An Offer They Can’t Refuse

John Perkins On His Former Life As An Economic Hit Man
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They are a select group of corporate officers who travel the Third
World and hobnob with heads of state. Their job is to convince
the governments of poor nations to build expensive new power
plants, shipping ports, and industrial parks using borrowed
funds. They call themselves “economic hit men,” and they de-
stroy their targets not with bullets, but with dollars.

John Perkins was once one of them. In his book Confes-
sions of an Economic Hit Man (Berrett-Koehler) he tells how
the system worked — and still works today: He and his fellow
economic hit men befriended Third World leaders and con-
vinced them, often using bribery or deceit, to take on enormous
debts to develop their national infrastructure. U.S. corpora-
tions profited from the development contracts, and the World
Bank — source of the majority of the loans — profited from the
interest. The only ones who didn’t profit were the Third World
nations themselves, who found they were unable to pay back
the money they owed.

Perkins graduated from Boston University in 1968 and
spent the next three years in the Peace Corps. Then, from 1971
to 1980, he served as chief economist at the engineering and
consulting firm of Chas. T. Main (or MAIN), a low-profile inter-
national corporation based in Boston. As part of his duties,
Perkins says, he inflated the economic projections of develop-
ment projects being sold to Third World countries so that the
country in question would be induced to take out exorbitant
loans to pay for the project — which, of course, could be built
only by a U.S. corporation.

According to Perkins, this was more than a plot to make
money for his employer and the banks. The countries were
selected by the U.S. government for their strategic value or
resources. Once crippled by debt, each country was beholden
to the international banking community and unable to refuse
ifthe U.S. wanted to build a military base or drill for oil with-
in its borders.

But that’s not all. Perkins claims that the economic “hit”
was only the first line of attack. If it failed, then cia “jackals”
were sent in to stage a coup or assassinate an uncooperative
leader. If that, too, failed, then the U.S. would resort to mili-
tary action. In his book Perkins reveals this information in a
decidedly evenhanded manner, taking responsibility for his own
complicity and acknowledging the lure of money and power
for those who are willing to play the game.

In 1980 Perkins resigned his position at MAIN and started his
own company, Independent Power Systems (IPs), an alternative-
energy provider. He kept silent about his former profession, in
part because of lucrative favors from old colleagues that made
IPS a rare success in its highly risky field, and in part because
of not-so-veiled threats from other former colleagues.

Inspired by the native communities that he encountered
on his travels in Latin America, Perkins became a champion
of indigenous rights and began working with Amazonian tribes

to help preserve the rain forest. In 1990 Perkins sold 1rs and
founded the nonprofit Dream Change Coalition, which encour-
ages people to be more conscious of their impact on the planet
and create new, more sustainable ways of living (DreamChange.
org). He also became an author, writing The World Is as You
Dream It: Shamanic Teachings from the Amazon and the Andes
(Destiny Books) and other books that offer a message of hope
and renewal. Though he worked periodically on a manuscript
about his experiences as an economic hit man, he maintained
his silence, continuing to accept lucrative consulting jobs, which
he justified to himself by putting the money he made back into
his nonprofit efforts.

It wasn’t until September 11, 2001, that Perkins realized he
could remain silent no longer. “I knew the story had to be told,”
he says, “because what happened on 9/11 is a direct result of
what the economic hit men are doing” He hoped that, if he ex-
posed the system in which he'd once participated, it could still be
changed. The book became a number-one seller on Amazon.com,
then reached the top of the New York Times nonfiction best-
seller list. Despite the fact that the economic hit men are still
hard at work, Perkins is optimistic that we can reverse course
and create a new system that actually helps, rather than harms,
the rest of the world.

For this interview, Perkins and I met at a restaurant on
the Intracoastal Waterway in North Palm Beach, Florida. It
was a gorgeous day in early December, and boats decorated for
the upcoming Christmas boat parade floated by as we talked.
Perkins was friendly and forthcoming, and the conversation
continued until the sun went down in an orange blaze.

MacEnulty: Who are “economic hit men,” and what do
they do?

Perkins: The term “economic hit men,” as people are using
it today, refers to a group of men — and women — who are
highly paid professionals working for multinational corpora-
tions like Monsanto, Nike, General Electric, Wal-Mart, and
many other familiar names. Right now the most prominent of
these companies are Halliburton and Bechtel, with their work
inIraq. What these companies and the economic hit men who
work for them do is not illegal, for the most part; it should be,
but they — we — write the international laws and make these
acts legal. I've been out of this business for quite a long time,
so I can speak only to my experiences in the 1970s at MAIN,
not specifically to current activities by the companies I've just
mentioned.

