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THE BOOZY BILLIONAIRE 

CounterPunch uncorked the cham­
pagne after hearing that Ahce Walton, a 
Wal-Mart heiress whose fortune is esti­
mated at $6.3 billion, was convicted by a 
court in Springdale, Arkansas on charges 
of drunk driving and refusing to take a 
sobriety test. She is to be sentenced by Mu­
nicipal Judge Stanley Ludwig on July 2. 

Walton was taken to a hospital with 
minor injuries after she lost control of her 
Toyota 4-Runner while driving alone last 
January 27. When Springdale police of­
ficers, who said she reeked of booze, 
asked her to submit to a blood test at the 
hospital Walton refused. "You know who 
I am, don't you?" she asked when they 
then placed her under arrest. "You know 
my last name?" 

Walton could have paid a small fine 
but apparently believed - not without rea­
son - that she could simply buy an inno­
cent verdict when the case went to court. 
She showed up for trial with several of 
Arkansas's most highly paid attorneys -
the press dubbed them the "Dream Team" 
- and her very own PR spokesman. 

But things didn't go as planned. First 
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came the embarrassing revelation that she 
returned to the hospital to take a blood test 
five hours after being released by police 
and got a reading of 0.161 percent, about 
60 percent higher than the state's legal 
limit. Witnesses also testified that Walton, 
who explained away her belligerent post-
arrest posture by saying she was disori­
ented from the wreck, had a pleasant and 
thoroughly lucid chat "about the good old 
days" with emergency room nurse Reba 
Bailey, a longtime friend. 

In 1989, Walton hit and killed a 50-
year-old pedestrian, Oleta Hardin, while 
driving alone. Police ruled that Walton was 
not at fault and the Wal-Mart heiress set­
tled out of court with Hardin's family, 
agreeing to make a cash payment of an un­
disclosed sum. Walton took a blood-alco­
hol test after the accident. The result is not 
available since police did not record it on 
their report. 

THE GiTLiN PERIL 
Is there a day, an hour, a minute when 

Todd Gitlin isn't handing out quotes? 
Gitlin, in case by some miracle you've 
missed his unending appearances in the 
press, is a professorof culture, journalism 
and sociology at New York University, and 
the latest rage among reporters looking 
for an authoritative quote with which to 
bulk out their stories. 

The man has become a veritable 
Chernobyl of opinion-mongering. Here at 
CounterPunch we've rigged up a primi­
tive Gitlin-detector and the thing starts 
crackling fifty feet from the newsstand. 
We're not sure when exactly the Gitlin 
Opinion Reactor came on line as a con­
tinuously operating facility. Some Gitlin 
watchers reckon it was when he moved 
from the Bay Area to New York. Others 
reckon it was when he published his as­
sessments of Sixties radical culture, all 
very comforting to conventional opinion. 
Gitlin concluded that though a fine spirit 
of idealism permeated youth in the early 
stages of that stormy decade, by the end 
an unpleasing and destructive strain had 
marred those bright hopes and dreams. 
You can see why Gitlin had made it to the 
top as a Walt Lippmann of the sound-bite. 

Dr. Spock dies and Gitlin's phone 
rings. "'Parents turned to Spock because 
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they were inclined to raise their children 
in a less authoritarian way,' said Todd 
Gitlin, a New York University professor..." 
(Portland Press Herald, March 17, 1997.) 
Verso reissues The Communist Manifesto 
and Gitlin's phone rings once more. "One 
thing Marx was right about was how capi­
talism converts everything into a commod­
ity.' said Todd Gitlin, professor of sociol­
ogy at New York University." 

Here's another example of Gitlin's 
technique, which achieves the near mira­
cle of being even more trite than the fore­
going. We quote from the Christian Sci­
ence Monitor for September 22, 1997. 
"Celebrities use the media and the media 
uses [sic] them," says Todd Gitlin, a me­
dia sociologist at New York University. 
'Celebrities don't like all the moves of the 
media. They'd rather have privacy on their 
terms; but they are definitely not ready to 
do entirely without enquiring reporters or 
cameras.'" 

Try reading the three sentences aloud. 
It's the same sort of stuff people say to 
soothe would-be suicides standing on win­
dow ledges. The captive words shamble 
dully along the beaten path of the obvi­
ous, confirming the first law of journal­
ism: never deviate into the unpredictable. 
People read newspapers to have their 
prejudices confirmed, not challenged. 
With Gitlin there's absolutely no dan­
ger of getting infected with any danger­
ous idea. 

