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Pandemi ve Toplumsal
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Michael Goldman

Pandemiden 6nce —o glnleri hatirlar misiniz?— insanlar “kriz"”
terimini, hayatlarimizi ve hasta gezegenimizin her pargasini dénustiren
iklim krizinin gitgide kétiilesen etkilerine atifta bulunmak igin kullaniyorlardi.
Simdiyse, muazzam bir korku ve dnseziyle, hizla tGglinct bir krizi, kiiresel bir
ekonomik krizi tetikleyen kiiresel viriis salginina gémuilmus durumdayiz. Ust Uste
gelen bu krizler kentlerin gelecedini nasil etkileyecek ve toplumsal ve ekolojik bakimdan
adil bir kente giden yolda yonimuizi nasil bulacagiz?

Bir yandan, gectigimiz yirmi yilda pek ¢ok kent biytk bir déntisiim
gecirdi: karh oldugu kadar saibeli spekdlatif sehircilik vaadinden kaynaklanan,
dinyayi degistiren bir kumar: yani, eger diinya standartlarinda bir altyapi -dev
havaalanlari, hizli metrolar, yeni bir ticaret merkezi, bir Renaissance Center,!
turistik bir bélge- insa etmek igin sermaye piyasalarindan yukli miktarda
borg alirsak, sehirleri ve ulusal ekonomiyi kiiresel 6lgekte rekabet eder hale
getirecek ekonomik blyime makinelerine dénusturebiliriz. Ancak, dev finans
sirketlerinin hiikimet yetkilileriyle yaptiklari miizakerelerde, garantili getiri
oranlari ile gikis yapabilmelerini saglayacak s6zlesmeleri kendilerinin yazdik-
lari konusunda uyariimis miydik? Bunun kendileri igin kér garantisi demekken
kamuoyu igin bir kumar anlamina geldigi konusunda peki? Bu durum, din-
yanin dort bir yanindaki sehirlerin neden battigini, dolayisiyla, neden bize
kemer sikma 6nlemleri dayatilirken finans sirketlerinin daha énce gorilmemis
oranlarda kar elde ettigini kismen acikliyor. Ve tabii, benim burada ele aldigim
ornekler olan ABD kentlerinin, koronavirlis salginina miidahale edebilecek
halk saghgi sistemlerine aktardiklari fonlari neden kestigini de.

Diger yandan, kentler, bu Ug krizi ciddiye alan ve bize bir ¢ikis yolu
6neren tahayydllerden beslenen bir aktivizmin kaynagi haline de geldi. Ben
bu iki cepheyi madalyonun iki yiizi olarak gériiyorum: finansallasmis kent ile
kamusall ve eko-sosyal bakimdan adil kenti yeniden sahiplenmek ve meta
olmaktan ¢ikarmak (ya da sermayeden alip insanlara geri vermek) igin ¢iglk
atiyor. Aciklayayim.

[I] Renaissance Center, 1973-1981 yillar1 arasinda tamamlanan ve ABD’nin Detroit kentinde yedi binadan
olusan bir gékdelen kompleksi. (C.N.) 2



Spekulatif sehircilik

Spekdilatif sehircilik, 20. ylzyilin sonlarinda baslayan, bu yeni kent-
sel formda neyin olabilecegine dair -Dubai'deki dlinya haritasi seklinde insa
edilmis bir dizi kent adacigi, Cin'in 100 adet “kiresel kent" (global city)
kurma vaadi ve Hindistan'in bu rekabete dahil olarak 100 adet ‘akilli kent"’
(smart city) kurma iddiasi gibi-g&sterisli bir tahayyile dayali “dlinya stan-
dardinda” kentsel altyapiya yatirrm yapma mantigini ifade eder. Tirkiye de
altta kalmama gayesiyle, diinyanin en blyik havaalani, iki kitayi birbirine
baglayan Avrasya Tiineli ve Akdeniz'i Karadeniz'e baglayacak Kanal istan-
bul projesi gibi mega altyapi projeleriyle istanbul’u bir “diinya baskentine”
doénustlirmeyi planhyor. Dinyanin farkli baskentlerinde, 6zellikle de Asya ve
Ortadogu Ulkelerinde, birbirine benzer iddialarin ortaya ¢cikmis olmasi tesaduif
degil zira bundan faydalanacak pek ¢ok bagiscisi ve destekgisiyle birlikte
spekilasyonun bu hélini pazarlayan dustince kuruluslari ve danismanlik firma-
larinin olusturdugu kiresel bir platform ve ag mevcut. Ne var ki, hayaller her
zaman gergeklesmiyor, en azindan halk i¢in: Bugtin, Cin'i kirleten 50'den fazla
"hayalet sehir” (ghost city) var ve diinyadaki bu ihtisamli kentsel altyapinin
buylk bir kismi daha insa bile edilmemigken halk igin devasa bir borg yuku
yaratiyor.

