most wary of the criticism from the
European Union, which, like other former Communist countries, they are
desperate to join. The wall went up the
same day the European Union published
a report on Eastern European hopefuls,
which showed the Czech Republic slipping behind other front-runners to join
the bloc. European Commission president Romano Prodi condemns the
situation in Usti nad Labem outright,
evoking images of the Berlin Wall.
"Europe will never accept new walls separating European citizens from one
another," he says.
But many Czechs resent what they
consider Europe's hypocritical fingerwagging. They say the same Western
countries lecturing them on how to treat

the Roma have a less than exemplary
record on race relations. In Britain, there
have been public calls to deport the
recent wave of Czech Roma immigrants.
The Czech weekly Respekt recently
reported that CSA, the Czech national
airline, has been engaging in racial profiling, noting with a "G" any passengers
resembling Roma and then passing the
lists on to British immigration officials.
In October, Slovakian Roma in Belgium
were sent back home after officials
turned down their requests for asylum.
Czech President Vaclav Havel has been
one of the more vocal government critics
of the wall, but others in the Social
Democrat-led government have been less
forthcoming. Leading Czech powerbroker
and former Prime Minister Vaclav Klaus

casts the issue as merely a squabble
between a local authority and the central
government to settle a "terribly complex
social problem."
This lack of urgency in Prague
reflects Czech society's refusal to
acknowledge its own racism. Markus
Pape, spokesman for the European
Roma Rights Center, says the Czech
government has dragged its feet over
the issue for more than a year, first by
denying the wall amounted to segregation and then arguing that, as a
democracy, the Czech federal government was powerless to demand that
Usti nad Labem rescind its decision. "If
the wall was one isolated incident no
one would care," Pape says. "Unfortunately, it isn't." •

Appall-o-IVIeter
By David Futrelle
Spook.com |8.3|
After years spent watching Silicon
Valley capitalists make instant millions
(and produce an astonishing variety
of cool and/or useless gadgets in the
process), the Central Intelligence
Agency has decided to get in on the
action-forming a nonprofit venture
capital firm to invest in tech startups
that might be able to develop James
Bond-worthy technology to help the
CIA with whatever it's supposed to
be doing these days.
The agency has hired a former toy
company executive to do it: 39-yearold Oilman Louie, formerly of Hasbro.
Some might worry that a government
agency with the ClA's, ah, reputation
might have trouble gaining the confidence of Silicon Valley natives, but
Louie says he's sure the $28 million
in taxpayer money he has spread
around will open a lot of doors.
"There's a psychological barrier people have to overcome," Louie
admitted in a recent interview with
the San Jose Mercury News. "But
the valley is practical. If they can get
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equity appreciation by working with
the CIA, it doesn't bother them."
Licensed to Kill [iTs]
But James Bond-style gadgets
aren't always a good thing to have
around the house-as one Argentine
man recently learned. Playing with
what he thought was a pen, but
which was actually a disguised gun,
the 29-year-old-man inadvertently
shot and killed his mother. According
to Reuters, relying on local reports,
the man "was sitting in the kitchen of
his Buenos Aires home trying to work
out why the weapon would not write
when it went off." Oops.

politicians recognized it for the retrograde travesty it was, or even as the.
result of a lawsuit or court decision—
but because they couldn't spare the
guards. Alabama Department of
Corrections
spokesman
Tom
Gilkeson told The Associated Press
that his department didn't even have
enough guards to properly watch
those inside prison walls, much less
those put on parade outside of them.
"We didn't have enough people for
it," Gilkeson explained. However, (unchained) gangs of minimum security
prisoners will continue to put in time
on work details outside.

