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Male: This is Jeremy Scahill, author of Blackwater, and Democracy Now! correspondent. You are listening to WXOJ-LP, Northampton’s Valley Free Radio.

Ed Russell: Not the military industrial media, this is Active Ingredients. On April 9, 2007, Democracy Now! reporter, Jeremy Scahill spoke at the Odyssey Book shop in South Hadley, Massachusetts to discuss the issues raised in his book, Blackwater USA. Blackwater USA covers some of the many issues raised by the emergence of this massive mercenary firm. I note that this industry exists to fill an opportunity presented by the lifestyle to which we have become accustomed.

Jeremy Scahill: First of all, I would just like to thank Odyssey. Independent book stores are such a rare treasure in this country that’s so dominated by a corporate media landscape, so I want to very heavily endorse this bookstore and independent media throughout this country. I brought some of my fact-check documents with me in case Blackwater’s lawyers are here. I don’t know if folks know this but Blackwater’s current counsel of record is Kenneth Starr, the man who led the impeachment charge against President Clinton. You can’t make this stuff up. The lawyer who preceded Ken Starr at Blackwater was none other than Fred Fielding, who’s now President Bush’s White House Counsel, defending him against the attorney purge scandal and other scandals. That’s just one of the revolving doors or, if you will, bridges, between the Bush administration and Blackwater as a company.


I actually did get a letter a couple of weeks ago from Blackwater. I expect I will get several of them. The letter said, “We respect your first amendment rights to criticize Blackwater but you need to take down your website, which is BlackwaterBook.com. They asserted that—again, you can’t make this stuff up—even though I was using my First Amendment rights, I needed to take my website down. They said that I was violating something called the Lanham Act, which has to do with corporate competition. We wrote them back a letter and said the website is going to remain where it is.


I don’t plan on doing much reading tonight, but I do want to begin by reading something from the book because it defines a central incident that would shape the politics of privatization for several years after it. It began on the morning of March 31, 2004, 9:30 a.m. in Fallujah, Iraq. When the four Americans rolled into Fallujah in their two Pajero jeeps, the Iraqi Mujahideen in the City of Mosques were waiting for them. The main drag that cuts through the city is lined with restaurants, cafes, and souks and on an ordinary day, throngs of people mill around. 


Early that morning, a small group of masked men had detonated an explosive device, clearing the streets and causing shopkeepers to shutter their stores. From the moment the convoy of Americans entered the city limits, the men stood out, driving vehicles widely known in Iraq as bullet magnets and sporting wraparound sunglasses and Tom Cruise haircuts. Shortly after they entered Fallujah, the jeeps began to slow. To their right were shops and markets, and to the left, open space. They had hit some sort of a roadblock. As the vehicles came to a standstill a grenade was hurled at the rear jeep, quickly followed by the rip of machine gun fire. Bullets tore through the side of the rear Pajero like salt through ice, fatally wounding the two men inside. As the blood gushed from them, mass gunmen moved in on the jeeps unloading cartridges of ammo and pounding their way through the windshield.


Chants of “Allahu Akbar,” “God is great” filled the air. Soon more than a dozen young men who’d been hanging around in a local kabob shop joined in the frenzy. By the time the rear jeep was shot up, the Americans in the lead vehicle realized an ambush was underway. They tried to flee, but it was too late. The crowd quickly swelled to more than 300 people as the original attackers faded into the side streets of Fallujah. The jeeps were soon engulfed in flames, the scorched bodies of the Americans pulled out and men and boys literally tore them apart limb from limb.


In front of the TV cameras, a young man held a small sign emblazoned with a skull and crossbones that declared in English, “Fallujah is the graveyard of the Americans.” The mob hung the charred, lifeless remains of the Americans from a bridge over the Euphrates where they would remain for hours, forming an eerily iconic image that was seen on television screens throughout the world. Thousands of miles away in Washington D.C., President Bush was on the campaign trail speaking at a fundraiser dinner. “This collection of killers is trying to shake our will,” the President told the supporters. “America will never be intimidated by thugs and assassins. We are aggressively striking the terrorists in Iraq; we will defeat them there so we do not have to face them in our own country.”


The next morning, Americans woke up to news of the gruesome killings. Somalia was frequently invoked, refering to the incident of October of 1993 when rebels in Mogadishu shot down two Blackhawk helicopters, killed 18 American soldiers, and dragged some of them through the streets—prompting US to withdraw its forces. “Iraqi Mob Mutilates Four American Civilians” was a typical newspaper headlines. Unlike Somalia, the men killed in Fallujah were not members of the US military nor were they civilians, as many news outlets reported. They were highly trained, private soldiers sent to Iraqi by a secretive mercenary company based in the wilderness of North Carolina. Its name is Blackwater USA


Within days of that ambush in Fallujah, US forces surrounded the city. Three hundred fifty thousand people at the time lived in Fallujah. At the beginning of the operations, the US forces bombed the main power plant in the city, leaving residents with no electricity and no power as US forces initiated what’s called psychological operations, so called scatological warfare. Platoons of American troops competed to see who could think up the filthiest insults to have translated and shouted at Iraqis inside the city. When Iraqis would emerge from indoors and fire their weapons into the air, the marines would gun them down.


They began referring to the city, the marines did, as “Lalafallujah” and the eerie soundtrack was music like “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns N’ Roses or “Hells Bells” by AC/DC. During the siege a Cobra attack helicopter launched a hellfire missile at a mosque, hitting the base of the minaret. That was followed by a F16 dropping a 500-pound bomb on the compound, which the US claimed was housing insurgents. Within days, hundreds of people had been killed and humanitarian groups reported forces firing at ambulances attempting to rescue the wounded or to retrieve the dead. A stench overtook Fallujah as bodies littered the streets. An independent reporter, a friend of mine Dahr Jamail, made it into the city during the siege and about 48 hours upon arriving in the city he reported that residents inside of Fallujah turned two large football fields into mass graves. 


