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For much of the world, the past few months can be summarized in three words: protest, violence, 
and chaos. In Thailand and Venezuela, protest. In Singapore and Syria, violence. In Ukraine, chaos. 
Yet, among these conflicts there have been numerous pockets of rejuvenation and regeneration. 
In Kazakhstan, a name change to shake off vicious stereotypes. In Qatar, creation of a new 
cultural hub for the Middle East. In Iran, efforts at a moderate future. Though much of the world 
experiences tension and loss on a daily basis, these small efforts represent a larger push to shift the 
dialogue. They suggest that the time has come to reboot the current global political system.

In Trevor Grayeb’s article “What’s in a Name?” he addresses the possibility that “Kazakhstan” might 
change its name to “Kazakh Eli” (Kazakh Nation). Frustrated with the negative stereotypes that 
accompany a country ending in “-stan,” President Nazarbayev has launched the first ever global 
campaign to rebrand his country’s image through nomenclature.

Nisreen Salka, meanwhile, analyzes the Qatari monarchy’s decision to fund art ventures, and 
concludes that this represents a significant break from the past. By encouraging the creation and 
dissemination of new and old artwork, the Qatari state is likely to emerge with a new identity as the 
region’s premier cultural center.

In Ryan Strong’s analysis of the Joint Plan of Action, signed by Iran and the United States, he 
notes that the document itself is a turning point in geopolitical relations. While it may represent 
incremental change, it does signal a shift from the traditional, war-ready dialogue. 

Our title, then, is both descriptive and prescriptive. While the past few months have signaled the 
start of something new, these changes must continue. In many ways, the current global political 
system operates in a vicious circle: protests lead to change which leads to renewed frustration which 
leads to protests. And on and on and on. Our writers, frustrated with the status quo, voiced ways to 
break the circle. Only by spreading knowledge of the powerful changes happening around the globe 
can we hope to tear ourselves away from the predictable cycle of protests, violence, and chaos. 
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Throughout the centuries, foreign powers 
have exploited Africa for the continent’s rich 
natural resources; China is only the latest in this 
trend. Whereas trade in the past involved ivory 
and slaves, today’s trade involves natural resources. 
China has justified its recent focus on Africa with 
claims of beneficial investment and infrastructure 
support from Chinese funds. However, these as-
sertions are facetious and tell only half the story. 
In reality, Chinese investment is detrimental to 
Africa. China extracts valuable natural resources 
from Africa while providing very few tangible 
benefits; indeed, what is left over is a damaged 
economy, staggering unemployment, and drained 
resources.

Between 2000 and 2013, Sino-African trade 
jumped from ten billion dollars to 200 billion 
dollars. China has become Africa’s largest trading 
partner as it fills the void Western nations have 
left in their wake. While the United States and 
Europe only provide aid if the nations agree to 
democratize or to remedy human rights concerns, 
China does not insist on similar conditions. This 
apparent lack of requests has only served to make 
Chinese investment even more attractive to Afri-
can leaders.

In this arrangement, Africa exports raw mate-
rials — such as oil and minerals — and imports 
manufactured goods. This imbalance of trade has 
deprived Africa of jobs and wealth. Because Af-
rica’s resources are shipped raw, the materials are 
processed elsewhere; had this step been completed 
in Africa, it would have provided the local econo-
my a great deal of jobs. Moreover, the importing 
of manufactured goods from China has stymied 
Africa’s industrialization efforts, as Chinese goods 
are filling market demands, leaving no room for 
locally-produced goods. According to a report 
by the Brenthurst Foundation, Africa’s textile in-
dustry alone has lost nearly 800,000 jobs in the 
past ten years. The flood of cheap goods hurts an 
already-weak domestic industry.

However, not only Chinese goods arrive in 
Africa and disrupt the local economy, but also 
Chinese people. To many in the lowest rung of 
the societal ladder, Africa presents a new opportu-
nity for social and economic advancement. Their 
immigration to the continent puts them in direct 

competition with local Africans. Both populations 
vie for the same low-paying jobs, which are limited 
in number. This competition has left 80 percent of 
Africans victim to “vulnerable employment,” ac-
cording to the International Labour Organisation, 
meaning they lack formal work arrangements and 
decent working conditions.

Beyond the issue of jobs, one must also ana-
lyze the nature of China’s investments. Indeed, 
China has financed massive infrastructure projects 
within Africa and helped the continent to grow 
economically. In 2010, China granted a 5.49 bil-
lion dollar concessionary loan to Ghana. In 2009, 
China invested 1.2 billion dollars on agricultural 
development in Angola. However, Beijing has in-
sisted that money from China must be spent on 
Chinese goods or Chinese-built infrastructure, 
manned and supported by workers and supplies 
from China. As such, the wealth that Africa has 
been able to generate from exporting its abundant 
natural resources has not been used to help its 
own people or its economy.

For example, China spent 5.38 billion dollars 
on infrastructure in Nigeria in 2006, but in ex-
change for preferential oil rights bidding. It is a 
deal that overwhelmingly favors China and leaves 
little benefit for Africa. China is able to accrue its 
desired resources, in addition to finding another 
avenue of wealth for its impressive manufacturing 
sector. Furthermore, the investments themselves 

have not always been of use to the local communi-
ty. Recent investments in Angola have materialized 
in the formation of Kimbala, a Chinese built city 
in Angola with new high-rise apartments, retail 
units, and schools. The problem is that this town 
has remained uninhabited since its completion 
in 2012, because of its inaccessibility. The apart-
ments cost between 120,000 dollars to 200,000 
dollars, but the Angolan yearly per-capita GDP, 
5,144 dollars, falls far below the threshold.

This newly constructed town exemplifies the 
nature of Chinese involvement in Africa. On the 
surface, it looks promising and beneficial; the in-
vestments appear progressive towards a better and 
more affluent Africa. However, these appearances 
are terribly superficial. The heart of the involve-
ments are empty promises for Africa. At best, they 
do not help the local population. At worst, they 
exacerbate the existing strain on the economy 
and resources. One cannot deny that China has 
poured a great deal of money and resources into 
infrastructure — such as railroads, airports, and 
water supplies — and aid. However, these positives 
are not the whole picture and cannot be treated 
as such. China’s presence in Africa has invited a 
plethora of negative consequences. Cosmetic im-
provements that do not benefit the people is not 
adequate justification for handicapping the do-
mestic economy and manufacturing sectors, while 
exploiting the continent’s natural resources.

china in africa:
modern economic imperialism and exploitation
— Leslie Teng

Wikimedia Commons

The unoccupied city of kimbala.
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Due to China’s growing economy and rapid 
industrialization, its need for more natural re-
sources has been increasing. Although China is 
rich in resources such as coal and agriculture, it 
has a growing need for other resources such as oil 
and lumber. In order to meet this demand, Chi-
na has looked to other resource-rich nations as a 
source. The most notable are countries in Africa, 
which have been traditional hotspots for foreign 
direct investment. Since the 1800s, Africa has 
been targeted by western nations such as Britain, 
Portugal, and Germany looking to reap some of 
Africa’s most valuable resources. China, as a grow-
ing international and economic powerhouse, is 
the next country in line to attempt this feat.

However, there are lessons to learn from past 
failed investments, such as how to negotiate with 
local populations, work around or through in-
ternal conflicts, and address the lack of sufficient 
infrastructure. China has been successful in these 
endeavors, and continues to extract valuable and 
needed resources from Africa today. There is, how-
ever, controversy surrounding Chinese investment 
in Africa, with international powers questioning 
the ambition and motivation of these Chinese in-
vestors. Yet, even with these controversies, China 
is still providing Africa with valuable and modern 
infrastructure, which, in the long run, will help 
some African countries expand their economy and 
ability to rebound to a meaningful influence on 
the global market.

Since 2000, China has pumped billions of dol-
lars into infrastructure projects all around Africa. 
Through contracts with national governments in 
Africa, China is able to construct infrastructural 
projects that provide nations such as Uganda, Ni-
geria and Angola with widespread electricity and 
highways. Along with some of these projects, the 
Chinese are given compensation in the form of 
natural resources. For example, in Angola, after 
the conclusion of a violent civil war in 2002, the 
Chinese gave a two billion dollar loan to the gov-
ernment of Angola, and agreed to help rebuild its 
broken infrastructure. One billion dollars of this 
loan went directly into structural projects such as 
roads, power plants and telecom stations, while 
the other one billion dollars went into social proj-
ects, which included rebuilding health and educa-
tion systems, and coastal fisheries. In return, An-

gola gave the Chinese 10,000 barrels of crude oil 
per day over the next 17 years. The Chinese bank 
Ex-Im issued another loan to Angola for two bil-
lion dollars in 2007, all of which will contribute 
to infrastructural projects. There are currently 100 
active Chinese companies and 60,000 workers 
employed in Angola to work on these projects.

Similarly, in Nigeria in 2002, Chinese elec-
trical companies such as the China Machinery 
and Equipment Import and Export Company 
(CMEC) began constructing two natural gas 
power plants, each with a total capacity of 670 
megawatts. The president of the CMEC stated 
that “the plants would help ease the electricity 
shortage in Nigeria and promote economic and 
trade cooperation between the two countries.” In 
2005, CMEC came back and built three more 
power plants in exchange for 30,000 barrels of 
crude oil a day for an entire year. Along with these 
power plants, Chinese companies also constructed 
598 boreholes for the purpose of providing clean 
and drinkable water to impoverished regions of 
Nigeria. This project will not only help provide 

water to areas of Nigeria that experience frequent 
droughts, but also helps build a positive image of 
Chinese investors.

Despite concerns over issues such as exploi-
tation of labor, lack of internal tax revenue, and 
loss of national resources, Chinese investment in 
Africa has brought about a valuable interaction 
between rising nations in Africa and a global su-
perpower in China. Working with a country with 
as much GDP as China gives Africa an opportu-
nity to gain even more international expenditure 
in the future, which could ultimately lead to more 
contracts and growth. The investments in Africa 
will provide an integral role in the development 
of these nations through rebuilt infrastructure and 
social structures. Roads, power plants, hospitals, 
and clean water wells will provide African nations 
such as Uganda, Angola and Nigeria opportuni-
ties to economically rebound from internal con-
flicts and financial decline.

china in africa: 
exploiters or contributors?
— Ryan Lorch

Wikimedia Commons

Offshore petrol platform prepares to move to its final destination on the high sea near Luanda, Angola.
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South Sudan and Sudan had been involved in 
a deadly twenty-two-year civil war before South 
Sudan finally achieved independence in 2011. 
Many believed this would bring an end to the 
near constant violence in the region. Now, in 
2014, fighting has dominated since the New Year 
and many are beginning to wonder if the celebra-
tion was premature. It started December 15, 2013 
when infighting spread among members of the 
presidential guard. The conflict has caused more 
than 1,000 deaths and driven 200,000 people 
from their homes. The rift was caused by differ-
ences in alliances: the supporters of the current 
President Salva Kiir against the supporters of the 
former Vice President Riek Machar. Salva Kiir 
claims the attack began due to an alleged coup 
attempt by Riek Machar, though there is no evi-
dence of such action. Nevertheless, the seemingly 
most important issue is ethnic divides between 
these groups: Salva Kiir is Dinka, the largest eth-
nic group in South Sudan, and Riek Machar is 
Nuer, the second largest. On January 23, 2014, 
the rebel groups (as the Machar-backing faction 
is known) signed a temporary peace agreement. 
However, both sides have stressed this is only a 
temporary peace, as they still have major issues 
to reconcile and neither side is ready to concede. 
The current conflict is a direct reflection of the 
unsolved problems still prevalent in South Sudan 
despite its autonomy. Influence and intervention 
from developed non-African nations is not the 
answer, what is needed is a “by Africa, for Africa” 
solution with its neighbors reaching out and pro-
viding aid, and helping South Sudan help itself.

China has offered money to South Sudan to 
build infrastructure and support its government 
in order to stabilize the country. However, this 
should be avoided at all costs. The proposed in-
frastructure plans will build roads that facilitate 
the oil industry, and not the country as a whole. 
Additionally, when developed governments such 
as China give money to support developing gov-
ernments it often leads to corruption and the mis-
use of funds. Because the money is not regulated, 
profit rather than transparency becomes their 
main objective. Even beyond singular nations, in-
ternational organizations such as the World Bank 
have a poor record with respect to giving money 

in Africa. They lend money with strings attached, 
leading to the dictation of policy, which often en-
tails increased taxes and leads the nation into debt 
it cannot repay. If South Sudan wants long-term 
stability, solutions must come from within.

To move past the violence and division of its 
past, South Sudan’s solutions must be ones by Afri-
ca, for Africa. The same mistakes of the past, made 
by outside states that tore Africa apart, cannot be 
allowed to happen again. South Sudan must strive 
to find its own solutions, with the assistance of 
the African Union and especially its neighboring 
African states. Kenya and Ethiopia, both border-
ing states of South Sudan, are already playing a 
large role in mediating peace talks. Kenya, as of 
February 26, has plans to send additional troops 
to combat the continued violence.

In addition to their immense oil resources, 
South Sudan has the potential to be the breadbas-
ket of Africa. According to studies performed by 
the United States Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID), 90 percent of the land in South 
Sudan is suitable for agriculture and 50 percent of 
that land is considered prime agricultural land. As 
of now, only five percent of South Sudan’s avail-
able land is being farmed and South Sudan is in 
the midst of a famine, as much of Africa is deal-

ing with a scarcity of food. If African nations take 
an active interest in providing support for South 
Sudan they can take back control of their food 
supply.

With bountiful oil resources, fertile land, na-
tional pride (which should still be fresh in a na-
tion barely three years old), and neighbors and 
regional bodies at the ready, South Sudan has the 
tools it needs to find lasting peace. However, all 
of this is useless if it cannot find a way to create a 
government free of corruption that addresses the 
ethnic divisions of the nation. Observer missions 
sent by the African Union can help in ensuring 
transparency. In addition there must be a focus on 
equal representation for the different tribes within 
the government, which must not allow the many 
to suppress the few. Neighboring Kenya can be a 
great resource for supporting this goal, for it is a 
nation based on as many as seventy different eth-
nic groups.

Despite the fragile cease-fire signed on January 
23, many questions linger and the threat of civil 
war looms if those questions are not adequately 
addressed. What began as political tension be-
tween the President and former Vice President has 
turned into a conflict of ethnic violence. South 
Sudan remains plagued not only by past colonial 
conflicts but, also, fresh ones in what has today 
become a multi-state crisis.

by africa, for africa:
solutions in south sudan
— Emma Stout

Wikimedia Commons

south sudanese President salva kiir.
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social Regression in nigeria:
a new anti-gay law
— Laurel Cerier

In January of this year, President Goodluck 
Jonathan of Nigeria signed the Same-Sex Prohibi-
tion Act of 2014. In doing so, he outlawed gay 
partnerships and membership in any gay rights 
organizations, and made such behavior punish-
able by prison sentences of ten to 14 years, or even 
capital punishment. Although homosexuality has 
always been illegal in Nigeria, the ratification of 
this new law has eviscerated any sense of safety for 
the gay community. Everyone deserves the right 
of sexual freedom, and oppressing homosexuals 
is akin to harassing others because of skin color. 
Moreover, the implementation of a law selectively 
prohibiting forms of peaceful assembly and asso-
ciation directly violates Article 20 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. The world’s current 
silence allows Nigeria to aggressively oppress its 
citizens. This needs to change, whether through 
positive or negative influences, such as sanctions 
or aid.

As a result of this recent legislation, the gay 
population in Nigeria faces increased animosity 
and aggression from both the Islamic courts, and 
the general population. Many members of the gay 
community have fled to Western states, particu-
larly the United Kingdom.

Nigeria is divided into states that either fall un-
der the Islamic north or the Christian south. The 
most significant difference between the two is that 
Islamic courts primarily govern the north. Within 
the country, both groups, which make up the vast 
majority of the population, are incredibly anti-gay 
and condemn homosexual behavior: the Chris-
tians take a fundamentalist approach, and the 
Muslims follow Sharia law. Dahiru Abdulhameed, 
a lawyer in the area, explains that “sodomy under 
Islamic law is a serious offense…Islamic juries are 
of the view [that] the severity of punishment is 
even greater than adultery.” In other words, having 
intercourse with someone of the same sex merits 
death by stoning; however, this punishment does 
require the testimony of four different eyewitnesses 
who actually see the act take place.

Already, eleven people in Bauchi are awaiting 
trial in the Islamic court for forming a gay rights 
association that was reported last year. While any 
ruling in an Islamic court is subject to an appeal 

in the secular court, citizens may still receive harsh 
punishment. In mid-January, Judge Nuhu Idris of 
Bouchi sentenced a man to receive 20 lashes with a 
cane after being convicted for his membership in a 
gay club several years earlier. The judge emphasized 
that “The sentence could have been more severe, 
but [there was] a lack of witnesses.” Torture as a 
form of retribution is another human rights viola-
tion and must be addressed as such.

Since 2006, two other bills similar to the Same-
Sex Prohibition Act were proposed but never 
passed. This indicates that the Nigerian govern-
ment has long favored civil rights to homophobia. 
This changed when the National Assembly passed 
this bill last May. President Jonathan took his time 
signing it into law. This delay suggests a deeper and 
more political reason for signing the bill. President 
Jonathan plans to run for the 2015 presidential 
elections, and signing this bill — which, accord-
ing to the government is extremely popular among 
Nigerians — would help him gain political favor 
and public approval. Moreover, President Jona-
than only acted after dozens of lawmakers broke 
off toward the opposing parties. Therefore, the 
president appears to be pulling a calculated move 
to woo back political supporters for his upcoming 
campaign. It seems that the Nigerian president has 
set aside moral agenda for a political one.

The United States and its European Union al-

lies have long been pressuring Nigeria to respect 
and safeguard the rights of gays and lesbians; now 
they simply want the country to revoke the new 
law. This goal would be easy in states that depend 
on Western aid, such as Uganda and Malawi, but 
because Nigeria’s nearly two-million-barrel a day 
oil output funds its budget, the West has very little 
leverage with which to manipulate Nigeria’s inter-
nal policies. Oil-consuming countries could enact 
sanctions against Nigeria in the global market, but 
China has close ties with the nation, which drasti-
cally diminishes the effectiveness of such sanctions. 
China continues to invest in Nigeria’s oil reserves 
by providing the country with various protective 
and technological resources, including arms and 
other training. As an alternative, the United States 
is discussing removing some of its medical aid, 
most notably its HIV/AIDS funding and malaria 
treatments. Unfortunately, this approach is not 
likely to be effective. Nigeria has already expressed 
that it is insulted that the US has taken such a 
strong interest in a change that has, it argues, made 
its both its people and legislature happy.

Perhaps, then, coercion is the wrong avenue. 
Western states and companies could try offering 
both public and private investments in the coun-
try’s weak infrastructure. These might serve as 
incentives for Nigeria to reform its policies and 
be more legally accepting of the gay community, 
outlawing oppression and aggression toward gay 
individuals. For example, although China has in-
vested a great deal into rail, power, and telecom-
munications development, Nigeria’s power sup-
plies remain unreliable and continue to hold back 
growth. Researchers Vivien Foster and Nataliya 
Pushak explain that, despite its extensive networks, 
“The power sector’s operational efficiency and cost 
recovery has been among the worst in Africa, sup-
plying about half of what is required, with subse-
quent social costs of about 3.7 percent of GDP.” 
Maybe investors could provide resources to create 
more advanced and consistent power structures. 
For now, however, the state of Nigeria refuses to 
revoke its law and will likely continue to fight the 
liberal ideals of the West.

Wikimedia Commons

President Goodluck Jonathan.
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Zimbabwe’s modern history has been plagued 
with economic woes. Starting in the late 1990s, a 
series of political and economic crises rocked the 
country, exacerbated by populist government pol-
icies that failed to address the real problems. The 
Zimbabwean Dollar (ZWD) suffered and experi-
enced hyperinflation throughout the 2000s, be-
fore the government finally abandoned it in 2009 
in favor of foreign currencies. Recently, Zimba-
bwe’s central bank announced that it will now 
consider eight foreign currencies as legal tender. 
While this action might have a positive effect in 
the short-term, quick fixes like this continue to ig-
nore the real problems that Zimbabwe’s economy 
faces. In order for Zimbabwe to experience actual 
sustained growth, the government must focus on 
implementing sound economic policies.