The goal of the economic hit men is to cheat countries
around the globe out of trillions of dollars for the sake of cor-
porate profits. Their job, you could say, is to create a global
empire, and they’ve done just that. Not only does the U.S.
control world commerce, but we influence world culture: The
language of diplomacy and business is English. People all over
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the planet watch Hollywood movies, eat
American fast food, and adopt American
styles of clothing. We have no significant
competition.

MacEnulty: How exactly do the eco-
nomic hit men accomplish this empire-
building?

Perkins: Through many means: exag-
gerated financial reports, rigged elections,
payoffs, extortion, sex. The game is as old as
empire, but it’s taken on terrifying dimen-
sions through the power of globalization.
When I was an economic hit man, I traveled
around the world and provided “favors” to
targeted countries in the form of loans to
develop infrastructure — electrical plants,
highways, shipping ports, airports, and
industrial parks. Of course, all this infra-
structure was built by U.S. corporations, so
90 percent of the money never left this country. It was simply
transferred from banks in Washington to engineering offices
in New York City, or San Francisco, or wherever the corpora-
tion was based.

MacEnulty: What role does the World Bank play in this
system?

Perkins: The World Bank very much supports the U.S.
empire-building project. In doing so, it has betrayed its own
founding goals. The World Bank was created at the end of
World War 11 to help reconstruct a devastated Europe, and it
accomplished its mission, but then it became politicized by U.S.
efforts to fight off the Soviet Union. Today its stated mission
is still to help countries build and rebuild, and it has plenty
of resources, but it’s gotten off track. I spoke at a World Bank
conference two years ago, and I challenged the attendees to
do their jobs instead of serving the interests of the economic
hit men. There were many young people in the audience who
were receptive to my ideas. They had joined the World Bank
because they wanted to make the world a better place.

Organizations like the World Bank and corporations like
Halliburton are filled with good, capable, dedicated people
who are unaware of how they serve the empire-builders. After
all, it is easy to hide from the truth: our schools, along with
legions of corporate lawyers, psychologists, and economists,
constantly tell these people that they are promoting progress

— helping, rather than hurting, the world’s poor. One reason
I wrote the book is to encourage these employees to look be-
neath the surface and become aware of what our policies are
really doing.

MacEnulty: What'’s wrong with developing infrastructure
and bringing electricity to underdeveloped areas?

Perkins: Nothing is inherently wrong with it. The prob-
lem lies in the implementation. Usually these projects are set
up to help industries and big businesses in the countries that
undertake them, rather than those who really need the help.
For example, in Colombia, we built a dam to produce electric-
ity, but there was a great deal of local resistance to the project.
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Someone closely connected to rebel forces
there explained why: the electricity would
help only the wealthiest few, and thousands
would be adversely affected because the fish
and water and general environment would
be drastically changed after the dam was
built.

MacEnulty: Aren’t these same rebels
also connected to drug lords and terror-
ists?

Perkins: Yes, and I'm sorry to say that,
in a real sense, we pushed them into drug
trafficking and terrorism. For if you are a
peasant or an indigenous tribesman trying
to defend your land against oil companies,
lumber companies, or other foreign intrud-
ers, the drug trade might well be your only
available source of financing. You have to
get training and weapons if you want to
defend your family against corporate invaders, and you can’t
turn to Russia or China anymore. Where else can you go for
redress and support: The UN? The World Bank? As a result, we

are pushing people right into the arms of criminal and terror-
ist organizations. Unfortunately, many poor people around the

world see Osama bin Laden as a hero because he stands up to

the mighty U.S.

MacEnulty: How did the role of the economic hit man
originate?

Perkins: It can be traced back to the 1950s, when Iran re-
belled against the British-controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company,
which was exploiting its resources and its people. Moham-
med Mossadegh, the popular, democratically elected Iranian
prime minister, threatened to nationalize Iran’s petroleum
assets. England, looking after its oil company’s interests,
couldn’t let that happen, and called on the U.S. for help. But
had England and the U.S. taken military action, the Soviet
Union might have been provoked to retaliate. So they had
to find other means to intervene. That’s when Washington
sent cIA agent Kermit Roosevelt (the grandson of Theodore
Roosevelt) to Iran. He used payoffs and threats to garner fa-
vors from Iranian government officials and incited riots and
violent demonstrations to bring down Iran’s democratically
elected leader. In his place, the U.S. installed the shah, a dic-
tator. This reshaped Middle Eastern history and changed our
approach to empire-building.

MacEnulty: When you were an economic hit man, what
was your role in the system?