Breaking the Chains |3.2|
A rare bit of good news here in
Appalloland: Alabama's revival of the
chain gang as a regular part of
prison life-the topic of at least one
Appall-o-Meter item in recent yearshas finally come to an end after four
less than glorious years. What's
appalling is the reason it came to an
end: not because prison officials or
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A Morally Bankrupt Act
Kristin Kolb
I ongress, sitting on a comfy pillow
of big money, is continuing to
I "reform" us back into the Dark
Ages. As welfare "reform" cleansed public assistance programs, now bankruptcy
"reform" threatens to make it even harder for those unduly burdened by debt and
bad luck—single moms kicked off welfare, those without health insurance
suddenly struck with a major illness,
workers downsized out of their jobs and
struggling to find a new career—to wipe
the slate clean and start over.
Scheduled to hit the Senate floor any
day now, the Bankruptcy Reform Act of
1999 has a strong chance of passing. It
breezed through the House in May by a
veto-proof 313 to 108 margin. The
Senate version—sponsored by Iowa
Republican Charles Grassley—would
make filing for bankruptcy more difficult
and change repayment priorities for
"non-dischargeable debt," which cannot
be cancelled during bankruptcy.
Currently that category includes federal
debt, such as student loans and taxes, as
well as child support and alimony. The
new law would add to that group any
credit card charges made 90 ___
days prior to filing for bankruptcy. So people who must resort
to cash advances to make it to
the next paycheck—or plastic
to pay for groceries or their
child's school tuition- -will
continue to owe at the same
high interest rates that drained
them dry.
Bankruptcy reform would be
especially damaging to women.
Economic equality for women is
still lagging. Currently, the
average annual earnings for a
man working full-time are
$42,077. For women, it dips
way down to $28,363—that's
nearly 30 percent
less.
Compound living expenses
with student loans, and the
average woman may be tempted to rely on credit cards to
get by. The Census Bureau
recently reported that a third of

women who head thsir own. households
have trouble paying for rent and utilities—it's only half that for men. A recent
study by Harvard Law Professor Elizabeth
Warren found that women are filing for
personal bankruptcy more than men and
married couples. After surveying 8 of the
94 bankruptcy districts, Warren concluded diat women accounted for 39 percent
of bankruptcy filings over the past year,
compared to 28 percent for men and 33
percent for married couples.
Bankruptcy reform also would put
most women emerging from divorce in
dire straits. According to Warren's study,
women—who usually gain custody of
their children—see a 30 percent decline
in their standard of living following
divorce. Men's standard of living, however, generally remains stable. Without the
economic support a marriage provides,
women often must live off their credit
cards as they search for higher-paying or
full-time jobs. Even when child support is
paid on time, it hardly covers the costs of
raising children—expensive childcare,
toys and clothes, allowances, school
activities and so on.

The new law would give credit card
debt the same priority as family responsibilities—even higher, when you consider
the aggressive collection tactics of the
wealthy and resourceful credit companies. Delinquent fathers in Chapter 7
would have even less of a reason to send
money to their kids than they do now. In
1997, as many as 325,000 bankruptcy
cases included child support and alimony
orders. Half of those cases involved people trying to collect child support and
alimony from their ex. According to the
National Organization for Women,
under the proposed law many divorced
women with children would wait five
years or more to receive all their past due
child support.
In anticipation of the $4 billion they
could make off the legislation, credit card
and banking industry lobbies have spent
more than $61 million filling the campaign coffers of congressional leaders to
the brim. The top recipient this year is
Delaware Democrat Joseph Biden, raking
in $57,075. The lobbying firm headed by
former Republican National Committee
chair Haley Barbour, a buddy of Senate
Majority Leader Trent Lott, earned $1.34
million lobbying from creditors.
Instead of delivering another blow to
women and the poor, reforming the
finances of a morally bankrupt Congress
should be the real issue. M

Terry LaBan
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March of the Other America