One problem with the Gitlin Reactor 
is the "disposal factor." In the old days the 
waste would simply be carted off to the 
town dump or even thrown into the river. 
Environmental laws now prohibit such 
methods. There have been moves to de­
clare Gitlin a Superfund site. Pending a 
decision by the EPA, deadly cargoes of 
spent Gitlins are being trucked west to the 
Idaho National Engineering labs which has 
become the nation's prime waste deposi­
tory for such materials. 

BABBITT'S DEATH SQUAD 
One of the more malign institutions of 

the federal government is an innocuous 
sounding outfit most people have never 
heard of: Wildlife Services. Despite the 
wholesome name, this off-shoot of the 
Agriculture Department is not staffed by 
friends of nature eager to help out moun­
tain goats in distress. No. Wildlife Serv­
ices is, in fact, a small, well-armed cadre 
of bounty hunters, serving the interests of 
the ranching and real estate industries. 
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These agents are on call any time a rancher 
fears that a coyote or mountain lion might 
have its eyes on his cows or sheep. 

Each year Wildlife Services racks up 
a staggering body count. In an average 
season, the agency kills more than two 
million animals using a wide arsenal of 
weapons, including poison, traps, M-44s 
(a spring-loaded device that sprays sodium 
cyanide in the face of coyotes and other 
unfortunate critters), and aerial gunning. 
A particularly gruesome killing method is 
denning, in which fire bombs are dropped 
inside coyote and mountain lion dens to 
kills pups and cubs. 

Wildlife Services kills a lot of animals, 
but not very efficiently. In 1992 the agency 
spent $ 14,000 to track down and kill a sin­
gle coyote suspected of lunching on a lamb 
valued at $65. In the end. Wildlife Serv­
ices agents did kill a coyote in this opera­
tion, but it turned out to be a bum rap. The 
lamb had been poisoned. This happens a 
lot. Often the non-target animals killed in 
a Wildlife Services operation are either 
rare species, such as lynx and golden ea­
gles or, more often, domestic dogs. 

Before Bruce Babbitt became Interior 
Secretary he denounced the Wildlife Serv­
ices program at an environmental confab 
in Salt Lake City, calling it "an ugly form 
of corporate welfare." But unsurprisingly, 
the bloody enterprise of Wildlife Services 
survived and indeed prospered after the 
advent of Team Clinton. Its budgetary 
coffers have remained flush and its kill 
rates high. 

Now, a friend of CounterPunch, 
Patricia Wolf of Santa Fe, tells us she has 
unearthed evidence that Bruce Babbitt's 
family ranch north of Flagstaff, Arizona, 
recently called upon the services of the 
wildlife death squads. During the week of 
April 21, Wildlife Services planes circled 
over the sprawling Babbitt ranch and 
nearby public lands, gunning down at least 
sixty-seven coyotes. The agency claims it 
was acting to protect wild pronghorn an­
telope fawns, a dubious rationale. But if 
this truly was the mission, the attack planes 
would have been more advised to have 
turned their guns on the cows proliferat­
ing on the Babbitt ranch, since the decline 
in antelope numbers in Arizona is almost 
solely attributable to overgrazing by do­
mestic livestock. 

WHERE'S DARYL? 
It's been awhile since we've heard a 

word about the man Bill Clinton tapped 

to head the Air Force, the state senator 
from Florida, Daryl Jones. We were among 
the first to expose Jones's somewhat com­
plicated business Hfe (now under scrutiny 
by the FBI), including his $100,000 pay­
day for a few hours work in a bond deal 
and his services for the HABDI group in 
their scheme to open a commercial airport 
near the Everglades. Jones's nomination 
has been stalled in the Senate for more than 
six months now. We called a staffer on the 
Armed Services Committee to see what 
was up with Jones. "At this point, he seems 
more like Davy than Daryl Jones," the 
staffer chuckled. "His nomination looks 
deep-sixed." 

In the average season, the 
US Wildlife Services 
agency kills more than 
two million animals. 

CANOSA LIVES! 
Jones's friends at HABDI, the group 

of builders (many of them Cuban exiles) 
looking to turn the Homestead Air Force 
Base into Miami's second commercial air­
port, have just won a powerful new finan­
cial backer. The family of the recently de­
parted anti-Castro fanatic Jorge Mas 
Canosa, longtime head of the Cuban 
America National Foundation, has become 
a 25 percent owner of HABDI. 

THE NEW POLITICS 
Most politics is business as usual, and 

that's mostly what we get. But, most defi­
nitely not business as usual is a man who 
was one of our favorite contenders in the 
recent season, Norm Vroman. He has 
been running for District Attorney in 
California's Mendocino county, semi-
rural, thinly populated and politically 
volatile , stretching along the North 
Coast, some three hours north of San 
Francisco. In November, he could be 
the D.A. 

