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can gmos saVe 
the world? 

 A n n A  L A p p é  
In October in Istanbul, farmers, agricultural re-
searchers and advocates from around the world 
gathered for the Organic World Congress, organized 
by the 42-year-old International Federation of Or-

ganic Agricultural Move-
ments (IFOAM). With 800 
affiliates in 124 countries, 
IFOAM comes together ev-
ery three years to gauge its 
global efforts to promote 
chemical-free farming, 
share innovations and ad-
dress challenges to growth.
 The research pre-
sented to packed auditoriums 
detailed the evidence of the 
multiple benefits of organic 
farming—what Europeans 
call multi-functionality. For 
one, farmers benefit because 
instead of needing to pur-
chase costly chemicals, ge-
netically engineered seeds 
and synthetic fertilizer, they 
can largely work with the 
ecological systems of their 
own farmscapes to fend off 
pests and promote fertility. 
Organic farming benefits 
the rest of us too. These 
low-input practices promote 
biodiversity (key to food se-
curity), protect pollinators 
(key to one-third of the food 
we eat), reduce farm energy 
use while storing more car-
bon in the soil (key to fixing 
climate change) and foster 
clean water and air (key to, 
well, everything).
 Half a world away in Des Moines, Iowa, the an-
nual World Food Prize celebrated a very different kind of 
farming that is reliant on petrochemicals, synthetic fertil-
izer and genetically engineered seeds. The prize, created 
in 1986, ostensibly recognizes achievements that have 
“advanced human development by improving the quality, 
quantity or availability of food in the world.” This year’s 
event featured speakers from some of the world’s largest 
food companies, including PepsiCo and Walmart, reps 
from chemical companies such as Bayer CropScience and 
DuPont and Monsanto’s CEO Robert Fraley who, along 

with two colleagues, was awarded the prize a year earlier. 
 Accepting the prize in 2013 for his work on genet-
ic engineering, Fraley said, “Biotechnology crops make 
farming more productive and mitigate agriculture’s impact 
on our environment by reducing soil erosion, conserving 
water and reducing other agricultural inputs.” He added, 
“New products have the potential to enable us to reduce 
the impact of drought and enhance yield and nutrition.”
 It sounds so promising, doesn’t it? It even sounds 
as though genetically engineered crops may have many of 
the multifunctional benefits associated with organic farm-
ing. On the basis of claims such as these, Fraley likes to 

say that genetically modi-
fied organism (GMO) tech-
nology is key to feeding the 
world. But its track record 
disproves its ability to de-
liver on this promise. 
calling Monsanto’s bluffs
 It’s unsurprising that 
Fraley is going to the mat for 
biotech beating back hunger. 
He’s got a dog in this race. 
In 2013, Monsanto brought 
in $15 billion in sales from 
its two main divisions—bio-
tech seeds and agricultural 
chemicals—and spent mil-
lions lobbying Capitol Hill 
and the State Department to 
gain support for genetically 
engineered products in the 
U.S. and overseas.
       Genetically engineered 
seeds were first approved by 
the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration in 1982, GMO prod-
ucts first hit grocery stores 
in 1994, and GMO crops 
were planted on more than 
100 million acres by 1999. 
So have they delivered on 
Fraley’s promises? We need 
not rely on his claims alone; 
there’s a 17-year track re-
cord to examine. 

 To date, Monsanto has focused on just a handful 
of engineered traits: Seeds have been modified to either be 
insect-or herbicide-resistant or are stacked with multiple 
traits that do both. Most of these seeds are engineered with 
a gene from the soil bacterium Bt (Bacillus thuringien-
sis), causing the seeds to produce a protein toxic to certain 
insects. The seeds engineered to be herbicide-tolerant are 
paired with Monsanto’s proprietary herbicides (such as 
Roundup), completing the chain of intellectual property—
and profit.
 Fraley says Monsanto’s crops are key to feeding 
the world, but these engineered traits have largely been 
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introduced in just three commodities, most of which wind 
up in the bellies of livestock or the tanks of cars. In 2013, 
64 percent of Monsanto’s seed sales came from corn, 16 
percent from soy and 7 percent from cotton. Only 13 per-
cent of sales came from other vegetables and seeds—the 
kind of food we eat.
 Also, Monsanto seeds are being grown and sold 
only in a few countries. According to its 2013 report filed 
with the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, five 
countries—the United States, Canada, Mexico, Argentina 
and Brazil—account for 79 percent of the company’s seed 
sales. And in 2005, 40 countries had restrictions or bans on 
genetically engineered crops, according to the Center for 
Food Safety.
 Globally, less than 1 percent of research dollars 
for agriculture–public or private–goes into developing and 
improving organic methods. 
 And what about Fraley’s bold claims that these 
seeds make farming more productive and lessen agricul-
ture’s footprint? Sticking with the narrowest definition of 
productivity—yield per acre—Monsanto’s record is un-
derwhelming. The company likes to point out that yields 
for corn planted in the U.S. from 1996 to 2008 rose by 28 
percent. (GMO corn seeds were first widely planted by 
the late ’90s.) But this confuses correlation with causa-
tion. Yields did shoot up in those years, but the increases 
had little to do with GMO seeds; we have conventional 
breeding and other improvements in farming methods to 
thank. One estimate puts the yield increase in that period 
that could be associated with genetic engineering of in-

secticidal traits at a paltry 4 percent, one-sixth the benefits 
attributable to conventional breeding and farming.  
 Plus there is strong evidence linking biotech 
crops to negative environmental effects. The increased 
use of glyphosate-based herbicides, thanks to Monsanto 
products, has led to an alarming rise in herbicide-resistant 
weeds, to give just one example.
 As for Fraley’s claim that Monsanto’s engineered 
seeds are reducing soil erosion and water and chemical 
use, look at the record and, yes, there was a decline in soil 
erosion on cropland in the U.S. since the introduction of 
engineered seeds, but once again, it’s not because of these 
crops. The introduction of engineered seeds happened to 
coincide with the introduction of federal policies to en-
courage better conservation practices codified in the 1985 
Farm Bill.
 There is little evidence that engineered seeds con-
serve water. In contrast, organic techniques improve water 
efficiency on farms. Building healthy soil has been found 
to lower soil temperatures, which in turn reduces water 
lost to evaporation. Farms that eschew synthetic fertilizer 
and petrochemicals have also been found to have more 
organic matter in their soils, which allow them to retain 
more water.
 Fraley’s allegations that his technology reduces 
the use of agricultural chemicals is a bit of an ironic argu-
ment, given that the company is a pesticide manufacturer, 
pulling in more than $4 billion in herbicide sales in 2013 
(including the herbicide Harness, whose active ingredi-
ent, acetochlor, the Environmental Protection Agency has 
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G M O s
productivity to lower costs, because of organic practices. 
We heard from Makereta Tawa from Fiji, who described 
the movement in her island nation to go 100 percent or-
ganic, and from Lyonpo Yeshey Dorji, the minister of 
agriculture and forests for Bhutan, about his country’s 
commitment—and it’s almost there—to go 100 percent 
organic within a decade.  
 You are likely unfamiliar with these stories. 
That’s not because the movement is marginal; the IFOAM 
network has members in more than 100 nations. One rea-
son we aren’t hearing more of these stories is that groups 
such as IFOAM have a mere sliver of the resources of a 
company like Monsanto. Consider that the group’s annual 
budget in 2013 was just 0.01 percent of Monsanto’s sales 
or that globally less than 1 percent of research dollars for 
agriculture—public or private—goes into developing and 
improving organic methods.
 We often hear that we can’t feed the world with 
organic farming because it’s too hard to bring to scale, 
but we’ve never invested sufficient resources to develop 
the training, practices and innovations in organic farm-
ing that would help us take proven results and scale them 
up. Meanwhile, many hear Monsanto’s talking points and 
mistake them for fact. If we are to feed the future, it’s key 
we look beyond pithy quotes, draw on evidence and de-
mand that our governments and international institutions 
invest in organic farming and research.