In roughly a week the US carried out 37,000 air strikes, destroying 19,000 of Fallujah’s 39,000 buildings. Hundreds were killed—among them women, children, and the elderly. Tens of thousands were displaced. The message from the Bush administration was clear, the deaths of four private soldiers was worth the life of an entire city. Indeed at the end of the carnage, US forces graffiti-ed the very bridge the Blackwater men were hung from. In permanent marker they wrote, “This is for the Americans of Blackwater.”


The forces that were deployed in Iraq by Blackwater were part of the largest army of private contractors ever deployed in the modern war zone. I think most Americans think that there are 130,000 US troops in Iraq right now. There are actually 260,000 occupation personnel because you have 126,000 private contractors operating in Iraq. One hundred twenty-six thousand. There are no effective laws that govern their presence there; they haven’t been subjected to the uniform code of military justice commonly known as the court-martial system. With hundreds of thousands of contractors going in and out of Iraq since March of 2003, two have been indicted, one of them for allegedly stabbing someone in a kitchen and the other for possession of child pornography on his computer at Abu Ghraib. 

Those are the two prosecutions that have happened of contractors, hundreds of thousands in and out of Iraq, 126,000 there to this day. None of those contractors, none of those two contractors that have been prosecuted were armed military contractors like those working for Blackwater USA. Now, of that 126,000-person shadow army that the Bush Administration has deployed, thousands of them perform nonmilitary operations. They cook food for the troops, they provide water services for the troops, and they drive vehicles. You have dishwashers from Nepal, but there are tens of thousands of armed contractors operating in Iraq.


Armed mercenaries like those from Blackwater USA The Government Accountability Office estimates that there are 48,000 employees of “private military companies,” they call them—I call them “mercenary companies”—operating in Iraq right now. Among the most powerful of them, in fact the most powerful of them, is Blackwater USA 

What I would like to do is run through a little bit of the story of this company, who started it, and how it rose in just a decade—this was a company that didn’t exist ten years ago—rose in just a decade to become perhaps the most private actor in the so called global war on terror.


Blackwater was founded by a man named Erik Prince. He’s believed to be if not one of the wealthiest, one of the wealthiest people to ever serve in the elite US Navy Seals. Perhaps more important than his military training was his political and religious training that he received at the hands of his family. Erik Prince comes from a place called Holland, Michigan and in Holland, Michigan the Prince family were the kings. 


Erik Prince’s father is named Edgar Prince and he ran a pull-yourself-by-your-bootstraps corporation called Prince Manufacturing. Young Erik Prince watched in his childhood, the founder of Blackwater USA, as his father built up this manufacturing empire that serviced the auto industry. The invention that they are perhaps best known for is the now ubiquitous lighted sun visor. When you ride around in your car and you pull down your sun visor, you have a little bit of Blackwater’s origins in your vehicle. 


They also created some inventions that didn’t quite make it, like a ham de-boning machine, a lighted sock drawer, and things like that. More important than watching his father run a successful capitalist business, young Erik Prince watched his dad use that business as a cash generating engine to fuel and fund the rise not only of the Republican Revolution of ’94 but of the religious right. Blackwater’s founder’s father, Edgar Prince, gave the seed money to Gary Bauer to start the Family Research Council, he gave him $400,000. 


This was the group that went after SpongeBob SquarePants for breeding homosexuality in the minds of children. Gary Bauer is now one of the top people in the religious right in this country. They also gave significant funding to James Dobson’s Focus on the Family Network, “Prayer Warrior Network” as they call it. Those two groups were at the heart of this right wing Christian revolution in this country. At the same time they were major bankrollers of the key Republican candidates that would form the core of Newt Gingrich’s Contract with America and take power in Congress in 1994.


Erik Prince was an early intern not just to Gary Bauer’s Family Research Council, but also in the White House of George H. W. Bush—but young 19 year old Erik Prince complained that it wasn’t conservative enough for him on gay issues, on the budget, and the environment. Erik Prince also interned at the office of conservative California Republican Dana Rohrabacher. Rohrabacher had been a senior aide to Ronald Reagan during his administration, one of the top speech writers. He gets elected to Congress at the time the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan was coming to a close. Before Rohrabacher started serving his congressional term, he runs over to Afghanistan to fight on the side of the Mujahideen against the Soviets, something that he’s bragged about repeatedly throughout his career. 


These are the people that peppered the landscape of young Erik Prince’s upbringing. His sister Betsy Prince married Dick DeVos, the heir to the Amway Corporation fortune and owners of the Orlando Magic basketball team and the single greatest bankrollers of the Republican Revolution. Those two families merged together in the kind of marriage that happened in the monarchies of old Europe, and together they formed this formidable financial core that gave birth to the rise of the political and religious revolutions I was just talking about.


Erik Prince goes off and joins the US Navy Seals and he serves in Bosnia, Haiti, and the Mediterranean. In 1995, his father dropped dead suddenly of a heart attack and Erik Prince’s wife had cancer. He goes back to Michigan, leaves the Seals to deal with the family crisis. Being an active duty member of the military was no longer an option. They go through what to do with the family fortune and they decide to sell the family business for 1.3 billion dollars in cash to Johnson Controls. 


Erik Prince then takes his share of the money, heads out to the state of North Carolina and with a core group of other ex-Special Forces guys, incorporates what was called at the beginning Blackwater Lodge and Training in December of 1996. At the beginning in the early literature of the company, they talk about it being a sportsman’s paradise where they would have outdoor shooting ranges and they would invite gun enthusiasts from across the country to come and fire their weapons at Blackwater Lodge and Training. 


They also said that they were setting up the business in anticipation of accelerated government outsourcing of security- and firearms-related training. It began building up the infrastructure of Blackwater on a plot of 5,000 acres based near the Great Dismal Swamp of North Carolina. A lot of people say that the Blackwater name sounds ominous, and people have all sorts of theories about where it comes from, but after talking to several of the founders of the company, it is actually a tip of the hat toward the peat bog of the Great Dismal Swamp rather than some nefarious special ops term that none of us have heard of.


They start building up the infrastructure of Blackwater and then the company would benefit almost annually from either great tragedies or very violent incidents. In April of 1999, we had the Columbine shooting. Blackwater responded to that by creating a mock high school on their compound, they called it R. U. Ready High. They invited law enforcement agents from across the country to come and train at Blackwater in how to face down against the violent youth of America. 


