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Postcard from the Edge 
 

Clive Schofield 

 

As this article was being finalised, relations between the two Koreas deteriorated sharply 

with the North declaring that it had entered a “state of war” with the South. This 

Geopolitical Tale recounts a (cautious) peek over the front line of this confrontation 

during an earlier Korean crisis – two weeks after North Korea became an unwelcome 

gatecrasher to the nuclear club by detonating its first nuclear bomb in 2006. The visit 

proved, by turns, alarming, astonishing, laughable and downright bizarre. 

 

A bus tour out of the ordinary 

My visit to the Korean demilitarized zone (DMZ) came as a fieldtrip as part of an 

academic conference that took place in Seoul in October 2006. The South Korean capital 

is a vibrant, bustling, modern metropolis and the overwhelmingly dominant city in South 

Korea, with the National Capital Area, commuter belt and nearby port of Incheon 

comprising almost half of South Korea’s total population of almost 50 million. However, 

it is also a city where mass air-raid and civil defence drills are a regular fact of life. The 

prime reason for this is that an estimated 70 per cent of North Korea’s army of over a 

million men is deployed within 60 miles of the DMZ, a mere 50km or so (just over 30 

miles) north of the city.  

 

Heading out of the city along “Freedom Highway” (by no means the last piece of crude 

propaganda encountered during the trip) and one soon runs into one of the first signs that 

this is no ordinary road. Instead of a promenade along the banks of the Imjin river, there 

are tall chain-link fences topped with coiled razor wire, flood lights and numerous 

watchtowers. The waters of the river are also, we were told, replete with sensors, nets, 

spikes and traps designed to forestall communist infiltration from the hazily present 

north, across the river.  

 

This is no idle threat either, as there have been documented cases of the North Koreans 

deploying mini-submarines to aid their efforts to circumvent the South’s defences. 

Perhaps the most infamous among the many cross-border infiltration attempts are North 

Korea’s audacious series of incursion tunnels dug deep beneath the Korean divide. To 

date the South Koreans have discovered four tunnels. The latest of these, discovered on 3 

March 1990, runs for an estimated 1.6km, 150m below the DMZ and is, allegedly, large 

enough to allow the passage of an entire division of North Korean troops in an hour. 

Invasion was surely the purpose for which they were dug, given their north-south 

orientation, coupled with the fact they do not branch and are dug largely through granite. 

This is despite North Korean assertions that they were searching for coal, with parts of 

the tunnel walls being painted black in an apparent attempt to bolster these claims! 

 

As we approached the DMZ the landscape became steadily more militarised and the 

civilian traffic fell away. After the busy streets and frantic bustle of Seoul, this was 

almost eerie. 
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Extreme sports 

After a slalom among road blocks and tank traps across the optimistically-named 

“Unification Bridge” and a passport check as we traversed the 3-12 mile deep “Civilian 

Control Zone” – a high-security buffer flanking the DMZ itself – we arrived at Camp 

Bonifas. This military base is located on the southern margins of the DMZ and is the 

gateway to the Joint Security Area (JSA) at Pan Mun Jeom, our destination.  

 

Camp Bonifas is home to United Nations Command Special Security Battalion – Joint 

Security Area, whose motto, In Front of Them All, provides some insight into their 

exposed position on the front line with North Korea. Originally a US contingent, the 

battalion is now overwhelmingly manned by Republic of Korean (i.e. South Korean) 

soldiers whose task it is to patrol the DMZ and provide security in the Joint Security Area 

(JSA) within the DMZ and the key objective of our tour.  

 

First, though, we were whisked into a lecture hall and subjected to a “background 

briefing”. The video briefing, predictably, painted the North Koreans as aggressors and 

murderers and the South as defenders of liberty and democracy with the JSA Battalion 

safeguarding “the front line of freedom”. The presentation was certainly heavy-handed 

and it was tempting to dismiss it as an almost laughably biased propaganda reel. 

 

However, the Korean confrontation is no joke for those on the front line. Skirmishes 

between rival forces patrolling the DMZ are a fact of life (and death – these clashes 

having resulted in an estimated 1,400 fatalities since the end of the war in 1953) and the 

threat of confrontation and conflict with the North is ever-present. This was also 

particularly the case given the heightened tensions in the immediate aftermath of the 

DPRK’s successful nuclear test. Certainly the legal release forms we had to sign before 

proceeding into the DMZ, effectively absolving the UN of any responsibility should one 

be unfortunate enough to be shot, grabbed the attention and emphasised the seriousness 

of the situation: 

 

A visit to the Joint Security Area at Panmunjom will entail entry into a hostile area and 

the possibility of injury or death. Although incidents are not anticipated, the United 

Nations Command, the United States of America, and the Republic of Korea cannot 

guarantee the safety of visitors and may not be held accountable in the event of a hostile 

enemy act. 

 

We also received a stern warning not to try to communicate with or respond to personnel 

from the North, not to make eye contact and not to wave point or gesture towards the 

North Korean side. 

 

Heading out of Camp Bonifas and on towards the DMZ proper, we stopped briefly to 

catch a glimpse of “the most dangerous golf course in the world”, at least according to 

Sports Illustrated in 1988. This consists of a par-three one-hole, 192 yard (176m) 

“course”, ringed on three sides, at least in former days, by minefields. The mines have, 

allegedly, now been cleared but in the circumstances a dropped ball and penalty stroke 

may still be advisable rather than a search for any sliced balls in the ‘rough’! 
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Our guide (courtesy of the JSA Battalion) claimed that the Camp also boasted the most 

dangerous tennis court in the world, on account of the local snake population’s propensity 

for basking on it. Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately) this was the only joke he offered. 

 

Into the DMZ 

Negotiations to end the Korean War started in July 1951 and continued through two more 

years of heavy conflict. Eventually, the peace talks yielded an agreement, dated 27 July 

1953, on a ceasefire and the establishment of an armistice line flanked by a demilitarised 

zone (DMZ). The resulting military demarcation line (MDL) marks the front line at the 

end of hostilities in 1953. Under the terms of the cessation of hostilities, both sides agreed 

to pull back 2,000m from the MDL, thus creating a 4km (2½ mile) broad DMZ stretching 

for 155 miles (248km) across the Korean peninsula in the vicinity of but not coincident 

with the 38
th

 parallel (the MDL trends south of the 38
th

 parallel in the west and north of it 

in the east). The MDL itself runs precisely down the centre of the DMZ and is marked by 

1,291 yellow-painted signposts and concrete sleepers. These rusting signs, marked in 

Korean (Hangul) and Chinese on their north-facing sides and Korean and English on their 

south-facing sides, stand as mute testimony to the longevity of the Korean divide. 

 

Almost as soon as we left Camp Bonifas heading north, we entered the DMZ. In fact the 

terminology is misleading, as the DMZ is by no means wholly demilitarised. Indeed, 

along the way we passed the barracks of the JSA’s quick reaction force – a squad of 

soldiers who are trained, we were told, to be ready for battle within 38 seconds – 

something that apparently leads them to sleep in their gear, boots and all, for days on end. 

While most troops and all heavy weapons are excluded from the DMZ, both sides have 

sought to fortify their respective sectors. No photography was permitted as our bus 

passed through the layered defences that make up the South Korean side of the DMZ. 

These include numerous watch towers, extensive minefields, fences, razor wire, and anti-

tank ditches and embankments. While undoubtedly sophisticated electronic surveillance 

equipment is deployed here, no doubt invisible to the untrained eye, what was perhaps 

more intriguing were the decidedly low-tech solutions in evidence. For example, between 

a pair of high wire fences topped with barbed wire was a stretch of groomed sand 

designed to betray intruders by their footprints. Additionally, mini pyramids of 

whitewashed stones were leant, at intervals, along the southern side of the fence, the idea 

being that if the fence is disturbed, the balanced stones will fall and provide a visual 

indication of the point of infiltration. 

 

Pan Mun Jeom 

The drawn out peace negotiations that brought an end to hostilities in the Korean War 

took place at the “truce village” of Pan Mun Jeom (often termed Panmunjom) where over 

1,000 meetings were held over a period of just over two years. The original village was 

located 1km north of the present location that bears the name but was destroyed during 

the war. As part of the agreement that ended the war, a Military Armistice Commission 

(MAC) was established to oversee the implementation of the terms of the ceasefire 

agreement. To facilitate the work of the MAC, a Joint Security Area (JSA) was created 

and it is this locale that now bears the name Pan Mun Jeom. 
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The JSA is roughly circular enclave, 800m in diameter, which is outside the 

administrative control of either North or South Korea. The JSA straddles the MDL, 

serves as the site of all post-ceasefire negotiations between the UN Command and North 

Korea and thus provides the only official interface between the two Koreas. According to 

the terms of the armistice agreement, each side is to have no more than 35 security 

personnel present in the JSA.  

 

On arrival in the JSA, we were formed up into two lines and escorted through the 

cavernous “House of Freedom”, apparently built as a venue for divided family members 

to be reunited, but rarely used due to ongoing political tensions. On the far side we were 

confronted for the first time by the armistice line. Between the House of Freedom on the 

southern side and North Korea’s equivalent pavilion on the far side are a series of rather 

ordinary-looking sheds which, in fact, possess some quite exceptional characteristics. 

 

In particular, the MDL not only cuts through the JSA but also some of the structures on 

the site. The buildings in front of us were thus half on the northern side of the line and 

half on the south, the concrete sleepers between them denoting the path of the MDL. One 

of them, an unremarkable-looking blue-painted hut, serves as the MAC Conference 

Room and, rather more remarkably, we were going to venture inside.  

 

First though, we had a chance to observe the scene from the safety of the steps of the 

House of Freedom. One of the immediate things that strikes the visitor about the scene is 

the difference between the guards of either side. On the day of our visit, only one North 

Korean guard was in view, on the steps of the North Korean plaza opposite us, dressed in 

old-Soviet style olive drab uniform and occasionally peering at the curious tourists from 

beneath his peaked cap.  

 

In contrast, the UN (South Korean) JSA Battalion troops were very much in evidence, no 

doubt to ensure our safety. The guards adopt a curious-looking half-exposed stance on the 

corners of the buildings straddling the MDL. This is designed to make them harder 

targets for the North Koreans, should shooting start. We were informed that the North 

Korean soldiers instead stand face-to-face. This has been the case since 1983 when a 

Soviet dignitary, visiting the northern side of the JSA, rushed across the MDL shouting 

that he wanted to defect. North Korean soldiers opened fire and pursued him across the 

armistice line and a gun battle ensued. One South Korean JSA soldier was killed, as were 

three North Koreans, but the defector made it through to safety on the south side of the 

line. It is worth noting here that defections haven’t been exclusively from north to south. 

In the 1960s four US soldiers separately defected to North Korea.
1
 The North Korean 

                                                 
1
  The most (in)famous of these deserters, Sergeant Charles Jenkins, deserted in 1965 whilst on patrol in 

the DMZ. Whilst in North Korea he married Hitomi Soga, one of five Japanese secretly abducted by the 

North Koreans to aid in training their intelligence agents destined for Japan. In 2004 he was allowed to 

visit his wife, who had been released in 2002, in Indonesia. He subsequently returned with her to Japan, 

gave himself up to the US authorities and served a 25 day term in jail before being released with a 

dishonourable discharge from the US Army – a surprisingly lenient sentence for almost four decades of 

desertion. However, his case provoked considerable public sympathy in Japan so that the Japanese 

government urged the US authorities to take a compassionate view. 
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guard’s therefore now stand facing one another so that potential defectors can’t approach 

them, and the MDL, undetected from behind.  

 

We formed up into our two lines again and were escorted into the MAC Conference 

Room which, for all its unprepossessing appearance, is quite arresting. The MDL runs 

right through the building and even bisects the conference table where the North Koreans 

and UN Command delegations (primarily South Korean and US personnel) meet, literally 

face-to-face across the dividing line. We were able to wander to the far side of the table 

and thus, technically at least, on the North Korean side of the armistice line. The door to 

the north was, however, guarded by a stern-faced UN JSA Battalion trooper.  

 

As noted, the conference room has hosted negotiations and liaison meetings related to the 

armistice agreement between the two sides’ over five decades. It has also been the scene 

for some near ludicrous, but undoubtedly serious, expressions of rivalry and 

confrontation across the ideological divide. For instance, we were told of an incident 

where two North Korean soldiers had used the miniature flags of the countries that 

contributed to the UN Command in Korea to polish their boots (the flags are now in a 

case on the wall, behind glass). Indeed, the North Koreans seem particularly concerned 

with flags, always attempting to ensure that their flag is larger, higher or more 

prominently displayed than that of their rivals. Another flag-related episode was the time 

when, in the course of negotiations, the North Koreans attached their miniature flag on 

the conference table to a car aerial, so that they could ensure that it stood higher than the 

other side’s flag. 

