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CHAPTER 5

Debt as a Global Issue

Debt used to be a problem we read about in other countries,
especially poorer ones in Africa.
Now, it is clear that it is a global issue
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THE CRISIS IS GLOBAL

My own interest in the debt issue in America stemmed from what I
knew about how debt was used to make developing countries
dependent on former colonial powers. My ideas for a campaign for
debt relief in America was inspired by the fight for debt relief in
Africa. In the course of promoting In Debt We Trust, I traveled to
South Africa, Europe and Australia and wrote about how debt is a
global concern.

As I tracked the growing debt crisis, I realized that its impact was
international. I have yet to see a list of how much money was lost
by overseas banks who were suckered into investing in what they
were told were lucrative “asset-based securities.” They too were
convinced to invest on the basis of false representation, buying up
securities that rating agencies had not studied and banks had not
verified. Central bankers worldwide were forced to put up billions
to defend their markets as well.

A website called Vigilant Investor reported on which banks
pumped a reported and whopping $460 billion in one week into the
markets “in order to allow the big players to avoid selling off other-
wise healthy assets in order to cover for heavy losses related to the
unfolding housing debacle in the U.S. lead over the cliff by sub-
primes.”

Here’s their rundown:

Central Bank Amount

US Federal Reserve $86 billion ($48 + $38 repo’s)
European CB $230 billion
Japan $100 billion
Australia $42 billion

Many bankers in Europe were shocked by the lapse in normal
lending practices, and spoke out about the crisis. 3,5% of Bank of
China securities were affected. The Industrial and Commercial Bank
of China admitted holding $1.23 billion in securities based on sub-
prime mortgages.
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Will these overseas banks seek to retaliate in some way? Like
their American counterparts, they have a self-interest in stabilizing
the system, not destroying it. But these developments will not bol-
ster confidence worldwide in US financial practices. °
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VISITING SOUTH AFRICA

Durban, South Africa, June 27, 2007: South Africa has been one epi-
center of change in the world. With the overthrow of apartheid and
the emergence of its new economy, new problems have become vis-
ible. Political and racial apartheid may be gone but economic
apartheid — a great gap between rich and poor — continues to fester
with vast disparities in wealth and growing intractable poverty.
Debt is emerging as a leading issue in this country as it is through-
out the African continent.

Even as Nelson Mandela and his movement overthrew the
shackles of a racist system, they found themselves as a matter of
first business forced to pay off the debt of the government they
replaced. The all white government had borrowed widely to try to
keep the system of racial domination in place, and now its former
victims and new victors had to pay off their obligations. What an
irony.

Today South Africa is fully integrated into the market system
with sprawling suburbs and giant malls. Consumption is a religion
here like it is in the United States. Many writers here like M
Matshilo Motsei write about the need to reintegrate moral values in
a capitalist society driven by a “What do I stand to gain?” mentali-
ty as opposed to one that asks “what’s at stake for the country?”
She quotes several leaders decrying the “growing consumerist and
materialist nature” of the culture. In which the ultimate outcome is
“a breakdown of moral values fueled by greed, corruption and crim-
inal activity.”

Sound familiar? I am here to show In Debt We Trust at the
Durban International Film Festival that features independent pro-
ductions from 77 countries. It was an honor to have my film here
since many films document problems caused BY the United States
government, not IN the United States.

The first screening was packed and held in a regular movie the-
ater in — of all places — a casino with rows of ATM machines on
every wall sucking the money out of the endless streams of suckers
that come there to get rich. In a way, it is a palace of debt of anoth-
er kind.
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I started the screening by asking the audience if they felt that In
Debt We Trust was relevant there. And guess what? The audience
almost unanimously said it was. Afterwards people raised questions
and shared their experiences. The comments came from a Zulu
woman who had lived in exile in the United States, a Muslim father
concerned about materialism in his kids; a white activist who
stressed the need for education at the primary level.

I came away feeling that we now need to promote the film inter-
nationally. (All ideas are welcome.)