The next year the USS Cole was bombed off the coast of Yemen. Blackwater was awarded a massive $35 million contract by the US Navy to train sailors in how to protect the force and how to defend vessels against such attacks. It wouldn’t be until 9/11 when the serious cash started rolling in. In fact a few days after 9/11, Erik Prince, the founder of Blackwater, gave what is to my knowledge his only television interview ever—and you can guess who he gave it to, Fox News. He was on Bill O’Reilly’s show, and he says on that show, “You know, I was starting to get a little cynical about how seriously people took security and training, and after 9/11 the phone has been ringing off the hook.” 


Among the early calls to come into Blackwater after 9/11 was from the Central Intelligence Agency which contracted Blackwater to go into Shkin in Afghanistan near the Pakistan border. Blackwater forces were among the first US forces inserted into Afghanistan. That would kick off what would become a very lucrative business for Blackwater in providing soldiers for hire, mercenaries to the Bush administration in this so called Global war on terror. When the really serious money started hitting Blackwater was when US tanks rolled into Baghdad in March of 2003. 


If you remember, Bush sent in a famed neoconservative terror expert—I say it takes one to know one—Paul Bremer, whose whole job it was in Iraq to literally blank the country, as they call it. Wipe the slate clean and build Iraq anew in the vision of the neoconservative ideologues that were dominating the Administration and certainly the civilian leadership of the Pentagon.


Bremer arrives on the ground, and it’s not the US forces that are tasked with protecting Bremer with keeping him alive, rather the administration gives Blackwater a $21 million no-bid contract to provide elite body guards to Paul Bremer. I quote a colonel in my book who was one of the people responsible for actual security in Iraq of US forces with the US military, and he says that it was sort of the ultimate faith in the free market system. You see if the US military was guarding Bremer and he got killed, there’d be an investigation and maybe there would be a court-martial but at the end of the day it probably wouldn’t go anywhere. 


If Blackwater, a private company, is guarding Paul Bremer and he gets killed, what happens to their business, they can’t keep Bremer alive? In fact the very fact that Blackwater was able to keep Bremer alive for a year before he skulked out of Baghdad, they have used it as a marketing tool. Bremer’s face is on their website and the message is clear: If we can keep the most hated man in Iraq, the most violent country on earth, alive for a year, we can do anything.


While Blackwater was guarding Paul Bremer, that’s when this Fallujah ambush happened, and the Blackwater convoy that got ambushed in Fallujah wasn’t working for the US military, at least not on an official contract. They were actually working for a private catering firm and their mission that day was to literally go to one end of Fallujah, pick up some kitchen equipment, and bring it back to the other side of Fallujah. When the families of those four men found out that their loved ones had died essentially protecting empty flat bed trucks in the service of a private company, they did what I think anyone would do, they started asking questions.


They didn’t presume any malice on the part of Blackwater, in fact I have gotten to know these four families of these guys extremely well over the past couple of years and they all describe similar stories, calling Blackwater at all hours saying “What happened, when are you going to show us the incident report? We want to know, we are reading this stuff about—they were in unarmored vehicles and that they were short two men and can you verify this for us?” They say that Blackwater was stonewalling them. Some of these families are conservative Republicans to the core who believed in the mission of the war on terror.


They believed that their loved ones were going over to Iraq to be bodyguards for Paul Bremer; that is what Blackwater was doing over there. They started to ask these questions and Blackwater wasn’t providing them answers. Eventually Blackwater says, “Why don’t we fly you all out to our compound in Moyock, North Carolina and we’ll show you around the grounds, we’ll have a memorial service for your loved ones, and then we will sit down and answer any questions that you have. 

The families get flown out to Moyock in October of 2004, several months after the Fallujah ambush. They arrive in Moyock and they all described kind of this sort of bizarre scene, almost Orwellian, where each family was assigned a Blackwater minder to sort of guide them around. They said that whenever they would start talking to each other about the ambush, a Blackwater official would intervene and try to change the subject and steer them toward looking at the new toys on the compound. Eventually they hold this meeting, but only one of the families was at it, where they were going to answer questions.


The woman who went to it, Donna Zovko, her son Jerry was one of the four guys killed in Fallujah. She describes asking the Blackwater representatives for her son’s belongings, and it is very mysterious. She said, “He had these duffel bags and they weren’t returned to me.” She is down that path and asking them and getting nowhere, and then she starts saying, “You know, I want to see the incident report, I know you did an investigation of this ambush. I want to see the incident report.”


It was a contentious situation between the mother of this killed guy, Jerry Zovko, and Blackwater officials. Eventually a Blackwater official stands up and says to her angrily, as Donna Zovko described it, “It is a classified document and you’ll have to sue us to get it.” You’ll have to sue us to get it. This is what a Blackwater representative, according to Donna Zovko, told the mother of one of their employees killed in Iraq, you’ll have to sue us to find the answers.


These two mothers, Katy Helvenston, the mother of Scott Helvenston—youngest person to ever complete the Navy Seal’s BUD/S training program, trained Demi Moore for her role in the G.I. Jane movie about the Navy Seals—and Donna Zovko, a Croatian immigrant, whose son had been in Elite Forces and then was a private body guard for a number of years. They get to know each other and they start talking and then they start talking to guys who served with their sons and they start to hear some disturbing things. There should have been six men on their mission that day according to the contract, not four. 


They should have had a heavy saw machine gun instead of the automatic weapons that they had. They should have had a chance to review the mission and do a pre-trip risk assessment and they started hearing that none of that was done. Eventually they get a lawyer named Dan Callahan from California and Callahan had just come off of a massive victory in a corporate fraud case, he had won a $1 billion jury verdict. 


In January of 2005, the families of those four guys filed a precedent-setting, ground-breaking wrongful death lawsuit against Blackwater, charging that the company had defrauded their loved ones and nullified their contract, and that Blackwater, not Iraqis, was actually liable for their death. Blackwater enlisted this incredible army of high-powered lawyers to fight against these families. What’s interesting is that Blackwater has never taken on any of the specific allegations of the case, they’ve never answered to the shortage of personnel on the mission, to the fact that they were in Pajero jeeps instead of armored vehicles, the fact that they didn’t have heavy weaponry. 