Anna Lappé is the author of Diet for a Hot Planet: The Climate Crisis 
at the End of Your Fork and What You Can Do About It. She is 
co-founder of the Small Planet Institute, and Real Food Media Project. 

classified as a possible carcinogen) and that the company 
was a leading producer of some of the nation’s most toxic 
pesticides, including the defoliant Agent Orange used in 
the Vietnam War.
 Those facts aside, the evidence shows that GMO 
technology is increasing the use of agricultural chemicals, 
not decreasing it. In one peer-reviewed study published 
in Environmental Sciences Europe, Chuck Benbrook, a 
research professor at the Center for Sustaining Agricul-
ture and Natural Resources at Washington State Univer-
sity, found that though herbicide-resistant crop technology 
was found to reduce insecticide application slightly, GMO 
seeds increased overall pesticide use by about 7 percent 
from 1996 to 2011.
 don’t panic, go organic
 Unlike Monsanto’s claims about the benefits of 
biotech, the organic farmers and advocates gathered at 
that IFOAM meeting in Istanbul were reporting on real, 
documented results. Organic farming practices around the 
world are reducing erosion, conserving water and reduc-
ing chemical applications while not bankrupting farmers 
with costly fertilizers.
 It was thus unsurprising to hear that many farm-
ers who started out in chemical agriculture are turning to 
this approach. In Istanbul we heard from Famara Diedhou 
from Senegal, who talked about integrating indigenous 
foods and organic techniques in his region and helping 
farmers lift themselves out of poverty. We heard from Ga-
briela Soto from Costa Rica, who shared the benefits the 
5,000 farmers in her network were seeing, from greater 
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c O r p O r a t e  a G r i c u l t u r e

corPorate 
takeoVer oF 

ukraInIan 
agrIculture

F r e D e r i c  m o u s s e A u
t the same time as the United States, Canada 
and the European Union announced a set of new 
sanctions against Russia in mid-December last 
year, Ukraine received 350 million dollars in 

U.S. military aid, coming on top of a one billion dollar aid 
package approved by the U.S. Congress in March 2014.  
 Western governments’ further involvement in the 
Ukraine conflict signals their 
confidence in the cabinet ap-
pointed by the new govern-
ment earlier in December 
2014. This new government 
is unique given that three of 
its most important ministries 
were granted to foreign-born 
individuals who received 
Ukrainian citizenship just 
hours before their appoint-
ment. 
 The Ministry of Fi-
nance went to Natalie Jares-
ko, a U.S.-born and educated 
businesswoman who has been 
working in Ukraine since the 
mid-1990s, overseeing a pri-
vate equity fund established 
by the U.S. government to in-
vest in the country. Jaresko is 
also the CEO of Horizon Cap-
ital, an investment firm that 
administers various Western 
investments in the country. 
 As unusual as it may 
seem, this appointment is con-
sistent with what looks more like a takeover of the Ukrai-
nian economy by Western interests. In two reports, The 
Corporate Takeover of Ukrainian Agriculture, and Walk-
ing on the West Side: The World Bank and the IMF in the 
Ukraine Conflict, the Oakland Institute has documented 
this takeover, particularly in the agricultural sector. 
 A major factor in the crisis that led to deadly pro-
tests and eventually to president Viktor Yanukovych’s re-
moval from office in February 2014 was his rejection of 
a European Union (EU) Association agreement aimed at 
expanding trade and integrating Ukraine with the EU, an 
agreement that was tied to a 17 billion dollar loan from 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). After the presi-

Opening up 
Ukraine to the 
cultivation of 

GM crops would go 
against the will of 

European citizens, 
and it is unclear how 
the change would 
benefit Ukrainians.

–Frederic Mousseau     

dent’s departure and the installation of a pro-Western gov-
ernment, the IMF initiated a reform program that was a 
condition of its loan with the goal of increasing private 
investment in the country. 
 The package of measures includes reforming the 
public provision of water and energy, and, more impor-
tant, attempts to address what the World Bank identified 
as the “structural roots” of the current economic crisis in 
Ukraine, notably the high cost of doing business in the 
country. 
 The Ukrainian agricultural sector has been a prime 
target for foreign private investment and is logically seen 
by the IMF and World Bank as a priority sector for reform. 
Both institutions praise the new government’s readiness to 
follow their advice. 
 For example, the foreign-driven agricultural re-
form road map provided to Ukraine includes facilitating 
the acquisition of agricultural land, cutting food and plant 
regulations and controls, and reducing corporate taxes 

and custom duties. The stakes 
around Ukraine’s vast agricul-
tural sector--the world’s third 
largest exporter of corn and 
fifth largest exporter of wheat-
-could not be higher. Ukraine 
is known for its ample fields of 
rich black soil, and the coun-
try boasts more than 32 mil-
lion hectares of fertile, arable 
land--the equivalent of one-
third of the entire arable land 
in the European Union. The 
maneuvering for control over 
the country’s agricultural sys-
tem is a pivotal factor in the 
struggle that has been taking 
place over the last year in the 
greatest East-West confronta-
tion since the Cold War. 
 The presence of foreign 
corporations in Ukrainian ag-
riculture is growing quickly, 
with more than 1.6 million 
hectares signed over to foreign 
companies for agricultural pur-
poses in recent years. While 

Monsanto, Cargill, and DuPont have been in Ukraine for 
quite some time, their investments in the country have 
grown significantly over the past few years. 
 Cargill is involved in the sale of pesticides, seeds 
and fertilizers and has recently expanded its agricultural 
investments to include grain storage, animal nutrition and 
a stake in UkrLandFarming, the largest agribusiness in the 
country. 
 Similarly, Monsanto has been in Ukraine for 
years but has doubled the size of its team over the last 
three years. In March 2014, just weeks after Yanukovych 
was deposed, the company invested 140 million dollars in 
building a new seed plant in Ukraine. 

A
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c O r p O r a t e  a G r i c u l t u r e
 DuPont has also expanded its investments and an-
nounced in June 2013 that it too would be investing in a 
new seed plant in the country. 
 Western corporations have not just taken control 
of certain profitable agribusinesses and agricultural activi-
ties; they have now initiated a vertical integration of the 
agricultural sector and extended their grip on infrastruc-
ture and shipping. 
 For instance, Cargill now owns at least four grain 
elevators and two sunflower seed processing plants used 
for the production of sunflower oil. In December 2013, the 
company bought a “25% +1 share” in a grain terminal at 
the Black Sea port of Novorossiysk with a capacity of 3.5 
million tons of grain per year.  
 All aspects of Ukraine’s agricultural supply chain-
-from the production of seeds and other agricultural inputs 
to the actual shipment of commodities out of the country-
-are thus increasingly controlled by Western firms. 
 European institutions and the U.S. government 
have actively promoted this expansion. It started with the 
push for a change of government at a time when presi-
dent Yanukovych was seen as linked to pro-Russian inter-
ests. This was further pushed, starting in February 2014, 
through the promotion of a “pro-business” reform agenda, 
as described by the U.S. Secretary of Commerce Penny 
Pritzker when she met with Prime Minister Arsenly Yatse-
nyuk in October 2014. 
 The European Union and the United States are 
working hand in hand in the takeover of Ukrainian 

agriculture. Although Ukraine does not allow the produc-
tion of genetically modified (GM) crops, the Association 
Agreement between Ukraine and the European Union, 
which ignited the conflict that ousted Yanukovych, in-
cludes a clause (Article 404) that commits both parties to 
cooperate to “extend the use of biotechnologies” within 
the country. 
 This clause is surprising given that most Euro-
pean consumers reject GM crops. However, it creates an 
opening to bring GM products into Europe, an opportu-
nity sought after by large agro-seed companies such as 
Monsanto. Opening up Ukraine to the cultivation of GM 
crops would go against the will of European citizens, and 
it is unclear how the change would benefit Ukrainians. 
 It is similarly unclear how Ukrainians will benefit 
from this wave of foreign investment in their agriculture, 
and what impact these investments will have on the seven 
million local farmers. Once they eventually look away 
from the conflict in the Eastern “pro-Russian” part of the 
country, Ukrainians may wonder what remains of their 
country’s ability to control its food supply and manage 
the economy to their own benefit. 
 As for U.S. and European citizens, will they even-
tually awaken from the headlines and grand rhetoric about 
Russian aggression and human rights abuses and question 
their governments’ involvement in the Ukraine conflict? 