Norman Vroman is a registered Liber­
tarian, former cop in southern California, 
lawyer, deputy DA, deputy public de­
fender, municipal court judge and, for nine 
months, an inmate of various federal peni­
tentiaries. Vroman didn't file tax returns 
for a number of years because, as he says, 
"there's no law that requires you to file a 
federal income tax return and I believe the 
government should follow its own rules. 
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It had nothing to with money. It was about 
principle. If the government requires you 
to follow the law they must provide a law 
for you to follow." 

In 1991 Vroman was charged with 
felony tax evasion and five counts of fail­
ure to file. The judge instructed the jury 
that if they determined he had in fact not 
filed they were bound to find him guilty. 
Sympathetic to Vroman, the jury acquit­
ted him of the felony and found him guilty 
of a misdemeanor, for which he was given 
17 months, of which he served nine. 

From this experience Vroman tells us 
he learned a number of lessons. The first 
was on the matter of jury rights. "The ju­
rors came up to me after the trial and said 
they'd wanted to find me innocent, but felt 
they had to obey the judge." They didn't 
of course. As any supporter of the Fully 
Iiiformed Jury Association well knows, a 
jury has only to consult the law and their 
own consciences. 

So, Vroman pledges that "when I'm 
elected DA I'll inform judges I want the 
fully informed jury instruction given in 
every criminal case, meaning the jury has 
option of either following the law as the 
judge instructs them, or their own con­
science, in which case they can set aside 
the law." 

And as he shuttled from one federal 
pen to another Vroman says he learned 
something else: "Among people who get 
arrested there are two distinct groups, and 
I don't think the District Attorney's office 
recognizes that distinction. In one group 
are the criminals who plan their crimes and 
prey on society. In the other group are the 
law breakers — the citizens stumbling 
along in life who somehow run afoul of 
the law. I will have no mercy on crimi­
nals. The law breakers would be ap­
proached with the focus of making them 
aware of what caused them to run afoul 
of the law and prevent that from hap­
pening again." 

The third lesson Vroman learned is that 
at least now the prudent course is to file a 
federal tax return:" I fought the battle and I 
lost. I'm not going to stand at the plate and 
let them hit me again." 

He says that for every voter affronted 
by his tax conviction, there are five who 
admire his guts in standing up to the feds. 
Vroman has built up a solid coalition, from 
the NRA at one end, to the supporters of 
medical marijuana use at the other. Greens 
like his promise to go after big corporate 
polluters and ravishers of nature. • 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



4/COUNTERPUNCH 

A Billion Dollar Gameplan 

How Big Oil Talks...Live on Tape! 

It's the biggest business in America, but 
almost no one outside the industry and 
its outnumbered and often corrupt regu­

lators icnow how it works and how vast are 
the raids on the public purse. We're speak­
ing, naturally, about the oil business. Spe­
cifically, we are speaking about the manner 
in which the big oil companies can set at be-
low-market rates the price of the crude oil they 
pump from publicly-owned reserves, allowing 
the big companies to cheat the public treasury 
out of nearly a billion dollars in royalties a year. 

It was an effort to preserve this chican­
ery that prompted Senator Kay Bailey 
Hutchinson and Rep. Bob Livingstone to at­
tach a rider to a tornado relief bill that will 
save their backers in the oil business nearly 
a bill dollars a year. The two made their move 
near midnight on May 1 and the veto-pi'oof 
bill easily sailed through congress, thus pre­
serving one of big oil's most cherished deals. 

Hutchinson and Livingstone, both mem­
bers of a conference committee on appro­
priations, were forced to springinto action 
because the Department of Interior's Min­
erals Management Service, acting under in­
tense public pressure, was on the verge of 
putting in place new regulations that would 
have curtailed this loophole, forcing the 
companies to calculate royalties on the mar­
ket value of oil as determined by the New 
York Mercantile Exchange, not oil company 
accountants. 

