CIA and the Justice Department declined
forcing him to remain awake for as long as 11 consecutive
to turn over a more detailed description of the cables its
days.
On the same day Bybee, now a federal appeals field agents sent back to headquarters citing several excourt judge, signed the memorandum CIA field operatives emptions under the Freedom of Information Act. “This
at the “black site” prison where Zubaydah was detained document contains information relating to intelligence acsent a two-page cable to agency headquarters that includ- tivities (including special activities), intelligence sources,
ed detailed information “concerning the use of interroga- intelligence methods, and foreign relations to foreign action techniques; atmospherics and behavioral comments; tivities of the United States, including confidential sources
a threat update; a medical update; and administrative and that are properly classified,” the CIA states in a document
security notes.” It also includes “CIA organizational infor- description of the Aug. 1, 2002 cable.
Additionally, the agency said it withheld a demation, CIA filing information, locations of CIA facilities,
and the names and/or identifying information of personnel tailed description of the cables in this and every other
engaged in counterterrorism operations,” according to a August 2002 cable because it “contains information relating to intelligence sources and intelligence methods that
description of the cable.
Another document, describing a four-page cable is specifically exempted from disclosure” in accordance
sent back to CIA headquarters on Aug. 4, 2002, “includes with the National Security Act. The documents also coninformation concerning the strategies for interrogation tain “information relating to the organization, functions,
sessions... reactions to the interrogation techniques, raw and names of persons employed by the CIA that is specifi26
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cally exempted from disclosure.”
The documents contain information relating to
intra-agency pre-decisional deliberations, including preliminary evaluations, opinions, and recommendations of
CIA personnel;” and contains “information relating to the
identities of personnel engaged in counterterrorism operations.” And disclosing those details “would constitute a
clearly unwarranted invasion of personal privacy.”
In a two-page letter accompanying the indexes,
CIA Associate General Counsel John McPherson wrote
that a “senior government official” would submit a declaration on May 22, “that more fully explains the justifications for withholding a more detailed description of the
cables.
“We wish to note that the records at issue, which
are actual operational cables between CIA station(s) and
CIA headquarters are different in kind from the general
legal memoranda addressing CIA interrogation methods
that were disclosed on April 16, 2009,” says McPherson’s May 1 letter to Hellerstein. “Unlike the memoranda,
which address the legality of interrogation methods that
are no longer used, the cables disclose extremely sensitive
operational information that would threaten the efficacy of
present and future interrogations.
“For example disclosure of the cables could reveal
how the CIA approaches interrogations as a general matter, including its strategic decisions about when particular
interrogation methods were used, in what order, and, most
importantly, why particular methods were used in certain
situations. The cables also contain sensitive information
about what types of questions are asked and at what point
in the interrogation, and how interrogators calibrate particular interrogation approaches to the detainees’ responses.
“Even though some of those methods are no longer
employed by the CIA, the cables reveal the strategy and
tactics of the CIA interrogations and provide insight into
how the CIA elicits information from those whom they
interrogate, as well as actual intelligence obtained during
interrogations. If this kind of information is disclosed, our
enemies will be better prepared to resist and subvert interrogations now and in the future.”
Amrit Singh, an ACLU staff attorney, said, “it’s
disappointing that the Obama administration is continuing
to withhold the text of these cables despite the promise of
transparency.” She added that withholding the information may have more to do with protecting senior CIA and
Bush administration officials then revealing national security secrets. “I think the frequency of the cables showed
that CIA headquarters and senior officials had sanctioned
interrogation methods that were illegal,” she said. “We see
no basis for continuing to withhold this information.”
The CIA stated in previous court filings that it had
3,000 documents related to the destruction of the 92 interrogation videotapes. The Justice Department said the documents include “cables, memoranda, notes and e-mails”
related to the destroyed CIA videotapes, which were made
between April and December 2002.
Twelve of those videotapes depict CIA interroga-
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tors subjecting Zubaydah and Abd al-Rahim al-Nashiri, the
alleged mastermind of the attack on the USS Cole in 2000,
to brutal interrogation methods, including waterboarding.
The 80 other videotapes purportedly show Zubaydah and
al-Nashiri in their prison cells. But it’s unknown whether
the interrogation tapes that predate the Aug. 1, 2002 “torture” memo depict “enhanced interrogation” techniques
not yet approved by the Justice Department.
The Justice Department had refused to turn over
indexes for interrogations that predated the Aug. 1, 2002
memo. But last month, Hellerstein, in a two-page order
dated April 20, said “the government shall produce records relating to the content of the tapes not merely from
August 2002, but from the entire period the tapes were
destroyed.”
“The Government represents this period to be
April through December 2002,” Hellerstein’s order said.
“In addition to the current plan for production from a sample month, the Government shall propose a schedule for
production of documents from the entire period. The Government shall produce documents relating to the destruction of the tapes, which describe the persons and reasons
behind their destruction, from a period reasonably longer
than April through December 2002.”
Zubaydah, who is believed to have arranged travel
for al-Qaeda operatives, was captured after a gunfight in
Pakistan in March 2002 and was whisked away to a CIA
“black site” prison on March 28, 2002.
Documents released a few weeks ago by the Senate
Select Committee on Intelligence claiming that high-level
Bush administration officials, including then National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice and Vice President Dick
Cheney, began discussing the use of “enhanced interrogation” methods against Zubaydah in May 2002, suggesting
that he may have been subjected to some techniques not
yet authorized.
Ali Soufan, a former FBI agent who first interrogated Zubaydah shortly after he was captured, complained
to officials at FBI headquarters that early interrogations
of Zubaydah by the CIA amounted to “borderline torture,”
according to a report released last year by Justice Department Inspector General Glenn Fine related to the FBI’s
role in harsh interrogations. It has been a matter for debate
for some time whether Zubaydah was tortured before the
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Aug. 1, 2002 memo was issued.
In the book The Dark Side, New Yorker reporter
Jane Mayer suggests there was a turf war between CIA and
FBI related to interrogations of “war on terror” detainees.
She wrote that when CIA Director George Tenet learned
that it was the FBI agents whose “rapport-building” approach resulted in valuable intelligence from Zubaydah,
Tenet sent in a CIA team in April 2002, led by Dr. James
Mitchell, a psychologist under contract to the agency, to
take over the interrogations, which became more aggressive. Mayer writes that when Mitchell arrived he told
Soufan and the other FBI agent that Zubaydah needed to
be treated “like a dog in a cage.” Mitchell said Zubaydah was “like an experiment, when you apply electric
shocks to a caged dog, after a while he’s so diminished,
he can’t resist.” Soufan and the other FBI agent argued
that Zubaydah was “not a dog, he was a human being” to
which Mitchell responded: “Science is science.”
The likelihood that President George W. Bush was
briefed on Zubaydah’s torture was reported by journalist
Ron Suskind, who wrote in his book The One Percent
Doctrine, that Bush had become “obsessed” with Zubaydah and the information he might have about pending
terrorist plots against the United States. “Bush was fixated on how to get Zubaydah to tell us the truth,” Suskind
wrote. Bush asked one CIA briefer, “Do some of these
harsh methods really work?”
Jason Leopold is editor of The Public Record.
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Averill Park:
Time Stands Still