Perkins: My job was to convince the governments of de-
veloping countries to accept loans to pay for projects that we
— that is, U.S. corporate interests — envisioned. In essence, 1
talked them into putting their countries heavily in debt. Hence-
forth, whenever the U.S. needed a favor, such as an agreeable
UN vote or land for a military base, the country’s leaders would
not be in a position to refuse. Even if the government changed
hands, the loans would still be in place.

There is currently a movement in Latin America against



these practices, and some countries are balking at paying off
debts incurred by former rulers, saying that the leaders who
accepted the loans were puppets of the U.S. and coerced by
bankers. In our country, if a banker coerced you to take out a
loan you couldn’t pay back, that would be criminal. And many
of these countries are now saying just that: “This is illegal.” In
the past few years, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Ecuador,
and Venezuela have all elected presidents who are vocally op-
posed to U.S. policies.

MacEnulty: How exactly would you convince a country
to take out an exorbitant loan that it wouldn'’t be able to pay
back?

Perkins: First of all, I didn’t need to convince an entire
country — only its leaders. That’s one reason why the system
should be illegal: the poor people who get saddled with this
huge debt have no role in the decision-making. Many of the
leaders are dictators, but even in cases where the leader is
democratically elected, people have no control over the lead-
er’s actions until the next election. Ultimately they can throw
the guy out, but by then it’s too late, and that’s in the best of
cases. Often I had to convince only one or two people, which
isn’t hard to do, because the leaders stand to get very rich
through the loans. That’s how Ferdinand Marcos got so rich
in the Philippines, and the shah in Iran. In Indonesia, Suharto
became very rich this way while most of his country’s people
lived in abject poverty.

MacEnulty: How do these leaders amass money under
this system?

Perkins: First, the infrastructure that gets built — the
power plants, harbors, and industrial parks — benefits them
directly. In most cases such projects primarily serve the wealthy,
the big industries, and the commercial sector, while barely
reaching average citizens who most need help.

Second, there’s a system of “legal” payoffs. The way this
typically works is that family members or good friends of a
country’s top officials might own local equipment franchises,
such as John Deere or Caterpillar; or they might own com-
panies that are subcontractors to Bechtel or Halliburton or
one of the other designated project managers. Then, when we
contract these relatives’ companies, we intentionally pay them
more than the going rate. For example, let’s say we wanted
to rent John Deere equipment, and we knew it was worth six
hundred thousand dollars. We would agree to pay the John
Deere representatives in Indonesia a million dollars, and the
extra four hundred thousand would go to the government of-
ficial. If anyone ever questioned it, we could simply say, “We
thought a million dollars was a good deal.” There’s nothing
illegal about cutting a bad deal.

A third way we enrich a country’s leaders is through fa-
vors for family members. When I worked for MAIN, our offices
in Boston were filled with the sons of government officials of
other countries. We paid their college tuition, their living ex-
penses, and their transportation expenses. We also hired them
as interns and gave them generous salaries. All of this was an
indirect payment to their fathers — a pure and obvious bribe,
but not illegal.

y job was to convince the govern-
ments of developing countries to
accept loans to pay for projects that
we — that is, U.S. corporate interests
— envisioned. In essence, I talked them
into putting their countries heavily
in debt.

MacEnulty: In your book, you discuss how Saudi Arabia
became indebted to the United States, and you describe the
close ties between the Bush family, its corporate interests, and
the House of Saud — the Saudi royal family. It seems that back
in the seventies and eighties, your company and others like
it actually had plans to raise the standard of living in Saudi
Arabia, but now we hear about rampant unemployment there.
What happened to all those improvements?

Perkins: Saudi Arabia is a country with tremendous re-
sources. In the early seventies the U.S. struck a deal with the
House of Saud whereby they would invest their petroleum
profits in U.S. government securities, and our Treasury De-
partment would use the interest from those investments to
hire U.S. companies to build a new Saudi Arabia — in essence,
to Westernize the country. As part of the deal, the House of
Saud would guarantee us an acceptable oil price, and we would
guarantee the continued rule of the House of Saud.

We all did as we’d agreed. The U.S. companies produced
petrochemical plants and desalination plants, built cities out
of the desert, and brought in a lot of cheap labor, because the
Saudis claimed they didn’t want to do that kind of work. Many
Saudis, however, were opposed to such Westernization all
along. Now the country is in social and political turmoil, the
House of Saud is in deep trouble, and we deserve a great deal
of the blame. Our country has gotten tremendously wealthy,
but the average people of Saudi Arabia do not feel they have
benefited. In addition, Muslims around the world are angry
because the country that is home to Islam’s most sacred sites
— Mecca and Medina — has allowed itself to become at least
partly Westernized.

MacEnulty: So, in essence, our foreign aid was not aid at
all to the majority of Saudis.