Ever since Zimbabwe’s break from Great Brit-
ain in 1980, power has largely been in the hands 
of Robert Mugabe, a leader in the struggle for 
independence. In early 2000, Mugabe enacted 
the land seizure of all white-owned farms in the 
country, a move aimed at gaining popular sup-
port, since many believed the white colonists had 
stolen the land from the native people. While the 
land redistribution was certainly a popular move 
for Mugabe, it marked the start of an economic 
crisis and food shortage in the country. Western 
donors such as the IMF and World Bank, whose 
help would have been critical in this early transi-
tion period, imposed sanctions and limitations on 
Zimbabwe in reaction to the land seizure and oth-
er actions by Mugabe’s government, such as pass-
ing laws limiting media freedom. As the economic 
crisis wore on, the ZWD experienced increasing 
inflation, culminating with hyperinflation in the 
late 2000s that led the government to re-value 
the ZWD multiple times. Despite these efforts, 
by 2009 trillion-dollar banknotes were circulating 
and the government completely abandoned the 
ZWD.

The switch to foreign currencies was an at-
tempt to stem the hyperinflation, and in this re-
gard it was successful: the people of Zimbabwe no 
longer faced uncontrollable price fluctuations and 
basic economic transactions resumed. However, 
the switch to the US Dollar (USD) and South 
African Rand came with its own set of problems. 
Most Zimbabweans did not have access to very 
much cash in these foreign currencies, let alone 

smaller denominations in coin. This has made 
simple activities like purchasing groceries much 
more complicated for the average citizen, as often 
neither the buyer nor the seller is able to make 
correct change. This has led stores to exchange 
candy or even condoms in order to make up the 
difference in price. In addition to problems with 
purchases, a more serious problem facing Zimba-
bwe is that the government no longer has control 
over its own monetary policy and is therefore 
vulnerable to fluctuations in the value of foreign 
currency. As the USD – the foreign currency used 
most often – has risen against other currencies in 
the region, it has made business in Zimbabwe less 
competitive due to higher costs.

Instead of using the space created by the short-
term solution of switching to foreign currencies 
to get their economy back on track, the Zimba-
bwean government has not effectively dealt with 
the problem. Rather than shifting away from the 
policies that have scared away investors and in-
stitutions that might help the situation, Mugabe’s 
government has continued on the same track: just 
last year, his government announced a pledge of 
“indigenization,” which would compel all white-
owned businesses to cede a majority stake to black 
Zimbabweans. Such policies chase away investors 
who fear that they will not be able to control or 
profit from business ventures in the nation.

By relying on gimmicks such as the expansion 
of foreign currency, and populist measures such as 

the indigenization policy, Mugabe’s government 
has proven reluctant to enact policies that would 
move the economic situation in a positive direc-
tion. In addition, the government has been un-
willing and unable to engage in meaningful talks 
with international partners to clear its massive for-
eign debts. There are various international insti-
tutions and Western governments that would be 
willing to consider giving aid money, but this can-
not happen unless their faith in the government 
of Zimbabwe is restored. There is only one way 
forward. Zimbabwe must regain the trust of inter-
national partners, as well as make actual progress 
towards re-establishing a stable national currency. 
These moves will allow much-needed foreign in-
vestment to enter the country. They will also give 
Zimbabwe control over its own economic situa-
tion through monetary policy that will combat 
inflation and unemployment.

Zimbabwe’s currency conundrum
— Andrew Grazioli

Wikimedia Commons

a selection of Zimbabwean trillion-dollar banknotes.
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Last spring, Toronto’s mayor Rob Ford became 
embroiled in a series of scandals, each more bi-
zarre than the one before. First, in May, a video 
of the mayor showed him allegedly smoking crack 
cocaine. He denied doing this. Then, in August, 
Ford appeared at a local food festival inebriated to 
the point of incoherence. He admitted he possibly 
made a mistake in attending. Last November he 
confessed to smoking not only “a lot” of marijua-
na, but also crack cocaine while likely in a “drunk-
en stupor.” This February, he ordered drinks after 
closing time at a bar, and emerged from an hour-
long bathroom break reportedly speaking gibber-
ish. Ford has responded to the incidents as they 
have emerged, but his comments have been seen 
in turn as racist, sexist, and homophobic. Inter-
national observers have received each new revela-
tion with a mixture of horror and glee, as well as 
curiosity over the notoriously scandal-free city’s 
promiscuous bad boy mayor. However, Ford has 
become an embarrassment: his antics are selfish 
and stubborn, and they bring his competence and 
emotional maturity into question. He has dis-
graced his office and, for that, he must resign.

In his 2010 campaign for mayor, Ford played 
off the isolation of immigrant communities that 
lived in the outskirts of the city. His anti-elitist 
and anti-establishment rhetoric gave these mar-
ginalized populations hope that they would not 
be overlooked in the new regime. Ford had served 
as city council representative for Etobicoke, in 
Western Toronto, since 2000, and had gained a 
reputation for promising (and delivering) an end 
to excessive spending. His loyal followers, nick-
named the “Ford Nation,” continue to support 
him despite the recent wave of scandals. In a No-
vember 2013 poll, nearly the entire voting bloc 
(approximately 36 percent of the electorate) stated 
they felt Ford should not resign. For many, Ford’s 
antics have simply made him appear more human, 
and have aroused sympathy and support from his 
fervently loyal base.

However, Ford’s local and international cred-
ibility has plummeted since November 2013 
when the Toronto City Council voted a resound-
ing 39-3 to strip Ford of a majority of his mayoral 
powers. Soon after, each of Toronto’s four major 
newspapers called for his resignation. To each of 

his detractors, Ford has responded with an incon-
sistent stream of rebuttals. Though he acknowl-
edges his mistakes, the constant flow of scandals 
and his unrepentance reveal him to be unfit for 
office. At a press conference in November, which 
focused on his alleged use of cocaine and public 
drunkenness, Ford scoffed at reporters: “I’m sure 
none of you have ever had a drink and gotten be-
hind the wheel.” Ford’s effort to downplay his own 
crime backfired, for he ended up treating a seri-
ous public safety issue with nothing short of con-
tempt. If politicians are supposed to be the leaders 
of our society, Ford has certainly failed.

During that same press conference, Ford’s 
emotional maturity also came into question. He 
responded to allegations that he had sexually ha-
rassed a female staffer by saying that he was happily 
married, and that his wife was more than enough 
to keep him occupied. As an article by The New 
York Times contributor Stephen Marche points 
out, Ford’s “mayoralty has been an experiment in 
what would happen if you had a feral 16-year-old 
boy for mayor.” Ford’s repeatedly lewd remarks, as 
well as the dismissal of his drinking and driving, 
illustrate his immaturity. He disgraces Toronto 
and his position as mayor. The warning signs are 

there: Ford must leave office before he puts the 
community at greater risk.

For many other politicians, a list of scandals as 
long as Ford’s would have forced their resignation 
months ago. Yet, the Toronto mayor retains the 
support of those in Ford Nation, strong support 
which might even ensure him reelection this year. 
At a February face-off between the mayoral candi-
dates, Ford appeared as one of the most legitimate 
and experienced options in the room. In fact, his 
popularity increased five points in November, af-
ter he admitted to drug use. At 44 percent, his ap-
proval rating rivaled President Obama’s. (And, yes: 
98 percent of those polled said they were aware of 
the allegations.) The fault does not rest with the 
electorate, though: the idea of having someone 
as clumsy and personable as Ford in office is an 
appealing notion. His dedication to eradicating 
city hall excesses — he successfully campaigned to 
lower city council members’ salaries — has curried 
favor with those who are tired of elitist politics. 
In some ways, Ford’s populist image — and his 
commitment to trimming financial excesses – has 
made it possible for many to overlook his recent 
indiscretions.

However, Ford’s charm as an everyman’s man 
has become stale. His antics are exhausting, im-
mature, and irrational. Under his leadership, To-
ronto is rapidly losing its dignity. Ford lost his 
credibility the moment he stood his ground and 
refused to resign, and he has since made a fool 
of himself. His responses to the allegations por-
tray him as a man-child, used to getting what he 
wants and ignoring the consequences. Politicians 
are infamously immoral creatures, but Ford’s an-
tics have far surpassed the norm. He has become 
ridiculous: his drinking and his drug use while 
holding public office set a bad example for the 
city’s youths, as well as international observers. 
One thing is clear: Ford must go.

ford must go:
toronto’s mayor Has Proven Himself unfit for office
— Julia Jacovides

Wikimedia Commons

Rob Ford, before his most recent scandals emerged 
last year. 
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A political tremor has been building for years 
in Venezuela. The country has long suffered a 
high level of criminal violence, chronic scarcity 
of basic goods, alleged human rights violations, 
and rampant inflation. Western politicians often 
blame Hugo Chavez, the “eternal leader,” and his 
Bolivarian socialism for these systemic problems. 
Even though the powerful former President of 
Venezuela passed away just a little more than a 
year ago, the problems persisted as the Chavez-
anointed Nicolas Maduro sticks to his predeces-
sor’s policies

The current protests started back in Janu-
ary when Monica Spear, former Miss Venezuela, 
was killed during a roadside robbery with her 
five-year-old daughter in the car. On February 
1, Leopoldo Lopez, former mayor of Chacao 
(the wealthiest subdivision of Caracas) and now 
the symbolic head of the opposition, invited stu-
dents to protest peacefully against the scarcity 
(of goods) and insecurity (in the face of violent 
crime). Under the Venezuelan constitution, such 
peaceful demonstrations are a lawful form of civil 
participation. The opposition quickly grew with 
commemoration of the Battle of La Victoria on 
February 12, also known as the National Youth 
Day in Venezuela. With the increasing visible and 
vocal political disapproval, the government re-
sponded. As of February 19, more than 200 have 
been injured and thirteen killed. More than 100 
were arrested as of February 16, and 89 were still 
detained as of February 19.

The following interview was conducted be-
tween this Journal’s correspondent and Michael 
McAdam, a teacher who has worked at interna-
tional schools around the world and is currently 
working in Caracas.

1. How have you been personally affected by the 
protests? School? Your daily routine outside work? 
Have you been able to go out and about? (What was 
your neighborhood like, and how about the majority 
of Caracas?)

I live in the middle-upper middle class neigh-
borhood of Las Mercedes. I actually live on the 
same street where Enrique Capriles, a key opposi-
tion leader and governor of the state of Miranda, 
keeps an apartment. This area has fortunately been 
quiet. There have been protests in this area, begin-

ning at the Tolon Shopping Mall, but from what 
I’ve seen they’ve all started out peacefully. Please 
let me emphasize: I have never seen any of the op-
position protesters instigate violence (although it 
is fair to say that I give the protests wide berth as 
a rule.)

I have definitely restricted my trips outside of 
my neighborhood. While Caracas can be danger-
ous in general and I generally consider my outings 
with care, I have been staying mainly in my apart-
ment, the school (which is right next to my build-
ing) and the Tolon Shopping Mall. We just had 
a school trip to Sao Paolo for a band workshop 
and they reported that the streets were very quiet 
and the road back from the airport was clear: 30 
minutes with no traffic. (That is about the best 
one can hope for on the airport run.)

2. Where do you see this uprising going? As a 
foreigner, what do you hope Venezuela can achieve 
if the opposition can force changes? From what you 
understand, what is actually the most likely result of 
this revolt?

I see this getting worse before it gets better. If 
we are lucky, we may be the new Ukraine; how-
ever, it is inevitable that more people will die. I 
hope that the government will, in the short term, 
allow protests to go unchallenged. Protests are 
happening in the east of the city, which is largely 
pro-opposition. While accusing the opposition 
of being “fascists,” the government has shown no 
qualms about using violence. Apparently, Sukhoi 
jets were flown over opposition neighborhoods in 
San Cristobal, a town with major demonstrations, 
in order to intimidate protesters. Tales of abuse in 
detention range from the predictable beating to 
horrifying tales of abuse (e.g., rape and sodomy 
with firearms).

The government’s hardline approach to pro-

testers may only galvanize the opposition, which 
is not terribly united. On the other hand, the op-
position has likely handed the government a gift, 
as major rifts within the ruling Socialist party have 
now been put on hold as they rally around a com-
mon enemy.

The problem here is that the population is 
truly galvanized. A good percentage of the popu-
lation have been helped by policies introduced by 
Chavez. (That is to say, they are the only govern-
ment in the last few generation that has ever lifted 
its little finger to help the poor. They actually had 
to do very little to look favorable in the eyes of the 
poor and downtrodden.) These people will fight 
for the gains that they have made in the last 15-20 
years to be safeguarded.

So my short answer is: things will get worse 
before they get better. However, it appears that a 
leading general in the National Guard resigned 
today, saying that he could not authorize violence 
on unarmed protesters. Perhaps the divisions in 
the government are deeper than we realize. Time 
will tell.

3. Has food shortage been a personal inconve-
nience? What are the other challenges of living in 
Caracas, at least from your perspective?

Food shortages are one of the reasons that the 
opposition, mainly student groups, began protest-
ing. Toilet paper is a prized commodity. I bring it 
back as a present if I go out of the country! Basic 
commodities can disappear from the shelves for 
months at a time. For example, last year, it was 
very difficult to find chicken or milk. The govern-
ment inevitably blames “capitalists” and “specula-
tors” in these cases. I suspect that the distribution 
process is at the breaking point due to the sub-
standard infrastructure.

Imported goods are at a premium. The gov-

interview:
Viva la Revolución
— Christopher Hsu

i see this getting worse before it gets 
better. if we are lucky, we may be the 
new ukraine; however, it is inevitable 
that more people will die.”



8   //  ameRicas

ernment tightly controls the currency. Businesses 
have to apply to get dollars at the official rate of 
6.3 bolivares (BsF); however, there is never enough 
supply of official dollars to satisfy demand, so peo-
ple turn to the black market. When I arrived, the 
black market rate was eight BsF to one dollar. It 
is now about 85 BsF to one dollar. Anyone with 
access to dollars can live a good life – except that 
there is not much to buy here. Store shelves are 
empty. Zara seems to have shut down its store in 
Tolon Mall rather than sell goods at the artificially 
low prices of the official rate.

Electronics, because they have to be import-
ed, usually at the black market rate, are rare. The 
Apple Store here is remarkably bare, selling some 
headphones and accessories, but I haven’t seen 
anything bigger than an iPod mini on the shelves 
in months.

The insecurity on the streets is another reason 
that has led to these protests. I have twice been 
drugged and robbed. The second time I was in 
hospital for two days. When I tried to make a 
police report (my passport was missing but was 
later found in my overturned apartment), the po-
lice snorted with derision that “Nobody has been 
killed!” After much pleading and insisting, the of-
ficer took my statement — in writing that better 
suited a third grade classroom than a police station. 
Crime is rampant, there are dozens of murders in 
an average weekend, particularly in the barrios, 
and the vast majority go unsolved. Gangs known 
as “colectivos” are armed by the government and 
form a pro-government militia. On Wednesday 
they went into pro-opposition neighborhoods on 
motorcycles and began to shoot indiscriminately 
as an intimidation tactic.

4. From what you understand, how is the current 
government received by the locals? How is it received 
by the international community you’re in? Also, how 
is Maduro viewed?

How the current government is viewed de-
pends on the social class and area one lives in. 
Middle class and higher view the government as 
illegitimate and autocratic. Pro-opposition papers 
have all been closed down and the government is 
currently trying to find a way to block Twitter as 
it is used by opposition activists to communicate 
news. The poor, which to be fair constitutes a 
large portion of the population, view Maduro as 
the legitimate and anointed successor to Chavez. 
However, some are becoming disillusioned with 
him. He has neither Chavez’s charisma nor po-
litical savvy, leaving many to wonder exactly why 
Chavez appointed him as his successor. Was he 
trying to undermine his own political movement? 
Or was he so muddled by cancer treatments that 

he was not really thinking clearly? Or did he really 
see Maduro as the figure with the working class 
credentials to lead the revolution forward?

The international community largely regards 
Maduro with disdain and contempt. Certainly 
amongst Western governments, there are no il-
lusions as to the problems in the country and 
their sources: economic mismanagement and cor-
ruption. Venezuela’s major ally is Cuba, mainly 
because Venezuela supplies it with oil basically 
for free. If the Chavistas lose power, Cuba loses 
its oil and the communists will almost certainly 
crumble. The Cubans are very invested in keep-
ing the government propped up here. There are 
reports of Cuban officers and soldiers working 
side by side with the Venezuelan military, which 
has caused a great deal of resentment in the op-
position. In one way, they have traded American 
influence for Cuban influence. The Chinese seem 
somewhat indifferent. There is a growing number 
of Chinese students arriving at our school, many 
of whose parents work for Chinese oil companies. 
However, I don’t have a sense (and perhaps I’m to-
tally wrong) that the Chinese care too much what 
happens here as long as they can keep buying oil.

Indeed, they may quietly welcome a govern-
ment that tries to cap corruption and invests in 
basic infrastructure to make business (including 
the petroleum industry) easier to do in Venezu-
ela.

As for Maduro, the opposition calls him “the 
bus driver” (his profession before entering poli-
tics) or “the Colombian (“there are conspiracy 
theories that he was born in Colombia and not 
properly naturalized as a Venezuelan, making him 
ineligible to be president.)

As I said before, the Chavistas do see Maduro 
as Chavez’s anointed successor; however, several 
Chavistas of my acquaintance have told me that if 
this is the best the Socialist party can do, then they 
would rather join the opposition.

The Socialists have been in Power for well over 
a decade now. Chavez came into power in 1999 
on the promise of curbing corruption. Whether it 
is worse than before, I can’t say, but it is endemic 
and a source of much of the economic misery in 
this country. Some in the Chavista camp are get-
ting a bit disillusioned about that. However, as the 
government keeps firm control over the media and 
frightens the poorly educated masses with stories 
of American invasions and fascist hoarders, there 
are many who are unwavering in their support for 
the government.
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In the spring of 2013 a new group joined the 
Mexican war on drug cartels. This third party is 
comprised of local vigilante militias. They have suc-
cessfully reclaimed areas of Mexico’s southwest, par-
ticularly in the state of Michoacán, from organized 
crime by allying with the government and employ-
ing the military tactics of cartels. Although these 
self-ordained “defense” groups have so far been suc-
cessful, the nation should not resort to vigilantism 
as means to an end. By allowing self-defense forces 
to operate as proxies in the war on drug cartels, the 
Mexican government risks losing several states to 
unaccountable militias. The Mexican government 
must therefore rein in these vigilante groups in order 
to reclaim control of the region.

The self-defense forces first formed in Micho-
acán last spring in response to the hegemonic con-
trol the Knights Templar drug cartel held over the 
region for two years. For many months, the Mexi-
can government considered these ragtag forces il-
legal, but it later offered to recognize the vigilante 
organizations, rather than to confront them, earlier 
this year. In late January, the Mexican government 
officially sanctioned the self-defense forces as secu-
rity forces purportedly integrated into the military’s 
Rural Defense Corps.

As part of the integration process, the Mexican 
government stipulated that the vigilante groups 
must register their members and weapons with the 
federal government. As of early February, only ap-
proximately 600 of the expected 20,000 vigilantes 
operating in southwestern Mexico had fulfilled this 
requirement.

The vigilantes’ languidness, whether intentional 
or accidental, does raise some concerns. First, it sug-
gests that the self-defense forces do not consider 
the federal government as the legitimate authority 
in the region. Secondly, the vigilantes’ sluggishness 
to satisfy the government’s stipulations does rein-
force a belief that the vigilantes are, in fact, collud-
ing with other drug cartels that are in competition 
with the Knights Templar cartel, a belief that the 
latter has promoted over the past few months. The 
latter allegation is not entirely unfounded because 
the Knights Templar, too, formed under pretenses 
of liberating the region from well-established drug 
cartels.

Regardless of their loyalties, the vigilantes have 
changed the course of the war on cartels in Micho-

acán — at least momentarily. Over the course of 
this past year, the vigilantes have been able to drive 
the Knights Templar cartel out of the region, vil-
lage by village. These questionable inroads have not 
curtailed violence in the region, however. While the 
national number of homicides dropped by 15 per-
cent last year, the annual number of kidnappings in 
Mexico has quadrupled since 2007 with the high-
est numbers recorded in Michoacán and surround-
ing states. In light of the new violence between the 
Knights Templar cartel and the self-defense forces, 
many analysts of Mexican organized crime do not 
expect the violence in southwestern Mexico to sub-
side in the near future.

Only a few months after the Mexican govern-
ment and some vigilante groups signed bilateral 
agreements of alliance, many citizens in the region 
have begun to fear the vigilantes. For many Mexi-
cans, the vigilantes do not bring security, but rather 
more fear to the region because they espouse the 
same predatory threat that the cartels did in the 
past. In fact, some predict the vigilantes will ulti-
mately replace the cartels as the illegitimate leaders 
of the region.

The vigilantes’ mixture of successes and failures 
leaves Mexico in a rather precarious position. By 
allowing the self-defense forces to operate virtu-
ally unfettered by law, the federal government risks 
perpetuating crime and violence in Michoacán and 
neighboring states. Likewise, they may unintention-
ally relinquish power to duplicitous organizations. 

