FREEDOM

Vol. 61 No. 18

e regrets it now, but he did say it.
And George W. Bush was right.
“My plans? I don’t worry about
those things. I kinda figure life 1s going to
work its way out somehow”. It’s rare for a
politician to admit that life in capitalism 1s
full of surprises, for our bosses as well as us.
Even rarer would be an admission that
frequently, no, it doesn’t work its way out, at
least not in the way we’d like. Living in an
insane system, what’s the use of plans? As
panic-buying of petrol quickly spread across
the UK early last week, there must’ve been a
few members of the government asking
themselves that question.

When oil prices sank below $10 a barrel in
1998, nobody predicted that within 18 months
they would more than triple, to last week’s
$35. Nobody expected the oil-producing
states of OPEC to collaborate again in keep-
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ing their incomes high. But they have. And
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together with our old friend, economic
growth, they’ve created global capitalism’s
latest crisis. Naturally, OPEC blames high
taxes and international finance, not them-
selves, and with some justification. Most of
the cost of fuel goes on state duties. Oil
really is better value for money, relatively,
than coca-cola or perrier water. The greed
lies on all sides. But greed alone isn’t the
whole story.

Some of the taxes hauliers complain of are
environmental measures, designed to give
the impression governments take pollution
seriously. Several OPEC members desperately
need hard currency — Nigeria to pay interest
on its debts, Indonesia to kick-start recovery
from its slump and to stop its implosion in
the maelstrom of civil war. The real power
behind the rebirth of the cartel as a major
force is the Venezuelan boss, Chavez, whose
state relies on oil for 70% of its exports.
“Lower prices would
W | like passing a death
i L sentence on our-
selves and our
people”, he said
recently, and he will
lobby hard to retain
tight quotas when
OPEC heads of state
meet for the first
time 1n 25 years in
the Venezuelan
capital next week.
And demand for oil
continues to grow.
71 million barrels a
day now, maybe 100
million by 2020.

Who doesn’t gain
from any of this?
The first answer, as
always, 1s the world’s
poor. Globalisation

1S not 1n their

interests, whatever the IMF’s current propa-
ganda offensive in Prague says (“Voices of
the Poor’ and ‘The Quality of Growth’ are
typical seminar titles from the last few days).
The inhabitants of the Niger delta remain
brutalised and sick while their elected boss
and western banks cream profits from the
land they live on. As a Venezuelan news-
paper commented, “oil rises to $35 a barrel
and poverty reaches 81%”. Who else doesn’t
gain from any of this? The second answer is,
all the rest of us. Pleasing though it is to see
high prices force a few lorries off the road, a
few fumes less pumped into the air (and
remember it was the hauliers above all who
broke the pickets of the miners’ strike),
ultimately an oil price hike which led to
global economic slump would only make
human beings unhappier than they already
are. Every postwar recession has been
heralded by a jump in the price of oil. All the
talk of a ‘new economy’ shouldn’t obscure
the experience of the Asian ‘tigers’ in the last
decade: even economies run just the way the
IMF ordered can crash too. It’s a sobering
thought that pundits in early 1973 forecast a
future in which everyone got richer and
richer for ever. Just like now.

We’re all part of global economic system.
The system relies on energy, and in capitalism
that means oil. Increasingly it’s clear we
can’t go on like this. The only country to
raise 1its output last week in response to
pressure was Saudi Arabia, because only
they have capacity to spare. The economic
growth our leaders are so keen to promote in
Prague will demand much more energy than
the earth can currently provide, and the
environmental costs are too high. Clean
alternatives aren’t developed because it’s not
profitable to do so. Capitalism puts profits
before people and it poisons the planet. It is
the economics of the madhouse. It can’t be
controlled and it can’t be tamed. That’s
why capitalism has to go. RSG