Perkins: Exactly. Sadly, that is the norm, not the exception.
Foreign aid should go to helping the poor — notjust to feeding
them, but to helping them feed themselves. When my company
went into Panama, General Omar Torrijos, the leader at the
time and a very strong one, refused any projects that would
not actually help his people. So we did some smaller projects
in Panama that really were useful. In particular, we developed
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some approaches to farming and irrigation that helped small
farmers. If you go into places like Panama and work on a local
level to create better transportation and small industries and
markets, you can do good things. These projects won’t increase
the gross national product significantly, but they will improve
people’s lives.

MacEnulty: That must have been an eye-opener for you.

Perkins: It was. I've since been involved with some non-

|
n my heart I knew what we were
doing was wrong, but we were imple-
menting a model that, in theory (espe-
cially the theories taught in business
school), looked very good....But the
model is based on a false premise:
that economic development is always
good for the majority of the people.

profits that promote microbanking, which has been very suc-
cessful in helping people around the world. Usually it consists
of small loans to individual men and women, who open up
shops or invest in their family farms. These loans have an
extremely high payback rate. I suggested to people who work
for the World Bank that they offer microbanking, but they
declined, saying it’s too small, their overhead is too high, and
their bureaucracy can’t deal with it. So then I suggested that
they just supply insurance or a fund for the microbanking
nonprofits. But I never got a response.

MacEnulty: According to your book, when General Tor-
rijos of Panama stood up to the system, the c1a “jackals” as-
sassinated him.

Perkins: Yes. That can happen. When we economic hit
men fail — as I failed with Torrijos — the c1a is sent in. I have
an acquaintance who’s one of those jackals I describe in the
book; today he works as a mercenary for a private company
in Iraq. And he will tell you that when both the economic hit
men and the jackals fail, the military steps in.

You see, the economic hit men failed in Iraq. After the
first Gulf War in 1991, we thought Saddam Hussein had been
sufficiently chastised. But he was just crazy enough not to
buy into our development plan for his country. If he had just
gone along with our plan, he would still be head of state and
have all the weapons of mass destruction he could ever want.
But he refused to capitulate, so the jackals tried desperately
to assassinate him for years. He had very loyal bodyguards,
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however, unlike those South American leaders we didn't like,
whose bodyguards had been trained by the U.S. military at the
School of the Americas. We couldn’t get through to Saddam
economically, and we weren’t able to assassinate him, so you
know what happened next.

MacEnulty: You knew the kind of damage you were doing
while you were an economic hit man, how many lives were
being ruined. How did you justify your actions?

Perkins: I was torn. In my heart I knew what we were
doing was wrong, but we were implementing a model that,
in theory (especially the theories taught in business school),
looked very good. This model held that by building large in-
frastructure projects, you would increase the country’s gross
national product, and everybody would benefit.

But the model is based on a false premise: that economic
development is always good for the majority of the people. Like
everyone else in the system, I could say, if questioned, “I'm
doing what all the models show to be good business. Every-
body knows you've got to have electricity to make an economy
grow.” If you look beneath the surface, however, you can see
that the electricity never reaches the rural areas or the city
slums. Privately, I was haunted by guilt, because I knew what
I was doing wasn'’t right.

MacEnulty: In your book, you name a number of people
who were your supervisors. Did they have any understanding
of the harm they were causing? Do they now?

Perkins: After the book was published, Einar Greve, the
man who recruited me, wrote a letter confirming the accu-
racy of my account. He’s also planning to write a book. I can’t
speak for any of the others. They were smart men, so you have
to assume they knew what they were doing. But, of course, they
were getting rich in the process, being promoted, and leading a
good life. I think people go in thinking that they will be help-
ing another country; then they get sucked into the system.

MacEnulty: One of the countries you write about is In-
donesia. A friend of mine recently returned from Jakarta, and
she described a scene almost identical to one in your book:
a woman bathing in one of the canals while, just upstream,
someone is defecating in the water. What'’s striking — and
depressing — is that the scene you describe took place more
than thirty years ago, while you were there specifically to help
develop that country.

Perkins: It was 1971, and the U.S. was determined to se-
duce Indonesia away from communism. Accordingly, MAIN’s
electrification project wasn’t designed so much to help Indo-
nesia as to ensure U.S. dominance in Southeast Asia. We can
see the same dismal scene there today because nothing has
changed for those on the bottom of the economic pyramid
— except that perhaps they’ve sunk even lower. My belief is,
overall, we made the world a lot worse. According to UN statis-
tics, the income ratio of the wealthiest one-fifth of the world’s
population to the poorest one-fifth went from thirty to one in
1960 to seventy-four to one in 1995.

(end of excerpt)