On the other hand, the self-defense forces have 
eradicated the cartels from many towns and villages 
in the Mexican southwest, a feat that the Mexican 
government has been unable to accomplish. If the 
vigilantes force the Knights Templar cartel out of 
the region while recognizing the legitimacy of the 
government, they may become a valuable asset to 
the country’s internal security forces.

As of early March, the self-defense forces have 
been less than forthright with the Mexican govern-
ment. Without greater communication with and in-
clusion in the Mexican military, the federal govern-
ment must avoid reliance on vigilantes for security 
purposes. The Mexican government recently proved 
it can provide internal security in the country with 
the capture of notorious cartel leader Joaquin “El 
Chapo” Guzman in late February. Although this is 
a small victory, Mexico can still revolutionize and 
develop its military practices in order to defeat wide-
spread organized crime. Coincidentally, the vigilan-
te forces in Michoacán and surrounding states may 
provide the ideal model for ridding Mexico of pow-
erful drug cartels. The self-defense forces have already 
shown that localized efforts are much more effective 
at combating organized crime than widespread na-
tional campaigns. The Mexican government should 
utilize this paradigm to overwhelm cartels in its 31 
federal states. Hopefully, with careful planning, the 
Mexican government can soon provide the public 
service that the self-defense forces have regrettably 
provided over the past year.

three’s a crowd:
Vigilantes and mexico’s War on Drug cartels
— Stuart Richardson

Wikimedia Commons

In the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the Mexican government utilized inexperienced militiamen, 
known as rurales, to protect rural regions of the country. Today, the Mexican government is mistakenly renewing 
these outdated militias in order to combat drug cartels. 
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One of the most visible indications of Raul 
Castro’s suspected push toward reform for Cuba 
has been the Havana housing project, Project 
Granma. The New York Times has called this proj-
ect “Cuba’s reward for the dutiful,” Cuba’s way 
of expressing gratitude toward military families, 
which have long served as the support structure 
of the Castro regime. However, this housing 
project also demonstrates a coming political and 
economic shift in Cuba, as Raul Castro begins to 
delicately reform the communist island nation 
without making the same destabilizing mistakes 
of the Soviet Union, and without damaging Fi-
del Castro’s vision. These reforms are yet another 
indication that the United States should lift the 
embargo, which has been in place since 1962.

Raul’s motivations behind Project Granma can 
be analyzed as either a desire to preserve old Com-
munist power structures or as a bid to secure the 
support of a military that can aid him in a time 
of reform. His recent speech before the Nation-
al Assembly at the end of 2013 exemplified the 
vagueness of his intentions, when he stated that 
liberalizing reforms would come “sin prisa, pero sin 
pausa.” Without haste, but without pause. Some 
interpreted this to mean that Raul felt that quick 
reforms would undermine the Communist Cuba 
he helped create. Others felt he has been forced 
to proceed slowly because he must straddle state-
versus-private enterprise while preserving (or, at 
least not damaging) Fidel’s vision.

Regardless of Raul’s intentions, lifting the em-
bargo would be beneficial to both Cuba and the 
United States. Avenues of trade and investment 
would open, making it increasingly difficult for 
state enterprises to compete with private compa-
nies. This change would force the Castro regime to 
loosen its political grip on the country’s economic 
arteries, which would please the US. Domestical-
ly, this reduced reliance on the government means 
a higher standard of living for Cubans and access 
to more — and better — products.

Whatever the motivation behind it, Project 
Granma is an indication of Cuba’s aging commu-
nism that is already etched deep into the wrinkles 
on the faces of its leaders. The new housing is not 
simply because Raul is feeling generous. Rather, 
it is a calculated move that brings to the forefront 
brewing economic tensions.

Yet some see this change in Cuba as superficial. 

The Castro regime still stifles political opposition, 
and treatment of the dissidents highlights human 
rights violations: political prisoners still go on 
hunger strike to protest their treatment, and they 
sometimes pay with their lives. Meanwhile, steps 
toward economic liberalization have been incre-
mental. The United States must not be fooled by 
Cuba’s façade of economic progress. At the same 
time, the embargo has been useless in both stop-
ping political oppression and significantly desta-
bilize the Castro brothers’ power. Furthermore, 
Cuban economy has benefited from Venezuelan 
oil, indicating that Cuba has not changed from 
the embargo, but rather adapted to it. Opening 
relations would erode the political power that ties 
up the Cuban economy, and likely accelerate the 
pace of reform.

In 2009 and again in 2011, the Obama Ad-
ministration eased restrictions on remittances, on 
family, and purposeful travel for “religious, edu-
cational, and people-to-people exchanges.” One 
of the goals of purposeful travel is to “promote 
the Cuban people’s independence from Cuban 
authorities.” That independence, though, is in-
herently economic as well; fewer employed in the 
state sector translates to autonomy for families. 
The remittance policy, which allows up to 500 
dollars to be sent to Cuba per quarter for private 
economic activity, could be a boon for small busi-
nesses. The measures are a positive start, but can 
and should go further to benefit both Cuba and 
America, and Cuban-American families. The Eu-
ropean Union has already begun talks with Cuba 
to restore full bilateral relations. The United States 
would be wise to follow suit.

Rewarding loyalty with Houses
— Shivum Bharill

the new housing is not simply 
because Raul is feeling generous. 
Rather, it is a calculated move that 
brings to the forefront brewing 
economic tensions.”
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Although claims have been made on nearly 
all of earth’s land, its oceans remain largely unac-
counted for. International law has long operated 
under the simple rule that ships are an extension 
of the ship-owning country’s territory. This means 
that all actions taking place on a ship flying the 
United States flag are subject to all of the laws 
and regulations of the United States. However, by 
registering their ships in countries with lax safety, 
taxation, and labor laws, ship owners can fly that 
country’s flag and benefit from its policies. Put 
simply, these flags of convenience (FOC) are to 
the shipping industry what overseas sweatshops 
are to the clothing industry. These ships are of-
ten rampant with safety deficiencies, labor abuses 
and disputes, and are easier targets for piracy. The 
United States and other highly developed nations 
must reevaluate their continued use of the FOC 
loophole to promote fair economic and labor 
practices.

In 1921, in order to avoid strict US law, sea-
farers registered the first international ship in the 
Panamanian registry, the Belen Quezada. In the 
case of the Quezada, the owners were not con-
cerned with US labor laws, but rather with the 
prohibition of alcohol. For years, the Quezada 
flew the Panamanian FOC in order to transport il-
legal liquor without the United States’ knowledge. 
Today, Panama is the most popular destination for 
foreign ship registrations, with foreign companies 
claiming nearly 80 percent of the country’s 6,400 
registered merchant ships. In fact, ships registered 
in the top three FOC countries, Panama, Liberia, 
and the Marshall Islands account for 40 percent of 
the world’s shipping industry.

The International Transport Worker’s Fed-
eration (ITF), an international organization that 
advocates for seafarers’ rights, has long opposed 
FOCs because of safety and wage concerns. In ad-
dition to being at a higher risk of injury or death, 
seafarers working aboard FOC ships also have a 
very hard time seeking out damages after an in-
jury. Because FOC ships’ countries of registration 
are different from the home country of the com-
pany operating them, it is often very difficult to 
track down a ship’s true owner or the party re-
sponsible for paying damages. The same applies 
for unpaid wages. Poor seafarers have very little 
power to fight larger corporations that deny them 

previously promised pay, so the ITF often has to 
advocate on their behalf. The ITF estimates that 
each year it recovers around 28 million dollars in 
withheld wages for FOC seafarers.

In addition to posing human rights and eco-
nomic problems, FOCs also lead to a variety of 
security and criminal concerns. Like the Quezada 
in the 1920s, ships today often use FOCs for 
criminal activity. According to the ITF’s former 
General Secretary David Crockroft, “Arms smug-
gling, the ability to conceal large sums of money, 
trafficking in goods and people and other illegal 
activities can also thrive in the unregulated havens 
which the flag of convenience system provides.” 
In 2006, it turned out that a ship based out of 
the United States but registered in Egypt had been 
illegally taking European migrants to the United 
States.

Maritime piracy off the coasts of Africa and 
South East Asia pose another concern for ships fly-
ing FOCs. Although piracy near Somalia and the 
Gulf of Aden (rampant between 2008 and 2011) 
has slowed, it still occurs in many other parts of 
the world. Because international law considers a 
ship’s deck to be an extension of its flag country’s 
territory, governments have a harder time dealing 

with hijacking situations when their ship is flying 
a FOC. Depending on where the ship is registered, 
military forces may have less authority to attempt 
a rescue operation. Furthermore, the crew of FOC 
ships tend to be citizens of the country where the 
ship is registered, not of the country that actually 
owns and operates the boat. For example, thirty 
percent of all seafarers working on foreign-owned 
ships are Filipino.

Ships flying flags of convenience account for 
fifty-five percent of all shipping. On the surface, 
this appears to be an unchangeable global trend. 
Yet, individual countries like the United States, 
which have benefited from the system for years, 
must realize and acknowledge the downsides of 
this shortcut to corporate prosperity. Recently, 
awareness of poor working conditions is slowly 
increasing; use by the Chinese iPhone maker Fox-
conn of sweatshops has become public knowledge. 
While these abuses also require our attention, we 
must now turn our attention to the seas, where 
lawlessness still resides.

sweatshops of the sea:
Reevaluating flags of convenience
— Michael Clauw

Wikimedia Commons

A Japanese company vessel flying a Liberian flag.
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Since last summer, Parliament Hill in Ottawa 
has confronted a series of Senate expense scan-
dals of varying severity. These scandals generally 
involved Senators giving false information about 
primary residences and their reasons for travel, 
which resulted in the Senate paying off the law-
makers’ personal expenses, such as inappropriate 
housing and travel for non-Senate related busi-
ness. These scandals erupted last May when an 
anonymous source revealed to the media that 
Mike Duffy, one of the Senators supporting the 
parliamentary majority, paid back the expenses 
he owed to the Senate — but only after he had 
received a check for the same amount from Prime 
Minister Harper’s Chief of Staff, Nigel Wright. 
Naturally, these events led to Wright’s resigna-
tion from his post in the Prime Minister’s Office 

(PMO). Moreover, it has also led to members of 
the two major opposition parties questioning the 
conduct of the PMO and even the conduct of 
Prime Minister Harper. Following these scandals, 
there have been multiple proposals for structural 
Senate reform, but it seems as though the only 
realistic proposals will involve reforming the 
people and relationships within the Senate, not 
the structure.

In what analysts perceive as either understand-
ing the need for reform or dodging the question 
of PMO responsibility, Harper almost imme-
diately submitted a constitutional question to 
the Supreme Court regarding potential reforms 
to the Senate following the Duffy scandal. Pos-
sible reforms include direct election of Senators 
(as of now, they are effectively appointed by the 

Prime Minister) or even abolishing the Senate al-
together. Although Harper’s Conservative Party 
campaigned on such Senate reforms when first 
elected in 2006, Harper and his supporters had 
not addressed the issue until these recent allega-
tions of corruption. As a result, Harper’s move 
has faced scrutiny, particularly from the second 
largest party in the House of Commons, the cen-
ter-left New Democratic Party (NDP). The NDP 
has often listed eliminating the Senate as a top 
priority and has previously claimed that only it 
will make effective and positive changes regarding 
the Senate. Since these scandals have broken, the 
leader of the NDP, Thomas Mulcair, has made a 
point of arguing that only the NDP is interested 
in reforming the Senate. In addition, he has tried 
to shift the scandal’s narrative into one regarding 

canada’s senate Problem
— Simon Margolis

Wikimedia Commons

Scandals have rocked Canada’s Senate, and called its senators’ positions into question
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corruption in the PMO instead of one of corrup-
tion in the Senate.

The problem with both the Conservative and 
NDP responses to the scandal is that any sort 
of structural change involving the Senate would 
require amending the Canadian Constitution, a 
document that is notoriously difficult to change. 
Moreover, abolition of the Senate would be a 
detrimental move. The Senate has done impor-
tant work in the past; in 1988, for example, the 
Senate forced an early Election on the Canadian-
American Free Trade Agreement proposal, an is-
sue which was largely ignored by the three major 
parties in the previous election. Both parties’ pro-
posals leave much to be desired; mainly a solution 
that would be politically viable to implement.

Until recently, the most curious reaction to 
this scandal came from the third party Liberals. 
While currently the third party, the Liberals were, 
until a major scandal ten years ago, the natural 
governing party in Canada, having led the gov-
ernment for most of the twentieth century. As a 
result, there are still a significant number of Lib-
eral senators, many of whom have or have had 
major scandals of their own. Since the middle of 
last year, when Justin Trudeau, the son of former 
Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, became the party 
leader, the Liberals have led in the polls. Despite 
their success, the Liberals had not provided any 
sort of coherent policy regarding Senate reform 
for many months after the Senate scandals first 
made the news. The inaction on the part of the 
Liberals was troubling to Canadian political ob-
servers; especially considering that one of the 
Liberal Senators, Mac Harb, had to resign after a 
Senate audit revealed that he owed 231,000 dol-
lars in expenses.

Last January, however, Justin Trudeau an-
nounced he was kicking all the Liberal senators 
out of caucus, making them independents. This 
move essentially removes the link between the 
Liberal Party and members of the Senate. In ad-
dition, Trudeau has held this move as a standard 
that both the Conservatives and NDP should fol-
low as opposed to pushing a structural, and likely 
constitutional, response. It could be argued that 
such moves help solve a major problem in the 
Senate: the problem of Senators being too close 
to their parties, making the Senate susceptible to 
concerns of patronage. If the Senators were all in-
dependents, then they would be less likely to par-
ticipate in party events or act as partisan officials, 
thus preventing them from being influenced by 
party leadership and being mere tools of the gov-
ernment. The end result would position the up-
per house of Parliament above petty politics — an 
ideal result considering the general desire for most 

upper houses throughout the world to be above 
the political fray. The Senate has a reputation in 
Canada for not doing much of anything, and one 
can argue that the unelected Senate is better off 
not exerting its power often. However, the fact 
that it is not subject to swift electoral changes 
can be a positive; it allows for the Senate to be 
independent of pressure to support impulsive 
sentiments. Such independence allows the Senate 
to be a “house of sober second thought” which 
can check the power of the House of Commons 
when necessary. This concept could be further 
advanced by making Senators independents, as 
that would, theoretically, now make those second 
thoughts non-partisan. While the other options 
make the Senate even more political or eliminate 
it altogether, the option proposed by the Liberals 
would theoretically solve a major problem while 
maintaining the Senate’s traditional and impor-
tant role in Canadian politics.

On the other hand, some independent Sena-
tors could still be closer to the Prime Minister 
than other independents; this is an inherent flaw 
in a system where the Prime Minister appoints 
the Senators. Furthermore, even though Senators 
would not take orders from the party officials in 
this new system, partisanship would still be an 
issue. The Liberal Senate Caucus still exists and 
it is still led by people who were at one point 
important faces in Liberal Party circles. The only 
difference today is that the Senate Caucus whips 
itself instead of having the Party leadership in the 
House of Commons dictating politics. This all 
would likely apply to the Conservatives if they 
followed the Liberals’ example.

Ultimately, this move seems to be a slightly 
empty attempt at Senate reform on the part of 
the Liberals. However, something is better than 
nothing, and as the Conservatives wait for a re-
sponse from the Supreme Court which will likely 
disappoint — and as the NDP push their unre-
alistic plans, the Liberals have not only created a 
policy that is definitive and can be understood by 
the Canadian people, they have actually been able 
to implement the policy even though they aren’t 
currently leading the country.
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Throughout the past decade, consulting giants 
like McKinsey and Deloitte have made various 
predictions about the inevitable boom in the med-
ical tourism industry. Attracted by prices much 
lower than can be found in the United States, 
many have elected to travel to Asian and South 
American countries for less costly operations and 
procedures. While this new trend in medical care 
did not turn out to be as big as the firms predict-
ed, it is still growing steadily in many countries, 
particularly Costa Rica. This growth will likely 
continue into the future.

Part of the push to grow the industry is com-
ing from consumer information agencies, such as 
Patients Beyond Borders and the premier hospital 
accreditor in the industry, Joint Commission In-
ternational. Publishing online resources on their 
website and printed materials, Patients Beyond 
Borders has sought to provide something like a 
view-book to prospective patient travelers. In 
South America, destinations like Brazil and Costa 
Rica are highlighted for their specializations in 
surgery and dentistry, respectively. Joint Com-
mission International, the leading US hospital 
accreditation agency has expanded to offer ac-
creditations to a hospital in nearly every country 
in South America.

With these assurances, already fund-stricken 
patients in the United States are primed to elect 
to go abroad for their procedure. The most sought 
after procedures include dentistry (42 percent), 
gynecology (22 percent), preventive medicine (16 
percent), plastic surgery (ten percent), orthope-
dics, and bariatrics. And with the astronomical 
costs of health care in the United States, baby 
boomers especially are especially seeing reason, 
making up 80 percent of all medical travelers.

Insurance agencies and corporations are also 
beginning to see medical tourism as an attractive 
cost alternative. Many large corporations, such as 
supermarket chain Hannaford, have piloted pro-
grams to encourage employees to seek treatment 
overseas. These corporations offer to pay for travel 
and accommodations. Even after all of these addi-
tional expenses taken on by companies, the bill is 
still less than the same procedure in the US.

On the receiving end, countries like Costa Rica 
have enjoyed a boost in their tourism economies, 
equaling 196 million dollars explicitly from medi-
cal tourism in 2012. The trend has also created 

demand for medical infrastructure improvements 
in South American countries that serve not only 
foreigners, but the general population. Another 
newer effect of medical tourism has been the “re-
verse brain drain,” enticing South American, US 
trained doctors to return home to practice in an 
environment with more autonomy and higher de-
mand for their skills.

With the influx of medical tourists, additional 
sectors in the health and wellness industry have 
seen growth. Post-surgery centers, physical thera-
py, recovery centers for addiction, yoga and natur-
opathy resorts have all appeared in response to de-
mand to create an all-encompassing experience.

Despite these cost effective and experiential 
incentives, and the yearly growth rate the indus-
try is experiencing in targeted markets, significant 
barriers exist to global level expansion. The 2012 
explosive ‘boom’ as anticipated by the big four 
consulting firms never materialized. However, 
given the domestic political climate surrounding 
the implementation of the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act, there may be reason to look 
again to medical tourism.

However, until medical tourism expands from 
a private sector industry to a governmentally ap-
proved industry, it will not have the necessary 
global political allowances necessary to fully ex-
pand. But governments have historically shown 
restrain in the state promotion of medical tourism 
because it is seen as an internal failure of institu-
tions. State backing of medical tourism has even 
gone as far to draw direct criticism for the state’s 
inability to effectively provide for their citizens. 
In this climate of uncertainty over the future of 
medical tourism, one thing remains clear: no 
commodity, even health care, is exempt from in-
evitable globalization.

medical tourism in costa Rica
— Misba Saleem

in this climate of uncertainty over the 
future of medical tourism, one thing 
remains clear: no commodity, even 
health care, is exempt from inevitable 
globalization.”
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In 2002, George W. Bush promised that the 
United States would encourage the development 
of unrestricted economic freedom around the 
globe: “Free trade and free markets have proven 
their ability to lift whole societies out of pover-
ty—so the United States will work with individual 
nations...to build a world that trades in freedom 
and therefore grows in prosperity.” Today how-
ever, United Nations (UN) sanctions championed 
by the United States stand in the way of free trade 
and improvement of economic relations between 
North and South Korea, specifically at Kaesong 
City. It is home to the “Kaesong Industrial Re-
gion” (KIR), a special economic zone that em-
ploys more than 50,000 North Korean laborers 
at more than 200 South Korean factories. As the 
only active joint North-South Korean ventures, 
Kaesong remains vital to reconciliation between 
the two Koreas. The KIR has helped lessen provo-
cations on both sides and has impeded conflict for 
a decade. Since the North relies heavily on Kae-
song as a source of hard currency, it is loath to 
do anything that might jeopardize its continued 
operation. UN sanctions hurting the KIR should 
therefore be lessened.

Today, South Korean firms employ a sixth of 
Kaesong’s workers. The salaries for the North Ko-
rean workers are paid directly to the DPRK’s gov-
ernment. These wages exceed 90 million dollars 
a year, though undoubtedly workers see little, if 
any, of this money. Since Kaesong is located in the 
DPRK, heavy US and UN trade sanctions make 
operating the factories difficult. In 2010, South 
Korean firms suffered nearly two billion Korean 
Won in losses due to international sanctions 
imposed on the North. According to the Korea 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, more than 
half of the two hundred firms reported difficulty 
recovering from losses due to trade sanctions. 
These sanctions make the export of finished goods 
problematic, and import of critical machinery dif-
ficult.