I was told about a new consumer protection law and many
organizations concerned about the issue that may want to show the
film. What I saw was that this is a global problem and is slowly
becoming a global issue. The organizers of the Festival did too, writ-
ing “the debt issue is an increasing global problem as more people
buy into America’s false dreams.” I wonder: is it America that is to
blame or is it our globalized and hyper-charged capitalist system
controlled by a small number of financial institutions? °
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SOUTH AFRICA'S DEBT REFORM?

As we rail against and expose abusive credit practices — and my film
In Debt We Trust offers many of the dirty details — we are often
hard put to imagine how this problem can be addressed.

Recently, when I was in South Africa, credit abuses were rife. But
as I was leaving, I read about a new National Credit Act that went
into effect on July 1. It came about after years of organizing and
struggling by a well-organized coalition of community groups, labor
unions and political activists. In many ways it offers an example of
what people can fight for and win. It was part of a campaign for the
reform and transformation of the financial sector, which is dominat-
ed by four big banks. While it was not successful in all respects —
the banks lobbied hard to compromise and water down some key
provisions — it is a model in some respects of what we in America
might adapt. The Debt relief movement has its origins in Africa and
has mostly dealt with government debt, (In fact, the South has
repaid its external debts to the North already).

South Africa has come up with new rules to restrain abuses of
consumers. Here’s what the National Credit Act Covers:

Prevent the reckless lending of credit

Preventing South Africans from taking credit without being
able to afford it.

Monitoring of interest rates for all credit lending
Customers will be protected by the ACT

No more misleading and deceptive marketing by credit lenders
will be allowed. For more information please go to http:/www.
nca.org.za or check out the National Credit Act.

As one South African website explains: “The Credit Act is there
to prevent people from spending money they don’t have. It’s there
to help the banks manage the massive CREDIT DEBT this country
has and it’s to stop RECKLESS LENDING of money by the banks.
The act puts banks and other lending sources on the spot with pos-
sible consequences for them if they found to have advanced loans
irresponsibly (responsible lending ACT). It’s all to do with what’s
known as predatory lending practices. ]
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AN OPEN LETTER TO BONO RE: DEBT RELIEF

Bono is in the news. (When is he not?) This time, the world’s great
rocker is being named to edit a special edition of Vanity Fair, the
glitterati magazine that influences our national buzz machine and
cultural zeitgeist. One of his stated missions is to offer compelling
non-stereotyped stories about the fight against AIDS and for debt
relief in Africa that compassion fatigued Americans will tune in to.

As he reaches out to touch an American nerve, I am reaching out
to touch his. I am doing so in the spirit of Nelson Mandela, with
whom I did five films, and who once surprised me at a press event
by staring right at me and asking — with a big smile — “Remember
Me?” 1 know Bono remembers me. In fact we were both at
Mandela’s big anti-AIDS concert in Cape Town some years back. I
was filming it; he was starring in it. We had a long talk.

Our first encounter took place many years earlier. It was also
South Africa-related but well before Mandela helped free South
Africa. It was at one of the last recording sessions for the anti-
apartheid record “Sun City” that I was helping to produce back in
1985. We were in the basement of a now shuttered famous studio in
the Village, the one Jimi Hendrix once owned. Musician Little
Steven Van Zandt invited Bono there to sing on the project. Not
only did he agree, but he was inspired to contribute an original
song.

He created and did a solo rendition of a song called “Silver and
Gold” which brilliantly put the apartheid crisis in an economic con-
text, making the connection between all the suffering in that coun-
try and its great wealth and exploitation in its mines. He under-
stood then how important it was to challenge financial power. In
fact, it was the sanctions campaign, of which Sun City was a part,
that helped bring down that racist system.

Bono went on to become a high-profile champion of Africa, as an
artist, diplomat, lobbyist and negotiator His eloquence, celebrity
and Irish “moxie” enabled him to confront the rich and powerful
from a mountain top in Davos to the General Assembly of the UN,
from an outhouse in the bush of an impoverished African country
to The White House and Congress, not to mention the stage of his
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sold out concerts and on every TV network. He has pushed, per-
suaded, cajoled, charmed and maneuvered the likes of Bill Gates.
George Bush, and even conservative Senator Jesse Helms, to sup-
port debt relief and the fight against AIDS. He is a passionate cam-
paigner. No one can say no to him

And that’s why I am writing to him/you now. If you want to get
Americans to show solidarity with Africa, show some solidarity
with them. Lets make the issue of Debt Relief in America part of the
global fight for economic independence in our interdependent
world.

