PAGE  
17

Citizens Join Together To

Stop Blackwater

By Dan Kenney

Noprivatearmies.org

Clearwater Project to Stop Blackwater

Introduction
A year ago Blackwater was relatively unknown to most citizens of northern Illinois. The private military and security company had gained national attention with the Fallujah, Iraq ambush of 2004 but their reach was not widely known to the average citizen until much later. In November of 2006 an article in the business section of a local paper
 reported on a small Associated Press article that disclosed Blackwater USA’s (Now known as Blackwater World Wide.) plans to open a training facility in Jo Daviess County of northwest Illinois. At the same time our Coalition of Northern Illinois Peace Groups had reached the decision to focus more attention on the issue of war profiteers. When we heard of this development we decided to focus on Blackwater’s move into our state.


In January of 2007 we held our first meeting of peace groups and local citizens. The group would later adopt the name Clearwater Project. The meeting of about 20 citizens was the beginning of what is becoming a nation wide network involving hundreds of citizens from North Carolina to California. The challenge was first to educate ourselves and then to share our information with others. It also became a challenge to explore what if any regulations apply to private companies doing training of public law enforcement officers in our state. 


With time we learned that there were few regulations and that the absence of oversight on the national and international level also applied to the local level. We also could see a pattern of behavior emerge as to Blackwater’s tactics with local citizens across the country. Their tactics on the local level parallel their tactics on the public relations level internationally. Blackwater presents a public image that does not match their actions. We see this on the international stage and played out as well in the rural areas of America where they seek to expand. Quite often the term “good neighbor” is used by Blackwater personnel and also by local county board members or township supervisors. In reality when you talk with local citizens they do not view them as neither “good” nor as a “neighbor.” A good example is their letter to the community of Mt. Carroll Illinois on their website in the Blackwater North section, which begins with: “Hello Neighbors.” 

One resident of Jo Daviess County said to me at a citizens’ meeting in the spring of 2007, “They’re no neighbor of mine!”

We decided that our response to this encroachment by Blackwater into our backyards would be a coordinated effort on several fronts. The approach would be local, statewide, and national/global. We would focus on education, action, and legislation. The education would start with us. Then to share with others what we learned. The actions involved taking our concerns right to their gate. Legislation was also on two fronts with state and national legislation being drafted and introduced.

This paper will also demonstrate that the problems and issues that present themselves with PMSCs on the national level also are apparent on the local level. Through the course of this paper it will become evident that the lack of transparency and oversight which is a problem on the national level is also a problem at the state, county, and township levels. The pattern of secrecy and public relations tactics by the private military firms is used on the most local level just as it is used on the world stage. It will also be clear that there are patterns of connections to government both at the local level as well as at the national.

First Steps: Education
When I first called to ask County Board members in January 2006 about Blackwater’s move into the county they were not aware of Blackwater’s plans. The ones I spoke to had no awareness of the company and its history. It had all been arranged through the zoning office and Blackwater had started major changes to the property before most of the local citizens knew. The letter to the community mentioned above was posted in April of 2007 after classes had started. Our group decided the first response to this should be to educate ourselves and then to educate others about private military companies, (primarily at that time it was of course Blackwater.) 

The site for Blackwater’s training facility is in a remote corner of the county in the farthest northwest corner of the state. The location is very rural along a narrow gravel road named Skunk Hallow. This choice of location also fits a pattern that will become clear as I describe the other areas Blackwater is using and trying to use for training. It is also an economically deprived area with a median income well below the state average. 

 I made my first phone call to the site to get information about their intentions in January of 2007.I spoke with Eric Davis, the Assistant Deputy of Blackwater North, (Blackwater North is the name given the training site by Blackwater World Wide.) I was told that they would only be involved with training local law enforcement, local FBI, and other state agents. “Clients only, no individuals,” the assistant deputy told me. I was also informed in the same phone conversation that they would only be doing training with “single shot weapons no multiple shot weapons.”

A few weeks following my phone conversation with Mr. Davis I discovered on their website a schedule of courses that were being offered at the training facility in Illinois, the scheduled classes included the same submachine gun courses that were being offered at their 7,000 acre North Carolina headquarters. This was the first of several instances when what they were telling the public and what was really taking place were not the same. This too will become a recurring theme throughout the paper. 

In our research we discovered that a new book by Nation Books would be coming out in January entitled, Blackwater: The Rise Of The Most Powerful Mercenary Army by journalist Jeremy Scahill. Our organization contacted his publicist even before the book was released in March of 2007 and began to make plans for him to come to Illinois on his book tour.  During this time our group continued to meet every other week being joined by local residents. It was during the early spring that we also made our first contact with the Stop Blackwater group in California. 

