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from the Maghreb.  Their unemployment rate - 27% 
- is more than four times higher than that of native-
born Quebeckers. Nevertheless, the commission’s 
recommendations for measures to accelerate the 
process of recognizing skills and diplomas acquired 
abroad would remove one of the main hurdles, so long 
as it does not fall on deaf ears or become bogged-
down in bureaucratic red-tape.
  
        Premier  Jean Charest recently pledged  an amount 
of $22.7 million to improve and extend French language 
classes for immigrants over the next three years to 
help them find employment in their professional fields. 
We would hope he would have read the Association 
for Canadian Studies’ latest census study that found 
knowledge of French “may not be the principle 
obstacle in securing employment and hence in 
ensuring ‘successful’ integration.” Among allophones 
who speak French but not English, the unemployment 
rate was 23% compared to 2.6% among native 
Quebecers who speak only French. The fact that the 
group studied was university-educated and between 
the ages of 35 and 44, suggests something else other 
than French language skills are the crucial factor 
in securing employment. Another report published 
by the Institute for Research on Public Policy at the 
University of Montreal is enlightening in that matter, as 
it informs us of employers’ unwillingness to offer skilled 
and long-term jobs to immigrants and the inadequate 
government programs to combat this resistance. The 
$22.7 million might be put to better use if it is spent 
on a public education campaign to fight discrimination 
and the so-called “crisis of perception.”     
   
    Similarly, the report is highly unlikely to change the 
discrimination faced by minorities and immigrants, 
since the political will to do that seems to be practically 
absent. Instead of struggling to address immigrants’ 
integration problems, the debate continues to be a race 
to see which party can best preserve Quebec’s fabled 
francophone identity. Premier Charest’s rejection of the 
commission’s call for the removal of the crucifix from 
the National Assembly to reassure religious minorities 
of the legislature’s religious impartiality demonstrates 
his preoccupation with fighting the opposition’s claims 
that he is not adequately protecting Quebec’s identity. 
His fear that he might be handing the next elections 
to the sovereigntist opposition ADQ if he sides too 
closely with the report’s conclusions makes us wonder, 
are we back at where we started? 

    Ceyda Turan

    The much-anticipated Bouchard-Taylor report on 
reasonable accommodation was published last month 
with its 37 recommendations calling for a review of 
interculturalism, immigration, secularism, and the 
theme of Quebec identity. 

           The report was a positive one for minorities. It iden-
tified French Quebeckers’ anxiety of accommodation  
as a “crisis of perception.” It added that while the 
identity inherited from the French-Canadian past was 
perfectly legitimate, it could no longer occupy the 
Quebec identity space alone. “It mush hinge on the 
other identities present, in a spirit of interculturalism.” 

     The commission, initially  set-up by the Charest 
Liberals to calm down a political uproar, refrained from 
making any real radical recommendations. Nonetheless, 
the admission of the existence of Islamophobia by 
a public inquiry is an important step towards one of 
the ultimate social ills that must be confronted if all 
Quebeckers are to live together in harmony. 

       Even though it was not part of their mandate, one 
of the most important outcomes of the report was the 
acknowledgement of the major problems immigrants 
and ethnic minorities have integrating in Quebec society. 
The symptoms include a high unemployment rate, a lack 
of recognition of foreign diplomas, skills devaluation, 
and labour market discrimination. The authors, 
however, did not suggest any possible connections 
between Islamophobia and the high unemployment 
rates among educated French-speaking immigrants 
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Michael Ryan Wiseman and Kari Polanyi-Levitt

      Is there a Global Food Crisis? Yes and no. It is 
mostly a distributional problem; this is a world, after all, 
where both under and over nutrition are at epidemic 
levels- there are around 1 billion people in either 
camp according to the World Health Organisation. 
The current crisis merely underlines the gross 
inequity of income and clout between countries- 
and, especially, between people within countries.

      Sadly, but predictably, it is poor people from poor 
countries who are bearing the brunt of the increased 
prices of food staples such as wheat, corn, rice and 
soya. People in industrialized countries spend about 
14% of their household income on food, and so 
are much better placed to cope with the spike than 
households in developing countries, whose average 
expenditures on food total 70% of their income.

