
Bob Briton

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, his deputy Julia 
Gillard and Health Minister Nicola Roxon 
have been busy this week pushing their 
proposed changes to health and hospitals 
funding. Doubters and opponents are being 
warned to “get with the program”, to use 
the PM’s words. If state premiers do not fall 
into line with the new arrangements at next 
month’s Council of Australian Governments 
meeting, Rudd will seek a mandate to 
impose the commonwealth takeover at the 
next federal election. A referendum is being 
threatened. The Liberals are among the 
opponents but they have their own version 
of a “fund federally, manage locally” model. 
The problem being described is real enough. 
The report that sparked the media blitz – A 
National Health and Hospitals Network for 
Australia’s future – says what we all knew:

“For more than half a decade, almost one 
in six elective surgery patients and one in three 
people attending emergency departments have 
been waiting longer than the recommended time 
for treatment.”

The report now admits the federal 
government’s share of health funding with the 
states has slipped from the aspirational 50/50 to 
around 35 percent at present. Underfunding is 
not identifi ed as the main problem, however. The 
problems pointed to are an ageing population, 
increased cost of treatments, rising levels of 
chronic disease and buck-passing, funds-wasting 
“bureaucracy”.

As in other “reform” debates, the ageing 
population concept is given scant attention. 
Proceeds from the massive increases in 
productivity in the economy in recent decades 
should have been more than enough to meet an 
older population’s health needs and the cost of 
more complex treatments. But those monies 
were diverted into the private profi t share of 
national output. Increased emphasis on primary 
health care that all governments and authorities 
give lip service to is not projected to do anything 
about certain categories of chronic disease. As 
the report points out, “ … the cost of type two 
diabetes is projected to increase by more than 
520 per cent from 2002–03 to 2032–33.”

The claim is that the real obstacle to 
progress and the reason why states will not be 
able to foot their future health bill is their own 
“bureaucracy”. To relegate state “bureaucracies” 

to a minor overseeing role and to put an 
end to the state/federal “blame game”, the 
Commonwealth is proposing to stop giving 
block grants from GST revenue to the states 
and move in with the following commitments 
to meet:
• 60 percent of the effi cient price of every 

public hospital service provided to public 
patients;

• 60 percent of recurrent expenditure on 
research and training functions undertaken 
in public hospitals;

• 60 percent of capital expenditure, both 
operating capital and planned new capital 
investment, to maintain and improve public 
hospital infrastructure; and

• over time, up to 100 percent of the effi cient 
price of “primary health care equivalent” 
outpatient services provided to public 
hospital patients.

The “effi cient price” for a service would be 
determined by an “independent umpire” within 
the federally run system. An “effi cient price” 
would initially take into account state factors 
before moving to a national “effi cient price”. 
Local networks of hospitals run by “governing 
boards” would control the funds given directly 
to their hospitals. The “boards” would include 
clinicians. It says the local community would be 
consulted, in some unspecifi ed manner.

Funds would be allocated on the basis of 
services provided, rather like the unpopular 
“casemix” system imposed by the Kennett 
government in Victoria in the 1990s. Thus a 
major part of the backlash to the grand Rudd 
scheme is that hospitals in many regional areas 
would have to close or amalgamate if funds 
were doled out purely according to the number 
of services provided.

Rudd is unmoved by these protests. Like the 
“education revolution”, the health changes are 
said to be about transparency and accountability. 
Implied is that state governments have been 
conspiring with greedy and mediocre health 
professionals in the public hospital system to 
dud the people of proper health care in the same 
way teachers are alleged to be standing in the 
way of improved education standards.

The local hospitals “governing board” 
concept sounds very like the mechanism 
imposed in some Australian education systems to 
get local school bodies, and their communities, 
to manage the fi nances and even the hiring-and-
fi ring of teachers. In this scenario in the US, for 

instance, private companies sometimes move in 
to take charge and they end up with a school 
that is “publicly funded, privately run”. In this 
instance, hospitals are to be “funded federally, 
managed locally”.

Private management of public hospitals is 
not a new concept in Australia but it may be 
about to get a new lease on life.

Private health insurance is set to take a more 
prominent role in the system. Local networks 
are to be allowed to sub-contract procedures to 
private hospitals. The changes being discussed 
to Medicare to make health provision a matter 
for individual insurance management should 
already have caused warning bells to ring. If 
hospitals charge more than the “effi cient price” 
and the states are too cash strapped to help out, 
private health insurance for the “gap” becomes 
inevitable.

Though dressed up as a massive cash 
injection into the health system, this is fi rst 
and last a cost cutting exercise. The report is 
full of big fi gures – “over the fi rst fi ve years of 
the reforms, approximately $90 billion in GST 
revenue will be dedicated to health and hospital 
spending, invested through a new National 

Hospitals Fund,” for example. But there also 
is the telling admission that “The reforms are 
consistent with the government’s fi scal strategy 
as it is fully funded over the forward estimates 
and consistent with returning the budget to 
surplus by 2015-16, while keeping the share 
of taxation to GDP on average below 2007-08 
levels.”