Kaesong represents a unique relaxation of ordi-
narily uncompromising North Korean insularity. 
It might seem strange that the “hermit kingdom” 
has allowed 50,000 of its citizens daily access to 
South Koreans, for the DPRK is notoriously strict 
when it comes to foreign media and ideas. The ut-
ter control of the nation’s regime over its citizens 
depends in large part on their monopoly on in-

formation. As such, the government ensures that 
only the most carefully drafted state propaganda 
reaches citizens. Possession of Chinese or South 
Korean movies, television shows, or music are 
considered serious crimes, and violators face harsh 
consequences. Such close proximity to foreigners 
could easily shatter many of the misconceptions 
the DPRK has carefully maintain in the minds of 
its citizens. Furthermore, the KIR seems a perfect 
place for contraband to circulate. In fact, when 
North Korean workers were paid up to 20 “Choco 
Pies” (a South Korean confectionary) per day as 
a bonus, they quickly sold these rare delicacies 
on the Kaesong black market rather than eating 
them. Despite these security risks, the DPRK al-
lows Kaesong to remain open. This relaxation of 
North Korea’s normal isolationist policies should 
be encouraged by the international community.

The DPRK’s begrudging acceptance of the KIR 
demonstrates its desperation for a reliable source 
of hard currency. As such, the KIR is an extremely 
important bargaining chip, and one that will like-
ly be a strong disincentive for future provocations. 
Many of the individual corporations that employ 
workers in the KIR have annual revenues that far 
exceed the entire GDP of the DPRK (often by 
a factor of ten). It becomes clear that the DPRK 
needs Kaesong far more than the South Korean 
companies. Whereas in the past, the DPRK had 
little to fear in the way of economic sanctions, 
as they already suffered the worst the U.N. had 
to offer, today Kaesong represents an extremely 
important economic asset. As a result, the DPRK 
will try to avoid any action that might jeopardize 
smooth operations. Kaesong is the perfect lever 
for international policymakers to motivate North 
Korea’s typically intractable leadership.

The 2010 sinking of the Republic of Korea 

Navy warship Cheonan provides a strong example 
of this principle. When the warship sank, suspicion 
immediately fell upon the DPRK for the warship’s 
sinking (suspicion that was later confirmed by a 
South Korean report). Despite this provocative 
act, operations at Kaesong continued unabated. 
The 2013 “Korean Crisis” caused the most seri-
ous disruption in activity at Kaesong to date. After 
a series of escalating provocations, including the 
DPRK’s February 14 atomic test, operations be-
gan to shut down at Kaesong. On April 4, DPRK 
guards began to refuse ROK workers access to 
the site. Five days later, the DPRK withdrew all 
workers from the region, bringing production to 
a grinding halt. After the close, roughly 400 ROK 
workers remained at the site, but they too were 
withdrawn on April 26. For months, the site re-
mained closed. Though much of the negotiations 
to resolve the crisis and reopen Kaesong occurred 
behind closed doors, the final agreement to reopen 
the industrial park reveals how heavily the North’s 
government relies on Kaesong’s labor wages. Most 
notably, the agreement includes a provision that 
will open the industrial complex to foreign invest-
ment. This represents a serious concession by the 
DPRK. Not only will this change have the poten-
tial to expose North Koreans to even more foreign 
influence, it will prevent the DPRK from pulling 
its workers out without notice again.

In the past, international policymakers have 
struggled to motivate the DPRK. The Kaesong 
Industrial Region represents both a significant 
boon to North Korea’s economy and a perfect 
tool to promote North Korean cooperation with 
international and South Korean negotiators. The 
income that the DPRK earns from could prevent 
future provocative actions that might stave pro-
duction and more importantly the flow of cash 
from these South Korean companies. The KIR has 
proven itself to be productive both as an economic 
site and as a tool to foster relations between North 
and South Korea. Expansion of the KIR will serve 
as an important incentive to improve relations 
between the Koreas. Indeed, if the US leader-
ship truly believes in the power of free markets 
and economic detente between North and South 
Korea, it should relax sanctions on the Kaesong 
Industrial Region.

Kaesong unchained
— Leo Weissburg
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Indians often patriotically cry Vande Mataram, 
the opening stanza and name of the national song 
of the Republic of India. With its literal meaning 
in Sanskrit as “I bow to thee, Mother,” the verse 
personifies the country as a mother and pays hom-
age to women everywhere. Yet despite this tribute, 
India as of late has suffered from an image cri-
sis: that of a misogynistic country with rampant 
rape and sexual abuse. It began two years ago in 
December 2012 when the ghastly gang rape and 
subsequent death of a young paramedical student 
in a bus in Delhi generated national and interna-
tional denunciation and resulted in mass outpour-
ing of protestors outraged at what had transpired. 
Since then, a plethora of media reports of rape and 
harassment have emerged, giving the impression, 
especially to the Western world, of India as a land 
where women on a daily basis struggle and con-
tinually bear attacks on their own dignity. Within 

a span of several months, India’s image as a place 
of wondrous beauty, history, and cultural richness 
had been tarnished and replaced with a much 
uglier view. While all Indians condemn abuse of 
women, some have argued that despite these re-
ports, India does not deserve its newfound label of 
‘rape capital.’ Indeed, a closer examination shows 
that while India does has a significant problem, 
these recent claims might in fact be exaggerated. 
Yet whether India deservedly or undeservedly has 
a rape image, the nation should still seek ways to 
reduce rape and sexual assault.

A statistical examination of India’s rape and 
sexual assault cases paints a portrait of a nation 
with an apparent problem, but not one with an is-
sue worse than that of other countries. The United 
Nations Human Rights Council described India 
as having a “national problem,” regarding rape 
and cited that rape occurs as frequently as once 

every 20 minutes. Indeed, the Indian National 
Crimes Record Bureau reported 24,406 cases 
of rape in 2011; however, experts agree that the 
number of unreported cases of sexual assault and 
rape is much higher. Yet, when comparing these 
numbers to those of other nations, India surpris-
ingly demonstrates lower levels of rape. The Unit-
ed Nations Office on Drugs and Crime in 2010 
found that India had 1.8 rapes per 100,000 peo-
ple, compared to 27.3 in the United States, 28.8 
in the United Kingdom, 63.5 in Sweden, and 120 
in South Africa. Even if one assumes that India 
suffers from severe underreporting, this value still 
falls short of these Western nations (and that is 
assuming that these countries themselves do not 
have underreporting). When examining specific 
cities, the Indian National Crimes Record Bureau 
reported that in 2007 the Delhi Metropolitan area, 
the most unsafe urban location for women in the 

Deserved or undeserved:
india’s Rape image can only be undone by change
— Naveen Kakaraparthi
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Indians protesting against the 2012 Delhi gang rape in New Delhi.



asia   //   17

country, has a reported 3.57 rapes per 1,000,000 
people compared to New York City’s 10.48 and 
Los Angeles’ 27.3 rapes. The apparent discrepancy 
between the number of cases versus the frequency 
can be attributed to India’s staggering population 
of 1.24 billion people – a population four times 
that of the US inhabiting an area a third of its 
size. As Nobel laureate Amartya Sen describes, 
“High frequency of rape may not be the real is-
sue in India, but all the evidence suggests that In-
dia has a huge problem in seriously monitoring 
rape and taking steps to reduce it.” Even if India 
statistically proves itself as undeservingly bearing 
its newfound ugly reputation, the country has no 
right to rejoice. Rape is never justified, no matter 
how much statistics and number-crunching can 
make a country feel better.

Finding steps to reduce rape and sexual assault 
in India is a complex issue that does not have a 
single quick-fix solution. In the wake of the Del-
hi gang rape, India has made tremendous legal 
strides. These include increasing the age of con-
sent to 18, and dishing out more severe punish-
ments (including a minimum of twenty years and 
up to the death penalty for gang rapes). Neverthe-
less, some key issues still remain. India does not 
legally charge marital rape. Furthermore, the Indi-
an judicial system is notorious for being painfully 
slow. Marital rape is banned in over 100 countries 
worldwide; marital rape laws need to be instituted 
and separate courts devoted to sexual crimes creat-
ed that can fast-track these cases to prevent delay-
ing of justice. Technology can also provide unique 
ways to curb rape and sexual violence. Safety ap-
plications should be developed that check to see 
whether particular places at night are crowded, 
have sufficient lighting, and are overall safe to 
walk. Other applications that can be designed are 
those that can contact local volunteers to escort 
others. Recently, the state developed Nirbheek, 
India’s first light-weight self-defense revolver for 
women. Yet, while all these methods have some 
efficacy, they fail to address the crux of the issue: 
gender equality.

Any discussions over solutions to rape and 
sexual assault in India soon extends to an entire 
discussion regarding gender equality in India, 
and bring up other issues including illegal female 
abortions, honor killings, and dowry-related abus-
es. Truly, the answer lies in education at home, 
at school, and at workplaces. In a patriarchal 
country where conversations about sex are often 
avoided or considered taboo, the government 
should make every attempt at teaching the youth 
about the damaging effects of rape and empha-
sizing that women have the same social status as 

those of men. Unfortunately, these issues cannot 
be solved overnight, but the nation should make 
every attempt to fix them, especially in the tribal 
areas of the rural poor.

Positive signs exist, however. After the Delhi 
gang rape, newspapers and media have completely 
transformed into rape-reporting journals that 
spend numerous pages devoted to reporting these 
crimes happening all across the country. While 
this might seem to reinforce the idea that India 
has a rape problem, it actually indicates a posi-
tive change that portrays incidents are not being 
neglected and are actually receiving attention and 
legal repercussions. It is also a sign that women are 
not afraid to come out and report these crimes. 
India, especially its youth, has responded strongly 
to cases of rape. Indians have often turned out in 
crowds in the tens of thousands to voice anger 
against rape, and this type of people power can 
pressure the government to take action to find-
ing ways to address these issues. There remains no 
doubt that the country still faces a severe problem, 
but if Indians speak out against these crimes, the 
nation has hope that it may yet shed its ill-gotten 
reputation.
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Located just 70 kilometers northeast of Chen-
nai in southern India is the small and unassum-
ing city of Nellore. With a population of just 
500,000, Nellore is small by Indian standards. 
The local economy has depended on agriculture 
for decades, and the region produces everything 
from chilies to sugarcane. Long ridiculed as a 
backward farming district, Nellore has not played 
a prominent role in India’s recent economic trans-
formation. However, that is all about to change: 
Nellore District has caught the eye of Japanese 
investors who are looking to India for potential 
investment opportunities. Courtesy of Japanese 
investment, Nellore is now home to Sri City, a 
sprawling 6,000 acre Special Economic Zone. Sri 
City represents an important step forward towards 
a new Indo-Japanese economic partnership, one 
that Japan should continue to pursue as its invest-
ments in China gradually becoming destabilized.

Currently, there are over 8,000 Japanese com-
panies with operations in China. Yet, according to 
Sri City Founder and Managing Director Ravin-
dra Sannareddy, “As Japan’s relationship with Chi-
na becomes more and more complicated, Japan is 
now looking for alternatives to its manufacturing 
base in China.” India, with its sustained record of 
economic growth and political stability, is a logical 
replacement. China also has an aging population 
and so labor is becoming increasingly expensive, 
a significant contrast to India’s fresh workforce. 
Furthermore, the recent territorial squabbles over 
China’s Air Defense Zone and the Diaoyu/Sen-
kaku islands means that Sino-Japanese relations 
are not likely to improve any time soon. With 
these factors in mind, the Japanese should consid-
er moving their investments from China to India 
over the next 20 to 30 years.

From all angles, Japan and India seem to be 
natural partners. Japan and India have histori-
cally had a good relationship unmarred by con-
flict. This partnership bears none of the legacy 
of animosity which haunts Japan’s relations with 
China. Sannareddy has indicated his enthusiasm 
for deeper Indo-Japanese relations, as now is “a 
great opportunity to make a crucial ally during a 
new Sino-centric Asia.” Improving Indo-Japanese 
economic ties makes political sense as well. Given 
India’s size and population, it is one of the only 
viable counterweights to Chinese socioeconomic 
hegemony in Asia. By investing in India’s develop-

ment, Japan would be hedging against its own risk 
and checking Chinese dominance.

On January 27, Japanese Prime Minister Shin-
zo Abe came to India on a diplomatic visit and 
was named the chief guest of India’s Republic Day 
celebrations - a title reserved for India’s closest al-
lies. This recent visit could signify a new phase of 
Indo-Japanese relations, and presents an oppor-
tunity that Japan should actively leverage. Trade 
with Japan has increased steadily from around 
6.54 billion dollars in 2005 to 18.43 billion dol-
lars in 2012. While this change is significant, it 
is still nowhere near close to the Sino-Japanese 
trade, which stands at around 342 billion dollars 
per year. Both nations have much work to do. The 
Indian government must consistently promote 
policies that will make the business environment 
friendlier for Japanese investors. India needs to 
improve its infrastructure and bureaucracy, and 
instill a healthier respect for the law before it can 
truly compete with China for Japanese invest-
ments. In conjunction with this process, Japan 
needs to create an aggressive campaign to market 
India as a destination for investment. The Japa-
nese government should also create resources to 
assist small businesses seeking to invest in India, 
to make the process as seamless as possible.

There is a reason the Japanese have stuck with 

China for so long. China has established regula-
tory regimes, infrastructure, and investor conces-
sions. There are currently over 8,000 Japanese 
companies in China, compared to fewer than 100 
in India. Until India can improve what it can offer 
investors, China will still remain a better option 
for small Japanese companies that are unfamiliar 
with India. Sannareddy, however, is not worried. 
“It will take time, but India is vibrant and chang-
ing. The dynamism of democracy here will even-
tually prompt change to take place, making India 
more attractive than ever.”

If what Mr. Sannareddy says is true, the Japa-
nese will have much to look forward to. The Indo-
Japanese relationship has the potential to be the 
defining relationship for both countries in the 21st 
century. While this is a partnership both countries 
should pursue, it is especially important for Japan 
as the safety of its assets in China become more 
and more questionable. Japanese resources and 
technology combined with India’s dynamism will 
make for a powerful combination in the coming 
century.

the future of indo-japanese Relations
— Akshay Suggula
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To mark the end of the Sindh Festival, Bilawal 
Bhutto Zardari, the son of slain former Pakistani 
Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, officially estab-
lished himself as the voice of the liberal main-
stream in the country. The Sindh Festival was the 
fortnight of festivities in the Pakistani province of 
Sindh, celebrating and promoting Sindhi culture. 
The Festival was the brainchild of Bilawal Bhutto, 
co-chairman of the Pakistan Peoples’ Party (PPP) 
that runs the Sindh Government. The purpose of 
the event was to call upon the people of Sindh to 
take pride and ownership in their heritage and cul-
ture. It also called upon the people of Sindh and 
all of Pakistan to fight the regressive right wing 
that tries to suppress the arts and other forms of 
entertainment. The Festival hoped to show the 
world that Pakistan has a rich and vibrant culture 
that refuses to get crushed under the pressure of 

the conservatives. As the festival came to an end, 
Bilawal Bhutto, much to the delight of the tra-
ditional Pakistani left, came out and vociferously 
denounced the extremists — terrorists and their 
“apologists” and right-wing appeasers” — in his 
closing speech. He pushed the Pakistan Peoples’ 
Party (PPP), a traditionally liberal party, back to 
the left of the ideological spectrum. This filled 
a long-lasting liberal vacuum: over the past few 
years, the PPP moved closer to the center in order 
to survive in government, ultimately controlling 
the center from 2008 to 2013. Bilawal Bhutto, in 
one sudden and slightly unexpected plunge into 
political life, has brought back the much needed 
left-wing narrative to mainstream Pakistani poli-
tics. Critics need to realize that just simply reviv-
ing the progressive narrative is a leap in the right 
direction.

Credit must be given to certain ethnic regional 
parties like the Muttahidda Qaumi Movement 
(MQM) and the Pakhtoon nationalist Awami 
National Party (ANP), that maintained their posi-
tion on the left while the PP abandoned the post. 
The MQM, despite many allegations against the 
party of involvement in organized crime, has been 
a vocal champion of minority rights. It is the only 
political party that recognizes the need to guar-
antee religious freedom and security to Ahmadis, 
those belonging to the minority sect of Islam and 
who are systematically persecuted and stripped off 
their basic rights to freedom of religion and prac-
tice in Pakistan. However, although the MQM 
has large grass-root support in Urban Sindh, its 
narrative does not resonate far beyond the bound-
aries of the cities of Karachi and Hyderabad. Its 
liberal counterpart, the ANP, was badly defeated 
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talking the talk
— Sharik Bashir
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in the elections of 2013 from the province of 
Khyber Pakhtoonkhwah (KPK) and therefore its 
narrative, too, does not carry much weight in the 
Pakistani conscience. Hence, the PPP, as the sec-
ond largest party in Parliament, is the only liberal 
party that is capable of winning elections and sup-
port of the masses at the federal level.

Skeptics, however, do not understand the im-
portance of Bilawal Bhutto’s speech and the es-
tablishment of the PPP on the left. They accuse 
Bilawal of simply talking the talk. But in times 
such as now, in the complete absence of a left-
wing narrative, strong rhetoric is exactly what 
Pakistan needs. The PPP is capable of providing 
resistance to the propagating conservative narra-
tive of Pakistan. Given the right-wing mess that 
Pakistan has found itself in, by just providing a 
liberal alternative and a party for liberals in the 
country to rally around, the PPP can attempt to 
restore political parity.

Pakistan is a country where three al-Qaida 
linked professors were recently apprehended from 
Karachi University, one of the largest universities 
in the largest metropolis of Pakistan. Wanted ter-
rorists were recovered from the dorm rooms of the 
students belonging to the Islami Jamiat-ul-Taleba 
(IJT), the student wing of the far-right Jamat-i-
Islami (JI) in the Punjab University in Lahore. 
Notorious former militant extremists Maulana 
Masood Azhar and Mufti Muhammad Asghar 
Khan Kashmiri respectively chaired and were 
chief guest at a speech competition in the Punjab 
University on the topic of Jihad. The leader of the 
JI declared a top Taliban leader, who is responsible 
for the blood of thousands of innocent Pakistanis, 
a martyr, which is a very precious title for Muslims 
to award someone upon their death. The JI is part 
of a coalition government in the province of KPK, 
and upon making this declaration, the majority 
party and JI coalition partners in KPK, the Paki-
stan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI) did not even attempt 
to distance themselves from the statements of 
their coalition partners. Needless to say, Pakistan 
desperately needs a liberal narrative to resist the 
conservative fiasco in the country.

A lot of good can come of simply placing the 
PPP on the left once more. In his speech, Bilawal 
Bhutto invoked the name of Dr. Adbus Salam, 
one of the two Muslim Nobel science prize win-
ners and the forgotten pride of Pakistan. The 
right refuses to even acknowledge his existence 
because of his religious preferences (he was Ah-
madi). Pakistanis need to be reminded that such 
people exist and they are the real heroes of Paki-
stan, not the ‘martyred’ militants butchering in-
nocent Pakistanis. By placing itself firmly on the 

left once more, the PPP can occupy some social 
space in Pakistan and push the right wing out. In-
tellectuals, artists and liberals from a cross-section 
of Pakistani society can gather under one banner, 
and have a louder voice and platform to spread 
their ideology of minority rights, women’s rights. 
Moreover, they can call for an end to the appease-
ment of the extremists and pull Pakistan further 
away from religious dogma. The PPP can once 
again attempt to revive its now practically defunct 
liberal student outfits and challenge the writ of the 
conservatives across university campuses in Paki-
stan. All this can be achieved just because Bilawal 
has revived the mainstream left, only through his 
words. Talk is most certainly not cheap in a coun-
try where few of the right words are spoken.

However, there are a few obstacles in the way of 
a liberal resurgence. In the elections held in 2013, 
the PPP was routed in the province of Punjab by 
the center-right Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz 
(PML-N). Unfortunately, in order to really shake 
the status quo in Pakistan, due to demographic 
and socio-political realities, it is necessary to have 
some level of control over the Punjab. Five years 
of incompetence in the center alienated the tradi-
tional PPP voters in the south of Punjab and in 
Lahore. The PPP will need to show effective gov-
ernment in Sindh if it is to revive its vote bank in 
Punjab, and that will be a tough task for Bilawal 
Bhutto. If the PPP shows that it can provide good 
governance along with a progressive narrative that 
appeals to the intelligentsia, the students, and the 
middle classes, the party can reclaim lost ground 
from the last election.

