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Washington Watch

‘Kleptocracy Tour’: 

London sightseeing 

with a difference

By Dario Thuburn

By Mynardo Macaraig

The election of Rodrigo Duterte as
Philippine president marks the latest
victory for populist politics, as voters

around the world reward candidates offer-
ing simple solutions to complex problems.
In a country beset by crime, poverty and
corruption, Duterte promised voters a raft
of quick fixes that many analysts believe
will remain empty promises. One of his
main campaign pledges was to completely
eradicate crime within six months.

Foul-mouthed tirades have only added
to the appeal of his plug-and-play solu-
tions for a broken economy and a bank-
rupt society, echoing in some ways the
simplistic sloganeering of presidential
hopeful Donald Trump in the United
States. In Europe, iconoclast politicians rev-
el in anti-immigrant rhetoric, capitalizing
on voters’ disquiet over rising unemploy-
ment and an elite they think is out of
touch. “People want some kind of change.
They want to break from the past.  They are
exasperated, aggravated,” said Earl Parreno
of the Manila-based Institute for Political
and Economic Reform. “They want some-
one like Duterte who promises everything
will be solved in three to six months.”

Duterte’s victory over establishment
candidate Mar Roxas was founded on sim-
plistic brutality. The 71-year-old vowed he
would end crime by ordering security
forces to kill tens of thousands of suspect-

ed criminals, then pardon himself if he was
found guilty of mass murder. Despite six
years of stable economic growth under
President Benigno Aquino, one in four
Filipinos still lives on less than $1.30 a day
and a devastating rich-poor divide has
worsened. “People want change. They are
happy to take risks to get this change,” said
Parreno. “Whether the change is better or
worse, that’s not the issue. They want a
new platform, even if they don’t know
what is next.”

Colorful 
Even in a country that has a track record

of controversial presidents - dictators and
movie stars jostle in the pages of recent
history books - Duterte’s hustings have
been colorful affairs. Supporters have
delighted in their candidate’s willingness
to shoot from the hip, like when he called
the pope a “son of a whore” and made
jokes about raping an Australian mission-
ary.  His coarse ascent mirrors that of
Trump, the presumptive presidential can-
didate for the Republican Party.

The real estate mogul has similarly
shown willingness to offend, luxuriating in
name-calling at rallies that have at times
teetered on the hysterical. Trump - who,
like Duterte, has drawn comparisons with
Adolf Hitler - is regularly accused of dema-
goguery, the populism-plus-one of a politi-
cian who plays to the baying mob.
“Demagogues do not reassure the elec-

torate with a rational assessment of risk as
mainstream politicians tend to do,” says
Richard Ashby Wilson, professor of anthro-
pology and law at the University of
Connecticut. “Instead, they play up existing
threats, embrace a narrative of victimhood
and sow despair,” he wrote on theconver-
sation.com earlier this year.

While Duterte has focused on criminals,
Trump has trained his fire on Muslims and
Mexicans. He has threatened to build a
wall along the southern US border to keep
out immigrants - Mexicans are “rapists” in
Trump’s world - and says he will ban all
non-American Muslims entering the
United States in his bid to combat the per-
ceived threat of terrorism. This scapegoat-
ing of minorities finds a less extreme form
in Europe, a continent staggering under
the weight of its worst migrant crisis since
World War I I .  Geert Wilders in the
Netherlands, Marine Le Pen in France and
Nigel Farage in Britain have all enjoyed
electoral success to one degree or another,
espousing anti-immigrant nationalisms
that until a few years ago seemed con-
signed to Europe’s past.

Cookie-Cutter Politicians 
For Francisco Magno, president of the

Philippine Political Science Association,
the intolerance of modern day populists
is magnified by social media. The short
soundbites and use of imagery favored on
the medium “is used to emphasize some

kind of purity. It makes things black and
white: strong and weak, purity vs. inclu-
siveness,” he told AFP in Manila. That also
translates to the stump; Trump and
Duterte make speeches filled with incom-
plete sentences and unfiltered thoughts
that quickly segue from one topic to
another,  both claiming simply to be
telling it like it is.

Ian McAllister, a political scientist at the
Australian National University, said this
reflected voters’ widespread disillusion-
ment with cookie-cutter candidates. “We
have increasingly seen over the last 10 to
15 years the rise of what are popularly
known as anti-politician politicians - peo-
ple who speak their mind,” he said.