Frederic Mousseau is a columnist for IPS.   
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the year oF PoPe 
FrancIs 

eLizABeth stoKer Bruenig 
n January 2014, Italian sculptor and pop artist Mauro 
Pallotta explained the inspiration behind a series of 
paintings depicting Pope Francis as a Marvel-esque 
superhero, cape and all. “I thought of representing 

this pope, Francis, as a superhero,” he said, “simply be-
cause, according to me, he is one of the few people who, 
having a real power as a pope, he uses it for the good.”
 This past year saw further realization of Pallot-
ta’s depiction: Francis established himself as a crusader 
against economic exclusion, perpetrators of violence and 
clergy who flaunt wealth and abuse power. Still, Francis’ 
most impressive gambit is his 
farthest ranging: a genuine ef-
fort to challenge rigidity and 
cynicism both inside and out-
side the church.
 In March, Francis and 
President Barack Obama met 
for the first time. The two lead-
ers expressed similar thoughts 
on the problem of income in-
equality and the need for im-
migration reform, but departed 
on the Affordable Care Act’s 
contraception coverage man-
date. That Francis held the hard 
line on the politics of life didn’t 
do much to redeem him in the 
eyes of congressional Repub-
licans, who hesitated to honor 
him in the summer because of 
his many remarks about the 
failures of trickle-down eco-
nomics.
 But Francis has re-
mained suspicious of gross ac-
cumulations of wealth within 
the church as well. In the same 
month as his meeting with Obama, he ousted Monsignor 
Franz-Peter Tebartz-van Elst, the “Bishop of Bling,” who 
boasted a $43 million residence in Limburg, Germany.
 For the pope, genuinely pro-life politics are rooted 
in a powerfully inclusive vision of economics, a point he 
hammered home in a May meeting with officials from the 
United Nations. Francis called for global leaders to direct 
their attention to the “structural” causes of poverty, protec-
tions for working-class families and dignified labor for all.
 “Specifically,” he said, “this involves challenging 
all forms of injustice and resisting the economy of exclu-
sion, the throwaway culture and the culture of death, which 
nowadays, sadly, risk becoming passively accepted.” 
Needless to say, Francis’ remarks served as a direct affront 

to the bizarre marriage of anti-abortion and consumerist 
free-market ideologies in the United States, and his conser-
vative American detractors were as vociferous as ever. 
 Addressing the U.S. immigration crisis, Francis 
was adamant that the rights and dignity of immigrants, es-
pecially unaccompanied children, be respected. “This hu-
manitarian emergency requires, as a first urgent measure,” 
he wrote in a letter to the Mexico–Holy See Colloquium 
on Migration and Development, “these children be wel-
comed and protected.” He was equally censorious of the 
role played by racism and xenophobia in social and politi-
cal hostilities to immigrants.
 As violence in Gaza, Syria, and Iraq intensified 
during the summer months, he ventured into the role of 
peacemaker. Popes before him have taken up this mantle, 
including John Paul II, who campaigned for the protection 
of Bosnian Muslims facing genocide in the 1990s. Like-
wise, Francis’ approach centered on a dedication to the 

lives threatened by conflict 
rather than to partisan prefer-
ences for outcomes. In July he 
phoned Israeli and Palestinian 
leaders to plead for peace, and 
in August he stressed restraint 
and a multinational collabora-
tive response to the persecu-
tion of religious minorities by 
the Islamic State of Iraq and 
the Levant.
 Francis’ conciliatory ef-
forts have been just as power-
fully focused inside the church 
as outside it. In early August 
he reinstated the Rev. Miguel 
D’Escoto Brockman, who 
was suspended from clerical 
activities for his involvement 
in Nicaragua’s Sandinista 
movement in 1985, pursuant 
to a Vatican ruling against 
clergy holding political office, 
a move that sought to cripple 
the activities of Latin Ameri-
can Catholics committed to 
liberation theology. A class-

based popular movement started by Latin American Cath-
olics in the 1950s, liberation theology has been criticized 
over the last several decades by Vatican officials for its 
socialist politics and association with leftists in the region.
 Along with supportive remarks made about the 
beatification of Oscar Romero, the assassinated arch-
bishop of San Salvador and a major figure in the rise of 
liberation theology, Francis’ outreach to former activists 
has some wondering if the pontiff’s gestures might signal 
reconciliation with many of the positive, fruitful aspects of 
the movement. 
 September proved a monumental month for prog-
ress in accountability for the church’s history of child sex 
abuse. Francis placed former Archbishop Jozef Wesolows-

r e l i G i O N 
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ki under house arrest in Vatican City in late September, 
pending an investigation of Wesolowski’s alleged abuse 
of children in the Dominican Republic. Shortly thereaf-
ter, Francis removed Paraguayan Bishop Rogelio Ricardo 
Livieres Plano pursuant to accusations that the bishop 
protected an Argentine priest accused of committing sex 
crimes in the United States.
 Meanwhile, Francis has continued to add victims 
of church sex abuse to his advisory council on the abuse 
crisis, indicating an ongoing commitment to rooting out 
the rot in the church while seeking forgiveness from its 
victims. External groups, such as the U.N.’s Committee 
on the Rights of the Child, have nonetheless found fault 
with the church’s response. An early February report re-
leased by the committee criticized the secrecy with which 
sex abuse cases have been handled so far and called for 
the Vatican to establish clear, consistent mechanisms to 
respond to cases of abuse in conjunction with legal au-
thorities.
 Some Catholics have expressed displeasure with 
Francis’ approach. October featured the first half of the 
Synod on the Family, a meeting of church officials meant 
to hash out questions of divorce, remarriage, the role of 
gay and lesbian Catholics in the church and other “pastoral 
challenges” in the context of the family. Francis’ affinity 
for flexibility and honest contemplation on matters affect-
ing modern families led to all manner of paroxysms in the 
church, a tendency augmented by the reassignment of a 
popular conservative cardinal near the end of synod pro-
ceedings. Nonetheless, Francis’ approval ratings remain 
stellar, with 67 percent of U.S. Catholics rating him favor-
ably and only 13 percent unfavorably. In fact, his populari-
ty among Catholics and non-Catholics alike has continued 
to grow over preceding quarterly polls.
 As a kind of year-end culmination of the pope’s 
commitment to collaboration and reconciliation, the recent 
announcement of a normalization of relations between the 
United States and Cuba appears to be indebted to Francis’ 
efforts. The pontiff reportedly wrote letters to American 
and Cuban leaders some time ago and hosted delegations 

r e l i G i O N 
from both countries at the Vatican for talks in October. 
In a now familiar pattern, congressional Republicans have 
already expressed outrage over the restoration of relations 
with Cuba. But if the pattern holds, Francis once again 
executed a masterstroke that will withstand the censure of 
reactionaries.
 Francis does not appear to be resting on such lau-
rels. Since the outstanding impact of his apostolic exhor-
tation “Evangelii Gaudium” in November 2013, Vatican 
officials have hinted at an upcoming encyclical penned by 
the pontiff on the subject of climate change. Now it ap-
pears that the release of the document is imminent. In a 
lecture last month, the chancellor of the Pontifical Acad-
emy of Sciences announced that Francis will publish an 
encyclical on the environment ahead of two summits on 
climate change in the upcoming year.
 The encyclical will arrive on the heels of an essay 
published in the journal Science by professors from the 
University of Cambridge and the University of California 
at San Diego arguing that religious leaders have a vital 
role in effecting a concerted global response to threats to 
the environment. Francis appears to agree.
 With stellar approval ratings among U.S. Catho-
lics, Francis has the influence and moral credibility to shat-
ter Christian reticence on climate change. At this point the 
backlash is predictable—especially among American con-
servatives—but the critical momentum of his campaign 
against structural injustices just seems to keep growing.
 Since the inception of his papacy, Francis has pro-
vided a Catholic viewpoint that calls into question politi-
cal alliances that ignore key Christian commitments—to 
succor the poor, abhor violence and protect the environ-
ment. Having recently delivered a withering critique of 
Vatican bureaucracy, Francis’ willingness to move outside 
traditional venues for reform, coupled with his influence 
among his flock, spells a powerful potential for change in 
the coming years. 
 