There was always going to be a day of 
reckoning for the billions spent on shoring up 
the economy during the economic crisis. In 
recent decades, health has always been a target 
of successive governments for privatisation as 
part of their overall agenda and now they have 
budget balancing added to the mix. The savings 
the federal government is seeking in the health 
system will not come through effi ciencies; it will 
come by shifting the burden onto working people 
who will have to insure – “self provision” in 
the neo-liberal jargon – to pay for their health 
needs in an increasingly privatised system. 
The more the community becomes aware of 
the plans of the government and the Coalition 
“alternative”, the more decisively it will reject 
these policies. 
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Australia must 
toughen stance on state terrorism

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd and Foreign Minister Stephen 
Smith are reported to be fuming still about the theft of the 
identities of Australian citizens to carry out the assassination 
of Hamas commander Mahmoud al-Mabhouh in Dubai on 
January 20. They have not expressed any regrets about the 
death of the Hamas commander or that he was not brought 
instead before some relevant authority to answer for any alleged 
crimes. Following an established pattern, Israel will neither 
confi rm nor deny its intelligence agency Mossad was involved 
in this latest complex operation. Causes for the Australian 
government’s rage appear to be limited to the fact that the 
passports and identities of three Australians living in Israel 
were hijacked for the blatantly illegal “hit”.

The anger appears to be real. Sometimes governments feel 
constrained to make the appropriate outraged sounds in public 
but express their sympathy to foreign governments under 
international pressure behind closed doors. Not in this case it 
would seem. The Israeli ambassador to Australia, Yuval Rotem, 
was called to a meeting with the foreign minister and the upshot 
was a frosty statement by Smith:

“I’ve made it crystal clear to the ambassador that if the 
results of (our) investigation cause us to come to the conclusion 
that the abuse of Australian passports was in any way sponsored 
or condoned by Israeli offi cials, then Australia would not regard 
that as the act of a friend,” Smith said.

Shortly thereafter, Australia unexpectedly abstained on a 
vote at the United Nations to urge both Israel and the Palestinian 
Authority to investigate fi ndings contained in the Goldstone 
Report that both Hamas and Israel had committed war 
crimes during Israel’s assault on Gaza in 2008. Australia had 
previously opposed any such recommendation. Germany, Italy, 
the Netherlands, Britain, France and New Zealand also changed 
their vote. Several European countries were also caught up in 
the identity thefts that facilitated the Dubai assassination. All 
up, 27 foreign passports were forged and used in the operation.

In 2004, New Zealand downgraded diplomatic ties with Israel 
following a similar case of identity theft. It is not the fi rst time 
such a transgression has been attempted against Australians, 
either. Howard-era foreign minister Alexander Downer cannot 
recall whether he was personally involved in slapping the wrist 
of Israeli diplomats over similar attempts during his tenure.

Despite this abuse of the diplomatic relationship by Israel 
and current tensions, Australian governments are proud of 
their record of support for Israel or, to be more precise, their 
defence of illegal acts carried out by a succession of expansionist 
right-wing governments in Tel Aviv.

Hamas is a controversial movement, but it has led a stiff and 
popular resistance to illegal occupation of Palestinian territory 
and shown itself to be a capable administrator of welfare 
services that the Palestinian Authority itself has not been able 
to provide.

Israe has constantly thwarted the numerous peace processes 
that might have achieved the widely sought two state solution, 
i.e. neighbouring states of Israel and Palestine living in peace 
and security.

The Rudd government is right to be angry at the theft of 
three Australians’ identities but that violation of the norms of 
international relations is minor when compared to the outrages 
carried out against the Palestinian people by the Israeli military.

The government would not be going it alone or even taking a 
minority stance if it took a stand against such crimes. It would 
have the support of the sizeable Israeli peace movement. The 
overwhelming majority of the nations represented at the United 
Nations support the withdrawal of Israeli forces of occupation 
to the country’s pre-1967 borders and an end to its sabotage 
of the establishment of a viable neighbouring Palestinian state 
with East Jerusalem as its capital. The Australian government 
must get angry about the core issues of state terrorism behind 
the theft of Australian passports.

PRESS FUND
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd has introduced a “double whammy” 
with his proposed takeover of the nation’s hospitals, and his new 
national curriculum for our schools. These initiatives will have a 
major effect on the lives of working Australians, and are crucial to 
our national development, so we’ll be following their implementation 
closely and critically. However, to do so we need contributions to the 
Press Fund, which helps us to meet the cost of production. So please, 
send us something for the next issue - and preferably for the next one 
and the one after that! This week our thanks go to the following for 
their support, which is greatly appreciated:
Steve Cooper $5, Donna $12, Kerry Kalen $20, BW Lowe $27, Jan 
Macaulley $10, “Round Figure” $16, Mark Window $20
This week’s total: $110 Progressive total: $430

IWD Sydney
Around 
400 people 
participated in 
a colourful and 
noisy International 
Women’s Day 
march and 
celebration in 
Sydney last 
Saturday. There 
was good union 
participation, 
including the ASU, 
NSWTF, MUA and 
BRTU.

Around 40 people, women and 
their supporters gathered at the 
Maritime Union of Australia in 
Perth to commemorate the 100th 
anniversary since the Declaration 
of International Women’s Day 
which was accepted by the Second 
International Socialist Women’s 
Conference in Copenhagen in 1910.