Instead Blackwater has argued in a series of legal briefings, you can’t sue us because Donald Rumsfeld said that Blackwater and other contractors are an official part of the US total force and so we should be entitled to the same immunity from civilian litigation as the US military. At the same time in 2004, Blackwater’s lobbyist began leading a charge to try to stop the military or Congress from placing Blackwater forces under the uniform code of military justice, the court-martial system. What they effectively have said over the last three years is civilian law doesn’t apply to us and neither does military law. Effectively, we are above the law.


Now, what is interesting is that even with the Fred Fieldings, the Greenberg Traurigs, the Ken Starrs, the Republican-dominated Supreme Court, Blackwater has been shot down every step of this process. Most recently just several weeks ago, John Roberts’ Supreme Court rejected Ken Starr’s appeal. You can’t get more Republican in that process and yet Roberts rejected it, so the way is paved now for this hearing to go forward—this trial to go forward in state court in North Carolina. 


Another thing that Blackwater did in the course of fighting back against these families is to file a counterclaim against them for $10 million. This is the great Christian business that sues the widows, the orphans, the mothers of their killed contractors. They filed a $10 million counterclaim trying to force the estates of the—they said we are not suing the mothers; we are suing the estates of the men. They are trying to force them into arbitration; it’s yet another tactic aimed at trying to keep this out of the US court system.


What’s interesting is that the day after those guys were killed, what did Blackwater do? Blackwater goes and hires one of the most powerful lobbying firms in the US at the time, the Alexander Strategy Group. It was a Republican K Street powerhouse, staffed and founded by ex-senior staffers of then-majority leader Tom Delay. This was a lobbying firm that had a back door entrance to Tom Delay’s office at a time when he was running Congress. 


Within a week of the Fallujah ambush, Erik Prince and other Blackwater executives were sitting down with the men who literally ran Congress. Their lobbyist spoke openly about Blackwater needing to be involved in shaping the rules that would govern their presence in foreign war zones. They met with Tom Delay, they met with Rick Santorum, they met with John Warner, chair then of the Senate Armed Services Committee. Warner on the floor of the Senate referred to them as our silent partner in the war on terror.


Four of their guys get killed in March of 2004, by June of 2004 they have their big time lobbyist, their meeting with all these Congress people, and lo and behold, Blackwater is awarded a $320 million contract to provide global security services for the US State Department. Now I just recently got back documents relating to a Freedom of Information Act request that I filed. It turns out that since June of 2004 the US State Department alone—this doesn’t count Blackwater’s work for the military for the CIA, for private companies. On that contract that they won after the Fallujah killings, Blackwater has been contracted for three-quarters of a billion dollars, $750 million of US taxpayer money, just to work for the State Department in Iraq and Afghanistan. That doesn’t include their work for any other federal agency, any other private company. This is a company that didn’t exist a decade ago; they have three-quarters of a billion dollars on one contract now. 


Blackwater, I say literally, made a killing off of the killings. They turned the deaths of those four guys into an absolute profit campaign. Then they have the audacity to file a counterclaim for $10 million against the estate of those men. Why does the Bush Administration use a company like Blackwater? That is answerable in a number of levels. Let’s look for a moment at who runs this company. 


I told you a bit about Erik Prince. Erik Prince and his immediate family have given about a quarter of a million dollars in publicly-recognizable funds to federal Republican campaign causes. He has never given a penny to a Democratic candidate, it is certainly his right. I certainly haven’t. It’s an unusual arrangement for the head of such a powerful corporation. Usually they butter both sides of the bread. Prince does butter a couple sides of the bread; he butters the Republican side of the bread and the Green Party side of the bread. He actually gives money to Green Party candidates to defeat Democrats. 


In the last election cycle he gave I think it was $5,000 to the Green Party in the state of Pennsylvania. The number two guy at Blackwater is a person who I think is one of the scariest people ever to hold office in this country. He’s name is J. Cofer Black. He’s perhaps one of the most famous CIA spies in history, 30-year veteran of the Central Intelligence Agency, the man who caught Carlos the Jackal in Sudan in the 1990’s. On 9/11 Cofer Black—as I am telling the story, remember he is now the number two guy at Blackwater. 


On 9/11 Cofer Black is the head of the CIA’s counter terrorism center. September 13, 2001 he’s sitting in the White House situation room. He is sitting with President Bush throwing papers on the ground, “Mr. President, this is how we are going to insert Special Forces into Afghanistan.” He promises Bush that day, “I’m going to bring you Osama Bin Laden’s head in a box with dry ice.” He goes over to Moscow to meet with the Russians with Dick Armitage, Colin Powell’s deputy. The Russians say, “Cofer Black, you need to be careful about going to Afghanistan, look at our experience there.” He shoots back to them, “We are going to chop their heads off and put them on pikes.”


He’s obsessed with corporal mutilation, in fact he became known in the administration as the flies on the eyeball guy because he kept talking in these sort of missionary terms about how when we are through with the Taliban they are going to have flies crawling across their eyeballs. He also was one of the central figures, if not the central figure to the accelerated use of what we now know is extraordinary renditions, government sanctioned kidnapping operations. Where people are taken off of a street, whether it is Rome or JFK airport in the case of Maher Arar, they are zipped up, a diaper is placed on them, they are shackled to a seat on a airplane and they’re sent to a third country hellhole to be tortured while read questions provided by US interrogators.

Cofer Black was at the center of that program, he has the audacity to sit in front of Congress and say, “There was a before 9/11 and an after 9/11 and after 9/11 the gloves come off.” That should send chills up your spine and now Cofer Black is the number two man at Blackwater. Blackwater has its own aviation division with the same kinds of planes used in extraordinary renditions. Blackwater has helicopter gun ships. Blackwater a couple weeks ago announced that Cofer Black is heading up a new private intelligence company. 