Elizabeth Stoker Bruenig is a graduate student in religion and critical 
thought at Brown University.
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on Stewart collected his many media accolades this 
week following the announcement he’s leaving as 
host of The Daily Show, which he’s anchored for 
16 years. The Comedy Central cornerstone, where 

comedy and politics intersect, has been rightfully toasted 
for its groundbreaking path and wide cultural influence. 
But I don’t think there’s a way to spin the departure as 
anything but discouraging 
news for progressives and 
their voice in the media.
 As a viewer, I under-
stand why Stewart is walking 
away. The show had started 
to feel a little creaky. And 
frankly, how can it not after 
sixteen years and more than 
2,000 episodes intensely fo-
cused on the quickening news 
cycle. But as someone who’s 
concerned about the public 
dialogue, and especially con-
cerned about conservative 
misinformation, the news of 
Stewart’s pending exit is trou-
bling. It’s particularly dismay-
ing coming on the heels of 
Stephen Colbert’s recent de-
parture from Comedy Central. 
 Over the last decade, 
Stewart and Colbert emerged 
as the Mantle and Maris of 
political satire, revolution-
izing the way viewers, especially young ones, consume 
news. (For years, both Stewart and Colbert drew more 18-
24 year-old viewers than late-night talk shows on ABC, 
CBS and NBC; an impressive feat for cable programs.)
 The duo’s departures are disheartening because 
their satirical and often fearless work proved instrumental 
in spearheading progressive arguments and critiques. The 
two anchors helped spotlight issues, call out epic Repub-
lican bouts of hypocrisy, and undress Fox News in a way 
previous left-leaning media voices hadn’t been able to. 
(And yes, they also called out Democrats with regularity.) 
 That’s why I would argue that Stewart and Col-
bert represented two of the most influential American lib-
eral voices in the last half-century. Why? (Aren’t they just 
comedians!) Mostly because of their national television 

stewart, colbert and a dImInIshed lIberal VoIce? 
e r i c  B o e h L e r t 

M e d i a
platform and because their shows attracted millions of 
viewers. But also because the hosts became cultural icons. 
And let’s face it, liberalism hasn’t always been synony-
mous with “funny” and “cool.” But thanks to the Comedy 
Central dynamic duo, they provided the laugh track for 
national debates about the minimum wage, about health 
care, about pre-emptive wars, and about an endless array 
other hot topics. Being funny and famous on TV in Amer-
ica allows you to open all kinds of doors for discussion. 
 They created and nearly trademarked a hugely im-
portant voice. It was a voice that Stewart coined at the out-
set of the George W. Bush administration. It was a voice 
that borrowed from the then-unfolding liberal blogosphere 
and from fledgling Air America’s radio network. It was a 
voice that insisted on being smart, factual, relentless, and 
whenever possible, wickedly funny. It was irreverent, in-
your-face, aggressive and it created a stronger appetite for 
political satire.
 It was a comedic voice as influential as The Simp-

sons and Saturday Night Live 
at their peak, but it was about 
politics; liberal politics. It was 
about holding people account-
able and shaming bullies who 
preyed on the weak.
 It was not a voice that 
sprang from traditional bastions 
of “liberal opinion” (i.e. the left 
side of newspaper opinion pag-
es.) This was an outsider’s view 
and voice that said, we’re not 
going to bore people to tears, 
and we’re not going to play 
nice with the other side because 
frankly, they’re sometimes lu-
dicrous. 
 And of course this ap-
proach had nothing to do with 
the brand of traditional late-
night political humor told dur-
ing toothless monologues; 
those tributes to both-sides-are-
to-blame humor presented by 
hosts who showed no interest 

in exposing how politics and the press really work in this 
country. Instead, “Mr. Stewart proved that nightly topical 
humor could be hilarious while also being as incisive and 
passionate as the best news organizations,” noted New 
York Times comedy columnist Jason Zinoman. 
 Who would’ve thought 10 or 15 years ago that 
Comedy Central, home to Crank Yankers and Workahol-
ics, would become a touchstone for progressive media in 
this country? But that’s how innovation happens: Having 
the right people at the right place at the right time and then 
being smart enough, and daring enough, to succeed.
 And it worked wonders. You don’t think so? Read 
this National Review Online screed this week about how 
awful and unfunny Stewart supposedly is (an “intellectu-
al parasite”) to get a sense of the level of untapped envy 

 Who would’ve thought 
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Workaholics, would 
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progressive media 

in this country? 
– Eric Boehlert 
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that conservatives have harbored for years as Stewart and 
Colbert swatted home runs while they watched from the 
stands, unable to field a competent satire team of their own. 
 In terms of politics, I’m not saying Stewart or 
Colbert were the point persons to lead a movement. They 
were not. I doubt they budged the Democratic Party one 
way or another. Their schtick had clear political limits. 
And I don’t think it ever should have been seen as a stand-
in for grassroots activism.
 What I’m talking about is the public square and 
having voices on the left that adroitly, and often hilari-
ously, made crucial points about the state of U.S. politics, 
mocked conservative lunacy (see: the latte salute “freak 
out”), and hosted necessary critiques of the often sad state 
of mainstream news media.
 “Let’s get a sense of where the media is trying to 
build the narrative and where the story lines are going to 
go,” Stewart once instructed his writers at a staff meeting.
 A little over a decade ago you could have filled a 
middle school gymnasium in this country with all the writ-
ers and thinkers from coast to coast who were intently fo-
cused on deconstructing news media narratives. But now 
that debate is absolutely (and thankfully) commonplace, 
thanks in part to people like Stewart and Colbert and their 
nationally televised megaphones.
 Here’s what Stewart and Colbert were not: They 
were not boring, they were not con men, and they absolute-
ly refused to pit people against each other while appealing 
to base fear. In other words, they were the anti-Glenn Beck 
and the anti-Rush Limbaugh of partisan media.
 And now those voices are gone. Or will soon be 
gone. The question is, will the model and will the voice 
they helped create carry on for years to come. (The Daily 
Show will continue without Stewart; Larry Wilmore is an-
choring The Nightly Show in Colbert’s old time slot.) Lon-
gevity is the goal. But there’s also a chance that Stewart 
and Colbert’s rise to stardom signaled a cultural peak that 
liberals won’t again be able to scale.

Eric Boehlert is a columnist at MediaMatters.org. Printed with permission. 
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the greek earthquake
c o n n  h A L L i n A n

lmost before the votes were counted in the re-
cent Greek elections, battle lines were being 
drawn all over Europe. While Alexis Tsipras, 
the newly elected Prime Minister from Greece’s 

victorious Syriza Party, was telling voters, “Greece is 
leaving behind catastrophic austerity, fear and autocratic 
government,” Jens Weidma-
nn, president of the German 
Bundesbank, was warning the 
new government not to “make 
promises it cannot keep and 
the country cannot afford.” 
 On Feb. 12 those two 
points of view will collide 
when European Union (EU) 
heads of state gather in Brus-
sels. Whether the storm blow-
ing out of Southern Europe 
proves an irresistible force, or 
the European Council an im-
movable object, is not clear, 
but whatever the outcome, the 
continent is not likely to be the 
same after that meeting. 
 The Jan 25 victory of 
Greece’s leftwing Syriza Party 
was, on one hand, a beacon for 
indebted countries like Spain, 
Portugal, Italy and Ireland. 
On the other, it is a gauntlet 
for Germany, the Netherlands, 
Finland, and the “troika”—the 
European Central bank, the 
European Commission, and 
the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF)—the designers 
and enforcers of loans and austerity policies that have in-
flicted a catastrophic economic and social crisis on tens of 
millions of Europeans. 
 The troika’s policies were billed as “bailouts” for 
countries mired in debt—one largely caused by the 2008 
financial speculation bubble over which indebted coun-
tries had little control—and as a way to restart economic 
growth. In return for the loans, the EU and the troika de-
manded massive cutbacks in social services, huge layoffs, 
privatization of public resources, and higher taxes. 
 However, the “bailouts” did not go toward stim-
ulating economies, but rather to repay creditors, mostly 
large European banks. Out of the $266 billion loaned to 
Greece, 89 percent went to investors. After five years 
under the troika formula, Greece was the most indebted 

country in Europe. Gross national product dropped 26 
percent, unemployment topped 27 percent (and over 50 
percent for young people), and one-third of the population 
lost their health care coverage. 
 Given a chance to finally vote on the austerity 
strategy, Greeks overwhelmingly rejected the parties that 
went along with the troika and elected Syriza. Now it gets 
tricky, starting with the internal situation within Greece. 
 Because Syriza fell two seats short of controlling 
the Greek parliament, it has gone into coalition with the 
small, right wing Independent Greeks party. While ini-
tially it seems an odd choice—the Pan-Hellenic Social-
ist Movement (PASOK) and the Greek Communist Party 
also have deputies, and Syriza is only two seats short of 

