
Govt’s Medicare package
ROTTEN TO THE CORE

COMMUNIST PARTY OF AUSTRALIA        November 19 2003   No.1164  $1.50  THE WORKERS’ WEEKLY  ISSN 1325-295X

by Anna Pha
Even the names given to the 

proposal, first “Fairer Medicare” 
and now “Medicare Plus” are mis-
leading. It would be more accurate 
to call it the “Medicare Minus” 
or the “Medicare Destruction” 
package.

Under a genuine Medicare, 
with universal access and full 
bulk-billing, no one needs to 
hand over a single cent, whereas 
under the Government’s plan, 
people holding concession cards 
and those on family tax benefits 
will be refunded just 80 percent of 

medical expenses over and above a 
total of $500 a year. Everyone else, 
including singles, will get the 80 
percent after having to pay $1000 
during the year.

“John Howard’s plan to 
reimburse patients for 80% of out-
of-pockets costs is an unsustainable 
licence for doctors to print money”, 
said Dr Tim Woodruff, President of 
the Doctors’ Reform Society.

“GPs are already charging ever 
increasing copayments averaging 
$13.64 but sometimes up to $100”, 
said Dr Woodruff. “Specialists 
and Xrays can cost $100-$200 a 
visit. When they know that 80% of 

that copayment is covered by the 
Government, prices will rocket, and 
the Government’s Medicare will 
become unsustainable and will be 
abandoned.”

The Government is setting it 
up to fail, so that it has the excuse 
to make further cuts at a later date.

The main question, however, is 
not how much people pay, but the 
fact that they will pay. There is a 
fundamental principle at stake. A 
principle which goes to the essence 
of Medicare: universal access to 
bulk-billing and the public health 
system at no out-of-pocket cost.

Abbott claims bulk-billing is 

“not the essence of Medicare”. 
He is wrong. He does not believe 
in Medicare. He only retains the 
name to hide the Government’s 
real intentions which are to destroy 
Medicare.

Bulk-billing was meant for 
everyone. Bulk-billing should 
be for everyone. That is what 
the overwhelming majority of 
Australians want.

The genuine Medicare is not 
based on a user-pays philosophy. 
Once it becomes user-pays it is no 
longer Medicare. The abandonment 
of that principle lays the way open 
to further erosion of the system, 

including the dismantling of its 
universality.

Once certain groups are denied 
access to bulk-billing on the basis 
of some economic or social criteria, 
then it becomes a two-class system 
on a slippery path towards the US 
for-profit system where millions of 
people have no health care cover.

As for the $500 or $1000 
“safety net”, that is only the thin 
edge of the wedge which will be 
used to get the user-pays system 
through the Senate while trying 
to avoid too much flack from the 
public.

continued page 4

The Howard Government’s 
latest Medicare package 
is a death sentence for 
Medicare. Presented as 
helping the chronically ill 
and a means to increase 
bulk-billing, it does neither. 
It is yet another lie, another 
dishonest drive towards the 
destruction of Medicare 
and the privatisation of 
health care in Australia. 
The package is aimed at 
winning the Democrats 
over, and if possible the 
Labor Party. Urgent 
action is required to make 
sure it is not supported 
by the ALP, Democrats 
or Independents in the 
Senate.
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One side of the policy is code-
named “iron hammer”. It calls for 
“tough” suppression of every sign 
of opposition. Houses are being 
raided with the troops smashing 
down the doors of the homes of 
Iraqi families. Helicopters are 
buzzing in the skies and at least 
one guided missile has been 
fired.

This use of the iron fist is the 
classical response of imperialism 
when confronted with the fact that 
the people of a country oppose be-
ing occupied and exploited.

At the same time we are told 
that the hand-over of the adminis-
tration to an Iraqi administration is 
to be speeded up. This claim does 
not signify any genuine intention to 

hand power to an independent and 
democratically elected Iraqi gov-
ernment. It is merely a manoeuvre 
to cover the continued occupation 
by US troops and to give the illu-
sion of self-government.

Paul Bremer, the US admin-
istrator was able to immediately 
announce that this allegedly “in-
dependent” administration had 
agreed to the continued stationing 
of US troops in the country – even 
though it has still to be established. 
What independence?

At the same time it was an-
nounced that Americans would 
draft a future Iraqi Constitution.

US corporations have already 

moved in to seize control of Iraqi 
resources, particularly oil and 
other, at present, publicly owned 
infrastructure and enterprises. This 
includes the Iraqi media which will 
then be declared to be “free”.

Iraq would continue to be 
economically, politically and 
militarily controlled.

The only genuine way forward 
for the Iraqi people is the expul-
sion of the “coalition” occupation 
forces – the US, British, Australian, 
Polish, Spanish and others military 
forces. Only when their country is 
free of the occupiers will the Iraqi 
people be able to freely decide 
their own future. J

Iraq: new US policy of strike and stroke
Out of the flurry of discussions in the White House, the 
US administration has adopted a “new” policy which can 
best be described as “strike and stroke”. This change in 
approach is in response to the stepped up resistance of 
the Iraqi people to the occupation of their country and to 
the deaths of an increasing number of US troops.
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The truth is a wonderful thing, if you can lay your hands on it. Last week 
Prime Minister Howard revealed he’d found out that the 14 refugees he forced 
back to Indonesia really had asked for asylum after his Ministers, Downer and 
Vanstone, had declared exactly the opposite. He also declared that the CIA was 
wrong when it said most Iraqis oppose the US-led occupation of their country. 
It just goes to show how much you need The Guardian! So please make a 
contribution to the Press Fund so that we meet our $12,000 target for the year. 
This week our sincere thanks go to the following for their contributions:
M H $203 (Guardian tin), J Innes $7, Gordana Radovanovic $20,
T Bartlett $100.
This week’s total $330.  Progressive total $10,645.

The Government’s
culture of militarism

Prime Minister Howard was recently in London to open a 
war memorial in London’s Hyde Park to the 101,000 Australians 
who have died in the numerous wars to which successive govern-
ments have committed Australian men and women.

In his address on the occasion Howard claimed that despite 
Australia’s involvement in many wars, the Australian people 
have not developed a “culture of militarism”. 

But Australian Governments have worked hard to sustain 
and promote a militarist tradition and no-one more than 
Howard. He attends every possible military function, fare well-
ing troops, welcoming them home, opening war memorials while 
beefing up and involving Australian troops in every possible 
military adventure.

At one point Howard listed a number of places where 
Australian troops had been involved in Europe, Asia, Africa 
and the Middle East and “the hundreds of other places where 
Australian have performed some of the finest feats of arms in the 
history of warfare”. Here we have the beating of the militarist 
and the nationalist drum at the same time – “some of the finest 
feats of arms in the history of warfare”!

Howard’s speech was peppered with the usual platitudes 
about democratic principles, freedom, the rule of law, values, 
and so on. It all came packaged with the necessary cover-up 
and distortion of history to make it saleable to an increasingly 
sceptical population.

One of his completely untrue assertions is that the present 
Australian Government is “independent” and made “our [own] 
decisions on East Timor, Afghanistan and Iraq”. Howard con-
tradicts this claim by recalling that Australia “automatically” 
entered the 1914-18 war as part of the British Empire. And 
again in 1939 when Britain declared war on Germany and WW2 
commenced, he quotes Menzies’ declaration that “as a result, 
Australia is also at war”. The decision to enter the most recent 
war against Iraq was made by the US with the Liberal Party 
cabinet rubber stamping it. Never mind that at the time the 
majority of the Australian people were against involvement in 
the war but such people’s democracy is foreign to Howard and 
his Ministers.

Needless to say, Howard could not refrain from the obliga-
tory reference to the war on terrorism which we are told “will 
present every society with challenges that none of us could have 
contemplated even three years ago”.

Howard did not attempt on this occasion to justify Australia’s 
decision to participate in the US and British war and occupation 
of Iraq. The pretence of making an “independent” decision is 
just that, a pretence.

Furthermore, as many now clearly see, Australia’s involve-
ment in the war coalition was based on a series of lies. Iraq did 
not have any weapons of mass destruction and, consequently, 
there was no risk of a “Pearl Harbour-style” attack as Howard 
claimed.

There was no evidence that the regime of Saddam Hussein 
had any links to al Qaida. If the US and other occupiers are 
now faced with resistance and a guerilla war, it is of their own 
making.

Howard continues to pepper his speeches with the lies for 
which he is becoming famous world-wide. At the same time 
he makes use of the qualities of “mateship”, “mutual and self-
respect”, “sharing whatever is available no matter how meagre” 
although these play no part in the Government’s policies as any 
pensioner or refugee will tell you.

It is merely necessary to recall the treatment of asylum 
seekers attempting to find a safe haven in Australia and the 
specific refusal of the Immigration Minister Vanstone to allow 
the reunion of Mr Baktiari with his wife and children who are 
now being housed outside a detention centre. At the same time 
we hear much about “family values”. The real reason for the 
Minister’s decision is that the outfit that runs the detention cen-
tres is paid by the number of inmates they have to look after and 
every released refugee means less income and less profit.

The Government’s foreign policy ensures that there will be 
plenty of future battlefields in other countries and plenty of 
future war memorials to open and dead and wounded troops to 
commemorate. The constant propaganda of “dangers”, “terror-
ist warnings” and “threats to security” are aimed to prepare the 
Australian people for and justify in advance huge expenditures 
on high-tech military hardware and future wars.

Baghdad 
Hospital 
Appeal 
success

In response to the CPA campaign to 
raise $2000 for a hospital in Baghdad 
by Christmas, the Branch decided to 
make this their first effort for the appeal 
and had a bucket placed prominently 
on the stall.

“We were delighted by the 
response of many to this appeal”, 
said Denis Doherty from Port 
Jackson Branch. “We raised $68.” 
The Branch expects to raise more 
before Christmas.

The CPA made a commitment to 
help, with the assistance of the Iraqi 
Communist Party, to alleviate the 
suffering of the Iraqi victims of war. 
We are now fulfilling that promise.

The health situation in Iraq 
was already run down by 11 years 
of sanctions and the destruc-
tion of much of the country’s 
infrastructure. The impact of the 
recent invasion and occupation 
has made this fragile system even 
weaker. For example, over 1000 
children have been injured by clus-
ter bombs since the invasion. J

The CPA Port Jackson Branch 
ran a stall at the annual Glebe 
Street Fair on November 16. 
In addition to selling political 
literature, t-shirts, jams and 
pickles, CPA caps, hats and 
mugs, badges and “Relaxed 
Revolutionary” red wine, Branch 
members collected 289 signatures 
on the Medicare petition. A 
special feature of this year’s 
stall was the Party’s Baghdad 
Hospital Appeal.

Victory!

by Edward Mason
This decision is a major victory 

for local residents who have fought 
for the last two and a half years 
against plans by Collex to build a 
massive waste transfer station in the 
heart of Sydney at Clyde.

The residents feared that it 
would be like a garbage dump in 
the middle of their suburbs, that it 
would eventually be used to col-
lect all the waste from the Sydney 
region and that this would lead to 
hundreds of garbage trucks grinding 
through their streets every day.

They also feared that it would 
attract other noxious industries 
to the area as well as vermin and 
would produce noxious odours. The 
court supported these claims.

Missing in action
The victory was not due to 

support from the Auburn Council 
or local Labor MP and Auburn 
Councillor Barbara Perry who were 
missing in action when the local res-
idents really needed their support. A 
couple of local residents were left 
to take on the might of the giant 
transnational Collex in the Land and 

Environment Court by themselves, 
without any legal representation 
or support from Auburn Council. 
Collex, is part of the French Veolia 
Environnement group, which also 
includes Vivendi, Compagnie 
Générale des Eaux, and Onyx.

Auburn Council claimed it 
would be a waste of money to take 
the matter to court because they 
could not win, but it did have a legal 
team at the Court during the whole 
proceedings which, despite being 
paid for by local ratepayers, worked 
with Collex’s legal team during the 
case!

Time for Change
Auburn now more than ever 

needs local councillors who will 
stand up and fight for the ordinary 
working people of Auburn. We 
don’t need people who are tied to 
big business and the developers, 
we don’t need political parties that 
receive millions of dollars every 
year in “donations” from the same 
corporations and developers that 
are trying to destroy our lives here 
in Auburn.

We need people who will fight 

plans to use us as a garbage dump, 
people who will stop the explosion 
of ugly and overcrowded high-rise 
units in our area and people who 
will force Bob Carr to reopen our 
children’s dental clinic.

That’s why the Auburn Branch 
of the Communist Party has decided 
to take on the Labor Party and the 
Real Estate Agents who dominate 
Auburn Council. We believe the 
Council has failed local residents 
and should be thrown out.

The Auburn Branch is calling 
for a community controlled council 
not a developer controlled council.

To help throw out the cur-
rent council, the Communist Party 
will be running candidates in next 
year’s council elections, possibly 
in an alliance with others, and sup-
porting candidates who put the 
local community’s interests before 
those of the corporations and 
developers. J

In a stunning decision the NSW Land and Environment Court 
overturned Collex’s Ministerial and local council approval to build 
a massive Waste Transfer Station at Clyde. The Court decided 
the land which is part of the Clyde Railway Marshalling Yards, 
is not zoned for use as a waste transfer station. The court said if 
one were built it would have an adverse effect on the lives of local 
residents.

