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MADONNA AND MISSY ELLIOTT ENDORSE SWEATSHOPS

by Colleen Smith, staff reporter

Famous pop divas Madonna and Missy Elliott seem proud to endorse clothing sold at The Gap, [image: image10.jpg]


as they can be seen wearing it and singing about it in a new commercial. The Gap hopes that their superstar appeal will get teens to rush out and buy, but how many will consider that Gap clothes (including Banana Republic, Old Navy, and baby Gap) are usually made in third world sweatshops, many of which are guilty of exploiting children? How is it that these two pop culture icons could endorse such an unscrupulous bunch? Could it be greed, the same kind that motivated former Gap CEO, Millard Drexler to pay himself over 39 million dollars in 2000? Could it be ignorance? Maybe these two wealthy and pampered celebs are so out of touch, that they are unaware of how The Gap treats workers. The Gap claims they are not responsible for the conditions in textile mills, as they do not own or operate them. The Gap contracts with the mills, and the mills hire workers. This stale old excuse doesn't hold up. The Gap could easily require contractors to establish safe working conditions, reasonable hours, and living wages, but refuses to.
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I sought out comments from the two singers, but have gotten no responses so far. I would really like to know personally, from both of them, how they can justify endorsing The Gap. Do they not know the message they are sending, that it is alright to buy clothing made by children in third world sweatshops if celebrities endorse it?  Or do they simply not care, as long as they are being paid? 

This is all part of a larger public relations campaign to fool people into thinking that the corporation has reformed itself, and no longer deserves to be boycotted or protested as they were in 1995, in 2002, and on numerous other occasions. To anyone who has done his or her homework, it is clear that nothing really has changed. The Gap's executives are multi-millionaires, and the people who make their clothes can barely afford clothes to wear, much less food or shelter. There is a song I would like to dedicate to Missy and Madonna by The Pretenders, which was originally aimed at Michael Jackson. It is entitled, How Much Did You Get For Your Soul.

YELLOW CAKE FROM NIGER FOUND IN IRAQ

When President Bush said the sixteen infamous words, "The British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa", people were terrified, and most supported going to war. He was referring to a document originally obtained from Italian intelligence, which purported that Hussein had purchased a grade of enriched uranium commonly referred to as "yellow cake" from the African nation of Niger. Former Ambassador Joseph C. Wilson IV, had traveled to Africa, and had warned the CIA that the document was a forgery. The CIA told the state department, and they told the White House. It was obvious that the claim simply did not belong in the State of the Union speech. Everyone under the sun but Bush himself was eventually blamed for the gaffe by White House spokesman, and media pundits. The source of the President's claim in his State of the Union Address has now been positively identified, according to White House aide Jeffery Mathers. It was not the Niger document from Italy at all, but a photograph.
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"This photograph," said Mathers, "shows the actual item found in one of Saddam Hussein's Presidential Palaces. The photo was sent to the U.S. by operatives in Iraq more than one week before the speech. As the story went along through word-of-mouth, the nature of the photograph was misunderstood. Saddam Hussein has a sweet tooth, and that is why he purchased this.  As you can see, it is indeed yellow cake from Niger. It is ironic that there is also a kind of uranium with the same name, and it, too can be obtained in Niger, but this was a mistake anyone could have made." Mathers insisted that this photo is genuine, and not just the latest in a long line of obfuscations from the Bush administration. He went on to say, "While this is only a weapon of mass destruction if you are on a diet, it was indeed found in Baghdad. Now that we can all see that it was just a misunderstanding, we need to forgive our leader. It is time for all Americans, and the world to move on."

RFID CHIPS: BIG BROTHER'S NEWEST TOYS

By Ben Radstein, Staff Reporter
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RFID chips, also known as RFID tags, are being touted as the greatest invention for retailers since the bar code. A tiny computer chip can be embedded in any product for sale, or the package it comes in, to uniquely identify it. In a store such as Wal-Mart, a company seriously interested in the technology, an RFID scanner sends out a radio signal, and each chip responds. The retailer has just taken inventory, saving a great deal of work. As great as this may sound, there is a dark side to this technology. The chips are still in the products after you leave the store, and who knows who might have an RFID scanner?