Verdes stone for retaining walls, dams, a bridge, waterfalls,
cascades and benches gives this park a local identity.
Yet Averill Park’s stream and ponds are in ruins.
The water has been shut off since June 2008. This jewel
of a park, often heralded as the gem in the midst of one
of Los Angeles’ top 5 best little-known neighborhoods,
aureen
ivian
purportedly designed by the famous landscaping firm of
Olmstead & Sons who created such beauties as Central
s I sit here writing, I hear the laughter of children at Park in NYC and our own Malaga Cove Center, has been
play in the park. The Jacarandas, which ring Averill Park left high and dry. It is in utter disrepair.
The waterfall and upper stream
with their hypnotizing purple
have
been turned-off for nearly a
like a giant ruffled skirt, are in
year
now,
revealing crumbling rebloom. This park is special in
taining
walls
and cracked concrete
so many ways, a truly precious
stream
beds.
Standing
pools of fallandmark. It is what Recreation
low
water
have
dissolved
into slime,
and Parks (R&P) calls a “pasand
a
garden
hose
desperately
strains
sive park,” a place for pondering
to
provide
a
bit
of
fresh
water
to all
the beauty of the rolling landthe
wildlife.
scape, its ever-changing vistas
It’s been a year since the water
and plentiful variety of mature
was
turned off in the interest of “watrees and seasonal blooms. You
ter
conservation.”
This is the wrong
can meander by the waterfall
time
and
place
to
make
an example
and along the cascading stream’s
out
of
conserving
water,
given the
edge that leads down to the three
unhealthy
effects
of
the
standing
reflecting pools filled with fish,
water
in
the
park.
And
the
extreme
turtles, crawdads, ducks, geese,
stress
on
wildlife
is
unconscionable.
an occasional night heron, blue
This could be corrected by simply
egrets and owls and hawks. Its
re-lining the stream beds and builddesign provides a place of relaxing
new retaining walls outside
ation and encourages reflection
of
the
old ones. This will prevent
on nature through its many visdisturbing
the mature canopy trees’
tas, creative topography, extenL
aureen Vivian
root
systems,
and is also the best
sive plant diversity and majestic
and
most
cost
effective approach.
old rubber trees.
Just
fixing
the
situation
in
the
most
expeditious
manner,
Averill Park has a vital history. It was a gift from
replacing
the
pump
and
filtration
system
as
soon
as posthe Peck Family in the late 20’s to the citizens of San Pesible,
would
restore
this
jewel
and
also
be
the
best
way
to
dro. Its stream commemorates the original stream that
conserve!
once flowed down the hill to the sea. And the use of Palos
There is money available. We
need better priorities. The city just
spent nearly 2 million dollars for
Welcome/Goodbye Park, a mere
quarter of an acre; and 14 million
dollars for a “Dancing Waters” display. Imagine what sums like these
would do for this 10 acre gem!
Averill Park needs a new pump
and filtration system with a house
around it for security and insulation. Parts are no longer available
for the old one. And it needs to be
made more aesthetically pleasing
since it sits at the terminus of the
stream. The rubble walls, foundations and basin of the stream need
extensive repair. The park needs
habitat replenishment along the
stream in the planting beds that
are now mostly bare. And the park
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Averill Park is
a “historical
landmark” and the