Members of Port Jackson at the CPA stall – Glebe Street Fair

Urgent Baghdad Hospital Appeal
The Appeal got off to a great start with contributions from 
individuals and several Party branches. The aim is to raise 
$2000 by Christmas to assist a Baghdad hospital with the 
purchase of much needed medications and other supplies. The 
Guardian urges all readers to contribute what they can afford 
to this Appeal. Money collected will be conveyed to the Iraqi 
Communist Party for distribution in Baghdad.
Our warmest thanks to the following for their generous 
contributions:
Ron Barrett and T & C Gleeson $20, Anne Duffy Lindsay of 
the Maritime Branch $20, TN $20, J Robson $50, Port Jackson 
Branch CPA $68, Sydney Central Branch October Revolution 
function $110, Sydney Central Branch $100.
That brings this week’s total to: $388.
"- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Baghdad Hospital Appeal
I…………………………………….
of ……………………………………………………
donate $.................... to the above appeal.
I agree/do not agree to having my contribution
acknowledged in The Guardian.
Contributions by cheque, money order or credit card giving 
name on the card, card number and expiry date.

Name on credit card ____________________________

Credit card ________  ________  ________  ________

Expiry date ___________

If you want to fight to defend 
our local services and fight 
to improve our quality of life 
not destroy it, then join the 

Communist Party of Australia 
and join the struggle for an 
Australia where people’s 

interests are put first.
Call Edward 0414761618

Email cpaauburn@yahoo.com 
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Refugees: UN, Indonesia savage Howard Government

by Peter Mac
As the reader is doubtless aware, 

recently the Howard Government 
retrospectively excised four thou-
sand islands from Australia’s 
migration zone, and forced a boat-
load of 14 Turkish Kurds back 
to Indonesia after they landed on 
Melville Island.

However, last week the web of 
lies the Government spun to justify 
its callous actions began to unravel 
– at a rate of knots, as it were. 

Firstly, the Minister for 
Immigration, Amanda Vanstone, 
claimed repeatedly that “the pas-
sengers on the Minasa Bone 
didn’t claim asylum in Australia”. 
However, the asylum seekers 
declared they’d repeatedly asked for 
political asylum in Australia while 
they were anchored at Melville 
Island.

Secondly, despite the 
Government’s claim that it made 
arrangements with Indonesian 
authorities for the men to be given 
the opportunity to claim asylum 
in Australia, the Indonesian 
Government has expressed out-
rage at the Howard Government’s 
actions. It denies giving prior 
approval for the refugees to come to 
Indonesia.

“What do they think Indonesia 
is, a trash bin for these people?” 
an Indonesian official asked indig-
nantly.

Thirdly, revelations arising 

from the Indonesian Government’s 
inquiry into the matter are further 
damaging the already tense relations 
between the two countries.

Fourthly, the refugees have 
stated that they were not pushed 
back into the water by the Melville 
Islanders, as Senator Vanstone 
claimed. One Melville Islander said 
that the local people actually greet-
ed the Kurds and provided them 
with food and water. Moreover, the 
refugees have stated that they were 
actually forced back to the boat by 
men dressed in Khaki uniforms. 
Could the Australian Army have 
been involved in the expulsion?

Fifthly, the Kurds say that the 
Australian armed services person-
nel replied to their pleas for asylum 
by telling them to shut up, and that 
they refused to provide them with 
food or medicines, forcing them to 
remain sick and hungry on the boat 
for four days before it was towed 
away.

And finally, the UN has said 
the Government has breached the 
1951 UN covenant on refugees. 
In a stinging rebuke, UN spokes-
man, Kris Janowski, said that the 
Government’s actions jeopardised 
“the proper functioning of the inter-
national protection regime”, and 
that these actions set a “negative 
precedent worldwide”.

It’s a miracle that the Minasa 
Bone, already weakened by the first 
crossing, made it back to Indonesia. 

One refugee claimed: “The waves 
were enormous. We didn’t know if 
we’d live or die.”

Mr Janowski commented: “Our 
main concern is that people who are 
already vulnerable have been made 
even more vulnerable by Australia’s 
neglect of its international obliga-
tions.”

The Government has now 
grudgingly admitted that the 14 
people pleaded to come to Australia 
and to be treated as refugees. 
Normally this would be regarded as 
an application for asylum.

Foreign Affairs Minister, 
Alexander Downer, denies this 
too, seeking refuge in legal nice-
ties: “… it doesn’t have any legal 
significance, because, as you know, 
Melville Island was excised from 
the Australian migration zone by 
the Attorney-General, so in these 
circumstances such an application 
wouldn’t have had any meaning in 
law, as I understand it.”

It’s doubtful whether such argu-
ments will cut any ice with either 
the Indonesian Government or the 
UN. Greens Senator Bob Brown 
called for an official inquiry, and 
bluntly accused the Government of 
having lied over this matter, just as 
it did over the “children overboard” 
and Iraqi “weapons of mass destruc-
tion” affairs.

The ease with which the 
Melville Island deception has 
been uncovered indicates that the 
Government has become supremely 
arrogant and confident over its poli-
cies, and doesn’t particularly care if 
it’s found out.

This cavalier attitude was 
reflected in three cases being heard 
before the High Court. In one case 
involving a stateless Palestinian 

man born in Kuwait but denied 
Kuwaiti citizenship, the ultra-
conservative Justice Callinan asked 
the man’s counsel why the Federal 
Government shouldn’t be able 
to lock up failed asylum seekers 
“to stop them taking the jobs of 
Australians”.

Then there’s the case of Abbas 
al-Khafaji, who was born in Iraq, 
but moved to Syria as a child. 
Because of his outspoken views 
about Iraqi politics his life would be 
in danger if he were returned to Iraq 
rather than to Syria.

The Syrian Government is not 
prepared to take him. The situation 
is reminiscent of one of the horror 
novels of Franz Kafka.

Appearing for the Federal 
Government, the Solicitor-General 
admitted quite readily that under 
government policy, detainees in 
such situations could actually be 
forced to live out their lives and die 
in detention centres.

Justice Michael McHugh 
agreed: “That may be horrific, but 
as a matter of pure constitutional 
power, I don’t see what’s to stop it”.

Oh brave new world, that hath 
such creatures in it.

It now seems that the only 
way the asylum seeker issue can 
be resolved in a humane way is to 
replace the Howard Government 
with one with truly progressive 
convictions. J

Oh what tangled webs we weave,
when first we practice to deceive!
One of the surprising aspects of the Melville Island refugee affair 
has been the ease with which the Government’s deceit has been 
uncovered. After all, they’ve had lots of practice, so they should 
be experts at keeping things covered up.

SA Housing Trust
New battleground for “law and order” advocates

by Bob Briton
The Committee’s presiding 

officer, Labor MLC Bob Sneath, 
described public housing as a “priv-
ilege”. He stands by the report’s 33 
recommendations for change to the 
Trust’s procedures. Among them 
are a “three strikes and you’re out” 
policy for disruptive and “difficult” 
tenants and a system for deducting 
rent arrears from tenants’ wages and 
benefits.

There can be no doubting that 
the problems faced by the Housing 
Trust are real. Last year more than 
3230 homes were found damaged or 
neglected when they were vacated, 
leaving a total bill for repairs of 
$2.3 million. The majority of the 
many complaints from tenants 
about “burnouts” and other serious, 
anti-social behaviour on the part of 
neighbours are genuine. One in four 
trust tenants are now behind in their 
rent.

Missing from a lot of the media 
coverage of the current situation, 
however, is its social and historical 
context. Committee president Bob 
Sneath, himself, made a passing 
reference to part of the problem 
with comments carried in an article 
in The Advertiser last week. He con-
cedes that the Trust “has changed 
dramatically in recent years due 

to the shift in Commonwealth and 
State funding for public housing” 
and that the “emphasis is now on 
emergency housing for underprivi-
leged members of the community”.

From public to 
welfare housing

The shift in focus of public 
housing started in the years of the 
Fraser Coalition Government in 
the mid to late 1970s, when its 
Ministers would refuse to even 
mouth the words “public housing” 
– preferring instead to talk about 
“welfare housing”.

They ruled out public housing 
as an option for those with what the 
Commonwealth determined were 
sufficient means to pay for a place 
in the private rental market or to 
buy a home.

Critics who pointed out that 
public housing tenants collectively 
paid for their housing many times 
over, and that any alleged “subsi-
dies” to tenants were dwarfed by the 
handouts made available to home 
buyers, were quickly dismissed.

Concerns that the scaling down 
of the role of public housing would 
remove the brakes on private hous-
ing costs were ignored. Warnings 

that public housing areas could 
become ghettos concentrating some 
of society’s most marginalised 
people were also discounted.

Subsequent Federal govern-
ments may have moderated their 
language, but the policy direction 
has remained the same. In the 1990s 
capital payments to state housing 
authorities fell from $700 million to 
around $500 million.

This year SA is facing a further 
$10 million cut. “Because of this 
anticipated shortfall in the next 
Commonwealth State Housing 
Agreement, this State faces the 
prospect of having to sell 1120 
dwellings a year to maintain the via-
bility of the remaining properties”, 
State Housing Minister Stephanie 
Key told the press in May.

This response will poke a size-
able hole in the plans of the Rann 
Government’s Social Inclusion 
Board to address homelessness. The 
housing stock is set to decrease at 
the same time that welfare expert 
Julian Disney estimates that we 
need 14000 new low income homes 
in SA. Since 1992, the number of 
housing trust properties has dropped 
from 63,000 to 48,000.

The waiting list this year for 
a housing trust home has reached 
26,670, up by 1300 on the previous 
year. Persistently high unemploy-
ment means that growing numbers 
of people are meeting the low-
income eligibility criteria of the 
Housing Trust.

Skyrocketing housing prices and 
their flow-on effects on the rental 

market have forced more and more 
people onto the waiting list for some 
relief from private rents.

In September, Pam Simmons 
from the SA Council of Social 
Service described the situation 
faced by many of these families: 
“If basic living costs for a family 
in this State are at $647 a week 
that leaves unemployed parents on 
social security payments $128 short. 
That’s the difference between two 
meals and three meals a day. It also 
counts out going to the Show or the 
football. Home ownership is a sick 
joke when even maintaining a home 
is beyond your reach.”

Widespread “housing stress” 
– the plain old inability to eat and 
pay the rent – has been identified by 
a number of recent studies.

In one commissioned by the 
Flinders University and the Housing 
Trust, itself, it was revealed bailiffs 
evict an average of four tenants a 
day or over 1000 per annum in SA. 
Rent arrears are the reason in 90 
per cent of cases and 84 per cent 
of these happen in the low end of 
the market with rents of up to $150 
per week. Only 25 per cent of these 
cases had been before a tribunal.

While all this highly disruptive 
social change is being imposed on 
the people, the almost exclusive 
focus of the media is kept on the 
small number of the most dis-
connected tenants that disturb the 
peace. As usual, a discussion of the 
radical reordering of society’s prior-
ities that is warranted by the current 
crisis just doesn’t feature. J

A recently tabled report from the South Australian Government’s 
Statutory Authorities Review Committee has opened a very public 
debate on how the Housing Trust deals with troublesome tenants. 
The advocates of the “law and order” approach have been greatly 
encouraged by the report and have been making the early running 
on the issue.

A few rough reds
Stories of rank and file organising
Edited by Hal Alexander and Phil Griffiths

Brian Manning: “Charlie India Echo Tango calling Timor Leste”

Chris Elenor: “Radio Fretilin”

Kevin Cook: “From building sites to Aboriginal education”

Hal Alexander: “Red belt days”

Murray Norris: “Rebuilding the North Australian Workers Union, 
1942-1951”

Beverley Symons: “Red councillors during the Cold War: Communists 
on Sydney City Council, 1953-59”

Ben Bartlett: “Origins of the Workers Health Centre”

Drew Cottle: “Forgotten foreign militants: The Chinese Seamen’s 
Union in Australia, 1942-46”

Mail order price: $18.00 per copy, plus $2.00 per copy post and packing
Send cheque/money order payment: LPO Box 8043, ANU, ACT 2601

Cheques/money orders payable to: Labour History Canberra
Published by the Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, Canberra Region Branch
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Hamberger, whose office pro-
motes the Federal Government’s 
workplace agenda, struck contro-
versy last week when a teacher blew 
the whistle on his move to co-opt 
2500 schools to the anti-union cam-
paign.

In a letter to every public and 
private high school in Australia, 
Hamberger urged teachers to make 
students aware of his office’s youth 
website which promotes non-union 
individual agreements.

A feature of the Office of the 
Employment Advocate’s (OEA) 
“youthserve” site is an AWA sales 
pitch from a Hobart supervisor 
entitled “Up Close and Personal 
With Justin Hill”.

While Hill admits his job with 
Antarctic Adventure is his first, 
he advises school leavers that an 
AWA “takes you one step further 
than the state or federal award and 
may contain clauses specific to your 
individual workplace”.

Hill says, “as a young 
employee”, he enjoys an “equal” 
relationship with management 
at Antarctic Adventure. He cites 
“development” as the biggest plus 
offered by an AWA.

“In our Australian Workplace 
Agreement, there is a career struc-
ture. I have had the opportunity to 
move up the ranks allowing me to 
get where I am today.” 

Today Hill is down the road 
at Hobart’s Corus Hotel, working 
under the terms and conditions of a 
state award.