History is also an obstacle for Bilawal. When-
ever it is time for action, the PPP has histori-
cally abandoned its leftist approach and tried to 
appease the right. Bilawal’s grandfather Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto, the founder of the PPP, abandoned 
his left-wing narrative in the 1970s and initiated 
the Islamization process in Pakistan due to his in-
security and pressure from the right. His mother 
Benazir Bhutto was responsible for helping estab-
lish the brutal Taliban government in Afghanistan 
with the help of the Pakistan army all in the name 
of strategic interest. Pakistan was among the only 
three countries (the others being the UAE and 
Saudi Arabia) that accepted the barbaric Taliban 
regime. So perhaps the most pertinent question 
to ask is that once the narrative has been reestab-
lished, will Bilawal Bhutto follow in his family’s 
footsteps or will he make legitimate progress for 
the liberals?
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With so much political unrest around the 
globe, Singapore’s “Little India Riot” in Decem-
ber seems to have slipped through the cracks. Four 
hundred rioters damaged thirty vehicles and in-
jured fifty law enforcement officers in response to 
a private bus killing a pedestrian man, identified 
as a 33-year-old construction worker from Tamil 
Nadu, India. The rioters were apprehended hours 
later and many faced charges. Although the riot 
seems tame compared to those in Ukraine and 
Bosnia, it should not be so quickly swept under 
the rug. The riot – Singapore’s first in over 40 
years – is indicative of a larger social movement 
and should come as a warning to Singapore’s gov-
ernment about policies concerning its migrant 
workers.

Although small on a global scale, the “Little 
India Riot” is significant in the context of Singa-
pore’s history. The riot is only the second uprising 
that Singapore has experienced as an independent 
country; the previous one occurred in the late 
1960s. The rarity of such incidents underscores 
Singapore’s reputation for having a complacent 
population. The consistent reelection of the same 
party, which the rest of the world equates to a be-
nevolent dictatorship, exacerbates this reputation. 
The government, which restricts freedoms of as-
sembly and speech and enforces anti-gay laws, has 
encountered surprisingly little resistance to these 
policies. Its survival indicates that Singaporeans 
value the astronomical levels of economic growth 
that the government has delivered enough to tol-
erate its authoritarian lean.

Last year’s riot, however, indicates that this 
may be starting to change. While reports cite riot-
ers’ alcohol intake as a primary cause of the upris-
ing, this inadequately explains the scope of such 
a movement. The rioters consisted mainly of for-
eign nationals in Singapore’s Little India district, 
leading many to attribute the riot to unrest among 
Singapore’s migrant worker population.

These migrant workers are no small part of 
Singapore’s population; foreign nationals com-
prise 1.1 million out of the 5.5 million popula-
tion. Most migrant workers live in the Little 
India district, where overcrowding has become 
an increasingly pressing problem. Although they 

constitute such a large part of Singapore’s popula-
tion, foreign nationals in Singapore do not enjoy 
the same rights as native Singaporeans. Foreign 
domestic workers are excluded from Singapore’s 
Employment Act and many other labor protec-
tions provided to native Singaporeans. While the 
government has been working to change this, the 
reforms are not drastic enough. An a amendment 
to a reform that increases workers’ rest allotment 
from one day per month to one day per week also 
allows employers to offer monetary compensation 
in lieu of rest. While this is a step in the right di-
rection, it raises concerns that employers will co-
erce workers to take the compensation and work 
longer hours.

This fear is well founded, considering that 
many migrant workers in Singapore are victims 
of human trafficking and have limited agency. 
According to the annual Trafficking in Persons 
Report, the government has not ratified the Pro-
tocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 
in Persons, despite being a common destination 
for trafficked persons from other countries in East 
and Southeast Asia. Most are recruited through 
deceitful methods and seemingly legitimate of-
fers of employment and subjected to forced labor 
upon arrival. Again, the government has begun 
making efforts to mitigate the problem, but it 
has not gone far enough. In 2012 the govern-
ment enacted amendments to its Employment of 
Foreign Manpower Act (EFMA) that reinforced 

punishment for worker exploitation such as debt 
bondage. However, out of over 400 leads the gov-
ernment only substantiated 21 trafficking cases 
during the year, indicating weaknesses in the Act’s 
enforcement.

The “Little India Riot” may be the beginning 
of a revolution in Singapore if the government 
does not make efforts to fix its escalating migrant 
issues. The government needs to improve immi-
gration monitoring, specifically by preventing 
human trafficking and ratifying the Protocol to 
Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Per-
sons. It should foster local and foreign relations by 
not only providing more regulations for migrant 
workers to protect them from exploitation in the 
workplace, but also following through on the en-
forcement of such regulations.

While the government may have been able to 
turn a blind eye to these issues during its initial 
stages of growth, the Singaporean population 
has indicated an end to its tolerance through the 
“Little India Riot.” The Singaporean government 
should make appropriate changes to its labor poli-
cies before this migrant unrest escalates to the level 
of other global revolutions.

little india Riot in singapore 
implies migrant unrest
— Olivia Blanchette
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Rioters in Little India. 
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When protesters and activists took to the streets 
of Bangkok in November 2013, their movement was 
presented as a rebellion against the supposed hijack-
ing of Thai democracy by the Pheu Thai populist 
movement, which critics describe as a puppet for ex-
iled former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra. The 
movement’s original demands included the defeat of 
a proposed amnesty bill, which would see the former 
PM cleared of his corruption charges, and the resig-
nation of current Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawa-
tra – Thaksin’s younger sister, whose opponents re-
gard her as her brother’s proxy. Yet after almost half a 
year of army interventions, deadly political clashes, a 
state of emergency, and a botched snap election, the 
protest’s goals and ideals have become muddled. The 
ongoing crisis in Thailand is not merely a question 
of Thaksin’s influence, but rather a reflection of the 
deep-set socio-economic and ideological divisions 
that fracture the country. So long as political power 
remains so densely concentrated, the battle between 
Thailand’s irreconcilable factions will continue to 
spill into the streets. If the government truly wishes 
to diffuse tensions for the long-term, they should 
work to decentralize power.

Most protesters cite one man as the source of 
their anger: Thaksin Shinawatra. For Bangkok’s mal-
contents, the former Prime Minister, ousted in 2006 
by a military coup, represents everything wrong 
with their country’s politics. The former champion 
of Thailand’s “Red Shirt” political faction, Thaksin 
is the symbol of the populist movement based out of 
the poorer, rural northern and eastern provinces. His 
opponents, on the other hand, are organized mainly 
through the People’s Democratic Reform Commit-
tee (PDRC), the latest iteration of Thailand’s royalist 
“Yellow Shirt” bloc. Unsurprisingly, most protesters 
come from Yellow-Shirt urban strongholds in Bang-
kok and southern Thailand. For the Yellow Shirts, 
Thaksin corrupted the political process with his gen-
erous subsidies and handouts to northern farmers. It 
was the support of these northerners that led to Yin-
gluck Shinawatra’s victory over the Yellow-affiliated 
Democrat Party in the 2011 elections. The Yellow 
Shirts believe that to this end Pheu Thai has an un-
fair electoral advantage, and have largely rejected de-
mocracy as a method of achieving their goals. When 
current Prime Ministrer Shinawatra called a new 
election in February in an attempt to defuse tension 
the Democrats called for a boycott, and PDRC pro-
testers disrupted the delivery of ballot boxes in Bang-
kok and the southern provinces. As a result, voting 

has not been completed in some districts, and the 
final outcome of the election remains unknown.

Yet for the dire threat that the Shinawatras al-
legedly pose to Thai democracy, their opponents’ 
demands are, if anything, even more troubling. The 
PDRC’s December ultimatum calls for the establish-
ment of an unelected “People’s Council” of royalists 
and anti-Thaksin activists to assume complete execu-
tive and legislative authority for 12 to 18 months. 
This council would be tasked with “reforming” the 
government and “eradicating” Thaksin’s influence 
and populist movement. Not only would any con-
cessions to this PDRC agenda be anti-democratic 
and unconstitutional, but they would ultimately 
fail to bring any closure to the real conflicts plagu-
ing Thailand. The protesters have made it clear they 
have no interest in elections if they cannot win, and 
so would prefer to take power without being elected. 
By deeming themselves above the political process, 
the PDRC already indicates that they have no inten-
tion of bridging social gaps with the rural poor who 
make up Thaksin’s support base, and would merely 
swap one alienating, regionally-based regime for an-
other. The PDRC is not a national movement, and 
its “People’s Council” would likely simply face an 
uprising similar to their own.

Many protesters do not anticipate that Yingluck 
Shinawatra will capitulate to their demands, though. 
Instead, most hope that the decades-old cycle of Thai 
politics will work in their favor, and either the King 
or the army will intervene to oust the current govern-
ment. It was, in fact, the support of King Rama IX 
that allowed Red Shirt protesters to bring down the 
Yellow government of Abhisit Vejjajiva in 2010. Be-
fore that, the 2006 military coup had ended Thak-
sin’s premiership to usher in Yellow Shirt rule. If the 
courts, King, or military were to install a People’s 

Council as the PDRC hopes, then it would mean 
victory for the Yellows — but only temporarily. In-
evitably the cycle would continue, and Red protest-
ers would bring down the Council and its reforms, 
and Thai democracy would only deteriorate further. 
The rural, Red-Shirted north and the Yellow, urban 
south have summarily rejected any notion of being 
dominated by the other time and time again. An-
other power tradeoff brokered by the military will 
not end the struggle — if either the Shinawatras or 
the Yellow Shirts wish to reach a lasting compromise, 
they must pursue efforts to decentralize power away 
from Bangkok and grant the provinces some limited 
self-governance and authority to levy taxes. Victory 
by the protesters will not end Thailand’s real politi-
cal crisis, and neither will victory for Prime Minister 
Shinawatra. The way to reach a compromise in a po-
litical arena where the competitors are unwilling to 
play by the electoral rules is to grant the Reds and 
the Yellows greater control of their own heartlands, 
removing regional pressures from national politics. 
The success of Thai democracy hinges on the will-
ingness of participants to both lose and gain power 
through legitimate means — perhaps in a decen-
tralized Thailand, where both the Reds and Yellows 
would be secure in their local authority, such conces-
sions would become possible at the national level.

Thai politics has been characterized for decades 
by the struggle between the Red Shirts and Yellow 
Shirts, with the royals and generals brokering their 
political handoffs. The divides between the two go 
beyond politics, and are closely tied to the country’s 
deepening urban-rural divide. Though the recent 
protests are ostensibly a matter of Thaksin Shinawa-
tra’s influence on politics, they are better character-
ized as simply the Yellow Shirts’ latest grab at power 
after a three year absence. This time, however, things 
may be different. The King, ailing at 86 years old, 
has given no sign that he intends to intervene. The 
military is likewise divided, and the generals are re-
luctant to step in. With the normal power brokers 
out of the picture for the time being, Yingluck Shi-
nawatra should seize the opportunity to take steps 
to end the vicious cycle once and for all – not by 
conceding to the PDRC at the national level, but 
by granting them a regional platform in which to 
exercise political control.

breaking the thai
— Trevor Grayeb
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Anti-government protesters at Bangkok’s Democracy 
monument.
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Although technically a constitutional monar-
chy, Cambodia is in reality a de-facto one-party 
state under the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). 
However, a recent parliamentary election has 
touched off numerous protests against the ruling 
government, demanding a free and fair political 
system. The continuing unrest in Cambodia is a 
watershed moment in the country’s political his-
tory, and if the CPP fails to heed the protestors, it 
risks plunging Cambodia into chaos.

The events leading to this rising tide of pro-
tests were set in motion in July 2013. That month, 
Cambodians went to the polls to vote in general 
election for the Cambodian Parliament. Although 
many parties contested the election, the two main 
blocs were the CPP and the Cambodian National 
Rescue Party (CNRP). After the overthrow of the 
Khmer Rouge in 1979, the CPP took power in 
Cambodia, and Prime Minister Hun Sen gained 
control of the party in 1985. In contrast, the 
CNRP formed in 2012 from the merging of Cam-
bodia’s two largest opposition parties, the Human 
Rights Party and the Sam Rainsy Party, in order 
to challenge the power of the CPP in 2013. As a 
result of the elections, the CNRP gained 55 of the 
123 seats in the Parliament, though the CPP pre-
vailed with 68 seats. The CNRP refused to accept 
the results, claiming it had been cheated out of 
a majority by massive election fraud perpetrated 
by the CPP. Beginning with the opening of the 
Parliament in December, the CNRP organized a 
series of large rallies in the capital Phnom Penh, 
demanding that Hun Sen step down and new 
elections be held.

Protests over election fraud are not a new phe-
nomenon in Cambodia, and Hun Sen and the 
CPP have withstood all challenges before without 
any repercussions. However, recent events have 
re-energized the movement. In January, a series 
of strikes broke out among Cambodia’s textile 
workers, who are demanding that their wages be 
doubled. The Cambodian government responded 
by deploying military police to forcibly break 
the strikes — resulting in the deaths of at least 
four workers — and disperse the CNRP protes-
tors. Although the government had intended to 
squash the protests, their actions had the exact op-
posite effect. In the weeks since the textile work-

ers strike began, the protests have grown larger 
and with greater frequency. The total number of 
protestors is estimated to reach into the hundreds 
of thousands – far larger than any previous pro-
test. As a result, the government has been forced 
to resort to more forceful crackdowns. This spi-
ral of popular protest and government response 
has only one of two outcomes: the resignation 
of Hun Sen’s government and fairer elections 
in Cambodia, or an escalating conflict that will 
remove the CPP by force. The reason is simple: 
the success of any protest-based political revolu-
tion depends upon its ability to garner support. 
In the past, the Cambodian government was able 
to quell political protests, because the protestors 
were in relatively small groups whose movements 
eventually lost momentum as time passed. These 
protests are different. Instead of fading, the pro-
tests have been growing in size and strength since 
the political protesters allied with striking textile 
workers. This alliance has built up enough energy 
that the Cambodian government usual tactics are 
no longer effective. The only way to suppress the 

protests now is with violence and that can only 
result in prolonged national conflict. The Cambo-
dian authorities retain superior fire power at the 
moment, but a prolonged standoff between police 
and protestors would result in elements of the po-
lice siding with the protestors. This would give the 
protestors the ability to dislodge the CCP by force 
if necessary. While the protests have been gener-
ally peaceful, Hun Sen is now left with no choice 
but to resign or risk a civil war.

In a country still recovering from decades of 
unrest, the likely outcome will be Hun’s resigna-
tion and the organization of free and fair elections. 
If the protesters retain their momentum, they can 
bring about a period of transformation in Cam-
bodia, and for the first time in many years, the 
country can claim to be a democracy. But if Hun 
Sen and the CPP are determined to resist, they 
will force Cambodia back into chaos.

People Power:
The Coming Regime Change in Cambodia
—  Jon Vreede
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Supporters of the opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party rode motor scooters through Phnom Penh, many 
adorned with placards that called for Prime minister Hun sen to step down.
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Since coming to power in 1991 as the first 
president of an independent Kazakhstan, President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev has frequently demonstrated 
his belief that being a post-Soviet reformer means 
doing away with old names. In 1993, the then-cap-
ital Alma-Aty was rechristened to the more tradi-
tional Kazakh name of “Almaty.” In 1998, less than 
a year after moving the capital to the northern city 
of Akmola, he had the city renamed “Astana” to do 
away with a dispute over what “Akmola” actually 
meant. In early February, however, President Naz-
arbayev proposed his most dramatic rebranding yet 
– renaming of the entire country. The President’s 
suggested name change would see the country leave 
the informal Central Asian club of “-stan” nations, 
dropping the common Persian suffix in exchange 
for “Kazakh Eli,” simply meaning “Kazakh Na-
tion.”

Nazarbayev was quick to clarify that he has no 
plans to modify the country’s name any time soon 
– such a change requires much consideration, and 
could only be justified after a “[discussion] with the 
people.” Yet if Kazakhstan were to become Kazakh 
Eli it would be the first national renaming without 
an accompanying regime change since the Siamese 
government formally adopted the name “Thailand” 
in 1949. Nazarbayev’s change would be unique 
in that it would likely make Kazakhstan the first 
country to be renamed as part of a global rebrand-
ing campaign.

Despite its association with other Central Asian 
states, Kazakhstan stands drastically apart from its 
southern neighbors. Oil-rich and sparsely-popu-
lated, the country has a GDP roughly four times 
larger than Uzbekistan’s, the second-largest Central 
Asian economy, with only half the Uzbek popula-
tion. Among the so-called “stans,” Kazakhstan also 
boasts the only “High” ranking on the Human De-
velopment Index — which measures longevity, ac-
cess to knowledge, and standard of living — ahead 
of countries such as Brazil and Turkey. Kazakhs en-
joy a per-capita GDP surpassing that of Brazilians 
as well, and roughly doubling those of Kazakhstan’s 
southern neighbors. Looking at the brand-new sky-
scrapers that stick out from the empty steppes sur-
rounding Astana, one can rightly call Kazakhstan a 
Central Asian success story.

Yet despite the tremendous economic progress 
the country has made since independence, its in-
ternational reputation has yet to catch up. Kazakh 
officials note that most foreigners know nothing 

about their nation, simply lumping it together with 
its comparatively backwater neighbors as just an-
other “-stan.” Even if businesses have taken notice 
of Kazakhstan’s oil reserves, the World Bank notes 
that tourism continues to lag at levels similar to 
underdeveloped Kyrgyzstan. In his naming pro-
posal the President noted the global fixation on a 
resource boom nearby Mongolia, “whose popula-
tion is only two million, but whose name lacks the 
‘stan’ ending.” While some say Nazarbayev exagger-
ates the link between name and prestige, his com-
parison is apt in many respects. Mongolia’s inter-
national image has been dynamic, improving as its 
economy flourishes, while Kazakhstan’s reputation 
has remained mired in the poverty associated with 
its name despite years of comparably tremendous 
economic growth. By setting the country apart in 
name, Nazarbayev hopes to set it apart in spirit 
from a region that people around the world have 
come to regard as desolate and inconsequential.

Though some critics note that rewriting every 
document and sign in the world with the word 
“Kazakhstan” on it would likely incur billions of 
dollars in costs, the Central Asian state stands to 
gain from a successful rebranding. While foreign 
investment rates are already substantial, thanks 
largely to the oil industry, there remains little doubt 
that a boost in international reputation would be 
beneficial in terms of soft power. Currently, the im-
age of Kazakhstan remains tethered to the idea of 

the “-stan.” That suffix conjures images of Soviet 
leftovers empty of people and progress; countries 
run by modern-day Khans rich from drug traf-
ficking, playing host to foreign soldiers en route 
to Afghanistan and elsewhere. Even if the tangible 
economic benefits of a change would be limited, if 
Kazakhstan can shed that reputation for good and 
make a new reputation all its own, then a renaming 
will be well worth the costs.

Garnering support for a new name should also 
prove little difficulty for the Kazakh President. 
While his autocratic executive powers and repeat-
edly fraud-ridden reelections have been sharply 
criticized by observers, Nazarbayev – affectionately 
nicknamed “Papa” – remains extremely popular, 
receiving much of the credit for the dramatic rise 
in Kazakh standard of living. In contrast with 
Turkmenistan’s late dictator Saparmurat Niyazov, 
whose erratic and bizarre policies included naming 
months after himself, Nazarbayev has worked to 
establish himself as “the Great Balancer”: a prag-
matic and level-headed reformer fit to transform 
Kazakhstan into more than a post-Soviet relic. For 
him, this also means delving into symbolic nomen-
clature; during his 23-year rule he has renamed 
two capitals and moved the government 600 miles 
into the steppes. One way or another, if he decides 
to press for a rebranding, there is little doubt that 
“Kazakh Eli” will be appearing on maps in a matter 
of years.

What’s in a name?
— Trevor Grayeb
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The Kazakh capital, Astana.
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A Bulgarian Supreme Court decision to over-
turn a ban on the sale of land to European Union 
(EU) investors has ignited a fierce debate over 
the place of Bulgaria in the Eurozone. The pop-
ulist-inspired ban prevents the sale of arable land 
to foreign investors in an effort to protect local 
Bulgarian access to the land market. The court’s 
controversial decision to strike down a law with 
a 70 percent approval rate has led to public con-
demnation from Parliament members and protes-
tors alike. Yet as the politicians rant against this 
perceived act of judicial arrogance, they ignore the 
countless agreements made by their own govern-
ment to end this ban. Unified economic practices 
are crucial to the success of the EU, and it is time 
for Bulgaria to fully integrate into the EU.

The Bulgarian accession negotiations in 2007 
contained a furious debate over the sale of arable 
land to investors. EU regulations would require 
the state to open land purchases to EU agricultural 
and bio energy companies. However, the govern-
ment of Bulgaria, the poorest nation in the EU, 
feared that such an influx of capital would dra-
matically increase the price of arable land, effec-
tively preventing local farmers and businesspeople 
from successfully competing with other European 
investors for the land. The resulting compromise 
saw Bulgaria join the EU with the ban on sale of 
land to foreign investors held in place until Janu-
ary of 2014, at which point the Parliament agreed 
not to renew the legislation.