people of this town
are supportive
of a restoration
that respects its
tradition.
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needs a lighting scheme that emphasizes its positive features, preferably
using antique replicas to keep with
the park’s original aesthetic. Practically, this will help make it safer and
inhibit illegal night activities like
off-roading and drug-dealing. All of
this would cost less than phase three
of our “Welcome Park!”
Since the June 2008 water
shut-off there have been many emails
and phone calls exchanged between
residents, the Northwest San Pedro
Neighborhood Council (NWSPNC),
and Recreation and Parks (R&P). We
got active when R&P announced that
a new pump and renovation work order had been issued in June. When
no response came, written requests
were sent to R&P in August outlining concerns and requesting updates.
In early September a motion was
passed at a NWSPNC meeting to get a timetable for
repairs from R&P. Since there had been no response
by early November, neighbors were asked to follow
up with letters to R&P and the City Council. In midNovember a letter was sent to the editor of the Daily
Breeze voicing concern for the park’s neglect. A follow
up was sent a week or so later urging action.
We finally got a “town hall” meeting with R&P
at Peck Park on December 3, 2008. It was led by Mark
Mariscal, Superintendant of R&P. He acknowledged
that replacing the pump, relining the stream and pond
beds, and rebuilding the retaining walls were important. He pointed out that half a million dollars or so had
been allocated to the park through Quimby Funds. And
while he made no commitment to a timetable, he did say
that the renovation design was underway and would be
completed within six months. But he dismissed the idea
of relocating the animals during restoration.
Random Lengths published a very limited
report on this meeting in late February. But we still
couldn’t get any progress updates. This is mostly due to
the fact that the Department of City Planning/ Bureau
of Engineering (BOE) took over this task when R&P’s
design department was dismantled. This caused a delay. But this was only temporary. R&P now has a new
design department that is addressing the issue. It even
supposedly has a work order, according to Mike Scholl,
its new head. Though Mr. Scholl did say that he was
doubtful the available funds would cover the costs!
I am hopeful that there will be sufficient funding. After all Averill Park is a “historical landmark” and
the people of this town are supportive of a restoration
that respects its tradition. It houses many memories for
our citizens. So we await the design plan and cost estimate.
The NWSPNC meets at Peck Park auditorium
every second Monday of the month from 6:30 to 9 pm.
All are welcome!
34

Laureen Vivian, M.A., is a NWSPNC board member and SPNC
stakeholder, as well as owner of DeKor Gallery on 6th Street. For a
full chronology of events about this issue, contact her at LVivian@
earthlink.net. Photos by Laureen.

C u l t u r e

PORT PEDROGON
J o h n O’ K a n e

I

t has been a quiet week in Port Pedrogon. At least until
Rayman woke around noon on Friday to chattering voices below his window. It was a great First Thursday, full
of good talk and cool pictures. The surfer music made a
comeback over at 6th and Mesa, sending Dick Dale polka
riffs into the galleries and
getting Marilu’s goad once
again about all the philistines!
“We’ve got to get
rid of these people,” she
said. “They scare away
those who appreciate good
art!” Not to mention the
elite pool of patrons! And
the Croatian Cultural Center on 7th sent a delegation
to see what all the “crazy
artists” were up to down
the street, which made everyone feel like they were
onto something. Even an
art critic from the Lomita
Shopper made an appearance to see Pablo’s nude
collages over at Dee’s
Diner.
First-Thursday
wasn’t very crowded since
it was also the first day of
the year. And many who
were out and about the
night before had glassy
saucers for eyes. Rayman
pulled an all-nighter himself and stayed up all day
too, pumped up by the
new year. He even did the
skinny dip in the ocean
thing (and for a few seconds he thought he’d met his maker!). So by mid day he
had to make it to Joe’s herbal clinic on 6th for a little midday therapy. And he ended up staring at his brushes most
of the day in a catatonic stupor. But it paid off because he
found some real cool patterns and started sketching a new
work.
He needed a break from the intensity so he made
it over to the Profane Grind for one of Dave’s caffeine
delights. There he ran into Diedre who was putting the
finishing touches on some photos for her show over at the
Bee Hive. He went to her studio and they lost themselves
in the euphoria of the moment, watching the sun play
36