True, the impoverished former colonies of the Third World have
it worse, with many sick and hungry people living in dire poverty,
often on $2 a day. But suffering is relative and often causes the
same misery, disease and despair where ever you go. Ask the home-
less in America. Read about our own petvasive and growing pover-
ty. You know there is a festering and neglected third world in the
innards of every “rich” country.

And don’t stop there.

Look at the millions who are trapped in a debt they will never
escape from, almost like modern serfs. Read about all the out-
sourced jobs, the closed auto plants, the wave of foreclosures as the
housing bubble bursting, the credit card crunch, the rise in bank-
ruptcies, the students leaving college with an average $40, 000 in
loans, and the billions in outrageous interest rates and all kinds of
fees. This does not just impact the poor but increasingly the middle
class and even those who felt it could never affect them.

Predatory lending is not just an African problem. It is global.

The press is predicting, “More pain is on the way” as big banks
falter and the scandalous “Sub prime”-lending lending sector —
recently considered the “hottest” in the industry — implodes. The
bankers and economic wise men who have been denying any prob-
lem are singing another tune now as the stock market melts down
and the underlying problems of consumer and government debt are
seen as the threat they are.

A problem of personal security is becoming an issue of national
security and global insecurity. In many cases, the same banks,
investment houses and hedge funds are profiting off of the anguish
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of untold millions in every country.

So Bono, please find some space in your Vanity Fair issue to
make it about more than vanity with ads for the affluent and photo
spreads of the rich and sexy. Let’s tie the issues together for
American readers and African “victims” by recognizing our com-
mon humanity and the need to find common ground in fighting
shared problems.

Linking the growing debt burden of Americans — and the better-
known debt problems in Africa is a start.

We are working on this issue now and need your help. We have
created a campaign called AMERICANS FOR DEBT RELIEF NOW
(Stopthesqueeze.org) and are promoting a film called In Debt We
Trust (Indebtwetrust.com) to raise pubic awareness. We are reach-
ing out to give a massive but invisible problem more visibility and a
sense of urgency.

In the name of love, Bono, and our shared values and common
beliefs, will you help us get the word out on this effort, support us
as we support you, and make the issues and promise of global eco-
nomic justice a reality?

Let me know if you will help!
Danny Schechter, News Dissector
UPDATE: I received no response from Bono. He later spoke in October

2007 at the Mortgage Brokers of America conference in Boston as a guest
of Countrywide Financial, a predatory lender. °
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WILL AFRICAN POVERTY BECOME HISTORY?

Edinburgh, Scotland, June 13 2006: Before the telegraph and the phone
and the satellite, Africans communicated by drum, Today the email
list and the web appeal is our new drum, communication that tends
to take place outside the shadows of the media circus,

Partly that’s because the western media tends to ignore and mar-
ginalize Africa even as NGO groups and development crusaders
and rock stars like Bono and his ONE campaign have worked hard
for years to put African debt issues on the global agenda.

According to the New York Times, an impressive 160 million peo-
ple got involved in one way or another to press and pressure west-
ern governments to cancel billion dollars of debt that poorer coun-
tries can’t pay. And lo and behold, this effort has literally hit pay dirt
as Tony Blair, in a bid to improve his image and legacy has persuad-
ed the G-8 countries to lift a debt burden from 18 countries worth
$40bn (£22bn; 33bn euros).

George Bush whose policies towards Africa have been criticized
for “benign neglect” has backed Blair and the USA has joined the
debt burning party overseas. (This is the same Administration that
lobbied for the new bankruptcy bill to insure than millions of
Americans carrying $800 billon in credit card debt cannot do any-
thing but pay through the nose. And never mind the escalating U.S.
national debt.)