While Duterte may have triumphed in
Monday’s poll, pundits expect Trump will
come unstuck in November’s US general
election, losing to his Democratic Party
rival Hillary Clinton. But even if he were to
win, Trump, like Duterte, would likely be
tamed by the political system he is fight-
ing against, says Simon Tormey at the
University of Sydney. “It’s often like walk-
ing through treacle being in government.
They get all the populist energy beaten
out of them as they are trampled on by
vested interests and the flood of political
bureaucracy,” he said. “There are no real
examples anywhere of a populist politi-
cian making any radical change from
within. Either their behavior changes or
they are booted out.”  — AFP 

Global populism wave hits Philippines 

Ablack bus winds its way through some of
London’s most expensive neighbour-
hoods for a sightseeing tour with a differ-

ence - a guided visit around luxury houses
bought by shady international tycoons and offi-
cials. The “Kleptocracy Tour” was set up by anti-
corruption campaigner Roman Borisovich, who
aims to expose dirty money fuelling the high-
end London property market and the teams of
British “enablers” who make it happen.

“The idea behind the tour is to attract public
attention to the fact of massive money launder-
ing through properties in London,” Borisovich
told AFP on the tour this week, ahead of an inter-
national anti-corruption summit being hosted by
Prime Minister David Cameron. With a group of
British lawmakers, campaigners and media on
board, the bus drove past prime London real
estate - from mansions in leafy, gated complexes
to hotels to luxury pads in tourist hotspots.

One of the stops is a six-bedroom house with
an indoor pool on a private road near
Hampstead Heath in north London that used to
belong to James Ibori,  the ex-governor of
Nigeria’s oil-rich Delta State. Ibori pleaded guilty
to 10 counts of money laundering and conspira-
cy to defraud in a British court in 2012 and is
serving a 13-year sentence. “The view of corrup-
tion is that it’s a problem of developing coun-
tries,” said Saira O’Mallie from the ONE Campaign
set up by U2 frontman Bono, which co-organized
the bus tour. “But actually we realise that the UK
and many European countries and the US facili-
tate that corruption... It’s right under our noses.”

‘No Place for Dirty Money’ 
More than 36,000 properties in London are

owned through offshore firms, which own a total
£122 billion ($176 billion) worth of property
across England and Wales. Buying properties
through offshore companies can be a way of hid-
ing the true owners and avoiding taxes. The sys-
tem - laid bare last month in the leaked so-called
Panama Papers, a portion of which was released
online Monday - has been used by the world’s
super-rich to buy tracts of London real estate.

In a speech last year in Singapore, Cameron
promised to crack down on the use of London
property to launder money, saying: “There is no
place for dirty money in Britain.” The government
subsequently launched a consultation on pro-
posals to require foreign companies to provide
information on their beneficial ownership before
buying land or property in England and Wales.
There is speculation that Cameron will announce
measures to this effect at Thursday’s anti-corrup-
tion summit - a move that campaigners and the
industry alike would welcome.

“The government’s proposals for property
ownership transparency could mean that it’s no
longer possible to secretly own property in the
UK,” said Eleanor Nichol of campaign group
Global Witness. “If properly implemented, this
will be a big problem for anyone wanting to
launder money here.” However, she warned the
measures must be introduced soon - within a
year - and apply to all existing properties, as well
as future purchases.

‘Monaco with Fog’ 
More than £180 million worth of property in

Britain was investigated as suspected proceeds
of corruption between 2004 and 2014, accord-
ing to Transparency International, which says
this figure is just the “tip of the iceberg”. Luke
Harding, a journalist with The Guardian newspa-
per who helped analyse the Panama Papers,
said the shock for him was the realization of the
extent of the enabling role played by British
intermediaries. “The UK has become Monaco
with fog,” he said, after addressing the bus tour.
The leaks “reveal a kind of fundamental truth
that was hidden in plain sight - that the global
rich stopped paying taxes a long time ago”,
Harding said. — AFP 

By Susannah George

After more than a decade of dipping in and out of Iraqi
politics, Muqtada Al-Sadr, the young Shiite cleric who
first made his name fighting US forces in post-2003

Iraq, is leveraging his enduring popular appeal to again roil
Iraq’s political order. On April 30, when his supporters invaded
the highly fortified Green Zone in the Iraqi capital and overran
the parliament building to demand political reforms, it
marked a dramatic escalation of a long-simmering standoff
between Iraq’s powerful political blocs.

While Sadr’s most recent show of force has been playing
out in central Baghdad, the core of support that fuels his pow-
er lies on the city’s northeastern edge. In Sadr City - the Shiite
dominated neighborhood renamed after the cleric’s family in
2003 - Sadr’s support doesn’t stem from how he’s played his
political hand but from his lineage.

Born to a prominent Iraqi family, Sadr’s uncle Grand
Ayatollah Mohammed Baqir Al-Sadr was executed by
Saddam Hussein in 1980. In 1999, Sadr’s father Mohammed
Sadiq Al-Sadr was shot dead along with two of his sons in
Najaf. On the streets of Sadr City, images of Sadr, his father,
and uncle are ubiquitous behind tangles of electrical wires
along densely packed roads. 