Pandemi sirasinda ve bu gergceklesmemis altyapilarin arkasindan, "kriz
ddnemi acil ihtiyag kredileri” (crisis-era distressed debt funds) finans piya-
salarindaki en karli yatinnmlardan biri haline geldi. Yani, htikliimetler ve mute-
ahhitler 6deyemeyecekleri borglarin altina girdiklerinde, bu “zehirli borglar”
(toxic loans) kapi kapi dolasip sorun pazarlayan birkag kiiresel 6zel sermaye
sirketine ve yatirim sirketine satilarak “sorunlu varliklara” déntstiraltyor; bu
sirketler iflas etmis kdpriler, otoyollar, toplu tasima sistemleri gibi varliklar
ederlerinden ¢ok daha ucuza -hatta bazen orijinal degerlerinden neredeyse
%97 daha ucuza- satin aliyorlar." Blackstone ya da Deutsche Bank'in resmi
onayl bu varliklara el atar atmaz bunlar karli yatirnm fonlari olarak yeniden
paketleniyor ve kiiresel capta dolagsima giriyor.

Kiresel pandeminin hizlandirdigi ekonomik gerilemeye ragmen,
diinya borsalari hi¢ bu kadar saglikh olmamisti;; ABD borsasi ve NASDAQ
Mart 2020'de gordukleri diistk seviyelerden sonra tim zamanlarin en ytksek
seviyelerine ulasti. Ne var ki, Amerikan sehirlerinde rekor diizeyde igsizlikle
karsi karsiyayiz ve siyahlarla beyazlar arasindaki servet farki 1960'larin sivil
haklar hareketinden bu yana hi¢ bu kadar blyuk olmamisti. Bu devasa fark,
bazi bilirkisilerin iki ayri ekonomi diye tanimladiklari seyin bir yansimasi; ne var
ki ortada yalnizca tek bir ekonomi ve onun iki ylzi var. Hem %1 hem de %99
icin tek bir ekonomi ve tek bir sehir — gelin gorin ki, istihdama ya da saghga
yatirnm yapacagina sorunlu varliklara yatirim yapan finans kapitalizminin bu
vahsi bicimi tarafindan yaratiimis. Bu cift tarafli ekonomi ve kentin tezahdrleri,

[IT] Michael Goldman ve Devika Narayan, "Through the Optics of Finance: Speculative Urbanism and the 5

Transformation of Markets" International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, yayima hazirlaniyor.