The initial reaction to what seems to be an act of western com-
passion and benevolence is encouraging. The press coverage seems
all-positive with Bono and Bob Geldof praising it. “Tomorrow, 280
million Africans will wake up for the first time in their lives without
owing you or me a penny,” said Geldof who is organizing the Live 8
concert, which is being criticized for a lack of black and African pet-
formers.

BBC reports: “Anti-poverty campaigners have also welcomed the
deal — but say they want more nations to benefit.”

Says South Africa’s Archbishop Tutu: “It is a splendid start and
one hopes that they will, from here, go on to cancel all debt for most
of the countries — I gather it is about 62 countries — who are heav-
ily indebted.”
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Adds the BBC: “Ugandan Information Minister Nsaba Buturo -
whose country will benefit immediately — told AFP the decision
was “commendable,” but added: “It’'s something that should have
been done yesterday.” Ethiopia’s Finance Minister Sofian Ahmed
said his country’s debt cancellation was “very encouraging.” assum-
ing there were no strings attached.”

But, alas there ARE strings attached not to mention continuing
chains of dependency in a world where the rich and getting richer
and the poor poorer every day. Few media accounts are putting this
news in the larger context of what critics of neo-liberalism call
“global apartheid.”

Unfortunately this analysis is often hinted at by rarely spelled
out. Geldof added: ‘The end will not be achieved until we have the
complete package ... of debt cancellation, doubling of aid, and trade
justice.”

Romilly Greenhill of ActionAid said it will do little to immediate-
ly help millions in at least 40 other countries that also need debt
relief.”

Mediachannel advisor Anna Kaca writes to me from Finland that
1) Not all developing countries will get their debts cancelled,

2) Bair suggests that the interest rates for the debts, the loans,
should be paid by the rich countries during a period of years. After
that the developing countries should pay off the original sums of
their loans themselves

3) The countries that receive the Blair debt cancellation model
are obliged to sign up on an economic and political program of
reforms that are largely neo-liberal.

She also points out that Blair is under intense political pressure
in Britain with major protests slated for Scotland when the G8
assembles.

More skepticism is needed, argues the CatsDream blog:

“Is it possible to ask a couple of questions about Make Poverty
History? Or is this another slogan, another PR campaign like
Weapons of Mass Destruction, Support Our Troops, War on
Terror, Export Democracy? Also, if this is another propaganda
operation, what’s the trick?
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“Africa and its tragedies. Wouldn't it be interesting to know where
all these tragedies come from? Wouldn’t it be helpful to under-
stand at least some of the reasons why so many people suffer ter-
ribly and die of treatable diseases? .... what about colonialism?
Water, food and medicines, of course. But what about the econo-
my and the plans imposed by western powers, the World Bank
and the IMF. The never ending wars, of course. But what about
selling Africa billions of weapons?

“So, why Make Poverty History? What’s behind all this love and
good feelings we are presented 24-7 on TV? For which reason are
people like Blair, Brown, Bush, Wolfowitz so eager to help Africa?
I don’t doubt the good intentions and the honest feelings of Bono
and Geldof. ...those who have the power to take decisions will use
any mean to build consent around their power, hide their real
agenda and using the popularity of rock stars and showbiz people
at their own advantage. What do you think it’s the reason for all
these Sirs and Lords and Ladies, after all?”

These are important questions even if the author’s English is a
second language.

Can we ask our friends in the media to start asking them and
others and report on who benefits from Africa’ s distress, Are
African programs like NEPAD, New partnership for African
Development working? What is the neo-liberal agenda here? Is it
a real victory? Should we be beating drums for it or against it? @
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MARKETING PRACTICES IN INDIA

NDTV: Of Life And ‘Debt’, Sanjay Pinto, Bureau Chief (Tamil Nadu):

“Lead me not into temptation, I can find the way myself!” That’s
probably what a good number of credit card holders in the coun-
try now regret doing. But there are many who are forced into this
debt trap by glib talking telemarketing agents, with irritatingly
artificial accents. They care two hoots for the Supreme Court’s
ban on unsolicited marketing calls and take the liberty of disturb-
ing you at odd hours for business on Shylock’s terms.

