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Before becoming vice president, Dick Cheney once bragged about the enormous international role of his former company, Brown & Root saying, “the first person to greet our soldiers as they arrive in the Balkans and the last one to wave good-bye is one of our employees.”
  Although speaking specifically about the firm’s role in the Balkans crisis of the 1990s, Cheney’s comment reflected a larger phenomenon that has grown exponentially over the years since.  That phenomenon is the United States government’s reliance upon private corporations to meet its foreign policy objectives.  Hundreds of companies specializing in tasks once carried out by military personnel now compete for federal contracts supporting U.S. military operations around the world.  From 1994 to 2002, the U.S. government signed over three thousand contracts worth an estimated $300 billion with private firms.
  Today in Iraq, more than 150 companies work under government contract as part of the Bush administration’s effort to build a new, modern, democratic state in the Middle East.
  
Many of the activities and practices of these private and largely unaccountable corporations have been the object of sharp criticism from the public, certain media outlets and from congressional watchdogs.
  Dick Cheney’s relationship with construction giant Halliburton is only the most visible among dozens of like examples.
  The contracts through which these deals are codified are known as "cost-plus-award-fee."  Although made illegal amid the revelations of WWI profiteering, this particular contractual device was decades ago revived and now flourishes in Iraq and Afghanistan.  The cost-plus-award-fee arrangement permits rising profits as costs rise; all a contractor has to do to increase the former is to increase the latter.  Consequently, curbing the costs of the work or project becomes disadvantageous to a corporation that might otherwise be keen to reduce costs in the interest of greater profits.  Through these contracts, private corporations have realized windfall profits by taking advantage of the relative urgency, chaos and uncertainty of war.  Despite clear evidence of fraud, mismanagement, corruption and kickbacks, the Bush administration has steadfastly refused to make the system transparent and congressional committees of jurisdiction have also repeatedly refused to launch serious and public investigations.
  

Those who worked closely with the firm Custer-Battles have come forward to report shocking levels of bribery and kickbacks amounting to untold millions.  Halliburton (and subsidiary KBR) accepted bribes for handing out subcontracts from their posh villa in Kuwait, digs they had staked out well before the invasion of Iraq even began.  With the invasion quickly over and the long and costly occupation begun, KBR proceeded to vastly overcharge the U.S. government to transport fuel into Iraq and to provide meals to soldiers.  The profiteering in this case climbed to more than $150 million.  Vinnell Corporation did such an apparently poor job of training Iraqi forces that the entire first battalion walked off the job, and the U.S. Army had to take over.  Employees from the security firm CACI International were deeply entangled in the prisoner abuse scandal at the Abu Ghraib facility.  These and other companies remained virtually unaccountable.

One journalist recently wrote that “June, 2004 has emerged as a month when both money and accountability were thrown out the window.”  June, 2004 was, not coincidentally, the month for the official transfer of authority from the United States to the Iraqis, the dissolution of the American-run Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA).  Referring to the unregulated atmosphere then prevailing in Iraq as “something like a Barneys warehouse sale in the Wild West,” the Los Angeles Times disclosed official documents exposing a frenzied effort to rush contracts and otherwise log jammed projects through the system hurriedly to beat the deadline for the transferal of power.  On just one day in late May, officials pushed through more than $1.5 billion in spending for projects.  More than 1,000 contracts were signed in the month of June alone, roughly double the usual monthly figure.  Two thirds of those were signed without following standard procedures.
  Investigators have found refurbished schools and hospitals in a state of disrepair.  Many projects remain incomplete or not begun.  In some places, piles of materials await the start of projects and, in others, workers wait for materials.  Relying on officials statements, the New York Times reported that even the oil and power infrastructure “are in worse shape than during the regime of Saddam Hussein.”  American officials in Iraq during this period concede that the frenetic atmosphere led to unimaginable waste and corruption.  In more than one instance, occupation officials were given large amounts of cash, $6.75 million in one case, and told simply to get rid of it by the end of the month.

By late 2005, however, a U.S. District court handed out the first formal indictments for instances of money laundering, bribery, wire fraud, conspiracy and interstate transportation of stolen property.  American officials working for the Coalition Provisional Authority, investigators soon discovered, had accepted bribes of hundreds of thousands of dollars to steer government contracts worth more than $13 million to particular companies.  The conspirators kept this hidden by writing bids not exceeding $500,000.  Any contract beyond that amount would be reviewed by higher level officials.  One American charged with overseeing the disbursement of reconstruction money, himself a convicted felon, traded bribes, jewelry, first-class plane tickets and sexual favors from his villa in Baghdad.  In exchange he steered many millions in contracts to select companies.
  