A panel of fi ve speakers discussed 
some key issues concerning women 
today; Elizabeth Hulm of the 
Communist Party of Australia opened 
the discussion from the chair on 
the importance of coming together 
for this event in a united way. She 
highlighted the necessity of forming 
a network of women activists and 
the formation of an IWD organising 
committee in Perth.

Elizabeth remembered women 
activists particularly those from a 
communist tradition like Katherine 

Susannah Pritchard and Joan 
Williams. She recalled that women 
today enjoy many conditions born 
out of the struggle of these women 
and that women now must protect and 
build on this to ensure their daughters 
and granddaughters do not inherit 
lesser conditions.

Danielle Senini who spoke 
about legislation currently being 
pushed through the Australian 
Parliament which will curtail women’s 
birthing choices. Maryanne Mackay 
Aboriginal Activist and Death in 
custody Watch Committee member 
spoke about mandatory sentencing, 
the disproportionate numbers of 
Aboriginal people being jailed 
unnecessarily for minor offences 
like failure to pay a traffi c fi ne and 
the impact this had on their partners, 
children and whole communities.

Claire Middlemass, union 

organiser, spoke on privatisation 
and its impact on women. She 
addressed the issue of public/private 
partnerships.

The women present at the meeting 
were surprised that they were unaware 
of each other’s stories, struggles and 
activities which further highlighted 
the need for a more broad and 
cohesive network amongst women 
activists.

The meeting was closed with 
a call for women to join the newly 
formed activist network. Proceeds 
from the meeting are being donated to 
support the Ampilatwatja community 
walk off.
For more information on the 
Women’s Activist Network 
and to join the network email: 
iwdperth2010@gmail.com 

IWD Forum in Perth

CPA members and friends celebrating IWD in Sydney.
Photos: Tom Pearson
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Peter Mac

Two weeks ago Prime Minister 
Kevin Rudd followed up his 
announcement of the proposed 
federal takeover of the nation’s 
hospitals with the unveiling of the 
proposed new National Curriculum 
for the nation’s schools.

This innovation was widely wel-
comed. The inconsistency between 
the education curricula of the various 
states has been a vexed issue ever 
since the introduction of compulsory 
education in the 19th century. Among 
other things, a national curriculum 
has the potential to facilitate the 
adjustment process for children 
whose families move interstate, and 
to provide a more consistent basis for 
tertiary education.

The announcement of the 
National Curriculum was doubtless 
good news for the government, which 
has recently been the subject of 
severe criticism for having facilitated 
the introduction of school league 
tables by setting up the My School 
website.

The government has denied that 
its intention was to establish league 
tables, but the information provided in 
My School is ready-made for a simple 
conversion to league table form. Sure 
enough, one fi rm has already done 
so, using the information to produce 
league tables that can be purchased 
for a given fee over the internet. The 
fi rm’s manager has declared that his 
operations are well within the limits of 
the law, and that his fi rm will continue 

operations as long as the My School 
data is collected and published. 

What is the national 
curriculum?

The National Curriculum is a 
program and description of subjects 
that the government considers to be 
essential for primary and secondary 
education. It does not prevent state 
education authorities from utilising 
additional material that may, for 
example, be considered particularly 
relevant to that state, but the teaching 
of National Curriculum subjects is 
mandatory as a minimum requirement.

The Curriculum for History, 
English, Science and Maths has been 
released, and the proposed require-
ments for Geography and Languages 
are to follow. Introduction of the 
Curriculum will be subject to a con-
sultation process with the public and 
interested organisations, including the 
teachers’ unions. Consultation and 
resources are critical to the effective 
implementation of the Curriculum.

Angelo Gavrielatos, federal 
president of the Australian Education 
Union has criticised the process, 
noting that: “The tight time frame 
of consultation (closes in May) will 
not allow for the meaningful collec-
tive engagement of teachers in the 
process”.

He also commented that funding 
reforms have not accompanied the 
Curriculum proposal. “Educational 
outcomes may be improved if a cur-
riculum is properly supported and 

resourced - that includes money for 
teaching materials and most impor-
tantly, professional development or 
teachers”.

Reviewing the 
Curriculum

The Rudd government’s descrip-
tion of the National Curriculum as 
“back to basics” is remarkably similar 
to the description given to education 
reforms proposed by the former 
Howard government, for example 
in the special emphasis placed on 
grammar in the teaching of English. 
However, at this stage the National 
Curriculum differs markedly in its 
treatment of various subjects. History, 
for example, is to be taught in primary 
school, and is to be treated as a subject 
in its own right, rather than being 
melded into social studies, and the 
treatment of history is very different.

There will doubtless be a need 
to revise and modify the Curriculum 
to improve its effectiveness and 
relevance, and various organisations 
have already made suggestions. For 
example, the Australian Association 
for the Teaching of English has 
expressed some concern that the 
extension of the literacy component 
in the English course will reduce the 
amount of literature studied in detail. 
The Australian Council of Science 
Deans has also criticised the division 
of science into three separate streams.