       On a national level, the toll that elevated prices takes 
on net food staple importers, which tend to be poorer 
countries, is massive. Esteban Lazo Hernandez, Vice-
President of the Council of State of the Republic of Cuba 
gave an indication of his country’s rising grocery bill, 

In 2005, we used to pay 250 dollars for every 
ton of     rice we imported; now we pay 1,050 
dollars… For a ton of wheat, we used to pay 132 
dollars; now we pay 330 dollars… For a ton of 
corn, we used to pay 82 dollars; now we pay 230 
dollars… For a ton of powdered milk, we used 
to pay 2,200 dollars; now it’s 4,800 dollars.

     
    The social fabric of badly affected countries is 
coming dangerously close to unravelling: thus far, 
food riots have erupted in 33 countries.  The tale is 
much different for big agricultural exporters such as 
the US, Canada, Australia, and the EU. Last year saw 

the US register record agricultural export revenues 
of $85 billion dollars just as French grain farmers 
have seen their incomes double. Meanwhile, the 
UN’s World Food Program launched an international 
appeal for the modest sum of $755 million to cover 
the funding gap caused by higher food prices, 
which have reduced by 40% the amount of food 
it is able to purchase compared to a year ago.
 
    Over the past, say, 25 years global demand 
for food- especially meat, which is grain intensive 
to rear, has risen steadily in line with rising living 
standards. Of course, this has had an impact on 
prices, but cannot alone account for the recent jump.
 
    A bittersweet harvest is at hand. Having sown 
seeds of industrialized and unsustainable agriculture, 
inequitable trade, unfettered markets, and cack-
handed environmental policies, the world is now 
reaping two types of fruit. One is sweet profit and 
export revenues, the other is bitter starvation. 

International Agribusiness 

    The ‘International’ in ‘International Agribusiness’ 
is well-warranted: in the past year, industry 
behemoth Cargill acquired a chicken processing 
business in the U.K., opened new oilseed facilities 
in Argentina, Australia, Russia, China and the United 
States, and opened a fifth feed-mill in Vietnam.

   And just how big of a business is international 
agribusiness? Cargill, Conagra, Bunge, Archer Daniels  
Midland,  and Dreyfus control 80% of the world’s cereal 
trade, their profits in 2007 increased by 36%, 67%, 
30%, 49% and 77% respectively over the previous year. 
In less abstract terms, Cargill, the second-largest private 
company in the U.S., posted profits for its last quarter, 
yes quarter, of $1.03 billion, that is $11.3 million a day.

        Profiteering aside, the methods promoted by indus-
trial agriculture are environmentally unsustainable, 
not least due to its addiction to oil. Meanwhile, 
farmers- themselves dependent upon everything 
down to the purchase of non-perennial seed- must use   
ever-increasing quantities of fertilizers, pest/herb/
fungicides, and water to maintain yields on plots of land 
that are  rapidly stripped of fertility due to intensive 
monocropping, and that possess pests that invariably 
develop immunities from the designer poisons that are 
meant to eradicate them.

INTERNATIONAL
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Trade Regime, Subsidies, and Enforced 
Liberalisation

     The imposition of ‘free trade’ led to severe restric-
tions on poor country subsidies and to the erosion of 
their import tariffs and quotas. These rules were not 
drawn-up to their economic and social advantage. 
Years of structural adjustment programs have brought 
a systematic dismantling of the protection mechanism 
of domestic food production among poor countries. 
These countries were (are) advised and coerced to 
divert their production of domestic food crops to the 
export of agricultural commodities, including the exotic 
and non-alimentary, while ever more dependent on 
imported staple commodities. Over the past 30 years, 
the prices of non-staple exports, such as tea, cocoa, 
coffee, sugar, and cotton have remained relatively 
depressed compared to staples such as wheat, maize 
and soya.

     The overall result is an undercutting of internal markets 
within poor countries, thereby turning former exporters 
into importers of these basic food necessities. Mexico 
provides an extreme example of the effects of such a 
system. 

      Prior to the 1970’s, Mexico used to be self-sufficient 
in maize, with an export surplus. Since that time there 
has been a steady rise in imports as US farm subsidies 
increased. Subsidies exist to this day: Mexican farmers 
receive a production subsidy of $700 compared 
to an American farmers’ $21,000. With the signing 
of NAFTA in 1994, a displacement of domestic by 
imported sources of food supply has greatly increased 
vulnerability to volatile prices. Mexico has tripled its 
imports of cereals since  and now depends on them for 
40% of its food needs: 60% for rice, 50% for wheat, 
23% for maize, almost 100% for soya. 