hide-and-seek with the pigeons dive-bombing through
the alley while snatching reruns of “Hawaii Five 0” to
get shots of Maui. He’d become obsessed with escaping
Harbor town to a place of true artistic inspiration.
Needless to say Rayman was ready to sack it in
on Friday. So when he heard the voices below his window
he jumped up ready for an argument. He peeked through
the blinds but saw no one. It was like a ghost town below. He tried to recapture his dreams but the damage had
been done. He stared at the ceiling for a few minutes and
jumped back up resigned to embrace waking life as the
voices below returned, this time much louder.
“What are you doing to that parking meter?” a
young woman with purple and pink streaked
hair shouted at a man
about 100 feet up the
street while a crowd
started to gather. Everyone was fixated on
what he had in his hand,
a flat rectangle black
box bulging at the top
end. He was touching
its keys like it was his
blackberry.
Rayman was intrigued. He hadn’t seen
a street fracus since last
summer when some
woman from Wilmington pulled a blade on
Beatrice for stealing
her parking place. That
must’ve been a foreboding.
He didn’t recognize either the woman
or the gentleman.
“Just doin my
job maam…have nothing to do with…”
“…but what are
you doing?...why are
you messin with these
meters?”
“…ain’t messin
with
nothin!!...these
meters are due for an upgrade…”
“…upgrade!…upgrade!...what do you mean?!...
we don’t need any upgrade here!...who sent you?...what’s
your name?...you got some ID?”
“…what do you mean?!...you got no right to stop
the city…”
“…but what right do you got to...”
Before he could manage a response, others started
to chime in.
“Yeah, yeah…this is gonna make it too expensive
for people to come down here and shop…they’ll go to the
malls…and the economy’s tankin anyway!!!...whose side

C u l t u r e
you guys on?” a little old lady with a cane shouted at the
“Why are you all so upset about a little hike in
man.
rates!!!...none of you hardly ever use em anyway…most
A discordant chorus of catcalls rises from the of you don’t even drive!,” a fashionably-dressed young
crowd with such force that the man takes one look around woman blurts out. “And besides, it isn’t that big a hike
him and beelines it across the street to his vehicle and anyway!”
quickly locks himself inside, gawking at the encircling
“It isn’t?” an elderly gentleman in a wheel chair
faces. As he starts the engine they back away from the car, says as he angles into the crowd at a pretty good clip.
which then jerks away
“400% isn’t a big hike!?”
from them up the street.
“But you don’t get it!...
He pulls over, parks and
you’re out of touch with
makes a call on his cell
what’s happening!...the
phone.
higher rates will be more
The crowd doesn’t
efficient, they’ll keep the
disperse. It lingers and
cars moving that are usgrows even larger, forming up the space for no
ing a personality all its
reason, and encourage
own, blocking the few
the turnover of people
cars attempting to pass
who want to shop here…
through. Suddenly a bewe need the business!!!...
spectacled middle-aged
and the mayor’s office
Bob Dylan
man emerges from the
said we’ll get some
crowd, brandishing a
of the increased rates
sledge hammer.
back from the city,” a
“We have to get
man says as he runs out
rid of these things,” he
of his shop toward the
says. “There’s no other
crowd, waving a very
way. As long as they’re
large USC Trojan flag.
standing we haven’t a
		
R a y m a n
chance. They’ll make
watches this drama unthem rallying symbols to
fold and can’t believe
beat us into submission
what he’s seeing! It’s
forever. This is just the
like a scene from some
beginning. Soon they’ll
sci-fi flick. What’s all
start arresting us when
this about parking mewe get three tickets!...no,
ters, he thinks. While
no…we need the ELF…
he’s staring out the winthink there’s a guy who
dow the man in the veruns the local chapter out
hicle returns, this time
of Oblivion Earth Movwith two other cars.
ing Equipment someThe drivers in each one
where in town…”
exit and gather under
“Yeah,
yeah,
the canopy of a nearby
that guy!...ask the Probusiness. They talk
fessor over on 10th, he’ll
among themselves for
know where to find him,”
several minutes, gessomeone in the crowd
turing with their arms
yells.
and making calls on
“…we
can’t
their cell phones. They
wait for that…I’ll get
walk toward the crowd,
the chain in the back of
which begins to dismy pickup and we can
perse, except for the
start pulling these things
man holding the sledge
out!!!”
hammer.
“…no, no, no….
“Don’t be intimidated
we have to be reasonable about this…if we get too out by these lackeys and bureaucrats!!!...we can hold em
of hand we’ll lose…we have to show we’re better than off…”
the enemy or the people will abandon our cause!...memThe man’s appeals appear to work. The crowd
ber Martin Luther King?” a woman in her 50s with large stops dispersing. Rayman watches every detail from his
brown eyes retorts. “We need to organize and march with window, fearing the worst. He decides to go down and
peace and love on Beacon Street!!”
join the crowd. He arrives as the man appears to have
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“Don’t follow
leaders, watch the
parking meters.”
-

