To the Editor:

China is not the only one bulldozing homes in the name of development.

President Obama’s State of the Union Address noted that goals for economic recovery would take time and be hard to achieve in the US - in part because of the “contentious” and “messy” processes of democratic policy-making.  He followed this with a thinly veiled critique of China, a country that pursues it’s development goals unencumbered by such processes: “If the central government wants a railroad, they get a railroad — no matter how many homes are bulldozed.”

This critique is warranted is light of the ruthlessness with which millions of people have been forcibly evicted in China in recent decades, their homes bulldozed or submerged, violated in the name of economic development.  The plight of those who are incarcerated through the prison and mental health care systems, as a means of silencing them and ending their fight to defend their homes and lands, is heartbreaking and deserving of international efforts to end these human rights violations.  

This understood, it is noteworthy that Obama chose to make this comparison with China just one month after the Wikileak’s release of a diplomatic cable revealed that the US Ambassador to Bangladesh, James Moriarty, has applied aggressive pressure to establish just such a project in northwest Bangladesh:  the Phulbari Coal Project, which would establish one of the world’s largest open pit mines and forcibly displace as many 130,000 people.  

Moreover, Moriarty is attempting to push this project forward despite the fact that tens of thousands of Bangladeshi people have sustained a five-year battle to halt the project and blood has already been shed: three protestors have been killed, including a 14-year old boy, hundreds wounded, and the World Organization Against Torture has issued an emergency appeal to halt the project, due to the likelihood of further violence against project opponents. 

The fact that Moriarty cited 60% US ownership in this project is just one example of how corporate interests at home can drive undemocratic interference and actions by the US abroad.  His actions reveal that the U.S., too, when it wants a development pushed through despite the protest of thousands of people, does not hesitate to condone “messy” and “contentious” development processes—when they’re beyond our borders.

Development should not and cannot happen at the expense of people’s human rights and homes.  If Obama really wants to “win the future” for all of us, it is high time he ensures that the U.S. leads the way in respecting human rights in development processes—both and abroad.  
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