a majority—Greek politics are, 
if nothing else, complex. 
    The Independent Greek 
party—a split from the for-
mer ruling conservative New 
Democracy Party—is an odd 
duck by any measure. It has 
a streak of racism and xeno-
phobia, and its leader, Panos 
Kammenos, believes that jet 
contrails are chemicals used to 
control people’s minds. But it 
is staunchly anti-austerity and 
will not likely waver in the 
face of the troika or German 
Chancellor Andrea Merkel. 
    What would seem like 
a more compatible alliance 
with PASOK, however, is pre-
cluded by that fact that the So-
cialists supported the austerity 
package. There is a new party, 
To Potami, but it has yet to 
publish its program, and it is 
unclear exactly what it stands 
for. As for the Communists, 
the Party’s leadership says they 
have no intention of working 
with the “false hope” of Syriza. 
    As convoluted as Greek 

politics are, the main obstacle for Syriza will come from 
other EU members and the Troika. 
 Finnish Prime Minister Alex Stubb made it clear 
“that we would say a resounding ‘no’ to forgive loans.” 
Merkel’s chief of staff, Peter Altmaier, says, “We have 
pursued a policy which works in many European coun-
tries, and we will stick to it in the future.” IMF head Chris-
tine Lagarde chimed in that “there are rules that must be 
met in the euro zone,” and that “we cannot make special 
exceptions for specific countries.” 
 But Tsipras will, to paraphrase the poet Swin-
burne, not go entirely naked into Brussels, but “trailing 
clouds of glory.” Besides the solid support in Greece, a 
number of other countries and movements will be in the 
Belgian capital as well. 

a u s t e r i t y
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 Syriza is closely aligned in Spain with Podemos, 
now polling ahead of the ruling conservative People’s Par-
ty. “2015 will be the year of change in Spain and Europe,” 
tweeted Podemos leader Pablo Iglesias in the aftermath of 
the election, “let’s go Alexis, let’s go!” Unemployment in 
Spain is 24 percent, and over 50 percent for young people. 
 Gerry Adams of Sinn Fein—now the third larg-
est party in the Irish Republic—hailed the vote as open-
ing “up the real prospect of democratic change, not just 
for the people of Greece, but for citizens right across the 
EU.” Unemployment in Ireland is 10.7 percent, and tens 
of thousands of jobless young people have been forced to 
emigrate. 
 The German Social Democrats are generally sup-
portive of the troika, but the Green Party hailed the Syriza 
victory and Die Linke Party members marched with signs 
reading, “We start with Greece. We change Europe.” 
 Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi—who has 
his own issues with the EU’s rigid approach to debt—
hailed the Greek elections, and top aide Sandro Gozi said 
that Rome was ready to work with Syriza. The jobless rate 
in Italy is 13.4 percent, but 40 percent among youth. 
 The French Communist Party hailed the Greek 
elections as “Good news for the French people,” and Jean-
Luc Melenchon of the Parti de Gauche called for a left-
wing alliance similar to Syriza. French President Francois 
Hollande made a careful statement about “growth and sta-
bility,” but the Socialist leader is trying to quell a revolt by 
the left flank of his own party over austerity, and Paris is 
closer to Rome than it is to Berlin on the debt issue. 
 While the conservative government of Portu-
gal was largely silent, Left Bloc Member of Parliament 
Marisa Matias told a rally, “A victory for Syriza is a vic-
tory for all of Europe.” 
 In short, there are a number of currents in the EU 
and a growing recognition even among supporters of the 
troika that the prevailing approach to debt is not sustainable. 
 One should have no illusions that Syriza will 
easily sweep the policies of austerity aside, but there is a 
palpable feeling on the continent that a tide is turning. It 
did not start with the Greek elections, but with last May’s 
European Parliament elections, where anti-austerity par-
ties made solid gains. While some right-wing parties 
that opportunistically donned a populist mantle also in-
creased their vote, they could not do so where they were 
challenged by left anti-austerity parties. For instance, the 
right did well in Denmark, France, and Britain, but largely 
because there were no anti-austerity voices on the left in 
those races. Elsewhere the left generally defeated their 
rightist opponents. 
 If Syriza is to survive, however, it must deliver, and 
that will be a tall order given the power of its opponents. 
At home, the Party will have to take on Greece’s wealthy 
tax-dodging oligarchs if it hopes to extend democracy and 
start refilling the coffers drained by the troika’s policies. It 
will also need to get a short-term cash infusion to meet its 
immediate obligations, but without giving in to yet more 
austerity demands by the troika. 
 For all the talk about Syriza being “extreme”—it 

stands for Coalition of the Radical Left— its program, as 
Greek journalist Kia Mistilis points, is “classic ‘70s so-
cial democracy.” It supports an enhanced safety net, a debt 
moratorium, a minimum wage raise, and an economic 
stimulus. 
 Syriza is pushing for a European conference mod-
eled on the 1953 London Debt Agreement that pulled 
Germany out of debt after World War II and launched the 
“wirtschaftswunder,”or economic miracle that created 
modern Germany. The Agreement waved more than 50 
percent of Germany’s debt, stretched out payments over 
50 years, and made repayment of loans dependent on the 
country running a trade surplus. 
 The centerpiece of Syriza’s Thessaloniki program 
is its “four pillars of national reconstruction,” which in-
clude “confronting the humanitarian crisis,” “restart-
ing the economy and promoting tax justice,” “regaining 
employment,” and “transforming the political system to 
deepen democracy.” 
 Each of the “pillars” is spelled out in detail, in-
cluding costs, income and savings, and, while it is certain-
ly a major break with the EU’s current model, it is hardly 
the October Revolution. 
The troika’s austerity model has been quite efficient at 
smashing trade unions, selling off public resources at fire 
sale prices, lowering wages and starving social services. 
As a statement by the International Union of Food Work-
ers argues, “Austerity is not the produce of a deficient 
grasp of macroeconomics or a failure of ‘social dialogue,’ 
it is a conscious blueprint for expanding corporate power.” 
 Under an austerity regime, the elites do quite well, 
and they are not likely to yield without a fight. 
 But Syriza is poised to give them one, and “the 
little party that could” is hardly alone. Plus a number of 
important elections are looming in Estonia, Finland, and 
Spain that will give anti-austerity forces more opportuni-
ties to challenge the policies of Merkel and the troika. 
 The spectre haunting Europe may not be the one 
that Karl Marx envisioned, but it is putting a scare into the 
halls of the rich and powerful.

Conn M. Hallinan is a columnist for Foreign Policy In Focus, and an 
independent journalist. He holds a PhD in Anthropology from the 
University of California, Berkeley. 
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surVIVal 
streams

J o h n  o ’ K A n e
he white stretch limo backs slowly out of the ga-
rage, comes to a stop and is quickly encircled 
by a crowd of men and women who are mostly 
unrecognizable in the dark. The driver hits the 

horn several times, pushing the vehicle incrementally for-
ward with each burst of sound. But the group, now chant-
ing something indecipherable, fails to budge. The driver 
opens his window. 
 “Get otta here now, or 
I’ll run ya down!” he screams. 
It’s partially successful. A few 
break ranks and edge toward 
the wall. The limo keeps lurch-
ing forward and finally the 
rest fall away. It lays a victory 
patch, sending dust and gravel 
into their faces. Wyatt, who’d 
been standing just outside 
the encircled limo, is pushed 
toward the dumpster by the 
group’s movement, but man-
ages to lunge toward the trail 
traced by the speeding vehicle, 
his eyes appearing to vault his 
body forward. He stops in his 
tracks and stutters: 
 “Billy, you didn’t 
blow it...you...couldn’t have...
you were too cool, man!”
 As the limo speeds 
by it grazes Willow’s grocery 
cart full of crushed cans and 
mangled minutiae, leaving her 
pinned beneath it. Lionel runs 
over to assist her as the dust 
settles.
 “He must see us,” 
Lionel picks up the refrain, 
“all those windows up there...I 
waved at him yesterday...he was in that little window, had 
his cowboy hat on....know he saw me.”
 “He wouldn’t look at you,” Heather interjects, 
“you know nothing about him!”
 Wyatt moves away from the collision and settles 
against the wall, observing the group in an apparent trance, 
but inwardly snickering about their conversation.
 Willow remains motionless.
 “I’ll go get help...Medic’s over on Electric in the 
alley behind the clinic...he’ll know,” Engy mumbles from 
the fringe.
 Wyatt cringes at the sound of Medic’s name, kill-

