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Ireland joins the
Scramble for Africa

Andy Storey

As Ireland sends troops to Mali to assist
the French-led intervention, some
attention has focused on the fact that
the intervention is shoring up a Malian
army that has a track record of torture
and murder. There has also been
reference to the question of access to
resources such as uranium. But surely
Ireland is not motivated by the pursuit
of such squalid commercial self-
interest? In fact, Ireland’s corporate
priorities are increasingly prominent in

In 2011, the Department of Foreign
Affairs produced a document entitled
Ireland and Africa: Our Partnership
with a Changing Continent. This new
strategy contained a number of
elements that suggested an increasing
prioritisation of Irish commercial
interests in Africa. For example, the
discussion of the World Bank in Africa
ignored critiques of its record and
instead focused on increasing efforts to
ensure that Irish companies get as
many contracts as possible to supply
goods and services to Bank projects.
This ran counter to the document’s
claimed emphasis on ‘building local
systems and the capability to deliver
local solutions’.

The strategy likewise claimed to be
committed to reducing hunger in Africa
but did not say how this was compatible
with efforts (also highlighted in the
document) to promote the sale of Irish
food and drink products in Africa. If
local production is displaced by such
exports, how is African food security
advanced? And in view of the
contribution of the Irish financial
services sector to the Celtic Tiger's
collapse and to destabilization of the
global economy, how appropriate was it
for the strategy to prioritize Irish

financial service exports to African
countries?

Irish commercial interests already
present in Africa were lauded in the
strategy: ‘The footprint of Irish
economic activity has been enhanced by
the presence of a small number of multi-
national companies with strong Irish
connections . . . they are brands that
would be recognized by many African
business people and Government
contacts.” But would they be recognized
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for the right reasons? For example,
Kenmare Resources in Mozambique has
been documented avoiding local
taxation, while Tullow Oil in Uganda
and elsewhere has signed contracts for
resource exploration that are far from
transparent; it also faces charges of
offering bribes to the Ugandan
government to help it avoid taxes.

This new Irish approach to Africa is
equally evident in a consultancy report
produced last September for the Irish

After the
ULA—what
comes next?

Engineering Enterprises Federation
(part of IBEC), Enterprise Ireland and
the Department of Foreign Affairs.
Winning Business in Africa
concentrates on how Irish companies
might win contracts from international
aid donors—the World Bank (again),
the African Development Bank, the
European Investment Bank and the
European Development Fund—with a
particular focus on the sectors of
infrastructure, energy, water and
mining. Some €12 billion of potential
funding is identified in 11 differ.qt
«Atrican-countries. (Phe record oi't
European Investment Bank has been
the subject of particular criticism on the
grounds, amongst others, that it funds
environmentally damaging projects).

In the foreword to the 2012 report, Joe
Costello TD—Minister of State for
Trade and Development—says that ‘the
Embassy network across Africa will
support Irish business’. The report
urges close cooperation between Irish
companies and ventures such as the EU
Water Initiative and the EU Raw
Materials Initiative (intended to
guarantee European access to vital
inputs). Both these initiatives have been
heavily criticized for reasons including
the advancement of a water
privatization agenda that has not
delivered improved access to water for
recipients, and attempted prohibitions
on the use by African governments of
export taxes on raw materials as
development tools. Unsurprisingly, such
EU initiatives do more to promote
European commercial interests than the
interests of African users of water or
suppliers of raw materials. Just as Irish
military involvement in Mali is
designed to support the foreign policy
and commercial objectives of large EU
powers like France, so also is Irish
policy towards Africa more generally
coming to follow a corporate agenda.
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Ed Walsh (ISN)

The death of Hugo Chévez set off a
torrent of bullshit in the western media,
as if the journalists responsible were
trying to re-live a decade of lying about
Venezuela, all crammed into one week.
Tearing itself away from the job of
slobbering over Bono, Barack Obgma
and the British royal family, RTE joined
the fray with gusto: Aine Lawlor, Pat
Kenny and Marian Finucane all found
time to give Chavez a kick on his way
out. Further afield, supposedly liberal
publications like the Guardian were as
keen to vilify the late Venezuelan
president as any Fox News anchor.

One of the most irritating things about

this blather is that it obliges left-
~ winge! end much of their time
refuting obvious Iies about Venezuela
and other Latin American states, when
we should be having a serious
discussion about the strengths and
weaknesses of the Chavez government
and its regional allies. The premature

death of Hugo Chévez means that we
will never know for sure how things
would have panned out if he had
remained healthy and active for another
decade or more. His critics—when they
were not claiming that Venezuela was
already ruled by a dictatorship—argued
that sooner or later, Chavez would
become a despot, clinging on to power
against the will of his people. Now that
argument can never be proved or
disproved: all that we can say is that
Venezuela was, by any reasonable
standard, a more democratic country
after ten years of Chavista rule than it
had been under the old two-party
oligarchy.