The treatment of history may also 
require modifi cation, even serious 
revision. However, it is already the 

source of the greatest demands for 
modifi cation from the most conserva-
tive elements in Australian society.

Despite having made a number 
of major progressive initiatives (for 
example the apology to Aboriginal 
Australians), the Rudd government 
is still, by its very own description, 
a conservative government. This has 
been demonstrated by its failure to 
follow through on its progressive 
initiatives, and also, in many cases, 
its adoption of similar policies which 
barely differ from those of its pred-
ecessor. It is entirely possible that 
close inspection of the proposals 
for the teaching of history under 
the National Curriculum will reveal 
reactionary aspects.

The Liberal-National conservative 
coalition has already complained bit-
terly about the Curriculum’s history 
syllabus, describing it as embodying 

a “black armband” view of Australian 
history (a major insult to Aboriginal 
people). The Curriculum emphasises 
the impact of global events and Asian 
history, and the conservatives are 
complaining that the history syllabus 
does not place suffi cient emphasis 
on the importance of British history.

The conservative view will 
doubtless be forcefully borne home 
to the Rudd government during the 
consultation period. It remains to 
be seen, then, whether the positive 
aspects of the national curriculum will 
be retained in detail, or whether the 
ALP will wilt and make modifi cations 
more in keeping with pressure to tow 
the line of conservative orthodoxy. 
Reactionary aspects of the history 
syllabus should be rejected, and pres-
sure to modify the progressive aspects 
of the proposed National Curriculum 
should be resisted at all costs. 

How good is 
the national curriculum?

Richard Titelius

This year’s WA International 
Women’s Day in Fremantle was 
organised by the Women’s Activist 
Network, a diverse collective that 
had come together to discuss a 
number of critical issues which 
were affecting not only the role of 
women in society but humanity 
as a whole.

The fi rst speaker was Danielle 
Senini who is a home birthing 
activist who believed those women 
who were normal and healthy in 
their pregnancy should not need to 

be using the resources of the medi-
cal and hospital system which took 
away women’s power over their 
bodies at the time of giving birth. 
Ms Senini believes that home 
birthing with a midwife is a much 
more effective use of resources 
which empower women and also 
frees up scarce hospital resources.

The second speaker was 
Marianne Mackay, an Aboriginal 
woman and law student from 
the Deaths in Custody Watch 
Committee who spoke of the laws 
and proposed legislation that are 
increasingly criminalising people.

Western Australia has the 
highest rates of incarceration of 
Aboriginal people outside of the 
Northern Territory. This means that 
many Aboriginal people are being 
locked up for relatively minor 
offences such as defaulting on 
fi nes or driving offences. This situ-
ation will be added to as the gov-
ernment is intent on introducing 
its Stop and Search and Prohibited 
Behaviour Order Laws.   

The third speaker was pub-
lic sector union organiser Clare 
Middlemass and former women’s 
offi cer at Murdoch Guild of 

Students. Ms Middlemass was 
concerned about the impact of the 
policies of privatisation by the 
current state government of Colin 
Barnett would have on women - 
the workers themselves who would 
be the fi rst in fi ring line of the 
human services agencies which the 
government is seeking to offl oad.

The fourth speaker was 
Kamala from the Socialist Alliance 
and Climate Change Coalition who 
spoke of the effects which runaway 
climate change will have on com-
munities but especially women.

The fi nal speaker, Elizabeth 

Hulm of the Communist Party 
of Australia, outlined a progres-
sive society where women had 
been able to achieve signifi cant 
and lasting gains in equality - in 
socialist Cuba. Ms Hulm presented 
statistics which showed compre-
hensively that women had over 
the time of the Cuban Revolution 
not only achieved high participa-
tion rates in many of that society’s 
professions but were also leaders 
in government where almost 50 
percent of elected offi cials were 
women. 

Challenges for humanity on IWD 2010

Pete’s Corner

Speakers from the University of Sydney discuss the continuing struggle 
of women in Australia to overcome discrimination in the workplace, 
at an International Women’s Day forum hosted by the Women’s 
Committee of the Greek Orthodox Community of NSW.



4 The Guardian
March 10 2010Labour Struggles

Boeing’s workforce in western 
Sydney has been treated with little 
or no respect with the company 
announcing it is shutting its aero-
space engineering site without any 
consultation with the workers or 
their unions.

Australian Workers’ Union 
(AWU) NSW secretary, Russ 
Collison, said the union’s mem-
bers were in total shock at the 
announcement.

“The 400 plus workers affected 
are expected to accept this result 
cold turkey – no warning of the 
impending shutdown at all,” Russ 
Collison said.

“It is a terrible blow to the 

workers and their families. They 
should have been treated with a lit-
tle bit more respect.”

The union said that the shut-
down decision will be felt not 
just by the Boeing workers but 
across the NSW economy. “This 
will hurt our state’s manufactur-
ing base – the loss of these skilled 
workers, together with thousands 
of downstream jobs will be a blow 
to NSW’s proud manufacturing 
tradition.”

The company manufactures aer-
ospace components for the Boeing 
fl eet, including the Boeing 737, 
Airbus, C130 Elevator, A330, A340 
and A380 and the 777 Runner.