       Since NAFTA came into force in 1994, subsidized 
US maize has  cost the Mexican farming industry two 
million jobs as well as draining the country of eight 
million farm workers who have emigrated to the U.S. 
Every hour, 30 Mexican farmers leave for the U.S and 
$1.5m worth of food heads the other way. 

      At midnight on 1 January 2008, the same day when 
all agricultural tariffs within Canada, the US, and Mexico 
were eliminated, thousands of Mexican farmers formed 
a human chain at the Ciudad Juárez border crossing 
into the United States under an enormous banner with 
the slogan Sin maiz no hay pais, or Without corn there 
is no country.

Biofuels

    Without question, biofuels have contributed to the 
increased price of corn and soya- and because in 
economics basic foods are to a considerable degree 
substitutes they have, in turn, influenced the price of 
wheat and rice. Recent IMF estimates suggest that 
increased demand for biofuels account for 70% of 
the increase in corn prices and 40% of the increase in 
soybean prices. 

        Compounding the issue, the diversion of food crops 
to fuel crops shows few signs of abating. America, the 
world’s principle supplier of corn, used one-quarter of 
2007’s crop to make ethanol, up from 18% in 2006. 
Estimates for 2008 put the figure at one third. The 
current American farm bill proposes only modest cuts 
in ethanol subsidies, while the EU recently reaffirmed 
its biofuels target of 10% of all fuel by 2020. Canada’s 
target is 5% by 2010.

   Environmentalists initially looked to biofuels as 
a saving grace but by some estimates, harvesting, 
crush-ing, fermenting and distilling corn requires 29% 
more energy than is eventually created and due to 
the water required to irrigate crops, an alternate-fuel 
vehicle requires up to 100 times more water than a 
gas-powered vehicle. 

   The absurdity of the situation is overwhelming.
Due to the carbon-intensive lifestyles of excess in a 
minority of obesity-ridden countries, said countries 
have attempted to mitigate their emissions by pursuing 
so-called green policies that, while having negligible 
environmental benefits, have succeeded in pushing 
large swaths of the planet- who just so happen to have 
polluted very little- toward starvation.  
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Food Security and Sovereignty
 
     If the current system is not working, where should 
we go from here? There are many lessons to be 
learned, many of which where touched on in a recently 
released report from a myriad of IGOs, NGOs, 
scientific institutions, etc, entitled The International 
Assessment of Agricultural Science and Technology 
for Development. It summed-up thusly:  

Food security strategies require… the development 
of food stock management, effective market 
intelligence and early warning, monitoring, and 
distribution systems. Production measures create 
the conditions for food security, but they need to 
be looked at in conjunction with people’s access to 
food (through own production, exchange and public 
entitlements) and their ability to absorb nutrients 
consumed (through adequate access to water 
and sanitation, adequate nutrition and nutritional 
information) in order to fully achieve food security.

      Hand-in-hand with food security is food sovereign-
ty, which is the right of peoples to democratically 
determine their own agricultural and food policies. Of 
the 60 governments who contributed to the report, 
3 expressed reservations: Canada, the USA and 
Australia- all major exporters of grain. 

     Both food security and food sovereignty are long 
overdue- if healthcare is believed to be an inalienable, 
universal right, surely food, too, must be considered 
one as well.  

Michael Ryan Wiseman is a Montreal-based writer, 
Kari Polanyi-Levitt is emerita professor at McGill. 

The Carbon content of industrial food  
production

       The doubling of the price of oil in the past year has 
driven a large portion of the increased price of food. 
Given the significant role oil-based products play in the 
agricultural industry, this comes as no surprise. Indeed, 
Josette Sheeran, Executive Director of the World Food 
Programme, said recently that, “food and fuel markets 
were linked as never before.” There is a petroleum-based 
step in every part of the system, from the fertilizer right 
on up to the energy requirements of processing and 
transporting the harvest.
    