Abdul-Khaliq Hussein Akhlati’s sitting room is lined with
larger-than-life portraits of Sadr and his father. “Honestly, I
can’t explain my love for him, I can’t describe it,” Akhlati said,
gesturing to the pictures on his wall. “For us the most impor-
tant thing is that he fought Saddam and then he fought the
Americans and now he’s fighting all the corrupt (politicians).” 

However Akhlati admitted that life for him and his family
hasn’t improved since the 2003 US-led invasion that over-
threw Saddam. Conditions in Sadr City have largely deteriorat-
ed, government electricity is only provided a few hours a day,
most of Akhlati’s sons are out of work and the prices of food
have steadily risen. But he doesn’t blame Sadr, saying it’s the
fault of the corrupt Green Zone lawmakers that al-Sadr oppos-
es. “That is just the fault of the thieves,” Akhlati said.

From 2003 to 2011 Sadr’s Mahdi Army fought multiple bat-
tles with US forces - on the streets of Sadr City and most
notably in Aug 2004, when they waged a protracted battle
with American troops in Najaf. In 2011, when US forces with-
drew from Iraq, Sadr technically disbanded the militia.

Peace Brigades
When Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, fell to the Islamic

State group in 2014, Sadr resurrected his militia under a new
name: The Peace Brigades. However, his forces have been in
many ways sidelined in the fight against IS while militias with

closer ties to Iran such as the Badr Brigades, Asaib Ahl Haq and
Kataib Hezbollah rose in prominence. Maintaining their own
chain of command, the Peace Brigades secured Samarra,
home to one of Shiite Islam’s holiest shrines.

As the fight against IS in Iraq dragged on and an economic
crisis in the country deepened, discontent rapidly spread
across the country, erupting in protests last summer that
mobilized millions to demand sweeping government reforms
to remove corrupt and incompetent officials. But Prime
Minister Haider Al-Abadi’s efforts to address those demands
have been stymied by a lack of consensus in parliament.

The initial protest movement was largely civic and secular
in tone, but that changed dramatically once Sadr entered the
fray and mobilized his supporters. Suddenly the thousands
chanting for change were 

also chanting Sadr’s name. Stands on the protests’ edges sold
baseball caps printed with Sadr’s face and the Peace Brigades
emblem. “When I joined you at Tahrir Square ... I wanted to
preserve the reputation of Islam and the sect (Shiism) by
seeking reforms on the path of Imam Hussein,” Sadr told sup-
porters in late March, linking his self-appointed role as
“Overseer of Reform” to the seventh century struggle of
Imam Hussein, the grandson of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
and a revered Shiite martyr.

In the days before the Green Zone breach, the crowds
gathered outside the fortified compound at the heart of
Baghdad ranged between 55,000 and 70,000 people, accord-
ing to satellite image analysis done by Stratfor, a private intelli-
gence firm. The occupation of the Green Zone itself lasted just
over a day. Sadr’s supporters knocked down concrete walls
and trashed the parliament building, even physically assault-
ing some parliamentarians. But the unprecedented show of
force ended just as quickly as it began. Following a call to dis-
band, Sadr’s supporters left the same way they entered in
orderly fashion, a testament to his organizational control.

Populist 
“Ever since that day I have been getting messages on

Facebook thanking me for what happened,” Hakim Al-
Zamili, a legislator and longtime Sadr ally, said of the Green
Zone breach. Zamili, the head of the parliament’s defense
and security committee who formerly led the Peace
Brigades, painted Sadr as a populist, working on behalf of
all Iraqis and willing to do what’s necessary to get things
done. Sadr only began demanding reform, Zamili said,
because “he knew that (the people) cannot liberate them-
selves alone and without his helping hand.”

However, Sadr’s effort to pressure the country’s political
leadership may only have thrown Iraqi politics further into
disarray. Parliament has been unable to meet since its com-
pound was breached, further delaying the approval process
of the prime minister’s new Cabinet. Dozens of Iraqi law-
makers continue to boycott sessions, citing security con-
cerns. Some have even suggested convening the parlia-
ment in another location. 

Ominously, Sadr’s power move may have also raised the
prospect of a clash between Iraq’s various Shiite militias. In
the wake of the Green Zone breech, thousands of fighters
from rival Shiite militias deployed across Baghdad as a bul-
wark against protesters and Sadr’s own militia. Zamili,
Sadr’s close ally and former militia commander, said such a
move would not be tolerated a second time. “I told the
security forces, if the militias deploy like that again to shoot
them,” he said. — AP 

Under reform mantle, Sadr fractures politics