He’s taking all of his 30 years of dirty tricks, unsavory contacts, all these connections, all of the know of how to get into records, he’s now taking that and they are marketing it not just to the private sector to Fortune 500 companies, but to other governments. He’s the number two guy at Blackwater.

Another senior official at Blackwater is a man named Joseph Schmitz. Joseph Schmitz when the Iraq war started was the Pentagon’s inspector general. It was his job to police the largest war contractor bonanza in history. Theoretically he should be looking tough at Donald Rumsfeld. Instead he runs around with Rumsfeld’s twelve principles in his pocket and whipped them out for journalists and read them to them. He would give speeches about the great wrestling career of Donald Rumsfeld, running around admiring the very people that he is supposed to be policing.
He started to get involved in all sorts of investigations to the point where Republican senator Chuck Grassley of Iowa starts going after him and says, “What about this perjury investigation? What about that press release?” and starts going after him. Eventually Schmitz resigns and takes up employment with Blackwater. He goes from being the top cop supposedly, in charge of policing the war contractors to one of the most profitable among them. He is now the general counsel for the Prince group, Blackwater’s parent company. He now is often the spokesperson for the company in the news.

Robert Richer, another former senior C.I.A. official, he was the deputy director of operations at the C.I.A., another senior official at Blackwater. I told you about the company’s lawyers. Now you have all of these guys running this private company that is at the cutting edge of fourth generation warfare, asymmetrical warfare. They’re manufacturing surveillance blimps, they’re manufacturing armored vehicles, they’re manufacturing weapons, and they’re expanding their presence inside of the United States. These guys are like the Praetorian Guard for the war on terror, the defenders of the Roman Empire who later sold out their services. 

These guys are now the defenders of the Bush administration’s global war. I asked the question, why does the Bush administration use these mercenaries? There are a lot of connections political and otherwise, there is a lot of money involved with it. Think about it this way, how many contractors have been killed in Iraq? 780 at least we know, from the US department of labor because you’re all paying insurance for contractors who are killed abroad so there is some paper trail. 780 families have applied for death benefits for contractor’s killed in Iraq. I think the number’s much higher, that is only the people who were eligible for the insurance and the people who filled out the paperwork.

Seven hundred and eighty killed, 7,600 wounded. That doesn’t get counted in the official toll, but more importantly the crimes that these guys are committing, no one is watching it, no one is prosecuting it, and no one is being punished for it. You have a 126,000 independent actors running around Iraq, their crimes are going totally on without being on the map at all. In fact repeatedly the Pentagon and the state department have said, “We don’t even know how many there are in Iraq, not to mention overseeing what they are doing.” 
We know that contractors were present at Abu Ghraib but who got prosecuted for Abu Ghraib? Gonzales? No. Bush? No. No. No. No. Lynndie England and Charles Graner, they get court-martialed for Abu Ghraib and they probably deserve to be court-martialed for the torture that they carried out against Iraqis but what about the private contractors who were at Abu Ghraib? Who is investigating their role? They’re being sued by the Center for Constitutional Rights, but where’s the prosecution? Where’s the actual investigation? Blackwater likes to talk about itself as an All American operation, but get this Blackwater hires mercenaries from Columbia, from Chile, from Bulgaria, from Fiji. I tell a story in my book, I actually interviewed Blackwater’s Latin American recruiter, a guy named Jose Miguel Pizarro. He was a member of the Chilean military under Pinochet. Blackwater enlists him to be their recruiter. Chile is a country— 92% of Chileans oppose the Iraq war. Chile was a rotating member of the U.N. security counsel opposing the invasion of Iraq. Chilean’s know suffering at the hands of US policy, they weren’t about to get on board with it. Bush fails to build a coalition of willing nations and instead builds a coalition of building corporations. 

They go in and hire up scores of mercenaries in Chile and deploy them in Iraq in contravention not just of the will of the Chilean people but of the laws and the democratic elected government of Chile. Another mercenary company did the same thing in Honduras. The Honduran government pulled its troops out of Iraq after John Negroponte, the butcher of Central America was named US ambassador there. Honduras pulls its forces out. Another US mercenary company from Chicago goes into Honduras and hires those exact troops and sends them back to Iraq. 

See this isn’t just a subversion of American democratic process; it’s a subversion of the sovereignty of nations around the world to use these mercenaries. It keeps a draft off the table in this country. Instead of needing the citizenry to build up the ranks of an army, you just hire out to the highest bidder. These guys all get these no bid contracts and they talk about increased competition, what’s competition in 18 billion dollars worth of no bid contracts?

They keep the draft off the table but more importantly imagine what this means for the future of US war making? You don’t need to have the consent of the governed any more to go to war, if we even had that to begin with. You don’t need that anymore. You just go and hire up Chileans and pay them 5, 6 times what they make in the Chilean military or Columbians—you know Blackwater paid Columbians $34 a day to go over to Iraq. When the Columbians arrived on the ground, the Bulgarians were laughing at them saying, “Who comes to Iraq for $1,000 a month?” The Bulgarians said, “We get $4,000.” That is four days of work for a US mercenary. Let’s look at the US troops then, $28,000 to $40,000 a year to be over in Iraq.

That’s the average monthly take of the US mercenaries, tax free. You have some kid sitting in the middle of Baquba. He joined the Pennsylvania National Guard to fight floods. All of a sudden he finds himself in the middle of an offensive war. He doesn’t even have body armor. His mom’s trying to scrap up the money to send it over to him and he sees these Blackwater guys running through like Rambo, hair long, beard, sunglasses, heavy weaponry, body armor and he says one of two things. 
He either says, what’s my country telling me when this guy gets paid $1,000 a day to be in the same place as me and he has body armor or he has heavy weaponry or he says I want to be like him. To the point where so many troops are leaving the active duty military to go over to the private sector. It is slang now in Iraq; they call it “Going Blackwater” when you leave the active duty military. For all the rhetoric from the Bush administration about supporting the troops and being a pro military administration, what message does it send to hire these mercenaries, pay them in a month what most soldiers get in a year and it is not just working for the Bush administration. 