 

This kind of game of one-upmanship, in many ways evoking those of the school-yard, is 

certainly played by the UN/Southern side as well. For example, we were told another 

anecdote of an occasion when the North Korean delegation to a MAC meeting arrived 

with AK-47 rifles clearly hidden under their jackets – an overt armistice agreement 

violation – the JSA troops responded not by confronting the North Koreans, but by 

sharply increasing the temperature in the conference room and watching the North 

Koreans sweat in their heavy uniforms jackets which they were unable to remove without 

revealing the offending machine-guns. 

 

Then there are the uniforms and poses of the JSA troops. In the first place, JSA soldiers 

are chosen for their stature, being on average two inches higher than the average Korean 

male. The JSA uniform is also intentionally aimed to intimidate. Each soldier wears a 

steel helmet and their faces are depersonalised not only by a forbidding expression, but 

because their eyes are hidden behind huge aviator-style sunglasses. As they move, they 

also make a jingling noise as though they have ball bearings sewn into the bottom of their 

trousers. Apparently, this is a trick left over from the Korean War where the outnumbered 

South Koreans attempted to make their numbers seem larger by making more noise 

whilst marching. We were informed that all JSA soldiers have to hold a black belt in 

Taekwando and, when on guard duty, they adopt an imposing, fists-clenched martial arts 

stance with a view to daunting their adversaries.  
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The Bridge of No Return  
The next stop on the tour was a drive past one end, but certainly not over, the ominous-

sounding “Bridge of No Return”. A key point of contention in truce negotiations was the 

issue of how to deal with prisoners of war (POWs). In particular, large numbers of 

captured North Koreans and their Chinese allies had no desire to be repatriated but their 

governments were insistent that they be returned. Eventually, a compromise was reached. 

Those prisoners refusing return to their native lands were placed under the authority of a 

neutral commission for a period of three months. After that interlude POWs were offered 

a free choice of staying in the country where they had been captured or returning to their 

country of origin. Those taking the latter option were taken to this bridge across the MDL 

which took its name from the fact that if POWs chose to cross the bridge, there was no 

going back. Over 75,000 communist prisoners took just this option. 

 

The bridge itself looks to be in a poor state of repair, with one of the rusting MDL signs 

at its entrance. If the bridge looks a little familiar, it may be because it (or, more 

precisely, a recreation of it) has served as a cinematic backdrop, notably when James 

Bond crossed it in the 007 movie Die Another Day (2002). This only served to heighten 

the feeling of unreality that pervaded our tour of the DMZ. 

 

Peace and Propaganda 

It was some surprise to come across tilled fields and discover that people do, in fact, live 

within the DMZ. Each side maintains one village within the DMZ – Daeseong-dong in 

the south and Gijeong-dong (or Kijong-dong) in the north. Daeseong-dong, called “Peace 

Village” by the UN troops, was an existing, traditional farming village. Because of its 

highly unusual location, the villagers, who number around 200, are exempted from 

otherwise compulsory military service for South Korean men. The inhabitants also enjoy 

freedom from taxes and the South Korean government guarantees the sale of the crops 

produced there. These factors have led to average annual family incomes exceeding 

US$80,000 and making the village arguably an attractive place to live and explain why 

the South Korean government insists that any new residents must have an ancestral 

connection to the village. 

 

However, there is a significant price to pay – not least of which is proximity to over a 

million North Koreans bent on the destruction of the South, and thus the infrequent but 

nonetheless persistent threat of abduction by DPRK infiltrators. The villagers must also 

put up with the heavy military presence on their side of the MDL and are also subject to 

considerable restrictions, for example a nightly military curfew of 11pm to dawn. 

 

The northern “village” of Gijeong-dong, also apparently termed “Peace Village” by the 

North Koreans, appears at first sight to be a substantial township. Viewed through 

binoculars, however, and it becomes apparent that many windows lack glass. In fact the 

grand concrete apartment block facades are largely for show, designed to demonstrate the 

prosperity and prowess of Pyongyang’s supposedly superior system and the virtues of 

living in the workers’ paradise to the north. In fact, Gijeong-dong appears to be inhabited 

by a relatively small number of personnel charged with maintaining the illusion of vitality 

and the village’s extraordinary flagpole (see below). As a result, UN forces, nick-named 
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Gijeong-dong “Propaganda Village”. The other reason why this name proved apt was 

North Korea’s practice of playing North Korean slogans and rhetoric from huge speakers 

in Gijeong-dong across the MDL into South Korea for up to 20 hours a day. The South 

Koreans responded by installing their own loud speakers and playing a mix of their own 

propaganda mixed with pop music. Thankfully for the villagers living within earshot, 

these equally absurd broadcasts ceased by mutual agreement in 1994.  

 

My flag is bigger than your flag… 

Flags are, of course, potent expressions of patriotism and symbols of nationalism. 

Planting a flag clearly sends a defiant message of sovereignty, ownership and faith in a 

particular cause. This truism has been taken to extremes between North and South Korea 

in a bizarre competition for dominance through the prominent display of their flags.  

 

In the 1980s, the South Koreans built a lofty 98.4m (328ft) tall flagpole near Daeseong-

dong in order to proudly fly the South Korean flag such that it could be seen far into 

North Korea. Indeed, when Seoul won the right to host the 1988 Olympic Games the 

South Korean government was presented with a flag showing the five-ringed Olympic 

symbol. This, we were told, was duly flown from the flagpole at Daeseong-dong as a way 

of rather unsubtly taunting the North Koreans (who were boycotting the Games) over the 

South’s success. 

 

In response the North Koreans upped the ante and constructed an even larger and taller 

one in Gijeong-dong. This structure, which has an air of the Eiffel Tower about it, stands 

at 157.5m (525ft) and is thus the tallest flagpole in the world. The enormous North 

Korean flag that flies (or when we were there, hangs limply) from the top of this edifice 

apparently weighs 270kg (595 lb) when dry and must be hastily removed whenever it 

rains as the flagpole cannot sustain its weight when wet. 

 

Accidental Paradise 

While both sides do send combat patrols into the DMZ (but are prohibited from crossing 

the MDL), the area has been left largely undisturbed. Other than their two villages, there 

has thus been minimal human impact within the DMZ for over six decades. The ironic 

and unintended consequence of this is that the DMZ, at 907km
2
, is the largest block of 

land to have escaped from the economic development and urbanisation prevalent 

throughout the rest of the Korean peninsula, especially the south. The DMZ therefore 

represents a de facto wildlife sanctuary and biodiversity preserve of national Korean and 

global significance, albeit an accidental one.  

 

The DMZ corridor has been described as a treasure house of rare ecosystems including 

rugged highlands, wetlands and temperate forests. It is thought to host over 1,100 plant 

species, 50 mammal species, including the Asiatic black bear, leopard, Eurasian lynx, 

Goral sheep and possibly even Amur tiger. Additionally, it provides a habitat for 

hundreds of bird species, including the endangered Black-faced Spoonbill, Red-crowned 

and White-napped Cranes and Black Vulture. Indeed, many native species no longer 

found elsewhere in Korea are apparently present within the DMZ. 
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There have thus been moves towards the creation of a transboundary peace park, partially 

in order to preserve this unique area on environmental grounds and partially in memorial 

to those slain in the Korean War. The aim of campaigners is to transform the DMZ from 

“a symbol of war to a place of peace among humans and between humans and nature”, 

and secure backing of north and south to apply for UNESCO World Heritage Site status 

for the DMZ. Advocates of this scheme point to drastic habitat destruction and 

biodiversity loss elsewhere in Korea and, invoking emotive traditional Korean imagery, 

promote the DMZ as providing a unique opportunity to preserve Keum-Su-Gang-Sam, or 

“the land of embroidered rivers and mountains”.  

 

These laudable aspirations have yet to come to fruition and it seems unlikely that they 

will do in the current climate of ideological confrontation and manifest distrust. However, 

even if others see the DMZ as land ripe for development after eventual reunification, the 

fact that it is heavily laced with landmines, gives rise to at least some hope that this rare 

and unlooked for positive by-product of the Korean conflict can be preserved into the 

future. 

 

A front line …with a gift shop 

The passion of our South Korean JSA guide was impressive. He was keen to emphasise 

the deadly seriousness of the inter-Korean conflict and his unit’s crucial role on the 

“frontline of freedom”. He was also severely critical of Korean visitors turning up for 

DMZ tours drunk and Western tourists treating the whole DMZ experience as a joke. His 

resounding speech was, however, somewhat undermined by the fact that it was delivered 

en route to the last stop of our tour…at the DMZ gift shop back at Camp Bonifas. 

 

This served to underscore the paradox of the DMZ and feeling of disconnection with 

reality that one encounters during a visit. On one hand the DMZ is heavily characterised 

by petty political and propaganda points scoring, sabre-rattling and grandstanding to a 

near ludicrous degree. As a result, the rivalry between the two sides and particularly how 

it is expressed is difficult to take entirely seriously. Simultaneously, however, the 

confrontation is undoubtedly in deadly earnest and reflects a division that has had tragic 

and long-lasting consequences – something emphasised by the fact that millions of 

Korean families were, and remain, divided by the DMZ.  

 

It is also the case that the DMZ is a potential flashpoint for devastating armed conflict. 

Heavily armed soldiers with itchy trigger-fingers train on a daily basis for a new Korean 

War – something that does not seem an especially far-fetched eventuality in light of 

seemingly ever more frantic rhetoric emanating from the North. Such a renewed Korean 

War would inevitably cost hundreds of thousands, if not millions of lives and cripple the 

world’s 12
th

 largest economy, with equally inevitable but significant negative knock-on 

effects at the global scale, even without resort to weapons of mass destruction. 

 

All in all, the Korean DMZ makes for a fascinating trip and an object lesson in the 

lengths states will go to guard against perceived threats to their sovereignty, 

independence and integrity. It may be somewhat counterintuitive to seek to visit what is, 

in effect, a sporadically active war zone. However, a tour of the DMZ has no equivalent 
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around the world and is an excursion thoroughly out of the ordinary, bizarrely combining 

an active military front line with tour buses and a gift shop. A visit is highly 

recommended, before this last great schism between Cold War ideologies 

disappears…one way or another. 
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Introduction to Geopolitical Tales II  
 

Mladen Klemenčić 

 

As an editor of the Croatian journal called Hrvatska revija [Croatian Review], in the last 

year of my editorial mandate I initiated a thematic bloc consisting of contributions 

written by political geographers from different countries. I compiled a list of potential 

authors, people I was in any case in contact with, and contacted them to outline the 

project in mind. I explained briefly the idea of a thematic block of contributions and 

invited the submission of texts with the objective of recounting some unusual travel or 

experience,an encounter with an interesting person they had  met somewhere, or simply 

an anecdote from their own academic career. Rather than  a 'professional' text in an 

academic style, what was instead envisaged was a piece designed to engage with a  wider 

audience, a tale that will promote our discipline as interesting and unique. 

 

My foreign colleagues so addressed were fellow geographers from  different countries 

who do  more or less the same job. Generally, they work as university professors, hold 

classes for students in a subject which is generally referred to as "political geography", do 

research and write articles on topics relevant for the field, and, on occassion, travel 

around and occasionally visit places that most people would generally avoid. They 

usually meet each other occasionally at meetings and conferences,  where they exchange 

ideas and present their research. Last but not least, they are always happy to socialise and 

spend time together.  

 

Since I have over the last fifteen years had the privilege to be a participant of some 

meetings of political geographers, I proudly considered myself to be at least an associated 

member of that small scientific community. I was with them at various places, in the 

world's major cities and as well as less known small towns. For example, we attended 

meetings  in Prague and the Hague, and we traveled together around the Caucasus and 

toured small villages in Ulster. Some of them I guided to the hotspots on the Croatian 

borders and showed them places I was talking about while presenting papers at our 

conferences and gatherings: we drove on the boat around the Bay of Piran, we stood on 

the bank of the Danube at Aljmaš overlooking Serbian side on the opposite bank, and we 

overlooked  the Prevlaka peninsula while it was under the control of the UN 

peacekeeping mission. Some of them were my guests in Zagreb and, in turn, I was their 

guest in Durham, Washington or Moscow. We spent many pleasant evenings together, 

wherever we found ourselves we had a great time together and always got along with 

outstanding mutual understanding. From those people I learned a lot, not only about 

political geography, but also about the world we live in, tolerance and understanding 

among people. If described by terminology used for sports, the group of authors I 

managed to engage was my "dream team".  

 

The project I initiated among my fellow political geographers developed very well. I 

collected articles together with photos, translated them into Croatian, and in autumn 2010 

the issue of Hrvatska revija was published. Most of the issue consisted of contributions 

of distinguished political geographers, put together under the overarching title 
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Geopolitical Tales. I wrote an introduction (which you are presently reading), explaining 

briefly how the project was imagined and realised, presented all authors, and summarised 

their contributions. I was delighted with positive response from almost all colleagues I 

contacted and considered Geopolitical Tales as one of the best achievments of my 10 

years as editor of the journal. Having such, in my view, valuable contributions at my 

disposal I could not resist a challenge, and I included two tales of my own to complete a 

selection (see below).  