ing the messenger with secret metaphors. He shuffles his 
feet along the wall, eyeless, as if he’s trying to blend into 
it, disappear into the elements. He’d learned, ever since 
arriving on the street several months earlier, that survival 
depends on one’s ability to hide and surface when neces-
sary. Not an easy task to grasp the forces that control you 
on such short notice. The learning curve was more like a 
jagged, erratic maze, full of setbacks and reversals. But 
true survival required a cram-course in evolution to re-
make yourself at the drop of a dumpster lid, and be seen or 
unseen when conditions required it. Mojave reptiles had 
millennia to be colorfully one with their surrounding flora. 
You had days, sometimes microseconds, to adapt to the 
hues of your unnatural vegetation. Otherwise you could 
become extinct, victim of a perverse progress that rewards 
not the fit, but a subterranean wit that might let the unfit 

tear you a new asshole at the 
blink of an eye.
  Wyatt was far from a 
vanishing species at this point. 
He was always learning new 
things, like how to sleep when 
awake, or how to stay alert 
when the various slumbers of 
the daily cycle overtook him. 
A full stretch of restful sleep 
was a luxury, and not usually 
desired. There were moments 
when he was nearly uncon-
scious and primed for the kill. 
He needed to adapt to a higher 
level of street being; never al-
low this to happen when he 
was around people. Enemies 
were everywhere, in the dif-
ferent groups around town, 
and of course among those 
outsiders dedicated to making 
him and others extinct.
 Last week he was han-
gin over at the Dog Park off 
Westminster, sprawled on 
the bank just down from the 
Blue Bus bench with Alan and 
Jane, flickering in and out of 
a restful and demonless sleep, 

wombing his way back and down with every gasp of sa-
vored energy. As the early morning September cool shock 
broke through the veil of warmth at that dreaded exit 
moment, there were the pied eyes of Clara from over on 
Clubhouse, vigilant as ever in making her rounds to assure 
everyone that the dike of dissolution has been fingered one 
more time in paradise. 
 “Why don’t you go back to that shelter? I told you 
last week people come here, they need safe access to the 
park or they’ll leave the area...and you’ll spook their dogs!”
 Several months of street life left him mostly timid 
in the face of verbal aggressions, but because of the better 
than average late morning repose he was ready for bear.

f i c t i O N
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“I’ll be doggone...don’t you have any respect for your own 
neighbors?”
 Though high on himself for his quick response, 
he was damaged from this rude awakening. That vision 
he had yesterday when camped on the Boardwalk, absorb-
ing all the noise and incense near the Titanic as the pretty 
people paraded by, morphed into lots of bulging shapes. 
He couldn’t get his flow back. So he spent the next several 
hours glaring at all the odd shapes, those devil heads on 
posts, the rolling waves, that goofy guy on skates blurring 
by with his electric guitar, and all those birds that made 
him feel small somehow. He even started to relive the 
gawks from the crowd, and the refusals of eye contact he 
could forget when under. And of course fancying ways to 
boobytrap Clara!
 Medic rounds the corner from Hampton ready 
with remedies to bring Willow back to the pack, an old 
master at it by now. At first glance it doesn’t seem like 
he’s exactly a member of the helping professions, and not 
just because he’s black-bagless. He’s hobbling at a pretty 
good clip, while gesturing wildly and uttering something 
indecipherable at the same time.
  Medic’s moniker is a story in itself, getting it from 
Nam. He was left for hamburger on hill number something 
or other. No one knows for sure. The digits were always 
getting transposed or deleted on his paper work. And ev-
ery time he trekked to the Vets Hospital off Wilshire back 
in the early days after his discharge he’d come back with a 
new ailment or a worse prognosis about his current state. 
So in frustration he started learning how to examine and 
medicate himself, finally putting up his imaginary shingle.
 As Medic puts on the afterburners it seems he 
might do a cartwheel into the garbage-collage heaped up 
adjacent to the dumpster, but manages to land without in-
cident. He reaches Willow, who by now is up and moving 
around, and consoles her, giving her a sort of quick frisk 
of all the vital parts. He backs away, as if the exam was a 
success, and stares at her. She stares back, trying to form a 
syllable, but grabs her cart and moves to the fringe where 
a few are sorting through their dumpster-quarry.
 Medic turns to Wyatt and shakes him, like he’s 
putting him through a quick, down-home exorcism. 
“Come on weekend wacko....at your ole tricks again?”
 Wyatt opens his eyes wide but doesn’t appear to 
be seeing anything. He then lets his head drop down onto 
his chest and closes his eyes. Medic smirks.
 “Why don’t you go off to one of your uptown 
hideaways, honky?....that hooker over in the art lofts, 
she’s your style, you flunkie.....you hear me!”
 Suddenly at a loss for words, Medic jerks to his 
left as a car enters the alley and speeds toward them, fol-
lowing its movements as it vanishes around the bend. He 
then looks around. “Let’s carry him over to Hampton and 
be rid of him!”
 No one moves. Wyatt snaps out of it and makes 
a getaway. Medic, as if insulted, becomes agitated and 
heads after Wyatt, flailing his arms. After nearly reaching 
Indiana, and secure under a glowing street light, Wyatt 
turns back toward Medic with barely subdued fury.

 “Your day’s comin!”
 As his words fade Medic picks up a rock, turns 
his glance ever so carefully up toward the second story for 
moral support from the cowboy hat, and pitches it at Wy-
att. It misses his head by inches, skipping across the street 
into the door of a speeding Mercedes.
 Wyatt stumbles onto Indiana and gets moving 
pretty good, looking back only after he makes it to Hamp-
ton and is sure that Medic isn’t following him. He keeps 
running wildly toward the beach, wondering if Rhiannon 
and her friends still have that crash pad over on Navy...
 
From The Easy Rider Fan Club. 
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are unconcerned about the nation’s 
alarming liberty and justice deficit. 
The President plays prosecutor, judge, 
jury, and executioner to kill any Amer-
ican citizen he decrees based on secret 
evidence that is a threat to the national 
security. Thousands of innocent ci-
vilians abroad are killed by predator 
drones. The National Security Agency 
conducts surveillance against the en-
tire United States population without 
suspicion that even a single target has 
been complicit in crime or interna-
tional terrorism.
 Individuals are detained in-
definitely without accusation or trial 
at Guantanamo Bay. Eighteenth cen-

tury British legal scholar William 
Blackstone—who was gospel to 
the Founding Fathers—wrote: 
“[T]o bereave a man of life, or by 
violence to confiscate his estate, 
without accusation or trial, would 
be so notorious an act of despo-
tism, as must at once convey the 
alarm of tyranny throughout the 
whole kingdom.”
      The recently published 
executive summary of the Sen-
ate Intelligence Committee re-
port on enhanced interrogation 
techniques demonstrated that the 
United States perpetrated torture 
against al Qaeda suspects with 
impunity. The President has and 
continues to initiate perpetual, 
objectless, wars of aggression to 
justify the destruction of liberty. 
This is unsurprising. As Alexis 
de Tocqueville lectured in De-
mocracy in America, “All those 
who seek to destroy the liberties 
of a democratic nation ought to 
know that war is the surest and 
shortest means to accomplish it.”
        Then-Secretary of State 

John Quincy Adams was correct in 
his July 4, 1821 address to Congress. 
If the United States chose to become 
dictatress of the world, her policy 
would change from liberty to force, 
and she would be no longer the ruler 
of her own spirit. As the New Testa-
ment teaches (Matthew 16: 26): “For 
what does it profit a man to gain the 
whole world and forfeit his soul?”