“A friend who shuttles between New York and Chennai has a local
mobile number for her aged parents to call her. With exasperat-
ing regularity, direct selling agents of a dime a dozen private
banks call her at what would be the middle of the night in the US
with an offer of a credit card or a fresh loan or topping up of a non
existent loan....” °






CHAPTER 6
Resources

How you can help promote a dept relief agenda
and fight back against avaricious corporations
and predatory lenders?
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FILM SYNOPSIS - Circulate this!

In America’s earliest days, there were barn-raising parties in which
neighbors helped each other build up their farms. Today, in some
churches, there are debt liquidation revivals in which parishioners
chip in to free each other from growing credit card debts that are
driving American families to bankruptcy and desperation.

In Debt We Trust is the latest film from Danny Schechter, “The
News Dissector,” director of the internationally distributed and
award-winning WMD (Weapons of Mass Deception), an expose of
the media’s role in the Iraq War. The Emmy-winning former ABC
News and CNN producer’s new hard-hitting documentary investi-
gates why so many Americans are being strangled by debt. It is a
journalistic confrontation with what former Reagan advisor Kevin
Phillips calls “Financialization” — the “powerful emergence of a
debt-and-credit industrial complex.”

While many Americans may be “maxing out” on credit cards,
there is a deeper story: power is shifting into fewer hands....with
frightening consequences.

In Debt We Trust shows how the mall replaced the factory as
America’s dominant economic engine and how big banks and cred-
it card companies buy our Congress and drive us into what a for-
mer major bank economist calls modern serfdom. Americans and
our government owe trillions in consumer debt and the national
debt, a large amount of it to big banks and billions to Communist
China.

EXPERTS AGREE: A top government official compares the US today
to Rome before its fall and warns that the bubble could burst. A for-
mer prosecutor says that many of these loans are worst than mafia
loan-sharking practices. An ex-credit card executive explains how
advertising campaigns are deliberately deceptive and misleading.

ROBIN HOOD OR ROBBING THE HOOD: A real estate expert reports
that tens of billions of dollars, are being transferred from the pock-
ets of the poor into the vaults of big banks that use front groups and
subsidiaries to camouflage their association with rip-off loans
charging exorbitant interest rates. A discussion of the frightening
sub-prime lending scandal.
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SCAMMING SOLDIERS: We visit a military base to learn that soldiers
just back from Iraq are being victimized en masse by payday
lenders.

CONGRESS: BOUGHT AND SOLD: In Washington we learn how big
money and lobbying stops government and political leaders from
regulating usurious interest rates or stopping the gentrification of
poor neighborhoods in which thousands of families are losing their
homes through predatory mortgage, home-improvement and fore-
closure scams.

COLLEGE CREDIT: We visit a campus where college students are
being forced to pay higher interest rates for loans while a majority
graduate with more than $20,000 in loans. Credit Card Nation
author Robert Manning explains the crisis.

BANKRUPTCY BILL BLUES: And then we hear about the shame and
pain of bankruptcy as the Congress passes a bill to make it harder
for Americans to get a second chance and disqualifies Hurricane
Katrina victims from filing for relief.

A CALL TO ACTION: Economics is called “the dismal science,” yet this
film is anything but; it exposes practices we can all relate to because
they effect us all, adds Schechter. The film also talks about how we
can fight back.

Deeper than the news, fast-paced, musically charged and deeply
informative, In Debt We Trust is call to action: filmmaking with an
angry edge and a broad well-reported scope. o

Copies are available through indebtwetrust.com
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

Does “"Democratization of credit” mean that everyone benefits when the
government reduces its regulation of the financial services industry?

Credit cards offer the only financial loan whereby the rich pay noth-
ing (even negative when “cash back” and free gifts are considered)
by paying off their charges at the end of the month and the poor
pay the highest rates — essentially subsidizing the free loans of the
affluent. Conversely, banking deregulation and the end of interest
rate caps has led to outrageous loans to the poor such as “payday”
loans with APRs over 800%, car title loans with APRs over 300%,
and sub prime credit cards with effective APRs over 1000%.