 

Since most of contributions were written originally in English, and published in Croatian, 

which is certainly not a global language, a thematic bloc in Hrvatska revija remained 

accesible for a strictly limited audience. Because of the language barrier even most of 

contributors could not read final result in full. During one of subsequent visits of Clive 

Schofield to Zagreb, we considered possibility for an English version, which would be 

accesible for many more potential readers. Thanks to Clive and with understanding of 

International Zeitschrift, we found a solution. In this issue of the IZ we offer the second 

installment of the Geopolitical Tales series, as briefly outlined below.   

 

Mladen Klemenčić offers two tales, the first relating to a visit to the visibly wounded city 

of Sarajevo in Bosnia-Hercegovina in the mid-1990s, while the second recounts 

experiences whilst visiting another city that has geopolitical scars, Belfast. Mladen is a 

political geographer and border scholar based at the Mirolslav Krleza Lexicographical 

Institute in Zagreb, Croatia. 

 

Vladimir Kolossov narrates a tale of a visit to Sukhumi, capital of the unrecognised 

Republic of Abkhazia in the Caucasus. Professor Kolossov is Head of the Centre for 

Geopolitical Studies at the Institute for Geographical Studies of the Moscow Institute for 

International Relations and is current President of the International Geographical Union 

(IGU). 

 

Clive Schofield, in IZ's lead article herein, relates his experiences of a visit to the 

demilitarised zone (DMZ) between the two Koreas. Clive is Professor and Director of 

Research at the Australian National Centre for Ocean Resources and Security, University 

of Wollongong, Australia. 
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The Flight to Sarajevo 
 

Mladen Klemenčić 

 

I traveled to Sarajevo in early spring of 1996 as a member of the Croatian delegation to 

the negotiations on the use of the former Yugoslav army airport  called Željava. As many 

other issues, the Željava issue suddenly surfaced in fall of 1995 after the victorious 

actions of the Croatian army in recapturing territories formerly occuppied by Serb forces. 

In those actions, the airport and air base Željava, located  right on the state border 

between the Croatian and Bosnia-Hercegovina (BiH) was liberated. Željava was intially 

one of the most important air bases of Yugoslav army and a good example of its 

privileged social position: a megalomanic project which cost a lot of money, without ever 

justifying its existence, which was at the end left abandoned and wasted.  

 

The facility consists of five runways, together with an underground part with hundreds of 

meters of tunnels and shelters. In the summer of 1995. Zeljava was empty, abandoned 

and destroyed to a large extent, with underground tunnels mined and partially collapsed. 

The impetus for the negotiations regarding the use of Zeljava arrived, we were told, came 

from "American circles". In the fall of 1995 each cue from that direction had a major 

impact on both sides of the border, in Croatia as well as in Bosnia. 

 

To resolve the issue, an international commission, was formed. I was appointed to its 

Croatian part as an expert on the border issues, which was a recognition to political 

geography as academic subdiscipline and the continuation of the long-standing tradition 

of participation of political geographers in the settlement of border issues worldwide. The 

participation of political geographers in similar issues was initiated at the  beginning of 

the 20th century by pioneers of the profession in the UK, US and  Germany.  

 

Our negotiating team was led by a Croatian diplomat who later continued his career 

representing Croatia at the United Nations and as the Minister of Justice. Presently, the 

same diplomat serves as a deputy to the UN secretary general Ban Ki-moon . In my 

opinion  our team had  very good composition, much better than any other expert group I 

ever participated in. Apart from the aforementioned diplomat, there was also the 

commander of the Croatian Air Force, a Croatian officer who left the most favorable 

impression of me among all that I have met, then a professor of international law, who 

shortly after became a Judge of the European Court of Human Rights, and another 

military officer with whom at the end of the 1990s I cooperated closely in another 

boundary negotiation, as well as  an employee of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs who 

presently represented Croatia at the United Nations. In short, being a member of that 

negotiating team, I understood as personal recognition and felt honoured to be among 

their number. 

  

Negotiations with the Bosnian part of the commission  were initiated in the fall of 1995 in 

Zagreb, continued with a joint visit to Željava airport, which was also an experience 

worth description, and then it was time for us to visit Sarajevo. Since at that time, in the 
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post-Dayton period, regular flights to Sarajevo were yet to be established, the Croatian  

Ministry of Foreign Affairs agreed with the UN to take us on one of their flights. 

  

It was sometime in early April, before the trip it was snowing in Zagreb. We gathered at 

the military section of the Pleso airport, without any information whether the flight would 

depart or not. The scene at the airport was  not encouraging: wet runways and few 

deserted small planes covered with snow. We waited for a while, and then a man 

appeared with a broom in his hand and started to clear the snow off one of the planes. 

When that job was completed, someone instructed us that it was the plane that should 

take us to Sarajevo and called on us to board. The interior was a cramped room for some 

20-25 passengers. Except for us, members of boundary delegation, there were other 

passengers, mostly members of the international force IFOR, then arriving in Bosnia. 

Soon all the seats were filled, and a member of our delegation, a noted Croatian officer, 

explained to us that we are in an aircraft of Soviet production of the series Jak, named 

after designer Aleksandar Jakovliev. Then the same man who had cleared the snow 

appeared, greeted us in English and provided basic information on the flight. We learned 

that the aircraft should first land in Split, and then would continued to Sarajevo. In the 

afternoon, the same route would be taken in reverse and they would take us back to 

Zagreb. Finally, the same man entered the cockpit, and we only then learned that he was 

the pilot, without help of a co-pilot. So literary everything starting with  broom to clean 

the snow from the plane, to control of the aircraft, was in his hands. 

 

Our co-member, well versed in aviation, explained that he was probably a former Soviet 

army pilot, Russian or Ukrainian makes no difference, who in the new circumstances 

took work for international organisations, including the United Nations, for a monthly 

salary of five hundred dollars or little more than that, but certainly well below the level of 

their western counterparts.  

 

Quite apart from the unusual circumstances described above, the flight to Sarajevo, 

remains deeply etched in my memory for other details too. Images of recent war were all 

around us. The airport of Sarajevo had a wartime appearance: it looked untidy and 

chaotic, buildings were secured with sandbags, everywhere there were armoured cars and 

many members of IFOR fully equipped for war. Further, the areas surrounding the airport 

were dug up and the pathways by along which vehicles travelled were muddy and clearly 

improvised. As soon as we left the airport, a view opened towards part of town called 

Dobrinja where all the buildings looked horrible and ruined to large extent. The 

oppressive impression was further intensified with winter weather, dirty snow and low 

clouds above the city. Moving through the town along a straight avenue, we were driving 

beside the tram tracks on which there were many trams stopped there maybe three or four 

years ago and since then I guess, abandoned and untouched except by time. They looked 

ghostly, as did some well-known public buildings, such as that of Oslobodjenje 

newspapers, which has suffered God knows knows how many direct hits during the siege 

of the city.   

 

Moreover, just that day the Serbs, in accordance with agreed territorial division at 

Dayton, were leaving Sarajevo suburbs, and we were deeply aware of proximity of the 
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war and its consequences. Just a few days earlier, we'd have been forced on the way from 

the airport to the center to pass checkpoints of Serbian soldiers and policemen. For 

myself I did not care, but I was not sure that all the members of our delegation would be 

welcomed at such places.  

 

As I recall from a considerable temporal distance, in the city itself we did not stay long. 

We conducted the negotiations and then went for lunch with colleagues representing BiH, 

after which we were taken back to the airport. The return flight I don't remember as a 

particularly exciting experience: nothing worth mentioning occurred, we were just driven 

safely because our universal pilot apparently had a steady hand, but the trip itself, the 

circumstances and the uncertainty under which it happened, and especially the experience 

of the city, chaotic and visibly wounded in the recently finished war, all that was deeply 

etched in my memory. The trip described above was an experience that I owe to the fact 

that I was involved in the political geography during a period of time when it was much 

more than an academic discipline. 
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Untried Photo 
 

Mladen Klemenčić 

 

It was my first visit to Ireland. I wished so much to visit the Green Island, but I was 

waiting for a good opportunity. A research fellowship I had in Durham, in the northeast 

of England, in that famous university environment, allowed me a chance to visit Ireland. 

With the help of an Irish colleague that I already knew, I was able to arrange a small tour: 

at several universities in various Irish cities I scheduled lectures. All this happened in the 

spring of 1996.  

 

The lecture topic I offered seemed to be actual and attractive enough: Croatia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, the collapse of Yugoslavia, the new political map, new states and 

international boundaries, the international peacekeeping mission. In Dublin, I performed 

as a guest of Irish-Croatian friendship society, a sympathetic association composed 

largely of Irishmen and only exceptionally a few Croats. My host in Dublin was Jim, the 

society's treasurer, otherwise a prominent and well-off judge in Dublin.  

 

At his house, in a quiet neighborhood of Rathgar in south Dublin, I got to enjoy a 

comfortable room. I had the feeling that I was welcomed and was well-cared for by my 

host. Most of the time Jim was not at home, just like me, but when we would meet, we 

would have a pleasant conversation. Once I "cracked" the conventional lectures and 

established itself on the Green Island,  I took a day trip to Belfast in order to acquire a 

more rounded picture of Ireland. Jim and I found ourselves at the same time at home, and 

I took a chance to collect useful information about Belfast: where to go, what to see, how 

to behave.  

 

I admit, I felt a certain amount of caution with respect for Belfast. I did not want to do 

something that might disturb someone and get me into any trouble because of a lack of 

information on my part. I told him I intended to visit and take a walk around both parts of 

the divided city. I was not aware of the fact that the division could be observed only in 

strictly defined areas of the city, while other parts, such as the city center, were normal 

urban spaces in which passerby could not notice anything unusual or special. Jim was 

happy to advise me.  

 

At one point, when we touched  in our conversation the Falls Road, Jim asked me if I 

wanted to meet with Gerry Adams, the head of  Republican party Sinn Fein and 

prominent leader of Northern Ireland's Catholics: "We're good friends, if you want I'll 

call him and arrange your meeting with him", he said. 

  

I replied that it was not necessary, I was not a journalist and did not want to take his time   

The next day I traveled by train from Dublin to Belfast, and after two hours, full of 

enthusiasm, I started touring notorious sites of the Irish "troubles" and the major 

strongholds of the conflicting parties. First I went to the Protestant stronghold of Shankill 

Road. It did not take long to walk along that famous but basically unbecoming street, 

surrounded by low houses. Militant murals celebrating the Protestant paramilitaries and 
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their political prisoners with calls for the battle in which there's "no surrender" were 

visible around me.  Expectedly sombre atmosphere was complemented in the 

backgrounds by the bald and cut off cliffs of Cave Hill over which were hovering gray 

clouds. I tried to take photos of as many murals as possible, but I was still careful not to 

draw someone's attention. Coming from a predominantly Catholic country, I could not 

get rid of feeling that I was somehow on the "wrong" side, and I did not want  anyone 

else except me to know it. After satisfying my curiosity on that side of the dividing line, I 

went back the same way I came. Looking at the city map it looked close to get from 

Shankill Road to the Catholic area of the Falls Road, but I had to go back to "normal" 

part of the city, and from there head towards the republican stronghold. I realised my plan 

without any difficulty, and I finally broke out at the beginning of Divis Road, the road 

that later become the Falls Road. On the left hand side I noticed a skyscraper about which 

Jim had warned me. During the height of the conflict in the early 1970s the skyscraper 

served as the main base for British snipers. From the top of a skyscraper they had the 

Catholic Falls Road under full view. After passing by  the skyscraper, I could see the first 

labels of  affiliation – houses dominated by the Irish tricolor. Just like at the nearby 

Shankill Road and the houses were similarly low, one-story and modest. Both Shankill 

and Falls are true working class neighbourhoods, and gloomy with no glitter and gloss. 

At least that was the impression I got there in the 1990s.  

 

Following Jim's instructions I was looking for a house where the headquarters of Sinn 

Fein is based. I recognised it due to emblematic mural, which depicted Bobby Sands, the 

Republican hero and martyr of hunger strike in prison in 1981. Just when I got in front of 

the building with the name of the party, and had only to cross on the other side of the 

street, the house door opened and a man got out. I immediately recognised him: ...Gerry 

Adams himself. I paused for a moment, thinking for a second or two: should I address 

him?, perhaps mention our mutual acquaintance, judge  Jim from Dublin, and, why not, 

ask him for a joint photo? But I failed to stop him and Gerry Adams continued on his way 

along the street, and I went to the Sinn Fein's store where you can get republican insignia 

and publications before continuing my program of visiting Belfast.  