The Stop Blackwater group was formed once it came to the citizens’ attention after the fact that Blackwater was seeking a zoning change so that they could purchase an 800 acre abandoned chicken ranch and turn it into a training center. Again this site was in an isolated rural setting about 10 miles north of the Mexican border. It was a very sparsely populated area, struggling economically. The county board had given approval without public debate. When the local citizens who were familiar with what Blackwater World Wide represented learned of this plan they organized to prevent them from locating at the site.  
It was during late March and early April of 2007 that after reading Mr. Scahill’s book and also reading Corporate Warriors: The Rise of the Privatized Military Industry by P.W. Singer that we became aware of what private military firms were all about and the particular problems Blackwater presented because of their single owner, their secret contracts,
 and their lack of transparency. It was then that I decided that if I wanted to know the truth I was going to have to visit their training facility as a prospective client to get around the usual public relations person that would give me the same information that they were giving the rest of the citizens. I called Mr. Davis again and explained that I was a teacher who was interested in going into private security work upon retirement. I asked if I could come out to their site for a tour and to get more information. I made an appointment on April 5th four days before their first course in pistol shooting was to begin on April 9th.
 It was on this visit when I was told that they hoped to buy the land and surrounding property. “No we want to expand. We’re start’n with what North Carolina started with in North Carolina back ten years ago. So we’re getting there.”
 Mr. Davis’s statement about expanding did not match with what local residents were reporting that they were being told that they were not going to expand the site from its original size of 80 acres.

How Blackwater was able to get the use of this 80 acre site is a story in itself of rules and laws being manipulated or ignored for their own gain. The actions they took to bring this about are similar to actions taken in their other locations. Just as there are similarities in locations chosen there is also a pattern in how they seep quietly into the rural hills without local residents knowing.

The situation in Illinois involving the 80 acres described above had to do with the location being used previously for training. The rural area of Jo Daviess County Illinois did not have any zoning regulations until 1995. At the time the property was owned by a police officer from a small city about forty miles away. The land was in an agricultural area and was zoned as AG-1. In part the purpose of this zoning , as described in Article III AG-1 General Agricultural District  section of the zoning laws read, “… to maintain the County’s existing rural ambiance.”  The police officer was using the property at the time as a private hunting club. So at the time zoning was put in they issued a “Special Use permit for “Sporting clubs or public hunting grounds….” 

Two years later the police officer sold the land to four other police officers from different locations in the state. They wanted to use the land for training law enforcement so at the closing a quit claim deed was used to get around any public hearing or need for special use permits. At the time of the closing in 1997 the owner by way of the quit claim deed changed it from a private hunting grounds to a “tactical training site” by changing the name to “Midwest Tactical Training Institute, Inc.”  Two minutes later a “Corporation Warranty Deed” signed the property over to the four police officers whose business was named “First Tactical Training Site, Inc.” The four officers were then in business to train law enforcement or other clients on the site. 

In 2007 the zoning officer7 told me there wasn’t a need for Blackwater to have a special use permit or to have a public hearing before opening a training facility there because they were going to use the property in the same manner as it had been used the previous nine years. I was told they could be “grandfathered in” to use the land as it had previously been used. There also would be no change in the property taxes until the land was reassessed. This was also made easier because they were leasing the land with option to buy. Without a sound a multinational private company with hundreds of millions of dollars in government contracts moved in and set up shop. Now they are paying rent to First Tactical and possibly housing the largest privately owned stockpile of ammunition and weapons in the state.

  
Our education continued when we arranged to bring Jeremy Scahill to speak in Illinois. In the middle of May 2007 he spoke in Elizabeth Illinois a town of about 1,000  20 miles north of Blackwater’s site. We had hoped for a crowd of 45 to 60 to turn out. The room we reserved at a local high school would hold 60. When we arrived with Jeremy everyone was moving their chairs into the gymnasium because over 125 turned out to hear him speak. This was the first time for many in attendance that they learned the bigger role this company, that was now their “neighbor,” was playing in the world. Over fifty copies of his book were sold and many signed up to be informed of upcoming events and actions. 

National Responses and Actions


The month of April was also the time we first contacted and began to work with the group of citizens of Protrero California near San Diego, ten miles from the Mexican border. Protrero is a small hamlet in a rural sparsely populated of eastern San Diego County. Again like our own experience in Illinois Blackwater received the blessing of the county supervisors before most citizens knew anything about it. As one citizen said, “It’s perfect: nobody here but us rural souls.”
 Blackwater is trying to open an 800 acre training site there on an old chicken ranch. It is located in a beautiful valley and bordered on one side by Cleveland National Forrest. The facility would have 15 shooting ranges, an armory for storing ammunition, a helicopter pad, a fast driving track, and several other buildings. Blackwater has named it Blackwater West. 


Residents quickly organized with the assistance of the Peace Resource Center of 
San Diego. Over 100 protestors showed up at a planning board meeting. Residents also filed for a recall election, an option not available to residents of Illinois.

