Agent Clooney fails to dig up the real di

eorge  Clooney's new

film about the oil busi-

s, Syriama,  was

relessed on Friday and
18 co ing far twa Chears thic
evening — best s ing actor
for Clooney himself and best origi-
nal screenplay, The film painis a
dark pictore of the global cil busi-
nese through the overlapping ercs
wl several individuals,

Clooney 15 Bob Bames, a CIA
agent hanting terrorists in the Mid-
dle East. A black atormey, Jeffrey
Wright, taking on his first private-
sector joh ot 8 well.connected
Wushingw: law firm, im-gs[iﬁntg.s
whelher the quesionable business
practices of two larpe Texan ol
companies will scupper their pro-
posed merger.

Mall m plays an expairiaie
American financial adviser and
confidant of the reforming heir-
apparent of an oil-rich Gulf emir-
ite. Meanwhile, at the bottom of
the industry, on unemploycd
young Pakistani immigrant in (he
SamME  counlry s Wl into
[zlnmie radicalicm and terroriom,

The film, and Clooney*s charac-
Ief in particular, is based on Ses
No Evil, the memoirs of & dedi-
caled and daring CIA veteran,
Bob Baer. His odyssey saw him
hunt the terronsts who kidrapped
Ameriea’s eitizens in Lebanon,

Poalitical pointecoring
means Syriana gets it
wrong on oil comuption,
say Peter Nolan and
Sacha Kumaria

destroyed its Beirut :mbuna;.',
killed its soldiers in bomb attacks
and blew a Pan Am sirliner out of
the thy over Leckerbia

He wert on 1o work in both
Turkmenistan &nd with (he Iragi
exiles and the Kords who sought
o overthrow Saddam Hussein
from nerthern lrag. Yet the final
chapiers of Ses No Evil, which see
1 frusirsted Baer return to Wash.
mgton, describe how weak leader-
ship, bureavcratic infighting and
carruption lefi the temrerists 1o go
wnpsnished aod blinded Aureice
10 the rising threat of Al-Qaeda,

The movie's slogan, “Every-
thing s comnestsd”, belies the
film's main failing: that itis not al
all mflective of the conteats af
Bzer's book, which deseribes how
he saw the Clinton White House
put out the welcome mai for the
very dirtisst people in the oil
business in return for campaign
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fonations and fat payments to the
president’s crories.

Roger Tamraz, then a fugitive
from an outstanding Tnterpol
wrract wearrant for fraud, got te
pitch his plan for an il pipeline
face-to-face with Bill Clinton over
coffee in the Owal Office. He
began his career, Baer tells us, by
working o channel millions of
aollars in kickbacks from an oil
pipeline deal te Kamal
the long-time head of Saudi inelli-
gence, and went on [0 partner
everyone from the Sicilian mafia
1o Colone] Gadaffi of Libya,

Ancther nototicus businessman
benefiting from Clinton's intarven-
tions was the commedity broker
Marc Rich, who spzmt over a
decade on the run from Amencan
Justice before Clinton pardonad
him just before leaving office.

Insicad of depicting this history,
we peta political fairytale pushing
the anti-business agenda of Cleon-
ey und Siephen Gughan, Syriany’s
writer and director,

Imagine if the siory of the jour-
nalists who investigaed Richard
Nixen's COVEr-Up of Walergate,
All the President's Men_ had heen
filmed to show Jimmy Carer as
the villain and you might get some
idea of the liberties they take with
the facte.

Syridna portraysihe giant Amer-

jes a5 villainz, a
collection of crude Texas cow-
boys who cheerfully admit to brib-

ican oil

ery while presenting themselves
as patriots and Chriztiane.

The international middlemen,
wheeler-dealers like Tammaz and
Rich, who operate with shell com-
panies, office boxes and o
compleie lack of scruples, are con-

spicuous by their absencs. The
tragedy of the film is the missed
op) Ity 1t represenis,
ooney and Gaghan are right
to recognise coeruption in the oil
indusry. Bul by auempting w
score domestic political points they
migi the bigger picure,
For decades the truc power in
the oil business has been in the

rt in the desert

hands of governments, not the pri-
vale seclor,

A wave of expropriation and
nationalisation in Saudi Arabia,
Venezusls and Kuwall in e
19705 has come (o sez the govern-
ments of il exporting countries
controlling over 80% of (he
world's reserves. Indesd, five
rmyal families n the Middle East
sccount for three-quarters of that
alone, end the inlemationsl firms
remain barred from explori
owning or operating oilfields i
most Opec countries,

The utie of his second book,
Sleeping with the Devil, neatly
summanses Boer's view of the ol
sheikhs, who could hardly be
more different from the dry engi-
nears who predominote in the
seaior management of the global
oll companies.

Soudi Arabea's late King Fuhd
spent 85m dollars a day during his
summer vacation in Marbella. and
s son Prince Abdul Aziz had a
sprawling palace and private
amusement pirk built in the desent
outside Rivadh ot a cost of $4.5 bil-
licn.

Yot fow of the Mogdom's vili-
1ens benefit from this vast natural
wealth. In 980 the Saudi gross
demestic product per capila was
320,900, neardy 39.000 greaier
thon AmEnca's. A generation later

it has fallen by 38,000, and as a
consequence the howse of Ssud
faces prowing demestic strife,
Sendi Arabia has become a hotbed
O ISlamic exiremsm.

In & sense Gaghan and Clooney
are cormect — everything is con-
necied, The intemat ene
markets, the war on temor, the
spraad of democraey and libaral
ism in the Middlc East arc all
complex, interwoven issues, and
no film ean fully represent their
inerplay. But the film's creators
misconceive the true nature of
cormaption.

In the Middle Eagt it is borne of
dictatorship and il is political,
With free markeds in oil shut down
in favour of grasping state moncp-
olica, comuptivn is inevilalle,
facilitated by the secretive middle-
men operating cuiside the regula-
tions that govem American and
Evrcpean companies.

MNeither. as the example nf
Osama Bin Laden and the well-
educated middle-cless pilots whe
led the 9711 hijackings should
show, does poverty directly drive
terroqism. On the contrary, judg-
ing frum Clooney’s example, If
you want to dnve a man (o
become a radical opponent of kis
government, just give him mil-
lions of dollars end o house in the
Hollywood hills