The past seven years saw little change in public 
opinion on this issue, as lifting the ban has always 
been unpopular. Foreign investors were allowed to 
invest in the market via government regulated and 
certified Bulgarian companies, but the notion of 
an open market bidding war for Bulgaria’s physical 
resources always struck the populace as distasteful. 
On October 23, the Bulgarian Parliament passed 
a resolution that extended the moratorium on in-
vestment until the year 2020, in direct contradic-
tion with the agreement the country made with 
the EU in 2007. The bill had widespread support, 
with 171 voting in favor, 38 against, and 12 ab-
stentions. Despite the president’s condemnation 
of the bill, both the ruling party and the leading 
opposition party voted heavily in favor of the bill. 
On January 29, the Supreme Court ruled that the 
Bulgarian government had overstepped its consti-
tutional bounds in the creation of the new ban, 

and struck the bill down. Now at a crossroads 
of political action, Bulgaria must finally decide 
whether joining the EU is worth their land.

The court’s decision was necessary to maintain 
the integrity of Bulgaria in the EU. As warned by 
the EU trade commission, the ban would have led 
to retaliatory economic sanctions by member states 
of the EU, and in the long run Bulgaria would 
be worse off with the ban than without it. The 
prevalent belief that the ban was protecting the 
nation would have only decreased the economic 
welfare of the nation, while risking Bulgaria’s place 
in the EU. A study by the International Food 
Policy Research Institute argues that the fears of 
the Bulgarian people are probably misplaced. The 
piece highlighted the practice of “land grabbing,” 
where foreign investors buy thousands of acres of 
developing countries’ land for bargain prices. This 
investment actually creates an influx of capital 
into the rural communities, develops infrastruc-
ture, and often creates jobs. However, the report 
notes that this strategy can harm the locals if the 
negotiation process is not transparent or fair, and 
if the government does not adequately share the 
benefits of the land sales with the people of the na-
tion. Such fears are unfounded when dealing with 
the EU, as the trade commission of the European 
Union regulates such investment to ensure that 
deals are made publicly, with ample benefits and 
compensation. Coupled with the key agricultural 
and infrastructural resources Bulgaria can gain, 
the investments can only be seen as a net positive 
to the nation’s economy.

Furthermore, Bulgaria’s standing as a member 
of the EU faced questioning following the renewal 
of the ban. Joining the EU brings a great num-
ber of economic and political benefits, but comes 
with non-negotiable responsibilities as well. All 
EU states must adhere to a common set of regula-
tions regarding investment and agricultural pol-

icy, and Bulgaria is not an exception. The status 
of Bulgaria as an EU state demands conformity 
to these rules. Bulgaria has had economic benefits 
thrown at them by sole virtue of their accession to 
the EU, and the European Union now deserves a 
committed, dependent, Bulgarian member state. 
The EU cannot function if legislatures across the 
continent ignore their more distasteful policies. 
Unity is paramount to the success of the EU, and 
Bulgaria has to recognize the benefits provided to 
all members of the Union through acceptance of 
this deal.

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize the 
fears of the Bulgarian people on this issue. As the 
poorest of the 28 states, it is understandable that 
the people fear exploitation of their homeland 
by the Western European powers. However, this 
investment, carried out in the properly regulated 
method, will ultimately improve the livelihoods 
of their people. By accepting the Bulgarian na-
tion as a member, the European Union made a 
commitment to better the economic condition 
of that country through mutual trade treaties and 
profitable deals. Despite the emotional argument 
against land sale, grounded in the patriotic feelings 
of the citizens of Bulgaria, this agreement will bet-
ter the country. The benefits of working with the 
EU are the reason that accession, including Bul-
garia’s in 2007, is demanded by countries across 
the European continent. If giving up a slight form 
of territorial control, or losing access to the land 
market is too much for the people of Bulgaria, 
then it is time to leave the European Union. If 
they feel what the Union asks as a standard of its 
members is too high, then they must leave; but 
they cannot ignore their responsibility to the trea-
ties they have made.

Bulgaria’s Ban on the Sale of Arable Land
— Daniel Hecker

now at a crossroads of political 
action, bulgaria must finally 
decide whether joining the eu is 
worth its land.”



26   //   euRoPe

“The view based on the Anglo-Saxon model that 
assigns domestic surveillance to the realm of police 
work rather than ‘intelligence’ in the pure sense of 
a group or bureaucracy which informs [the] gov-
ernment of [an] external threat fits badly into the 
French historical experience.” Even in 1995, this 
quote from American and French military historian 
Douglas Porch perfectly explains France’s perception 
of surveillance. For the French, domestic surveillance 
has always been a sensitive issue. However, French 
President François Hollande seems to think differ-
ently. In December 2013, France passed a law that 
would expand the government’s ability to strengthen 
its domestic online surveillance, specifying antiter-
rorism as the cause. Currently, France’s new surveil-
lance measure not only violates a citizen’s privacy 
rights but could also have negative effects on France’s 
business sector.

According the Financial Times, this law, which 
will take effect in 2015, will allow more government 
ministries to gather digital information. Previously, 
this ability was limited to the intelligence agencies 
along with the defense, interior, finance and budget 
ministries. The New York Times reported that this new 
law, which was a part of “a routine military spending 
bill,” will determine the cases in which governmen-
tal departments and agencies can obtain access to a 
person’s “telephone conversations, emails, Internet 
activity, personal location data and other electronic 
communications.” French government agencies will 
also be able to “request connection data from tele-
com operators and Internet companies transmitted 
in real time, including location information from 
mobile phones.” The law can be justified for several 
reasons, including national security. However, the 
bill remains controversial, receiving criticism from 
human rights organizations and larger Internet com-
panies such as Google. There is still a lively debate 
within the government itself, as the law passed with 
a narrow margin of 164 votes to 146 votes.

At this point, part of the problem with the new 
surveillance law is its ambiguity. The French gov-
ernment has failed to consider all of the specific 
circumstances in which officials are allowed to use 
the data collected. Le Mouvement des entreprises de 
France (MEDEF), France’s largest employer’s union, 
released a statement saying that the law “embeds a 
mechanism for permanent real-time surveillance in 
an extremely broad framework without the neces-
sary procedural guarantees [i.e. the protection of civil 

liberties in the law itself ].” Particularly since the act 
will legalize the use of GPS data in real-time through 
intelligence services, this law will become intrusive. 
Loïc Riviere, Secretary General of the French Asso-
ciation of Software and Internet Solutions Editors 
(AFDEL), said the signing of this law could mean 
“for the surveillance services [that] anything is pos-
sible and I fear this could be used for political ends.” 
For that reason, this measure may not even be con-
stitutional. Collecting more personal information 
could make the government more dangerous to the 
French populace in the case of a leak or abuses of 
power within the government.

Along with its ambiguities, the business com-
munity criticized this law because of its potential 
negative impact on the French economy. As Scott 
Sayare of The New York Times explains, new surveil-
lance laws may reduce investment in French inter-
net services: “French intelligence services are already 
reputed to be rapacious collectors of foreign indus-
trial secrets, and there is some concern the law could 
discourage international investment.” MEDEF 
added that the law “amounts to a serious blow to 
the confidence that all actors must have in the In-
ternet.” The uncertainty from these measures alone 
will cause economic problems for Internet services 
such as cloud computing and file-sharing services. 
Investors will be suspicious of the success of these 
services because “users may begin to turn away from 
the Internet or share their personal information less 
freely” if the government is monitoring their behav-
ior more carefully, thus reducing the value of these 
services and possibly the Internet as a whole.

Meanwhile, the government has offered a ratio-
nale for the increase in surveillance. Officials have 
said that the “powers have been in place for years and 
that the law creates rules where there had been none, 
notably with regard to real-time location tracking.” 
The law will only create “additional guarantees” for 
its intelligence operations. Defense Minister Jean-
Yves Le Drian added that the law would adapt the 

current surveillance regime so that it is better pre-
pared for the challenges of the modern world.

While protecting France from terrorism is im-
portant, protecting the privacy rights of the people 
needs to be a priority as well. Just because some of 
these rules have been a part of government protocol 
in the past does not make them right. After all, in 
the 1990s, the Renseignements Généraux intelligence 
service for the police in France used illegal activities, 
including phone-tapping, to obtain intelligence. The 
French government should aim to provide for its 
citizens and domestic surveillance is not an appro-
priate way to keep terrorists at bay. However, one can 
assume that expanding surveillance could increase 
the use of illegal methods to gain intelligence, which 
would only further limit privacy rights.

A couple of solutions have already been pro-
posed. If the French plan to expand surveillance, they 
need to create a set of guidelines that will ensure the 
protection of a person’s right to privacy. The French 
government also needs to ensure that this new sur-
veillance law will not pave the way for the French 
government to expand surveillance to other parts 
of life. One idea that President Hollande suggested 
was to “establish a code of conduct between allies on 
digital and other intelligence gathering.” Fleur Pel-
lerin, France’s digital economy minister, said that the 
French government will specify what types of infor-
mation the government can collect. These are con-
structive steps, but government officials should also 
talk with all the interested parties, including Internet 
companies and civilians, to ensure that the law will 
be crafted to satisfy everybody’s needs.

Going forward, the law as currently written in-
fringes upon fundamental privacy rights. The new 
surveillance measures could also hurt the French 
economy. In his continuing support of this law, Hol-
lande is shooting himself in the foot, as his position 
on the debate of the “protection of personal data” 
will continue to weaken.

Grand Frère in France?
— Paul Sherman

france’s new surveillance measure not 
only violates a citizen’s privacy rights, 
but could also have negative effects on 
france’s business sector.
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Throughout its history, Russia has consis-
tently been at odds with the West. From the Tsars 
through the Soviet Union and even today, Rus-
sians remain skeptical about trusting and associ-
ating with western European countries. Ukraine’s 
recent uprising has suggested there has been little 
change to this policy. In late 2013, Ukrainian 
President Viktor Yanukovych was slated to sign an 
Association Agreement with the European Union 
(EU). This would have provided the country with 
much-needed conditional loans from the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and signaled a political piv-
ot to the West. However, Russian President Vladi-
mir Putin gave Ukraine a convincing, although 
implicit, ultimatum: if Yanukovych signed the 
EU agreement, Russia would threaten to raise oil 
prices; if he did not, Russia would offer debt for-
giveness and non-conditional loans. Yanukovych 

decided not to sign the agreement. The resulting 
series of events — the Euromaidan protests in 
Kiev, Yanukovych fleeing the presidency, Russia’s 
invasion of Crimea, and the massing of troops 
on its Western border – all demonstrate Russia’s 
deep-seated fear of losing Ukraine to the West.

Under tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union, 
the “motherland” controlled a political sphere of 
influence over her western border states, which in-
cluded Ukraine. Russia clamored for influence in 
these countries, and attempted to compete there 
with expanding western European powers. It has 
consistently been politically, socially, and eco-
nomically unique to the rest of Europe, and Rus-
sian leaders have historically attempted to main-
tain this originality. During the Cold War, Russia 
relied on its western border states to protect and 
preserve Soviet uniqueness in the face of Western 

expansionist policies.
Today, the Russian government still views these 

lands as a necessary buffer zone between Western 
Europe and itself. Ukraine is one of the last former 
Soviet Republics still aligned with Russia. During 
the Cold War, the Soviet Republics of Eastern 
Europe acted as a strong dividing line between 
Western Europe and Russia. After the downfall of 
the USSR, the newly independent states quickly 
attempted to recede from the Russian sphere of 
influence and turn to the West. They remained 
culturally and economically dependent on Rus-
sia, but presented a weaker buffer zone. After 
2004 and 2007, the West inched closer to Russia 
when nine members of the former Eastern bloc 
became member states of the European Union. 
While Russia still has some cultural influence and 
a significant economic impact on these countries, 

The Cold War Revisited in Ukraine
— Matthew Rosenthal

Wikimedia Commons 

Ukrainian protesters battle riot police. 
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its stronghold on the influx of Western ideas has 
vanished.

However, Russia’s influence over these coun-
tries, and specifically Ukraine, is not purely politi-
cal. Ukraine is split ethnically between the West 
and East: pro-European Ukrainians in the west 
and ethnic Russians in the East. In his decision 
over the Association Agreement, Yanukovych had 
to commit to a precarious balancing act of both 
sets of allegiances and negotiate this communal 
divide. His decision to turn eastward raised eth-
nic Ukrainian fears of proxy Russian rule. While 
in the West we only hear of the violent protests 
calling for democratization, the other half of the 
country applauds the shunning of the Association 
Agreement.

The ethnic and political split of Ukraine poses 
a challenge to both Russia and the EU. Russia’s 
invasion of Crimea has severed the peninsula 
from the mainland, and in the process has severely 
heightened tensions between Russia, Ukraine, 
and the West. Russia’s monopoly on oil inhibits 
possible economic repercussions by supporters of 
the Ukrainian protest movement. The only true 
solution to this tug-of-war is for Russia to shed 
its fear of the rest of Europe. Russia need not em-
brace their Western customs and politics, but it 
must not actively work against European expan-
sion into former Soviet countries. In many ways, 
Western Europe’s cultural attractions and econo-
mies pose threats to Russia. These threats, though, 
can be transformed into an opportunity for the 
former Soviet Union if it is willing to sacrifice as-
pects of its existing worldview in exchange for new 
alliances.

Russian intransigence is not solely caused by 
hubris. As history has shown, Western powers 
have repeatedly attempted to conquer the coun-
try. While they have consistently failed, Russians 
remain wary of the West. President Putin also feels 
that the breakup of the Soviet Union was a trag-
edy that should be reversed. However, the world 
today is in no way similar to the past. Countries 
are circumventing age-old rivalries in a new era 
of globalization and interdependence. The end of 
the Cold War catalyzed irreversible democratic 
movements across the world in regions previously 
unexposed to this political system. The new global 
trend towards greater soft power and democracy 
implies that the binary division between east and 
west cannot be resurrected.

Two changes can help Russia reshape its at-
titude towards the West. First, an eradication of 
the existing leadership. Since 1999, Putin has 
alternated between the two most powerful posi-
tions in Russian government, President and Prime 
Minister. Putin’s tenure means that Russia’s for-

eign policy has been driven, for over a decade, by 
the beliefs of one man. For example, Putin’s fear of 
Western military interventions is the driving force 
behind his decision to support Bashar al-Assad 
in the current Syrian civil war. Putin has repeat-
edly refused to embrace integration with the West, 
and will continue to do so until his influence is 
reduced. A new leadership, without Putin or his 
counterpart Dmitry Medvedev, who is more re-
ceptive to the West, must be in place before these 
tensions can fizzle.

Secondly, Russians must realize that their 
economy is too one-dimensional and, as a result, 
does not have the economic flexibility of the West. 
Currently, Russia is the world leader in crude oil 
production and second in natural gas production. 
Oil exports generate about 20 percent of Russia’s 
GDP, one of the largest inputs into the economy. 
Consequently, volatile oil prices significantly af-
fect Russian welfare. While many Western Eu-
ropean countries are currently facing economic 
challenges, there will be no solutions to Russia’s 
similar woes unless they develop their economic 
focus. Western Europe’s diversified economy is 
capable of transitioning away from fossil fuels to 
alternative energy sources; the same cannot be 
said for Russia.

While the domestic changes inside Ukraine is a 
story in and of itself, the situation is also one chap-
ter in the long history of a geopolitical tug-of-war 
between Russia and the West. Russia is unwilling 
to cede its sphere of influence to the West, but this 
attitude is nothing new. Eventually, Russia must 
accept the inevitability of Ukraine’s pivot towards 
the West and its lack of influence over former 
Soviet satellite states. Russian acceptance of part-
nership with the rest of Europe would ease ten-
sions in Ukraine. It would allow Ukraine’s ethnic 
Russians to be free of an artificial national border 
that combines two competing ethnic groups into 
one state. The Russian leadership must eschew its 
historical competition with the West in order to 
ensure a mutually beneficial relationship for both 
Russia and its Western counterparts.



In the wake of an economic crisis sweeping 
across Europe, countries continue looking for ways 
to increase productivity, efficiency, and employ-
ment. For Spain the answer could be as simple as 
permanently switching its clocks back an hour, 
putting the country back in its natural geographical 
slot with Portugal and Britain. (It currently oper-
ates under Central European Time with Germany, 
France, and Italy.) It will not be easy to change a 
schedule that has become such a fundamental part 
of Spanish life, but it may be a necessary one to 
make. The country currently suffers from a 26 per-
cent unemployment rate, with youth unemploy-
ment at about 50 percent. As of June 2012, Spain’s 
public debt stood at 72 percent of its GDP. These 
striking numbers indicate the severity of the crisis. 
While the European Union has worked on bailout 
plans to rescue Spanish banks, the adoption of a 
schedule that aligns more with the international 
standard could be the most efficient strategy.

The traditional Spanish workday consists of 
waking up early, taking a long mid-day lunch and 
nap, and eating dinner around 9 PM. This tradition 
possibly originated during World War II, when dic-
tator Francisco Franco ordered the clocks be moved 
forward an hour to align with Spain’s ally, Nazi 
Germany. Despite the change, Spaniards continued 
to live largely according to the sun and would eat 
meals at the same time they had prior to the time 
change. Once the war ended, the clocks were never 
returned to their natural time zone. Professor Nuria 
Chincilla of IESE (Instituto de Estudios Superiores de 
la Empresa) Business School stated, “We are living 
with 71 years of jet-lag, and it’s unsustainable.”

In 1992, Portugal briefly joined Spain in the 
Central European Time zone; however, after only 
four years, Portugal switched back to Greenwich 
Mean Time since the experiment resulted in a 
sleepier population and higher energy bills. It also 
led to poorer exam results because children had 
trouble sleeping during the lighter evenings. There 
were also more road accidents during the dark win-
ter mornings.

Ignacio Buqueras, president of the Association 
for the Rationalization of Spanish Working Hours, 
has been working for about a decade to convince 
the government to take action to reverse this il-
logical decision made many years ago. He argues, 
“Spain has to break the bad habits it has accumu-
lated over the past 40 or 50 years.”

Studies have shown that Spaniards sleep about 

an hour less than the rest of Europe and televised 
programming often does not start until about 10 
PM, perpetuating the problem. Spain ranks among 
the top five populations awake after midnight, 
resulting in lower levels of production efficiency, 
more accidents at work, and more students miss-
ing school.

Buqueras argues that a schedule more in sync 
with the rest of Europe would lead to increased 
productivity and an improvement in civil society, 
“We want to see a more efficient culture.” Due to 
the long disjointed days that are interrupted by 
long lunches and siestas, Spaniards do not have 
time for local organizations, non-governmental or-
ganizations, and other charitable work. In addition, 
schedule changes would improve family life because 
parents would have more time to spend with their 
children. The new schedule would closely resemble 
a typical 9-to-5 workday, with long midday lunch 
breaks cut down to an hour or less, and television 
programs scheduled earlier. Evidence from Spain’s 
largest power utility, Iberdrola, reinforces Buqueras’ 
claims. In 2007, it switched its employees to an 
eight-hour workday and has since reported gains in 
productivity.

Buqueras’ persistent efforts to change the Span-
ish clock for the benefit of the economy and social 
society has not gone unnoticed. In September 2013, 
a parliamentary commission recommended to the 
Spanish government that the clocks be turned back 
an hour and a regular eight-hour workday be intro-
duced. However, the government has not taken any 
action as of yet.

Even if the government does decide to imple-
ment changes it will be difficult to alter these 
deeply ingrained habits that have become part of 
the Spanish identity. For instance, “Presentismo” is 
the tendency of workers to stay in the office after 
their boss leaves, even if they are only pretending to 
be productive. Turning the clocks back could affect 
workers’ identification with Spanish culture which, 
many might argue, is crucial during this period of 
economic uncertainty.

Those who defend the Spanish lifestyle criti-
cize the American workday as too hard-driven and 
stressful. Some argue that the traditional Spanish 
schedule fosters healthy group living. One spends 
less time in isolation worrying about work and 
personal failures. Relatives and friends can enjoy a 
relaxing lunch together while getting the chance to 
socialize and stay up to date on the events in each 
other’s lives. Furthermore, the opportunity to eat 
a hearty nutritious meal may prevent heart disease 
and other stress-related diseases.

While a change to the Spanish timetable may 
seem simple compared to the European Union’s 
suggested economic strategies and bailouts, the re-
sistance it may face from the Spanish people make 
it a dubious solution. Each year Spaniards set their 
clocks back an hour for daylight savings but con-
tinue their lifestyle of long siestas and late dinners. 
However, though it may be welcomed with reluc-
tance, a 60-minute alteration to change the Span-
ish tradition of leisurely living may be necessary to 
improve living overall.
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to siesta or to sync with europe
— Anna Quintero
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Mid-day naps, or siestas, has long been a tradition in the Spanish workday.
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Every morning, thousands of men, women, 
and children make their way toward a village on 
the edge of Gjirokaster, a small city in south-
east Albania, to harvest an unconventional crop. 
Throughout spring and summer, these “migrant” 
workers take advantage of the seasonal jobs pro-
vided by these preeminent plantations of a kind. In 
a country with deteriorating economic conditions 
and mass unemployment, the plantations in La-
zarat have become gold mines to these daring, op-
pressed, and unemployed laborers. Unfortunately, 
the commodity harvested is not legal per se, but it 
is valuable and in demand. Nevertheless, the scale 
of mass production from these plantations makes 
Lazarat, a village of only 5,200 inhabitants, the 
cannabis capital of Europe. 