icinde oldugumuz halk saghdi krizi tarafindan daha da abartili hale getirildi,
bu arada biz de 6grendik ki Wall Street saglam bir pandemiye bayiliyor!
Peki dlenler kim? Saglik ¢alisanlari, hasta bakicilar, doktorlar, gida
isleme sektoriinde ve hayvan mezbahalarinda calisan isciler, tasima sek-
toru galisanlan, bakim evlerindeki personel ve yaslilar-vatandaslarin sagli-
gini koruyan, onlari bir yerden bir yere tasiyan, onlara yemek veren “hayati
dnemdeki calisanlar”. Olenlerin ¢ok biyiik bir kismi beyaz olmayan insanlar;
bazi yerlerdeyse 6lenlerin Ugte ikisi siyah ve esmer tenli (brown) insanlar ile
yeni géogmenler. En basit ifadesiyle, ABD hikliimeti Singapur, Cin ve Gliney
Kore'den 6grendigimiz iki halk saghgi dersini -test yapmanin énemi ve fil-
yasyon takibi- uygulamayi basaramadi; onun yerine, 6grendik ki, diinyanin
en blyuk ekonomisi giplak: ABD, birakin her giin isletmeyi, acil durumlarda
basvurabilecegdi ulusal halk sagligi sistemine fon ayirmayi ¢oktan birakmis.
Pandemi Amerikan sehirlerinde hastaneleri ve bakim evlerini vurdu-
gunda, bu bos bakislarla karsilandi. Piyasada 50 sente mal olan N95 maskeleri
ortalikta gériinmedi, depolarda ¢ok az sayida kisisel koruyucu ekipman vardi,
solunum cihazi sayisi yetersizdi ve testler hem glivenilmez hem de pahaliydi.
Buglin Ulke ¢capinda ylksek kar oranlarini elektif cerrahiye™ -kalga, diz, bébrek
ameliyatlarina- borglu olan blylk hastane zincirleri bombos ve ¢alisanlari
lUcretsiz izne génderildi. Bu arada yogun bakim servisleri hastaligi agir gegiren
COVID-19 hastalariyla dolup tasiyor. Hastaneler trilyonlarca dolar degerinde
ekipmanlarda dolu vaziyette ama saglik ¢alisanlarinin hayatini kurtaracak 50
sentlik maske bulmak imkansiz. Salgin temali gerilim romani yazarlarinin bile
bu kadarini hayal edebileceklerinden stipheliyim. Saglik sektéri gegtigimiz
on yilda yeni bir is modelinin uygulandidi ve finans sirketlerinin sahip oldugu
bir endistriye dénustu.
Bu is modeli, satin alinan sirketin tGzerine borg yigmak lzere borg
alinan sermayeyi kullanmak ve sonrasinda “israfi” azaltmak ve
i | saglik hizmetlerinin “bakim” bilesenini asindirmaktan ibaret.
5 Sonug olarak Amerikan ekonomisinin %90’ tamamen durmus-
ken ve sirketler vites degistirip toplum yararina Giretim yapmaya
i -maske, tuz sollisyonu, gida, barinma- isteksizken, borsa Nisan
ayinda 1987'den bu yana gdértlmis en ylksek seviyeleri yasadi.
ABD’de yalnizca 2018 yilinda saglik sektériinde yapilan 6zel
sermaye anlagmalari 800U buldu ve toplam degeri de 100 milyar
dolara ulasti.V Sektdr genelinde bu siireci hizlandirmak igin
sirket birlesmeleri ve satin almalarda gegtigimiz bes yilda
patlama yasandi. Bu anlagmalar kitlesel is kayiplarina,
kirsal alanlardaki ya da kentli is¢i sinifina hizmet veren
hastanelerin kapanmasina ve ¢ogunlukla orta ve Ust

siniflara hizmet veren hastanelerdeyse is temposunun
i

[IIT) Haraway, Donna. J. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Duke University Press, 2016.
[IV] Lovisa Gustafsson ve digerleri, "The Role of Private Equity in Driving Up Health Care Prices," Harvard

Business Review biilteni. 29 Ekim 2019.
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artmasina sebep oluyor. islerin yavaslamasi en biiyiik diisman, kamu yarari ve
bakim hizmetleriyse isletme icin yeterince karli degil. Acil serviste ve yogun
bakim servisinde fazladan yer ayirmak, depolarda maske ve solunum cihazi
bulundurmak hissedarlar igin israf ve kayip anlamina geliyor. Wall Street'in
isi felaket kapitalizmi ve orasi su anda gergek bir kurtlar sofrasi.

Kente iyi tarafindan bakmak

Unutmayalim ki, Birlesik Devletler pandemiden dnce yapisal degisim
icin bastiran eylemlerle sarsiliyordu. Trump gdéreve basladigindan beri gegimi
saglamaya yetecek bir lcret ve okullara daha fazla fon aktarilmasini talep
eden, sendikalarin adeta yasak oldugu muhafazakar eyaletlerde de gticinu
gbsteren 6gretmen eylemleri ve grevler dalgasi yasandi. Grevlerin, eylemlerin
ve sendikal érglitlenmelerin ardindan tlkenin pek ¢ok sehrinde isciler herkes
icin geginmeye yetecek lcret saglama hedefine biraz daha yaklasan saat basi
15 dolarlik asgari ticret kazanimini elde ettiler. Amerikan yerlilerinin yasadigi
yerlerde patlak veren bir diger gucli hareket de yerliler tarafindan protesto
edilip engellenen Dakota isimli petrol erisim boru hattina dairdi. Bu eylemler
cok kisa slirede diinyanin dért bir yanindan ekoloji aktivistlerini ve adalet
savunucularini iklim krizi, fosil yakit kullanimina son verilmesi, nehirlerin ve
ekosistemlerin korunmasi, yerli halklarin haklari, su kalitesi korunumu ile yesil
olan ve toplumsal adalet lizerinden temellenen yeni bir ekonomi taleplerini
bir arada dile getirdikleri bir kampanyanin ¢atisi altinda topladi.

