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			Book Presentation: Blackwater by Jeremy Scahill

			Book Abstract

			In Blackwater, Scahill takes an in-depth look at the powerful private army that operates in international war zones and on American soil. With its own military base, a fleet of 20 aircraft and 20,000 troops at the ready, Blackwater USA has become the elite Praetorian Guard for the “global war on terror.”

			Scahill examines the epic rise of one of the most powerful and secretive forces to emerge from the U.S. military-industrial complex, hailed by the Bush administration as a revolution in military affairs, but considered by others as a dire threat to American democracy.

			About the Author

			Jeremy Scahill is a Polk Award-winning investigative journalist. He frequently writes for The Nation magazine and he is a correspondent for the national radio and television program Democracy Now. Scahill has reported from Iraq, the former Yugoslavia, and other hotspots. 

		

	
		
			Summary of Blackwater (Jeremy Scahill)

			Introduction

			Blackwater USA is one of the fastest growing (and controversial) security firms in the world. The company, founded by a right-wing Christian and ex-Navy SEAL named Erik Prince, boasts 20,000 troops, a fleet of 20 aircraft, and its own military base. It is virtually a private army capable of overthrowing governments, responding to natural disasters, or mounting significant operations in the war on terror. In fact, Blackwater’s mercenaries have deployed in Iraq, Afghanistan, and even New Orleans in the wake of Hurricane Katrina.

			Blackwater has close ties to the military-industrial complex, the Bush administration, and extremist Christian groups. Its fortunes have soared with the war on terror, the invasion of Iraq, and the Bush administration’s drive to privatize military functions. The company and its founder maintain an aura of secrecy, but it is believed that Blackwater has more than $500 million in government contracts, though this number does not include secret “black” budget operations for intelligence agencies, foreign governments, and corporate clients.

			In 2004, four Blackwater employees were ambushed and murdered by a Sunni mob in Fallujah, Iraq. For many Americans, this was the first time they had heard of Blackwater. The incident helped cement support for Blackwater with Washington’s power brokers, but the U.S. military’s subsequent heavy-handed crackdown on the city of Fallujah was seen by many Iraqis as a form of collective punishment. Thus, the siege of Fallujah had the effect of throwing gasoline on the sparks of an incipient Sunni insurgency.

			Blackwater raises profound questions regarding the implications that for-hire private militias have for democracy. Private security firms like Blackwater are playing a prominent role in the occupation of Iraq. In fact, there are more private contractors in Iraq than U.S. troops. Many of Blackwater’s elite mercenaries are making $600 or more a day providing security to America’s top diplomats, a remunerative rate that has raised deep resentment among U.S. grunts who are earning a fraction of that. Further, the private security personnel at Blackwater and other firms are often immune from prosecution in the countries where they work and they are not subject to the Uniform Code of Military Justice that governs U.S. troops.

			Privatizing and outsourcing military functions was always a key priority for the Bush administration. As Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld took steps to shrink the size of the conventional military, firms like Blackwater have moved to fill the void. Privatizing military functions provided many benefits for the Bush administration, which seemed determined to wage a series of imperial wars to secure energy resources in the Middle East. For instance, the availability of private mercenary armies tends to mitigate democratic checks and balances that might impede the administration’s war-making ability. Also, private mercenaries don’t turn up in official casualty reports.

			Blackwater has positioned itself as a one-stop shopping center for security needs. It trains police and SWAT teams at its state-of-the-art facility in North Carolina. It provides bodyguards for State Department officials in hot spots like Iraq. It has also branched out into the disaster relief industry. For example, many of the same Blackwater mercenaries that patrolled Iraq also patrolled the streets of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina hit.

			The private military industry has been valued at more than $100 billion per year globally. The war on terror, the war in Iraq, and natural disasters like Katrina have been a boon for the mercenary industry. Blackwater and their ilk are marketing themselves as a free market service that will provide taxpayers with cost-savings and efficiencies. In reality, however, firms like Blackwater invariably receive lucrative no-bid contracts that rely heavily on cronyism and political connections. In short, mercenary armies like Blackwater have been able “to affix a permanent sieve to the most lucrative feeding trough in the world – the national budgets of the United States and its war-making allies.”