Bruce Fein writes for Washington Times and 
other publications. 
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he United States was founded 
on exceptional principles that 
we are ignoring at our peril. 
 The Declaration of Indepen-

dence explained that individual liber-
ty was the center of our constitutional 
universe; and, that the United States 
was formed to protect the unalienable 
rights of citizens to life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness, i.e., wisdom 
and virtue.
 The soldiers at Valley 
Forge did not sacrifice to build an 
empire to go abroad in search of 
monsters to destroy. Neither did 
they fight to become wealthy and 
indulged with creature comforts. 
They uniformly agreed with 
Samuel Adams that liberty was 
the philosophical soul of Amer-
ica. He sermonized:
 “If you love wealth 
greater than liberty, the tranquil-
ity of servitude greater than the 
animating contest for freedom, 
go home from us in peace. We 
seek not your counsel, nor your 
arms. Crouch down and lick the 
hand that feeds you; May your 
chains set lightly upon you, and 
may posterity forget that you 
were our countrymen.”
 James Madison, father 
of the Constitution, elaborated 
that power must be deftly dif-
fused among the three branches 
of government to prevent any 
faction from acquiring predomi-
nance. Otherwise, liberty would 
be crushed. He further amplified in 
Federalist 51:
 “Justice is the end of govern-
ment. It is the end of civil society. It 
ever has been and ever will be pursued 
until it be obtained, or until liberty be 
lost in the pursuit. In a society under 
the forms of which the stronger fac-
tion can readily unite and oppress the 
weaker, anarchy may as truly be said 
to reign as in a state of nature, where 
the weaker individual is not secured 
against the violence of the stronger…”  

 The United States addition-
ally embraced the moral cornerstone 
of civilization: It is better to risk being 
the victim of injustice than to risk be-
ing complicit in it. We take risks that 
unfree peoples shun to avoid the pos-
sibility of harming the innocent.
 The greatness of America 
has been lost because our culture has 
come to love wealth, domination, and 
a risk-free existence more than liberty 
and justice. Exemplary of the degrada-
tion is the recent Sunday Opinion col-
umn in The Washington Post authored 
by David H. Patraeus and Michael E. 
O’Hanlan titled “The Next American 
Century.” 

The words “liberty” and “justice” are 
denied even cameo appearances. The 
twin putative wizards maintain that 
the success of the United States is to 
be measured by the production of oil 
liquids and natural gas; manufacturing 
jobs; domination of high-tech sectors 
of the economy; the federal budget 
deficit; household debt; small business 
confidence; the crime rate; population 
growth; military power; international 
competitiveness; and, GDP growth.
 Messrs. Petraeus and O’Hanlan 
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lence prevention bill in a legislature,” 
said John Rosenthal, the founder of 
Boston-based Stop Handgun Vio-
lence. On May 27, 2014, Massa-
chusetts House Speaker Robert De-
Leo rolled out legislation aimed at 
preventing gun violence in schools 
but faced immediate and significant 
pushback. Despite Massachusetts’ 
reputation as a reliably left-leaning 
state, “a lot of people were mad I 
even brought it up,” he said.
 There have been 101 school 
shootings since the massacre at 

Sandy Hook Elementary 
School in Newtown, ac-
cording to data from the 
gun control advocacy 
group Everytown. None 
were in Massachusetts. 
The state’s most recent 
school shooting was in 
2009, and there have been 
13 since 1992, according 
to StopTheShootings.org. 
Nationally there were 387 
shootings in that period. 
 The legislation, pro-
posed in the wake of the 
Newtown massacre, ad-
dresses school safety by, 
for the first time, requir-
ing schools statewide to 
develop action plans in 
case of a school shooting 
and to track student atten-
dance, graduation rates 
and other measures of 
school success to antici-
pate any warning signs, a 
strategy known as threat 
assessment.
 In 2009, the most 
recent data available, 
Massachusetts’ schools 
had an average student-
to-counselor ratio of 432 

to 1, slightly under the national av-
erage of 457 to 1, according to the 
U.S. Department of Education. The 
American Counseling Association’s 
maximum recommended ratio is 250 
to 1.
 “We took a look at schools 
and set forth a procedure with police 
to try to prevent gun violence in our 
schools, which seems to be a whole 
lot more prevalent than ever before,” 
DeLeo said.

guns In 
schools 

G u N  c O N t r O l

t comes as no surprise to gun 
control advocates that Massa-
chusetts, a state with gun laws 
among the strongest in the na-

tion and low gun ownership levels, 
is ranked as the state with the fewest 
gun deaths per capita by the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC).
 “It’s just not a 
state that has ever had 
that culture of gun owner-
ship,” said Kristin Rand, 
director of the Violence 
Policy Center, a Washing-
ton, D.C., nonprofit. The 
group compared the CDC 
data with states’ household 
gun ownership rates and 
found a strong correlation 
between per capita gun 
deaths and ownership rates 
and the strength of states’ 
gun laws. 
 “The key factors 
are a very comprehensive 
approach to regulating fire-
arms and very low rates of 
gun ownership. Taken to-
gether, the obvious result, 
if you think about it, is low 
gun deaths,” she said. 
 According to the 
CDC, Massachusetts is the 
state with the fewest gun 
deaths per capita, with 233 
deaths for the more than 6 
million Bay State residents 
in 2012—the most recent 
data available. Only 12.8 
percent of households re-
ported owning guns, ac-
cording to a 2005study by the medi-
cal journal Pediatrics. Nationally, 
32.6 percent of homes reported own-
ing a gun.
 “I don’t know if there are any 
states with very strong laws and lots 
of guns. The evidence is very strong 
that lots of guns and strong laws 
don’t bring relatively low rates of 
gun violence, and there is no direct 
link between the two. But having the 
two together, they go together,” said 

David Hemenway, a professor of 
health policy at the Harvard School 
of Public Health and director of the 
Harvard Injury Control Research 
Center.
 Massachusetts’ “long history 
of taking firearms regulation very se-
riously,” has also likely contributed 
to the low gun death rate, said Rand. 
In 1998 the state passed a law that 
banned semiautomatic assault weap-
ons, created additional licensing 
rules and sought severe penalties for 
those storing unlocked guns.

 Allison Anderman of the 
California-based Law Center to Pre-
vent Gun Violence said gun laws 
have a “cumulative effect” over time 
on gun violence. The organization 
annually ranks states by the strength 
of their gun laws and in 2014 named 
Massachusetts sixth in the nation. 
California topped the list.
 But “even in present-day 
Massachusetts, there is nothing more 
difficult than passage of a gun vio-
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 The bill, signed into law in 
August, instituted these individual 
school action plans and tightened ex-
isting restrictions, such as giving lo-
cal police chiefs the power to deny 
gun licenses to applicants, requiring 
the state to provide mental health 
information about gun license ap-
plicants to a national database and 
requiring gun dealers to post infor-
mation about suicide prevention and 
awareness.
 While many cite the law as a 
continuation of the 1998 legislation 
that bolstered the state’s gun laws, Jim 
Wallace, head of the Massachusetts-

based Gun Owners Action League 
and a vocal gun rights advocate, said 
“more laws don’t necessarily mean 
good laws.”
 Gun rights advocates say a 
deeper look at the gun death num-
bers shows that the data are not clear. 
Advocates say the CDC’s numbers—
which include deaths by suicide—are 
misleading and instead point to 2013 
statistics from the FBI. 
“Gun control schemes do not equate 
to public safety. When we look at 
federal crime statistics from the 
FBI, there’s just no correlation be-
tween these states with tight gun 

control laws and reduced firearms-
related murder rates,” said National 
Rifle Association spokeswoman 
Catherine Mortensen, citing FBI 
numbers from 2013 giving Mas-
sachusetts a homicide rate of 2.0 
per 100,000 people—still less than 
half the national average of 4.5 per 
100,000 people
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When I was a tyke, 
Momma warned me not 
to eat anything unless 
I knew where it came 

from. That advice is so sensible that 
even Congress acted on it in 2002, 
passing a straightforward law called 
Country Of Origin Labeling. COOL 
requires meat marketers to tell us 
whether the meat they sell is a prod-
uct of the USA, China or 
Whereintheworldistan.
 This useful in-
formation empowers us 
consumers, which is why 
global agribusiness giants 
hate it and are trying to 
get a secretive, autocratic, 
plutocratic, private court 
in Switzerland to kill it. 
This can’t be, you say? 
But it is. Unbeknownst 
to most Americans, when 
the U.S. joined the World 
Trade Organization in 
1999, we surrendered a 
big chunk of our sover-
eignty to this corporate 
court.
 Here’s what’s 
happening: A “trade war” 
is being forced upon 
American consumers by 
a handful of corporations 
that produce, slaugh-
ter, butcher and package 
meat outside of our coun-
try but are allowed under 
trade agreements to chal-
lenge a U.S. law that had 
been duly enacted for the 
people inside our coun-
try, so America was sued 
in an obscure, autocratic, 
private organization cre-
ated by and for corporate 
interests and headquartered in Swit-
zerland. Then that corporate “court” 
did indeed rule that the “profit right” 
of foreign meat packers is superior 
to our people’s basic right of self-
determination.
 Holy Tom Paine, this is cor-
porate tyranny! But it’s about to get 
worse, for President Obama and 
Congress intend to hang another bad 
trade deal, the Trans-Pacific Partner-
ship, around our necks this spring.