If a little old lady asks, "What do I do if I go outside, and muggers scan me to find out what I have?" How can a clerk convince her she is safe? He can't. Her fears are justified. That is not all. Government agents could use this technology to keep tabs on everything we buy and sell even if we use cash. RFID tags could help make Terrorism Information Awareness, formerly Total Information Awareness a reality. They are a serious threat to personal privacy. If tagging products weren't bad enough, The European Union is considering embedding them in Euro notes. Muggers will love that. 

I tried to talk to several manufacturers of this technology in the hope that they could allay my concerns. Many told me that the chips have a very limited range, and because of this, there is no cause for alarm. They frequently referred me to an industry information website. The site only promotes RFID, even touting the tags as a way to prevent shoplifting. It was clear that I would get no straight answers to my questions from the industry, so I sought out experts who weren't trying to market this product. Dr. Mitchell Ridgeway, a surveillance and privacy consultant, spoke to me at length.

"Some in the industry," he told us, "Say that they can turn the tags off, but that would be only done for consumers who are aware of them, and deliberately ask. Only a few will even be aware that RFID tags exist, and in today's paranoid society where everyone suspects everyone, they may not dare ask to have the chips disabled, as it will arouse suspicion. Now is the time for everyone to tell Wal-Mart, Congress, and manufacturers of consumer products that we won't tolerate this invasion of privacy, or this threat to our personal security, and will vote with our wallets. Money talks."

I asked him how we could disable the chips ourselves if retailers won't, or we are afraid to be labeled a suspected terrorist for asking them to. "If you put any non-metallic item in the microwave," he told me, "Ten seconds or so should take them out, but could melt some things. As common sense should dictate, never put metal in a microwave. You could start a fire. Products will doubtlessly be developed that promise to take out the chips without risking them in a microwave oven, but many of them will be frauds that only provide a false sense of security. I imagine that they will be sold by places like The Survival Shack, which I read about on your website."

I contacted Ray Brantley at The Survival Shack, and he confirmed that he would sell such products as soon as he could get his hands on them.

NEW WHITE HOUSE PRESS SECRETARY HAS HAIR

By Colleen Smith, staff reporter 

President Bush has chosen a new press secretary to replace the outgoing Ari Fleischer who had resigned citing the usual cliché reasons. Unlike his bald predecessor, Scott McClellan has a full  
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head of hair. I wondered if these facts were only a coincidence.

Tired of the usual hyperbole about wanting to spend time with family, or taking a job in the private sector, I wanted to know what was really going on; so I went to Washington seeking the real story. In contrast to the White House's usual tight-lipped ways, aide Jeffery Mathers spoke to me, and confirmed what I had suspected.

"As you probably know," said Mathers," The reporters who come to White House briefings have stopped taking Ari seriously. At one point, they were even laughing at him out loud. What you don't know is that some of us have always doubted his ability to handle the job. He is bald, and very self-conscious about it. That lack of confidence has always come across. Once it became such a problem that he lost his credibility, President Bush was completely befuddled. When he doesn't know what to do, he always asks Karl Rove. The aide told me that Bush said, "Karl, those darn reporters just don't seem to respect Ari. What's wrong? He's a likeable guy." Rove said, "They don't like old cue ball because no one respects a bald man. You need a press secretary who has what it takes to be respected at the top: hair." He immediately recommended Deputy Press Secretary Scott McClellan.

I was taken aback at this, as there had been stories in the press about how Ari Fleischer was a sex symbol. I asked Mathers about that, and he [image: image4.jpg]


said, "Oh, Dick Cheney made that story up, and they reported it because he's the Vice President, and you don't defy Dick Cheney! He wanted to try to save Ari's career as press secretary because he is bald too. They stick together. When that story came out, my girlfriend, Brittany said, "He is so old looking, and gross. Just look at that bald shiny forehead! He's no sex symbol. George Stephanopoulos was a sex symbol." Mathers went on to say, "Why do you think Bill O'Reilly wears that ridiculous rug? Do you think people would take him seriously if he showed his chrome dome?"