“While we are yet to see any 
real detail, we have been told that 
the company will move the entire 
Milperra site to Fisherman’s Bend 
in Victoria.

“The reality will be that not all 
400 jobs lost from Sydney will turn 
up in Melbourne. This is an oppor-
tunity for the company to quietly 
move some jobs off-shore,” Mr 
Collison said.

The AWU, along with the 
AMWU, who together form the 
Manufacturing Alliance, will lobby 
federal and state governments about 
improving investment in this state 
for the aerospace industry. 

Boeing shows little respect

Rig workers mobilise 
against Maersk
Hundreds of protest emails from 
Australian oil rig workers, and 
their supporters, are fl ooding into 
the e-mail in-boxes of top execu-
tives at Maersk, the big Danish 
multinational container shipping 
fi rm, and oil rig operator.

The email protests are coming 
from trade union-backers angered 
that Maersk seems to consistently 
discriminate against union mem-
bers. For almost two years union 
members of the Maritime Union of 
Australia and Australian Workers’ 
Union (MUA-AWU) Offshore 
Alliance on the Maersk-owned drill 
rig Nan Hai 6 have been trying to 

seal a deal with this iconic Danish 
shipping giant.

“Our members have reached out 
to the wider community to tell Maersk 
you can’t mistreat Australian union 
workers in this way,” Paddy Crumlin, 
MUA national secretary, International 
Transport Workers Federation (ITF) 
executive board member and chair of 
the ITF Dockworkers section, said.

Nearly 500 hundred emails were 
sent from across Australia and the 
globe in a little over 48 hours.

“These workers have a right 
to have a union represent them, 
the company should sit down and 
talk – and not offer side deals to the 

non-union workers which so obvi-
ously discriminate against our mem-
bers,” Paul Howes, AWU National 
Secretary, said.

Maersk employees on the Nan 
Hai 6 oil rig – employed on non-union 
AWA individual contracts – enjoy 
extra leave, are provided with health 
insurance coverage and receive salary 
increases denied to union members.

The two-year stand-off in negoti-
ating a collective agreement with the 
union should end, the MUA-AWU 
Offshore Alliance leaders say.

Maersk Mc-Kinney Moeller is 
the wealthiest man in Denmark. 

Historic 
childcare win!
In December 2009 childcare profes-
sionals voted overwhelmingly in 
favour of improving conditions and 
real wage increases for ABC staff. 
Fair Work Australia has approved 
this agreement which means it can 
be enforced. 

LHMU Childcare Union mem-
bers have shown that by joining 
their union and standing together 
LHMU members are powerful. 

Powerful enough to:
• Be the fi rst workers in Australia 

to negotiate improvements to 
wages and conditions with a 
company in receivership.

• Get the government to protect 
your entitlements through the 
GEERS scheme.

• Turn ABC into a not for profi t 
company run by GoodStart.

• Win government reforms on 
ratios and qualifi cations.

Show me the money!
ABC childcare workers’ pay 

on March 16 will also include a 
little bonus with the two percent 
pay rise back dated from December 
10, 2009; the date union members 
reached in-principle agreement with 
ABC.

Thousands of ABC workers 
joined their union, fi lled out pledge 
cards and talked to workmates and 
parents about winning improve-
ments to wages and conditions:
• Pay increase: 2% in 2009; 2.3% 

in 2010; 3% in 2011.
• Two hours programming time for 

staff with these responsibilities.

• Reduction in cuts in hours 
(down from 30% to 15% for the 
majority of the year).

• Staff discounts are part of the 
agreement (this means they can’t 
be taken away).

• One paid staff meeting a year 
with the chance to hear about 
union members’ campaigns in 
childcare.

• Paid training time for union 
delegates.

• Improved union rights so 
childcare professionals will 
continue to grow more powerful 
and win.

In 2010 childcare professionals 
will be meeting with politicians and 
telling their stories about the chang-
es that need to happen to create 
better quality early education. The 
2010 federal election is an oppor-
tunity for staff to talk about their 
vision for the future, for a quality 
childcare sector where childcare 
professionals:
• Are paid professional wages.
• Have access to training 

opportunities.
• Are respected and recognised for 

the work that they do.
If childcare professionals want 

to win a better quality sector they 
cannot do it alone. Childcare pro-
fessionals need to join with parents, 
the community and each other in 
demanding a better quality child-
care sector. 

A Queensland poll confi rms the 
state government’s privatisation 
plans will severely affect Federal 
Labor’s chances in Queensland in 
this year’s election.

The Queensland Council of 
Unions-commissioned poll conducted 
by Essential Research surveyed 1,039 
voters across Queensland and comple-
ments research from September 
2009 on public attitudes towards 
privatisation.

QCU general secretary Ron 
Monaghan said the poll proved pri-
vatisation was still deeply unpopular 
and that it had now become a federal 
election issue. “The poll shows that 
state asset sales are so unpopular that 
32 percent of respondents – or about 
one in three – are saying they would 
be more likely to vote for the Liberal 
National Party in the federal election.

“It would be a tragedy if the state 
government’s privatisation helped 
Tony Abbot come to office and 
return workers to the dark old days 
of WorkChoices. 