Antarctic Adventure had 
gone “bust”, closing its doors on 
October 10, and, under the terms 
of its AWAs, paid redundancy to 
only seven of the 19 predominantly 
young people it had employed.

Hill, the OEA’s Australian 
Workplace Agreement’s advocate, 
said the reasons for the closure were 
not “entirely clear”.

“I was one of the lucky ones”, 
he said. “A lot of the others don’t 
have jobs.” 

When asked what his redund-
ancy terms had been for three years 
service with the company, he said, 
“I couldn’t actually say”. 

Nimbin school teacher, Phil 
Roberts, alerted the public to 
Hamberger’s co-option of the sec-
ondary school system, describing 
the Employment Advocate’s letter 
as a blatant example of the Howard 
Government agenda “permeating 
schools”. 

The letter was sent to 2500 
principals across Australia. It touted 
individual contracts, which have 
stripped conditions and as much 
as $10,000 a year off individual 
workers, as the future for school 
leavers.

It signals Federal Government 

intention to concentrate their AWA 
efforts on youngsters who have not 
experienced union-organised work-
places.

The AWA take-up rate, running 
at less than five percent across the 
workforce, is highest amongst 
those aged 15-21 years where the 
Employment Advocate claims 17 
percent penetration, principally in 
low-wage industries such as retail-
ing, accommodation, cafés and 
restaurants.

The Federal Government sold 
AWAs on the basis of “choice” but 
Hamberger admits new employees 
can be forced to accept AWAs as a 
condition of employment.

In his letter to schools 
Hamberger wrote: “The OEA is 
committed to ensuring that young 
people and those advising them 
have access to accurate and easy-to-
read information about AWAs”.

The letter only promotes AWAs 
and does not mention the prospect of 
union-negotiated agreements. J

LABOUR STRUGGLES

Employment Advocate Jonathan Hamberger is using a company 
that went bust last month and denied redundancy payments to 
60 percent of its sacked staff, to sell the Howard Government’s 
Australian Workplace Agreements (individual work contracts 
– AWAs) to school kids.

Hamberger’s bad for kids

Bracks fills Kennett mould

It cut a swathe through public 
schools and hospitals, under-
mined workers’ compensation and 
privatised the Office of the Auditor-
General, taking away its powers to 
make the Government’s dealings 
with business publicly accountable.

Four years on and Victorians 
have seen Bracks fit snugly into 
the Kennett mould. The Premier 
last month granted himself the 
right to veto “politically sensitive” 
information from being made public 
and the ability to block submissions 
to parliamentary committees from 
government departments and 
agencies.

Committee members said that 
submissions have been censored 
and sanitised this year and that the 
veto guidelines, which themselves 
are not available to the public “are 
written from the perspective of 
restricting information”.

All departments and agencies 
must notify the Premier’s office 
of every submission and submit 
them for the Premier’s scrutiny and 
approval.

The Victorian Council of 
Social Service (VCOSS) is cur-
rently trying to get its hands on a 
report by accounting firm KPMG 
on the impact of the Bracks 
Government’s $35 million of 
funding cuts to the State’s welfare 
agencies. VCOSS is having to use 
freedom of information laws as the 
Government refuses to release the 
report, saying it is “commercially 
sensitive”.

The report cost taxpayers 
$296,000. Cath Smith of VCOSS 
has demanded the release of the 
report to at least show the public 
what they paid for. The cuts will 
hit one in four Victorian families 
who use essential services such as 

children’s services, drug counsel-
ling, housing support and family 
support.

The Bracks Government is 
also spearheading the drive to 
public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
a major method of privatisation. 
It involves such things as the 
contracting out of the construction 
and management of public 
infrastructure, with taxpayers 
taking all the risks and paying for 
the projects and the private sector 
pocketing the profits.

Treasurer John Brumby last 
week proudly announced that 
since the Bracks Government’s 
introduction of PPPs in 2000 there 
have been eight projects in the 
State worth a total of $700 mil-
lion, including an upgrade of the 
Wodonga waste water treatment 
plant, the Spencer Street Station 
overhaul, Melbourne’s new County 
Court, the Docklands film and TV 
studios and the Berwick public 
hospital.

There are further PPPs in the 
pipeline worth more than $2 billion. 
To top it off the Bracks Government 
is all for a free trade agreement with 
the US. J

Electrical Trades Union members at Queensland Rail 
walked off the job for 24 hours on November 13, in re-
sponse to their employer’s refusal to pay electricians an 
$80 a week Electrical Licensing Allowance. Their union is 
claiming the allowance to compensate for extra responsi-
bility and work pressure imposed on them under the State 
Government’s new Electrical Safety Act. ETU Queensland 
Secretary, Dick Williams, said the union had being trying 
to negotiate with Queensland Rail for over two months but 
management refused to enter into meaningful discussions.

The Construction Forestry Mining and Energy Union accused 
the Building Industry Task Force of “washing its hands on 
safety” in the wake of a spate of accidents that left at least six 
workers recuperating in hospital. Taskforce members were 
nowhere to be seen when two cranes collapsed and at least 
three workers suffered falls in the space of five days. “The 
taskforce is very keen to prosecute unionists and try to bank-
rupt the union but, when it comes to safety, they’re invisible”, 
CFMEU organiser Phil Davey said. “Safety prosecutions, 
over some of these incidents, would be a lay down mizere 
but they don’t seem interested.” The Taskforce was set up 
during the Cole Royal Commission following allegations 
against trade unions, including amongst others, that they use 
workplace safety as a “ruse” to further industrial agendas.

Employers need to take action to prevent sexual harass-
ment in the workplace especially of women working in 
small business, the Australian Council of Trade Unions 
said. Federal Sex Discrimination Commissioner Pru 
Goward recently released a report on 152 cases cur-
rently before the Commission showing the cost to victims 
of harassment – 95 per cent of whom are women – is very 
high. The report also found that small business accounted 
for 44 per cent of total of sexual harassment cases. Yet 
small businesses account for less than a third all of all em-
ployees, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics.

LABOUR NOTES

When Victorian voters dumped the Kennett Liberal Government 
in 1999, Labor’s Steve Bracks marched into parliament to a fanfare 
with promises to fix the Kennett mess. The corrupt and secretive 
Kennett Government had carried out a scorched earth approach 
of privatisation and handouts to big business and made the State’s 
economy heavily reliant on revenue from gambling.

continued from page 1

The user-pays principle can 
now be seen at work in our public 
universities. When university fees 
were introduced less than 20 years 
ago the fee was $256 per annum. 
Now, if the Howard Government 
gets its higher education legisla-
tion through Parliament, students 
could be facing bills and debts of 
$100,000.

Likewise with the Pharma-
ceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS): 
when there was a big hike in prices 
for prescription medicines, a safety 
net was introduced which meant 
nobody was out of pocket by more 
than a few dollars a week. Once the 
safety net was reached, scripts were 
at no cost for the remainder of the 
year. Now, the safety net for a single 
person is over $600 after which 
there is a payment of $3.70 or more 
per script.

Medicare, like the PBS, is 
funded centrally through the taxa-

tion system. Patients are treated 
according to need without having to 
make any further payment.

The Government is bit by bit 
eroding access and hitting patients 
with upfront payments. It has not 
only discouraged doctors from 
bulk-billing but made it virtually 
impossible for many of them to do 
so by refusing to increase the rebate 
doctors receive for seeing patients. 
The latest package gives doctors an 
extra $5 when they bulk-bill conces-
sion card holders and children under 
16. This would change little.

Pathology and X-ray depart-
ments have also introduced fees 
for many patients who were previ-
ously bulk-billed. In addition, many 
optometrists have also stopped 
bulkbilling.

As a result bulk-billing has 
fallen even further, to 67.4 per cent.

The media is also pushing the 
Government’s destructive package 
as benefiting people and retaining 

Medicare. For example, the Sydney 
Morning Herald ran with the head-
line, “Trip to doctor cheaper for 
millions”. This is not true.

Act now
It is imperative that the public, 

who value their universal health 
care system, let the Democrats, 
Independents, the ALP and 
Government know that this latest 
attempt to destroy Medicare is 
not acceptable. And get behind 
the Greens who have opposed the 
Government’s moves.

Write, fax, phone or email your 
local Member, the Health Minister 
Tony Abbott at Parliament House, 
your Senators and contact the Save 
Medicare committees in your State 
to give your support.

The Democrats and inde-
pendents, in particular, must be 
convinced that the package is rotten 
to the core. J

Govt’s Medicare package rotten to the core
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AUSTRALIA

The book begins with Liz, a 
schoolgirl, determined to rescue a 
duckling from imprisoning branch-
es, only to find herself slipping off a 
log into slimy green algae.

As she is sucked deeper into 
the swamp, Sep, a schoolboy on 
a bicycle who was busy trying to 
shepherd a tortoise safely back into 
the swamp, comes to her rescue.

Clearly, the focus is environ-
mental, the protection of flora and 
fauna that inhabit the Moon Swamp 
– and the swamp itself – from the 
pollution of land fill, chemical spills 
and the depredations of land clearers 
and developers.

It could have been a simplistic 
story of “us and them”, good guys 
and bad guys. But there has never 
been anything simplistic about the 
writings of Justina Williams.

As the story unfolds, we see the 
pressures put on city councillors 
by ratepayers from different sides 
– those who want quicker access 
by means of better roads (through 
the swamp, of course) versus the 
Greenies who want to save the envi-
ronment at all costs.

The developers who want to 
create new housing on the very 
edge of the swamp, within sight of 
the soaring city tower blocks, tempt 
the city council with visions of vast 
sums to be accrued from rates and 
taxes which will permit them to 
build better roads, better water and 
electricity installations – ensuring 
them better prospects of re-election.

Then there are those who clear 
the land, those who have invested 
huge sums of money in monstrous 
bulldozers which can only be paid 
for – and the wages of those who 
drive them paid – by winning con-
tracts to clear the land.

And if a little graft and corrup-
tion to win contracts is required, 
well, so be it.

The book also deals with family 
issues. Liz and Sep come from 
totally different families: the former 
from a united, successful, family 
– both parents working (mother a 
city councillor), sister at Uni, very 
popular, network of friends.

Sep comes from a single-parent 
family, mother has left because 
father was “too heavy-handed”, 
brother works for a chemical com-
pany.

Father is the land-clearing 
owner of the monstrous machin-
ery – in a sense a bad guy – but as 
Justina points out, he has to pay off 
his machinery and pay wages.

Interestingly, both Liz and Sep 
are latch key kids, heating up meals 
in the microwave in Liz’s case and 
eating the take-away chicken and 
chips that Dad provides or the odd 
illegally-trapped rabbit.

And then there are the “fringe 
dwellers” the two Aboriginal young 
men, Jake and Beetle, and Mr 
Anonymous, the strange, almost 
scarecrow-like character who 
inhabits the crumbling remains of 
an old homestead and who has not 
recovered from the drowning of his 
pregnant daughter, “the fallow doe” 
of his songs.

When it is found that the swamp 
is also used by modern-day robbers 
for the wrecking of stolen vehicles, 
suspicion naturally falls on the two 
Aboriginal youngsters who do not 
defend themselves and what they 
are really doing in defending their 
ancient camping sites, because it is 
“men’s business” and one does not 
talk about men’s business.

Pressure is put on Aggie, Liz’s 
mother, the city councillor, from all 
sides, not least her own daughter, 
but she is determined to make up 
her own mind.

The local council is suffering 
from cuts in Federal grants. Money 

is needed to run libraries, commu-
nity centres, playing fields, keep up 
the roads.

The Greenies run a very effi-
cient campaign of leafleting the 
neighbourhood, rallying supporters, 
canvassing councillors, during the 
course of which, not a few dirty 
deals and greasy palms are exposed.

Not surprisingly, the environ-
mentalists prevail – in this case.

It is a salutary lesson for all 
of us to see the ever-diminishing 
natural environment losing ground 
to developers who employ brilliant 
landscapers to replant – in straight 
rows – bottlebrushes and similar 
familiar trees and plants to lull the 
unwary into the belief that they have 
simply cleaned it up, made it more 
efficient and restored nature!

But what about the birds, those 
indigenous to the swamps and those 
which have come from half a world 
away on their annual migration?

What about the lizards, tortoises, 
frogs and other land and water crea-
tures that have inhabited the swamp 
for millennia?

What about the sites that are 
sacred to the most ancient people in 
the world?

What about the bushtucker that 
sustained them before they were 
introduced to MacDonald’s and 
Coke?

Is the pursuit of profit (by any 
means), the capitalist road, our only 
raison d’être?

How will the damage ever be 
repaired?

The book is enlivened by origi-
nal drawings by pupils of Willagee 
State School of Western Australia 
and Grade 6 Primary School 
Children from Koroit, Victoria.

Once again, our cherished 
Justina Williams has come up with a 
thought-provoking, lyrical winner.
The Edge of the Swamp,
by Justina Williams,
Lone Hand Press,
ISBN 0-9598402-6-5,
pp 107. J

The Edge of the Swamp by Justina Williams
Reviewed by Sheila Suttner
On first reading, Justina Williams’ The Edge of the Swamp, 
would seem a very simple book – as simple as falling off a log 
one might say.