Lazarat, once known as the National Front 
village because of its nationalistic roots and ties 
with Democratic Party of Albania, has, in recent 
years, isolated itself from the rest of the country. In 
the meantime, it has cultivated cannabis in mass 
quantities which puts Albania in a league of the 
“Big Five” producers of cannabis in the world, 
including: Afghanistan (Southwest Asia), Mo-
rocco (North Africa), Lebanon (Middle-East), and 
South Africa (Sub-Saharan Africa). According to 
the European Monitoring Center for Drugs and 
Drug Addiction, “among the Balkan countries, Al-
bania has seized the largest quantities of cannabis 
herb and the largest number of cannabis plants in 
recent years, reporting to UNODC [United Na-
tions Office on Drug and Crime] cumulative to-
tals for the period 2005–09 of approximately 27.5 
tons of cannabis herb and 780,000 individual can-
nabis plants.” 

In the summer of 2012, two Dutch adventurers 
traveled to Lazarat and reported some inconceiv-
able findings. Amateur video footage revealed mar-
ijuana plants imbedded in gardens around houses, 
and children walking through three meter-high 
plants to get to school. The Albanian government 
estimates that there are roughly 500 plantations 
that account for an alleged production of 1,000 
tons annually. Rich and fertile soils in the hinter-
lands of Lazarat produce cannabis of the highest 
quality, according to local authorities. And in the 
open market, the total domestic production holds 
a retail value of approximately 6.2 billion USD. 

That is an astonishing number, but more astonish-
ing is that it accounts for nearly half of Albania’s 
12.4 billion dollar GDP. 

Many question how lawlessness on this scale 
could abide in a small democratic country with 
European Union integration aspirations. The easy 
answer is that Lazarat’s cannabis operations, like 
many others around the world, are controlled by 
cartels. Drug traffickers have invested consider-
able funds in the plantations of Lazarat this year, 
particularly in light of a political power vacuum 
at a time when the new government emerged after 
the June elections. Law enforcement agencies have 
taken very few preventive measures, thus favoring 
Lazarat’s illegal trade. The last time police tried to 
enter the municipality of Lazarat, in the summer of 
2013, they faced a tough battle in a shootout with 
area residents. Anonymously, an undercover local 
policeman says he had been part of an operation 
during which Special Forces tried to arrest a group 
of people who worked in the fields around the vil-
lage. But those law enforcement efforts have been 
minimal, as the village itself has developed into a 
fortress. On the other hand, Lazarat police have 
spent the majority of their time this past summer 
preventing goods entering the village, and have ar-
rested many of the migrants who temporarily work 
in the fields. Further enforcement measures have 
seized several shipments of cannabis from ships 
preparing to cross international borders. Last year, 
shipments seized in Albanian borders amounted to 
15 tons of marijuana. 

Ultimately, the municipality of Lazarat is out 
of the Albanian government’s control. In order 
to prevent collateral damage and to prevent harm 
to civilians, military efforts have been gridlocked 
even though there is no doubt that Lazarat is be-
ing overridden with corruption. Yet, apart from 
a few news headlines, the Lazarat situation has 
been kept quiet. Amidst recent legalizations of the 
banned plant in two American states, along with 
the elongated history of far-too-few constraints 
(and in some instances, non-existence limitations) 
in South America and the Benelux countries – per-
haps cannabis is not such a bad thing. If it were 
regulated, or possibly taxed, then society might ac-
cept its legitimacy. Furthermore, it is not too oner-
ous to argue that in troubled agrarian countries, 
like Albania, the prohibited crop alleviates part of 
its illicit stance. Albania’s impotent and ineffectual 
effort to stimulate exports and home production 
has forced the country to heavily rely on imports 
and simultaneously incur debt. As a result, mass 
unemployment has become routine and preva-
lent. The migrants of Lazarat appear to have been 
squandered and left with no choice, as Albania 
lacks unemployment insurance and similar social 
benefits. Accordingly, the plantations pay far above 
the average Albanian wage. Still, Albanians have 
yet to discuss the issue. The few that are affected, 
predominately the inhabitants of the village, are 
too few to make a difference. And the rest of the 
country has minimal awareness – if any – of the 
situation.

It is far too early to predict the outcome of La-
zarat. But ignoring it is no longer an option. Legal 
or not, more rigorous action is required to either 
fully legalize marijuana or to end it. The choice is 
by no means straightforward. The European Union 
and international community will condemn the le-
galization of marijuana for mass production. But 
doing nothing portrays the Albanian government 
as corrupt and anemic. Dragging the resolution 
process out, ignoring the problem either inten-
tionally or not, signifies a nefarious gubernatorial 
failure to Albania’s war against corruption rhetoric. 
Failing to admit that there is a problem has forced 
Albania into a corner where a village of 5,200 in-
habitants has leverage to defy it.

Lawlessness and Lazarat:
How a Small Albanian Village Has Defied the State
— Erlind Shehu
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A cannabis field in Lazarat.
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Under the leadership of Sheikha al-Mayassa 
Hamad bin Khalifa al-Thani, chairwoman of the 
Qatar Museums Authority (QMA) and sister 
of Emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, Qatar has 
quickly risen to prominence in its commission and 
acquisition of contemporary artworks, many of 
which adorn newly opened museums and foreign 
auction houses. The revitalization of the art scene 
in Qatar not only promises steady profits for immi-
grating auction houses, but also opens creative av-
enues for expression amidst an absolute monarchy 
known for its heavy censorship of news media.

Rather than opening extensions of foreign arts 
institutions, as Dubai has done, the Qatari capital 
Doha aims to establish itself as a new cultural cen-
ter in its own right. Following the grand opening 
of architect I.M. Pei’s visionary Museum of Islamic 
Art in 2008, the QMA and architect Jean Nouvel 
immediately planned the reconstruction for the 
National Museum of Qatar, set to open in Decem-
ber 2014. In anticipation of the opening, Swiss ar-
chitects Herzog and de Meuron have already begun 
designs for Doha’s newest project, an orientalist 
museum.

Utilizing its annual acquisition budget of one 
billion dollars, significantly larger than that of New 
York City’s Museum of Modern Art (32 million 
dollars) or the Metropolitan Museum of Art (39 
million dollars), the QMA allocates the majority of 
its immense wealth and resources to new acquisi-
tions and commissions. Its first major acquisition, 
Rothko’s “White Center” in 2007, for example, to-
taled 70 million dollars. Later that year, its purchase 
of a Damien Hirst pill cabinet set the record for 
the highest cost for a living artist’s work at 20 mil-
lion dollars. The QMA also broke the record for the 
highest price paid for a painting in its acquisition 
of Cézanne’s “Card Players” in 2011. Additional 
works by Louise Bourgeois, Richard Serra, Sarah 
Lucas, and Subodh Gupta decorate the capital.

Such profits attract reputable art auction houses 
such as Christie’s and Sotheby’s, both of which re-
ported 2012 sales in the Middle East nearing ten 
percent of annual turnover. Sotheby’s found par-
ticular success after opening an office in Doha in 
2008 and holding its first action in April 2009, the 
first international art auction of its kind in Qatar. 
By 2013, Sotheby’s broke nine records when it held 

the highest price contemporary art auction ever 
held in the Middle East, including the record for 
the highest work ever sold for a living Arab artist. 
The auction ultimately surpassed pre-sale expecta-
tions of 11.1 million dollars to an impressive total 
of 15.2 million dollars.

The success of the industry permeates the po-
litical and social sphere as well, opening a dialogue 
with a public accustomed to the control of an abso-
lute monarchy. Where the Qatari news network Al 
Jazeera faces frequent accusations of bias due to the 
200 million dollars to 300 million dollars it receives 
in subsidies, government funding of the arts actu-
ally provides a forum for debate. The art scene, un-
like news media, requires a deeper understanding 
of prospective buyers, and thus discussion of the 
works serves as an essential component of market 
research. Therefore, through economic necessity, 
Qatari art exhibitions support freedom of expres-
sion.

In October 2013, for example, the QMA in-
stalled booths in shopping malls where the public 
could view images of some of their newly acquired 
works and express their opinions via video, which 
are then uploaded for public view online. Those 
without access to the booths could also express 
their opinions directly on the website. Both in the 
booths and online, the QMA also encourages the 
use of other social media platforms, such as Twitter 
and Facebook, to debate artistic merit while also 
promoting the new installations. In this case, the 
QMA’s reliance on social media as a marketing tool 
extends the purpose of such initiatives to expression 
about the art, its meaning, and its social or even 
political implications.

The first step towards social awareness occurred 
following the commission of a series of 14 sculp-
tures by acclaimed British artist Damien Hirst at 
the entrance of a new women and children’s health 
center, Sidra Medical and Research Center. Tracing 
the gestation of a fetus into an anatomically correct 
baby, critics declaimed “The Miraculous Journey” 
too provocative for the acceptance of a relatively 
conservative nation, but the royal family and gov-
ernment officials both condoned the opening. In 
doing so, they challenged Western preconceptions 
of Muslim societies, disregarding religious implica-
tions in favor of the human rights issue at hand. 

Despite their low maternal and infant mortal-
ity rates, the emphasis on maternal and children’s 
health still brought attention to a segment of the 
population otherwise overlooked.

Opened the same week at the Al Riwaq exhi-
bition space, Damien Hirst’s “Relics” exhibition, 
running October 2013 to January 2014, acted as 
the first QMA initiative for children’s arts educa-
tion. Featuring 93 pieces in the largest retrospec-
tive survey of Hirst’s work, including both iconic 
and previously unseen artworks spanning 27 years 
of the artist’s career, the exhibition attracted over 
30,000 visitors. In order to attract schools’ and 
children’s interest, the space offers free sketching 
tours for children only, including materials to make 
their own masterpieces at home in subtle encour-
agement for further pursuit of the arts. The QMA 
also works closely with Al Riwaq to provide free 
school visits offered in both English and Arabic, as 
well as interactive tours on “Family Fridays,” where 
parents receive discounted prices when they bring 
their children.

This initiative is only the first in a long-term 
plan to establish a culturally aware and artistically 
intelligent Qatari youth population. The QMA has 
already released its design for a children’s museum, 
tentatively set to open in 2017. Considering 70 
percent of the population is under 30, encourag-
ing the younger generation to pursue the arts es-
sentially sustains Doha as a cultural center for years 
to come. It also draws extra attention to children’s 
education and the role of creative intellect in the 
public school system.

As such, economic incentives of the rapidly 
growing industry act as a catalyst for the byprod-
ucts of Qatar’s prominence in the international art 
scene. As foreign auction houses reap the profits in 
Doha, dialogues for creative expression have also 
developed. The QMA’s use of social media as a pro-
motional tool, intentionally or not, created a public 
forum for artistic debate while commissioned works 
drew attention to pertinent social issues. Further 
investment in children’s arts education will sustain 
such opportunities for creative expression, promis-
ing a new social dynamic alongside the economic 
benefits of a revitalization of the arts in Qatar.

Painting Change: 
Revitalization of the Art Industry in Qatar
— Nisreen Salka



A few years ago it seemed that Al Qaeda was 
nearing defeat. The United States and its allies had 
thoroughly dismantled the terrorist group’s top 
and mid-level leadership through drone strikes and 
special operations, and the core Al Qaeda group 
struggled to launch independent missions. Today, 
however, Islamic terrorism continues to grow. Al 
Qaeda appears to be on the rebound, thanks in 
large part to its numerous affiliate groups, which 
continue to preserve the Al Qaeda brand and sow 
discontent in the greater Middle East. This phe-
nomenon has developed distinctly in Iraq, where 
Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) has slowly reclaimed a 
stake in the country’s complicated sectarian con-
flict. The group’s resurgence points broadly to the 
inadequacy of counterterrorism policies too con-
centrated on the use of force. It also highlights 
the need for Iraq and other countries to focus on 
underlying political problems in order to provide 

its citizens with legitimate avenues for redress and 
to restore faith in the political process. Only then 
will governments succeed in reducing violence by 
restricting recruitment to terrorist organizations 
like AQI.

Launched by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in 2004, 
AQI formed in the wake of the US invasion of 
Iraq. The Sunni jihadist group sought to propa-
gate unrest in Iraq and the Levant in order to 
achieve their ultimate goal: to establish a new ca-
liphate, a single Islamic state ruled by Sharia law, 
in the region. At the outset, the group consisted of 
recruits from Zarqawi’s networks in Pakistan, Af-
ghanistan, Syria, with most of its funding coming 
from supporters in Jordan, Syria, Saudi Arabia, 
and neighboring Iran. By 2006, most of AQI’s 
members came from Iraq, and its goals became 
narrower: to drive the US from Iraq, and to expel 
the Shia from the country in order to form a pure 

Sunni state.
After the US toppled Saddam Hussein’s totali-

tarian regime, a power vacuum in Iraq emerged 
as different sectarian groups began mobilizing 
support to maintain or further their positions in 
society. Tensions emerged and became most pro-
nounced in the Sunni Arab tribes of Western Iraq, 
where Iraqis feared a US-supported and Shia-
dominated government. Fighting between Sunni 
and Shia militias eventually developed into all-out 
civil war in 2005. In desperation, Sunni militias 
began allying themselves with AQI, due not only 
to the group’s combat experience and foreign 
funding, but because of the two camps’ shared 
goals to defeat the US and the Iraqi Shia.

From around 2004 to 2006, Sunni groups 
with the aid of AQI relentlessly attacked US forces 
and Shia militias. The Sunni militias joined forces 
with AQI only out of necessity, however, and the 

Stemming the Tide:
Reassessing Al Qaeda in Iraq
— David Riley

Wikimedia Commons

Flag of Al Qaeda in Iraq, which has reemerged and become more powerful.

32   //   miDDle east



miDDle east   //   33

two groups’ association strained as AQI increased 
its power. Many leaders of Sunni tribes objected 
to the brand of fundamentalist Islam that AQI 
sought to impose on areas where it gained con-
trol, and grew distressed as the group overturned 
traditional tribal hierarchy. Most of the AQI’s first 
recruits came from impoverished and outcast vil-
lages. These men gained the most in wealth and 
status as AQI’s influence rose, consequently hu-
miliating and dismaying the sheikhs and other 
traditional Sunni leaders.

The tide began to turn in late 2006. When 
Sunni militias began suffering more and more 
losses to their Shia counterparts, most Sunni lead-
ers began looking for an end to the civil war. AQI, 
however, appeared willing to fight to the bitter 
end, no matter how many Sunni fighters died. 
Sunni leaders became increasingly disenchanted 
with the terrorist group as funding from abroad 
and local volunteers slowly evaporated. Soon, 
AQI was reduced to disparate local enterprises, 
engaging in crimes like extortion and kidnapping 
only to ensure their own existence.

The US military-sponsored Sunni Awakening 
movement further distanced Iraq’s Sunni popula-
tion from AQI and critically weakened the group’s 
power. US forces reached out extensively to Sunni 
tribal sheikhs, promising to protect their commu-
nities from both AQI and Shia militias, and began 
engaging in low-intensity conflict to slowly sepa-
rate the tribal communities from AQI. Over time, 
the sheikhs saw in the Marines a reliable partner 
they could utilize to disengage with AQI.

The US simultaneously pressured the Shia- 
and Kurd-dominated government to give Sunni 
leaders a seat at the table. More Sunnis received 
cabinet posts and high-ranking government jobs, 
ostensibly leading to a successful reintegration of 
Sunnis into Iraqi society and the political pro-
cess. At the same time, violence in Iraq began to 
decline. This followed partially as a result of the 
Surge strategy of 2007. An additional 20,000 US 
troops brought more population security to Iraq 
and increased training to the Iraqi Security Forces, 
leading to, among other things, AQI’s further re-
moval from Iraq.

Problems following the 2010 national elec-
tions, along with the departure of US troops in 
2011, however, have indirectly led to a resur-
gence of AQI and sectarian violence in Iraq and 
the Middle East overall. While the 2010 elections 
led to a victory for secular parties without ties to 
any militias, the less than democratic process of 
the election overshadowed these results. Iraqis 
voted overwhelmingly for Ayad Allawi’s mostly 
Sunni Iraqiyya coalition and current Prime Min-

ister Nouri al-Maliki’s mostly Shia State of Law 
Coalition. Al-Maliki refused to accept Iraqiyya’s 
victory, causing a deadlock when he appealed the 
election results in the courts. Only when pressure 
from Iran forced prominent Shia cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr to back al-Maliki did the Shia unite be-
hind him. The Kurds eventually backed al-Maliki 
as well, leading to his victory.

The results of the 2010 elections once again 
alienated the Sunni population from the Iraqi 
government, especially as al-Maliki cracked down 
on Sunni communities in order to secure his posi-
tion. This has led to an environment of violence 
similar to that of the civil war, such that AQI is 
once again thriving in Iraq. In 2013, suicide at-
tacks occurred 22 times per month on average; in 
2010, this number was closer to six. Violence has 
also spread to neighboring countries, especially 
Syria. There, the group has adopted a new name, 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Greater Syria (ISIS), 
and has taken control of some towns in provinces 
in the Northeast, once again applying its oppres-
sive interpretation of sharia law.

AQI’s return is troubling, and illustrates the 
need to better address Iraq’s serious political prob-
lems. Counterinsurgency will not suffice, especially 
without the military presence of the US. The Iraqi 
government must stem the tide of recruitment by 
splitting militant jihadists from reconcilable Iraqi 
citizens. Above all, this means a more inclusive ap-
proach to Sunni Arabs in Iraq. Outreach to Sunni 
communities as in the Awakening Movement of 
2006 would go a long way in repairing the divide 
between the Iraqi government and its people, and 
cut off terrorist recruitment at its source. Perhaps 
most importantly, Iraq must hold the free and fair 
national elections that are scheduled for this April. 
Any suspicions of a stolen election or Sunni exclu-
sion will only serve as fodder for terrorist recruit-
ment and further contribute to violence.



Following last November’s “Joint Plan of Ac-
tion,” signed between Iran and the P5+1 in Gene-
va, relations between Iran and the West have start-
ed down a path towards normalcy. The six-month 
agreement temporarily froze parts of Iran’s nuclear 
program in return for sanctions relief. Assuming 
both sides continue to full cooperate throughout 
the six months, a long-term solution will then be 
discussed. In order for this to happen, both the 
United States and Iran must make compromises. 
Iran must realize that its nuclear program will re-
ceive more scrutiny due to its questionable his-
tory and the US needs to let the agreement run 
its course without further interference. These 
compromises will ultimately be beneficial for all 
parties.

As outlined by the agreement, Iran is convert-
ing all existing uranium to below five percent, and 
halting all uranium enrichment and nuclear repro-
cessing facilities. Inspections with more extensive 
access to all nuclear facilities and IAEA 24-hour 
surveillance are also being conducted. By doing 

so, it is estimated the breakout time for one nu-
clear weapon has been pushed back to over three 
months. (Breakout time is how long it would take 
to acquire a nuclear weapon if resources are de-
voted to such.)

In return, Iran receives approximately seven 
billion dollars in sanctions relief and the ability to 
conduct international trade in certain key indus-
tries such as precious metals and petrochemicals. 
However, the most crippling sanction - the oil 
embargo - remains in place. Oil is the backbone 
of the Iranian economy and since the sanctions 
implementation, Iranian civilians have suffered 
greatly from extremely high inflation. The interim 
deal helps stabilize the economy a bit, but there 
is still much room for improvement. Given Iran 
abides by all terms, the agreement states no fur-
ther sanctions will be implemented for the six-
month period.

The success of the interim deal hinges on hard-
liners in both the US and Iran. The US Senate 
is currently considering a bill that would increase 

sanctions on Iran. Those in support are mainly 
Republicans, such as John McCain of Arizona; 
however some are Democrats, like Bob Menen-
dez of New Jersey. The Iranians have responded 
to this threat by saying any new sanctions nullify 
the Joint Plan of Action. Because of this, Obama 
has threatened to veto the bill; however, a veto 
can be overridden by a two-thirds majority vote 
in Congress.

Meanwhile in Iran, the hardliners do not wel-
come any negotiations with the US, whom they 
label the “Great Satan.” The Revolutionary Guard, 
a wing of the Iranian military, are a large part of 
this group. They recently tried to perform a mis-
sile drill in honor of the 35th anniversary of the Is-
lamic Revolution before being halted by President 
Rouhani. They also have spread pamphlets with 
falsehoods about the agreement, claiming that no 
sanctions relief is actually occurring. Rouhani re-
sponded by labeling them as badly educated and 
calling on the intelligent people of Iran to speak 
out with support for the agreement instead.