Genglerin olusturdugu Sunrise Hareketi'yse, okul grevleriyle ve iklim
degisikligi icin harekete gegmek isteyen politikacilari ve Yesil Yeni Dizen'e
—fosil yakit kullanimini sona erdirmek ve gezegenin ihtiyaglarina uygun yeni
bir ekonomi insa etmek i¢in trilyonlarca dolar harcamayi ve bunu yaparken de
milyonlarca insanin yoksul, bir avug insanin da asiri zengin olmasina sebep
olan yapisal esitsizlikleri de asmayi 6neren plan— benzer planlari destekle-
yerek dinyadaki ekoloji hareketleri arasinda yerini aldi. Dinyanin, bir polisin
Minneapolis sokaklarinda George Floyd'u katletmesine tanik olmasi tizerine,
bir toplumsal hareket, yapisal irk¢ihgin bitin bigimlerinin “kaldiriimasina™
yonelik olarak uzun zamandir yapilan bir cagriyla da birleserek Amerika’'nin
tim sehirlerine yayildi. Kiiresel ¢gapta yanki uyandiran bu ¢agri kamu kay-
naklarinin polis siddetinin zemin buldugu emniyet teskilatindan alinip toplum
temelli bakima aktariimasina, yani Amerikan sehirlerinde irkgilikla i¢ ice gegmis
(racialized) polislik faaliyetleri yerine toplumsal adalet ve toplum temelli destek
taleplerine odaklaniyordu. Bir zamanlar radikal ve marjinal gortlen bir konu
artik giindelik kamusal tartigmalarin bir pargasi haline gelmis durumda: yani
kent yasaminin neye benzemesi gerektigi, kentlerin bu i¢ ice ge¢gmis krizlerle
miicadele etmek icin ne sunmasi gerektigi Gzerine yeniden diisiinmek.

[V] Eng. Green New Deal.
[VI] Yazar kéleligin kaldinlmasina ve kélelik kargiti harekete (abolitionist movement) atfla "abolition”

terimini kullaniyor. (C.N.) 5
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Kent aktivistleri, pandemi ve pandemiden daha da geriye giden bu
tarih sebebiyle borglarindan kurtulmalari ve evden atilmalardan korunmalari
konusunda insanlara destek olacak karsilikli yardim topluluklarini érgttltyor-
lar. Yakinlarindaki gida tarim kooperatifleriyle iliski igcinde konut kooperatifleri
kuruyorlar. Amerika’da bir halk sagligi sistemi olmadigini fark eden kentler,
test ve bakim da dahil olmak tzere Ucretsiz saglik hizmeti sunan ve “top-
luluk okullari” (community schools) adi verilen okullarla baglantili toplum
saghgr merkezlerine fon aktarmaya basladilar. Egitimciler, devlet okullari-
nin topluma sagladiginin yalnizca ktgtk bir kisminin egitim oldugunu fark



= ettiginden beri, bazi "basarisiz” okullar yalnizca ders
&, degil, ayni zamanda ¢ocuklara, ailelerine ve mahalle
A'}A_ sakinlerine bir arada destek verebilecek sekilde
% yeniden yapilandiriliyor. Topluluga toplum sag-
& lig1, ruh sagligi, tcretsiz ve saglkh kahvalti ve
A 53le yemegdi sadliyorlar. Bagka bir deyisle,
“.2_ insanlar okullarin topluluk igcinde bir yardim
"2 ve bakim merkezi haline gelmesini istiyor
6 ve kamu fonlarindan 6grencilere, velilere,
|  okul personeline ve mahalle sakinlerine
5 Ucretsiz COVID-19 testinin yani sira ruh
o saghgi hizmetleri sunmasini talep ediyor-
Ly lar, zira ABD'nin karsi karsiya oldugu bu
O U¢ll krizin ceremesini hepsi esit derecede