     By way of contrast, the techniques of traditional 
farming- including measures as simple as intercropping 
and composting- while appearing to be less 
productive, not only require fewer petroleum-based 
inputs, but being kinder to soil, water and air, are more 
sustainable. What is more, they provide countries with 
the security of a local domestic food supply and they 
provide employment and income for large parts of the 
population. They are a more effective and more efficient 
form of farming when all this is taken into account. That 
is not to say that all technological advances in agricul-
ture should be forsaken, after all more than half of 
humanity now lives in cities and must be fed, rather it 
is a matter of smarter farming that looks beyond next 
year’s harvest and, above all, next quarter’s profits.  

Financial Markets and Speculation
 
        The spike in food prices cannot be solely attributed 
to secular movements of supply and demand.  Corn is 
up 62% on last year’s price, soya is up 71%, wheat 
prices have risen 130% since March 2007, while the 
World Bank reports that food prices across the board 
have jumped 83% over the past three years.  In 2007, the 
volume of capital managed by listed investment funds 
on European agricultural products grew fivefold while 
American agricultural markets have jumped sevenfold 
on a year earlier. Some estimates hold that speculation 
has added 20% to the price of wheat.
 
        Money is pouring into the market, piggy backing on 
a greater drive for commodities that has seen the price 
of metals and oil soar in recent years. It is cold comfort 
for those trying to scrape together their next meal that 
this is the latest in a string of bubbles. Fortunes have 
been made in this bonanza. The casino economy has 
seen several jackpots and, tragically, many going bust 
from a game in which they had no say on the rules and 
had no choice but to play.
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OPINIONS

International Aid Today: A Swift Jab
Vanessa Gordon

     The United Nations Millennium Goals were de-
clared in 2000 to remind us that without intervention 
from the world’s wealthiest, increasingly large numbers 
of people would face destitution. Eight years later, we 
are past halfway to the deadline and a preliminary 
survey of the results reveals mixed findings, mostly 
negative. While advances have been made towards 
accomplishing some goals in some places, the poorest 
are being bypassed: aid rarely serves to facilitate 
marginalized populations in finding their own solutions 
to poverty.
      
       Canada’s aid performance pretty much matches 
that of its Northern counterparts. According to statistics 
published by The Reality of Aid, as a proportion of its 
Gross National Income, Canada sits comfortably in the 
middle of international rankings, just above the United 
States and way below the Scandinavian countries. 
Another way of looking at it is that Canada’s contribution 
is somewhat less than half way to the 0.7% mark, what 
international consensus considers decent.

WEALTH OUTFLOWS FROM MANY 
OF THE WORLD’S POOREST 
COUNTRIES STILL GREATLY EXCEED 
INFLOWS

       As far as how the money is spent, a recent report 
put out by  Canada’s Coalition to End Global Poverty 
finds that after removing everything from “technical 
cooperation” to tied-aid and administrative costs which 
have little to do with in-country development, only 
32% of Canadian aid in 2004 was made available to 
community organizations in poor countries to implement 
their own development strategies, down from 39% in 
2000. Development aid administered in cooperation 
with Canadian civil society organizations has been 
dropping correspondingly: in the five years up to 2004-
2005, the proportion of the Canadian International 
Development Agency (CIDA) aid resources managed 
by Canadian non-governmental organizations declined 
from just under 30% to less than 20%.

     Where does the rest of the money go? It follows 
international aid flows. According to The Reality of 
Aid, a disproportionate amount of aid money is being 
channeled to the War Against Terrorism, securing Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Another chunk of aid goes to debt 
relief. Debt relief is important, however it comes with 

debt repayment calendars that work to drain capital 
from its recipients. 

     That said, there is still more money available in the 
South than ever before and correspondingly, the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund are seeing a 
decrease in business. However here again, the increase 
in resources has not led to development, proper job 
creation or a reduction in poverty. Generally speaking, 
wealth remains concentrated or it is being stockpiled in 
central banks as Southern countries attempt to protect 
themselves from international market volatility.
 
          Meanwhile, despite the notable lack of resources 
the world’s poorest are being singled out for their market 
potential. Accounting for more than half of the world’s 
population and known in business terms as ‘the bottom 
of the pyramid’, those who live on the equivalent of two 
dollars a day are 4 billion strong. The market segment 
has strength in numbers and- crucially- in many cases 
it is also politically impotent. This means that with their 
two dollars, sometimes the world’s marginalized end 
up paying multinationals for things that you and I take 
for granted. If we were to examine basic services on 
the one hand and income brackets on the other, we 
would discover some pretty disturbing cost burdens 
being born by the poorest. Perhaps the worst off are 
those that have to pay for water from their own water 
tables through prepaid card machines attached to their 
water pipes. Immigrant migrant worker sections of the 
United States feature them, South Africa’s townships 
have them, parts of the Philippines, Brazil, Namibia. 
Swaziland, Tanzania, Nigeria and Curacao are all 
“beneficiaries.”