 

Since then many years have passed, but I still regret that I failed to approach Gerry 

Adams.  Whenever I saw him on television or in the newspapers, the just described 

situation is coming back to my mind: how I missed opportunity for a brief encounter 

outside the headquarters of his party. I am almost sure that Gerry Adams would not have 

turned his back to the visitor from Croatia. We would have probably talked for a short 

time, and might have agreed on a joint photo. Indeed, this image that I failed to take 

intrigues me the most - I should have made it! It would have a special and definitely 

noticeable place in my office in Zagreb and would be a unique "souvenir". I could show 

off a bit, because everybody would have thought that the leader of Sinn Fein, a man who 

embodies the struggle for Irish unity, was my good acquaintance. As time passes away, 

I'm getting more and more convinced that the untried photo with Gerry Adams would be 

great memorabilia of my travels, for someone else probably not particularly impressive, 

but significant to me. Particularly thanks to specific journeys similar to the one in Ireland, 

I shall forever be pleased that I belonged to globally small but very special scholar 

community of political geographers. 
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Aftermath of the War 
 

Vladimir Kolossov 

 

 

It was in June of 1994. Accompanied with two French colleagues I found myself on a 

plesant  ride from Anapa to the south, along the resorts of blessed Caucasian Black Sea 

coast. Our task was to study the Greek-Pontian and Armenian Diaspora in the south of 

the former Soviet Union. Occasionally we stopped at small towns and interviewed local 

leaders of the Greek and Armenian communities. We also got in touch with the relevant 

administrative authorities in order to get necessary statistics. Our final destination was 

Sukhumi, the capital of unrecognised Republic of Abkhazia where only a few months 

previously a 13-month-long and bloody war with Georgia had ended. 

 

That war, widely known for atrocities on both sides, started as a result of attempts on the 

part of  the Georgian government to re-establish control over Abkhazia. On 14 August 

1992 Georgian airplanes suddenly hit the Sukhumi. A hastily-gathered but well-armed 

Georgian army, consisted of volunteers and partly of adventurers and criminals, faced no 

resistance and quickly marched into the Abkhazian capital. These dramatic events were 

preceded by a "legal war" in which the Georgian leadership sought to abolish the 

autonomy which Abkhazia had enjoyed in the Soviet times.  Abkhaz dissatisfaction with 

their disadvantaged position had in any case occasionally resulted in demonstrations even 

in the Soviet era when such open protest actions were very rare and often ruthlessly 

suppressed.  

 

The objective of the informal Abkhaz leadership at that time (Abkhazia has just over 

90,000 Abkhazians) was to leave the Georgia and join the Russian Krasnodar region. 

Indeed, during Soviet times Abkhazians were transformed from the majority population 

of the autonomous republic into a tiny minority (less than 18% of the population 

according to the census of 1989). The main reason for this change was the migration of 

Georgians into Abkhazia. Most of these migrants were Megrelians (an ethnic subgroup 

that lives in the neighboring Georgian regions). Their relocation was encouraged by 

Georgian authorities under the pretext of populating  wetland areas in eastern Abkhazia, 

particularly for the development of coastal resorts. 

 

Following combat activities in 1992 and 1993 more than 200,000 Georgians escaped 

from Abkhazia, and only a third (about 65,000) of them subsequently returned to their 

homes. Indeed, only those who lived in the border region of Georgia, mostly populated 

by the Mergela subgroup, could readily return to Abkhazia. 

 

The war destroyed Abkhazia. It almost completely destroyed industry and infrastructure, 

and the territory of republic was wasted. Besides the Georgians a lot of Russians and 

Armenians left the country, while the Greek government evacuated most of the Greek 

population. Abkhazia lost more than half of the population that numbered 525,000 in 

1989. Following the 1992-93 war it was  reduced to 215,000. Of that number, according 

to official data, the Abkhazians accounted  44% of the population, with the  Georgian and 
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Armenian communities accounting for 21% each, whilst 11% of the population was 

Russian. The population of Sukhumi decreased almost four-fold, while the population of 

the main industrial center, the city Tkuarchal, decreased to less than one fifth of the 

previous figure. Entire villages were completely abandoned. 

 

After the war started, Abkhazia declared its independence. Russia did not officially 

recognise it, and established a blockade of the tiny republic. As a result, Abkhazian 

residents older than fourteen years were unable to cross the border with Russia. The 

border crossing was on the bridge over the river Psou near its mouth. The bridge is still 

the only viable border crossing because most of the other border passes are located  in the 

high and uninhabited mountains.  

 

Finally, we reached the border. Apparently, and rather surprisingly, concerned over the 

territorial integrity of Georgia, the Russian border guards initialy refused to allow my 

French colleagues to enter Abkhazia. These friends later admitted that during the tortuous 

negotiations with the border guards, they were praying to God that the guards remained 

staunch and did not, in fact, allow us to cross the Rubicon, which separates the relatively 

civilised world of the unrecognized Abkhaz mountains and coasts! However, the young 

lieutenant in charge of the crossing relented in the face of my arguments with the decisive 

factor proving to be a recommendation letter from my Institute in Moscow, which 

confirmed the humanitarian nature of our mission. The Abkhazian border guards by 

contrast, suffering from the heat and boredom, were not at all astonished by the French 

passports, and we finally passed the few meters distance separating Light from Darkness. 

 

On the other bank of the river Psou we hired an old Volga car. It looked pathetic: dented 

sides, front bumper fallen off, hood stitched with wire, windshield covered in a web of 

cracks. The driver explained that the car was requisited by the Georgian troops. 

Accidentally he found the car discarded in a ditch after a crash on the road, but had no 

money for repairs, as well as having no proper place to fix it. 

 

During those moments for the first time in my life I felt the experience of what it was to 

be in a war - not on the big screen, but in reality. The road initially followed a narrow belt 

between forested and steep bare mountain slopes above the coast along which were 

squeezed abandoned spas with smashed window frames. Below us we also saw a steady 

belt of beaches covered with cocked awnings and summer cabins, and along the beach 

rusty rails with broken power lines. Only recently, along the main railway line trains were 

passing one after another coming  from all over the Soviet Union and bringing tourist to 

the Caucasus resorts in Georgia and Armenia. The station buildings built to receive these 

throngs of holidaymakers had been constructed in a "tropical" style. Yet now around 

them there was not a single living soul...only the bright, inviting sea and clear blue sky 

were like they had been in previous times. 

  

Our route then took us climbing up through lush vegetation among which could be 

distinguished lines of old vineyards, orchards and tea plantations. We reached Gagra, one 

of the most popular resorts of the Soviet-era, which boasts a gorgeous park which 

stretches along the coast at the entrance to the city. Right there fierce battles were fought 
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and we were struck by the burned-out building of what once was the bus station, together 

with the skeletons of armored vehicles and trucks. In the park invincible nature was 

triumphing, but where were the cascades of artificial ponds, rows of trees, and exotic 

plants, swans and goldfish? Only silence and desolation. And how so fast! Only a few 

years ago there bunches of tourists had strolled around! 

 

A little further on the checkpoints, relentless young men stood with automatic rifles. 

After a brief argument they let us continue our way. Finally, we reached Sukhumi. At the 

entrance to  the city stood eleven-storey residential towers with holes in them from 

artillery shells. In each of them the first few floors had been damaged and burned, but 

above and below life continued. The windows are covered with taut plastic film as glass 

was still an expensive and scarce commodity. Entire streets were dead, alonside them 

were abandoned typical four storey apartment buildings and surrounded by overgrown 

orchards, solid family houses with balconies facing the street. They had no windows and 

doors, and often lacked a roof too. One such building was little more than a shell save 

that four storeys up a scrap of kitchen floor survived on which, miraculously, a 

refrigerator perched precariously.  The huge building of the Abkhazian government,  a 

symbol of control over the city, was completely burned down as it was a main target. The 

promenade at one of the central squares of the city had been turned into a cemetery. The 

dates of death at all the graves were almost the same: the year 1993. The birth years were 

similar too. This section of the city was also largely deserted, with skeletons of burned 

hotels, cafes and restaurants. Again, there was the silently flashing, indifferent sea, great 

in its immensity, bright with the southern sun, palm trees, blue sky and deserted beaches. 

 

We approached the building, which was occupied by several ministries of  unrecognised 

republic. The atmosphere was reminiscent of movies about the revolution. The whole 

ministry was located in several former classrooms. Somewhat inexperienced secretaries 

were typing on old typewriters. The Minister, who has promised to be on hand, was not 

in his office. We waited for him at the entrance. An intelligently looking man, with 

Slavonic physiognomy and with a briefcase in his hand, expressed interest in the purpose 

of our visit. He presented himself as a professor of the local educational institution. We 

engaged in conversation. He began to narrate Abkhaz history ever since the epoch of 

early Christianity. The Minister remains absent for a long and we continue standing at the 

front stairs. The professor's speech is academically rigorous, steady, full of information. 

After an hour of that unusual street scene for the four of us, he reaches the 15th century, 

and we finally conclude that the professor is out of his mind, one of the consequences of 

war, probably... The lecture continues, but from the ruins of nearby buildings a new 

character appears: an uncombed woman perhaps in her fifties with a big doll in her arms, 

gently talking to it as if to a child. She is circling around us singing lullabies, as the doll 

cannot gets "to sleep". A trained voice, fluent speech – who knows what she was in her 

earlier life? I will never forget that scene. Finally, here's our Minister, and we, trying to 

be polite as students, somehow manage to terminate our teacher's discourse, without 

getting to know how Abkhazia lived in the 18th century.  

 

We find accommodation in a well-protected area of the resort together with the UN 

observers,  with the recommendation not to stay beyond compound's fence later than four 
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pm. In several pavilions there are no more than 10-15 people in total. In the evening, a 

warm southern wind brings to our balcony the characteristic bark of automatic rifles 

indicating ongoing armed conflicts, perhaps between local police and marauders 

(pillagers). How is the fragile boundary between peace and war, life and death, creation 

and madness. How seamlessly and quickly are good neighbours  converted into blood 

enemies, and cities into sources of war profits and a series of war ruins... How terrible 

nationalism can be!  

 

I did not travel to Abkhazia again until the summer of 2009. These later visits were 

undertaken firstly with one of my Moscow colleagues and then with well known political 

geographers John O'Loughlin and Gerard Toal. Working on a project devoted to 

unrecognised or partially recognised states, we tried to undertake an extensive 

sociological survey. We were received and welcomed by President Bagapsh,  president of 

Abkhaz parliament and deputy prime minister. We also visited the former Higher 

Pedagogical School, presently the Abkhaz University, which is located in the  building of 

the former Institute of Agriculture and was (and probably still is) in need of extensive 

renovation, but has a beautiful location at the edge of Sukhumi with a spectacular view 

over the sea and the city. 

  

In recent years, much has changed. The waterfront, a symbol of Sukhumi, has been 

restored. There again, under the colonnade in its central part, local men are sipping 

Turkish coffee, playing checkers and dominoes. Again, in a well-known restaurant on the 

coast, which imitates an Abkhaz courtyard,  tasty and cheap "hachapuri" (Caucasian 

pirogue with cheese) are served with red wine. The scene is reminiscent of the novels of 

the famous Abkhazian writer Fazil Iskander. Several squares and parks has been 

renovated, the central city pedestrian shopping street revitalised. However, most stores 

from the inside look like those from Soviet times, though the offer is quite decent. On the 

streets the typical post-Soviet paradox is apparent: too many expensive new cars  with 

Abkhazian plates.  

 

The country has maintained regular, genuinely competitive, elections. When Moscow in 

2004 tried to put pressure on Abkhazia's voters and push the candidate that it considered 

to be more appropriate, a political crisis broke out and led to the election of an opposing  

candidate.  Nevertheless, cooperation with Russia, which generally supports Abkhazia, is 

unavoidable and the population generally widely approves it. The Abkhaz Republic is 

gradually coming out of isolation. Its residents are given the opportunity to obtain 

Russian citizenship, which enables them to travel freely in Russia and in other countries. 

More than 80% of the Abkhazia's population has taken this opportunity. In the early 

2000s mass summer tourism from Russia started to revive and gave impetus to the 

renewal and the construction of housing, roads, renovating the resorts. Tourism  also 

stimulates demand for agricultural products. Further, during the winter, a vital activity for 

a large number of Abkhazians is export to Russia of their traditional products - 

tangerines. However, it is hard to make a serious profit out of that job. At the time of 

their harvest at the bridge over the river Psou long queues are formed - mostly women 

with hand carts full of boxes with fruit are waiting to pass custom controls. The process 

may take several hours and sometimes last all night. Immediately after the checkpoint, 
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dealer's (wholesalers) are waiting. They pay local Abkhazians 25 cents per pound of 

tangerines and transport them to the northern Russian regions. 