Another puzzle will remain unsolved. In
the second half of his presidency,

has happened before in Europe and
even the USA without capitalism being
undermined. There were also some
promising experiments in workers’ self-
management, but this model was never
applied across the whole economy. The
social reforms that were carried out
under Chavez led to tremendous gains
for the popular classes in terms of
reducing poverty and illiteracy and
improving public health. The danger is
that such gains may prove vulnerable to
counter-attack by capitalist elites as
long as they retain their economic
power.

If he had lived, would Chavez have
acted on his rhetoric and led the
Bolivarian revolution to a stage beyond
capitalism? Impossible to say. One thing

_smks gbﬁt ‘2#% . is igtain, however: he never would
century socialism’ i con qthe ve heen ahle to accomplish this task

capitalist system. Yet Venezuela is still
without doubt a capitalist country
today. Most of the economy remains
under private control. While a number
of companies were taken into state
ownership, this kind of nationalization

on his own, without popular
mobilization on an even greater scale
than we have seen in Venezuela over
the past decade. The future path of the
country will depend on whether those
who supported Chavez remain

organized and vigilant, with theirown
social movements—ready to support
every positive move by the government,
but also ready to challenge backward
steps if and when they come. Salvation
has never come from above and it never
will. The same logic applies to countries
like Bolivia and Ecuador that have also
attracted the sympathy of the
international left. Recognition of the
progress that has been made in those
countries should not blind us to the
shortcomings and contradictions of their
governments.
For the European left, the example of
Latin America has never seemed more
relevant, with the ‘peripheral’ states of
the Eurozone—Ireland, Portugal,
Greece and now Cyprus—subject to
vicious austerity programmes imposed
by the European Central Bank:and the
IMF. The demonization of Chavez
surely betrays a fear that people will
learn from the example of countries like
Venezuela that have successfully defied
the orthodoxy.

After the ULA—what comes next?

Henry Silke

Lately there has been a re-alignment of
sorts on the Irish Left. The still-born
United Left Alliance didn’t live up to its
early potential after winning five seats
in the 2011 election. Those seats were
won by long-serving political activists
after decades of work; indeed, two of the
successful candidates were former TDs.
Yet there was a certain excitement sur-
rounding the alliance and openness to-
wards it far beyond its component parts.
The main components of the ULA were
the Socialist Party and the People Be-
fore Profit Alliance. The PBPA is itself a
coalition dominated by the Socialist
Workers’ Party, although a substantial
group within the PBPA was organized
around Joan Collins, an ex-SP member
who was elected to the D4il in 2011. The
third main founding organization was
the Tipperary-based Workers and Un-
employed Action Group, which had an
impressive local electoral base.
What went wrong? Within two years,
both the WUAG and the SP had walked
away from the ULA. Clare Daly, the
second SP TD, had resigned from her

party, prompting a lengthy and acrimo-
nious media campaign against her by
her ex-comrades. The SWP, while nomi-
nally still affiliated, have long since
abandoned the project and re-launched
People Before Profit as a direct rival.
There were many problems which we do
not have time to go into here but in
short the ULA never developed towards
a party structure, which made it a very
brittle when put under any pressure.
When a scandal broke involving Mick
Wallace-—a developer turned TD who
avoided tax and workers’ pension pay-
ments and was close to the SP’s Clare
Daly—the ULA was not able to with-
stand it.

But the underlying structural problems
long preceded the Wallace affair. The
SP believed—very early on—that the
ULA hadn’t attracted enough members
and opposed any movement towards it
becoming a party. It seemed to attach
no value to the uniting of the left (in-
cluding unaffiliated leftists) under a po-
litical banner. While happy to keep the
ULA going solely as a loose electoral al-
liance, the SP all but abandoned on-the-
ground ULA work. There is a
chicken-and-egg problem here as the SP

didn’t want to move towards a party
until enough people joined, while at the
same time fewer people were likely to
join—and in fact many left—due to the
ULA not progressing. For their part the
SWP soon became frustrated when they
realized they didn’t have the level of
control they were accustomed to.

ULA decision-making processes didn’t
include the rank-and-file of either SP or
SWP who had no voice on the steering
committee bar the usual leadership fig-
ures (who don’t generally include the
membership in decision-making outside
annual conference). Only the independ-
ents had elected representation on the
steering committee. Meanwhile, the sec-
tarian culture between the two main
groups did not change at all. Every
issue—even a major EU referendum—
had rival campaigns and meetings: one
by the ULA, one by the SP and one by
the SWP, with the ULA ironically being
the poor cousin of the other two.

