WHAT I’VE BEEN UP TO  

For Doctor Melvin Murphy and Doctor Nathan Pearson:    

Face it, you are busy and I haven’t done a Christmas Letter in several years.  So, rather than take office visit time I figured I would type out a bit of my adventures that I think might interest you.  

World Social Forum in Venezuela:  

The reason I think you might be interested is that the group I signed up for visited a half a dozen or so medical facilities.  All had some connection to Cuba.  I would suppose that you know that Venezuela trades oil with Cuba for Cuban doctors and expertise in setting up their medical program.  

Background:  Venezuela has a surplus of Venezuelan doctors.  However, they are of primarily Spanish descent and are not willing to go into the barrios out of fear.  

We visited a clinic in a barrio that is staffed by a Cuban doctor.  The supplies in the clinic are also provided by Cuba.  We spent a couple of hours visiting with the committee of local citizens in the barrio who set up and manage the clinic.  

One thing to understand about all of the programs designed to help the poor of Venezuela:  They are very thorough examples of “Participatory Democracy.”  In other words, a barrio does not just “get” a doctor.  The citizens of the barrio have to do all of the work of getting a building, furnishing it, setting it up to serve as a clinic, and then they get their doctor.  Then, the committee has to continue to manage the clinic.  For example, the clinic we visited is open 24-7 because the committee members take turns staying up all night in order to keep their clinic open.  In minor cases, the committee members are trained to take care of the problem.  If there is a major problem, they wake the doctor.  

I have never seen volunteerism to equal Venezuela’s here in the United States!  

We visited a combination “hospital-clinic” situated between four barrios with a combined population of approximately four hundred thousand.  It was on land which had belonged to the state oil company.  The complex also contained a grocery store (prices about half of those in a regular supermarket), two cooperative factories (one for shoes, the other for clothing items such as t-shirts, underwear, and light clothing), a combination amphitheater/entertainment/sports complex that was also used for community meetings, a small information office staffed by twelve citizens with disabilities, and a vegetable garden down a hillside that was cared for by senior citizens.  

We visited two schools that specialized in medical training.  One in Caracas was the equivalent of a college.  The other, in one of the rural states that included a complete clinic (including a dentist office) designed for training.  The students who complete their medical training courses in Venezuela are sent to Cuba to finish their medical education.  

We also visited a dental office that is part of a complex in the outlying state mentioned earlier.  Other parts of that complex included a building devoted to teaching kids how to use computers, a radio station (with a kid who had a program going while we were there, and who invited some of us for an interview), and with a TV station that was preparing to open.  It had a community in-take building and a building devoted to registering and helping to organize local community groups.  And, it had a covered building for community meetings and entertainment.  

Another major installation that we visited was a training farm:  It was high up on a mountain side in the distant state (Lara) we visited.  Again, Cuban Agronomists had helped set it up.   Local farmers are hired on a part time basis to help teach the student farmers.    

What struck me most about the farm was its emphasis on organic farming.  Venezuela already has fertile soil.  There were three large buildings devoted primarily to composting, and a fourth building devoted to worm culture.  While we were there, the student farmers were planting potatoes.  A large tractor with a big scoop on the front was bringing finished compost from one of the buildings to be used in the process.  

During the 1970’s there was a large shift of population from rural areas to the hillsides surrounding Caracas.  It was during an earlier oil boom, and people were seeking work.  There was not enough work for all of the people who had moved.  But, large landowners (left from Colonial times) held so much of the land that despite the fertility of the country, Venezuela was importing about 70% of its food.  

President Chavez says that Venezuela cannot afford to depend on other countries to feed it.  He is distributing government owned land to farmers being trained.  And, he is insisting that any large estates with large tracts of land that is lying idle will be expropriated (at market rate) to be broken up into small farms.  

If a person wants a farm they have to join together in a group of one hundred and, again, do all of the planning and work to set up the farming community.  They are given the land, materials to build their buildings, equipment to build the buildings and layout and grade their roads, and only as part of the final process, money that may be needed to complete the process.  

The same process is used for people who want to build a house:  Groups of twenty potential homeowners join together to plan and do all of the work needed to build their community.  The bonds that they form in the process serve them well as a continuing political structure for governing their community.  

