Keeping Wolfowitz from the door
By Mahir Ali

OUTSIDE neoconservative circles, there won’t be many tears shed when Paul Wolfowitz leaves the World Bank. The unedifying spectacle of his more or less ritual humiliation appears to have rendered untenable his position at the institution’s helm. The veritable insurgency launched by the bank’s staff has once more exposed the former US deputy defence secretary’s lack of an exit strategy.

A less obdurate individual would have had the decency to walk by now, even if he believed he had done no wrong in enriching his girlfriend and a couple of ex-Pentagon cronies through a perverse application of the World Bank’s poverty-reduction philosophy, while claiming to be engaged in a crusade against corruption. But the man affectionately nicknamed Wolfie by George W. Bush is made of sterner stuff.

When he came to the World Bank two years ago, he brought along all the arrogance and zealotry he had demonstrated during his Pentagon assignment, a role in which he was clamouring for an assault on Iraq well before the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. It has been suggested that Wolfowitz’s passion for regime change in Baghdad was inextricably intertwined with his passion for Shaha Ali Riza.That could be an exaggeration: Wolfie’s penchant for violating the sovereignty of foreign lands in order to impregnate them with US-approved versions of democracy may well be unrelated to his libido. Nevertheless, by all accounts theirs was a true meeting of minds. Riza reportedly relishes the prospect of replacing Middle Eastern regimes with Al Qaeda-like fervour.

It is not terribly clear when Wolfowitz and Riza’s mutual admiration, based on perfect ideological compatibility, evolved into intimacy, although some news reports place this development in 2003.

It isn’t hard to imagine the shared excitement of those heady days, when the US-led invaders thought they had the upper hand in Iraq and the neo-cons were oblivious to the possibility of failure, fostering promiscuity at a more personal level. Power, as Henry Kissinger put it, is the ultimate aphrodisiac.

Prurient speculation, however, is beside the point. The precise nature of the relationship between Wolfowitz and Riza is entirely their business. They might have succeeded in sustaining the initial level of discretion but for the fact that Bush decided to reward Wolfowitz’s abysmal failure as an overseer of the Iraqi occupation by nominating him as president of the World Bank. (The US has enjoyed the privilege of choosing the bank’s head since the institution’s inception; in return, European governments get to pick the chief of the International Monetary Fund.) It wasn’t an offer Wolfie was likely to refuse, given that it afforded him an apparent opportunity to pursue his agenda of global domination by other means.

There was a problem, however: Shaha Ali Riza worked in the bank’s Middle East and North Africa division. A boss-employee relationship between the two of them was incompatible with the bank’s rules. Wolfowitz was prepared to recuse himself from personnel decisions concerning Riza, but insisted on maintaining professional contact with her. To the World Bank executive board’s ethics committee, that seemed like a conflict of interest. It advised the incoming president to work out a relocation and compensation package for her with the personnel department.

He did, but saw no need to run it by the board before it was implemented. The arrangement involved Riza being seconded to the State Department following a promotion and a raise, plus further raises every year for the next five years and the guarantee of another promotion when she returned to the bank.

The prospect of a career disruption for no fault of her own must naturally have been unpalatable to Riza, and it seems Wolfowitz was keen to overcompensate: the $60,000 raise took her annual salary to $193,590, tax free — which is more than what Condoleezza Rice earns before taxes. That salary is still paid by the World Bank, even though Riza works for a State Department-funded concern called the Foundation for the Future, which is supposed to promote democracy in the Middle East, although it hasn’t done much so far and Riza appears to be its only active employee.

The whiff of neo-corruption becomes stronger when you consider the fact that initially her reassignment to the State Department entailed reporting to Liz Cheney, the vice-president’s daughter. Wolfowitz and Dick Cheney go back a long way.