When Nancy Pelosi went over to Iraq, who do you think guarded her? Blackwater. Blackwater has guarded 90 congressional delegations. I think it is a valid question to say to Nancy Pelosi, “What are you doing using this Republican guard to protect you when you go over to Iraq?” We have a situation now where these guys have operated with impunity in Iraq, they’re cashing in on the war. There is no incentive to end the war. 

You say, “Oh the Democrats have Congress now, now we are really going to get some things started.” No. The Democrats put out their so called withdrawal plan which is anything but a withdrawal plan and now they are racing to try to up one another in how we are not going to de-fund the troops. Barack Obama, we are not going to play chicken with the troops he says. No, instead they are just playing light with the laws and heavy with the American taxpayer’s money.

The Democrats will have, according to their plan about 40,000 US troops on the ground in Iraq at the end of next year and an unlimited number of contractors because they don’t even mention them. They don’t even mention half the occupation force. The Democrats have totally ignored 50% of the occupation personnel and about 50% of the active duty personnel on the ground in Iraq. 


Even the best among them, Henry Waxman started holding hearings in February on Blackwater and it was good. He went after Blackwater and he looked at one contract and it turns out that it was traceable to KBR. Now KBR has to pay back 20 million dollars, but there’s only one person in Congress who has actually talking about de-funding the mercenaries and you can guess who it is. It’s the guy who always talks about it, it is Dennis Kucinich. Kucinich is calling for a total withdrawal of all US contractors from Iraq. It is the only plan that makes sense. You can’t create laws that can oversee 126,000 mercenary forces. 

The US military has enough trouble containing 130,000 soldiers. We’ve seen an incredible lack of court-martials happening of soldiers who are engaged in abuse. No top level commanders are being prosecuted for any of the infractions or abuses being committed in Iraq and so now the best the Democrats offer is we want to set up a F.B.I. field office in Iraq and they are going to investigate the crimes of contractors. Maybe we will see some more child porn prosecutions while the torture of living Iraqi’s goes on.

It’s not just Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere, that Blackwater’s operating internationally. They’re operating here in the United States as well and increasingly so. I was down in New Orleans right after hurricane Katrina. I was standing on a street corner on Bourbon Street in the French Quarter and I was talking to two New York City police officers—I’m from New York—and we were just chatting and all of the sudden this compact car pulls up, no license plates on it. Three huge guys get out of it wearing flack jackets, carrying M4 sub machine guys, pistols strapped to their legs and they come up and they say to the cops, “Where are the rest of the Blackwater guys?”
The police say, “Oh they’re down the street” and the guys get back into their vehicle and drive away. I said to the cops, “Blackwater, you mean like the guys in Iraq?” They said, “Oh yeah, they’re all over the place down here.” I went and found some of these Blackwater guys on Bourbon Street and when I approached some of them were at a balcony above a bar and the were throwing over like a mattress and clothes and things out of what appeared to be someone’s apartment. They draped an American flag over the balcony. 

On the ground I was talking to a handful of Blackwater guys and I said, “Who sent you guys down here” and they said “Our boss”, meaning Erik Prince. I said, “What is your job down here?” and they said, “We are here to help.” I said, “What is your mission?” They said, “We are here to confront criminals, stop looters, things like that.” I said, “Under whose authority are you operating here?” One of them flashes a gold law enforcement badge and he says, “I was deputized by the governor of the state of Louisiana.” 

Another one when I said, “Where are you guys staying?” He said, “We are staying in a camp organized by the Department of Homeland security outside of New Orleans.” I said, “Are you on contract with the Department of Homeland security?” They said, “Oh that’s above our pay grade.” 

Meanwhile one of them is talking on his cell phone. He’s saying to someone on the other end, “You don’t want to come down here to work with Blackwater. They’re only paying $350 a day.” I asked the other guys “Are you getting $350?” He said, “Yeah, it is not like Iraq.” 
It turns out when I got Blackwater’s contract, that they were working for the federal government, they had been hired by the Department of Homeland Security, Federal Protective Service because normally the National Guard would have been down there, but where was the Louisiana National Guard? They were over in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Bush then turns to a mercenary company that funds his political campaigns, sends them down there. It’s bad enough that the guys were getting $350 a day. Remember at the time our people were, all the right wing media was whipping up this frenzy about $2,000 debit cards for welfare mothers. Blackwater’s contract with the federal government, they were billing us, the tax payers, $950 per day, per man. Guys getting $350, they were billing $950. At one point Blackwater had 600 men stretching from Texas through Mississippi and the gulf. They were racking in $240,000 a day, billing taxpayers $950 per man per day. 
Eventually Congress got a hold of this and Jan Schakowsky of Illinois and a couple of others introduced the reporting that I had done from the hurricane zone into the Congressional record and began asking questions of the department of Homeland Security. The department of Homeland security does an internal review of the contract and determined it was the best value to the tax payer, but don’t worry because Blackwater gives back. 
In November of 2005, they held a Hurricane Katrina fundraiser and the keynote speaker was Paul Bremer and the proceeds of that night were going to go to the Red Cross. I’m not even sure if the Red Cross has made it to New Orleans yet. The proceeds are going to go to the Red Cross. They were making $240,000 a day; they raised $138,000 and gave it to the Red Cross. Slightly more than half of their daily take during the height of their operations and Katrina.

So profitable were those operations that Blackwater started a whole new division of the company for domestic operations. A couple of weeks ago they just opened a new facility in Mount Carroll, Illinois. They’re trying to open a new facility near San Diego, California but half the residents, fully half the residents—and it is a Republican area—of the county where they are trying to open up shop signed a petition against Blackwater. 


They lined the roads outside of Blackwater with “Stop Blackwater” T-shirts. Blackwater representatives see the domestic feeding trough as the next great frontier and they’re building sort of a diamond around the United States. They have a 7,000 acre private military facility in Moyock, North Carolina that just keeps expanding. They’re building air strips. They have a man made lake to do amphibious landing training. They do counter terror training, they have all sorts of mock villages, they have courses on how the terrorist think, how to think like an assassin. 
Now they are expanding to Illinois, they are going out to California. At the same time they have applied for operating licenses in all of the coastal states of the United States all those with a coastline. They met last year with California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger about doing disaster response in the state of California. 