 Basically a recall election allows the citizens to call back to election those planning board members who supported Blackwater and by so doing betrayed the trust of their constituents. This past December the recall election resulted in all five of the board members who had voted to allow Blackwater into the county were voted out. They were replaced by five candidates who ran on an anti-Blackwater slate. Now Blackwater is left in limbo again until the new board takes action. Blackwater has money in escrow to buy the land only if the board gives approval. At the moment Blackwater West is on hold while Blackwater North is preparing for classes to begin again in the spring.

We also are networking with Blackwater Watch a group of citizens working against Blackwater at their headquarters in North Carolina. This group of about 50 citizens held a protest at the gates of Blackwater’s headquarters in North Carolina in October 2007.  They crossed onto Blackwater property driving a car covered with simulated bullet holes and smeared with red paint. The action was meant to mimic the scene of the Baghdad’s Nisour Square shooting on September 17th 2007 that killed 17 Iraqi citizens.  Seven of the protestors were arrested and charged with second-degree trespassing, resisting arrest, and destruction of property. They were convicted in December and fined from $100 to $450. They were also sentenced ranging from 10 to 45 days in jail. All the sentences were suspended on the condition the protestors not violate any laws for one year and pay the fines. 

 All three of our groups are sharing information and experiences. We also are planning future demonstrations in coordination with one another whenever possible. 

In November of 2007 several members met with those of us with noprivatearmies.org that attended the School of America’s Vigil in Georgia. Our group also presented there on the subject of Blackwater being the “new School of America” through its expanding role in Mexico, Central and South America. While at the vigil the presentation was filled beyond capacity and at our table on Saturday at the vigil over 200 sign up to be part of noprivatearmies.org nation wide effort to stop Blackwater and other private military firms. 


August 11th of 2007 marked our first action at the gates of Blackwater North. About 75 gathered at the gate for music, speeches, and drumming. It was as far as we could learn, the first time a group of citizens gathered at the gate of a private military base to protest. (As mentioned earlier the protest in North Carolina took place in October.) We did not plan nor carry out any civil disobedience. We tried to work in cooperation with local law enforcement and township supervisors to hold a peaceful rally. The local officials tried to persuade us not to hold the protest by having us park miles away and car pool to the site. 


Also in July the Chicago Tribune released a story about the director of the University of Illinois Police Training Institute and his ties to Blackwater. We responded by first launching an email campaign to the President of the University. We put a call out through our web based action tool of our state wide network of peace and justice groups. We followed this up with a letter writing campaign to the Board of Trustees. The University of Illinois immediately launched an investigation into the possible conflict of interest. 

The of the University Police Training Institute had signed an agreement in May of 2007 allowing the state training facility to exchange staff and students and share facilities with the private contractor Blackwater.
 It was discovered that while Mr. Dempsey was receiving $118,178 a year from the University he was also working part-time conducting training for Blackwater. When the story broke he was on leave from the University of Illinois for a month and doing training of Afghan forces. Shortly after completeing their investigation and our efforts the University accepted Mr. Dempsey’s resignation and severed all ties with Blackwater. During this time it also came to light that the University in January of 2007 had entered into a similar agreement with Triple Canopy. Since then they have also canceled that contract as well.

Legislation


Another response on the state level and the national level has been to draft and introduce legislation to provide oversight and restrictions of private military security companies. Bills have been introduced into the U.S. House and Senate. In Illinois there is legislation that we are assisting with in the drafting stage to be introduced soon. 


According to the Office of Management And Budget Watch spending on federal contracts has now reached over $381 billion annually, which means 40 percent of every discretionary dollar is spent with private companies.
  While the privatization of military functions that had previously been the sole responsibility of government has far exceeded government oversight capabilities leaving the public funds vulnerable to vast mismanagement. Clearly the legislation is far behind and only over the past year since the sea change in the House last November has there even been any attempt to catch-up on exactly what have these private companies been up to. 


The first legislation introduced January 10th of 2007 entitled the Transparency and Accountability in Security Contracting Act of 2007.
 This legislation Introduced by Rep. Price of North Carolina and 53 co-sponsors, requires any contracts requiring private security functions to provide specified information. It also provided for the legal status of contractor personnel with respect to investigations and prosecution of abuses by private security contractors. This legislation has not seen any action since February 2nd of 2007. 


Rep Jan Schakowsky of Illinois introduced the Iraq and Afghanistan Contractor Sunshine Act, H.R. 897 into Congress February 7, 2007.
 This bill would require that Congress be provided copies and descriptions of contracts and task orders in excess of $5,000,000 for work to be performed in Iraq and Afghanistan. This bill was necessary because legislators were not being provided information about the contracts because many were “black contracts” or secret contracts. Jeremy Scahill reported to us in his presentation that he had U.S. Congress representatives calling him for information about the contracts. This bill too, despite having 59 cosponsors, has languished in committee since March of 2007. 