And at the state level, the Bligh 
government has lost just over half of 
its voter base from a year ago with 
45 percent of respondents said they 
voted Labor in March 2009 and now 
just 22 percent say they will vote 
Labor at the next election.”

Mr Monaghan said this was an 
“extremely sobering” result for the 
state government and that it was now 
time to resolve the privatisation issue 
once and for all.

“There can be no hiding behind 

cancelled state conferences and the 
like – the polling fi gures speak for 
themselves. It’s not too late to save 
these important assets and keep the 
jobs and services these assets provide 
in regional Queensland.”

Other key poll fi ndings include:
• Just one in 10 Queenslanders 

supports privatisation;
• 59 percent of voters say the asset 

sales program makes them less 
likely to vote for the Labor Party 
in the next state election;

• 66 percent will not forget the 
asset sales issue at the ballot box 
even if it has been resolved by 
then;

• 80 Percent of those polled 
think the government has 
underestimated public opposition 
to asset sales;

• Almost 70 percent do not 
agree with the share fl oat of 
Queensland Rail. 

Mr Monaghan said another sig-
nifi cant fi nding from the poll was 
that Queensland voters believed they 
had been misled on the government’s 
privatisation plans.

“Seventy four percent of 
Queenslanders surveyed think the 
Bligh government lied to the public 
by keeping secret its plans to privatise 
prior to the March 2009 state election.

“This confirms that the gov-
ernment has been well and truly 
caught out and no amount of spin 
will convince Queensland voters 
otherwise.” 

Almost 70 percent in the poll do not agree 
with the share float of Queensland Rail.

Qld privatisation 
to affect federal Labor
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Anna Pha

It is perfectly natural that parents 
want their children to attend a 
good school. All children should 
attend good schools. Thirty or 
more years ago, it was not a big 
issue. The public school system 
offered quality, free, and secular 
education, open to all children 
regardless of their background. 
Parents could send their children 
to the local primary, high, or 
technical (in some states) school in 
their neighbourhood confi dent they 
would receive a good education.

Private independent and church 
schools were an option if you could 
afford them, and certainly no guaran-
tee of as good let alone better educa-
tion. The public education system was 
by no means perfect, teacher unions 
were fighting for more funding, 
smaller classrooms, more resources, 
programs for students with special 
needs, and so on.

Today parents are faced with a 
very different situation. Funding to 
public schools has been run down at a 
time when demands placed on schools 
have increased. They are grossly 
under-staffed and under-funded. 
Teachers in many public schools 
lack the resources they need for the 
basic curriculum, buildings have not 
been properly maintained and many 
classes remain too large. There are 
more behavioural problems. In some 
schools, a teacher may be faced with 
more than half a class whose fi rst or 
only language is not English. The 
additional support and smaller classed 
they need are not there to the extent 
required. Many state schools have 
been forced to introduce charges (in 
reality voluntary or not so voluntary 
fees).

At the same time federal funding 
for private schools has been increased 
to the point where private schools 
with one third of the students receive 
two thirds of the funding. Government 
funding has fi nanced the building of 
hundreds of small, religious and other 
private schools.

Some of these schools do not 
teach a secular curriculum – science, 
English, history, mathematics, etc – 
beyond year ten. Years 11 and 12 
are religion. Some sit their children 
all day in small individual cubicles, 
where they rote learn their maths 
and English skills scattered between 
psalms and other religious trappings. 
In “science” they tell the children that 
scientists do not know about the world 
and perpetrate the myth that God 
created the universe a few thousand 
years ago.

Government funding to non-gov-
ernment schools has fuelled the divi-
sion and social isolation of children on 
the basis of religion, academic ability, 
wealth, disability and other criteria. 
The implications of these divisions 
run contrary to multiculturalism and 
narrow the educational outcomes 
and tolerance of Australia’s future 
generations. 

Education market
The centre-piece of the Rudd 

government’s “education revolution” 
is an education market, where schools 
compete for clients, a place where 
parents can shop around for the “best” 
school – if they can afford it. How can 
they choose the right school?

The government’s answer is 
the website My School. “My School 
provides an important opportunity 
for everyone to learn more about 

Australian schools, and for Australian 
schools to learn more from each 
other.” It is a means by which parents 
can compare schools.

It has all the ingredients of 
a league table that ranks schools 
based on the results of the National 
Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN) tests given 
to students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9. 
It is an incredibly blunt instrument 
for comparing schools, and totally 
inappropriate for use as a means of 
selecting a school. Yet this is what it 
is being used for. Tragically, some 
parents have already pulled children 
out of schools whose rankings carried 
the red lines of failure on the website.

Students can be specifi cally be 
coached to pass NAPLAN. It can 
favour schools whose educational 
outcomes – in the fullest sense of the 
term – are highly questionable. For 
example, a school that sits students 
in cubicles rote learning all day, or 
selects its student population by such 
criteria of language and maths skills 
has a better chance of being higher up 
the league table. State schools accept 
all comers – they offer a truly secular 
education and mix of students.

The ability of a school to develop 
and educate students cannot be 
assessed on a crude, neo-liberal meas-
urement of a technical test in literacy 
and numeracy. NAPLAN is fi rst and 
foremost a ranking system, by its very 
nature there will always be schools 
that “fail”. There will always be a bot-
tom 25 percent. League tables are not 
a measure of absolute performance.