Venezuela has turned itself around as regards its literacy rate:  It had one of the lowest rates in South America before Chavez.  Today, the rate is effectually 100%.  They have schools designed for people who had not finished their regular schooling.  They teach grandparents to read and write so that the grandparents can teach their grandchildren.  One regular high school we visited was an island of enthusiasm.  In one class there was a grandmother among the students with her daughter sitting next to her and holding her grandchild.  I asked one of the teachers how many students had attended the school prior to Chavez.  Her answer was, “About four hundred.”  I asked how many were presently attending.  She said, “Eighteen hundred.”  

The homeless are given shelter, clothes, and food.  Those who are able to work are absorbed into the various participatory democracy projects that build their lives.  

There is a great deal of economic development that is taking place within a Cooperative movement that is creating a vibrant and diverse economy.  Private business is permitted and is not handicapped other than that for the first time in recorded history the wealthy are actually held responsible for taxes owed.  In some cases, private businesses that were failing have been transformed to Coops and have continued with the same people working there including the bosses who have to learn to deal with their workers as equals.       

 When I see our own government attacking a nation of people who are using innovative techniques in order to improve their lives I am angered and embarrassed by our government.  I realize that I am not well enough known to be able to convince people of the need to stop the attacks on the part of our government towards Venezuela (as well as Cuba, Bolivia, and some of the other third world nations).  So, I deicide to try a different tactic:  

I had saved some money while working.  I had not touched it until a couple of years ago.  Even then, I did not spend much of my savings.  

This year I approached Bishop Thomas Gumbleton who is highly respected within the progressive community here in the United States.  I offered to pay his way (along with some others) to go to Venezuela and see for himself what the situation is.  Bishop Gumbleton has visited Afganistan, Iraq, Columbia, Palestine, Haiti, etc. a number of times in some cases.  He spends a lot of time doing speaking engagements around the country on the situation in various countries.  Bishop Gumbleton put together a team with four other bishops and a very excellent photographer to make the trip.  

I do not know how effective my try will be in stopping our government from attacking Venezuela.  But, I feel five bishops and pictures should do some good.  

I have been working on rapid transit for Detroit for about a half a dozen years.  I am planning on taking a group of about ten people to Boston to study a couple of their rapid transit components.  The main rapid transit citizen’s lobby in Detroit (Transportation Riders United—TRU—; I am a member.) is more interested in Light Rail for main thoroughfares.  I am more interested in what is known as Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) which is almost as fast, just as clean, has lighted and heated stations, has dedicated lanes, and can override the traffic lights in order to keep moving.  The people I intend to take are major activists within the black community.  My purpose is to get a metropolitan wide system that can get people to jobs out in the suburbs and can help to rebuild Detroit in the process.  

Bus Rapid Transit costs about ten times less than Light Rail to build; and, is cheaper to maintain.  The entire metropolitan area can be done for about what it would cost to build two Light Rail lines.  Approximately Two Billion Dollars for BRT for the entire metropolitan area versus Twenty Billion to do the same thing with Light Rail.  

It isn’t the car companies that are standing in the way of doing the whole region.  It is suburban politicians who are protecting “their people” from “Ya’ll”.  

Finally, I am trying to see what can be done to stop the various attacks on the vote.  In particular, I am trying to get the same inner-city activists to join with the mainstream Anti-Vote Fraud group (Michigan Election Reform Alliance—MERA) enough to be able to benefit from MERA’s work while tailoring their own effort to reply to the Republican attacks on the black vote.  
[As an example:  The Republicans had 1,500 “Challengers” from Texas that it took into Ohio to gum up the works.  I would get together with some African American activists in (say) Houston to picket some of the “Challengers” homes in Texas as soon as they started ”Challenging” in Detroit.  If the police in Texas interfered with the “quite legal” protest of their “Carpet Bagger” I would arrange to have a group of African American citizens in Detroit to perform a “Citizens Arrest” of the “Challenger.”  I would continue the protests of the “Challenger’s” (i.e. Carpet Bagger’s) home, business, and church until the “gentleman’s(?)” business was destroyed.  Indeed, I would try to single out a businessman whose business depended heavily on African American customers for that reason.  After a few such cases I suspect that the Republicans might rethink their use of “Challengers” to gum up the works and create ten hour voting lines.]  

If you can keep my body going for a bit longer it may do a bit of good bad yet!  

John        