We have this situation now where it truly was like a Baghdad on the bayou when they came to New Orleans and now it’s like the country has turned into this. We have to look at this in the broader picture of privatization. Our schools are being privatized, hospitals are being privatized, healthcare is radically privatized, prisons privatized, law enforcement privatized. In fact Blackwater is in on some of this too because one of Erik Prince, the founder of Blackwater, one of his closest political allies is none other than Chuck Colson who was Nixon’s hatchet man, the guy who created Nixon’s enemies list. Colson remade himself as this evangelical figure, advisor to President Bush. 
Colson is running a faith based prison in Sugar land, Texas, the district of former house majority leader, Tom Delay. They run the lives, a Christian missionary operation, runs the lives of 200 prisoners in Sugar land, Texas. It was a program that started under Bush and Erik Prince from Blackwater has giving funding to that. This administration came to power with the most radical privatization agenda in history.

Rumsfeld gave this famous address on September 10, 2001 in which he said, “I’ve come not to destroy the Pentagon, but to liberate it. I’ve come to save it from itself.” The next day of course, 9/11 happened and this agenda was put on the fast track. 
In closing I want to say, I know that people will ask questions “What can we do?” and I want to do a preemptive strike here and just suggest something concrete at the onset. I’ve never been one for writing Congress or lobbying Congress but I think we have a rare moment here where on a practical level we may be able to win a concrete battle. That is, if you do call your congressional representatives to talk about the withdrawal plan, that you insist that that representative take a leading role in calling for the withdrawal of all US contractors from Iraq, an end to the war profiting system. 
Ultimately we need to talk about doing anti-mercenary legislation in this country but we are so many Congressional terms, if any, away from that. On a concrete level because the debate is open right now for the first time in years about the war and some congressional offices are listening, I think it would be very important for them to hear from constituents, we want you to stop ignoring the private forces in Iraq. With that I would be happy to take questions, comments, someone wants to yell at me. Thank you all for coming.

Ed Russell: This is Active Ingredients; you are listening to Jeremy Scahill discussing his book Blackwater USA.
Question: What do we do about the fact that we’ve created this monster? Twenty-five years ago we were worrying about the secret government. We got it in the form of mercenaries, it’s a privatized one. What do we do? Particularly when it is international?

Answer: I think we are at the stage right now in trying to raise awareness of the issue. I never wanted to write a book. I ultimately decided to write this book because I wanted it to be a tool for change and I wanted to blow the whistle on a system that I see as a grave threat to not just US democracy but to people in nations everywhere. I think we are at a stage where we are gathering the information and disseminating it. I ultimately would like to see campaigns targeting these war profiteers and these war contractors. 

I think it would be great if in the remote wilderness where they base themselves, they started seeing protests popping up. I think direct action would be great. I think we have seen an example of that in this unlikely place in San Diego, California where it’s become a popular movement against this company. Some people are mobilizing on the issue, “We don’t want machine guns being fired off in our community.” Some are mobilizing on the issue, “We don’t want foreign mercenaries passing through our community.” Some are saying, “We don’t want people who have been killers in Iraq operating in our community.”
They’re building a broad base of opposition to this program. The group Halliburton Watch popped up a few years ago. They did some great actions at Halliburton and really descended on Texas. I think that’s the evolution of this. People start mobilizing and deciding to take trips down to some of these large war contractors and let them hear what the people actually think. I don’t just believe in writing letters. I think that we have direct action, but what I’m realizing is that even some of the best intentioned people have no idea how radical the privatization has been. I think a major part of the work all of us have right now is to raise this awareness as much as we can. 

I think then the next step would be to try to strategize about direct action and popular protest. I think you get the gist and the other thing is I have tried to put as much of this as possible online for people who don’t have resources to buy the book. 
The question he asked was about coordination between Blackwater and the US military, then talking about how the US Special Operations is trying to expand and aggressively recruit Navy Seals and other Special Forces operators.

First of all the commanders at Special Operations command have been complaining now for over a year that there’s a drain of personnel because they’re going over to the private sector. If you think about it, we all paid millions upon millions of dollars for the training of Navy Seals—many people believe it to be the most elite force within the US military—then Blackwater hires these guys up and repackages them for the taxpayer so it’s sort of a bilking of the taxpayer because we have already paid for their training. Blackwater privatizes them and then bills us hundreds of dollars a day for their services. 

I think that part of the crisis in special operations community has to do with the privatization of some of its best trained veterans. Some of these guys trained for 12 years and then they spend years as instructors and then Blackwater hires them up and then repackages them. As far as ongoing cooperation on the ground, I think it depends on the operations. Recently a Blackwater helicopter pilot wrote an open letter after his brother, another pilot, had been killed. He said that when stuff gets really bad in Iraq, people don’t call the military because they have to deal with chain of command, they call Blackwater first.

I think that one of the key problems that they military itself identified last year in a DOD report was the fact that there was almost no coordination going on between the private security forces and the official US forces in Iraq. The other thing is that these private forces are not subjected to the same rules of engagement. They say that they voluntarily follow them, but someone’s word is hardly a valid document, especially when he has major bankroller of a President that has waged a war that many people think is illegal. 
I think that, if you look at it from practical level, the military has come out and said it is affecting troop morale on the ground, the lack of coordination creates situations where contractors and soldiers are put into head to head situations and it’s unclear who is in charge. I think that even officialdom realizes that this is a major problem.

The question was about any relationship between the SOA and Blackwater. In a way, Blackwater is an extension of the kind of system that we have seen at play with the School of the Americas. The School of the Americas was a US Army probe institution that would have forces come from throughout Central and Latin America to the United States where they would train them in counter insurgency and torture tactics and then they would go back with their School of the Americas training and kill people, essentially in their home country. 
What Blackwater does is it hires up, in the case of Chile and Columbia, forces who benefit from that system and then sends them over to Iraq as privatized soldiers. Certainly it is the same kind of thinking that would lead to Blackwater engaging those kinds of forces.