The remaining forces inside the ULA
are attempting to salvage something by
creating a United Left pole which will
involve Clare Daly and Joan Collins,
Declan Bree’s Sligo activist group, the
Irish Socialist Network, Socialist

Democracy and the few remaining inde-
pendents. Their aim is to work towards
building a multi-tendency broad-left po-
litical party in the here and now. The
structures of the United Left are ex-
tremely democratic on paper, though
there is still an issue about the auton-
omy of the two TDs. Only practice wﬂl.
tell if the branch structures and council
will work. )
A second, more political problem is the
question of Dail alliances. Both _Collm_s :
and Daly have worked closely with I\{’Ck
Wallace and another TD, Luke ‘Ming
Flanagan. Wallace has little credibility
due to his tax avoidance. Recently the
four TDs—with the help of police Whls'(
tle-blowers—launched a campaigh '372 2
pose the fact that the great and gooc ‘lng
Ireland were being excused from dr‘;:ﬂ
penalty points in a corrupt fashion.
it soon emerged that Luke Flanagan -
himself had been excused on tw0 Sel;a
rate occasions. Alliances with dlscrem
ited TDs will merely impede the £00
of the United Left amongst prese?
potential activists.

Henry Silke is a member of;;he
ULA’s Dublin Central bran
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ordering on absurdity .. "

Martyn Turner once published a cnrtof)n tha? (':aptu.red
the absurd imperatives of.-.\'orth.ern I!:lﬂh polltu_:a] Tife.
A researcher was canvassing opinion in a working-
class neighbourhood and posed the immortal question:
‘Under which constitutional arrangement would you
prefer to be unemployed? The look of bewilderment on
the jobless respondent’s face was the entirely reason-
able response of someone confronted with the non-
cenze of a political culture that elevates the

immaterial priorities of nation over the profoundly
material priorities of class.

It was hard not to think of that when Sinn Féin re-
cently unveiled a dog-eared project which they sought
to pass off as radical and fresh. Their ‘big idea’ is to in-
voke the clause of the Belfast Agreement that allows
for a referendum on the future of Northern Ireland.
Gerry Adams engaged in a brazenly self-serving inter-
pretation of recent census data to argue that shifts in
population and attitudes have created the conditions
for ending partition. The calling of a ‘border poll"
would clear the way for a united Ireland that would be
equitable and prosperous—a new society in which,
presumably. there would be Kia Provos for all.

The demand for a referendum addresses none of the
principal concerns of ordinary people anywhere on this
island. If a border poll were to be called, it would sim-
ply be another way of asking Northern Irish workers
to identify the constitutional arrangements under
which they would prefer to endure high unemploy-
ment, poor pay, and record levels of child poverty. The

sense that Sinn Féin's ‘initiative’ 1s a distraction from
other, more pressing issues is heightened by the fact
that there is little prospect of a referendum producin,
the_ outcome Republicans desire. Regardless of the libg-
erties that Adams takes with the census data, the
numbers don't add up. i
The most respected opinion poll in the six counties
suggests that while unionists remain resolutely op-

posed to a united Ireland, nationalists have become in-

creasingly ambivalent: just one third of Catholics in
the region would prefer Irish unity and two out of five
even appear to find the idea objectionable. This am-
blvalen.ce owes a great deal to the political economy of
the region. Three decades of direct rule created a large
and a_fﬂuent nationalist middle class whose privilege
remains undiminished in the era of devolution. While
well-heeled nationalists clearly do not see themselves
as British in cultural terms, the prospect of remaining
British citizens for the foreseeable future does not ap-
pear to be keeping them awake at night. It would have
been difficult to persuade middle-class nationalists to
opt for a united Ireland when the southern boom was
in full swing. That possibility may have disappeared
altogether now that the Irish state teeters on the
brink of ruin.

It is thus hard to see Sinn Féin’s border poll wheeze as
anything more than a sleight of hand—a seemingly
radical gesture to placate the rank and file as the
party hierarchy becomes rather comfortable adminis-
tering British rule and serving corporate interests at

Stormont. Regardless of its motivation, the timing of
the referendum call was especially unfortunate: it
raised temperatures just when the heat seemed to be
going out of another, equally pointless exercise in flug
waving.

