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Washi ngton's desert rats
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THE WAR in lrag is over. United States President George W Bush stops short
of saying the V word. But he makes plain the United Nations (UN) has no
role in post-war Iraqgi administration, just as the UN had no business
stoppi ng Washington from invading the country. In his magnaninity, though,
Bush gestures the UN should take the lead in Iraq' s reconstruction. In
fact, once the UN Security Council has deliberated, the Wrld Bank and the
I nternational Mnetary Fund, strongly influenced by Washington, wll be
directed to undertake rebuilding Iraq's econonm c and financial

i nstitutions and governance structures.

Mal aysian Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad thinks
differently. He says if the US and Britain could destroy Iraq, then they
should also rebuild it. Has Dr Mahathir a point? Yes. Unilateralist US
mlitarism requires unilateral US (and British) responsibility. Tine to
own up. Thing is, even before the war-dust had settled, the US Agency for
I nternational Devel opnent (USAID) had begun to parcel out hefty
reconstruction contracts for rebuilding Iraq. To whon? Wy, Bush
admi ni stration cronies, of course.

The US had vigorously slamred Asia for its cronyism that had underpi nned
the region's economc collapse in the late 1990s financial crises. Now it
too | ooks adept in patronage politics. The US econony isn't about to
collapse like Asia's had, though there's redol ence of sinking into a
second recession in as many years. Still, there's little difference
between the Iraqgi looters who stole fromtheir own nation and the Anmerican
i nvader who's getting ready to | oot Anerican taxpayers to pay a sel ect
group - politically-connected, filthy-rich American so-called
entrepreneurs - after spilling Iragi blood.

USAID wi Il pay San Franci sco-based Bechtel Group, a nmgjor construction
conglomerate with w despread M ddle East operations, as nuch as US$ 680
mllion in - wait for it - 18 nonths for what the conpany, which |ast year
posted US$ 11.6 billion in revenues, describes as the work of
“humani tarian assistance, econom c recovery and infrastructure'. That's
not all. Tom Hash, president of Bechtel National, the subsidiary that'l
rebuild Iraqgi roads, railways, seaports and airports, power plants and
wat er systens, says the company was " honoured to have been sel ected
t hrough a comnpetitive process'

What conpetitive process? USAI D, headed by Andrew Natsios, had invited
just five US conpanies to bid for the project. It was never an open, |et
al one conpetitive, process. And for all the talk of cleaning up corporate
Amrerica after a series of governance debacles, |ike Enron and Wrl dCom
even before Bush had a chance to warm his presidential throne, the Wite
House began to play its own chary deck of cards. Transparency in Bush's
Anerica was never going to stand a chance.

Ask Parsons Corporation, the Pasadena-based construction conpany, which
learnt of its runner-up bid to Bechtel not from USAID but the nedia. Now
suspi cions of cronyismare rife anong anal ysts. Many say USAID had nade
the decision in favour of Bechtel on April 6, long before the |last shot
was fired in Baghdad. So why was Natsios still talking business with
Parsons' executives as late as April 117

There's a sewer of rats beneath Washi ngton. Parsons Corporation had
listed Kellogg Brown & Root, a subsidiary of Halliburton, of which US
Vi ce- Presi dent Dick Cheney was chief executive until 2000, as the



subcontractor for the proposed lraqgi reconstruction projects. Parsons says
it's uncertain if the controversy surrounding Halliburton and Cheney's
connections to the conpany nmight have swayed USAID in its decision to
award the project to Bechtel. It nakes no difference. Because for all of
Parson's private whining, it's still in the running to pick up Iraqi
contracts through Kell ogg Brown & Root.

The California-based CorpWatch says the Halliburton subsidiary "stands
to make a killing'. It'lIl probably gain a lucrative deal to tap lraqgi oil-
well fires. Mstly, though, Kellogg Brown & Root is poised for the main
area of US spending in post-war lraq: maintenance of the military -
bui | di ng houses, barracks, water systens, and operating everything from
heavy equi prment to nail and | aundry. Says CorpWitch anal yst Pratap
Chatterjee: "The main noney is not in reconstruction; the main noney is in
supporting the troops. Woever gets that noney will be running all the
bases for an arny that is not going to | eave. Around 80 per cent of the
budget goes to the military, and the rest on reconstruction.'

Bechtel's no different to Halliburton when it cones to politica
connections. One of its directors is George Schultz, who was secretary of
state in the Ronald Reagan administration in the 1980s. Shultz al so serves
as Bechtel's senior counsellor. Before he becane defense secretary in the
Reagan adnini stration, Caspar Winberger had al so served as a Bechte
seni or executive. And this year, Bush appointed Bechtel's chief executive
Ril ey Bechtel to head up the President's Export Council

Ameri can hypocrisy runs even deeper anobng Republican Party heavywei ghts.
The Washi ngton-based Institute for Policy Studies cites a declassified US
Nati onal Security cable which details a nmeeting Defense Secretary Donald
Runsfeld had held with deposed lraqgi tyrant Saddam Hussein in Baghdad in
Decenber 1983. Runsfeld, then acting as Reagan's peace envoy to the Mddle
East, was doing the bidding for Bechtel to build an oil pipeline from
inside Irag to the port at Agaba in Jordan. According to the cable,

Saddam in return, had asked Runsfeld for US assurances agai nst potential
Israeli attacks on the pipeline.