I interviewed and I quote in the book a Chilean writer, who was tortured under Pinochet, who makes that connection. He talks about how the US has supported economic and military policies in Latin America that have given rise to brutal forces and then the mercenary companies hire them up to take advantage of the training that they received at the hands of the US

Question: You go back to what you were saying, that it is really the privatization of our economy and of our whole government. The world trade organization and all those trade policies give these corporations the right to do this. It takes away any kind of regulation that we might have as a government over these corporations. Unless we’re willing to either change those trade policies or to impose some kind of restriction of capital and capital movement, we’re not going to change this because these people have an absolute legal right to do what they are doing, whether you like it or not. If you look at our constitution, but we don’t have a constitution anymore.
Answer: I would disagree with that part of it. Thank you.

The question was about in times of crisis, privatization of state security forces and basically saying what’s changed in the last hundred years of so where you see the use of Blackwater now increasingly. 

Michael Radner, the president for the Center of Constitutional Rights was likening Blackwater’s deployment in New Orleans to the Brownshirts which I found to be a very stark comparison. Talking about essentially Nazi type forces and I think that when we talk about fascism, the “f” word that you can’t really use in the debate. What defines fascism more than the rights of a corporation superseding the rights of the citizenry? We’ve seen a situation where the active duty military has a court-martial system. In theory, law enforcement has some kind of recourse for citizen’s who are abused. Private military forces, there’s no laws that appear to be effectively governing them. 

As Blackwater and other private military companies increasingly seek to deploy inside of the US, the Washington Post reported several months ago that there are now more private security personnel operating in the US than actual law enforcement. That’s a very frightening reality because are these guys trained in protection of constitutional rights? I have questions on whether the actual police are trained in the protection of constitutional rights, not to mention private companies. I think what’s so ominous about these developments though is that this administration has so intimately linked profits to war making that it just seems like the momentum is so fierce in their favor that it is hard to imagine stopping it at this point.

Question: I wondered if you wanted to compare Halliburton and Blackwater’s roles in Iraq in terms of what they are doing in their profits.

Answer: Halliburton and Blackwater are different in one distinct way. Halliburton provides what are called logistical support services to the military, the laundry, the food, etc. They rake in tremendous profits for doing so. Blackwater provides armed combatants. The Clinton administration was very much on board with this privatization agenda. We talk about Dick Cheney heading Halliburton, well who gave him the big contracts when he was heading Halliburton? It was Clinton. Who gave him these massive contracts to operate in the Balkans and elsewhere? 
The only comparison I think between the two of them is that they both drink from the same privatization cup, do a good job of profiting from it. Blackwater has crossed a serious line in the kind of services that they offer the state whereas Halliburton was profiting off of the war on the outskirts of it and providing logistical support. Blackwater now is providing combatants for hire, essentially. That’s a very new development in recent US History.

The question was about the four guys killed in Fallujah and whether or not I think it was a set up intended to create a situation where Blackwater could essentially cash in on it?

I tend to think no, that it wasn’t a set up per se with that intended result. First of all, I got the contracts that those guys were operating under and there were a number of levels. There were their individual contracts that they signed with Blackwater and it’s interesting because almost a full page of it lists every possible way a human being could be killed including debris falling from the sky. These guys signed a contract that said no matter what happens to me in Iraq, I will not hold Blackwater liable for my death, but then their mission was governed by contract that said that there would be three men to a vehicle, they would be in armored vehicles, they would have heavy weaponry, etc. 
None of that was true. Where I think that there was serious questionable conduct was the fact that Blackwater had just won this contract that those guys were working under from another mercenary company and it was with this private catering company called ESS. Blackwater was so gung ho to impress this company that they had just working for to win other contracts in another division of the company that they said, we are ready to go with tomorrow on this mission.

They sent those guys very quickly on a mission. One of the allegations that the families make in their lawsuit is that they were sent out in unarmored vehicles so that Blackwater could save one and a half million dollars that day. I think that it’s possible that there was a leak out of the Green Zone about their movements, but I would tend to think it would be more likely from a sympathizer to the Iraqi resistance than someone from US forces. I also tell the story in my book of how they end up in a military base. They get lost in the desert the day before and end up at a military base and someone at the military base said that they were acting like cowboys and wouldn’t really tell anybody their mission.

The fact that they went into the center of Fallujah when the US military declared it a no go zone seems very questionable. The fact that you asked that though, I think indicates that we need a serious Congressional investigation about that incident, not because those four guys got killed but because it was the spark for a massive revenge attack, an onslaught at a time when the administration very badly needed a reason to crack Iraq. They wanted to hand over sovereignty in a few months in June 2004—if you remember this whole thing about the handover of sovereignty—so the Blackwater guys get killed. All of the sudden, Bam! Smash the Sunni resistance, go after Fallujah. Meanwhile it inflames the resistance. 

At the same time Brenner orders the arrest of Muqtada al-Sadr’s top deputy. Al-Sadr’s followers march on Najaf on April 4, 2004. They get to the compound of the US occupation in Najaf where lo and behold Blackwater is guarding the compound and a fire fight breaks out between Blackwater mercenaries and Muqtada al-Sadr’s supporters in which scores of people were killed. During that battle, Blackwater mercenaries assumed command over active duty US Marines, in fact giving a young corporal named Lonnie Young orders to open fire with his saw machine gun into the crowd. I tell this story in my book.

You have Blackwater at the center of the spark for cracking the Sunni resistance and then simultaneously five days later, at the center of a Shiite uprising, in a ten hour gun battle with supporters of Muqtada al-Sader during which Blackwater calls in reinforcements from it’s own company headquarters in Baghdad and they send their little bird helicopters to bring ammo and reinforcements to Najaf. This week in Iraq should be thoroughly investigated by Congress and so far that’s not happening. Anyway, thank you for your question.

Question: It just seems to really inflate the funding stream and it opens up a whole war market.

Answer: It certainly did. I mean whether or not that was premeditated, I leave to people who would have access to those documents, but it certainly is worth, absolutely worth investigating.

Ed Russell: This is Active Ingredients. You have been listening to Jeremy Scahill discussing his book, Blackwater USA
Male: You’re listening to WXOJLP, North Hampton’s Valley Free Radio.

END OF AUDIO