X cekiyor.
[[/ Kent aktivistleri krizin yerel bigimlerinin 6te-
@ sine gegmek gerektiginin farkindalar; COVID-19
@O krizinin ve iklim krizinin klresel niteligini teslim
0 ediyor ve sehirleri yatirimcilara ve birbirlerine kir-
diran klresel kapitalist igleyisi gortyorlar. Finans

)@ sermayesinin bu vahsi is modelinden kopmaya ve top-

N lumsal ¢abalar “tembellik” ve “israf” gibi goren fosil yakit

é@ endistrisi ve kiresel tedarik zincirleriyle baglari koparmaya
Ve ’d

yonelik bir cagri yapiyorlar. Medya ve siyasal partiler hiikiimetin

bu 6limcul pandemi karsisindaki beceriksizligine odaklanirken kent

aktivistleri kapitalizmdeki yapisal degisiklige —sehirlerimizi hepimizin

gelismek igin ihtiya¢g duydugu kamu altyapisindan ve kamu mallarindan
nasil mahrum ettigine— parmak basiyorlar.

Avrupa kentlerinde "kliglilme"” ya da kapitalist ekonomiyi temel ihti-
yacglarimiza tabi kilarak iklim krizini durdurmaya ya da blyime igin biyime
aliskanhgini alasagdi etmeye galisacak duyarl bir topluma gegis ¢agrisi yapan
hareketlere tanik oluyoruz. Kiresel toplum olarak biliyoruz ki ugurumun
esigindeyiz, gezegenimiz solunum cihazina bagli; hepimiz basimiza gelecek
bir sonraki talihsizligi ya da oksijenin bitmesini bekliyoruz.

Kisacasi, hem koronavirlis sebebiyle kaybettigimiz hayatlarin hem
de kamu altyapimizi finansallastiran, refahimiz ve saghgimiz Gizerine speki-
lasyon yapan vahsi bir ekonominin yilkseliginin yasini tutmaliyiz. Ama ayni
zamanda sirketlerin ve hikimetlerin saglayamadigini saglamaya galisan
kent aktivizminin ytkselisini de kutlamaliyiz: kapitalizm belasina direng
gbsteren, karsilikli yardim ve toplum temelli bakimla gelisen kentler. insanlar
kent aktivizmi slirecinde, insanligin ve gezegenin gelecegini korumak lGzere
toplumsal ve ekolojik adalet ilkeleriyle bezenmis kentler tasavvur ediyorlar.
Pandeminin yarattigi sefalete verilen bu kolektif tepki sonsuz olasiliklara
gebe bir kiiresel degisimin de yansimasi.









Should We Mourn or Celelorate?
The Deadly Pandemic and
Lessons for A Socially and
Ecologically Just City

by Michael Goldman

Before the pandemic—remember those days?—people were
using the term “crisis"” to refer to the worsening effects of the climate
affecting every part of our sick planet and lives. Now, with great fear and
foreboding, we are immersed in a global virus pandemic, which quickly has
triggered a third crisis: a global economic crisis. How does this convergence

affect the future of cities and how can we navigate our way out to a socially
and ecologically just city?

On the one hand, many cities, over the past two decades, have gone
under a major transformation: a world-altering gamble, rooted in the lucra-
tive but shady promise of speculative urbanism, that if we borrow massive
amounts from the capital markets to build a world-class infrastructure—major
airport, high-speed metro rail, new business district, renaissance center/
tourist site—we can convert cities into economic growth machines that can
catapult the national economy into a globally competitive one. But were we
ever warned that the largest financial firms wrote their own contractual agre-
ements in their negotiations with government officials enabling them to exit
with guaranteed rates of return? Or, that it became a gamble for the public
and guaranteed profits for them? This partially explains why cities are going
bankrupt around the world and thus forcing austerity upon us, at the same
time, that financial firms have never been so profitable. And why cities across
the U.S., my example here, have stopped funding public health systems that
could respond to the coronavirus.

On the other hand, cities have become the site for a fount of activism
based on imaginaries that take these three crises seriously and offer us a path
forward. | see these as two sides of the same phenomenon: the financialized
city sparking cries to recapture and decommodify (or take from capital and
give back to the people), and the public and eco-socially just city. Let me
explain.