  

The psychological climate in the republic changed significantly after the five-day 

Russian-Georgian war, which was trigered by the conflict in South Ossetia. The events of 

August 2008 (and again August!) clearly showed that concerns over a fresh attempt by 

Georgia to resolve "territorial issues" through use of force were real. As a result the 

whole country is in a constant state of mobilisation. Russia recognised the independence 

of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. The republic was guaranteed the inviolability of borders, 

and obtained the possibility for  investments and economic development. Russian 

subsidies make up a significant part of the Abkhazian budget, while Russian state 

companies on the basis of a ten-year concession agreement have begun to rebuild its 

infrastructure – notably the railways and airport. 

 

Certainly, the mismatch between Russian and Abkhazian opportunities is source of 

potential problems. For example, how to encourage Abkhazia's tourism potential? It is 

undoubted that the development of tourism of Abkhazia has all necessary preconditions - 

a warm sea, and mountain forests, together with numerous historical and natural 

monuments. Only the labour force is missing as a result of Abkhazia losing over half of 

its previous population as a consequence of the conflict. Who is going to build new hotels 

and operate the services industry? It is unrealistic to expect that the Abkhazians will be 

willing to sell unique coast to foreign capital, because the mass arrival of foreigners may 

again be a threat to the identity of the indigenous population. 

  

The war years from and long-term external threat will undoubtedly further homogeneise 

Abkhazians. War wounds will heal only with difficulty and over a long period of time. 

Urban renewal and the economic development will require large investments. Even in 

Sukhumi there are still thousands of destroyed homes, hidden by exuberant  vegetation. 

You can often see a multi-storey building with shops on the ground floor, and only a bare 

burned structures above. Even the government building have not been repaired and 

renovated. Moreover, what to say about Ochamchiru seaside resort,   located east of 

Sukhumi, which lost more than 75% of its population, or about Tkurachal, where ruins 

are a somber monument to Soviet industrialisation. The railway line beyond Sukhumi is 

like a blind-ending track - trains to Tbilisi and Yerevan no longer run. 

 

The challenge is, of course, not only about investments. War memories begin to mark the 

Abkhazian national identity. There are constant reminders of the war : these include 

many monuments in cities and along roads, fallen warrior's pictures on fences that hide 

ruins from view, a museum and school placed a marble memorial plaque with the names 

of dozens of university halls, billboards with national symbols and portraits of the first 

Abkhazian President, Vladislav Ardzinba, a specialist in oriental studies but portrayed in 

military uniform. Consequently, it's hard to think that even in the distant future 

Abkhazians would accept to live in the same state with Georgians. 

  

Finally, of course, the war is also well remembered by Georgian refugees. The issue of 

their return is very painful. It would probably harm the very foundations of today's 
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Abkhazian state due to the numerical preponderance of Georgian population in Soviet 

times, and because of all that burden that the recent events left in collective 

consciousness. The relative stabilisation of the political situation after August 2008, the 

absence of immediate threat of war, the battle for diplomatic recognition and integration 

in a global framework, the selection of strategy for economic development and the 

preservation of the democratic foundations, are all at present new challenges for the small 

country.   
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A Somali on Somalia 
Somalia: its Economy and Religion through the Eyes of a Somali 

 

Professor Aweis Issa 

 
Introduction by  

C.G. Bateman 

 
 

 

The administration of the concerns and resources of any community or establishment with a 

view to orderly conduct and productiveness. 
Definition of Economy 

Compact Oxford English Dictionary 

Vol. 1. New York, Oxford University Press, 1971. E-35, 831. 

 

Introduction 

Similar to what I have repeatedly stressed in previous research regarding the word 

"sovereignty," the definition of the word "economy" also comes with an implicit moral 

imperative.
1
 Sadly, regarding the nation of Somalia, there has been no such thing as 

"economy" practiced since the early 1990's. As a University lecturer under the aegis of 

the United Nations (UN) for the last year (2010/11), Aweis Issa has seen this tragic 

reality up close. Mr. Issa was born in Somalia. In his early twenties, during the Sid Barre 

crisis of the early nineties, he happened to be on one of the last education exchange 

programs between the countries of Somalia and Mexico. His country being torn apart by 

civil war as it then was, it was not practicable or possible to return. Aweis Issa, in spite of 

the colossal grief of having his close family members and homeland pulled out from 

under him by violent warlords, continued his education in the area of agricultural 

sciences and received a Master’s Degree from the University of British Columbia in 1996 

and also became a Canadian Citizen. Since then, he has continually worked in this field 

doing contract work for the governments of both British Columbia and Canada. A couple 

years back, in the fall of 2010, Mr. Issa began a dialogue with African UN staff who were 

looking for a lecturer in his area of expertise at the University of Burao, in Somaliland, 

and the two parties agreed on him spending a year there as the lead lecturer in the 

University's Department of Agricultural Science. Upon being seconded to Burao, Mr. Issa 

began to see, first hand, the sad realities of life for Somalians which have dogged them 

ever since the country fell under the influence of clan warlords and Muslim extremists 

following the collapse of order in 1993. In an interview with Professor Issa, he explained 

to me his understanding of who was in control of Somalia's economy, and for what 

reasons. The following is Professor Issa's point of view based on first hand observations 

and a close relationship with his family who have always lived in Somalia. 

 

Divided and Conquered 

The first thing you have to understand about Somalia today is that it has been partitioned, 

split apart like an atom with similar results. Where formerly you had essentially one 

                                                 
1
 C.G. Bateman, “Sovereignty’s Missing Moral Imperative,” International Zeitschrift 8.2 (May 2012): 30-

41. 
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Somalia, now you have South Somalia, Puntland, Somaliland, Jubba Land, and 

Gulmnduq. These "nations within a nation" are ruled by tribal Muslim extremists. As to 

why there is such division, it seems to have come down to money and, without question, 

resource rich territory. How it "comes down to money" is a multifaceted reality. The 

different groups, in dialogue with the UN who hands out resources and money, will point 

fingers at the others claiming that "we" are more democratic than the other tribes and thus 

deserve the biggest slice of the UN pie for Somalia. Along the same line of thinking, they 

also appeal to key Muslim nations who support them with money, weapons, religious 

materials and buildings, and claim to be more devout Muslims than the other groups, 

hoping for a bigger slice of that pie. Another reason for the "money grab" environment 

amongst the five sub-nations is the presence of multi-national corporations, who "choose" 

amongst the different tribal entities and territories in the interminable search for oil and 

the drilling operations that follow. The amount of money up for grabs from the 

multinational corporations, for permission to drill and expropriate resources, amounts to, 

as you can imagine, immense sums. The reality is that one sub-nation does not want to 

have to share with the others. 

 

The leaders of these sub-national groups come from the Somali Diaspora, and most are of 

the taxi driver - president stripe. What I mean by this is that within the Somali Diaspora 

(Somalis in living in the West and other parts of the world) there are tribal big shots who 

have been employed as, for instance, taxi drivers in their various host countries and then 

are called back to be "presidents" of their respective regions once things are set up for 

their arrival. 

 

Not so Neighbourly Neighbours 

From my experience and dialogue with many thousands of Somalians, Kenya and 

Ethiopia, our neigbouring states, do not want peace and order to come to Somalia. The 

reason for this is that the UN and Non-governmental organizations' (NGO's) offices are 

all based and run out of these two states. This brings a significant boost to those 

economies, without a doubt. The UN and NGO staffers responsible for Somalia are what 

I like to call the "fly in-fly out" brigade. They all live in Kenya and Ethiopia and in the 

morning they will fly in to do some work at their various outposts and then fly out again 

in the afternoon, all the while flanked and surrounded by armed Islamic fundamentalists. 

Further on this tack, the Somali Transitional Government, itself, is run out of Nairobi. 

The fact is that the members of the transitional government enjoy their life in Kenya, and 

their bank accounts will testify to this. 

 

Somalia, Religious Extremism, and Resources 

After the destruction of Mogadishu in 1990-1993, tribal Islamic fundamentalist warlords 

took over control of most areas in the country and promulgated and preached the Wahabi 

Doctrine. From 1993 - 2007, many of the educated people in Somalia were killed, such as 

professors, doctors, engineers, and lawyers by these warlord types. During those terrible 

years, all universities, hospitals, libraries, children's schools, and workable infrastructure 

was razed to the ground: destroyed for a cause grounded in the precepts of a religion, 

interpreted as they were, of course, by extremists. 
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During these years of internecine conflict, and in an unprecedented and cruel way, 

religious extremists had Mosques built over known oil deposits. Former Somali holy sites 

and all Christian Churches were destroyed and replaced with Mosques, and all this 

Mosque building activity was funded by Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States.  

 

After more than twenty years of extremist Muslim conflict, all businesses in Somalia are 

now owned by Muslims. One of the more common "industries" is the production of 

camels for exporting to Saudi Arabia, U.A.E.. and other Gulf states. One of their largest 

exports, charcoal, resulted in severe deforestation in Somalia since trees were being used 

to make charcoal for export to these same countries. 

 

Ninety percent of women in the country do not have jobs, primarily due to the religious 

prohibition against them working. Formal education is virtually impossible and instead 

most people are sent to Koranic School to be taught religion. The schools focus on 

teaching the children Arabic and learning the Koran. If one finds himself a devout 

Muslim in Somalia, a Sheik may come along and put the money up for you to open a 

store to try and make a living, but the profits will likely be split something akin to 95% 

for the investor and 5% for the owner. 

 

As for foodstuffs and agricultural products, there is a system of trading or outright 

importation going on. For instance, Somaliland imports over 400,000,000 dollars’ worth 

of Qat from Ethiopia a year. Qat is a plant whose leaves are chewed and produce an 

amphetamine-like effect on the body. It is the drug of choice for many Somalians and it is 

addictive. Ethiopia also provides most of the fruit and vegetables for Somalia. Eggs, 

Chickens, and garlic come from Yemen. The meat and milk is usually locally produced. 

Local Shillings are the currency in Somaliland, and bankers will trade US dollars for the 

local currency. These US dollars come from a few different sources, but almost all of it 

comes from people in the Somalia diaspora throughout the world who send US dollars to 

their relatives on a regular basis. I have sent my sister money like this ever since I could 

many years ago. For those very few and select Somalis fortunate enough to have a job, 

they are paid out in the local currency. 

 

Why Somalia? 

As far as I can tell, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States are using Somalia as a place from 

which they may be able to battle against non-Muslim peoples, setting their eyes on 

Ethiopia and Kenya. Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States also desire access to the Nile. 

Ethiopia is building a dam for irrigation purposes which would greatly impede the flow 

and water levels of the Nile in Egypt, and it seems pretty clear that Saudi Arabia and the 

Gulf States want to prevent this happening to a sister state with an overwhelming 

majority of Muslims. In this sense, then, Somalia has been taken over as a kind of vassal 

state, a stepping off point, a staging area for possible future conflicts. 

 

Piracy 
To my understanding, and being a Somali, piracy is run by a gang style ring between 

Yemen and Somalia. Yemen supplies guns and the "mother ship" from which the smaller 

pirate boats are released from, and there is some kind of splitting of any profits realized. 
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The practice seems to have abated due to the international intervention in recent years, it 

is important to see the connection between Yemen and Somalia, because it shows up in 

many other areas, religion being the most prominent. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

Somalia's economy is ruled by religion, it operates in a vortex of Islamic extremism and 

violence. The management of monies from the United Nations and the Gulf States all 

flow under the aegis of the Islamic regimes. Saudi Arabia is, in my opinion, Somalia's 

biggest problem. They have been sending weapons to the Islamic fighters in Somalia, 

building Mosques on every corner, and encouraging the hatred of anything Western in to 

the bargain. But this is quite duplicitous behaviour when compared to their very close 

relationship with some Western Countries, the most visible being the one they share with 

the United States. I was always taught as a boy that being a Muslim was about peace, but 

Saudi Arabia has used the Islamic religion to push my people in to violence. Somalia has 

been used, and is being used, as a pawn in geopolitics and it is enslaved by religious 

despots.  

 

Of course, there are some rays of hope ahead. One example is the dedication of the 

Finnish government over the years to work in the areas of hospital care and medicine in 

Somalia. They once ran a Mental Illness Hospital in the early nineties, but like every 

other Westerner, they were forced to leave. They are now back in Northern Somalia and 

have a presence in the Hargesia Hospital. 

 

If a Somali person wants to leave for the West, it is virtually impossible due to 

widespread poverty, but it can still be done in some cases. Sometimes the route for the 

West starts with a journey to Ethiopia, then to the Sudan, through the Sahara to Lybia, 

then taking a ship to Italy, Greece or Cyprus. Tragically, some Somali kids get caught on 

this journey, especially in the Sahara, and they are murdered for their bodily organs by 

underground Arab gangs. The kidneys are one of the main organs in this heinous and evil 

trade. 