Teacher unions, parents and others 
with an understanding of education 
have highlighted many other fl aws 
such as not testing all students, the 
statistical unreliability of results 
for schools with smaller student 
populations.

The government claims that it 
will use the results to provide further 
assistance to schools that need it – the 
ones with poor results. They have 
been doing this for some years now, 
albeit with far too little assistance. 
There was no need for NAPLAN 
or publication of school results to 
do that.

The needs of schools are already 
well known and documented by 
those at the chalk front. Teachers 
are capable of testing and do assess 
their students by far more superior 
methods and on many aspects of their 
development. They know more about 
their students than any government 
test can tell them. The government’s 
approach undermines the profession-
alism and public image of thousands 
of dedicated and competent teachers 
who remain in the public education 
system despite the many additional 
pressures being place on them.

Privatisation
The government has another 

agenda. It is called privatisation. 
Education Minister Julia Gillard 
is working closely with education 
authorities in the US and on a visit 
in October last year met with some 
kindred soles.

She was invited to address a con-
ference at the right-wing Foundation 
for Excellence in Education in 
Washington set up by George W 
Bush’s brother Jeb. She shared the 
platform with Swedish education 
entrepreneur Peje Emilsson and 
British Professor of Education James 
Tooley. (See Editorial, Guardian No 
1433, 28-10-1009)

Emilsson’s chain of 22 private, 

for-profi t schools in Sweden has an 
annual turnover of 45 million euro 
(A$73 million). He was involved in 
the introduction of a voucher system 
that publicly funded and facilitated 
the proliferation of private schools in 
Sweden, where two thirds of private 
schools are now run for profi t.

Tooley’s vision for education 
is large private companies with 
brand names as familiar as Tesco 
and Safeway, running chains of 
private schools. “Big profi ts mean 
better schools”, says Tooley. (New 
Statesman 31-01-2000).

Ms Gillard also met with Michelle 
Rhee who runs Washington’s schools. 
Her record says it all: she closed 21 
“failed” schools (15 percent of the 
total) and sacked 270 teachers, 36 
principals and 100 other staff in her 
fi rst 18 months. “She’s obviously 
bringing a single-minded, relentless 
focus on making a difference for those 
kids,” said an admiring Gillard.

Gillard said the USA and 
Australia have similar challenges and 
common views on how they should 
be tackled.

Next steps to watch for:
• Labelling of schools as “failed” 

on the basis of testing;
• Takeover by federal government 

of education or integration of 
state and federal funding for 
education;

• Basing teacher pay on test results 
(“performance”);

• State schools allowed to 
introduce modest fees;

• State schools gain greater 
autonomy, hiring and fi ring staff, 
run by a board or company along 
similar lines to private schools;

• Entry of for-profi t, private 
corporations into education 
market, buying up “failed 
schools” and setting up new ones. 

• Voucher system of funding  – a 
set amount attached to each 
student which is paid to the 
school they attend. Parents pay 
the gap between the fee and 
voucher.

A voucher system would in 
effect complete the privatisation of 
the public education system putting 
state schools on the same footing for 
funding and governance. Vouchers 
give parents “choice” and feed the 
profi ts of private schools.

The teacher unions and parents 
have a diffi cult job ahead to save 
public education. They need all the 
support they can get from the trade 
union movement, ethnic communi-
ties and other organisations and 
individuals. 

Australia

Assessing schools – 
the hidden agenda

Bandon Grove public school – thirty years ago the public school system offered quality, free, and secular 
education, open to all children regardless of their background. 

The Garrawarra Centre situated in Sydney’s south is one of the 
11 nursing homes in NSW earmarked for sale in the next few 
months. The carers have demanded a meeting with the NSW 
Health Minister as they are extremely concerned about the fate 
of the 120 residents of the centre. The home is 100 years old 
but underwent a $12 million upgrade in 2000 to cater for patients 
with dementia. The problem lies in the patients the home caters 
for – they are all dementia patients with “challenging behaviour” 
– in other words aggressive, violent and displaying inappropriate 
sexual behaviour. As one of the staff members pointed out: “Our 
residents have often been in other private facilities, but due to 
their aggressive, violent or inappropriate sexual behaviour they 
are asked to leave. You can’t honestly tell me that a new provider 
running the centre as a business will accept these people”.

From My School to My Uni – the Rudd government is keen to 
keep on ranking educational facilities according to students’ 
results, quality of teaching and facilities. “In  the future, Australian 
universities will be required to publish more information on 
their courses, campus facilities, support services and, most 
importantly, the quality of teaching and learning outcomes,” said 
Education Minister Julia Gillard. The data could also be used to 
promote universities to the lucrative foreign student market and 
infl uence funding decisions. Nothing was said about assisting 
those young Australians who would like to get a university 
education but cannot afford it. Chasing overseas students’ dollars 
have already resulted in lower standards and inferior education. 
Collecting data will not solve education issues – but it can be 
used for particular policy directions and justify funding allocation.