EDITORIAL:  THE LEAGUE OF EXTRAORDINARY GENTLEMEN AND THE PUBLIC DOMAIN

What is the public domain? If you look it up in a dictionary, you will find definitions like "The status of publications, products, and processes that are not protected under patent or copyright" or "Property rights that are held by the public at large". Another important question is what are copyrights and patents. Section 8, clause 8 of the US Constitution says: "To promote the progress of science and useful arts, by securing for limited times to authors and inventors the exclusive right to their respective writings and discoveries." What that, and related court rulings such as Wharton v. Peters 1834, US v. Paramount Pictures 1948 and Sony v. Universal City Studios, 1984 are saying is that an idea, once publicly expressed, belongs to everyone, but it is good for society to give creative people an incentive to create. Toward this end, the law temporarily gives exclusive rights to them, on loan from us all, in the form of copyrights and patents. During the term of a copyright, no one may make copies of a work, or create derivative works based on it, without the permission of the copyright holder. There are certain exceptions to the rule such the fair use principle, and the first sale principle, but authors and corporations who employ them enjoy a great deal of control. Again, this is not ownership, but a loan. 

Copyright originally lasted fourteen years, and was renewable only once; but greedy copyright holders and their lawyers have tried to make their exclusive rights perpetual. In the past forty years, they coined the dubious term, "intellectual property," and have convinced Congress to extend the term of copyright eleven times. The most recent extension was named after Sonny Bono and paid for by Michael Eisner. It prevented Mickey Mouse from reverting back to the public domain, which would have happened in 2004. The Sonny Bono Copyright Term Extension Act of 1998 extends the term of copyrights by twenty years. Their duration is now the life of the author, plus seventy years. The term for corporate-held copyrights is now ninety-five years. Since the Supreme Court refused to overturn this in the Eldred vs. Ashcroft case, they can pass another term extension every twenty years. As The Uncoveror wrote previously, we have all been robbed.

Since the Eldred vs. Ashcroft decision came down, I have been hoping for something to come along that would demonstrate the value of the public domain. That something has come along in a form I did not anticipate: A Hollywood movie called The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen.

The film is an action-adventure set in the year 1899 based on a graphic novel by Alan Moore and Kevin O'Neill. Although the league was their idea, the extraordinary gentlemen in question were all drawn from stories written before 1923, so they are in the public domain. Copyrights on these works have expired. These characters belong to the whole world, and anyone may write stories about them. As a result, we have a summer blockbuster I enjoyed so thoroughly that it made me feel like a kid again. Allan Quatermain, the great hunter and hero from King Solomon's Mines, leads a group including Captain Nemo from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Dorian Gray, Mina from Bram Stoker's Dracula, The Invisible Man, and Tom Sawyer against an evil madman who wants to start World War I fifteen years early, and profit from it immensely.

If copyright lasted forever, as some greedy corporations, their lawyers, and legislators who dance to their tune want, this movie and the graphic novel it was based on would not have been possible. Alan Moore and Kevin O'Neill would have been required to track down the heirs of all the original authors, and ask for permission to create a derivative work. These heirs could have refused, or asked for outrageous royalties. If no heirs could be found, they would have to assume that permission was not given, or risk being sued if someone eventually did come forward.

I encourage everyone who enjoys adventure stories to see this picture. I had a blast! At last, here is something tangible that can be used to demonstrate the value of the public domain. I hope that Congress, and the courts finally "get it."

COMING SOON TO SCHOOL CAFETERIAS:  PURINA PEOPLE CHOW

By Ben Radstein, Staff Reporter
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When I was a boy in school, some of the stuff the cafeteria ladies slapped down on my tray was just nasty. I had to pinch my nose and close my eyes to choke it down. Compared to many children starting or returning to school this fall, I had it easy. As part of President Bush's No Child Left Behind program, all schools that receive federal funds for school lunch programs will now serve Purina People Chow, which the company created just for this program. Five days a week, kids will get the same thing.