The transnational corporations behind the push to grow 
genetically modified crops in Australia already have gov-
ernments in their pockets. But public opposition is such 
that wide-scale introduction has thus far been thwarted. 
In NSW, the Carr Labor Government is under pressure to 
reject an application by Bayer and Monsanto for a 5000-
hectare trial of GM canola, with the NSW National Party 
joining with the Greens in Parliament to oppose the trial. “The 
Government promised a three-year ban to protect farm-
ers and consumers until we know more about GM crops”, 
said Greens MP Ian Cohen. And the recent revelation of a 
GM breach by Bayer in a trial crop covering less than one 
hectare was evidence enough of the danger of GM con-
tamination posed to other Australian agriculture by such trials.

The corporate world promotes individualism as its creed, 
but requires co-operation and collective organisation from 
its workforce, an unsupportable contradiction. So we get the 
spectacle of the JP Morgan Chase Corporate Challenge with 
the management and around 5000 staff members of 235 
companies trotting through Sydney’s Centennial Park on a 
5.6 kilometre corporate togetherness run. If the race was con-
ducted under real corporate rules, there’d be a trail of dead 
and wounded littering the track with the winner being the last 
one standing, awarded the annual Hostile Takeover trophy.

CAPITALIST HOG OF THE WEEK: is the Office of the 
Employment Advocate, set up to promote the Howard 
Government’s individual contracts, Australian Workplace 
Agreements (AWAs). The Advocate, Jonathan Hamberger, 
has been busy at work in Australia’s schools. A letter sing-
ing the praises of AWAs, which are part of the Government’s 
anti-union agenda, has been sent to all public and private 
high schools throughout the nation. The letter exhorts 
school principals to tell students the Government wants to 
give them “choice” when they go in search of a job and to 
promote the Employment Advocate’s website. The letter 
says the Employment Advocate “is committed to ensuring 
that young people and those advising them have access 
to accurate and easy-to-read information on AWAs”. Of 
course, “choice” doesn’t extend to the Advocate informing 
students about unions, awards and collective bargaining.

Justina Williams

International campaign to save 
Australia’s oldest, tallest trees

The Global Rescue Station is 
set up 65 metres high in “Gandalf’s 
Staff”, a giant Styx Valley tree, 
breaking all world records.

Activists from four countries: 
Australia, Japan, Germany and 
Canada are now living amongst the 
tree tops keeping in touch with the 
world by satellite and webcam.

The Styx Valley contains the 
tallest hardwood trees on Earth. 
Many of the trees are taller than a 
25-storey building, over 400 years 
old, and up to five metres wide at 
the base.

The Styx Valley is only 70 kilo-
metres west of Hobart and is on the 
edge of the Tasmanian Wilderness 
World Heritage Area – one of the 
great temperate wilderness areas on 
Earth.

The tallest trees in the Styx 
are the mighty Eucalyptus regnans 
– commonly know as “mountain 
ash” or “swamp gum” – the tallest 
hardwood trees and flowering plants 
on Earth.

They are second in height only 
to the famous coastal redwoods of 
North America (softwoods) though 
this was not always the case. An 
E regnans in Victoria in the 1870s 
was measured at over 120 metres 
– the tallest tree recorded in history.

Greenpeace and the Wilderness 
Society, who are jointly co-ordinat-
ing the campaign, hope the Styx 
Valley sit-in will inspire the same 
level of public outcry the stopped 
the construction of the Franklin 
River Dam 20 years ago.

Bob Brown, Greens Senator for 
Tasmania also hopes that the Styx 
Valley will be a major issue in next 
year’s Federal Election campaign.

“The Prime Minister, John 
Howard signed the Regional Forest 
Agreement – effectively a death 
warrant on the forests – in 1997 
and, since, woodchip exports to 
Japan have doubled”, said Senator 
Brown.

“The clearfelling, burning and 
poisoning of the Tasmanian forests 
and their wildlife is an international 
disgrace.”

Paul Lennon, Tasmanian Deputy 
Premier, dismissed the protest as a 
“juvenile and meaningless media 
stunt”. J

Australia’s oldest and tallest trees have been sold off to a logging 
company for the bargain price of just $10 a tonne. The trees have 
now become the focus of an international conservation campaign 
– and the world’s highest treehouse.

Book Review

Copies available from Lone Hand Press,
5B Jemerson St, Willagee, WA 6156,

for $15 plus $1 postage.

Add you voice to the Styx Valley campaign.
Send letters of protest to: 

Tasmanian Premier Jim Bacon, fax (03)6234 1572,
email jim.bacon@parliament.tas.gov.au

Deputy Premier Paul Lennon, fax (03)6233 2806,
paul.lennon@parliament.tas.gov.au & 

Environment Minister Bryan Breen, fax (03) 6434 6352,
bryan.green@parliament.tas.gov.au

All letters must include postal address for reply.
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Andrew Jackson: You were 
recently called a “Nazi” in 
Parliament, which is a bit rich 
coming from a member of John 
Howard’s Government.

Kerry Nettle: When George 
Brandis gave his speech there was a 
lot of confusion as to what his point 
was, there was a lot of shock.

The debate in Parliament was 
on the issue of our demonstration 
in Parliament during George Bush’s 
visit. George Brandis was the first 
speaker on that issue, so you must 
presume that in his diatribe against 
us where he used the word “Nazi” 
he was putting the Government’s 
case against the Greens.

What I’ve come to realise is that 
this attack underlines how angry the 
Government is with the Greens and 
with our stance on a lot of issues, 
but most particularly Australia’s 
relationship with the USA.

It also gives us a sense of how 
desperately the Government wants 
to get rid of dissenting voices.

AJ: Can you give us your 
impression of George Bush and his 
speech to Parliament?

KN: I have heard his speech 
described as an “off the shelf” 
speech, cut and pasted from 
different speeches he has used 
throughout this overseas tour in this 
region.

And I think that that’s true, there 
was nothing unexpected, it was a 
pretty standard off-the-shelf speech 
with a few Australianisms thrown in 
to make people more comfortable.

AJ: What actually happened 
with the Speaker trying to eject you 
and Bob [Brown] from the House. 
Were you actually ejected?

KN: Well, first he tried Bob, 
and then me.

At the point when George was 
talking about terrorism Bob stood 
up, indicated that the family of 
Mamdouh Habib – who is being 
held prisoner illegally by the US 
at Guantanamo Bay – was in the 
chamber, and said something like 
“when you respect international 
laws then the world will respect 
you”.

The Speaker then sent the 
Sergeant of Arms around to ask Bob 
to leave the chamber, Bob said “no” 
and the Sergeant went away.

The premise under which Bob 
said “no” has become the subject 
of the debate, because there was 
no vote on whether Bob should be 
kicked out, no division, which is the 
procedure according to the Standing 
Orders.

It happened all again when I 
spoke.

AJ: So what was your comment 
to George Bush?

KN: When he started talking 
about the Free Trade Agreement I 
called out that we mustn’t sell out 
Australian farmers, cultural indus-
tries or Pharmaceutical Benefits 
Scheme, and I also said that 
George mustn’t use the same bully-

boy tactics in trade as he uses in 
security.

AJ: ALP Members originally 
threatened to stand and turn their 
backs, or walk out, but in the end 
none of them made any physical or 
verbal demonstration during Bush’s 
speech, other than refusing to 
stand and applaud at the end. Were 
your actions supported by Labor 
Members outside the Chamber?

KN: From some of them yes, 
from others certainly not.

Telstra:
the environment 
trade-off

AJ: The full sale of Telstra has 
been defeated again in the Senate 
with all opposition forces – Labor, 
Democrats, Greens and the four 
independents – voting as a bloc 
against it. Were they all voting 
against it for the right reasons?

KN: There has just been an 
Inquiry into the services that Telstra 
provides and to everyone who saw 
that report it was blatantly clear 
that telecommunication services 
in regional areas or even in outer 
metropolitan areas are not up to the 
same standard as inner city areas.

And nobody is convinced when 
the Government says a privatised 
Telstra can meet its community 
service obligations – they are even 
having trouble keeping their own 
Members in line on the issue.

So, I think it was a genuine dis-
missal of the legislation, however I 
don’t think that necessarily means 
it will be dismissed again that when 
the Government puts it to the vote 
again in three months time.

AJ: There are Independents and 
Democrats who have indicated they 
are willing to negotiate.

KN: Oh there will be intense 
negotiations on this issue, the four 
Independents in particular.

Andrew Murray of the 
Democrats has made the comment 
that he would be more convinced 
of the full privatisation of Telstra 
if money went into environmental 
outcomes.

Part of our response to that is 
we’ve had the National Heritage 
Trust, which was where the money 
went for the environment out of the 
last sale of Telstra, being an absolute 
and dismal failure.

In fact this government has put 
money through a range of different 
funds and projects, like $1 billion 
into greenhouse gas emissions, and 
yet on all environmental indicators 
we are still going backwards.

So the answer to the “money 
for environmental outcomes” argu-
ment is that money is not enough to 
solve environmental problems. To 
achieve real progress we will need 
to introduce tough laws with teeth, 
because it doesn’t matter what deals 

are struck or how much money is 
thrown into environmental initi-
atives if those initiatives cannot be 
enforced legally.

AJ: So although the Government 
set up the National Heritage Trust, it 
didn’t fulfil the spirit of the enviro-
mental promises it made during the 
last Telstra sell-off?

KN: Well, the Government’s 
spirit was “we want to sell this off, 
what do we have to give you to 
vote for it?”, rather than “we want 
to improve the environment and we 
need this money to do it”. To say 
they haven’t met the spirit is per-
haps being too generous as to what 
their actual spirit was!

AJ: Well, the Government’s atti-
tude towards the environment was 
again demonstrated when you intro-
duced a Bill on the Kyoto Protocol a 
couple of weeks ago.

KN: There was a Greens/Labor 
Bill about the ratification of the 
Kyoto Protocol that was debated 
in Parliament, during the one-and-
a-half hours per week that we 
get to debate non-government 
legislation…

AJ: Only one-and-half hours a 
week?

KN: Yep, and the Government 
chose to put on enough speakers to 
fill that entire space so we never got 
the opportunity to put it to a vote.

So the Bill has been introduced, 
but the Government is stalling 
because they don’t want the Senate 
passing a piece of legislation saying 
we should ratify the Kyoto Protocol 
that they would then have to embar-
rass themselves by blocking in the 
Lower House.

Right to
block supply

AJ: That week we also saw the 
Greens voting with the Government.

KN: It was a motion put for-
ward by the Democrats to propose 
that the Senate not have the capacity 
to block supply.

AJ: So the Democrats are pro-
posing a Bill to diminish their own 
power in the Senate?

KN: Yes!
The issue of blocking supply is 

always contentious.
The role of the Senate is to 

provide brakes, checks and reviews 
on the Government of the day, and 
that requires having the capacity to 
amend or block government legisla-
tion as needed.

The power to block supply is 
the ultimate check that the Senate 
has on the excesses and the power 
of the executive government, and 
we believe that is an appropriate 
power for the Senate to have.

We have subsequently had 
advice from the Clerk of the Senate 
that it is very difficult to define 

within legislation what is or isn’t 
a “supply” Bill, because almost 
every single piece of legislation 
that goes through the Parliament 
relates to the spending or gathering 
of revenue.

This then leaves open the capac-
ity for the Government to turn every 
piece of legislation into a money 
Bill. For example, the ASIO Bill 
could have been about increasing 
ASIO’s powers, as it was, but also 
attached extra finances along with 
those powers.

So then it becomes a “money 
bill” and could get through without 
being blocked by the Senate.

AJ: The Liberal Party voted 
against this Bill by the Democrats, 
but it has put forward its own pro-
posals for Senate reforms, which 
are aimed at removing most of the 
Senate’s powers.

KN: Well, I’m very wary 
of describing Howard’s Senate 
proposals as “reforms”. They 
are a reactionary response to the 
Government of the day not having 
absolute power to get their entire 
legislative program through without 
any need to discuss debate or com-
promise with anyone.

Howard is saying, “I, with 43 
percent of the vote want 100 percent 
of the power, therefore I will remove 
the capacity of the Senate to make 
any changes to my legislation”.

And it’s important to point out 
that 98 percent of the Government’s 
legislation does get through the 
Senate, primarily with the support 
of both the major parties.

There have only been about 
seven pieces that have been blocked 
at this stage, including: increas-
ing co-payments for pensioners on 
the PBS; changes to the Disability 
Support Pension; changes to unfair 
dismissal laws – which affect in par-
ticular the right of casual workers to 
access unfair dismissal procedures; 
plus the changes to bulk-billing and 
higher education.

These are the sorts of things 
that the Senate has stopped the 
Government from doing. This is 
the responsible role the Senate is 
currently playing on behalf of those 
people who elected us.

Proportional 
representation

KN: The issue that the Greens 
are raising now is proportional 
representation.

The Senate is far more repre-
sentative of how people vote in 
each State, for example we have 12 
Senators elected from NSW, which 
allows for a plethora of different 
views within this NSW electorate to 
be represented.

That’s not the case in the House 
of Representatives where in each 
Seat a Member is elected most often 
with less than 50 percent of the 
vote, but is the sole representative. 
There is far less capacity for those 
voters to have their views expressed 
in Parliament.

In fact, the morning after an 
election, the majority of people in 

MAGAZINE

During his recent short visit to Australia, US President 
George Bush addressed the Australian Parliament. 
During his speech the Speaker attempted to have Greens 
Senators Kerry Nettle and Bob Brown thrown out of the 
Chambers and in a later debate Kerry was called a “Nazi”. 
Behind this attempt to silence the Greens there lies far 
more than just the desire to bend the knee for Bush. Kerry 
explains toAndrew Jackson from The Guardian.

