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HB 1516-FN  2-14-08: The Uniqueness of the Moment
Tom White, the Coordinator of Ed. Outreach for the CCHS at Keene State College.

I would like to first present to the committee these signatures from teachers, administrators, and students supporting this bill. 

I think it is important to frame my comments with these brief, but horrific testimonies from Darfur:

From a bewildered Marian Hassan Adam from Kakuma:
“Then men on horseback came in and stabbed those who were still alive. They took the men and killed them. My husband disappeared--I don't know what happened to him. They took all the boys from their parents and murdered them. My baby boy was thrown on the fire in front of me. My daughter was older. They thought she was a boy so they slaughtered her too--they snapped her neck like a chicken. Some of the children they threw down a well.”

 From H, a 35 year-old man from Makjar
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There was also another rape on a young single girl, aged 17. M was raped by six men in front of her house in front of her mother. M's brother, S, was then tied up and thrown into fire. 
These stories horrify us. However, from our studies of the Holocaust and other genocides, recognizing the victims’ suffering, by themselves, has rarely been sufficient to mobilize governments or institutions to respond. According to General Romeo Dallaire, UN Force commander in Rwanda, this era has established a pecking order of humanity with Sub-Saharan black Africans on the lowest rung. Simply put, saving certain human beings had not been considered worth the effort. The world has lacked the political will to do much about genocide and has instead sought comfort - without cost - in the post event rhetoric of “never again”.

Today we are in a position to actually change that paradigm. Three things make this situation unique:

· Darfur has been identified as  "the world's worst humanitarian crisis". [May 9, 2006 -- UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan]
· For the first time in our history, the United States has labeled an ongoing crisis as, “genocide”. Legislative findings (roman numerals 1-11) in HB 1516 FN outlines a timeline of U.S. statements regarding Darfur.
· Official United States policy encourages divestment 
So why is today different?

Today, a fundamental shift is taking place. For the first time we are recognizing that stopping, deterring or preventing genocide is not just a humanitarian issue, but in fact, a fundamental priority of national self interest. 

Since August 12, 1993, Sudan has been listed as a state sponsor of terrorism. Sudan, of course, is where Osama Bin Laden was once sheltered by the current Sudanese regime. According to Brian Steidle, former U.S. Marine officer and AU observer in Darfur, at least a dozen Al Qaeda camps were recently operating in Sudan, recruiting from a war torn and genocide-ravaged society. Many of those were sent to Iraq. Similarly, as the Bosnian genocide progressed in the 1990s it created a desperate society where terrorists made significant inroads. 

Why is it important for NH to respond?

Holocaust historian Yehuda Bauer put it this way: "There should be three new commandments. Thou shall not be a perpetrator. Thou shall not be a victim and thou shall never, ever be a bystander."  There is a moral imperative to act. We are obligated to do whatever is reasonable and within our power to mitigate the suffering. NH itself, on March 22, 2006, became the first state to issue a resolution condemning the genocide in Darfur and called for action in House Resolution 13. This is our opportunity to do more than make symbolic gestures. We can send a strong message and directly impact targeted corporations complicit in genocide. 

Why targeted divestment?

In studying the behavior of German businesses during the Nazi era, Dr. Peter Hayes has discovered that what drove businesses such as Mercedes, Volkswagen, Deutsche Bank, Siemens, and IBM to cooperate with the Third Reich was their need to please their share and stakeholders while protecting the corporation. Corporations suspended their ethics and accepted an incremental moral corruption by adopting what he calls, “secondary values” – all based on self-interest. Collaboration with a genocidal regime, simply put, was perceived as profitable. As long as profits were gained and competition was eliminated, companies easily comprised their ethics in favor of the bottom line. 

This is still the reality today. Corporate profits are directly connected with the ability of the Sudanese government to perpetrate genocide. Currently, China buys two-thirds of Sudan’s oil annually. 7% of China’s total oil imports come from Sudan. Two-thirds of Sudan’s oil revenue in turn goes towards military expenditures. In 2005, Sudan bought $83 million of weapons, aircraft and spare parts from China, its largest supplier. These weapons were used against the people of Darfur. It is obvious that corporations and international stakeholders will continue to enable the Sudanese government unless it is in their perceived self-interest not to do so. It is irrational to think the Sudanese government will not continue to be difficult unless, through targeted divestment, a penalty and punishment is incurred. 
Sudan has demonstrated in the past that it is responsive to economic pressure. There is good evidence to show that the government and targeted companies are already responding to the divestment movement. This is why this bill is so important. By targeting divestment companies will be given incentive not to collaborate. Targeted divestment will also limit the financial impact on the NH Retirement system.

By themselves, the UN and the African Union have been unable to exert enough pressure on the Sudanese. Targeted divestment can bolster U.S. leverage while pressuring China to protect its own economic interests. This would create the political will to bring concerted pressure to bear on all parties to find a solution. Deterrents and punishments are crucial. U.S. leadership, encouraged by NH divestment legislation is indispensable. 

To conclude, I will quote Elie Wiesel.

 “I swore never to be silent whenever and wherever human beings endure suffering and humiliation.  We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.” 
I applaud this committee for exploring ways to actually interrupt the logic of genocide, provide deterrents, and encourage the tormented.  Thank you. 