I spoke to Albert Sandfoss, a spokesman for the program. "President Bush mandated that we improve school lunches, and he put me personally in charge. There will be no more claiming ketchup as a vegetable, or serving junk food like pizza and ice cream just because kids like it; each meal must be completely nutritious. I tried working with several contractors to design school lunches that will constitute a balanced meal. The only one up to the challenge was Purina. They invented People Chow for America's school children, and it is nutritionally balanced and complete. No one will be lacking for vitamins, calcium, protein, or any of their basic needs." 

I pointed out to him that people want variety in their meals, not to mention taste. He said, "They'll get used to the taste, and besides, it's the nutritional value that is important. Taste is a frill, and The President demanded a no-frills approach to this program. If they want variety, they can pour a little water on it, and it makes gravy. In schools where kids are in good shape, they will serve regular formula, but most schools are full of blobby little lard balls. They will get Fat Kid Formula." I was taken aback by the un-PC name of this product, and asked him, "Couldn't they have called it lo-cal, diet, or lite?" "No way," said Sandfoss. "That would send the message that it is OK to eat twice as much, and who needs sugar-coated euphemisms? Tell it like it is."

I expect the cafeteria ladies to complain more [image: image5.jpg]


than ever that today's kids are rude. No one could possibly say please or thank you when this toxic waste is slapped down in front of them. I wonder if they are going to put it in a bowl like dog food?

Sandfoss offered me a sample of People Chow, and I hated it. If you were ever forced to eat dirt as a child by bullies, you will recognize its flavor in this product. Again, I feel so sorry for the children. What could be next from our "compassionate conservative" leader? Will they serve Purina People Chow at soup kitchens?

SCI-FI FANBOYS WANT HUMAN RIGHTS FOR ROBOTS

By Colleen Smith, staff reporter
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In spite of the fact that androids and cyborgs are only science-fiction, there is a group called World Transhumanist Association fighting

to get human rights extended to them. Normally, I wouldn't give sci-fi fanboys the time of day; but since they had a conference at Yale University, a highly respected institution, the editor sent me to learn more about them. I spoke to William Smythe, a member of the group. Our interview got off on the wrong foot when he greeted me with the Vulcan hand signal from Star Trek, saying "live long, and prosper", and I responded by turning it sideways, saying, "Nanu Nanu." He became upset. I guess Mork and Mindy wasn't his kind of science fiction.

Eventually, I was able to get him to open up. He told me, “My interest in rights for Transhumans (their term for cyborgs, not to be confused with transvestites) began when I saw Star Wars. My heart really went out to R2-D2 and C3PO when that bartender at Mos Eisley said that he didn't serve their kind here, and the Droids would have to wait outside. That was so mean! As soon as I heard about the WTA, I had to join. In the future, and not far off, there will be cyborgs and androids. I might even transfer my consciousness into one to cheat the Grim Reaper, and live forever! It would be horrible if transhumans were treated unfairly, like the mutants in X-Men. Under the metal parts, they will have feelings, too.”

Smythe has a Roomba robotic vacuum, which he calls "Scruffy", just like it was a real dog. He even puts dirt down for it from time to time, and imagines that he is feeding his "pet". 
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All through my time with Smythe, his mother kept yelling down the stairs to the basement where he lived asking if he and his "little friend" would like any snacks, or a soda. He would always respond, "No, mom. We're fine!" He gave me some literature to read.  I was surprised to learn that there are serious people, such as tenured college professors, writing about some of the subjects his organization concerns themselves with, but mostly as treatments for disease. Things like pacemakers and artificial hearts, not living robots. As I wrapped up the interview, he said "You know my mom is all exited. I don't have girls over very often. Since she already thinks we are on a date, so would you go out with me?" I told him that that wouldn't be proper, as it violates journalistic integrity to date the people you interview. I think the little twerp bought it. 

Honestly! Human rights for robots? Now that's just silly.
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