War on Terror: How America was taken to the Cleaners (Part IV)

         Allegations of widespread mismanagement among private contractors in Iraq are nothing new. If anything, tales of cronyism, over-billing and embezzlement have become so frequent that our national tolerance for them seems only to have increased as we saw no end in the war. While US soldiers have been prosecuted for torture and killings in Iraq, the Pentagon has not held its vast private forces to the same standards. The Bush administration has a lot to answer for things that happened during his watch, hiding them under the cloak of the “war on terror.” 

         Blackwater used both sides of the argument to avoid being held accountable for its actions. On the one hand, it says its private soldiers are subject to the Pentagon’s Uniform Code of Military Justice because they are civilians. On the other hand, it claims immunity from civilian litigation in the US because its forces are a part of the US Total Force. Now, which are they—civilians or soldiers? Thanks to Cheney and Rumsfled, it was a bonanza for these “security” companies. 
         If you were a foreign nation, would you trust your security to Blackwater personnel accountable only to its owners, over a NATO or UN Force? Its executives rarely discuss in public the tremendous profits to be made in servicing disasters, crime and wars. It is in a good position to exploit the international turmoil in different parts of the world to serve the religious and political agenda of the administration repackaging mercenaries as peace keepers. If they can do it and operate independently of the US military, why and what do we need the latter for?
         These GOP-connected companies made a killing with these non-competitive contracts from the federal government: $950 million for Shaw, $1.4 billion for Fluor, $575 million for Bechtel. It was not only in Iraq, that they found their pot of gold. The private security companies behaved brutally with impunity in Iraq because they were not held responsible for their malfeasance. They were beyond the reach of the law. They did not just rip off Iraq. They did it here in America as well after Hurricane Katrina.  They went in like raving cowboys, some with M-4 weapons despite the police commissioner’s warning that only law enforcement was allowed to have weapons.  
         Some refer to New Orleans as Baghdad on the Bayou. Within two weeks of the hurricane, the number of private security companies jumped from 185 to 235, e.g., Dyncorp, American Security Group, Wackenhut, Kroll, Instinctive Shooting International (Israeli) and would continue to soar in number. Most were hired by the federal government to guard private businesses and homes, government projects and institutions. Despite Blackwater’s claim that they were there to help, whether they got paid or not, they got paid big time. No company could absorb the cost of 250 troops pro bono, a number which continued to grow. Records show that in just 3 months, Blackwater got paid at least $33.3 million from DHS after its work in New Orleans. By June 2006, it was awarded (all its contracts were sole-source) another $73 million at $243,000 a day. 
         Why is there a need for these mercenaries when there was an enormous presence of the National Guard, US Army, US Border Patrol, local police from around the country, and practically every other government agency with official badge. Meanwhile, while tons of money was transferred to scandal-ridden contractors, vital projects, e.g., job creation, hospital reconstruction, affordable housing, etc. got zero or no money

         In Africa, these mercenaries are killers for hire. They rent out their skills to the highest bidder. Anybody with money can hire and turn them into killing machines. With a lying president, mercenaries could enable an endless parade of invasions, covert operations, occupations, coup d’etat, all with layers of bureaucratic protection, plausible deniability and disregard for the will of the population. Besides, private soldiers are not counted among the dead, providing the government of another incentive to utilize them.
Next Week: “Mercenaries: A Real Threat to our Democracy” (Part V)                           
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