			Blackwater is fast becoming one of the most powerful private armies in the world. Many of its top officials are religious and right-wing zealots that believe the United States is engaged in an epic battle against Muslim forces in defense of Christianity. Unfortunately, Blackwater’s ideal – an army of God-fearing patriot’s – reinforces the worst fear in the Islamic world, namely that the U.S has embarked on a neo-Crusader agenda under the guise of “liberating” Muslim countries.

			The rise of a private army like Blackwater is the fulfillment of President Eisenhower’s ominous warning regarding the propensity for an unchecked military-industrial complex to create “misplaced power” that will have “grave implications” on our democracy. Blackwater, however, believes it represents the future of the military industry. Its troops are included in what the Pentagon is calling the “Total Force” – the number of private contactors and U.S. troops that make up the nation’s war-making capacity. This represents a momentous shift for the United States. Private mercenaries are now central to U.S. foreign policy and issues of war and peace.

			The Birth of Blackwater

			On September 10, 2001, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld gave a speech on what he believed was the greatest adversary America faced: the Pentagon bureaucracy. One day later, of course, Rumsfeld was helping survivors out of the rubble when the Pentagon itself was hit by American Airlines Flight 77 as part of al-Qaeda’s attack on the United States. Donald Rumsfeld, however, came to his job determined to transform the military by overhauling the Department of Defense and instituting a new model based on the private sector.

			Blackwater, the private security firm founded in 1997 by a former Navy SEAL, a right-wing Christian named Erik Prince, fit perfectly with the Bush administration’s agenda to privatize military functions. In roughly a decade, the company has risen out of the swamp in North Carolina (the company is named after the swamp waters that border its corporate headquarters) to become a virtual Praetorian Guard for the Bush administration and its global war on terror.

			Presently, Blackwater employs more than 2,300 private soldiers in nine countries, it maintains a database of 21,000 Special Forces and law enforcement personnel it can call on, and it has a fleet of more than 20 aircraft. Its 7,000-acre state of the art training facility in North Carolina is the largest private military facility in the world.

			The privatization of the military was kick-started by Dick Cheney when he was Defense Secretary during the first Bush administration. However, the fortunes of Blackwater accelerated with the 9/11 attacks. As one expert put it, “Osama bin Laden turned Blackwater into what it is today.” The invasion of Iraq in 2003, however, was an even greater boon to the company.

			Blackwater landed security contracts with the CIA and the military as part of the campaign to oust the Taliban from Afghanistan. But the company’s biggest coup came when it was awarded the contract to provide private bodyguards to safeguard the Bush administration’s proconsul in Iraq, Ambassador Paul Bremer. Bremer was the most visible face of the American occupation, thus making him a top target of both al-Qaeda and Iraqi insurgents. Keeping such a high-profile target safe in one of the most hostile environments on the planet would greatly enhance Blackwater’s reputation.

			Fallujah

			On March 31st of 2004, four Blackwater employees were ambushed and brutally murdered by Sunni resistance fighters in the stronghold of Fallujah. “The killing of those Americans would alter the course of the war in Iraq, spark multiple U.S. sieges of Fallujah, and embolden the anti-occupation resistance movement.”

			The city of Fallujah has a history of offering fierce resistance to foreign occupations. It has also suffered tremendously since the U.S. invasion in 2003. American officials have repeatedly sought to make an example of the rebellious city, but attempts to portray Fallujah as a hotbed of pro-Saddam resistance fighters and al-Qaeda type forces is only part of the story. The fact is that Fallujah was particularly devastated by errant allied bombs during the First Gulf War in 1991, and U.S. sanctions exacted a terrible toll as well.

			In 2003, U.S. forces reportedly fired into a crowd to break up a demonstration, leading to a bloodbath. Further incidents followed and stories of U.S massacres began to spread across Iraq and the Arab world. As George Bush was on board the USS Lincoln declaring the end to all major combat operations before a “Mission Accomplished” banner, another banner could be seen across from the U.S. headquarters in Fallujah. It read: “Sooner or later, U.S. killers, we’ll kick you out.”

			In 2004, Fallujah was reaching the boiling point. The four Blackwater personnel who were massacred were not engaged in an exotic mission (like working for the CIA or guarding a VIP). In fact, they were providing security for a catering convoy. Nevertheless, the men were highly trained ex-military and ex-Special Forces. In retrospect, however, it is clear that the four men embarked on their mission without the proper vehicles, firepower, and manpower.

			Though the four men were literally transporting kitchen utensils when they were murdered, it is possible their killers believed they were CIA. It is also
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