Meanwhile, the rebuilding or state building in Iraq moves sluggishly and sloppily along.  A disproportionate share of money committed to Iraq is in fact devoted to dealing with military and security needs and related construction and not to the (re)building campaign.  Relatively little reconstruction aid has actually been spent.  Of $18.4 billion in the 2004 supplement, only $3.6 billion was committed to relief and reconstruction efforts (about 35% of the goal).  Of this figure, only $2.1 billion had been obligated.
  To date, $30 billion has been dedicated to Iraqi reconstruction, $20 billion of that obligated for projects, and $16 billion of that actually disbursed for this purpose.  Of course, only a relatively small proportion of the projects represented in this sum have been begun, and an even smaller number of them completed.
  Additionally, estimates of the costs of increased security, which siphon funds away from reconstruction, run from 22 to 36 percent of each rebuilding project.  
In general, the situation in Iraq seems no closer to conclusion than a year ago.  Even the ends of U.S. involvement there have become less and less clear.  Uncertainty persists in political realm, alongside widespread violence.  With incidents of violence and insurgent attacks on a sharp rise during all of 2005, American officials in May offered the quite candid assessment that the U.S. military will likely have to stay on in Iraq for “many years” and one U.S. officer believed the U.S. “could still fail” in Iraq.
  There is also a sharp divide between reports out of the country and the often upbeat and sanguine official statements emanating from officials of the Bush administration.  In December, although typically loath to respond to sagging public opinion polls, the president announced a “Plan for Victory” in Iraq that was long on platitudes of freedom, security, liberty and victory, but offered few new insights or innovations.
  Indeed, in a number of ways the situation in Iraq is looking increasingly similar to the United States’ long and tragic involvement in Vietnam.  

Private Contractors, War Profiteering & State Building in Vietnam

Once the administration of Lyndon Johnson decided to wage war in Vietnam (to “Americanize” the conflict), officials quickly recognized that a significant escalation of the American presence required substantial physical development.  Because Vietnam was an underdeveloped state, roads, bridges, ports, airfields, housing, fuel storage, bases, and warehousing would all have to be built.  Such a large scale military construction program would have meant tens of thousands of engineer forces into Vietnam earlier than politically feasible.  Instead, the administration turned to a small group of private construction firms to accomplish the necessary infrastructure buildup.
  The consortium consisted of Raymond International, Morrison-Knudsen, and, after summer 1965, Brown & Root and J.A. Jones Construction.

Construction projects quickly spread across much of southern Vietnam and involved bases, ports, ammunition dumps, airfields, radio installations, refugee camps, barracks, fuel depots, hospitals and warehouses.  By spring 1965, the consortium had more than doubled its workforce from the 1964 level, hiring several hundred American construction workers and eleven thousand Vietnamese, largely as non-skilled laborers.
  Several months later, the orders still ran far ahead of the capacity of RMK alone.  One exasperated MK official explained, “all we knew was that they wanted a lotta roads, a lotta airfields, a lotta bridges, and a lotta ports, and that they probably would want it all finished by yesterday.”
  This consortium, frequently called the largest construction entity ever, became the sole contractor for the federal government for construction projects in Vietnam.
  

At its peak, the consortium’s workforce numbered slightly more than 51,000, with around 47,000 Vietnamese, Koreans, Filipinos, and 4,000 Americans overwhelmingly in supervisory and management roles.  Over the life of the contract the Builders employed between 180,000 and 200,000 Vietnamese.
  Workers endured an intense work environment including injuries, kidnappings and killings.  Despite these and other considerable obstacles, the Builders benefited from a large pool of labor.  