C u l t u r e
worked the crowd into a frenzy. He listens from the fringe
for several minutes, feeling he has to do something.
“Now stop all of this!...what are all of you doin?...
parking meters, you gotta be kiddin!...these guys are just
doin what they’re told by someone else, just like you and
me…if you start pullin out meters what do you think will
happen?...it’ll be worse!...the enemy is faceless and lost
somewhere in a system that never really changes…you can’t
buck City Hall…let’s face ourselves, take this as a chance to
change, stop using meters...who needs em!!!...get outta the
metered world of normal time and start imagining a better
one in free verse…use the meters to make sculptures…meter your lives with poetry…let’s stay cool and try to be good
Fonzies…go home and read the Bible…we’re all part of the
godhead!”
The members of the crowd carefully eyeball each
other while listening to Rayman, like charismatics sifting
through a sermon with too much ecstasy. Rayman slips
away from the scene. They’re statues for several seconds
until a free-lance process server on a bicycle flies by, coming to rest in front of a nearby building with a paper surprise.
They scatter like ants when a monster truck with an ILWU
sticker pulls up to the curb and its driver exits, depositing a
mess of quarters in the meter. The meteraids emerge from
their funk, like they’ve been rescued by divine intervention.
They raise their black boxes in a victory salute and swagger
down the street for a Point Fermin Ale…
The first flickers of morning light arrive through
wind-blown clouds and paint the street in a surreal glow. We
see the fuzzy outlines of Rayman’s supersized black SUV
parked along the curb with each tire booted. It could be our
next outdoor sculpture in homage to Detroit’s contribution
to our import boom. Or perhaps the prototype for the next
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“Mad Max” vehicle should the energy crisis get really real
and create cults of jihadic road warriors.
We zoom in and see a Bible fresh from the 49
Cents Store on the roof, open to Ezekiel 25:17: “The path
of the righteous man is beset on all sides by the inequities of the selfish and the tyranny of good men without
term limits. Blessed is he who in the name of charity and
goodwill shepards the weak through the valley of darkness, for he is truly his brother’s keeper and the finder of
lost children. And I will strike down upon thee with great
vengeance and furious anger those who attempt to poison
and destroy my brothers.”
Photos by John O’Kane.
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Taxing Matters

R o b e rt B o r o s a g e

T

ax Day. Fox News is flogging Astroturf “tea parties” underwritten by
corporate lobbyists, while its pundits
warn that raising the top income tax
rate to the level it was under Bill Clinton constitutes “socialism.” The Wall
Street Journal editorializes about the
evils of the estate tax. Ari Fleischer,
Daddy Bush’s old flack, is trotted out
to complain that “redistribution of income” through the tax code “is getting out of hand.”
Really?
Here’s the grim
reality.
Since
1980, when the
conservative era
began, inequality
has reached Gilded Age extremes,
while top-end tax
rates have been
cut. The wealthiest few captured
ever more of the
nation’s income
while
successfully lowering
their tax rates.
-R o b e rt
A n d
worse, this is still
going on. This
month, every Republican senator-joined bizarrely by 10 Democrats-pushed for yet another tax break for
the super-rich--those with fortunes
over $7 million. Apparently worried
that the heirs of the Paris Hilton class
might not be able to keep the yacht
clubs humming, Republican senators
voted in lockstep to direct the Congress to raise the full exemption of
estates from $7 million to $10 million
per couple, and drop the top rate from
45 percent to 35 percent. Over a decade when fully in effect, this represents a bauble worth about $90 billion
to the 1 in 400 estates (one-fourth of
one percent) that reach that level.
Fleischer would suggest this
is a small, but inadequate step to curb
the confiscatory redistribution of the
tax code. But he’s peddling bull.
In 1980, as “Gilded Age Taxation,”

s

a study by the Institute for America’s
Future shows, the richest 1 percent
of Americans captured fully 7.7 percent of the nation’s after-tax income.
The middle 60 percent captured about
50.9 percent. By 2006, the latest Congressional Budget Office figures show
the opulent 1 percent-making an average $1.3 million. They captured
a staggering 16.3 percent of the nation’s income after all that tax-code
redistribution, while the middle 60
percent garnered only 44.1 percent. If
class war is being waged, the rich are
on the march.
The Institute for Policy Studies
in a new report details the staggering
contrast to the
Eisenhower
years. In 1955,
the top 400
taxpayers averaged about
$12.3
million in income
(2006 dollars)
and paid, after
exploiting every loophole
imaginable,
51.2 percent of
that in federal
income tax. A
half
century
Borosage
later, the richest 400 average a breathtaking $263.3 million in income each,
and pay a mere 17.2 percent of that in
federal income taxes--a lower tax rate
than paid by most of their secretaries.
If those 400 taxpayers had
paid at the same rate in 2006 as a half
century earlier, the federal treasury
would have collected $35.9 billion
more in revenue, or enough to double
the energy and transportation budget
combined.
No wonder Ike, clearly a
stealth “socialist,” could afford to
build the interstate transport system.
So why do Republican senators en masse, and 10 wayward Democrats--Max Baucus, Evan Bayh, Maria Cantwell, Mary Landrieu, Blanche
Lincoln, Patty Murray, Bill Nelson,
Ben Nelson and Jon Testor--think the
wealthiest one- fourth of one percent
of Americans need another tax break?