      Overall, wealth outflows from many of the world’s 
poorest countries still greatly exceed inflows. The 
international aid scene is getting evermore complicated 
and fragmented, and the line between what is known 
in the industry as “aid effectiveness” and asymmetrical 
trade, the exploitation of cheap labor, inappropriate 
deregulation, concentrated land holdings and 
monopolistic business practices is even more blurred 
than usual. Worse still- like the 0.7% promise of a 
generation before- the Millennium Development Goals 
are set to become yet another promise to the world’s 
poor that was not kept. 

The author is a project manager for Alternatives 
Montreal.
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Ceyda Turan

    On Labour Day, Statistics Canada released its not  so 
celebratory income report based on the 2006 Census. 
Accordingly, between 1980-2005, a growing economy 
did nothing to reverse the gap between the rich and 
the rest.  Against a background of doubling GDP, 
median income among full-time Canadian workers has 
stagnated, while that of the top fifth rose by 16 per 
cent and the bottom fifth fell by 21 per cent. According 
to scholars Frenette, Green and Milligan, these 
figures under-estimate the gravity of the inequality, 
since they miss changes in the tails of the income 
distribution where much of the changes have occurred.

     The overall living standards of Canadians have 
not declined since family incomes have increased 
during the same period. Economist Erin Weir argues 
that the latter have increased only because more 
family members are working, which does not excuse 
stagnant pay rates for workers. Canadian workers are 
still “deprived of the proceeds from a quarter-century 
of rising labour productivity.”      

        “Canada’s gap is growing at a time when Canadian 
families are playing by all the rules – working harder, 
contributing to a growing economy – but most aren’t 
getting payback,” says Armine Yalnizyan, research fellow 
with the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives.
 
       For immigrants, the situation is worse. According 
to the report, male immigrants today are getting 63 
cents for every dollar earned by Canadian-born men 
compared to 85 cents in 1980. The corresponding 
numbers for female immigrants are even worse; 
immigrant women earn 56 cents for every dollar earned 
by their Canadian-born counterparts, down from 85 in 
1980. 

  Education levels do not  explain the diver-
gent earnings. Despite the much faster in-
crease in the educational attainment of immigrant 
workers, the income gap between recent immigrant 
workers and that of their Canadian-born counterparts 
has widened. Interestingly, immigrant university 
graduates who have obtained their highest level 
of education in Canada have lower earnings than 
Canadian-born workers. The trend is similar for 
non-skilled workers. Among workers with no 
university degrees, the gap in median earnings 
between recent immigrants and their Canadian-
born counterparts has widened just the same.

The Wake up Siren 

         Things weren’t always this way in Canada. Econom-
ic growth was said to be a “rising tide lifting all boats”, 
from the end of World War II through the 1970s. 
Real incomes rose as the economy grew, and income 
inequality was relatively stable and even improved 
at certain periods. It appears that the Canadian 
dream has succumbed to neo-liberalism. For the 
last three decades, successive governments have 
been dismantling the institutions of the Canadian 
welfare state; sacrificing workers’ rights for the 
sake of international competitiveness, cutting 
corporate taxes and other policies that maximize 
profits and transfer income from the poor to the rich.

   Dalhousie Professor Lars Osberg in his Reality 
Check- Economic Inequality in Canada, argues that 

By cutting the transfer payments that partly 
offset inequality, and by backing away from 
the specific needs (like affordable housing) 
of the least fortunate, federal and provincial 
governments have helped to make Canada a 
nastier place- particularly for the least well-
off, and indirectly for all of us. 

      This fact has not changed. According to the NDP’s 
Jack Layton, “The fact is the economic agenda of the 
government is unbalanced, unsustainable and it is 
leaving working families behind.” If it weren’t for the 
remnants of the Canadian welfare state, i.e., social 
programs and the progressive income tax, some 
Canadians would have sunk down to absolute poverty. 
In the aforementioned study, Frenette et al. argue that it 
was the tax and transfer system that offset the increases 
in pre-tax and transfer income inequality during the 
1980s, while not performing so well in the 1990s.