Few moments have captured the fragility of the post-
conflict settlement more vividly than the protests
sparked by a decision to limit the flying of the Union
Jack over Belfast City Hall. That young unionists from
some of the most deprived communities on these is-
lands can only vent their alienation through the most
reactionary forms of British nationalism shows the ur-
gent need for genuinely socialist ideas and organisa-
tion in the six counties. The spectacle was made even
more dispiriting by the nauseating response on social
media of many erstwhile progressives from the South
upon discovering what a working-class Belfast accent
can do to vowels. The heady brew of sectarian and
class prejudice summoned by the verbal meme ‘fleg’
was perhaps to be expected though. Contempt for
working-class unionists is a prejudice that can often
be aired without sanction in the most liberal of Dublin
gatherings.

Nationalism—whether British or Irish—has nothing
to offer workers in the six counties other than division
and distraction. At a time when many working-class
children on either side of the border are going to
school on an empty stomach, it is worth remembering
that a flag makes for a very poor breakfast.

Nelson'’s pillar of greed

Sraid Marz—
www.irishmarxism.net

e nev Stormont Executive is going to-
abolish the Northern Ireland Housing Executive is
deeply symbolic. So is the fact that this is being done
at the behest of Nelson McCausland, a minister from
Ian Paisley’s DUP. Paisley opposed the formation of
the Housing Executive four decades ago and has fi-
nally got what he wanted. The executive was widely
seen as the single biggest victory of the civil rights
campaign when it was established in 1971. Until
then, public housing had largely been allocated by
local authorities on political grounds. This corralled
Catholics into areas which allowed electoral bound-
aries to produce Protestant majorities in Catholic
towns—Derry being the most notorious example.
The demand of the civil rights campaign was that
housing should be allocated fairly according to need
through a points system. The solution was the cre-
ation of an agency independent of direct political
control. The Housing Executive was by and large
seen as a success and houses were allocated on the
basis of points accumulated by applicants. At its
height, 200,000 households were tenants of the Ex-
ecutive. By one obvious criterion, however, the Hous-
ing Executive was a failure. Set up to counter
sectarianism, it presided over a housing stock almost
completely segregated into Protestant and Catholic
estates.

In many ways this was not the fault of the organisa-
tion or its staff, but it showed the limits of state re-
form. Cuts in state support and sale of the stock of
social housing has reduced its role and now it has
only 90,000 households as tenants. Lack of funding
has become a major problem but more funding
would not solve its biggest problem. The creation of
the Housing Executive was the result of a campaign
for d_emocratic rights but its existence was justified
precisely because it was supposed to be immune
from democratic decisions. The re-introduction of
local ‘democracy’ was bound to threaten its exis-
tence: this new ‘democracy’ has once again demon-

strated the sectarian character of politics in the
North.

All state bodie

: S are more or less un table and
T ess unaccountabl

of accountability sooner or later breeds cor-

ruption. The Housing Executive has been embroiled
in scandals over procurement of maintenance serv-
ices; most recently, the DUP lobbied on behalf of one
articular maintenance firm. The Audit Office found
‘serious weaknesses’ in the management of Housing
Executive contracts worth more than £200m, involv-
ing poor and bogus work. The report claimed the ex-
ecutive was exposed to fraud because of major
problems in the oversight of work carried out by con-
tractors—particularly by the one on whose behalf
the DUP lobbied. The only effective antidote to cor-
ruption is democracy but in the North of Ireland
that means the DUP!
Housing is already becoming more and more of a
sectarian carve-up, even with the Housing Executive
still in place. Plans for a site in north Belfast va-
cated by the British Army involve a development
which has nothing to do with meeting the housing
requirements of those local people with the most
acute needs. This would require an allocation to
mainly Catholic applicants but the electoral arith-
metic in the constituency threatens the future of the
local DUP MP so everything must be done to maxi-
mize the Protestant population and minimize the
Catholic one. Social housing based on a fair calcula-
tion of need threatens this sectarian calculation. We
are back to the 1960s except we have learned a few
things. State bureaucracy is not the answer to sec-
tarianism. It doesn’t prevent it and inevitably falls
into corruption. There is therefore no point in social-
ists demanding retention of a discredited bureau-
cratic institution which has failed to prevent
housing apartheid.
The trade unions have focused on the threat to jobs
and of privatization but have not highlighted the
main reason for the change—making sectarian dis-
crimination easier. The sharing of sectarian privi-
leges in the Stormont Executive means that while
this appears currently to be of benefit to Protestants,
a new Minister would be perfectly free to discrimi-
nate the other way. Housing then becomes subject to
arbitrary sectarian judgments for both Protestants
and Catholics. The changes to housing are part and
parcel of welfare changes from which no one will
benefit. Socialists should campaign against Nelson
McCausland’s plans but demand that tenants them-
selves—along with housing staff—should have con-
trol.

Nelson bangs the sectarian drum again
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