A Balancing Act:
What Lies Ahead for Presidents Obama and Rouhani
— Ryan Strong
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Iranian and P5+1 negotiators meet in Geneva.
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President Obama and President Rouhani both 
know that they must suppress the dissidents. They 
each understand the interim deal has many up-
sides for their respective countries. If either side 
derails the talks, the months of negotiation before 
the agreement would have nothing to show for 
and neither side would benefit.

One qualm many in US Congress have with 
the deal is that they believe it allows Iran to con-
tinue unchecked in acquiring a nuclear weapon. 
This is false. First, Iran is not seeking to acquire 
a nuclear weapon. A US intelligence report states 
that Iran halted all nuclear weapon development 
in 2003. That aside, the deal makes it significantly 
harder for Iran to acquire a nuclear weapon. More 
inspectors are in the country, more intrusive sur-
veillance is being conducted, nuclear facilities de-
signs must be shared, and all uranium above five 
percent is being diluted. The existence of twenty 
percent enriched uranium was one of the most 
contentious topics prior to the deal but this prob-
lem no longer exists. In fact, Iran no longer pos-
sesses the necessary amount of uranium to build 
one nuclear bomb and, under the terms of the 
agreement, no more uranium can be stockpiled.

Others argue that the deal undermines US 
influence in the region. Some US politicians say 
it alienates US allies (specifically Israel and Saudi 
Arabia, both of whom call the deal a mistake), and 
contradicts US interests. US influence is already 
waning and the success of the six-month agree-
ment would likely lead not only to a long-term 
agreement on Iran’s nuclear program but also to 
US-Iranian cooperation on key issues such as 
stabilization of Afghanistan. Pressure could also 
be placed on the regime to soften its support for 
Hezbollah in Lebanon and Assad in Syria. Given 
the choice between billions of dollars of financial 
benefit from a long-term deal or continuing its 
support for these groups, the choice is clear. Rou-
hani and Khamenei recognize what would be best 
for Iran.

The upside for Iran is evident. The temporary 
relief caused by the lifting of some sanctions has 
already begun to stabilize the struggling economy. 
A modest one to two percent economic growth 
rate is being anticipated for 2014 and inflation 
has already been cut in half to 20 percent (from 
45 percent in July 2013). Although some may 
point to the induction of Rouhani as president 
as the cause of this effect, it is almost certain the 
interim deal has contributed more significantly. If 
the short-term deal succeeds and leads to a longer-
term agreement, the projected growth rate will 
exponentially increase. The heart of the Iranian 
economy is its massive oil stocks, which produce 

around 2.5 million barrels a day (down from four 
million in 2011), but only able to export close to 
1.2 million. With the price of a barrel of oil hov-
ering around 100 dollars, the benefit of sanctions 
relief is clear.

The success of this deal could set the ground-
work for a long-term deal that neutralizes the 
threat of Iranian nuclear weapons, while allowing 
the use of peaceful nuclear power. Iranian oil could 
legally flow into western economies, bringing Iran 
billions in revenue and dropping the price of oil 
by ten percent, as estimated by Francisco Blanch, 
the head of global commodities and derivatives 
research for Bank of America Merrill Lynch. In 
order for this to occur, both sides must ensure the 
negotiations succeed. Iran has abided by all provi-
sions up to this point and has shown no legitimate 
signs of deviating. New sanctions would certainly 
nullify the agreement, thwarting US foreign pol-
icy interests even further and strengthening hard-
liners in Iran. Rouhani needs to quell the Revolu-
tionary Guard, who have stated they are ready to 
fight a war with the US, as well as ensure all parts 
of the agreement are abided by. Nothing positive 
would come of nullifying the agreement but there 
is everything to gain moving forward with it.
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In January 2014, the Iraqi city of Fallujah fell 
under control of al-Qaeda-linked militants. In 
2004, United States Marines bitterly fought to 
clear Iraqi militants from this same city. The re-
capture of Fallujah by insurgents displays a resur-
gence of violence only three years after US forces 
withdrew from an eight-year war in Iraq. With US 
and NATO forces scheduled to perform a similar 
withdrawal from Afghanistan at the end of 2014, 
many fear a Taliban resurgence and fate similar to 
Iraq’s. However, Afghanistan can learn from Iraq 
and prevent a governmental collapse and resur-
gence of militancy if it signs the bilateral security 
agreement (BSA) with the United States.

In a recent interview, Taliban spokesman Zabi-
ullah Mujahed told BBC journalist John Simpson 
over the phone that his organization was “confi-
dent of victory” in Afghanistan. It appears the Tali-
ban has already begun to push for this “victory.” 
The Taliban has escalated violence and increased 
attacks in anticipation of the withdrawal of US 
and NATO troops, and in hopes of disrupting Af-
ghanistan’s upcoming April elections. For instance, 
on February 24, 21 Afghan National Army (ANA) 
soldiers lost their lives in a Taliban attack that tar-
geted two army posts in Kunar Province. The BBC 
reports that this attack was one of the worst on the 
army in a year. Additionally, without the contin-
ued US and NATO counterterrorism training and 
vital funding, the ANA’s strength will crumble. 
Afghan soldiers will suffer from salary cuts, likely 
resulting in a sharp rise in desertion rates. A greatly 
weakened Afghan army will struggle to match a 
much stronger Taliban, especially as the expected 
violence grows. After all, the Taliban suddenly and 
swiftly gained control of the Afghan capital of 
Kabul in 1996, and it could happen again. Muja-
hed’s recent threat reminds many Afghan citizens 
of the Taliban’s stringent Islamic rule, oppression, 
and brutality from 1996-2001. The Taliban imple-
mented strict laws, which included beatings, pub-
lic executions and whippings, and amputation. 
Women were required to wear the burqa, and men 
had to grow out beards or face punishment. The 
Taliban also banned television and other media.

According to President Obama in his State of 
the Union address, if the Afghan government signs 
the BSA, “a small force of Americans could remain 

in Afghanistan with NATO allies to carry out two 
narrow missions: training and assisting Afghan 
forces, and counterterrorism operations.” The BSA 
received overwhelming approval from thousands 
of Afghan leaders who converged on Kabul for the 
traditional Loya Jirga (grand council) in Novem-
ber 2013. Secretary of State John Kerry confirms, 
“The Loya Jirga, a gathering of thousands of repre-
sentatives of the Afghan people in accordance with 
a proud tradition, has powerfully backed the Bilat-
eral Security Agreement we have been negotiating 
with the Afghan government.”

Despite the approval of these influential Af-
ghani leaders, President Hamad Karzai refused 
to sign the agreement. His refusal highlights the 
strained relationship between Washington and 
Kabul. Peter Baker and Matthew Rosenberg of 
The New York Times explain that Mr. Karzai has 
“blamed American forces for terrorist attacks on 
civilians.” Additionally, Dr. Hussain Yasa, the Edi-
tor-In-Chief of the Outlook Afghanistan, criticized 
Mr. Karzai’s position on the security agreement 
and claims that he views the US as a “monster 
rather than an ally.” Dr. Hussain Yasa also ac-
knowledges that a majority of public opinion in 
Afghanistan understands the agreement is “critical 
for the economy and security of the country” and 
that there exists a “real risk of state collapse if Af-
ghanistan does not sign.” As Afghan elections ap-

proach, it now appears that Mr. Karzai’s successor 
will decide whether or not to sign the deal. If the 
deal is not signed, Mr. Karzai’s successor will rely 
on a fledgling Afghan army and police force that 
for many years has supported, not led, US and 
NATO forces in campaigns against the Taliban. 
An untested Afghani army could quickly succumb 
to a surge of militancy.

With deep mistrust between the United States 
and Afghanistan, some believe the US should cut 
ties with post-2014 Afghanistan military plans 
altogether. Opponents of further US action post-
2014 believe it is time to wrap up the lengthy 
war; the US under President Obama committed 
to a complete withdrawal from Iraq and the same 
should be done in Afghanistan. A number of of-
ficials believe that the Afghan military and police 
force are ready to replace US and NATO troops on 
the frontline. Opponents in the US cite domestic 
issues as another reason to avoid sustained finan-
cial and military investment in Afghanistan. On 
the other hand, proponents of the security agree-
ment argue that maintaining a limited force past-
2014 will assist in a peaceful transition of power 
to a new leader in the April, continue building 
the Afghan army, and prevent a resurgence of the 
Taliban.

After investing 13 years in Afghanistan, it re-
mains important the US executes withdrawal effi-
ciently. To avoid being left in the dust, Afghanistan 
must sign the bilateral security agreement for its 
own future. The US has planned to fully withdraw 
if no deal is signed, which would be a detriment 
to future stability and prosperity in Afghanistan. 
A sudden withdrawal as in Iraq would certainly 
accelerate insurgency. Should Afghan officials sign 
the BSA, the Afghan military will immediately 
benefit. The continued funding, support, and 
training from US and NATO forces will ensure 
the Afghan National Army is better poised to chal-
lenge and eventually isolate the Taliban. The BSA 
will improve a deteriorating security situation and 
tamper with the Taliban’s recent push for “victory.” 
Furthermore, it will secure a smooth transition for 
Afghanistan’s newly elected leader and contribute 
to a more peaceful future for Afghanistan, one in 
which the Taliban and its barbaric rule have no 
place.

The Future of Afghanistan:
Why the Bilateral Security Agreement Must be Signed
— Brendan Failla
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An Afghan soldier provides security for a ground ele-
ment during an operation to remove insurgents.
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It was a hot and humid summer afternoon 
in Tahrir Square on June 24, 2012. The voice of 
just-declared President Mohamed Morsi bellowed 
from television screens and radios, and tens of 
thousands of jubilant supporters jumped for joy 
in the streets of Cairo. To members of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, the unthinkable had just hap-
pened. After decades of imprisonment and repres-
sion, the Ikhwan were finally in charge. The Arab 
Spring’s spread to Egypt simultaneously toppled 
the Brotherhood’s long-time foe, Hosni Mubarak, 
and replaced him with its own leaders. As they cel-
ebrated across Egypt, they believed that this was 
their moment. Little did they know, however, that 
as they planned to implement their pan-Islamist 

vision, seeds of discontent had already started 
to grow across the Middle East. Soon, the same 
sweep of anger that brought the political Islamists 
into power would bring them crashing to the 
ground.

Throughout the Middle East, the Arab Spring 
brought political Islamists out of the shadows and 
into the mainstream. In October 2011, Ennahda, 
the Muslim Brotherhood satellite in Tunisia, won 
a plurality of the vote in the nation’s elections to 
replace the deposed President Zine El Abidine Ben 
Ali. The huge victory in Egypt in June 2012 fol-
lowed this initial political success. Soon enough, 
political Islamists were active in all the Arab coun-
tries facing turmoil in 2011-2012. Overjoyed 

with their successes in North Africa, the Islamists 
turned their attention to the Levant, the heart of 
the Arab World.

By mid-2011, Syria had started to show signs 
of fracturing. What began as a protest movement 
evolved into military defections and violent skir-
mishes. Sensing a golden opportunity, Islamists 
across the Middle East flooded Syria with money, 
arms, and men in support of the effort to over-
throw Bashar al-Assad’s Ba’athist government. 
Their efforts seemed to propel the revolt further, 
and by mid-2012, the rebels had expelled the gov-
ernment from much of Northern Syria, Aleppo, 
Idlib Province, and the Qalamoun Mountain 
Range bordering Lebanon. They also succeeded 

The Fall of the Brotherhood:
How the Arab Spring Emboldened and 
then Rejected Political Islamism
— Ali N. Habhab

Wikimedia Commons

anti-muslim Brotherhood Protest in Cairo.
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in opening fronts in Damascus and Daraa. Sup-
port from Islamist movements in Turkey, North 
Africa, Syria, and neighboring countries put pres-
sure on the conflict from all sides. From the of-
fices of the Ikhwan al-Muslimun in Egypt to the 
local Salafist preacher in Syria, it seemed that vic-
tory was within reach and that a once farfetched 
vision could finally become a reality. They were 
confident that the Arab Spring had brought about 
the Islamist moment. However, a series of politi-
cal and military setbacks in 2013 would turn the 
regional momentum against them, and their gains 
soon began to unravel.

Following their electoral successes in Egypt’s 
first free presidential election, the Muslim Broth-
erhood and their political novice standard-bearer 
Mohamed Morsi set out to implement the pan-Is-
lamist agenda they had been crafting for decades. 
As religion crept into civil law, Egypt’s tourism 
industry declined. In 2009, according to the Tele-
graph, the country had 14.7 million visitors; in 
2012, only 11.5 million ventured to Egypt. At the 
same time, mismanagement of its economic af-
fairs left Egypt with crippling unemployment and 
stagnant growth. Islamist rhetoric and decreased 
government security left Egypt’s Coptic Christian 
minority vulnerable to marginalization and bomb 
attacks. Egypt plunged further into chaos when 
a mob lynched four Shi’ites in Greater Cairo on 
June 23, 2013. Human Rights Watch blamed the 
inflammatory rhetoric of the Muslim Brother-
hood government for the attack. These develop-
ments deeply troubled the Egyptian people, and 
the Muslim Brotherhood soon found itself on 
shaky ground.

As massive popular protests mounted against 
Islamist transgressions in Egypt, the Egyptian 
military issued an ultimatum for the government 
to resolve the political crisis. On July 3, 2013, the 
General Abdel Fateh el-Sisi led the Egyptian mili-
tary in a coup that toppled the Muslim Brother-
hood government, swiftly placed its leaders under 
arrest, and declared the Brotherhood a terrorist 
organization. Protests in nearby Tunisia soon col-
lapsed the Ennahda government that had once 
symbolized Islamism’s golden moment. In a mat-
ter of months, pan-Islamists in North Africa went 
from preparing for the coming of their vision, to 
witnessing the utter collapse of their power. At the 
same time, developments in the Levant turned 
against them as well, turning Islamists around the 
world on their heels.

Just as the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt fal-
tered politically, their Islamist allies in Syria weak-
ened militarily. The Syrian government, politically 
secular and led by the Alawite sect of Shi’ite Is-
lam, was a match made in hell for the Arab world’s 

pan-Islamists. This allowed for strange bedfellows 
to emerge as enemies of the Syrian government: 
the rebels garnered support from Saudi Arabia 
and their Muslim Brotherhood foes, among other 
regional players. As the conflict raged into 2013, 
the tenuous alliance between enemies of the Syr-
ian government and pan-Islamists began to unrav-
el with a series of failures. First, Hezbollah’s entry 
into the Syrian Civil War in spring 2013 and the 
routing of the al-Qaeda-linked group Jabhat al-
Nusra in Qusair began to turn the tide of the war. 
In addition, Syrian military successes in Rif Di-
mashq, the Qalamoun, and Aleppo led to a rever-
sal of many rebel gains. Furthermore, the growing 
influence of radical terrorist groups like the Islam-
ic State in Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), which have 
committed atrocious crimes against humanity, left 
the Islamist effort chaotic and confused. Eventu-
ally, moderate rebels, including some Islamist fac-
tions, were forced to turn their guns on the ex-
tremist ISIS, leading to full blown inter-conflict in 
December 2013. And, with the disintegration of 
Islamist coordination in Syria, came the collapse 
of the Islamist vision in the Levant.

The momentum of the Islamist movement fell 
as quickly as it had risen. Their failure stemmed 
from a fundamental miscalculation of the oppor-
tunities in the region’s current political and reli-
gious climate. Pan-Islamists opted to force their 
ideology on the Arab World and paid the ultimate 
price. In their blind adherence to a radical vision, 
they underestimated the central force that drove 
the Arab Spring in the first place: the Arab people 
themselves.



The Politicization of Health Care 
in Civil Conflicts: 
Examining the Resurgence of Polio in Syria
— Moaz Sinan

Amidst the destruction, bloodshed, and melan-
choly that have befallen Syria as a result of its civil 
war, a public health catastrophe has added itself 
to the amalgamation of problems. Poliomyelitis, 
hailed as a thing of the past after being eradicated 
from the country in 1999, has resurged within 
opposition-held areas in the country. Children 
bear the brunt of this public health crisis, with 
two-year-olds being the most likely to contract po-
lio. The Syrian government’s politicization of the 
public health crisis has prevented the disease from 
being dealt with accordingly. Moreover, mandates 
governing the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and UNICEF that limit their cooperation to sov-
ereign governments have prevented these organiza-
tions from working in opposition-held areas, the 
very epicenter of this crisis. It is imperative that 
these global health organizations and the larger 
international community understand that diseases 
can easily be politicized by parties in a civil war. 
These groups must change their mandates to al-
low for cooperation with all parties within a civil 
conflict.

The Assad regime, trying to alleviate the effect 
of public health crises on its own consolidation of 
power, has sought to downplay polio’s resurgence in 
order to reinforce the message surrounding Bashar 
al-Assad’s cult of personality: Syria is in good 
hands. Not a day passes without the Syrian Arab 
News Agency tweeting about the latest parties and 
events taking place in war-torn places like Aleppo 
and Homs, an indication of the regime’s intention 
to create an environment of normalcy throughout 
Syria. In trying to create such an environment, 
however, the regime has frequently distorted the 
narrative surrounding the rise of polio within the 
country. Annie Sparrow, in the New York Review 
of Books, notes that the Syrian Ministry of Health 
has refused to study polio samples. Sparrow alleges 
that when coerced to do so by the international 
community, the ministry intentionally distorted 
the diagnosis, stating that the samples tested posi-
tive for some other rare neurological disorder in-
stead. The distortion is strategic: by alleging that 
the disease was not polio, a disease generally con-

noted with contagion, the regime is able to suggest 
that the disease is a random occurrence, not related 
to any chaos that could be taking place in other 
parts of the country.

Even after finally confirming that polio had 
resurged within Syria, political motives continued 
to influence the way the government responded 
to the crisis. Under the guise of operating only in 
areas with adequate security, Syrian public health 
officials selectively vaccinated areas under its con-
trol. Médicins San Frontières (Doctors Without 
Borders) has noted in one of its blog posts that the 
regime selectively vaccinated children in regime-
controlled areas on the front line in Deir-Ezzour. 
Opposition-controlled areas, the very epicenter of 
the outbreak, were left untouched. A proper public 
health response would have required authorities to 
immediately identify the epicenter of the disease 
and isolate it so that it would not have the chance 
to spread further. Disease knows no borders. Po-
lio could very well transfer itself into regime-con-
trolled areas, even crossing over into other coun-
tries and presenting a public health catastrophe for 
the entire region.

While polio continues to be an incurable dis-
ease, there are still medical procedures that seek to 
alleviate the effect of its symptoms on the lives it 
afflicts. These symptoms include difficulty breath-
ing, muscle spasms, and severe muscle pain, all of 
which necessitate medical supplies. The civil war 
has left many Syrian health professionals unable to 
treat polio effectively. When Sparrow asks a doc-

tor who had treated a 13-month old patient what 
was being done to treat her, the doctor replied 
that without any medical supplies, such as medi-
cal ventilators, respiratory monitors, and electric-
ity, all that he could do was diagnose her. This is 
the reality in Syria, where doctors cannot find the 
necessary medical supplies to treat their patients. 
Opposition-held areas under siege by regime forces 
seem to be most affected. The regime, seeking to 
subdue many opposition-held areas into submis-
sion by its rule, has sought to prevent the entry 
of any aid, including medical supplies that could 
help health professionals in treating the outbreak 
of diseases. The international community, more-
over, has legitimized the regime’s siege tactics by 
encouraging it to allow aid trucks into Homs dur-
ing the Geneva II talks, rather than explicitly stat-
ing that sieging civilians is a strict red line. This 
mistake could influence governments to use such 
siege tactics in the future, possibly leading to other 
public health disasters.

WHO, UNICEF, and UNHCR also deserve 
some blame for the inadequate response to the po-
lio outbreak in Syria. Limited by mandates requir-
ing them to work only with sovereign governments, 
international aid organizations were forced to stay 
in Damascus and allowed for regime officials to 
manage millions of dollars’ worth of aid, including 
medical supplies. Numerous reports have circulat-
ed asserting that many of these supplies have been 
rationed to pro-government soldiers and shabbiha 
loyalists, instead of civilians needing it most. In 
fact, when medical professionals in the Assistance 
Coordination Unit formed to coordinate humani-
tarian aid into opposition-held territories, their 
requests for vaccines from the World Health Orga-
nization or UNICEF were ignored. International 
organizations must recognize the realities of this 
civil war: there is a purportedly sovereign nation 
waging a war against a party within its people. It is 
important for them to recognize that a purportedly 
sovereign nation could politicize health care within 
its country, threatening ordinary civilians nation-
wide and throughout the whole region. Disease, 
unfortunately, knows no borders.

UniCef

a syrian child receives a polio vaccine as part of a 
UNICEF vaccination campaign in Damascus, Syria.
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