Dissenting voices won’t be silenced
Interview with Greens Senator Kerry Nettle

Bob Brown and Kerry Nettle - “When you respect international laws the world will respect you”

In fact, the morning after an election,
the majority of people in the majority of electorates wake up

to find someone they didn’t vote for representing them in Parliament.
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The book went immediately 
to No 1 on the New York Times 
bestseller list. And it is still at No 1 
after three weeks! It is also No 1 in 
the Los Angeles Times, Washington 
Post, San Francisco Chronicle and 
most other lists in the country.

It took one year for Stupid 
White Men to sell a million copies 
in the United States. It took Dude, 
Where’s My Country? just three 
weeks. That should give you some 
indication of the level of concern/
frustration/anger in the country 
right now over what the Bush 
administration is up to.

All over America, this is what I 
saw on the tour: Tens of thousands 
of average Americans who don’t 
like their commander-in-chief lying 
to them in order to start a war. Not 
a night went by where I didn’t have 
parents or siblings of soldiers in 
Iraq coming up to me, many of 
them in tears, pleading with me to 
“do something” to help bring their 

loved ones home from this war 
without end.

It was heart-wrenching, and I 
never knew quite what to say except 
to tell them that they were not alone 
and that all of us are doing our best 
to get rid of George W Bush. But 
that’s a year away.

How many more of our chil-
dren will be sent to their deaths for 
another no-bid multi-billion dollar 
Halliburton contract in the next 12 
months?

What was amazing to me on this 
tour was that some of the biggest 
and most enthusiastic crowds were 
in hard-core Republican areas like 
Stockton, California and Wooster, 
Ohio. I get it when 13,000 show 
up and try to squeeze in as they did 
at Berkeley’s Greek Theatre. But 
when five or six thousand show up 
in places like Pullman, Washington 
(on the Idaho border) or Ypsilanti, 
Michigan, I’m convinced that there 
has been a shift, a real shift, in 

public opinion, and the only ques-
tion now is what are WE going to 
do?

This week the Senate gave Bush 
the $87 billion he was looking for 
to continue the debacle in Iraq. But 
the Republicans knew that voting 
for this might come back to haunt 
them, so they asked the Democrats 
if they could just have a “voice 
vote” so no one’s name would have 
to be recorded as having voted in 
favour of sending the nation into 
permanent debt (a debt that may not 
be paid off in our lifetime).

The Democrats, afraid of 
appearing “Unpatriotic”, agreed 
to the deal. This was actually a 
compliment to all of YOU, as both 
parties know that the people are 
simmering and the only way they 
can get away with continuing this 
war is to do so in hiding (like the 
way they hide the body bags from 
public view as they return home).

What they don’t get is that we 
are not going to let them off the 
hook so easily, and we will force 
them to take a stand sooner or 
later. How many more deaths will 
it take?

Not many, if what I saw this 
past month on the road across 
America is any indication. I have 
many stories to tell you about the 
people I encountered, the things I 

saw and heard, and the strange hope 
and optimism I now have that we 
can turn things around. I’m sorry I 
couldn’t keep the diary I wanted to 
on my web site, but we were travel-
ling to two cities on most days and 
I was lucky to find time for a few 
hours sleep.

Fortunately, our webmaster has 
been able to put up lots of good 
stuff each day and I hope you have 
a chance to visit it from time to 
time.

I’m off to Europe tomorrow 
for the book’s release in the UK, 
Ireland, Germany and Austria. If 
you live there, come on by to one of 
the events. In the middle of all this 
I’ve been shooting my next movie, 
Fahrenheit 9/11, and I’m happy to 
report that it’s looking good and is 
on schedule for release late next 
summer.

Thanks for granting me the 
privilege of, once again, having 
the No 1 book in the country. I am 
grateful for the support and I am 
buoyed by how large – and how 
deep into mainstream America – our 
little “community” has grown.

Don’t despair – we will stop 
this war, we will create a better 
life for those who struggle every 
day, and we will reclaim our White 
House. Not a bad to-do list for the 
next 12 months! J

MAGAZINE

Dissenting voices won’t be silenced
Interview with Greens Senator Kerry Nettle

One million sales of
Dude, Where’s My Country?

in  three weeks
Letter from Michael Moore

I’m back home after visiting 39 cities in 23 days on my 
book tour and I want to thank everyone who came by 
to see me. It was our biggest tour yet, with five to ten 
thousand people a night filling basketball arenas and 
county fair grounds across the country. In many cities 
there were thousands more of you who couldn’t get in 
(4000 people pounding on the door in Baltimore was quite 
a sight!). Next time we do the football stadiums!

Bob Brown and Kerry Nettle - “When you respect international laws the world will respect you”

In fact, the morning after an election,
the majority of people in the majority of electorates wake up

to find someone they didn’t vote for representing them in Parliament.

Back then…
31 January 1963

“The war in Vietnam is going well 
and will succeed.”

Robert McNamara

30 June 1964
“The war in Vietnam is on the right 
track.”

Henry Cabot Lodge

December 1966
“Of this we can be sure. Our 
resolution and determination has 
prevailed. We are winning the war in 
Vietnam.”

Lyndon B.Johnson

April 1967
“Not only can we now say that the 
enemy cannot win but we ourselves 
have won the war although it is not 
yet at an end.”

General Westmoreland,
US Commander in South Vietnam

19 March 1968
“We have set our course and 
America will prevail.”

Lyndon B.Johnson.

In 1975 the US finally pulled out of 
Vietnam suffering a humiliating 
defeat by the people of Vietnam.

“The ‘Mission Accomplished’ 
sign, of course, was put 

up by the members of the 
USS Abraham Lincoln, 

saying their mission was 
accomplished. I know it was 
attributed somehow to some 
ingenious advance man from 

my staff – they weren’t that 
ingenious, by the way”, lied 
George W Bush. The White 

House was responsible 
for the sign in its efforts 

to stage-manage an event 
regarded as part of Bush’s 

re-election campaign.

the majority of electorates wake up 
to find someone they didn’t vote for 
representing them in Parliament.

So, what we’ve proposed, what 
we think would be true democratic 
reform of the electoral system, 
the way to make sure the voters 
have the power and not the Prime 
Minister, is to bring in proportional 
representation.

AJ: How could that be done in 
Australia?

KN: I think we first need to 
have the debate – Do we make a 
change? – and then have the public 
discussion and inquiry into how 
those changes will take place.

That’s the way the process 
occurred in New Zealand, which 
brought in mixed member propor-
tional representation that they now 
have there.

To put it into an historical 
context, when the Constitution 
was written the nation’s found-
ers couldn’t decide whether they 
wanted to have proportional repre-
sentation in either or both of the two 
houses so they left it open. It was 
explicitly left open.

So Australia’s very first election 
was actually held with the mixture 
of proportional representation in 
Tasmania, because it had already 
been introduced into their state 
system there, and single-member 
electorates on the mainland.

So there’s no Constitutional 
change that would be required 
to bring proportional repre-
sentation into the House of 
Representatives.  J

And now…
March 13, 2003 (a week before the war started)

“If the Iraqi regime goes, that will add to stability in 
the Middle East.”

John Howard,
Australian Prime Minister

May 1, 2003
“Major combat operations in Iraq have ended. In 
the battle of Iraq, the United States and allies have 
prevailed… We have removed an ally of al-Qa’ida 
and cut off a source of terrorist funding. The battle 
of Iraq is one victory in a war on terror that began 
on September 11, 2001, and still goes on.”

George W Bush 

November 2003
“The enemy in Iraq believes America will run; that’s 
why they’re willing to kill innocent civilians, relief 
workers, coalition troops. America will never run.”

George W Bush

November 2003
“There is plenty of good news in Iraq.”

Paul Wolfowitz,
US deputy Defence Secretary

October 2003
”It’s clear now we’re dealing with a whole different 
threat. The reality is we’ve created a witches’ 
brew”.

Susan Rice,
a national security analyst and

former staff member at the National Security Council

Time to pull out of Iraq too. J

Sound familiar
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In more and more commun-
ities around the world – as “cost 
recovery” or for-profit market based 
approaches to managing public utili-
ties usurp human rights – people are 
finding they must pay up front, even 
at communal standpipes.

If you have no income you 
cannot pay and then you have no 
water.

Pre-paid water meters are now 
prevalent in South Africa.

Johannesburg Water in partner-
ship with Suez is in effect violating 
one of the most celebrated achieve-
ments of South Africa’s transition 
to democracy. The South African 
Constitution and the enshrined Bill 
of Rights provides that, “everyone 
has the right to have access to suf-
ficient water”.

South Africa is also a signa-
tory to the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights. This Covenant explicitly 
acknowledges, “water is a public 
good fundamental for life and health 
– the human right to water is indis-
pensable for leading a life of human 
dignity, it is prerequisite for the 
realisation of other human rights”.

The French multinational 
Suez (through partnership with 
Johannesburg Water) is effectively 
overlooking both this International 
Covenant and the South African 
Constitutional right of access to 
sufficient water by installing pre-
paid water meter systems in poor 
and primarily black communities of 
Johannesburg.

Pre-paid water meter systems 
and the associated policy of “cost 
recovery” has resulted in price 
increases, hitting poor communities 
the hardest. Unable to pay, poor 

families have been cut-off from their 
water supplies – as many as ten mil-
lion people have been affected by 
cut-offs since the end of apartheid. 
Those poor communities without 
previous access to clean water have 
either suffered the same fate once 
infrastructure was provided or have 
simply had to make do with sourc-
ing water from polluted streams and 
far-away boreholes.

The collective impact of water 
privatisation on the majority of 
South Africans has been devastat-
ing. The desperate search for any 
available source of water has result-
ed in cholera outbreaks that have 
claimed the lives of hundreds.

Not long ago, Suez was the 
company leading the globalisation 
of private water operations, declar-
ing that bringing water to the poor 
is one mission that the company was 
committed to, yet in it’s Strategic 
Action Plan from January 2003 
Suez revealed its new corporate 
strategy which essentially is to aban-
don projects which are problematic, 
risky or not as lucrative – mostly in 
the developing countries.

Pre-paid metering systems have 
proved disastrous where ever they 
have been introduced.

In Great Britain pre-paid water 
meters were declared illegal in 1998 
following research that linked them 
to increased cases of dysentery and 
other diseases related to lack of 
clean water.

That lesson is already known 
to South Africans from the 2001 
cholera outbreak in KwaZulu-Natal 
province, which showed conclu-
sively this disaster was linked to 
policies of increased cost recovery, 
the installation of pre-paid meters, 

and the special vulnerability of 
people living with HIV or cholera.

Suez and their like are increas-
ingly being exposed for what they 
are – profit thirsty sharks.

In the Philippines, Argentina,  
India, Canada, the USA and in 
France, Suez has a legacy of 
problems.

These include early term-
ination of contracts, fines from 
regulatory agencies, unfulfilled 
contractual agreements, anger-
ing local communities affected by 
groundwater impacts and they have 
also faced a number of corruption 
investigations.

The Water For All campaign is 
calling for the abolition of pre-paid 
water meters and a reversal of the 
south African Government’s policy 
of privatisation.

“Now is the time for govern-
ments to publicly affirm the human 
and constitutional right of all South 
Africans to water by ensuring full 
public ownership, operation and 
management of public utilities in 
order to provide free basic services 
for all.

“Now is the time for govern-
ment to make a firm political and 
fiscal commitment to rollout univ-
ersally accessible infrastructure 
for the delivery of water that will 
uphold human rights and human 
dignity”, said Water For All.

The Polaris Institute and Water 
For All are calling for international 
solidarity with Water Struggles in 
South Africa. J

INTERNATIONAL

South Africa
Pre-paid water
The “pay as you go” approach has reached into a new market 
– water. Pre-paid water meters are becoming the latest way to 
deprive the poor from access to water in South Africa.

Too greedy to halt production 
of the world’s richest gold mine 
for a few days, the company took 
the risk with its employees’ lives, 
leaving workers at the bottom of a 
pit, hoping the expected slide would 
stop on a 90-metre step cut into the 
wall above them. It didn’t.

They took this risk with work-
ers’ lives after five days of heavy 
rain.

Three weeks after the October 9 
tragedy, four bodies still remained 
buried in the pit.

Workers at the mine are 
concerned that more could have 
been done to prevent the disaster. 
Management’s attitude since has 
done little to install confidence.

Only a week after the tragedy, 
the company’s chairman and chief 
executive, Jim Bob Moffett, was 
doing his best to play down the 
significance of the landslide and 

reassure financial analysts who 
could damage share prices.

“We move 750 [thousand] up 
to a million tonnes a day and just 
to be straightforward with you if we 
had to focus all of our earth-moving 
equipment on this we could clean it 
up in three days.”

Although he promised Freeport 
would do what it could to find out 
what happened, he did not mention 
the data that showed a slide was 
imminent.

Because the wall involved was 
always at risk, there were more than 
a dozen extensometre devices to 
measure the rate of movement.

Investigator, Witoro Soelarno, 
of the Indonesian Department of 
Energy and Mineral Resources said 
that according to the mine’s operat-
ing procedures a movement of more 
than 10mm a day means “possible 
pit slope failure”. In early October, 

the movement of the slope picked 
up speed and by October 5 parts of 
it were moving at 20mm and 30mm 
a day, Mr Witoro said.