 

All in, what I have described for you here likely sounds ghastly to your Western ears. 

Two things, the evidence I have offered you is barely scratching the surface of the crimes 

against humanity perpetrated against Somali people by religious extremists. On the other 

hand, things are looking up in Somalia. When you have been as low as Somalia, there is 

nowhere to go but up. Tired of war and death on every side, some Somalians are working 

hard to find a way ahead in varieties of ways. I have put action to my words and served in 

the University of Burao as a lecturer in agricultural sciences. 



 IZ 9.1, April 2013                         Thinking Again: Reparations for Africa                             C.G. Bateman 

▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬▬ 

 27  

Thinking Again About Reparations for Africa1 
Infrastructure, Education, and Industry for Africa are long 

overdue based on the legal concept of Unjust Enrichment 

 

C.G. Bateman 

 

Introduction 

This article suggests that a legal argument could be made out that Africa, in the hands of 

a number of Western sovereign nations over a period of four hundred years dating back to 

the 16th century, has been the victim of multivariate expropriations of human life, natural 

resources, and other sources of wealth in a case of what amounts to "unjust enrichment." 

The courts of English speaking countries that came up with this legal concept usually ask: 

1. Was there enrichment? 2. Was it at the expense of the victim? 3. Was it unfair? 4. Is 

there a good reason for it which might excuse it? 5. What remedy should be enforced? 

Then, once you have answered these questions and have determined a remedy is in order, 

one of the concepts brought to bear on the analysis is that if there is money owing, 

compound interest is most usually applied, for obvious reasons. Herein I suggest that 

because the sums owed to Africa are incalculably high, a program of repayment in 

reparations by the impugned sovereign states in the form of infrastructure, education, and 

industry would be the only just way forward. The author also acknowledges the debt 

owed by the Muslim countries who took African slaves in about the same number as the 

West over the centuries, and therefore these sovereign Muslim states ought to be included 

in this possible international-legal solution concerning reparations.  

 

The Problem 

The West's horrendous treatment of Africa over the last four hundred years leads to only 

one conclusion: the African people deserve sustained reparations for their losses. In 

various corners of the world today, indigenous peoples are now standing up for rights 

which had been theirs for centuries, and they are demanding, and often receiving, 

reparations in the form of lands and money. So it should be: the Aboriginal peoples of 

North and South America, the thousands of Japanese people living in the United States 

and Canada during the Second World War who were detained and maltreated based on 

their race, and the merciless killing and sickening treatment of millions of Jewish people 

at the hands of the Nazis, are just a few examples of how victimized groups within the 

global community have stood up and had their right not to be abused enforced with some 

kind of compensation for past wrongs. These groups which suffered such systematic 

abuse deserve to have some kind of reparations for their colossal losses. 

 

Likely the most abused group of people in the history of the world are those of Africa. 

While this article does not directly address the subject of the loss of human lives for 

Africa via the monstrous and horrific millennium long slave trade carried on by Muslim 

and Christian nations from the ninth to the nineteenth centuries, this historical reality 

must be considered alongside the expropriation of mineral and other resources in any case 

based on the concept of unjust enrichment. It would be enough to simply remind the 

                                                 
1
 This article is an updated version of an article that previously appeared in International Zeitschrift. 
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reader of the scale of the atrocities foisted on the African people – mothers, fathers, 

brothers, sisters, and infants – at the hands of Muslim and Christian nations. Elikia 

M’bokolo has succinctly stated: 

 

The African continent was bled of its human resources via all possible routes. Across 

the Sahara, through the Red Sea, from the Indian Ocean ports and across the Atlantic. 

At least ten centuries of slavery for the benefit of the Muslim countries (from the ninth 

to the nineteenth). Then more than four centuries (from the end of the fifteenth to the 

nineteenth) of a regular slave trade to build the Americas and the prosperity of the 

Christian states of Europe. The figures, even where hotly disputed, make your head 

spin. Four million slaves exported via the Red Sea, another four million through the 

Swahili ports of the Indian Ocean, perhaps as many as nine million along the trans-

Saharan caravan route, and eleven to twenty million (depending on the author) across 

the Atlantic Ocean.
2
 

 

Strangely, Africa is rarely discussed in terms of reparations owed, although many 

Africans have attempted to broach the subject.
3
 What the West has done over the years is 

successfully colonize various corners of the African continent, built ports, and then 

proceeded to funnel extremely valuable resources out of Africa at rates which have only 

increased as the years have gone by. To take one of the most obvious examples of this 

practice, one need only look at the life and legacy of Cecil Rhodes, 1853-1902. Cecil 

found diamonds in Africa and consequently became one of the richest men of his era. The 

company that was spawned from his efforts and amassments is De Beers, which at one 

time was responsible for supplying the world with 90% of its rough cut diamonds and is 

still responsible for a whopping 40%. De Beers was founded in 1888, and is still one of 

the most powerful companies in the world. Of course a question should strike you at this 

point, if De Beers has made countless billions, and perhaps into the trillions, then why 

have the people who belonged to this land not been compensated in any meaningful way 

in regards to the long-term losses they have sustained? When one thinks of the tragic 

story of Africa from the nineteenth century until today, whose nations – demarcated for 

them by European nations – suffer, in some cases, devastation and loss of life which still 

remain at critical levels, it is very difficult, then, to reconcile such a scathing reality with 

Western nations who still generate astronomic sums of money, including interest on past 

exploitations, from the despoiled Continent of Africa. This wealth, and I suggest a large 

portion of it, should have gone to infrastructure, education, and industry for native born 

Africans, and not merely to the white colonials and their descendents, familial or 

otherwise. 

 

To De Beers' credit, they recently allowed an African based group to have 24% of its 

stock, which is at least remuneration which is headed in the right direction. Further, they 

                                                 

2
 Elikia M’bokolo, “The impact of the slave trade on Africa,” Le Monde diplomatique, April 1998. 

http://mondediplo.com/1998/04/02africa. 
3
 “The West is being asked to pay Africa $777 thousand billion within five years in reparation for enslaving 

Africans while colonising the continent.” BBC News, “Trillions demanded in slavery reparations,” (Friday 

August 20, 1999). http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/424984.stm.  
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are not the only company who has been involved in such conduct; they are merely a 

recognizable example. My challenge here does not concern the recent 24% profit sharing 

plan, but, more to the point, the erstwhile losses of Africa which tally in the trillions of 

dollars. Of course, Cecil himself would say that his land claims were all legally attained 

and that it was all "above board." Yet the glaring insufficiency of such a "claim," if I 

may, is that this legal title, so-called, was given under a colonial legal regime, and not by 

any kind of African law. Simply maintaining a practice was legal when it was being 

engaged is not a defence in today's world. Slavery, abuse of women, terrible work 

conditions, genocide, etc. ad infinitum, were all once legal according to Western law. 

Legality is not reality. Legality is about power, it is about who rules and who suffers. 

That is why in the absence of democratic checks and balances in a legal system, people 

may assume that whatever the law says is morally right, which is not the case at all. In 

fact, even with checks and balances, citizens must be aware of who benefits the most 

from their societal legal system and keep those people accountable under the law, and not 

over it.
4
   

 

The Law 

In law, the concept which might fit nicely here for analysis is “unjust enrichment.” As 

noted above, the courts of English speaking countries usually ask: 1. Was there 

enrichment? 2. Was it at the expense of the victim? 3. Was it unfair? 4. Is there a good 

reason for it which might excuse it? 5. What remedy should be enforced? Once you have 

answered these questions and have determined a remedy is in order, one of the concepts 

brought to bear on the analysis is that if there is money owing, then compound interest is 

most usually applied, for obvious reasons: if one party has been deprived of, let's say, 

100,000 dollars for ten years, then the interest they would have received is then naturally 

owing to them on top of the 100K. In the case of Africa's financial despoilment, the 

figures would be "off the charts". If one were to calculate the compound interest on the 

riches taken out of Africa by force since the seventeenth century until now, the principal 

with interest would be a figure of astronomical proportions. Compound interest, even at a 

conservative estimate such as 5%, on the multiple trillions of dollars at issue adds up very 

quickly indeed. In some manner of speaking, the West owes a debt to the people of 

Africa it simply cannot pay in full. 

 

Yet what the West can do, is commit to a relationship of reparation which may be 

financial at various points, but must ultimately be substantive acts of restoration aimed at 

the people of Africa themselves. Many parts of Africa are still in dire need of hospitals, 

universities, and basic societal infrastructure, which they would likely have had by now if 

they had been treated with the human dignity they deserved, and given the largest share 

of wealth that was theirs to begin with. As to who pays, I think it is clear that those 

countries that allowed and encouraged the unjust enrichment and/or were party to the 

systematic abuse of African peoples ought to bear the brunt of the cost. France, Germany, 

Belgium, England, Spain, Portugal, the United States et al. would be some of the main 

defendants in such a case. Of course, no blame to the current people living in these 

                                                 
4
 C.G. Bateman, “They Are Not Gods: Lon L. Fuller, H.L.A. Hart and a proposed extension to the legal 

system equation - Freedom of the People, Equality for the People, & Sovereignty by the People,” The 

Journal of Law and Social Deviance (Vol. 2, 2011): 191-320. 
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countries should be inferred, but the fact that no one is alive who perpetrated these abuses 

is no defence for past and egregious wrongs suffered. 

 

A Solution 

I have supported the work of the Red Cross in Africa for some time, and will continue to 

do so. I think emergency support for disasters in any part of the world is everyone's 

responsibility and that organizations like this are essential. Yet, I suggest that the Western 

countries begin looking seriously at beginning a reparations program aimed at building 

up the infrastructure of those countries in Africa which are so desperately in need of it. 

Africans need more than bags of rice to move forward as friends of ours in the 

international community. Like Somali citizen Aweis Issa said to me, "we don't need 

handouts; we need technology, education, and our own industries."
5
 Africans need to be 

equipped to have their own industries, such as auto-making, food production, etc. and no 

longer rely on the West to keep putting these immoral band-aids on the problems. For 

instance, a great deal of Western built farm machinery has been sent to Africa over the 

last fifty years, and now in Somalia, for instance, there are acres and acres of old tractor 

hulls which are rusting away, because no one was there to fix them, or indeed build new 

ones. You do not give a person a tractor and a tank of gas, you must teach them how to 

build the tractor and extract the oil from the earth. 

 

As to how such a reparations program might start, it seems there are primarily only two 

ways. Either one of the impugned nations – or a group in concert – will spearhead a 

rebuilding initiative in cooperation with Africa's national governments which other 

nations can then join, or, the African people will go to the international courts to plead 

their case. My hope is for the former, but either way, sustained reparations in the form of 

infrastructure are long overdue. 

 

                                                 
5
 Viva voce, 2008. Aweis Issa is a freelance Environmental Consultant from Vancouver, British Columbia. 

He most recently was a professor of soil science for the United Nations, serving in Somalia. He is both a 

Canadian and Somali citizen. 
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Self-Defeating Regulation 
 

Patrick Walker
1
 

 

The “cobra effect” is a term coined by German economist Horst Siebert in his book “Der 

Kobra-Effekt. Wie man Irrwege der Wirtschaftspolitik vermeidet”
2
 and is derived from a 

specific incentive scheme developed in colonial India.  The term refers to well-

intentioned incentive or regulatory schemes that ultimately exacerbate the problem they 

were introduced to address.  

 

The English in the colonial city of Delhi were concerned by the large population of 

poisonous cobras inhabiting the city.  In order to limit the Cobra pest, the government 

issued a bounty on cobra skins.  The incentive scheme, however, did not work. 

Unfortunately for the colonial government, the Indian citizenry were clever.  Many had 

begun to farm the cobras.  Since the bounty paid on a cobra skin was greater than the cost 

of raising a cobra to maturity, a new cash crop was created.  When these farming 

enterprises were discovered, the government, believing their bounty program to have 

been frustrated, repealed the bounty.  As cobra skins were now valueless, cobra farmers 

throughout the city did the only sensible thing – they released the snakes back into the 

wild, the wild in this case was the city of Delhi. The release of the cobras increased the 

total population of snakes by an order of magnitude.  For all of its effort and cost, the 

incentive scheme only managed to increase the cobra pest problem.  Their bounty 

program was more than frustrated, it was self-defeating. 

 

Frustrated regulation imposes costs on society without realising its intended goals.  I 

think it is fair to say that such a law is bad law - all cost and no benefit
3
.  Regulations and 

programs impose a cost on society: the welfare costs associated with limiting the choices 

available to the regulated citizens, or the actual cost of funding a program.  If the benefits 

accruing to society are greater than the costs we are left, collectively, in a better position.  

