A mathematician, an accountant and an economist apply for a job as a government budget manager.

The interviewer calls in the mathematician and asks "What do two plus two equal?" The mathematician replies "Four." The interviewer asks "Four, exactly?" The mathematician looks at the interviewer incredulously and says "Yes, four, exactly."

Then the interviewer calls in the accountant and asks the same question "What do two plus two equal?" The accountant says "On average, four - give or take ten percent, but on average, four."

Then the interviewer calls in the economist and poses the same question "What do two plus two equal?" The economist gets up, locks the door, closes the shade, sits down next to the interviewer and says, "What do you want it to equal"?
I was fascinated when I saw a reference to an author named John Perkins in Fokus magazine.  They talked about the truths in his book “Исповедь экономического убийцы.”  

It did not take me long to find that the original English book is called “Confessions Of An Economic Hit Man.” I bought it, figuring that even if I don't like it, Mark loves conspiracy theories.

I spent my entire career working for private sector companies, but an amazing amount of the work I did was for the government. In Vietnam and Germany I supported our military. In Washington I supported government contractors and did a lot of work for Saudi Arabia. 
Throughout my life I have paid attention to politics. I have always been amazed at the dumb things that governments do. I have been suspicious as well. They cannot be that dumb: what makes them do the stupid things that they do, like giving fistfuls of money to irresponsible governments in Africa and Latin America; going to war in Vietnam and Iraq; involving half the world in our war on drugs.

John Perkins provides an attractive theory, one that holds together pretty well. He says that America and Western Europe use money to maintain their empire. Of course, America still has its army, but fighting wars is not very popular. American soldiers get killed. It is cheaper just to spend money.

In the 1960s, the United States and the USSR competed to give money to Africa to build airports, railroads, big factories, and a whole lot of other stupid things. If you visit Africa now you can see them rusting in the jungles. Why did we do it? Perkins says we did it because the rich people in those countries got richer, and they became dependent on the people who gave the money. Soviets and Americans got political control over the countries. Perkins claims that the people in those countries are poorer than ever, a story I have read in books like "Et si l’Afrique refussait le development?” 

I looked deeply into one huge project in Latin America, the World Bank funded Yacyreta dam in Argentina. It displaced thousands of poor people and made hundreds of rich people much richer. It ruined a lot of archaeological heritage and it really doesn't make much economic sense. The Indian tribe I stayed with in Brazil, the Kayapo, showed up in New York dressed in their feathers and manage to kill a project for another World Bank funded dam in the middle of the Amazon. I read about that one and could not see any economic justification there either.

I worked on projects for the Saudi Arabian Navy and the oil ministry. Perkins explains that after the Saudi Arabians and OPEC raised the price of oil in 1973, they had more money than they knew what to do with, but militarily, they were defenseless. The United States took care of both problems. We sold them huge projects -- building the Navy, building two brand-new cities, turning salt water into fresh water so they could grow wheat in the desert, and improving their petroleum business among other things. The Saudis spent billions of dollars with the United States, and the United States guaranteed their defense.

Perkins says his job as an economic hit man was to make economic forecasts that were totally unrealistic, but would justify a foreign government borrowing lots of money from the World Bank and other lenders for projects that would employ American companies.

They asked me to estimate what size computer the Saudi Arabians needed to keep track of the spare parts for their Navy. I asked very stupid questions. How many ships are there in the Navy? How many parts are there? How many parts will be ordered every day? I concluded that $40,000 computer, less powerful than any PC today, would do the job. That was the wrong answer! Since it was Saudi money, the company I worked for wanted to sell them a $3 million computer that would fill three rooms. When a Saudi asked me how we came up with the estimate for the $3 million computer, I gestured that we pulled it out of the air. I was on my way to another project 12,000 kilometers away in Argentina within a week.

The other work I did with the Saudis was much more satisfying. Computer sciences company used me occasionally as an IBM computer expert. The Saudi Ministry of petroleum and minerals asked for six separate proposals to computerize.  While I was working with them, the lead writer got sick and I wound up writing three of the proposals, about $20 million each. We won two of them. It was very profitable work, but we almost never saw a Saudi.  I have no idea whether they ever used the computers.
Doing business in Panama, I heard all about Noriega, the president we went to war to depose. He was a CIA informant who turned against the USA. The man before him, Omar Torrejos, was genuinely popular and had negotiated a treaty to get the Panama Canal back from the USA. He died in a mysterious airplane crash, the same year that the president of Ecuador died in a plane crash when he was trying to push the American oil companies out. You cannot prove everything, but the things that can't be proven and the circumstances which cannot do seem to fit the pattern that Perkins described.

The latest thing that doesn't make sense is the IMF – that’s Международный Валютный Фонд -- loaning money to Ukraine. It looks like a loan Ukraine can never pay back. Perkins would say, that is just the point! Ukraine, especially the rich people in Ukraine, are now dependent on the West. The West will have more influence in political decisions within Ukraine because you depend on our money. You will also notice that USAID and the World Bank have major presences here. I cannot say that it is immoral, especially in comparison with the crude tools that the Russians use to gain economic control, but I think you can be confident that it is not done purely out of love.

Let me close with another old American joke. Do you know the three biggest lies in the world?

First, the tenant tells his landlord that he has sent the rent money through the mail.

Second, the man tells his girlfriend that he will still respect her in the morning.

Third, "I'm from the government and I'm here to help."

If that's the United States government, just like the Ukrainian government, you can be pretty confident that it's a lie.