   Leaving matters to the market forces is highly
unlikely to reverse the growing income disparity. It 
would be even more unrealistic to expect Stephen 
Harper, a fiscal conservative, to reform the tax system 
for the benefit of the underprivileged. Rather, Canadian 
workers who have been working to improve the lot of the 
rich need to challenge the deeply political processes 
that have been reducing their lot. Only then will the wide
range of policies needed to re-build the Canadian
welfare state, e.g., increased taxation of the most 
affluent to finance government services be back on the 
policy agenda.

The author is the editor of Alternatives International.

NATIONAL
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Nicolas Dieltiens

       On the 30th of April 2008, Judge M.P. Tsoka of the 
Johannesburg High Court handed down his judgement 
on the application by five residents of Phiri in Soweto, 
together with the Coalition Against Water Privatisation, 
to have prepaid water meters declared illegal. In an 
historic turnaround on five years of struggle to halt 
the implementation of the meters, he ruled that they 
are unconstitutional because they fail to fulfil the 
government’s obligations to just administrative action 
when disconnecting supply. Insofar as Johannesburg 
Water is only installing the meters where residents 
are almost exclusively black, and has done so without 
consultation with the affected communities, he also 
found that the meters 
reinforce apartheid’s 
racist discrimination. 

  Prepaids are the 
new symbols of so-
cial engineering of 
the poor in South 
Africa. Initially a sales 
model for the use of 
telephones and cell 
phones, the concept 
was introduced to 
poor households for 
the roll-out of electric-
ity services before 
encroaching on water 
supply as a means to 
curb the accumulation 
of debt. 

       The prepaid water 
meters were introduced into black townships around 
Johannesburg with a pilot project in Phiri in August 
2003. Residents responded angrily, forcibly removing 
the meters in night-time operations. The City then called 
on the strong arm of private security companies and 
police to enforce a 50m cordon around Johannesburg 
Water construction sites. Residents found themselves 
gagged in their own homes as work proceeded against 
their wishes. Amongst those arrested for resisting the 
implementation of the meters was Matthews Ndlovu, 
who languished in prison until the $2,000 fine for his 
release was raised.

    As the prepaids moved to other Phiri extensions, the 
water company used more subtle coercion to avoid the 
conflict experienced in the initial phase. 

      

      Arrears on water bills were written-off on accept-
ance of the new meter. And, any refusal to accept 
the meter resulted in the disconnection of the water 
supply, a punishment that 6 households endured for 
eight months before the water company conceded to 
the provision of restricted standpipes. The testimony 
of one of the applicants to the High Court, Vusimuzi 
Paki, was more tragic. A fire engulfed the shack on his 
property where Malefo Tamane and her two children 
were staying. He attempted to extinguish the fire with 
water from the tap but the pressure was too low and 
he had to resort to using rainwater from a nearby ditch. 
The children, aged two and nine, died in the blaze.

In response  to 
the applicants’ 
evidence, the 
City of Johan-
nesburg moved 
to install fire 
hydrants in 
Phiri before 
the High Court 
heard the 
case. As proof 
that they could 
offer indigent 
h o u s e h o l d s 
some relief, the 
City indicated 
in June 2007 
that they would 
be increasing 
the allocation 
of free water 

available to them to 10kl a month. The existing 6kl 
allocation to all households, amounting to an estimated 
25 litres per person per day, typically ran out within two 
weeks.

    Judge Tsoka was not impressed with the City’s 
concession. Taking into account the evidence from an 
eminent water expert on individual minimum needs, and 
the fact that the City of Johannesburg had an audited 
surplus of over $174,000 in 2006, he ordered that 
the municipality should increase the free basic water 
amount to 50 litres per person per day. An average 
Canadian consumes more than 300 litres per person 
per day.

INTERNATIONAL
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      The court’s ruling shocked the City. Having already 
invested $52-million in the operation only to be told 
the meters are unacceptable, Joburg City has egg on 
its face for not listening to the dissenting residents all 
along. The mayor, who consistently refuses to receive 
memorandums of demands from marchers, announced 
at a media briefing in mid-June that the municipality 
intends to appeal the ruling. He maintains that the 
court’s applicants represent only a few disgruntled 
individuals. The City’s legal team could not find sufficient 
evidence to support this claim. Not one single resident 
of Phiri could be found to sign an affidavit in support 
of the government’s case. Of the nine statements for 
the state’s response to the application, seven were 
from Johannesburg Water employees and the other 
two were from local government councillors. Apropos 
of Zimbabwean president Robert Mugabe, there was 
little else the mayor could do but personally attack 
Judge Tsoka: “Judges are not above the law,” he said, 
“We cannot have a situation where a judge wants to 
take over the role of government.