Since 1980, when
the conservative
era began,
inequality has
reached Gilded
Age extremes.
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They wax eloquent about saving family farms and small businesses. But
upon sober review, The New York
Times editorial board provided a tempered evaluation of the argument:
“That is swill.” Opponents of the estate tax haven’t been able to dig up
a family that was forced to liquidate
its farm or business due to the tax because these folks simply do not exist.
The sad reality is that conservative dominance over the last decades has had profound effects. One
of these is that income inequality
grew to Gilded Age extremes, while
top-end tax rates were slashed. Fleischer is right. We did witness a lot of
redistribution. But it went from the
middle class to the very top, not the
other way around.
Incidentally the new tax
break isn’t a done deal. A conference
committee still needs to decide its
fate. You might want to call or write
Republican senators or the wayward
Democratic 10 and tell them enough
already!
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Obama’s100
Days

a

William Fisher

W

hile human rights and open-government groups are generally pleased
with President Barack Obama’s rhetoric during his first 100 days, some are
skeptical that he will deliver on his
promises.
Typical is Amnesty International. The group says, “President
Obama has made a promising start in
improving the United States’ human
rights record in his first 100 days in
office, but he must now deliver on his
promises.”
The London-based rights
group praised Obama for declaring
that he will close the Guantanamo
Bay prison, but it said after an “auspicious start” in making a swift announcement, more than 240 detainees
are no closer to freedom.
“The bottom line is that... unlawful detentions at Guantanamo Bay
continue, and for the vast majority of
the detainees, the change in administration has so far meant no change in
their situation,” Amnesty said.
The group also expressed
concerns about suspects held at Bagram airbase in Afghanistan, which it
said remained “shrouded in secrecy.”
Obama had inherited a “unique opportunity” to dismantle the Bush administration’s apparatus for the war
on terror which had produced “brutal
practices and broken lives,” Amnesty
said.
“The closure of Guantanamo
must mark the end of the policies and
practices it embodies, not merely shift
those violations elsewhere, whether
to Bagram... or anywhere else,” Amnesty said.
The Center for Constitutional
Rights – which has mobilized a small
army of pro-bono lawyers to defend
Guantanamo detainees – praised
Omaba’s rhetoric but cautioned that
“in many areas of critical importance
– like human rights, torture, rendition,
secrecy and surveillance – his words
have been loftier than his actions.”
Vince Warren, CCR executive director, says, “On Obama’s very
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first day in office, his administration
ordered a 120-day suspension of the
military commissions for Guantanamo detainees. The commissions were
widely assailed for allowing evidence
obtained through coercion and torture,
secret evidence and hearsay evidence,
all in violation of the U.S. Constitution. But Obama did not abolish the
military commissions; he only hit the
‘pause’ button.”
Warren faulted Obama for
not moving more quickly to close the
U.S. military prison at Guantanamo
Bay, Cuba.
He said, “The new president’s
most dramatic moment came on day
three when he issued executive orders to close Guantanamo’s prison
camp within one year. But Guantanamo isn’t yet closed. The hundreds of
men held there still haven’t won their
freedom, nor will they necessarily
have their day in fair court. Another
year for men who have been held in
abusive and inhuman conditions for
seven years already is simply too
long.”
Warren said that “secrecy was
the hallmark of the Bush administration. It classified more documents
than any administration in history, restricted Freedom of Information Act
requests and tried to protect government officials and military contractors from being held liable for illegal
actions, such as torture and wrongful
death.”
“It invoked the state secrets
privilege to avoid scrutiny in court
and responsibility for government
action more times than any other administration,” he said, but added:.
“Obama has come down on
both sides of this issue, ordering far
more transparency through cooperation with Freedom of Information Act requests, while at the same
time invoking state secrets in a case
charging an aviation corporation with
complicity in rendering a detainee to
torture.”
Warren was also critical of
Obama on the issue of electronic surveillance. He said, “The U.S. government used to need a warrant before it
could spy on its own people. In 2002,
President George W. Bush issued a
secret executive order illegally authorizing the National Security Agency