The gameplan for the oil industry's 
counterattack was actually laid a year ago 
during a three-and-a-half hour conference 
call among oil industry lawyers and execu­
tives. CounterPunch has gotten hold of a 
record of this session made by an oil indus­
try lawyer who was on the call. The memo 
describes a three-pronged strategy for deal­
ing with the new royalty regulations; delay, 
subversion and litigation. The executives 
openly griped about members of Congress 
and Interior Department staffers who they 
viewed as threats to the industry and laid out a 
public relations plan to make the opposition to 
the regulations appear to be coming from small 
oil firms and not the big multinationals: 

The teleconference occurred on Febru­
ary 20, 1997 and was hosted by the Inde­
pendent Petroleum Association of America, 
a DC-based trade association with a budget 
of $5 million. The IPAA is supposed to rep­
resent the smaller oil companies and produc­
ers. It is clear from the notes of the session 
that the conference call was dominated by 
lawyers and lobbyists for the big companies. 

including Amoco, Conoco and Chevron. The 
executives were told that the "CEO Club" 
of the major oil companies had recently met 
and decided to make the defeat of the new 
royalty regulations a major priority. Indeed, 
the CEOs, acting as if the old oil trusts had 
never been busted, had instructed their own 
trade association, the American Petroleum 
Institute, to begin laying out a plan to counter 
the Interior Department "by seeking to delay 
the proposed regulations as long as possible". 

Then the Chevron lobbyist took over, 
saying that he was there to "offer Chevron's 
financial support to the IPAA to delay and 
oppose the proposed market value regula­
tions on procedural, not substantive 
grounds." He said that the first strategy 
would be "to fund opposition, including liti­
gation, in the name of the IPAA, as repre­
sentatives of the 'small producers', rather 

The Interior Department wrote 
ARCO that it needn't bother 
sending a check, since the Ad­
ministration didn't think the 
firm had underpaid a dime. 

than the giants." This would provide the oil 
industry with the proper "forum for taking 
political initiative." The aim was to create 
the impression of a grassroots movement of 
small businesses "to lay the groundwork for 
public support of litigation." 

This is an incredibly deceptive 
maneuver, designed to conceal the fact that 
the current royalty valuation system prima­
rily benefits the big companies, who can "sell" 
oil drilled off public lands to their subsidiaries 
at below market rates and then "post" that price 
for purposes of royalty evaluation, a feat that 
is beyond most small producers. 

The Chevron man cautioned the confer­
ees that he cannot go as deeply into this sce­
nario as he would like because "he did not 
feel comfortable" discussing some of the 
matters in an open session were "attorney-
client or other privilege" did not apply. He 
had a right to be worried, because what was 
being offered was tantamount to a bribe. In 
exchange for an infusion of cash from the 
big companies, the small producers would 
act as the public face of the anti-regulation 
campaign. 

The executives also voiced concern that 
congressional opposition to the companies 
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was being secretly orchestrated by Al Gore, 
an almost ludricous notion given the admin­
istration's palavering to the industry over the 
past six years. The Chevron man said that 
his people "were checking with their Demo­
cratic friends on the Hill to see if the recent 
statements by Senator Boxer (calling the 
major oil companies 'deadbeats') and by 
Rep. Carolyn Maloney had somehow ema­
nated from the White House, the DNC or 
Vice President Gore's office." 

Another topic of concern was a Justice 
Department probe of past underpayments of 
royalties by the oil companies under the cur­
rent regulations. More than 100 letters had 
recently been sent out to different oil pro­
ducers informing them that their books were 
going to be audited. As we reported in 
CounterPunch more than a year ago, these 
underpayments may total more than $2 bil­
lion. The executives were worried that "a 
likely source of the DOJ list of such pro­
ducers was some list Cynthia Quarterman 
must have". Quarterman is the head of the 
Interior Department's Mineral Management 
Service, the agency responsible for collect­
ing royalties from drilling on federal lands. 

At this point the Conoco representative in­
terjected that his company's lawyers have 

been attempting to stave off an investigation 
by meeting with a Justice Department attor­
ney named Dodge Wells. The Conoco man 
described Wells as 'The Man" to see about 
working out these problems. If that fails, it was 
noted, the companies might follow Shell, 
which had "filed suit in the northern district of 
Oklahoma to block [DOJ] subpoenas." 

Another executive piped up to say that 
several companies had just retained the serv­
ices of a lawyer named Marshall Doke to 
help them deal with a looming lawsuit un­
der the Federal False Claims Act filed by 
two industry whistleblowers, an independ­
ent oil executive, and the Project On Gov­
ernment Oversight, a government watchdog 
group. The suit is seeking $6 billion in dam­
ages from 14 oil companies. Doke, a false 
claims defense expert with the law firm of 
Gardere & Wynne, was brought on to the 
call. He told the execufives that the federal 
government could take over the case (which 
they did in February of 1998) and warned 
that "even if they can't make an FCA case 
stick, there is a False Statements Act that 
makes any kind of false statement to the 
government actionable." He noted that there 
were civil as well as criminal penalties in­
volved. The penalties could be severe: 
$2,000 to $5,000 for each false report. Some 
companies, such as Shell, file reports 
monthly on hundreds of wells. 

The session closed with attention to 
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