What? Haven’t you heard of the 
TPP? Dubbed “a corporate coup 
d’etat” by Public Citizen’s Global 
Trade Watch, it’s a grandiose grab 
for power masked as a trade deal, 
allowing an unprecedented level of 
global corporate rule over Ameri-
cans. One reason we commoners 
don’t know about it is that the cor-
porate and governmental elites of 
the 12 nations that have been nego-
tiating this momentous deal in strict 
secrecy, not only are keeping us in 
the dark but also Congress.

 FAIR, the excellent watch-
dog group that tracks media cover-
age, found that ABC, CBS, CNN, 
Fox and NBC have offered the 
American public practically zero to 
little news stories about TPP. Even 
though the looming power grab has 
now spawned protests around the 
world, generated a major coalition 
of some 500 grassroots groups in our 
country loudly opposing the ripoff 
deal and has produced an odd-bed-

fellow, a rare bipartisan alignment 
of opponents in Congress, there’s 
been a TV blackout. Could it pos-
sibly be that the global conglomer-
ates that own our so-called “news” 
networks don’t want us knowing 
what’s up behind TPP’s closed 
doors? Another reason, however, is 
that the mass media has been shock-
ingly silent, apparently even incu-
rious about what clearly is a huge 
story with historic consequences.
 Let’s do the media’s job for 
them and find out what’s in this bad 

deal, the trade hoax. Of 
the document’s 29 chap-
ters, only five address 
tariffs and other actual 
trade matters. The other 
24 consist of various 
ways to “free” corpora-
tions from any account-
ability and from any re-
sponsibility to the world 
community’s common 
good. Bye-bye “Buy 
American!”
 TPP dictates that all 
corporations based in any 
member nation must be 
given equal access to the 
public dollars that any 
government spends on 
equipment, food, high-
way projects, etc. Thus, 
our own national, state 
and local governments 
would no longer be free 
to give preference to sup-
pliers of our choice. “Buy 
American” and “Buy Lo-
cal” programs could be 
challenged by private 
corporations. Wall Street 
rides again!
 If anyone doubts 
this pact is a corporate 
boondoggle dressed in 
trade clothes, let them 
read its shameful finan-

cial provisions. Our nation’s finan-
cial regulations would have to be 
“harmonized” to comply with TPP’s 
extreme deregulation, re-creating 
the anything-goes Wall Street ethic 
that crashed the economy in 2008.
 To help stop this anti-dem-
ocratic nasty, go to www.expos-
ethetpp.org.

Jim Hightower writes for NationofChange.com. 

tPP trade deal 
t r a d e

J i m  h i g h t o w e r

A

a “trade war” 
is being forced 

upon American 
consumers by 

a handful of 
corporations that 

produce, slaughter, 
butcher and package 

meat outside 
of our country. 

– Jim Hightower  



Issue 55 45







48

few weeks ago, with little 
fanfare, the Obama ad-
ministration released a 
proposed 2016 budget that 

would dramaticallyremake FDA and 
USDA. The plan would strip each 
agency of its extensive food-safety 
oversight responsibilities and hand 
them over to a new food-safety agen-
cy to be housed within the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services.
 The plan would be a big loss 
for FDA—an agency within HHS—
which saw its food-safety budget and 
staff increase, thanks to passage of 
the Food Safety Modernization Act in 
2011. It was likely no coincidence that 
Margaret Hamburg, who has served 
as FDA commissioner for the past six 
years, announced this past week that 
she was leaving the agency.
 At the cabinet level, the pro-
posal can be seen as a mixed bag. It’s 
a big win for HHS, where the new 
agency would reside. But HHS’s gains 
mean that USDA would likely lose all 
of its food-safety budget and staff.
 It’s unclear at this point if 
the proposal has legs. I expect much 
will ride on two factors. First, will big 
players within the regulated industries 
support the measure? Second, will the 
Obama administration pitch the idea 
to the GOP-dominated Congress as 
a cost-cutting measure, or, alternate-
ly, as a take-it-or-leave-it regulatory 
buildup?
 The answer to all these ques-
tions remains to be seen. “[T]he devil 
is in the details,” wrote Marion Nestle, 
who commonly supports increased 
food-safety regulations, of the Obama 
administration’s proposal.
 While I disagree with Nestle 
about the manifest need for more reg-
ulations—which often cost hundreds 
of millions of dollars, but make our 
food no safer—I do agree with her 
call to wait for more details. I said as 
much during an appearance on Huff-
ingtonPost Live this past week.
 While we wait, there are sev-
eral factors to consider that will help 
to determine whether creating a single 

f O O d
food-safety agency would benefit the 
ones who matter: consumers and tax-
payers. One key issue is the problems 
caused by current regulatory overlap. 
No case better illustrates this over-
lap—and the serious food-safety is-
sues it raises—than the 2010 recall of 
more than 300 million eggs. 
 While FDA regulates eggs 
in the shell—the kind you purchase 
by the dozen—USDA is in charge 
of grading the eggs. As I wrote in re-
counting the egg recall in a 2012 law-
review article, this overlap meant that 
USDA’s egg graders, who were on 
site at the offending egg-laying facil-
ity and saw its filthy conditions first-
hand, ignored their key food-safety 
responsibilities because they saw the 
safety of the eggs as FDA’s problem. 
(FDA might inspect such facilities 
once every few years.) 
 “Yet the presence of these egg 
graders at the laying facility did noth-
ing to ensure the eggs were safe—in 
spite of the graders’ duty,” I wrote in 
the article. “The egg graders’ pres-
ence and oversight merely offered a 
false veneer of safety—a facade that 
made food less safe.”
 A related problem is the dif-
fering standards imposed by USDA 
and FDA regulations on similar prod-
ucts. The egg case illustrates but one 
example. Frozen cheese pizzas sold 
at your local grocer are regulated by 
FDA, for example, while the same 
manufacturer’s frozen pepperoni piz-
zas are regulated by USDA. USDA 
requires all food labels to be pre-ap-
proved by the agency before the food 
may be marketed and sold. On the 
other hand, FDA has no such require-
ment. That means if you were to put 
one piece of pepperoni on a FDA-reg-
ulated frozen cheese pizza, it would 
be subject both to label pre-approval 
requirements and USDA regulations.
 Another key issue is the same 
that arose during FDA’s FSMA rule-
making process. Simply put, FDA 
crafted inane and costly rules for 
regulating agricultural producers that 
demonstrated—charitably—how lit-
tle agricultural expertise the agency 
possesses. There’s no reason to be-
lieve that FDA’s parent department, 
HHS, possesses such expertise either.
 Who would lead this new 

sIngle Food-
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food-safety agency within HHS? Not-
ed food-safety litigator Bill Marler 
nominated himself for the job. Agri-
cultural and restaurant interests might 
chafe at the idea of Marler, who has 
won civil suits against them for food-
safety violations. Other food produc-
ers, such as grocery food makers, 
would no doubt balk at other potential 
choices for the job. 
 What would the removal 
of food-safety oversight from FDA 
mean for the agency’s ban on the in-
terstate shipment of raw milk? Recall 
that the ban came into being in the late 
1980s, thanks to a court decision that 
is based solely on FDA data. Could a 
new challenge to the ban argue that 
since FDA no longer plays a role in 
food safety, there is no longer a legal 
basis for the ban?
 Calls for some unitary food 
authority are nothing new. Nestle 
notes food-safety advocates have 
urged the federal government to 
consolidate its food-safety authority 
for decades. Other big ideas for big 
new government action have also ap-
peared from time to time.
 In 2008, New York Times 
columnist Nick Kristof urged the 
Obama administration to scrap USDA 
and FDA altogether in favor of a “De-
partment of Food.” More recently, 
fellow Times food columnists Mark 
Bittman and Michael Pollan called for 
the creation of a national food policy. 
(Interestingly, neither piece focuses 
on food safety.)
 If a new federal food-safety 
agency would help eliminate redun-
dancies in staffing and inefficiencies 
in budgeting while establishing sim-
pler, uniform requirements, then the 
new agency might earn—and even 
deserve—widespread support. But 
if such an agency would not save 
consumers and taxpayers money, 
wouldn’t make our food safer, would 
put those with little expertise in 
charge of key regulations, and would 
double down on existing FDA and 
HHS campaigns targeting everything 
from caffeine to soda to trans fats and 
salt, then this proposal is rightly dead 
in the water.

Baylen Linnekin writes for FoodSafetyNews.org. 
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