What happened to state and federal usury laws?

The banking industry has effectively evaded them through a legal
principle called “Federal Preemption.” That is, a nationally char-
tered bank like Citibank can only be regulated by an act of the US
Congress. If Congress is grossly influenced by campaign contribu-
tions from the financial services lobby, then it should not surprise
you that Congress has not sought to enact interest rate caps since
the early 1990s. After all, it only takes approximately 10 US Senators
on the US Banking Committee to essentially block any Congres-
sional legislative efforts to limit interest rates and fees on credit
cards.

The credit card industry asserts that it is one of the most competitive US
industries with over 6000 issuers. Is this true?

No, most banks that are reported as credit card “issuers” basically
serve as an application center and your account is “owned” by one
of the top ten banks. The exception is if you belong to a credit
union. Otherwise, the top 3 banks control over 55% of the market
and the top ten control nearly 90% of the credit card market.

Why was the bankruptcy reform legislation passed and does it offer any
benefit to consumers?

The Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of
2005 was the first legislation introduced by the Bush Administration
in 2001 (credit card giant MBNA was a top campaign contributor to
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the President). The bill was pushed by the leading credit card and
auto finance companies for 8 years until it was signed into law in
2005. The supporters of the bill argued that it would limit the avoid-
ance of consumer debt obligations such as credit cards by forcing
middle income families to file for a Chapter 13 repayment plan
rather than a Chapter 7 liquidation. Significantly, the credit card
industry’s profits jumped 30% prior to the enactment of the bill and
defaulted credit card debts declined in this year as well. Further-
more, consumers did not see the banks pass on any cost savings to
consumers through lower finance and penalty fee rates in 2006.

If my credit card company is ripping me off with contractual tricks or
outrageous jumps in finance rates, what are my consumer rights?

Banks have sought to limit consumer rights through requiring
mandatory arbitration (so you cannot sue them — especially class-
action lawsuits), contractual terms that they can change at any
time, replacing “fixed” with “variable” rate lending terms, providing
contracts and disclosures that are not understandable, cutting back
on government regulation, financially controlling debt management
programs that essentially act as debt collectors (Consumer Credit
Counseling Services), and “reforming” consumer bankruptcy laws
so that consumers must repay a larger proportion of unsecured
debts. As a result, the average consumer has very few options in
defending their rights against the major credit card companies. In
case of deceptive marketing, billing, and debt collection practices,
you can file complaints to the Federal Trade Commission (FTC),
Oftice of the Comptroller of the Currency (OCC), and in some cases
your State Attorney General. °
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QUIZ: QUESTIONS FOR A NEW AGE

Professor Robert Manning asks his students to discuss the issues
raised in In Debt We Trust. I thought I'd see how many readers can
answer his questions too.

Review Questions

1. What is banking “de-regulation?” Why do banks want it? What
are the benefits to consumers? What are the disadvantages?

2. How are Credit Unions different from retail banks? Which offers
the lowest cost services? Which one do you prefer and why?

3. What are usury laws for? Does the US have a federal usury law?
What is the highest interest rate that you can be charged on your
credit cards?

4. Why are college students such prized clients of the credit card
industry? Why didn’t credit card companies aggressively market to
your parents’ generation when they were in college? Do universities
profit from credit card use by students? How? What do YOU think
is the responsibility of universities in formally promoting financial
literacy/education?

5. Why did banks spend so much money to get the new consumer
bankruptcy legislation enacted into law? Why was President Bush
such a staunch supporter of the bill? Is it fair to say that Con-
gressional Democrats opposed the bill? Do you agree with the new
law?

6. What is a car title loan? Is it an unsecured loan? How much does
it cost? What happens if you do not pay the loan back?

7. What is a payday loan? A Rapid Advance Loan (RAL)? How
much do they cost? What happens if you do not repay the loan?
Why are military servicemen targeted for these loans?

8. What is a subprime loan? What is an adjustable rate mortgage?
Why are so many subprime mortgages in foreclosure? Why don’t
people sell their homes rather than losing them due to foreclosure?