Speculative uribanism

Speculative urbanism describes the logic starting in the late 20th
century of investing in "world-class” urban infrastructure based upon a spec-
tacular imaginary on what could be in this new urban form—such as a series of

10



urban islands in the shape of the world map in Dubai, China’'s promise
to build 100 global cities, and India’'s competitive claim to create 100
“smart cities”. Not to be outdone, Turkey has planned to make Istan-
" bul into the “capital of the world” with a series of the world'’s largest
infrastructural investments including the world's largest airport, the
EuroAsia Tunnel linking both continents, and the Istanbul Canal linking
the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. It is no coincidence that somewhat
similar claims have popped up in different national capitals around the
world, especially across Asia and the Middle East, as there is a global
platform and network of think thanks and consultancy firms peddling this
version of speculation, with many of its benefactors also the promoters. But
not all dreams come to fruition, at least not for the public: Today, there are
more than 50 “ghost cities"” littering China’s landscape and much of this
glorious urban infrastructure around the world has not been built and yet
has created huge burdens of debt for the public.

Under the pandemic, and in the wake of this landscape of unreali-
zed infrastructure, “crisis-era distressed debt funds” are some of the most
profitable investments in financial markets. That is, when governments and
developers borrow so much they cannot repay, those “toxic loans” are con-
verted into “distressed assets” that are sold to a few global private equity
and hedge firms that peddle in distress; they buy the assets—in bankrupt
bridges, highways, transit systems—for pennies to the dollar, sometimes as
high as a 97% discount from their original value.! As soon as the imprimatur
of Blackstone or Deutsche Bank falls on it, these assets get repackaged into
profitable investment funds and circulate across the globe.

In spite of the economic downturn precipitated by the global pan-
demic, the world's stock markets have never been healthier; the US stock
market and the NASDAQ have reached, since the lows of March 2020, all-time
historic highs. Yet in the US cities, we have record unemployment, and the
wealth gap between blacks and whites has never been worse since the civil
rights movement of the 1960s. This cavernous gap reflects what some pun-
dits describe as two separate economies; but in fact, they are one, with two
sides. An economy and a city both for the 1% and for the 99%, but created by
this violent form of financial capitalism that invests in distress and not jobs
or health. The manifestations of this two-sided economy and city have been
magnified by this public health crisis, from which we learn that Wall Street
loves a good pandemic!

Who is dying? Health workers, janitors, doctors, workers
in food processing and animal slaughterhouses, transit workers,
the staff and elderly in nursing homes—"essential workers”, who
protect the citizens’ health, transport them and give them
food. A disproportionate number of those dead are people

[I] Goldman, Michael and Devika Narayan, "Through the Optics
of Finance: Speculative Urbanism and the Transformation of
Markets,' International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, forthcoming.




of color; in some places the death toll is two-third black and brown people,
and new immigrant. Most basically, the US government failed to act upon the
two public health lessons learned from Singapore, China, and South Korea—
the importance of testing and contact tracing; instead, we learned that the
world'’s largest economy wears no clothes: The US had stopped funding a
national public health system to call upon in case of an emergency, let alone
on a daily basis.

When the pandemic hit the hospitals and nursing homes in the US
cities', it elicited a blank stare. N95 masks, which cost 50 cents on the market
were absent; there were few personal protection equipment (PPEs) in storage,
and ventilators were in short supply, tests were unreliable and expensive.
Today, the country has major hospital chains that make their high profits from
elective surgery—hip, knee, kidney operations—are now empty and their
workers have been laid off while the ICU wards are bursting at the seams with
very sick covid patients. The hospitals are filled with equipment worth billions
of dollars, and it is impossible to find enough 50 cent masks to save the lives
of health workers. | doubt even the writers of pandemic thriller novels could
have imagined this. The healthcare industry has been transformed over the
past decade into one owned by financial firms with a new business model.

The business model is to use borrowed capital to create debt onto the
purchased company and then cut “waste” and obliterate the “care” in healthca-
re. Consequently, while 90 percent of the US economy has completely stopped,
and corporations have been unwilling to shift gears and produce something for
the good of society—masks, saline solution, food, housing—the stock market
in April rose at a higher rate than any time since 1987. The number of private
equity deals in healthcare in one year alone, 2018, reached 800 in the US for
a total value of $100 billion. To accelerate this process across the industry,
mergers and acquisitions in the past five years in the healthcare industry have
skyrocketed. These deals lead to massive job loss, closures of hospitals in
rural areas or those serving the urban working class, and speed-up work at
those remaining that mostly serve the middle and upper classes. Slack is their
enemy, public goods and the provisioning of care are bad for business. Extra
space in emergency rooms and ICUs, storage of masks and ventilators, create
wasteful losses for their shareholders. Disaster capitalism is the business of
Wall Street and it is a veritable feeding frenzy right now.