And while on October 7, two 
days before the slide, Freeport 
moved its stationary mining equip-
ment on the 90-metre step out of the 
zone where it expected the slide to 
hit, but left workers like Muhammad 
Samsuri to continue working as 
usual in the pit below!

Peter Lilly, chairman of mining 
engineering at Curtin University in 
Western Australia, said such large 
loss of life was very rare in open-cut 
mines because slides can usually be 
predicted. Engineers monitored the 
weak spots and, if they started to 
move, managers moved workers out 
of the way.

In response to questions from 
the Sydney Morning Herald the 
company said: “We have always 
been strongly committed to safety in 
all phases of our operations and our 
safety department has a very good 
record”.

No doubt the occupying Indo-
nesian authorities will back the 
company, and it will be business as 
usual. What do they care about a 
few Papuan lives? J

West Papua
Eight dead as company
ignores warning

The notorious Freeport-McMoRan mining company, ignored 
warnings that a landslide was imminent and two days later, eight 
workers were killed under an avalanche of 2.5 million tonnes of 
rock and mud at their Grasberg mine. Five others are said to be 
recovering from injuries, including Muhammad Samsuri, who 
lost both legs.
The mine is 16 percent owned by Rio Tinto.

Letter from Algerian mother
to mothers of US soldiers in Iraq

Dearest Mothers
of US Soldiers in Iraq:

As an Algerian mother who lost 
her son in the course of the tragic 
war that has torn my country apart, 
I denounce the crime that took 
so many lives at the World Trade 
Center on September 11, 2001. But 
I also denounce the heinous crimes 
committed by the US Government 
in the name of the victims of 9/11.

I embrace the courageous moth-
ers of the victims of the World 
Trade Center who have said, “Don’t 
invade Afghanistan or Iraq in our 
name”.

And I embrace the mothers of 
US soldiers in Iraq who have spoken 
out against the war and occupation 
of Iraq.

I reach out to all mothers of US 
soldiers in Iraq – white or Black. 
Your sons and daughters, with their 
beautiful faces, having grown up 
in such great splendour, should not 
be placed in harm’s way by Bush, 
whose only concern is oil and profit 
for a tiny few.

Your sons and daughters should 
return from Iraq to their homes in 
the United States – immediately.

I want to end by saying that 
the mothers of these US soldiers 
and victims who have taken a stand 
against the unjust war in our region 
have given me – and given all of us 
– great hope in the future of human-
ity. And for that I thank them from 
the bottom of my heart.

Sincerely,
Dalila Kouidri J

The following is a letter from Dalila Kouidri, President of the 
Association of Mothers of the Disappeared in Algeria and 
representative of the Mothers of Wednesday Committee, to the 
mothers of US soldiers in Iraq.

DPRK to consider the US 
non-aggression offer

A spokesman for the DPRK 
Foreign Ministry said on October 
25 that “we are ready to consider 
Bush’s remarks on the written 
assurances of non-aggression if 
they are based on the intention to 
co-exist with the DPRK and aimed 
to play a positive role in realising 
a proposal for a package solution 
on the principle of simultaneous 
actions.

“What we want is for both sides 
to drop guns and establish normal 
state relationships to co-exist 
peacefully.”

The DPRK has previously said 
that “simultaneous actions” should 
include economic and humanitarian 

aid from the US, opening diplomat-
ic ties and building a nuclear power 
plant. It has also demanded a non-
aggression treaty, which the Bush 
administration has refused.

In exchange, the DPRK said 
it would declare its willingness to 
give up nuclear development, allow 
nuclear inspections, give up missile 
exports and finally dismantle its 
nuclear weapons facilities.

The DPRK has also declared 
that it has the “legitimate right to 
receive from the US compensation 
for the loss” because the US did not 
build light water nuclear reactors 
which had been agreed as long ago 
as 1994. J

The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea announced recently that 
it would consider US President Bush’s offer of “written assurances 
of non-aggression”. Mr Bush proposed that the US, Russia, South 
Korea, Japan and China offer written assurances that the North 
would not be attacked if it pledged to end its nuclear program.

For more information on the 
campaign visit:

www.citizen.org/cmep/

Protest letters should be sent to 
the South African Embassy in 
Australia and to:

mfiil@citizen.org

The impact of water privatisation has been devastating
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by Mark Almberg
“I’ve broken a record”, Garzon 

told Reuters. “Lots of votes and still 
alive. It’s a revolutionary change 
in every way for Colombia and 
Bogotá ”.

Garzon knows. During the 
mid-1980s, over 550 candidates and 
office-holders of the left-leaning 
Patriotic Union – including several 
of his personal friends – were 
assassinated by right-wing death 
squads. Garzon himself was the 
target of a right-wing assassination 
attempt in 2001.

Garzon’s election as mayor 
of Bogotá, a city of seven mil-
lion people, is a stunning blow to 
President Uribe, who is a close ally 
of the Bush administration. The 
mayoralty is regarded as the second 
most powerful position in the coun-
try, and Garzon, a sharp critic of 
Uribe, will now have a platform to 
address national policies.

Progressives and independents 
also won governorships in a number 
of other regions.

President Uribe is an enthusi-
astic supporter of Bush’s “war on 
terrorism” and neoliberal, “free 
trade” policies. He has sharply 
increased the military repression 

against the many decades-old insur-
gency led by the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
and other groups, and has turned 
a blind eye to – if not secretly 
abetted – right-wing paramilitary 
attacks against trade unionists and 
impoverished farmers struggling for 
their rights. He has done nothing to 
alleviate the crushing poverty in the 
country.

Garzon told the Associated Press 
that he favours a different approach: 
“I will reject and resist anything that 
violates human rights”. He said he 
favours increasing expenditures 
on education and health care, the 
setting up of food banks for the 
poor and political dialogue with 
the insurgents rather than increased 
military repression.

Garzon, who ran as the 
candidate of the newly-formed 
Independent Democratic Pole party, 
is the son of a former cleaning 
lady. He worked as a golf caddie, 
a messenger and a porter before he 
worked in the oil industry where he 
rose to become the top leader of the 
union. He ran for Colombia’s pres-
idency in 2002 on the Social and 
Political Front ticket and finished 
third.

Many observers have compared 
him to “Lula” da Silva, Brazil’s 
President who comes from a similar 
background.

Like Lula in Brazil, Garzon 
declared that one of his first acts 
will be to organise a “day without 
hunger”, a mass distribution of 
free food, and to declare “social 
emergencies” in five of the poorest 
neighborhoods of the capital.

In another blow to President 
Uribe’s government, on the same 
weekend voters defeated at least 
11 out of 15 of the government’s 
proposals to “reform” the country, 
including the imposition of freezes 
on public workers’ salaries, cutting 
state pensions and the slashing of 
social welfare programs.

Many voters, heeding the call 
of the Democratic Coalition for 
Abstention on the Referendum, left 
their ballots blank, thereby deny-
ing the government the minimum 
number of voters it needed to legiti-
mise the referendum.

The defeat was humiliating for 
Uribe and has led to a political crisis 
of his administration with several 
members of his cabinet offering to 
resign.

The Communist Party of 
Colombia, while noting that Uribe’s 
“Napoleonic ego has been badly 
hurt”, said that “the unequal strug-
gle for democracy and social justice 
against neoliberal authoritarianism 
is not over”. It urged vigilance, and 
warned of the danger of right-wing 
acts of revenge against the trade 
unions and the popular movement. 
“The neoliberal serpent is wounded 
and could be much more danger-
ous”, the Party statement said.

As if to underscore the warning, 
news reports this week described 
new right-wing death threats against 
trade union leaders.
People’s Weekly World
(abridged) J

INTERNATIONAL

In what some are calling one of the most important victories of 
the Colombian left and democratic forces in many decades, Luis 
“Lucho” Garzon, 52, was elected mayor of the capital city Bogotá 
on October 26. Garzon, the former head of the oil workers’ union 
and the CUT labour federation, was elected with the highest number 
of votes in the city’s history. He defeated his right-wing rival by 
47 to 40 percent.

A recent article the Los Angeles 
Times declares that the actual 
number of US killed and wounded 
has now reached 8000. This has 
been hidden from the public to 
cover up for the US administration.

The Times reports that Andrews 
Air Force Base is the medical stag-
ing facility for those evacuated from 
the war zone. “More than 7500 
have come through since April”, 
writes the newspaper.

At the Walter Reed Army 
Medical Centre a bulletin board is 

being kept of those being treated for 
war wounds.

Coming,
coming, coming

Major Mary Hannah, a physical 
therapist said, “We didn’t start [the 
bulletin board] when the war began 
because we didn’t have any idea. 
Even the most experienced people 
here – it is beyond their imagining. 
These are our babies. And they just 
keep coming, coming, coming.”

On average they are 23 years 
old.

As casualties continue to mount, 
the bulletin board at Walter Reed’s 
physical therapy unit long ago ran 
out of room reports the Los Angeles 
Times. “If we had a picture of every-
one, it would take up a whole wall”, 
said therapist Mary Hannah.

But every side loses in war.
Iraqi casualties are much higher. 

A recent survey conducted by the 
Iraqi Health Monitoring project 
which is being part-funded by 
Oxfam puts the number of Iraqi 
civilians killed at between 7800 

and 9600 and the number of Iraqi 
military killed at between 13,500 
to 45,000. The report says, “In the 
absence of official body counts, 
the final toll will probably never be 
known.”

The report lists other conse-
quences of the war – limited access 
to clean water and sanitation; pov-
erty and lack of household food; 
environmental degradation; disrup-
tion of social systems and public 
services; and social breakdown.

Health worse
It reports that the health of the 

Iraqi people is generally worse than 
before the war.

There has been “extensive pol-
lution of land, sea, rivers and the 
atmosphere that may have spilled 
over to neighbouring countries. Oil 
well fires created oil spills and toxic 
smoke. Troop movements destroyed 
fragile desert economy. Explosive 
remnants of war and land mines 
killed and maimed people and ani-
mals and polluted the landscape. 
Bombardment destroyed topsoil 
and arable and grazing land as well 
as the physical infrastructure of 
buildings, roads, railways, power 
stations, sewerage plants and tele-
communications.”

There is only one way forward 
for the Iraqi people. All occupying 
forces must get out and restore Iraqi 
independence and the right to estab-
lish their own government. J

US policy crisis in Iraq
“Quagmire”, “low intensity guerilla war”, “crisis” are all words 
now being used to describe the failure of US policies in Iraq in 
the face of the intensified resistance of the Iraqi people in many 
cities. Another factor behind the serious difficulties facing the Bush 
administration and those like Howard, Blair, Berlusconi of Italy 
and Adnar of Spain who are enthusiastic supporters of George 
Bush, is the growing number of US casualties and now, the loss of 
life of at least 17 Italian police.

SPAIN: Spain is repatriating the bodies of its nationals who 
fought and died for Hitler on the Russian front. Around 45,000 
Spaniards either volunteered or were conscripted to fight in 
Hitler’s Blue Division, which was deployed on the Eastern 
front. Some 5,000 died there. Spain’s defence ministry has 
set up a hotline for relatives to claim their exhumation and 
repatriation and so far the remains of 24 have been returned 
to Spain. At the same time the right-wing government of Jose 
Maria Aznar has ignored a United Nations call for it to fund 
the identification of up to 30,000 people killed during and after 
the war against fascism in Spain by Franco’s executioners.

USA: The US Treasury has declared that China, Ja-
pan and other major trading partners are not guilty of 
currency manipulation. The finding angered US lawmak-
ers, who were looking for an excuse to retaliate against 
some trade partners who have huge trade surpluses with 
the US. Had the US Treasury Department found that trade 
partners had technically manipulated their currencies, it 
would have triggered negotiations with those trade partners 
and opened the door for the imposition of trade sanctions.

PAKISTAN: The arrest in Pakistan of a leading opposition poli-
tician on treason charges has heightened tensions between 
the army and the opposition politicians who are campaign-
ing against President Musharraf and the army’s dominance 
over the political process. Javed Hashmi, who is president of 
the Alliance for Restoration of Democracy, was picked up at 
around midnight as he left his official residence on October 
29. He was taken to a police station, where a treason case 
was registered against him. Mr Hashmi is the most outspo-
ken critic of Pakistan’s mainstream politicians to oppose 
President Musharraf’s pro-US policies. He leads a 15-party 
opposition alliance in the National Assembly which controls 
78 of the Assembly’s 432 seats, making him one of the more 
powerful politicians in the country. A statement by the Islam-
abad district administration said that he had been arrested 
for defaming the armed forces during a news conference. 
Mr Hashmi displayed an unsigned letter to reporters, written 
on military stationery, which purportedly praised parliament 
for opposing a US request to send Pakistani troops to Iraq. 
The letter criticised Mr Musharraf’s policy of supporting the 
US-led war against terrorism in Afghanistan and called for a 
parliamentary debate on the circumstances of Mr Musharraf’s 
1999 coup. Mr Musharraf continues to be strongly supported 
by the USA, which was silent on the arrest. The police had 
failed to inform the speaker of the National Assembly before 
the arrest despite the fact that under Pakistani law, no MP 
can be arrested without informing the legislature in advance.