All that, however, is not the only area of concern for the World Bank. When Wolfowitz took office, he brought with him a pair of aides with no development experience, who lost little time in antagonising bank staff and were handsomely rewarded for their insolence. One of them, Kevin Kellems, was dubbed “keeper of the comb” by colleagues who recalled his cameo in Michael Moore’s ‘Fahrenheit 9/11’, where he is seen handing a comb to Wolfowitz, who adds a spot of spittle to the implement before applying it to his hair. Last week Wolfowitz offered to fire Kellems and Robin Cleveland, but if that tactic was aimed at staving off calls for his own resignation, it didn’t work.

There are, meanwhile, also a number of matters that the inquiry instituted late last week by the World Bank’s board probably won’t take into consideration before making its recommendations. In 2003, for instance, while he was still at the Pentagon, Wolfowitz arranged, via his underling and fellow neo-con Doug Feith, for Riza to be hired by a private defence contractor as a consultant on a crucial project: setting up a government in Iraq.

General Jay Garner has no recollection of her input; more pertinently, the bank at the time had a policy of no contact with occupied Iraq. There is a suspicion that Riza’s State Department clearance, which is not easy for foreign nationals to obtain (she was evidently born in Libya, grew up in Tunisia and Saudi Arabia, and holds British citizenship), dates back to that assignment.

Besides, in his capacity as World Bank chief, Wolfowitz has been generous in offering lucrative international appointments to right-wing ex-ministers who supported the invasion of Iraq. They include Jordan’s former deputy prime minister Marwan Muasher, who is now the bank’s senior vice-president for external affairs; Ana Palacio, who served as Spain’s foreign minister in the José Maria Aznar government; and Juan José Daboub, a former Salvadoran finance minister, who was last year appointed as one of the bank’s two managing directors. The other MD, New Zealand’s Graeme Wheeler, has added his influential voice to demands that Wolfowitz should depart.

Daboub, reputedly a member of the fundamentalist Catholic sect Opus Dei, was in the news recently for ordering the deletion of all references to family planning and contraception from the bank’s assistance programme document for Madagascar.

Not surprisingly, a considerable proportion of the anger against Wolfowitz relates to the discrepancies between his personal behaviour and his campaign to curb corruption in the Third World, which has involved, inter alia, the temporary suspension of aid to countries such as India, Kenya and Chad without consultations with the executive board. In the case of Uzbekistan, which was subjected to the same treatment in 2005, the suspension followed Tashkent’s decision to expel US troops.

It is hard to believe there was no political motivation involved, given that Wolfowitz is still intellectually wedded to the infamous Project for a New American Century, and his off-the-record briefings to journalists frequently focus on the thoroughly discredited myth of links between Al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

The pleasure occasioned by Wolfowitz’s predicament has offended his supporters (yes, he still has a few, mainly the usual suspects such as The Wall Street Journal and Christopher Hitchens), who say the Riza infraction isn’t a sacking offence and their hero’s role at the Pentagon ought not to be taken into consideration.

But that’s a ridiculous plea: appointing a war criminal to the helm of what is effectively the largest aid organisation in the world was anyhow a profound folly, quite regardless of the complications relating to Wolfowitz’s love life. It was therefore inevitable that his discomfiture would prompt plenty of schadenfreude.

Even the White House, after a desultory defence of Wolfie’s record, appears to have more or less given up — which may be related to its preoccupation with efforts, not least among the Republican Party, to dislodge attorney-general Alberto Gonzales.

Some European governments, meanwhile have been counting on the White House to persuade Wolfowitz to step aside, in the hope of avoiding further discord with the US. Others — as well as some bank staff — don’t object to a weakened Wolfowitz staying on, lest the US impose on the bank an even more unbearable individual, such as former UN ambassador John Bolton.

The vast majority of the staff, however, are dead set on his departure, and they were joined this week by 40 senior former bank officials, including 18 vice-presidents, who say Wolfowitz has lost the trust and respect of his subordinates. In truth, he never enjoyed it in the first place. No one has said anything about Riza’s prospects, but it’s hard to imagine her resuming her World Bank career.

Of course, neither of them is likely to have any trouble finding a suitable sinecure, and a change of scene — the two of them ensconced, perhaps, in a luxury neo-condominium — might offer an ideal opportunity for her to try and make an honest man out of him. I wouldn’t bet on it, though.
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