The brighter side of the city

Let us not forget, that before the pandemic, the United States was
alive and well with protest movements pushing for structural change. Since

[III] Haraway, Donna. J. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene. Duke University Press,
2016.
[IV] Lovisa Gustafsson et al, “The Role of Private Equity in Driving Up Health Care Prices," Harvard /I 2

Business Review newsletter. 29 October 2019.



Trump took office, there have been a potent string of school teacher strikes
and walk-outs demanding a "living wage"” and in-class supports for children,
strong also in conservative states where unions are all but forbidden. In many
cities across the country, after strikes and protests and union organizing,
city workers have won a $15/hour minimum wage inching toward the goal of
guaranteeing everyone a living wage. Another powerful movement that arose
from native lands, where locals protested and blocked the fracking-based
Dakota Access Pipeline; in short time, it brought indigenous and green and
justice activists from all over the world together to participate in a campaign
that was equally about climate crisis, ending fossil fuel use, protecting the
rivers and ecosystems, indigenous rights, water quality protection, and a new
green and socially just economy.

The youthful Sunrise Movement joins others across the world in
walkouts from school and supporting climate change politicians and versions
of the Green New Deal—a plan to spend trillions of dollars to eliminate fossil
fuels and rebuild the economy based on the needs of the planet, and do so
in ways that work to overcome the structural inequalities that keeps many
people so poor and a handful so rich. Once the world watched George Floyd
get murdered by a police officer in the streets of Minneapolis, a movement
spread across cities converging with a longer call for “abolition” of all stru-
ctural racism. A call that resonated globally demands focused on reappor-
tioning public funds away from violent policing to the funding of community
care—social justice and community support over racialized policing of cities
in the US. What was once considered marginal and radical is now part of
everyday public conversation: to rethink what city life should look like, what
cities should offer to combat these intertwined crises.

Because of the pandemic and this longer history, city activists have
been organizing mutual aid societies to help people out of debt and be prote-
cted from evictions; they have set up housing cooperatives linked to nearby
farmer collectives producing food. Realizing that the US has no public health
system, cities have begun to fund community healthcare clinics offering free
services including testing and care, anchored by what are being called “com-
munity schools.” With educators realizing that education is a small fraction of
what public schools provide to the community, some “failing” schools are being
redesigned to offer not just classes for kids, but also support for these kids and
their families and neighbors together. They offer community healthcare, mental
healthcare, free healthy breakfasts and lunches. That is, people are asking that
schools become a nodal point for help and care in the community, demanding
public funds to offer free COVID-19 testing and mental health services to stu-
dents, parents, staff, and neighbors—since all are suffering equally from the
triple crises that the US faces.

At the same time, urban activists see the need to move beyond local
forms of crisis and acknowledge the global nature of the COVID-19 crisis,
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m future of humanity and the planet. This collective
N

the global nature of climate crisis, and the workings of global capitalism that
pit investors against cities and cities against each other. Their calls are to
delink from this violent business model of finance capital and from the fossil
fuel industry and global supply chains that see community efforts as “slack”
and “waste.” Whereas the press and political parties focus on the ineptitude
of the government'’s response to the deadly pandemic, urban activists point
to the structural shift in capitalism—how it strips our cities of the public
infrastructure and goods we all need to thrive.

From European cities, we see movements calling for "degrowth,”
or a shift into a caring society that would work to stop the climate crisis by
making the capitalist economy subservient to our essential needs and kick
the habit of growth for growth’s sake. We know that as a global society we
are teetering on a precipice, the planet is on a ventilator; we are all waiting
for the next shoe to drop or the oxygen to run out.

In sum, we should mourn both the loss of lives to the coronavirus
and the rise of a brutal economy that financializes our public infrastructure

and speculates on our well-being and health. But we should also celebrate
the flowering of urban activism seeking to provide that which corpora-
tions and governments have failed: cities nourished by mutual aid and
community care, resilient to the scourge of capitalism. In the process
of urban activism, people are reimagining the city imbued with
principles of social and ecological justice to protect the

reaction to the misery of the pandemic reflects
a global shift with infinite possibilities.
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