During the life of the contract, the Vietnam Builders moved 91 million cubic yards of earth, used 48 million tons of rock product, nearly 11 million tons of asphalt, poured 3.7 million yards of concrete, enough to have built a wall 2 feet wide and 5 feet high completely around southern Vietnam, and they moved an average of more than 500,000 tons of goods every month.  Collectively, and individually, they gobbled up hundreds of millions in profits for their efforts.  They built six ports with 29 deep-draft berths, six naval bases, eight jet airstrips 10,000 feet in length, twelve airfields, just under twenty hospitals, fourteen million square feet of covered storage, and twenty base camps including housing for 450,000 servicemen and family. In short, they put on the ground in southern Vietnam nearly $2 billion (or $8.8 billion adjusted) in construction of various kinds of facilities and infrastructure.
  

Their work also drew greater congressional attention after 1965 as well.  During a 1966 investigation, an unidentified U.S. official in Vietnam told congressional leaders looking into charges of waste and corruption that “running parallel with the war is a national symphony of theft, corruption, and bribery.”  The investigation confirmed the substance of these charges as best they could given the harried and chaotic circumstances surrounding the whole program.  Investigators complained repeatedly that no paper trail existed to follow up on allegations of fraud, and that mission representatives simply could not provide answers to even the most basic questions.  Illinois Representative Donald Rumsfeld, a member of the House investigative team, expressed his frustration over this problem: 

I want this record and you gentlemen to know how disappointed I was at the discussions in Vietnam with AID personnel.  Invariably the reason [our questions] could not be answered was because of the lack of records, the lack of audits, the lack of procedures whereby this information would be available…I got the feeling…that the information is not available…It is distressing for a…member of a subcommittee to be attempting to come to grips with these problems, and to be repeatedly told that necessary and basic information is not available.
   

Rumsfeld (R) railed against the corruption, waste, and secrecy surrounding the little-known private consortium in Vietnam as well.  Rumsfeld pushed for full investigation into the whole affair saying, "under one contract, between the U.S. Government and this combine, [RMK-BRJ] it is officially estimated that obligations will reach at least $900 million by November 1967...why this huge contract has not been and is not now being adequately audited is beyond me. The potential for waste and profiteering under such a contract is substantial."
    The contracts that so troubled Representative Rumsfeld were the so-called cost-plus-award fee type.  Congressional critics, both Republican and Democrat, called for greater openness and transparency and for an accounting from the White House.  Despite mounting criticism, the consortium’s contract remained intact and limited to these four until it expired in 1972, at which point outgoing MK General Manager opined, “there are no more pyramids to build.  We have just about completed the largest construction effort in history.”
  The U.S. left Vietnam shortly thereafter with its nearly 20 year state building campaign in tatters.
Conclusion

Many of the corporations winning government contracts during the Vietnam War continue to win contracts for work in Afghanistan and Iraq.  In 1966, the top 400 hundred firms winning contracts with the government included Bechtel Corp. (at number one), Brown & Root, Morrison-Knudsen (now Washington Group International), The Ralph Parsons Company and The Fluor Corporation all in the top ten.  Other corporations currently contracted in Afghanistan and Iraq appearing on the list included the Foster Wheeler, Perini, and Vinnell Corporations.  It should also be understood that government contracts for carrying out the war in Vietnam were not limited to just these few firms.  Five hundred twenty three firms signed contracts for various tasks/services related to the war.  The top 62 held contracts worth over $100 million each.  Familiar names such as American Machine & Foundry (AMF), Alcoa, Eastman Kodak, Bulova Watch Company, Magnavox, General Motors, McDonnell Douglas, Lockheed, DuPont, Boeing and Honeywell all won contracts.  It seems unnecessary to even point out that corporations came to see long-term, opened ended U.S. foreign policy commitments such as Vietnam as business opportunities.  
For these mighty corporations to sustain themselves, insure continued profits, stable share prices and to maintain their competitive advantage, they push for greater military spending, an increased role in the world in support of the military and preparations for war.  Moreover, the relationship between corporate, government and military officials and the revolving door of employment opportunities between them deepens and perpetuates these connections.  Seen this way, U.S. foreign policy interventions such as invasions, peace keeping, sanctions enforcement and state (re)building all become job security.  This institutionalization of war profiteering alters its historic meaning.  Corporations once had to rely on the existence of the specific conditions of warfare for contracts and an opportunity for profits.  The Cold War re-created these war conditions, albeit in the absence of outright warfare between the rival states.  And although the post-Cold War period yielded a less than favorable environment, those more favorable conditions have now returned in the guise of an open-ended, multi-front, geographically shifting and somewhat ambiguously defined “war on terror.”
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