9. What does the movie mean when it states “Before the Bubble
Bursts?” What are the fears about the impact on the US economy?
How does Communist China subsidize Capitalist America? Does
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this concern you?

10. What is “Financialization?” What policies do you think the gov-
ernment should pursue after watching the movie? What strategies
would you suggest that individuals should consider? Do you think
that banks can be trusted in the pursuit of maximizing profit or that
greater regulations are required? o
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A Q&A WITH DANNY SCHECHTER
By Z. Paschal Gregory for ALTERNET

Danny Schechter, a veteran TV journalist and media critic, directed
the new independent documentary “In Debt We Trust.” With all of
the pressing issues in the world, from the war in Iraq to climate
change, he makes the case for paying attention to the perils of
America’s “bubble” economy and the debt bomb that may go off —
at theaters near you.

G. Pascal Zachary: Why debt?

Danny Schechter: “Economic issues are being ignored. Nobody is
talking about the ever-expanding American debt. And how the con-
flict between lenders and borrowers is the new dividing line in
America.

Zachary: Why now?

Schechter: We have an issue that goes beyond the partisan divide.
The national deficit is growing. Every American is responsible for
that. We're taking loans from China for the government to pay its
bills. Adjustable rate mortgages are moving upwards, raising the
cost of housing. College loans are on variable rates, so they’re get-
ting more expensive too. And credit cards have gone from a luxury
to a necessity to a noose.

Zachary: What's the central problem?

Schechter: There’s a credit loan complex that’s everywhere as insid-
ious as the military industrial complex. And it’'s consolidating.
Power in this industry is being held in fewer and fewer hands.

Zachary: What can be done?

Schechter: The first step is raising awareness. People don’t usually
talk about this problem. It’s a point of embarrassment to be over-
whelmed by debt. When you give people permission to talk about
this, they pour out. We also need grassroots political action to pro-
mote responsible lending. We have to roll back the bankruptcy law
changes. We have to fund counseling and advice. We need to make
financial literacy part of our educational system
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Zachary: Why isn’t easy credit a good thing?

Schechter: It can be but we've gone overboard. The democratization
of credit also means the democratization of dependency.

Zachary: Many civic groups, unions, even Working Assets, have pushed
credit cards. Should those be cut back?

Schechter: The union affinity credit-card programs are among the
most successful. Because people will feel the union will protect
them But in many cases the unions have nothing to do with the
card, they are just the broker, so members have to protect them-
selves.

Zachary: What about frugality, simple living, spending less? Is that one
way to fight back?

Schechter: It’s possible to spend less, but difficult because we're liv-
ing in a time when its very hard to avoid rising prices. Young kids
have to have the latest things. Business are charging more for some-
thing we used to get for less. We live in a culture where consump-
tion is stimulated. It’s hard to ignore.

Zachary: You suggest at times that there is a conspiracy to trap as many
Americans as possible into crushing debt, simply in order for banks to
boost profits. Is it really that bad?

Schechter: The card companies are a cartel. They collaborate as
much as they compete. They use the same techniques. There are
people who see techniques, and the companies who use them, as
evil. I don’t personally like those terms. But I think the card compa-
nies are insensitive. They are chasing revenue and they don’t care
how they get it. They go over the top. (]
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ONE THING WE CAN DO

Host a screening of In Debt We Trust and hold a discussion before or
after the screening to raise awareness (there is also a fund-raising
opportunity here for your organization. Visit stopthesqueeze.org for
more information.

We can’t do everything, but we have to do something. The econo-
my we save may be our own. °

If you can help our work or have suggestions, write to
dissector@mediachannel.org
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directed by Marc Levin and Barbara Kopple); “Give Peace a
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Schechter is co-founder and executive producer of Globalvision,
a New York-based television and film production company now in
its 16th year. He founded and exec-produced the series “South
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Television. He has specialized in investigative reporting and produc-
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THE LAST WORD

"My plan reduces the national debt, and fast.
So fast, In fact, that economists worry that
we're going to run out of debt to retire.”

President George W. Bush,
Radio address, Feb. 24, 2001
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