Global briefs

New mayor of Bogotá shakes up status quo

Sydney
Australian Aid for Ireland Presents

Bobby Sands
Memorial Night
Special guest Jim Neeson

(Sinn Féin International Department)
Featuring

Shin Dig, Martin Doherty
and Denis Kevans

Saturday 29 November
7.30pm

Illinois Hotel
1315 Parramatta Rd, Five Dock

(cnr Arlington Road)
Contact Stephen Lawler 0411 559 149

$15

Garzon declared that one of his first acts 
will be to organise a “day without hunger”, 

a mass distribution of free food.
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Exurbs
I drove down to Canberra last 
week. On the way, near Camden 
I think it was, we suddenly came 
upon a new housing development 
that rose abruptly out of green 
paddocks.

by Rob Gowland
The new houses were surround-

ed by a massive fence, so massive 
that it prompted remarks about “a 
new Israeli wall”. The fence was 
ugly in its sheer size, and made the 
suburb resemble a low-risk prison.

Two days later I received, 
amongst my emails, a copy of an 
article in the British Guardian 
Weekly on the sorry environmental 
plight of the USA today, called, 
appropriately enough, Road To 
Ruin.

The article points out that the 
US population “is approaching 300 
million, having gone up from 200 
million in 1970”, and that “the US 
Census Bureau projection for 2050, 
merely half a lifetime away, is 420 
million”.

The author writes: “If you fly 
from Washington to Boston, there 
are now almost no open spaces 
below. … In the south-west, the 
main growth area, bungalows 
spread for miles over what a decade 
ago was virgin desert.”

If you substitute “bush” for 
“desert”, this is a perfect descrip-
tion of Sydney’s urban sprawl, and 
not just in the south-west: much of 
the strip from the Hawkesbury to 
Newcastle is similarly affected.

“Every day 5000 new houses go 
up in America”, says the Guardian 

Weekly article. “Many of these fit 
the American appetite for size, how-
ever small the plot: ‘McMansions’, 
as they are known.”

These oversized houses 
squeezed on to regular-sized blocks 
are very popular with our prop-
erty developers too. There must be a 
high profit to be made from selling 
people houses that are bigger than 
they need.

“The very word suburb is now 
old hat. The reality of life for many 
people now is the ‘exurb’, which 
can be dozens of miles from the 
city on which it depends.” (I don’t 
think that’s what we call them, but 
that is exactly what I passed near 
Camden.)

“In places such as California, 
exurban life is the only affordable 
option for most young couples and 
recent migrants.” And that, too, also 
holds true here in Australia.

Then came the passage that 
described the Camden development 
perfectly: “These communities are 
rarely gated but often walled, creat-
ing a vague illusion of security and 
ensuring that the residents have to 
drive to a shop, even if there hap-
pens to be one 50 metres away. 
Naturally, they have to drive every-
where else.”

Then comes the stunning sta-
tistic: “In August it was announced 
that the number of cars in the US 
(1.9 per household) now actu-
ally exceeds the number of drivers 
(1.75).”

No wonder the country contrib-
utes a quarter of the world’s carbon 
dioxide emissions!

Nothing romantic 
please

In the same week that we 
received the news that “Coalition” 
casualties in Iraq since the end of 
the war now exceed those suffered 
during it, we learned that the Los 
Angeles Times had banned the use 
of the term “resistance fighters” to 

describe the Iraqis who are causing 
the casualties.

It seems the paper’s editors felt 
the phrase “evoked a certain feeling, 
that there was a certain romanticism 
or heroism to the resistance”. It con-
jured up images of WW2, and they 
did not want that.

The paper’s editors suggested 
that reporters use “insurgents” or 
“guerrillas”, words they claimed 
were more “neutral”.

The New York Times agreed with 
the LA paper’s views, but not the 
Washington Post: “They are resist-
ing an American occupation so it’s 
not inaccurate”, David Hoffman, the 
Post’s Foreign Editor told Reuter’s.

Strange how sanity stands out 
like a sore thumb in the US mass 
media these days, isn’t it?

Meanwhile, one of the other 
countries currently occupied by the 
US has broken, briefly, back into 
the news. Kosovo, the “NATO” 
occupied part of Serbia, became the 
focus of regrettably limited media 
attention (now who would be behind 
that, I wonder?) with the release of 
photos of KLA atrocities.

Photos of Serbian atrocities 
would have been splashed all over 
the world’s media, but the KLA are 
still the darlings of the US, despite 
all the evidence of their gangster 
connections and involvement in 
international criminal activities: 
drug trafficking, gun running, 
money laundering, prostitution, pro-
tection rackets.

On November 4, the Serbian 
paper Vecernje Novosti published 
an article with accompanying 
photos showing KLA members with 
the severed heads of Serbs who 
had been adducted and beheaded. 
“Freedom fighters” indeed.

UNMIK and KFOR, the occu-
pation authorities, have supposedly 
been “investigating” these photos 
and the crimes depicted for months, 
without results so far. Now that the 
pictures have been made public, 
they may have to act with a bit more 
visible enthusiasm.

Meanwhile Slobadan Milosevic, 
who as President of first Serbia and 
then Yugoslavia, successfully kept 
Serbia out of the US/NATO-inspired 
wars that consumed the other repub-

lics of “old Yugoslavia”, remains in 
prison in the Hague.

Milosevic is intermittently being 
tried for “war crimes” and “crimes 
against humanity” that took place 
in the other, war-torn republics of 
Yugoslavia. His imprisonment and 
trial is a form of punishment for his 
steadfastness in resisting US/NATO 
pressure, which culminated in the 
NATO air war against his country.

He was kidnapped from 
Belgrade and hustled off to the 
Hague in order to (metaphorically) 
decapitate the Yugoslav resistance 
to the US/German takeover of 
Yugoslavia. Since his detention 
began, his health has suffered seri-
ously.

The West’s treatment of 
President Milosevic is in marked 
contrast to its treatment of ex-
President Pinochet of Chile, whose 
involvement in the murder and 
torture of thousands is beyond any 
doubt, but who was “imprisoned” in 
a palace, had celebrity guests to tea, 
and entertained the media. And who 
was finally let go without any trial 
whatsoever. J

Misconceptions
How often are we going to be 
told that Marxism is out-of-
date although Richard Titelius 
(Guardian letters 12/11/03) 
limits this assertion to Lenin, 
Stalin and, for good measure, 
Trotsky. Is the reality of the 
class struggle out of date or the 
fact that labour is exploited by 
capital? Does evolution no longer 
apply in nature, are the principles 
of dialectical materialism no 
longer relevant?

If one is to make a sweeping 
claim it should be backed up with 
facts, not the sort of all encompass-
ing and generalised statement that 
Richard has made.

There are several fundamental 
misconceptions in his letter. One is 
that the campaigns waged at the time 
of the Vietnam War were “against 
the system”. That may have been 
true of some but the overwhelming 
number who demonstrated at that 
time were not “against the system” 
but against the dirty war.

When the war ended so did the 
protests on that issue although the 
actions taken became part of the 

long struggle against war that found 
a further manifestation in the recent 
huge actions against the war in Iraq.

When one starts off on the 
wrong foot it inevitably leads to 
mistakes and even disappointments 
when the false assumptions do not 
bear fruit. So, Richard claims that 
“the revolts … quietly slipped away 
by the beginning of 1973”.

The author also seems to be 
suffering from the false idea that 
Marxism separates the need to 
expropriate the means of produc-
tion from struggle in other areas. We 
are told: “The idea that not only the 
means of production must be expro-
priated from capital, but also our 
hearts, minds and souls and, in this 
way allow the ideas, thoughts and 
feelings for a different world to be 
born”. He attributes this to Adorno.

But this is not a new idea at all. 
Nor is the accusation that Marxism 
regarded the economic element as 
the only factor by which to under-
stand the world.

Engels wrote in 1890 “… 
According to the materialist con-
ception of history, the ultimately 
determining element in history is 
the production and reproduction 
of real life. More than this neither 

Marx nor I have ever asserted. 
Hence if somebody twists this into 
saying that the economic element 
is the only determining one, he 
transforms that proposition into a 
meaningless, abstract, senseless 
phrase. The economic situation is 
the basis, but the various elements 
of the superstructure; political forms 
of class struggle and its results … 
and even the reflexes of all these 
actual struggles in the brains of the 
participants, political, juristic, philo-
sophical theories also exercise their 
influence upon the course of the 
historical struggle and in so many 
cases preponderate in determining 
their form.” (emphasis added).

This analysis did not come from 
Adorno (who was a representative 
of the long forgotten “New Left” of 
the 1960s) but half a century earlier 
from Marx and Engels who are nei-
ther forgotten nor out of date.

Peter Symon
Sydney

Assistance required
I am writing to seek the assistance 
of your readers in obtaining 
copies of the TV series The 
Unknown War, narrated by the 
late Burt Lancaster.

The series was made by the 
USSR’s Central Documentary 
Studios and there were 20 episodes.

The series showed the destruc-
tion, sacrifice and heroism of the 
Soviet people and the Red Army 
in the struggle against Fascism. We 
have four episodes which we are 
happy to loan to other comrades. 
Is there anybody out there who has 
knowledge as to where additional 
copies are available, (preferably the 
whole set but any would do)?

Please contact me at the CEPU 
Communications Division,

71 Cromwell St Collingwood 
Victoria. 3066. Tel 03 9419 0000.

Burt Blackburne

A question
A couple of issues back, The 
Guardian printed a report on 
the outstanding growth of China. 
But what are the facts as to the 
assistance this increasingly rich 
country gives to Cuba?

Is it a case similar to the Saudi’s 
relationship with the Palestinians, 
where there is a very similar culture 
but very little of the Saudi wealth 
goes through to the Palestinians?

One would hope China, a coun-
try that trades extensively with the 
USA would be working to provide 
diplomatic and other pressure for 
the US to lift embargo’s from this 
gallant island of idealism that is 
Cuba?

Or is it a case of “I’m alright 
Jack”?

Bob Newey
Melbourne, Vic

LETTERS

The number of cars in the US now exceeds the number of drivers

Culture
& Life

( Got something to say? )
Got an opinion about the system, about human rights,

the labour movement, peace, land rights, socialism,
privatisation, child care, your local community? 

. Then write it down and send it to us. *
Letters of up to 400 words in length are preferred.

The CPA on the WEB
For more information on the Communist Party of Australia, 
documents, Guardian archives, campaigns, links to other parties, 
papers and organisations and much more, visit our websites:

Central Committee: www.cpa.org.au
Blacktown Branch: www.agitprop.org.au

Maritime Branch: www.geocities.com/cpamaritime
Sydney Central Branch: www.red- sydney.comCPA
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The Gaelic Club, like all clubs, is required to have non members sign in.
To avoid queues you may wish to become a social member for $5.

Inq: Pat Toms 9358 4834 pbtoms@bigpond.com; Jan O’Leary 9818 3737, 
jol@pnc.com.au PO Box 325 Rozelle NSW 2039; Win Childs Fax 9660 6554

www.politicsinthepub.org

Bob Penfold enjoys killing 
animals with a high-powered 
rifle. He talks with relish of the 
effect a bullet has on its target 
– liquefying muscle and smashing 
bone in its wake.

He has collected all the great 
big game trophy animals and keeps 
them in his trophy room. He has 
become a millionaire, setting up a 
business that takes rich Americans 
to hunt “big game” – in Australia.

An original A Big Country 
program was shot in the Tasmanian 
Highlands as Penfold stalked a deer 
through the mountains and shot it 
dead. In A Big Country Revisited: 
Stag Licence, (ABC, 8pm 
Tuesday) Bob Connolly revisits this 
proponent of killing animals for fun 
and money.

Now in his 60s, Penfold 
believes he has killed 100,000 ani-
mals (mainly in the name of culling) 
since the first Big Country program 
was made. This is the big business 
of hunting.

After the first bombing of 
the World Trade Towers 

in New York, in 1993, a US gov-
ernment-commissioned study by 
Marvin Cetron of the potential 
terrorist threat, Terror 2000: The 
Future Face of Terrorism, warned: 
“If somebody wanted to take an air-
plane and come down the Potomac 
River and they made a left turn at 
the Washington Monument they 
could take out the White House. If 
they made a right turn, they could 
take out the Pentagon.”

The German-made document-

ary, September 11: The Intelligence 
Failures, recounts numerous occa-
sions over the next six or seven 
years when US and foreign intel-
ligence services received specific 
warnings about plans to crash planes 
into major NY buildings.

In fact, as SBS puts it, “a joint 
Congressional enquiry found that 
US intelligence agencies knew the 
plan, the goals, even the perpetra-
tors, and could have prevented 
the terrorist attacks of 9/11”. Why 
didn’t they then?

According to September 11: 
The Intelligence Failures, screen-
ing on Cutting Edge: Losing 
The Spying Game (SBS 8.30pm 
Tuesday), the reason is a mixture 
of scandals and lies “in a litany of 
mutual distrust, non-cooperation 
and dreadful ignorance”.

If there were also those in the 
US Government and intelligence 
community who did not want the 
attacks thwarted, this program is not 
going to venture an opinion.

The makers of The Bill are 
at it again: killing off a 

principal character from Sun Hill’s 
complement and using the inves-
tigation of that death to launch a 
spin-off series.

They did it before with Beech 
Is Back, and now they’re using 
the same stunt to launch Murder 
Investigation Team (ABC 8.30pm 
Tuesdays).