to wiretap Americans without a warrant. When the program was exposed,
the administration secured immunity
from Congress for the telecommunications companies that participated
in the program. Obama still has not
repudiated the executive orders supporting warrantless wiretapping and
the legal opinions used to support
them.”
Warren said that release of
the “torture memos” prepared by
lawyers in the Bush Justice Department was “welcome,” but he noted
that “Obama has indicated he will not
prosecute former officials who broke
the law and committed crimes, saying he would rather look forward than
back. For there to be no consequences
for creating a torture program not only
calls our system of justice into question, but it also could allow the nightmare to happen all over again.”
He said, “After the Sept. 11
attacks, Bush quickly squandered
the world’s enormous goodwill toward the United States. The goodwill
Obama has inspired can evaporate if
the rest of the world begins to see his
administration continuing too many
of Bush’s policies.”
At the same time, a leading open-government advocacy organization, OMB Watch, said, “The
president and his team have made
significant progress in both the rightto-know and regulatory areas.”
But it added that “there is still
much work to be done as we move
deeper into Obama’s term in office.”
“Overall, the Obama administration has set a strong tone on
transparency, but a true assessment
cannot occur until the development of
agency-wide policies are put in place
and fully implemented,” the group
said.
“During his first full day in
office, Obama successfully communicated the importance of transparency
to agencies and the public by issuing
memorandums on the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) and on transparency and open government.
The FOIA memo gave instructions and guidance to the attorney
general on issuing new policies on the
implementation of FOIA. The transparency memo directed agencies to
harness new technologies to make in-

O
formation available to the public and
for top officials to draft a blueprint
Open Government Directive. These
immediate actions were followed by
steps to bring greater transparency
to the regulatory process and to how
scientific actions in government are
handled,” the group said.
But it was critical of the new
president on the issues of “signing
statements” and use of the “state secrets privilege” to keep cases out of
court on national security grounds.
It said, “Many groups considered Obama’s signing statement
on the 2009 omnibus appropriations
bill to be an affront to whistleblower
protections. These groups have interpreted Obama’s signing statement
as impeding the ability of government employees to communicate
with Congress. Further, in repeated
court cases, Obama administration
officials have insisted on maintaining
the Bush administration’s broad in-

terpretation of executive branch power on
the issue of state secrets. There has been no
public discussion of reviewing these policies for possible revision.”
OMB Watch noted that “Despite a
fierce internal debate, the Obama administration has released four Bush-era ‘torture
memos’ from the Department of Justice.
But, it added, “It remains to be
seen if the administration will adopt a systematic approach to releasing other important documents that have been withheld
from the public.”
The group noted that, in his first
100 days in office, President Obama “has
made transparency a high priority and has
started significant efforts in what will be a
long process of getting government to be
more open.”
But, it added, “Concerns and complaints have been raised by right-to-know
advocates about various activities of the
administration, including the usability of
the White House website, transparency of
legislation before the president signs it, and
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more. Additionally, it is difficult to accomplish much substantive change in
just 100 days; much of the real test
for this administration’s commitment
to transparency lies ahead. However,
when measured against the yardstick
of the five recommendations described above, it is impossible to view
the administration’s accomplishments
as anything other than a success.”
Overall, the group concluded,
Obama “has set a positive tone for
the administration with his calls for
increased transparency and renewed
scientific integrity throughout government, his appointments of well
qualified people to serve in regulatory
agencies, his reversal of harmful regulatory practices and rushed deregulatory actions, and his initiation of an
open process to reform the executive
order that governs the rulemaking process. For these actions, the president
deserves high marks.”
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The
Shaming of
Manny
Y