Frustrated programs and regulations do not leave us in a better position, they are 

wasteful.  More pernicious than frustrated regulation is regulation that is self-defeating, a 

regulation that increases the problem or ill it was created to solve or to mitigate, like the 

cobra bounty.  In this case the regulation not only imposes the costs associated with the 

regulation itself, but also the unintended negative effects by exacerbating the underlying 

problem. Its harm extends beyond waste.   

 

In this paper, I will provide several broad examples of policies, regulations and programs 

that illustrate the “cobra effect”.  This is by no means an exhaustive list but aims to 

provide bounds within which I may discuss a rather abstract problem.  I then take a more 

in depth look at a specific instance of self-defeating regulation, followed by a discussion 

                                                 
1
 Patrick Walker is a JD student at the University of British Columbia, Faculty of Law. 

2
HORST SIEBERT, DER KOBRA- EFFEKT. WIE MAN IRRWEGE DER WIRTSCHAFTSPOLITIK 

VERMEIDET (2002) (Pronunciation: Vee munn Ear-veg-eh dare V-ear-t-shafts-politic Ver-my-det) 
3
 This is not strictly true, there are likely several benefits, they are simply not the desired benefits, and 

potentially run counter to societal interests.  High taxes on cigarettes provide high benefits to smugglers, as 

do prohibition schemes benefit to drug dealers.   
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of why this phenomenon may exist and I also offer tentative recommendations for the 

future. 

 

The United States’ Endangered Species Act (ESA), was created to identify and protect 

endangered species from human encroachment.  Yet, there is some evidence that it has 

served to provide incentives to land developers to pre-emptively make their land less 

habitable to potential endangered species that may reside in the area.  It causes a 

landowner to adopt what is described as a “scorched earth policy”
4
.  List et al., estimate 

that land designated as critical habitat by the act is developed about a year faster than 

land with similar characteristics not similarly designated
5
.  Developers who fear limits on 

their property rights develop more quickly in order to ensure building is finished before 

the discovery of any endangered species, but also so as to destroy the population of any 

endangered species before it is detected. 

 

Patent law assigns property rights to innovations.  The intention is to provide an incentive 

to invest in research and to overcome a free rider problem whereby the fruits of a party’s 

research can be exploited by others, greatly dulling any incentive to take on the risk and 

expense of research.  However, there is also concern that a realm of research can be 

crowded out by patents.  This can create an artificial and excessive barrier to new 

innovation in a field; acting to dampen the very incentive to innovate the property 

assignment was created to produce.  Intellectual property work expounding the need and 

value for a creative commons, or patent pools in which developers and researchers can 

pool and share research speaks to fears within the community that current property rights 

regimes may indeed provide disincentives to research.
6
 

 

Richard Posner makes a case that certain policies informed by a feminist critique, created 

with a view to the protection of women’s interests may, in practice, be inimical to them.  

For example, the requirement that employers offer maternity leave or pregnancy benefits 

serves to make female employees of equal quality relatively costly to their male 

counterparts, making them less desirable employees (from an economic perspective) 
7
.  It 

may even be the case that a legal requirement of equal pay for equal work operates 

counter to the interests of female employees.  If there is a discrepancy between the pay of 

men and women of equal quality the market is acting to effectively place a monetary 

penalty on sexism
8
.  Without this penalty a discriminating employer no longer pays a 

premium for prejudiced hiring policy. 

                                                 
4
 John A. List, Is The Endangered Species Act Endangering Species? NBER Working Paper No. 12777 

(2006) at 1 
5
 John A. List, Is The Endangered Species Act Endangering Species? NBER Working Paper No. 12777 

(2006) at 27  
6
 Ed Levy, Patent Pools and Genomics: Navigating a Course to Open Science, 16 B.U. J. Sci. & Tech. L. 

75 (2010).  Katherine M. Nolan-Stevaux, Open Source Biology: A Means to Address the Access & 

Research Gaps, 23 Santa Clara Computer & High Tech. L.J. 271 (2007).  Robert Merges,  New Dynamism 

in the Public Domain, 71 University of Chicago Law Review, 183 (2004). 
7
 Richard Posner, Conservative Feminism, 1989 U. Chi. Legal F. 191 1989 at  195 and 197 

8
 GARY S. BECKER, THE ECONOMICS OF DISCRIMINATION CH 2 (The University of Chicago Press, 

2d ed 1971); RICHARD A. POSNER, ECONOMIC ANALYSIS OF LAW ch 27 (Little, Brown and Co, 3d 

ed 1986)) 
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Similarly there is some evidence that minimum wage laws decrease employment by 

decreasing demand for low skilled workers.
9
  The effects of which are disproportionately 

felt by those competing for low income jobs and, as a result, place a burden largely on the 

poorer in society - exactly those intended to be helped by the minimum wage.  

 

Campaign finance reform is often proposed with an interest, at least a stated interest, of 

maintaining a barrier between disparities in wealth and in political influence.  Sunstein 

warns that, any rules about campaign finance created by congress should be viewed with 

suspicion, as that body has an institutional self-interest that may operate counter to both 

interests of free expression and limiting the degree to which financial largess translates 

into political power
10

.  He also warns of the potential danger in well-intentioned 

campaign finance reform, suggesting that it was restrictions on individual contributions, 

created to limit influence peddling, which served as a catalyst for the growth of the 

political action committees (PACs).  This shift in emphasis to PACs may have had a net 

positive effect on the degree to which wealth peddled political power
11

, and may have led 

to enormous expenditures of wealth.  

 

A powerful case study in self-defeating regulation is the “Hoy No Circula” car use 

rationing program in Mexico City.  Poor air quality and road congestion are serious issues 

in Mexico City, and a majority of pollutants in Mexico are related to emissions from 

cars.
12

  In order to combat both congestion and smog, Mexico City instituted a program in 

1989 whereby the final digit of the license plate of a car would designate a day of the 

work week where the car could not be driven in the city.
13

  This method was favoured in 

part because enforcement was quite easy, as those violating the law were quickly 

identified.  The intent of the regulation was to motivate drivers to substitute for driving 

methods of transportation such as public transit and carpooling that created lower 

emissions and reduced congestion.
14

  There is, however, empirical evidence that this goal 

was not achieved.  A theoretical paper written by Eskeland and Feyziogluin in 1995 

                                                 
9
 FINIS WELCH, MINIMUM WAGES: ISSUES AND EVIDENCE 34-38 (1978). Provides evidence that 

minimum wage laws reduce employment, however, Stephen Machin & Alan Manning, The Effects of 

Minimum Wages on Wage Dispersion and Employment: Evidence from the U.K. Wages Councils, 47 

Indus. & Lab. Rel. Rev. 319 (1994) find evidence of no employment effect or of a positive employment 

effect   
10

 Cass R. Sunstein, Political Equality and Unintended Consequences Reviewed, 94 Col. Law Rev. 1390 

(1994) at 1414 
11

 Cass R. Sunstein, Political Equality and Unintended Consequences Reviewed, 94 Col. Law Rev. 1390 

(1994) at  1391 
12

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). “According to a recent emissions inventory, vehicles are responsible for 99% of the 

carbon monoxide, 81% of the nitrogen oxides, 46% of the volatile organic compounds (a precursor to 

ozone) and 30% of the sulfur dioxide in the Mexico City atmosphere” at 3.  The role automobiles play in 

pollution in Mexico city highlights the importance for action to protect the air quality.  In addition the 

majority role of automobiles modelling of this pollution problem is potentially more straight forward as the 

authors will have to control for fewer outside sources of pollution. 
13

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). At 2 
14

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). At 3 
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provides some initial evidence of the self-defeating nature of the Mexican plan.
15

  Their 

paper provides weak and initial evidence that car use and ownership increased as a result 

of the rationing and strong evidence that car ownership and use did not decrease.
16

   A 

subsequent more robust study by Davis in 2007 used econometric modelling of consumer 

choice, air quality and road congestion data from before and after initiation of the 

rationing program to provide interesting evidence about the effectiveness of Mexico 

City’s plan.  Davis’s work points to specific changes in the behavior of people living in 

Mexico City as a result of the rationing.  It provides several meaningful findings: strong 

evidence of no attributable improvement in air quality during any period of any day, and 

a relative decrease in air quality during periods not covered by the ban;
17

 no evidence of 

increased use of public transportation
18

 or a decrease in gasoline consumption;
19

 and very 

strong evidence that the attributable increase in registered vehicles was greater than the 

increase in car sales.
20

  These findings are striking; they suggest that the ban did not 

improve air quality, that it did not increase ridership on public transit, or limit the use of 

automobiles.  Furthermore, there is evidence not only of an increase in the number of cars 

in the city, but that there was a relative increase in the number of used cars.  Used cars 

tend to be older and to pollute more than newer more efficient models.   

 

On its own this story is interesting, it provides reasonably strong evidence that a rationing 

scheme in Mexico City that targeted environmental problems and traffic congestion not 

only was not cost effective but served to exacerbate pollution and congestion problems.  

The reason that I have focussed on this particular regulation is that it has been emulated 

by other South and Central American cities.  At the time that Davis published his study, 

similar car use rationing programs were in place in Sao Paulo, Santiago, Bogota and over 

50 million people were living in cities that had driving restrictions based on licence 

plates.
21

  In 2008, after the paper was published, Honduras introduced a similar restriction 

on driving days.
22

  Given reasonable evidence that the “hoy no circula” program was a 

                                                 
15

 Gunnar S. Eskeland, Tarhan Feyzioglu, Rationing Can Backfire: The “Day Without a Car” in Mexico 

City, The World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 1554 (1994). At 1. This paper was initially 

commissioned to determine the cost effectiveness of the plan with respect to other alternative measures 

such as a gasoline tax, the authors had not initially considered the possibility that the policy had a negative 

effectiveness.   
16

 Gunnar S. Eskeland, Tarhan Feyzioglu, Rationing Can Backfire: The “Day Without a Car” in Mexico 

City, The World Bank Policy Research Working Paper 1554 (1994). at22 
17

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). at 9 the ban was not in effect between 10pm and 5am on weekdays on during the 

weekend. 
18

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). at 12 
19

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). at 13 
20

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). at 15 
21

 Lucas Davis, The Effect of Driving Restrictions on Air Quality in Mexico City, 116 Journal of Political 

Economy 38 (2008). at 3 -  I have to concede that I do not have any analysis of the effectiveness of the 

methods employed in these cities, and the fact that it was a failure in Mexico does not necessarily mean it 

does not work in these cities.  However the question of why it was exported given that it was a failure still 

remains.   
22

 http://www.hondurasnews.com/distribution-for-hoy-no-circula-start-on-monday/#.UJn3icXs5c8 

http://www.hondurasnews.com/distribution-for-hoy-no-circula-start-on-monday/#.UJn3icXs5c8
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failure, why does it persist in the City of Mexico and why has it been emulated in other 

cities?   

 

That self-defeating regulation exits is not a difficult question, people are clever and it is 

nearly impossible to predict all of the loopholes and schemes that can be found by 

motivated and determined populace.  Additionally, experimentation may be a reasonable 

way to find solutions to difficult problems and is likely to produce many failures before it 

does successes.  What presents a more interesting and far more difficult problem is why 

would and do these programs and regulation endure?  

 

The persistence of self-defeating regulation is not likely to be explained by a single, or 

even a few simple factors.  There are more significant factors that I will discuss, and in 

many cases there are specific or idiosyncratic reasons that these sorts of laws would 

exists in the first place and then why they would persist.  It seems a bit of a truism, but if 

this were an easy puzzle, it would not likely exist as a problem.   

 

In looking to regulations that achieve the opposite of their stated goals, I am, perhaps 

being naïve.  The stated goal of a regulation, of a program, or of a law is not necessarily 

the actual intention of the law.  It is not a foreign idea for government to forge on with 

the creation of law despite significant evidence that their policy is unlikely to be of 

benefit to society.  The current Conservative government received warnings from 

Republican Texas governors and state legislators that policy regarding super jails in their 

omnibus crime bill, tried in Texas, had been an expensive failure.
23

  Despite the fact that 

this warning came from an unlikely proponent of caution with respect to incarceration, a 

proponent that had experience on their side, the warnings were ignored.  It is important to 

remember that the expertise of parliamentarians is perhaps not government but election.  

Put rather more artfully that: “The government consists of a gang of men exactly like you 

and me. They have, taking one with another, no special talent for the business of 

government; they have only a talent for getting and holding office.”  - HL Mencken.
24

  

Laws and regulations may be created more with politics and ideology than governance in 

mind.  Even with the best of intentions, it must be difficult for a law maker to declare that 

their policy had been ineffective or counterproductive without providing opponents 

ammunition.  Such regulation may embody the ego of those who have created it; it is not 

so easy to dismiss one’s own work and to start again.   

 

In some of the cases I discussed above we can point to clear vested interests.  In 

campaign finance reform and in patent law there are large and wealthy interest that 

benefit from what may be self-defeating regulation.  Researchers with existing products, 

such as pharmaceutical companies, that hold property rights over significant numbers of 

ideas, are quite interested in protecting the barriers to innovation faced by competitors.  