Secretary of State Schultz didn't want to have anything to do with the
di scussions. Frantic exchanges transpired between sonme key players, and
| ater cables show Bechtel hired Swi ss businessman Bruce Rapport, who had
close ties with Israel, to obtain Tel Aviv's guarantees. Meanwhile, Robert
Wal | ach, an associate of Edwin Meese IIl - fornmer Wite House counsel and
attorney-general in the Reagan governnent, and who was investigated by a
speci al prosecutor and subsequently resigned with facing charges - wote
to Meese suggesting that part of the proceeds fromthe oil pipeline
project be given to the Labour Party, which had then ruled Israel

Bechtel has had ties with Iraq dating back to the 1950s, when it was
conmi ssioned by the Iraqi Petroleum Conmpany to build a 556-nile pipeline
fromthe oilfields in Kirkuk, in northern lIraq, to the Baniyas port in
Syria. Between 1983 and the early 1990s, Bechtel joined Turkish
construction giant Enka to build the Bekne hydroel ectric dam near Turkey's
border, but controversy stopped the project. Bechtel now has some 1,000
personnel working on several mjor projects throughout the Mddle East.

To cap off Washington's capers, the US Arny Corps of Engineers md Apri
said it would request conpetitive bids on a new contract to fight
continuing oilfield fires and rebuild lragi oilfields - a job that was
first anarded to the giant Texas-based Halliburton in a separate contract
wi t hout seeking any other bids. Wen Cheney was at Halliburton's helm he
had signed contracts with Irag worth sone US$ 73 million to supply the
country he hel ped decide to invade with oil production equi prment and spare
parts. There's nore. During the presidential canpaign in 2000, Cheney
admtted to doing Halliburton business with Libya and Iran, albeit through



foreign subsidiaries, but he maintained it was “firm policy' against
trading with lraq. Bal oney.

UN records show Cheney's Halliburton had extensive business dealings,
worth at least US$ 30 million, with Saddamis Irag, between 1997 and 2000
The trade with Baghdad was through French affiliates for Halliburton
subsi diaries Dresser-Rand and | ngersoll-Dresser Punp Conpany. That's
despite the US-backed UN econoni c sanctions agai nst Iragq.

Cheney denied conplicit know edge of any of these dealings and in
February 2000, sold his stake in both subsidiaries for a princely profit.
Yet, Cheney is known to have long criticised unilateral US sanctions,
whi ch he says penalise Anerican conmpanies. He even pushed for a review of
policy toward Iraqg, Iran and Libya.

Ron Reagan Jr, son of fornmer President Ronald Reagan, |likens the Wite
House not to a presidency but a regency. He describes the Bush
adnministration as "[P]eople [who] are overly reaching, overly aggressive
overly secretive, and just plain corrupt. | don't trust these people.
| magi ne installing such a blank slate in the presidency of the United
States. This is a regency, not a presidency.'

Back to Bechtel and USAID, the latter's nanme itself becomes an awful
m snoner. Natsios, USAID s head, has links to Bechtel that go back a few
years. He was chief executive of the Massachusetts Turnpi ke Authority
bet ween 2000 and 2001. Under his tutel age Bechtel, which had been awarded
a US$ 10.8 billion "Big Dig" Boston tunnel contract - the biggest works
project in Anerican history - informed Natsios that the project's cost had
bl own out.

It said “severe conplications' had forced costs to rise - by a
staggering US$ 4 billion. Wat's nore, it'll take another year or two to
finish the tunnel, after being given the job in 1985. Then it was first
costed at US$ 3.5 billion. Wen criticised for awarding the Iraqgi contract
to Bechtel, Natsios said: "If you need a surgeon, a lawn service, a rea
estate agent or a college, you seek out the names with the reputation for
quality and the ability to get the job done.'

Nat si os nust have been in charitable mood when he awarded |raq
contracts to a conpany with a lousy project nanagenent record. But it is
Republ i can cronyism that speaks |ouder here than the earlier |ibera
hyperbole from the Wite House and its supporters, of the glory of
Ameri can entrepreneurship. By nobst accounts, American cronyismis no
better than anywhere else, including Asia. Perhaps, Norman Miiler said it
best: that in the neo-con Bush admi nistration, there's no doubting the
confluence of the “corporation, the mlitary and ... investiture of the
flag in nass spectator sports' for creating a “pre-fascistic atnosphere in
Anmerica'.
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