D av e Z i r i n

ou would think that Manny
Ramirez was caught fighting pit
bulls alongside Martha Stewart.
ESPN’s Bill Simmons says that he
is “confronting my worst nightmare.”
Jeff Passan of Yahoo Sports believes
that it is time to talk about “lifetime
bans.” Boston Globe writer Tony
Massarotti says, “everyone is guilty
until proven innocent.”
The sports radio and comment
boards have been cesspools of racism.
It’s always easy to hate, especially
someone who plays a game for a
living and makes millions of dollars.
All I know is this: thanks to Major
League
Baseball’s
hypocritical,
idiotic and altogether morally
bankrupt steroid policy, the sport
will be without one of its premier
attractions for fifty games, someone I
would pay to watch at batting practice.
Yes, Manny Ramirez, the finest righthanded hitter of his generation, has
been sent to the showers and forced to
surrender $7.7 million in salary after
testing positive for what was initially
called a “performance-enhancing
substance.”
The decision ends a stretch
where the former World Series MVP
was reviving baseball in Los Angeles,
leading the Dodgers to a 21-8 start
and a record thirteen straight wins
at home to open the season. Los
Angeles, a town built on artifice and
home to hordes of performanceenhanced entertainers, not to mention
led by a performance-enhanced
governor, now demands purity of
its athletes. This is not to “defend”
Manny Ramirez, but condemn Major
League Baseball’s steroid idiocy.
Besides, the quizzically quirky
Ramirez is not at this point defending
himself. Ramirez will not appeal the
suspension and apologized, issuing a
brief statement, which read in part: “I
saw a physician for a personal health
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issue. He gave me a medication, not conspiracy.” He’s absolutely correct.
a steroid, which he thought was okay Baseball owners love conspiracies.
to give me.” But MLB, in a typically For more than twenty years they have
classy move, has leaked to the press conspired to attain public funds for
that Ramirez tested positive for the ballparks. In 2008, they collectively
female fertility drug HCG, or human conspired not to sign the best hitter
chorionic gonadotropin. Steroid in the game, Barry Bonds. Now
specialists have fanned out across they are committed to the project of
the airwaves explaining that HCG is keeping the focus on the players, and
used to increase testosterone levels, off of themselves. We shouldn’t let
them. If Manny Ramirez is guilty of
usually after a heavy steroid cycle.
Former AL MVP, author of anything, it’s being caught in between
Juiced, and admitted steroid user Jose baseball’s clubhouse culture and
Canseco, who pleaded guilty last public sanctimony.
During the baseball’s Summer
November to a misdemeanor of trying
to bring HCG across the Mexican of Love in 1998, when Mark McGwire
border illegally, also weighed in: “It hit 70 home runs and Sammy Sosa
could be that a player used it because smacked 66, the money came pouring
he used steroids and went cold- in. No one cared that McGwire and
turkey and needed HCG to get his Sosa looked like a pair of defensive
[testoterone] levels back to normal.” tackles. Soon publicly funded
The use of a “female fertility stadiums were included in budgets for
drug” also has sports radio hosts in a Washington, DC, New York City and
pubescent tizzy asking if “Manny is Minnesota. The home run became the
a mommy” and ESPN’s Jayson Stark most marketable baseball item since
making an “octo-mom” joke.
peanuts and crackerjacks and no one
From the juvenile to the pious, wanted to look behind the curtain. It
President Obama’s press flack Robert was sports. It was entertainment. It
Gibbs took time out from explaining was an escape.
Then came 2001, when Barry
why torturers are above the law to tell
us, “It’s a tragedy, it’s a shame.”
Bonds hit 73, and all of a sudden
There is a tragedy and a shame we were supposed to be collectively
afoot, but it is not rooted in the choices sick at the thought of a home run.
of one player. It’s in a baseball culture As baseball writer Adrian Burgos
that continues to think embarrassing (Playing America’s Game: Baseball,
individual players and feeding on the Latinos, and the Color Line) said,
resentment of fans is the best path to “What continues to fascinate me is
cleaning up the sport. Manny has now how MLB leadership is willing to
joined Alex Rodriguez, Barry Bonds, allow individual players to take the
Roger Clemens and many others as full brunt of the collective failure of
permanently stained with a scarlet leadership.
Today, pundits have ranted in
S. No Hall of Fame, no old timers’
games and a life as a cautionary tale. at times rabid tones about the players
Meanwhile we all get taken who make millions for their role
to the cleaners. We have billionaire while those who make the hundred
owners making scapegoats of of millions (and even have billionmillionaire players to soothe our dollar stadiums constructed for them
anxieties about the game and our on the public dole) continue to profit.
lives. Meanwhile these same owners How many stadiums have been built
sit like pashas in a baseball palace since then and at what cost? All the
that could be called the House That wealth that has been accumulated at
Steroids Built.
that level is in my mind just as, if not
The man who wrote Juiced more, offensive, since the owners act
knows when a cycle has run its course. as if they were not enablers and coCanseco said that he believes the dependents as their players shot up,
coverage on steroids in baseball has ingested and otherwise partook in
become “overkill” and the spotlight performance-enhancing drugs.”
We should always remember
should now be on MLB and the players
association. He called it “a complete that former Texas Rangers owner

George W. Bush made steroid persecution
a recurring theme of his time in office, as
long as owners were spared the spotlight.
The hypocrisy should shame owners toward
contrition--but they will happily crack some
golden eggs, as long as it means that the
goose that laid them lives. Even though come
contract time, it’s all about the numbers
on your stat page, and not the number of
clean tests. As baseball fan and poet Martin
Espada told me, “Baseball is the Main Street
of sports. (Think Cooperstown.) It’s full of
history and nostalgia, and paved with the
bricks of hypocrisy. Now it’s the rhetoric
of the ‘Drug War,’ handed down from the
Nixon White House forty years ago to MLB
and ESPN today.”
He is absolutely correct. We are
supposed to tsk-tsk at players who are
supposed to “just say no” to their addictions
to fitness and monster stats, when their
success at the park is our addiction as well.
We also have yet to truly take owners to task
for their addictions to public money and
send them to detox.
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