At least in its first episode, the 
coppers in the new series are too 
busy to indulge in the bed-hopping, 
drug-dealing and bribe-taking that 
have turned its parent series, The 
Bill into such a soap opera.

Indeed, Murder Investigation 
Team is presented at a frenetic pace 
which allows little time for character 
development – or for plot develop-
ment, either. There is certainly no 
sense of “observed reality” and the 
helter-skelter pace seems designed 
to cover this up.

I  have plugged Trauma: Life 
And Death In The ER off 

and on for some time now, but it 
has usually been run either shortly 
before midnight or around 3.00am. 

Now, at last, this remarkable real-
life series is in a sensible timeslot 
(ABC 8.00pm Thursdays).

The idea behind the series is 
simple: a team of photojournalists 
work beside the doctors and nurses 
in a different hospital trauma or 
emergency ward for each episode.

This week’s episode, The 
Residents, deals with the trauma 
ward at Tampa General Hospital. 
Here, trauma is the domain of the 
residents, doctors who are still in 
training.

The series is enthralling, dis-
playing as it does real life drama, 
successes and failures, joy and 
grief. At the same time it shows up 
the unreality of medical “drama” 
shows.

This is the real thing, and it 
beats the fictional hands down.

The script of this week’s 
episode of Believe Nothing 

(ABC 9.00pm Thursdays) is so 
chaotic that it resembles a collage 
of short sequences from various epi-
sodes rather than a coherent whole. 
Or even an incoherent whole.

Written – or cobbled together 
– by Laurence Marks and Maurice 
Gran, the episode involves (in no 
particular order) a blind cabinet 
minister, the British PM, an aca-
demic turned cannibal, a Hollywood 
movie star, a formula that can cure 
depression, and the erecting of a 
very tall statue (of Adonis Cnut, 
naturally).

The program gives the impres-
sion it was made up as they went 
along. Although there are some 
funny gags in amongst the chaos, 
I think a little more discipline in 
the writing and the directing would 
have been benficial.

The ABC publicised the BBC 
series Living Famously 

(ABC 7.30pm Saturdays) as being 
more concerned with the private 
lives of the celebrities it covered 
than with their careers. On the 
basis of this week’s Peter Sellers 
episode, however, the description is 
inaccurate.

Although film clips are regret-
tably few, and there is much use 

of trailers instead, the program is 
definitely concerned with Sellers’ 
work, both on radio and in films, as 
well as the impact his professional 
successes and failures had on his 
personal life.

A cut above the average one 
hour “star bio”, this one is actually 
interesting, with comments from 
friends, family and film critics that 
are informative and even occasion-
ally enlightening.

Rather like the story of another 
English comedian, Tony Hancock, 
Sellers’ story is essentially a sad 
one, revealing an intensely lonely 
man who developed a talent for 
mimicry and comic characters as 
a way of keeping the real world at 
bay.

This week’s episode of A 
Nero Wolfe Mystery (ABC 

9.30pm Saturday) is the second 
half of a story spread over two 
episodes called Motherhunt. It’s 

genially told without being out-
standing in any way.

Indeed, I found the denoument 
perfunctory and distinctly lacking 
in any display of deductive powers 
on the part of Nero Wolfe. I would 
not normally bother to mention the 
program, except for one curious fea-
ture: the director’s name is given as 
“Alan Smithee”.

Now Alan Smithee is the name 
invented by the Directors’ Guild to 
be used on films (and TV shows 
too, apparently) when the real 
director is so outraged (usually by 
studio interference – recutting the 
film, changing the ending, altering 
the mood, etc) that he or she insists 
that their name be removed from the 
finished film.

So what, one wonders, was 
done to this episode of Nero Wolfe 
that made the director disown it? 
Perhaps it explains the perfunctory 
denoument? J
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Peter Sellers in The World of Henry Orient (Living Famously)

Rob Gowland
previews

ABC & SBS
public television

programs
Sun November 23 ~
~ Sat November 29

Sydney

Politics in the Pub
Every Friday night 6pm – 7.45pm

Gaelic Club, 64 Devonshire St, Surry Hills
(across from the Chalmers St exit and Devonshire St tunnel at Central Station)

Dinner afterwards in the Royal Exhibition Hotel across the road

November 21
WORK LIFE COLLISION

Dr Barbara Pocock, Assoc Prof, Dept of Social Enquiry, Uni of Adelaide;
Dr John Buchanan, Dep Director, ACIRRT

November 28
AFRICA – THE PLUNDER OF A CONTINENT

Ken Davis, South African Programs, Union Aid Abroad;
Gavin Kitching, Assoc Prof, Politics & International Relations, NSW Uni

Sydney

Concert for Joel
& Better Safety

Featuring:
Martin Doherty; Denis Kevans;

The Long Weekend;  Urban Guerillas;
Ends ’n’ Means; & Panda

Sunday 23 November from 3pm
Gaelic Club

64 Devonshire Street, Surry Hills
(near Central Station)

Entry only $10
Proceeds will assist the family of Joel Exner

And fund the BTG Safety Campaign

Melbourne

Steve Gibson
A Celebration of

A Working Class Life
Father, friend, comrade,
unionist, internationalist,

a champion bloke!

Sunday 30 November 1.30pm
Old Ballroom

Upstairs, Trades Hall
Cnr Victoria & Lygon Streets, Carlton South

(enter via Victoria St)
He reached for the stars

with his feet on the ground
Passed away 26 October 2003
Mourn, but go on to organise

Enquiries: Ray 9639 1550 (office) 9499 7553 (home)

Sydney

WORKING LIFE 1
an exhibition of paintings

and works on paper
by Barbara Aroney

and Paula Bloch

until the 25 November
Mon - Fri 8.00 am - 5.30pm

Sat 9.00 am - 2.30 pm

“fringe café”
(NSW Teachers Federation)

23-33 Mary St Surry Hills
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Public Religion and Private Belief
The Role of the Catholic Church

by Prabir Purkayastha
For this purpose, Monica 

Besra’s tumour had to be certified 
by the Vatican to have been cured 
without any human intervention, 
her medical records not withstand-
ing. The Vatican’s promotion of the 
irrational does not stop here. It has 
also been campaigning against the 
use of condoms arguing that it pro-
motes AIDS.

In the Vatican’s view it encour-
ages promiscuity and as the AIDS 
virus – based on the Vatican’s 
internal scientific evidence – can 
pass through the condom, condom 
use helps the propagation of AIDS. 
All attempts by others to examine 
this scientific evidence have been 
denied by the Vatican.

Irrationality
in the Vatican

There has been criticism of the 
current pontiff that he has taken the 
Church back a number of decades. 
On issues such as celibacy and gay 
rights, even liberation theology, 
the Church can argue that this is 
an internal matter of the Church 
and does not belong to the public 
domain.

The matter becomes altogether 
different when the Church propa-
gates belief in miracles and miracle 
cures and when it involves itself in 
sabotaging attempts to allow people 
to practice contraception.

This verges on the criminal 
if a deliberate scientific fraud is 
practiced on its followers in the 
world-wide struggle against AIDS 
where safe sex using condoms has 
been shown to be effective. That the 
Church should oppose such mea-
sures in its bigoted belief against 
contraception is condemning mil-
lions to this dreaded disease.

The Western media, which 
spares no attempts to show how 
other societies are irrational, falls 
curiously silent when it comes con-
fronting irrationality in their own 
backyards.

We have heard ad nauseam 
about the irrational Muslims 
committing suicide bombing in the 
belief that they will go to heaven 
directly as participants in “holy 

jihad”. The case of the irrational 
East as against the rational West is 
a recurring theme, particularly in a 
uni-polar world where US and its 
President believes its “god given” 
right to bring civilisation to Iraq.

A US general has gone even fur-
ther and in a well-publicised speech 
talked about Islam being the work 
of Satan. Individual beliefs such as 
these would only have been amus-
ing oddities if they did not fuel the 
imperial ambitions of the US. That 
is why the silence of the Western 
media on miracles being used to 
justify an action by the Church 
becomes an important omission.

Lest people feel that the denial 
of miraculous powers of Mother 
Teresa is an attempt to run down 
her work, let me state that all of us 
are deeply appreciative of her work 
amongst the poor in Kolkata.

A number of us would differ 
sharply on her views on birth con-
trol, position of women, and various 
other social and political issues. 
That is our right just as it was hers 
to hold whatever views she did. Her 
views do not take away from her the 
quality of work she did.

The issue of whether she should 
be conferred sainthood by the 
Catholic Church engages us only 
because instead of it being based on 
her work, it is based on the sudden 
suspension of the laws of nature. 
The Church is certifying that divine 
intervention occurred on Monica 
Besra by her praying to Mother 
Teresa to cure her.

Doctors
deny any miracle

The Monica Besra case has 
been well documented. As pre-
sented during Mother Teresa’s 
beatification, Monica Besra’s pain 
and stomach tumour disappeared 
after she applied a locket with the 
image of Mother Teresa on the site 
of the pain.

This miracle supposedly took 
place in September 1998, on the 
anniversary of Mother Teresa’s 
death.

The problem with this position 
is that Monica Besra had undergone 
extensive medication in the state 

run Balurghat Hospital. Doctors 
who treated her confirm that she 
underwent treatment for more than 
two months and improved steadily 
during this period. Monica believes 
that though she indeed did take the 
medicines, her cure is due to the 
locket. Her husband, Seiku Murmu, 
and her doctors, believe that the 
miracle is a hoax. The rational-
ists have challenged the Church to 
prove a miracle, the same way that 
they have challenged any Hindu 
“godmen” to prove theirs.

As is usual with miracles, such 
challenges are quietly ignored. 
Miracles, we are told, can only 
occur with the faithful.

Why should we be concerned if 
the Church believes that the laws of 
nature occasionally stand still at the 
behest of god to establish sainthood 
for someone? How would it matter 
if the Church still held that Galileo 
was indeed wrong and the sun actu-
ally rotates around the earth?

The reason is because such 
beliefs of the Church have serious 
implications for their followers. 
And what affects them also affects 
all of us.

Dangerous 
implications

Let us take the current state 
of Mother Teresa’s sainthood. 
The Church, to confer sainthood, 
requires a second miracle. The 
impact on the believers is that a 
number of them will leave medical 
treatment now to pray to Mother 
Teresa exposing them to risks from 
curable disease. Fight the battle of 
faith any way you want, but for the 
sake of the people concerned do not 
preach against medicines and in 
favour of miraculous cures.

This is true for all godmen, 
be they of the Hindu, Muslim or 
Christian variety.

The case of AIDS and the role 
of Catholic Church is even worse. 
According to the Church, condoms 
have tiny holes in them through 
which HIV can pass and that is why 
the Church is arguing against the 
use of condoms, putting at risk mil-
lions of Catholics.

A senior Vatican spokesman 
backs the claims about permeable 
condoms, despite assurances by 
the World Health Organisation 
that they are untrue. The WHO 
has condemned the Vatican’s 
views, saying: “These incorrect 
statements about condoms and HIV 
are dangerous when we are facing a 

The “beatification” of Mother Teresa drew a worldwide audience 
with the media figuring it prominently. Beatification is the first 
step in the complex process of the church declaring anyone a saint. 
While the Catholic Church is well within its rights to honour any 
figure it wants, the problem starts when the process of conferring 
sainthood demands that it must be preceded by a proven record 
of a miracle.

The Catholic Church claims condoms have tiny holes through 
which HIV can pass.

global pandemic which has already 
killed more than 20 million people, 
and currently affects at least 42 
million”.

The church’s claims are revealed 
in a recent BBC1 Panorama pro-
gram, Sex and the Holy City. The 
president of the Vatican’s Pontifical 
Council for the Family, Cardinal 
Alfonso Lopez Trujillo, told 
the program: “The Aids virus is 
roughly 450 times smaller than the 
spermatozoon. The spermatozoon 
can easily pass through the ‘net’ that 
is formed by the condom.

“These margins of uncertainty 
... should represent an obligation 
on the part of the health ministries 
and all these campaigns to act in the 
same way as they do with regard to 
cigarettes, which they state to be a 
danger.”

Obsolete thinking
The issue here is that in the 

Philippines, in Kenya and various 
other places, the battle against AIDS 
is being lost because the Church has 
joined the battle against it.

It is well established that con-
doms provide, not absolute safety 
but significant reduction of risks 
in transmission of AIDS. Of course 
condoms can break or tear and 
infection can still take place. But if 
we can reduce the risk of transmis-

sion, then we significantly reduce 
the spread of AIDS.

However, across four conti-
nents, the Catholic Church, which 
regards birth control as anathema, is 
fighting against AIDS control using 
condoms. That they should oppose 
birth control is in itself a sign of 
their obsolete thinking.

That they should make claims 
about their own scientific studies to 
oppose the role of condoms in AIDS 
control exposes millions of their fol-
lowers to unacceptable risks.

Already doctors in various parts 
of the world have testified that they 
are facing hostile reaction from the 
Church in their attempts to educate 
the people in the use of condoms 
and safe sex.

Obviously, irrationality is not 
the province of any particular 
religion or community. Our own 
homegrown variety is busy dis-
missing all evidence about the past, 
which does not conform to theirs.

The danger, unfortunately, is 
neither to this past nor even to the 
religious institutions. The danger 
lies in that it affects human lives, 
either through wrong practices 
and policies or, in extreme cases, 
through organised pogroms. It is this 
spilling over of religion to the public 
arena that must be condemned by all 
right thinking people.
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