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QUARTERLY COMMENTARY

Na Triobloidi

etty Smyth was born in Belfast in the midst of World War Two, to

a Protestant father, a butcher, and a Catholic mother, a part-time

waitress. She left school at 15 and married Ralph Williams at the
age of 18.

August 10, 1976 was a hot summer day in west Belfast, where Betty
Williams was working as an office receptionist. Through her open win-
dow she heard the all-too-familiar sirens of a British army patrol car. As
the sirens grew louder, Betty saw a car speed down her busy street,
heard gunshots, and watched as the car spun out of control and
slammed into a crowd. She rushed outside and saw the horror: the driv-
er’slouched dead over his steering wheel, and a mother with three
young children sprawled lifeless on the pavement. The mother, Anne
Maguire, survived, although she would take her own life a few years
later. The children, ages 8, 2 and 6 weeks, were all dead.® The British
army considered the tragedy a “major success,” and planned to exploit
the outpouring of grief against the Provisional Irish Republican Army, the

“Provos.”*

Thousands turned up at the funeral for the three children, and afterward,
Betty approached Anne Maguire's sister, Mairead Corrigan, expressing
her shock and sadness, and suggesting the two of them do something
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Danny Lennon, 23 years old, a member of the Provisional Irish Republican Army.
A fourth boy, age 7, had been ahead on his bicycle and escaped the carnage.
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about it. They gathered thousands of signatures de-
manding an end to The Troubles, and led a march
through Belfast that gathered worldwide attention.
Betty said at the time, “There had been other tragic
deaths, but the tragedy of the little Maguires was the
moment when | felt we just could not take any more.”

They called their movement Peace People, and
brought hope to the people of Northern Ireland that
the unionists and their British allies would reach an
accommodation with the nationalists and the Irish
government and bring an end to The Troubles. Media
pressure built for the pair to be awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize, which Betty and Mairead received the
following year.

Their movement continues to do good work today,’
but they were unable to bring a lasting peace to
Northern Ireland. Betty’s passion for peace resonat-
ed with everyone she touched, but an end to The
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Peace People campaigners Betty Williams, front left, and Mairead Corrigan, front right, in
1976. Photograph: Bettmann/Bettmann Archive

Troubles would require much more than passion.
Achieving peace required someone with determina-
tion, resilience, fortitude and extraordinary political
skills. Someone who was not just a once-in-a-
generation leader, but one in all history.

> www.peacepeople.com
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On May 25, George Floyd was killed by police in
Minneapolis, setting off protests and riots across the
United States and around the world. These actions
raised the collective consciousness of the abject injus-
tices and inequities suffered by minority groups, es-
pecially Black Americans, for too long.

Over all these events was the emergence of a global
pandemic, the most severe the world has seen since
the influenza of 1918-19. More than two million,
and rising rapidly, have died from the COVID-19
virus globally. More than 4,000 people are dying,
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daily, in the United States (Chart 3), more than were
killed at Pearl Harbor oron 9/11.°

The good news in all this, remarkable really, is that a
number of companies have developed an effective
vaccine for this virus in record time. Vaccines for simi-
lar viruses have previously taken many years to de-
velop, or have never been successful at all. That an
effective vaccine could be developed, tested and
produced in less than a year is, thankfully, unprece-
dented. It is hoped that we will be able to inoculate
the entire population this year.

2,403 were killed on December 7, 1941 at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. 2,977 people were killed on 9/11.
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But this virus has left many scars, and while some will
be ameliorated, some will be lasting. Twenty-two
million lost their jobs in April and the economy
dropped at the fastest pace since the Second World
Woar. The economic rebound was swift, but there are
still ten million fewer employed than were a year
ago. While the unemployment rate has declined from
nearly 15% to under 7%, the number of long-term
unemployed has actually risen this past year from just
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4.4% of those unemployed to over 37%, represent-
ing 2.5% of the labor force (Chart 4). Many of those
job losses will be permanent.

The Census Bureau survey in mid-December found

that 7 million Americans were at risk of housing evic-
tion or foreclosure, with more than 40% of Black and
Hispanic renters having little or no confidence in be-
ing able to pay rent the next month. The same survey
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found that 90 million reported having difficulty in
paying for normal household expenses, and 30 mil-
lion Americans are food insecure (Chart 5). In house-
holds with less than $25,000 in annual income, 32%
of adults said they missed at least one meal in the
previous week.

The pandemic has left permanent scars, but it has
also accelerated and accentuated a number of latent
trends. E-commerce is one. Online sales were pro-
jected to reach 24% of total retail sales in the US by
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2024; it hit 33% in July. The first half of 2020 saw an
increase in e-commerce equivalent to that of the pre-
vious ten years, according to a report by McKinsey.'°
In Latin America, e-commerce doubled its share of
retail sales last year. The implications for physical
retail, and the 15 million employed in retail, are im-
mense.

1 Arun Arora, Hamza Khan, Sajal Kohli, and Caroline Tufft, “DTC e-
commerce: How consumer brands can get it right,” November 2020.


