JUDGE M.P. TSOKA SAID WATER  
METERS REINFORCE APARTHEID’S 
RACIST DISCRIMINATION. HE 
ORDERED THAT THE FREE BASIC 
WATER AMOUNT BE INCREASED TO 
50 LITRES PER DAY.

        
     
     It is an unusual situation for activists to now be 
pronouncing the law and for the government to be 
scorning it. The “water case” has torn away the social 
democratic veneer of service delivery by the City 
of Johannesburg and exposed the regime of cost 
recovery underpinning policy in South Africa. While 
they prepare their appeal, the coalition of organisations 
that was born of the 2003 water war in Phiri is planning 
to take its campaign to decommodify water forward. 
The Coalition Against Water Privatisation is sharing 
its experience of victory with rural communities in the 
Eastern Cape where one municipality’s negligence has 
killed over eighty babies since October last year. With 
crisis-levels of poverty, social democratic rights and a 
government with conservative economic policies, the 
renewed faith in legal action will definitely be keeping 
South African jurists busy.

The author is a free-lance journalist based in South 
Africa.
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Sarah Mostafa-Kamel 

    The April 6 and May 4 general strikes in Egypt 
revealed an important new political phenomenon in 
Egypt: the use of information technology for human 
rights advocacy by young Egyptians. Newcomers such 
as Facebook, Youtube and Twitter have joined SMS, 
e-mail, and blogs as the new squares for political 
mobilization, both by President Mubarak’s dissidents 
and his supporters. With more than 64,000 Facebook 
users in Egypt, it is clear that cyberspace activists have 
become a growing threat for the Egyptian government 
who impose severe punishments against the upstarts, 
including imprisonment and beatings. 

   Facebook activism in Egypt was first noticed when 
thousands of Egypt-ians stayed in their homes refusing  
to  go to work as a 
response to the rise 
in the price of basic 
foodstuffs, chronic 
inflation and rampant 
u n e m p l o y m e n t . 
According to the 
Washington Post, 
74,000 people have 
joined the group “6 
April: A Nationwide 
Strike,” created 
by cyber activist 
Esraa Abdel Fattah 
demonstrating their 
disaffection with 
Hosni Mubarak’s 
regime.
 

    While dissident 
Egyptians online 
are politicizing 
cyberspace, some 
Egyptians are still 
suspicious about human rights advocacy. Human rights 
activist, Mr. Bahey Eldin Hassan who was in Montreal 
for a conference at Alternatives on human rights and 
democratization in the Middle East, explained the 
multifaceted and seemingly contradictory views of 
Arabs on human rights advocacy. While Arabs embrace 
human rights, understanding that their grievances 
arise from its violations and may be elevated through 
recourse to human rights law, in certain cases they 
also perceive human rights as a western import that is 
unsuitable for their societies. 

     

     As the Director of the Cairo Institute for Human 
Rights Studies, Hassan strives to demonstrate 
that human rights advocacy is not a western tool to 
subjugate Arab societies or undermine Islam, and to 
“disabuse people of these notions and accentuate the 
importance of rights in people’s daily lives.” 

       Human Rights defenders  in all of the Middle East 
face tremendous challenges from oppressive 
governments, opposition parties and Islamist groups. 
Regardless of their mobilization methods, be it 
traditional or non-traditional, they have to confront 
diverse challenges; while activists face death threats 
and constant harassment in Iraq and forced exile in 
Libya, Egyptian cyber activists get their share of arrests, 
detentions and police brutality. Ahmed Maher, one of 

the mobilizers 
of the May 4 
strike, was 
d e t a i n e d , 
interrogated 
and allegedly 
harassed by 
the security 
s e r v i c e s 
while Esraa 
Abdel Fattah 
was detained 
for 16 days 
after her 
arrest. 