T

he FDR memorial in Washington
is a solemn place. Its marble walls
are covered with the New Deal
president's pledges to end hunger, homelessness and poverty in America. "It's 60
years later and we still know all those
three," says Joan, squinting to make out
the words in the October sunlight. Joan
is a former fish cannery worker who was
fired during her pregnancy. She ended
up on welfare. Two years ago her benefits were cut.
Joan is literally surrounded by the
hungry, homeless and poor. About 200
people (predominantly women and children with some men) stopped by the
memorial on Oct. 1—their first step on
a month-long trek to the United
Nations in New York.
The March of the Americas, organized by the Kensington Welfare Rights
Union (KWRU)—an anti-poverty outfit based in the poorest part of
Philadelphia—drew walkers from a
dozen states as well as some Canadian
welfare activists, farmworkers and a delegation of landless peasants from Bolivia
and Brazil. Their message: The U.S.
government's denial of social welfare is a
violation of people's human and economic rights. At the Inter-Americas
Commission of the Organization of
American States, they filed a petition
charging the United States with violating international law.
"We intend to see economic injustice
ended," KWRU organizer Cheri Honkala
explains. "We wouldn't even be here if
we didn't believe it could be done."
I was skeptical about another draining, low-impact protest. And sure
enough, despite the great visuals—
poor moms with toddlers camping
each night by the road and trudging
the 400 chilly autumn miles to New
York—two weeks into the protest, the
media have given them exactly one
two-paragraph story, a single wire
report, a handful of pictures and a couple of spots on local news (on the days
Danny Glover and Jackson Browne
stopped by).
My fears were stoked by what observers
said. Sergio Thomas, a clean-cut guy
IN THESE TIMES

g

built for football who watched the march
in Washington, shrugs: "I guess it brings
us awareness of what's happening in
other than our own world."
Attention from the press could erode
those borders, boost fundraising, elevate
the issue and generate support. Some find

it charming that I am still that naive.
The fact is, when it comes to attracting media, the marchers are doing it all
wrong. Asked why she was walking,
Erica Morrison, a homeless mother and
manager of one of KWRU's emergency
housing centers in Philadelphia, rattles
off parts of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights: "Article 23 states we're
entitled to a job at a living wage. Article
25 says we have rights to clothing, housing medical care
and social services. Article 26
is about the right
to an education."
The poor who
make it into the
news are hopeless and dependent: people like Robin Edwards, a 38-year-old
mother of six who was recently
described in the New York Times as: "A
painfully shy woman who stares at the
ground when she talks, she reads at the
third grade level and is unclear about
such basics as what year her [welfare]
deadline expires." On 60 Minutes,
Lesley Stahl talked to Victor Barriera, a
welfare worker's "difficult case," who
was reluctant to take a job that would
require him to cut his hair. The St.
Petersburg Times featured Evelyn
Bibbins: "Bibbins has little formal education and no marketable skills. She
has no husband to offer emotional or
financial backing."
In the media's welfare stories, professional "experts" do the thinking for the

"hard to help" inert poor. Heroic tales of
folks who "make it off welfare" are fine,
but the standard scenario only embraces
bootstrap pullers who act alone.
The KWRU story is way too collective: The group's effectiveness in
Philadelphia stems from their skill at
pestering social workers, heckling housing officials and training applicants for
welfare. This summer, KWRU members
occupied an empty building until the
housing authority came up with a handful of homes.
As for soundbites, they don't talk the
right talk. The media convention is to
discuss "welfare" not "poverty." These
folks aren't with that program. "We're
not interested in eliminating welfare;
we're interested in eliminating poverty," says Mary Bricker-Jenkins, a
KWRU supporter who is also a social
worker. "Moving folks from poverty
level assistance to poverty wages isn't
progress."
Long ago, Frances Fox Piven and
Richard Cloward, in Poor People's
Movements, drew a distinction between

The media convention is to discuss
"welfare" not "poverty." These
folks aren't with that program.
groups that attempt to organize massmembership movements to acquire
political influence, and others that disrupt the system by demanding relief—a
more defiant mode.
The marchers heading to New York
are continuing the second tradition.
They aren't petitioning the big human
rights groups, politicians or the press.
What they are doing, as they weather
the rain this month, is bringing an
international lawsuit, mobilizing themselves and strengthening
their
defiance. They're also invading mediainsulated worlds. As one marcher puts
it, "We want to make visible the power
that's not in the White House, it's on
your street."
Then again, maybe media attention is
not the point. •
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