Senator  Obama of Illinois introduced companion legislation into the Senate on February 16th of 2007. S.674 requiring accountability and enhanced congressional oversight for personnel performing private security functions under Federal contracts. It has four cosponsors.
 No action has been taken since it was introduced. 


Section 871 of  H.R. 1585: National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 is the only legislation that made it to the President’s desk and it was vetoed on December 28th of 2007.
 This section of the appropriations for fiscal year 2008 for military activities of the Department of Defense established criteria to regulate private security contracts in areas of combat and require contractors to provide reports to the Department of Defense on operations and incidents. On January 15th this entire bill was referred to the Committee on Armed Services. 


The piece of legislation to be passed by the House was H.R. 2740, introduced by Rep. Price of North Carolina, which requires accountability for contractors and contract personnel. This bill passed on October 4th as a response by Congress to the September 17th killing of 17 Iraqi citizens by Blackwater personnel in Baghdad. The bill called on the Federal Bureau of Investigation to set up a Theater Investigative Unit to investigate allegations of criminal violations by contract personnel. (Of course it was soon brought to light that the FBI’s security had been provided by Blackwater the same individuals they were to investigate.)
 The legislation would also hold U.S. contractors operating in Iraq and Afghanistan accountable in U.S. courts. 
 Senator Obama of Illinois introduced companion legislation in the Senate on October 4th with S.2147. The language for this legislation is the same as for H.R. 2740 and was taken from H.R. 369 mentioned earlier. Even though H.R. 2740 passed by a vote of 389-30 in October with 15 cosponsors, and after initially being introduced in June of 2007, it is just now on the Senate’s legislative calendar. 


Legislation most germane to our efforts in Illinois and to efforts of residents in North Carolina, and California is H.R. 3649: To Require Mercenary Training to Be Conducted Only on Federal Government Property. This bill was introduced September 25, 2007 by Rep. Bob Filner of California. To date it has no cosponsors and has not been acted upon since it was referred to the Subcommittee on Military Personnel.


The legislation introduced November 7th of 2007 by Rep. Schakowsky is the bill which holds the most promise for those of us working in the United States to end the growing dependency on private military firms. The bill is entitled Stop Outsourcing Security Act (S.O.S. Act) and calls for the phase out of the use of private military contractors. H.R. 4102 has 13 cosponsors and Senator Sanders has introduced companion legislation into the Senate with S.2398. The S.O.S. Act is now in three committees, Foreign Affairs, Armed Services, and House Intelligence. 


Despite repeated reports of incidents involving private contractors committing crimes in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as in other parts of the world these bills still do not draw immediate attention. Only when Blackwater was on the front pages of all major newspapers did a bill make it through the House. Now that they are no longer on the front page however the bills are hidden in committees. The lack of action on these bills demonstrate how the U.S. Government is floundering on how best to address the issue of privatized militaries within its borders and their actions elsewhere in the name of the United States. Rep. Schakowsky said in a press release dated November 7th on her website: “We are beyond the point of trying to hold these contractors accountable under the law; it is time to return vital military functions back to the government.”


In Illinois at the state level our group has been involved with drafting legislation with Rep. Julie Hamos. Still in the drafting stage at the time of this writing it prevent the State of Illinois from using state funds to contract any services from a private military company. This restriction on the use of public funds for private companies would also include the employment of private military security firms like Blackwater for the training of public law enforcement personnel.

Summary


According to the Defense Security Service currently over 800,000 contractors have security clearances at 11,000 government facilities. This information along with many other facts makes it evident that the response to the challenges nationally and locally is far behind the explosive growth of PMSCs in this country and around the world. During this past year our small organization has grown in size to encompass over 200 around the U.S., Canada, and Central America. This however is not even equal to the number of individuals that were trained at Blackwater North alone in 2007. The citizens have been left behind by this administrations’ rush to privatization. 


Despite the overwhelming odds as citizens grow in their awareness concern follows. The usual obstacle is the amount of money these PMSCs collect and spread around. They employ hundreds of lobbyists to help insure that legislation is buried in committees. Blackwater’s President Gary Jackson said in an interview :

The numbers are actually staggering. In the last eighteen months 

We’ve had over 600 percent growth. This is a billion-dollar industry,

And Blackwater has only scratched the surface of it.

When citizens of a democracy awake to a threat or to an injustice they usually respond in much the same way local residents and concerned citizens around the country have chosen to respond to this challenge of PMSCs. Citizens of a democracy respond by using the tools available to them for education, legislation, and action. Though the tide swell is against us, and though the journey before us is long it is evident that our journey has begun and will not stop until what should be under the control of the people is once again returned to the control of the people.
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