  Institutional 
c h a l l e nge s 
p r e v e n t 
human rights 
d e f e n d e r s 
from making 
headway as 
the Egyptian 

government has designed penal codes that protect the 
state against their citizens as opposed to the contrary.  

   Although the banning of websites or blogs is 
usually practiced with illegitimate legal procedures, 
President Mubarak usually recourses to Article 2  of 
the Emergency Law to crush any type of opposition 
in Egypt. The law permits the government to “censor 
messages of any kind and newspapers, flyers, printouts, 
editorials, cartoons, and other tools of expression and 
advertisements.”  

INTERNATIONAL

Revolution Facebooked in Egypt
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       Another significant source of threat for human rights 
defendants is the growth of religious extremism in the 
region, whose adherents believe that the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights is in contradiction with 
religious beliefs and practices. 

    Whereas Islamist groups have the resources to 
organize themselves in places such as mosques, 
human rights organizations have to be a lot more careful 
and secretive so as not to be targeted by extremists or 
the security service.
   
   Human rights defenders are divided over the 
effectiveness of cyber activism. For Mr. Hassan, 
the innovative use of information technology for the 
mobilization of human rights is a sign of hope and an 
exciting development for activists. 

     Others are more skeptical. Outspoken Egyptian 
blogger Hossam el-Hamalawy declared he did not 
endorse the May 4 strike writing; 

some have thrown both their feet as well as 
brains in the cyberspace and are living some 
virtual reality, mistakenly believing (helped 
by the media sensationalist coverage of the 
“facebook activism”) that they are the ones 
behind the events in Mahalla… 

     
      While the effectiveness of cyber activism remains 
to be seen, the arrests of cyber activists makes it 
clear that cyberspace, where dissident Egyptians are 
politicizing the Egyptian public, has become a new 
political battleground.

The author is an activist in Montreal.
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Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: America, the Cold War, 
and the Roots of Terror 

Mahmood Mamdani. (New York: Three Leaves 
Press, 2005), 304 p.
   
   In his latest work, Good Muslim, Bad Muslim, 
Mahmood Mamdani, Uganda-born political scientist at 
Columbia University, criticizes the attempts to explain 
terrorism exclusively in cultural terms, what he terms 
“Culture Talk.” He distinguishes between political Islam 
and Islamic fundamentalism, delineating the latter as a 
cultural phenomenon. He argues that political identities 
are not equivalent to cultural identities, and seeks to 
explain political terror through an examination of the 
particular political contexts in which it has developed. 

     Good Muslim, Bad Muslim introduces an alternative 
interpretation of the post-9/11 American order. 
Accordingly, 9/11 is not an aberration in American 
history, but a direct result of late Cold War American 
politics.
 
     Mamdani makes two important contributions to the 
scholarship. First: He revises Hegel’s notion that man 
is willing to die for a cause which he believes to be 
more important than his own life. He interestingly adds 
that we are also now willing to kill for what we believe 
is a just cause, which he applies to the political Islamic 
terrorists. Second, he defines contemporary radical 
movements and distinguishes two kinds: the “socially-

centered and state-centered.” Whereas the former are 
willing to fight within the system and far from being usual 
suspects for terror, the latter, whose desire for power is 
unstoppable, attracts those who kill for a cause greater 
than life. The leaders of these Islamist fundamentalist 
radical movements are those who become involved in 
Islamist political terror.

    Mamdani’s comparison of political Christianity and 
political Islam is particularly interesting in that unlike 
the former, the latter is the movement of secular 
intellectuals into the religious domain. The pioneers of 
political Islam such as Muhammad Iqbal, Sayyid Qutb, 
and Ali Shariati are not “religious ulama (scholars) 
but political intellectuals” who have entirely worldly 
concerns, using a largely secular Islamic discourse, 
concerned more with contemporary political and social 
issues than with a spiritual concern with salvation. 

       Mamdani argues that the roots of contemporary terror 
are way more complicated thananyone has until now 
believed. He insists we must understand “the context 
of the transition from colonialism to post colonialism” 
to comprehend categorical changes within Islamist 
movements, i.e., that of the Egyptian Society of Muslim 
Brothers “from a reformist to a radical agenda.” 

      Mamdani’s thought provoking arguments, captivat-
ing analyses, and lucid writing style give us an insightful 
and eloquently written view on Muslims and political 
Islam in the post-9/11 world.

    EMRAH SAHIN 
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