As much as they desire incentives toward their own innovation they fear the same 

incentives to competitors.  As Sunstein suggests this problem may be particularly 

pronounced in campaign finance reform, as it is often the very parties affected that create 

the rules.  This seems an open invitation for regulation designed to be circumvented.   

                                                 
23

 http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2011/10/17/texas-conservatives-rejec_n_1016705.html,   
24

 HL MENCKEN, PREJUDICES, FIRST SERIES (1919) 

http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2011/10/17/texas-conservatives-rejec_n_1016705.html
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In some of these cases the barriers appear to be more ideological.  Repeat the arguments I 

have made about equal pay for equal work and the minimum wage in the wrong company 

and I suspect you may face a vitriolic response, specifically because the language and 

conclusions of this sort of economic-legal argument is unpalatable to many.  I am not 

implying that the truth of these arguments is a forgone conclusion or that counter 

arguments lack potency, because they absolutely do not.  My argument is that the 

objection in these cases is often initially aesthetic.  These sorts of criticisms of policy are 

often greeted with suspicion, viewed as sham arguments made to protect the interests of 

neo-liberal ideology.  McCluskey argues that the narrative of “unintended consequences” 

has served as a tool to quash policies aimed at addressing promoting equality and other 

progressive policies.
25

  Ideological rigidity on the other side of the spectrum may garner 

similar results.  A misreading of Coase’s theorem on bargaining and transaction costs as 

an ironclad justification of the superiority of the laissez-faire system can lead to dogmatic 

support of policy with little grounding in reality
26

, exactly the sort of economic analysis 

the author hoped to condemn.
27

  

 

Perhaps I am being too cynical, as thus far my explanations have pointed largely to 

deliberate collusion or at least willful blindness.  Perhaps the strongest barrier to 

removing self-defeating regulation and law is ignorance.  Ignorance of the actual effects 

of our laws, compounded with a lack of a counter factual that makes estimation of effects 

difficult.  Evidence of this theory is woven through the examples I have provided.  In 

most cases what I was able to present is not proof but evidence of self-defeating 

regulations.  The research on the minimum wage is not capable of proving a causal 

relationship between minimum wage and reduced employment, largely because it is 

nearly impossible to control for a sufficient number of factors to produce truly robust 

results.  Instead it provides weak support for theoretical predictions.  Posner’s work again 

simply provides a well-reasoned theory, not proof.  Even in the case of Mexico City, the 

fairly robust and thorough examination of the effects of the law is subject to the 

constraints and caveats that plague all econometric modelling.  In addition I have been 

able to present no evidence that the iterations of this plan in other cities are similarly 

ineffective, what works for one group may not for another and vice versa.  Part of this 

may be a lack of interest in properly examining the effectiveness of policy.  Such projects 

are costly and difficult, but I argue that their value is quite high, self-defeating policy is a 

large welfare drain on society.   

 

                                                 
25

 Martha T. McCluskey, How the 'Unintended Consequences' Story Promotes Unjust Intent and Impact, 

Berkeley La Raza Law Journal, Forthcoming (2011). “As a shorthand for this problem of self-defeating law 

reforms, the phrase ―unintended consequences‖ typically challenges policies aimed at promoting the 

public interest by controlling potentially harmful self-interested behavior. The term targets centrist, liberal 

or progressive policies” at 6 
26

 Daniel A. Farber, Parody Lost/Pragmatism Regained: The Ironic History of the Coase Theorem 83 

Va.Law Rev. 397 (1997). And Calabresi, Guido, "The Pointlessness of Pareto: Carrying Coase Further" 

(1991). Faculty Scholarship Series. Paper 2014. 
27

 The world of zero transaction costs has often been described as a Coasian world. Nothing could be 

further from the truth. It is the world of modern economic theory, one which I was hoping to persuade 

economists to leave. R.H. COASE, THE FIRM, THE MARKET, AND THE LAW 174 (1988). 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1846848##
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I am tempted to lay out guidance or a blue print for devising regulation and policy that 

can avoid frustration and self-defeat.  In so doing, though, I may be falling into exactly 

the trap I am recommending we avoid.  I suggest that a great deal of the cause of this sort 

of problem may be the confidence with which we make laws, regulations and policies.  

Granted, there are obvious flaws to avoid.  Creating an incentive for a proxy to the 

desired result is likely a recipe for disaster, the administrators of Delhi were not interested 

in collecting cobra skins per se, they were trying to incentivise the act of reducing the 

population of poisonous snakes.  Their use of an imperfect proxy is likely what doomed 

their plan.  Similarly, complicated systems like the Canadian and American tax codes are 

more easily circumvented than clear simple rules. This is particularly true when there are 

such substantial amounts to be gained from doing so.  

 

 It may be futile to try to develop policy that cannot be frustrated or self-defeating.  We 

are not likely capable of predicting all of the loopholes, faults and unintended 

consequences of our regulations and laws.  I argue it is the hubris that allows us to 

suspect the possibility of iron clad regulation that may act as a barrier to correcting 

ineffective rules when they appear.  It is likely more productive to be flexible, willing and 

able to identify rules which have not worked and to remove or amend them.  My final 

argument, then, is not that the process by which we create law need necessarily be more 

perfect, but that it must be more flexible, self-reflective and above all else more humble. 
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Japan's Right Turn 
 

Brent Sutherland 

 

In last September's lower house election voters gave the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) 

and its leader Shinzo Abe a majority. Thus ended the four year interregnum of the upstart 

Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ). The DPJ had come into office with a lot of promises, 

but left them mostly unfulfilled. Rather than spending their time in opposition 

reconsidering their fundamental values, the LDP seems to have only shifted farther to the 

right. When choosing his cabinet Mr. Abe seems to have sought out the most reactionary 

gentlemen in an already reactionary crowd. The new minister of education, Hakubun 

Shimomura has gone so far as to advocate retracting previous statements of regret to 

Asian neighbors for wartime atrocities. Fourteen members of the cabinet belong to the 

“League for Going to Worship Together at Yasukuni” which strenuously advocates 

official visits the Tokyo shrine noted for being a reliquary for 14 “Class A” war 

criminals, or perhaps as Mr. Shimomura would prefer to add to the curriculum- “alleged” 

war criminals. Furthermore, when it comes to the “comfort women” who were forced to 

be sex slaves in Japanese military brothels during World War Two, Mr. Abe has more 

than once expressed the opinion that there was no coercion involved.  

 

His previous term as prime minister lasted less than a year, and ended ignominiously. In 

September of 2006 he became Japan's youngest post World War Two prime minister at 

fifty-two, as well as the only one born post-war. On May 28, 2007 the minister of 

agriculture, Toshikatsu Matsuoaka committed suicide, thus becoming the first cabinet 

minister to commit suicide while in office in the post-war era. Financial irregularities had 

been discovered within his office and he was due to be questioned by a parliamentary 

committee on the day of his death. About $48,000 had been charged to the public purse 

for unspecified expenses which Mr. Matsuoaka had tried to explain away as the tab for 

bottled water, because who wants to drink tap water these days? After his death it turned 

out the money had more likely been spent on geisha fees. The subsequent agriculture 

minister, Norihiko Akagi then resigned due to campaign funding irregularities. A cabinet 

shuffle in August of 2007 did little to help the government’s popularity due in part to the 

fact that Abe's agriculture minister number three, Takehiko Endo, had to resign as well. It 

turned out that an agricultural co-op he headed at the time had received subsidies by 

exaggerating storm damage to the 1999 grape harvest. Adding to the debacle, an ultra-

nationalist cut off part off his finger and sent it to Mr. Abe in protest as he had declined to 

make the traditional August visit to the Yasakuni shrine in the vain hope of improving 

relations with Korea and China. The protestor was apparently a thoroughly modern ultra-

nationalist as a DVD of the finger-chopping ceremony was helpfully supplied to the 

media. At this point the popularity of the Abe government hit rock bottom and he 

resigned. At that time, almost no one would have thought he would ever be back as prime 

minister – lots of people wanted to give him the finger. However, the rise of China, 

ongoing economic stagnation, and the slow pace of recovery from the 2011 tsunami have 

engendered nationalist feelings in many voters, thus the sequel.  
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For all their flag-waving, the LDP is constrained by the same problems that beset the 

more moderate DPJ. As for economic stagnation that has now continued for about the 

past twenty years, the new government’s solutions is, if you don't have enough money – 

just promise to print more. On January 11, 2013 Mr. Abe stated, “Bold monetary policy 

achieved through the cooperation of the government and the Bank of Japan will be 

indispensable for breaking away from deflation and the appreciating yen.” In practice this 

involves setting an inflation target of two percent and a planned doubling of the monetary 

base over the next two years. The Bank of Japan has abandoned their long held “banknote 

principle” whereby they did not hold government bonds in excess of the total value of 

banknotes in circulation, essentially meaning that there is now no upper limit on Japan's 

public debt. In order to drive down the value of the yen for the sake of exports, the Bank 

will henceforth make massive purchases of government bonds. This would have to be the 

ultimate test of Keynesianism, so this is one area where the LDP cannot be accused of 

being conservative! Communities afflicted by the 2011 tsunami and earthquake will have 

vast sums of money for public works headed their way. Unaffected areas will have 

extensive seismic upgrades to existing infrastructure. The seawalls and tsunami gates that 

proved inadequate in 2011 will rise ever higher. This will insure at least the health of the 

concrete industry. This can be seen as the principle of “never letting a crises go to waste,” 

as the LDP has traditionally engaged in pork barrel politics to the point of turning their 

regional base into a virtual cargo cult. The reconstruction has gone slowly up until now. 

The fact is, many of the worst afflicted areas are fishing communities that lost much of 

their economy long ago and the remaining elderly residents are just not rushing to rebuild 

their communities.  The nuclear cleanup at the Fukushima Daiichi reactor site is expected 

to take ten years, or more, as the spent fuel rods are extracted one by one: and many 

residents who were evacuated from the “forbidden zone” remain in temporary housing. 

Some of the evacuees have tried to draw attention to their situation by offering free illegal 

tours of the “forbidden zone” to journalists and adventurous tourists who don't mind a 

good dose of radiation.  

 

In terms of foreign policy, the government has been circumspect in spite of its rightist 

credentials. This is perhaps due to a reluctance to rock the boat before the upcoming 

upper-house elections in July. The dispute with China over the disputed Senkaku islands 

remains unresolved and at times seems very close to becoming an actual armed conflict. 

The government of China interpreted the Japanese government's 2012 purchase of the 

islands from a private landowner as a provocation. In fact the Japanese government’s 

intention was to place the land beyond the reach of freelance ultra-nationalists who have 

proposed a casino, etc. for the islands. In spite of the difficulties Mr. Abe's ideology 

would seem to present, he might actually be able to improve that relationship because 

whatever he does in regard to China will have the sheen of muscular statecraft. 

Presumably, when both sides are finally tired of their own rhetorical flourishes – they will 

agree to disagree about the Senkakus.  

 

At least with the People's Republic of China, Mr. Abe has a rival whose motivations can 

be understood. In the Peoples Democratic Republic of Korea he must deal with a regime 

that is mostly opaque and apparently has an uncertain grip on reality.  At this point 

however, for whatever reasons, the PDRK's threats mostly seem directed at the United 
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States rather than Japan or the Republic of Korea. In early April the Self Defense Force 

deployed PAC 3 Patriot batteries in and around Tokyo. It is thought that they are far more 

likely to be used against a missile test gone awry than one fired in anger. Regardless of if 

they actually become necessary or not, deploying such kit in conspicuous areas helps Mr. 

Abe display his hawkishness with little downside. The speculation is that Kim Jong-un is 

not feeling so secure in his new position as Supreme Commander of the Korean People's 

Army. Monarcharial succession is obviously diffucult to reconcile with Marxism, but 

Kim has gone perhaps one step further by offending the traditional Korean sense of 

Confucisionism by jumping ahead of his elder brother. Said brother, Kim Jong-nam, has 

been in the doghouse since an attempted surreptitious visit to Tokyo Disneyland in 2001 

led to his deportation for entering Japan with a false Dominican Republic passport. Jong-

nam now resides in exile in Macau, but perhaps still maintains a network of loyalists in 

the PDRK.  

 

Only time will tell if the present gargantuan monetary expansion will have the desired 

effect. Two percent seems like a very reasonable inflation target, but it will be very 

difficult to put the genie back in the bottle if it is overshot. If the LDP does poorly in the 

July upper-house election, then Mr. Abe will again be looking at being a short-term prime 

minister. However if the LDP does well, it is likely he will be emboldened and he will 

make a visit to the Yasukuni shrine in August. This will do nothing to improve the 

economy, or relations with Asian neighbors – but there is at least one man who will not 

point a finger in any case. 

 