The draft national curriculum does not explicitly prohibit the 
teaching of creationism in schools, which raises questions about 
whether this will open the door to its promotion as a science. 
As Greens MP John Kaye pointed out “[the state curriculum] 
leaves open no wriggle room to slip in religiously based 
views on the origin of species as science. The draft national 
curriculum has left open loopholes that would allow the teaching 
of intelligent design and old earth creationism as science”

. CAPITALIST HOG OF THE WEEK: is the NSW government, 
which has approved concept plans for two coal-fi red power 
stations at Mount Piper, near Lithgow, and Bayswater (near 
Muswellbrook) in the Hunter. Climate change campaigners say 
the carbon emissions from the stations would be equivalent 
to doubling the number of cars on NSW roads. The Nature 
Conservation Council of NSW claims that the new power stations 
would increase the state’s carbon emissions by 15 percent. 
“The government should be putting a moratorium on new coal-
fi red power stations,” Max Phillips of the Nature Conservation 
Foundation Council said. “It should have been ruled out from 
the start. The government is negligent for not doing so”.
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Reflections by comrade Fidel

My recent meeting with Lul
We met in Managua, on July 1980, 30 years 
ago – during the commemoration of the fi rst 
anniversary of the Sandinista Revolution 
– thanks to my contacts with the followers 
of Liberation Theology, which had started 
in Chile when I visited President Allende 
there in 1971.

I had heard about Lula De Silva from Friar 
Betto. He was a leader of workers, someone in 
whom the leftist Christians had early placed 
their hopes.

He was a humble worker from the metal 
industry, a man of remarkable talent and of 
prestige among the trade unions in that great 
nation that was leaving behind the dark days of 
the military dictatorship imposed by the Yankee 
imperialism in the 1960s.

Brazil’s relations with Cuba had been 
excellent until the dominating power in the 
hemisphere brought them to an end. Several 
decades would pass before those relations could 
slowly recover to what they are today.

Each of our countries lived its own history. 
Our homeland endured exceptional pressures 
during the incredible stages since 1959, con-
fronting the aggressions of the mightiest power 
known to history.

Hence the enormous signifi cance we attach 
to the recent meeting in Cancun and to its deci-
sion to establish a Community Latin American 
and Caribbean States (see last week’s Guardian). 
No other institutional event of the past century 
in our hemisphere is so transcendental.

The agreement has been reached at a time 
of the most serious economic crisis of the 
globalised world, concurring with the great-
est danger of an ecological catastrophe for 
our species and the earthquake that destroyed 
Port-au-Prince, the capital of Haiti, this being 
the most painful human disaster in the history 
of our hemisphere, in the poorest country of the 
continent and the fi rst one to eradicate slavery.

As I was writing this Refl ection, only six 
weeks after the death of over 200,000 people,  
– according to offi cial fi gures released in that 
country – we received dramatic news of the 
damages caused by another earthquake, this 
time in Chile, causing the death of close to one 
thousand people and huge material damage, 
according to offi cial fi gures released by the 
authorities there.

It was particularly moving to watch the 
suffering of millions of Chileans, materially 
and emotionally affected by such a harsh blow 
of nature.

Fortunately, Chile has more experience in 
coping with this kind of phenomenon and it 
is a country with more resources and higher 
economic development. If it were not for the 
sounder buildings and infrastructure, a countless 
number of people, perhaps tens or hundreds of 
thousands of Chileans would have perished.

There are reports of two million victims and 
the potential loss of between 15 and 30 billion 
dollars. Faced with this tragedy, Chile counts 
on the solidarity and the sympathy of the peo-
ples, ours included, although given the type of 
cooperation required there is not much that Cuba 
can do. Nevertheless, the Cuban government 
was one of the fi rst to communicate to Chile 
our feelings of solidarity at a time when the 
communication system was not yet operational.

The country which is today putting to the 
test the world capacity to tackle climate change 
and ensure the survival of the human species 
is Haiti, as it is a symbol of the poverty suf-
fered today by billions of people worldwide, 

including a signifi cant portion of the peoples 
of our continent.

The recent earthquake in Chile, with the 
amazing intensity of 8.8 on the Richter scale, 
although fortunately at greater depth than the 
one which devastated Port-au-Prince, leads 
me to emphasise the importance and the duty 
to encourage the steps toward unity taken in 
Cancun, even though I do not entertain illu-
sions knowing how diffi cult and complex our 
struggle of ideas will be vis-à-vis the efforts of 
the empire and its allies inside and outside our 
countries to thwart our peoples’ efforts toward 
unity and independence.

I want to place on record the signifi cance 
and symbolism I attach to Lula’s recent visit 
and my meeting with him, both personally and 
as a revolutionary. He had said that as he was 
nearing the end of his term as president, he 
wanted to visit his friend Fidel; he honoured 
me with that description. I think I know him 
well. We often had fraternal conversations both 
in Cuba and abroad.

I once had the honour of visiting him in his 
house located in a modest neighbourhood in Sao 
Paulo where he lived with his family. It was very 
moving for me to meet with him, his wife and 
children. I will never forget the fraternal and 
healthy family atmosphere in that home and 
the sincere affection shown by the neighbours 
who approached Lula when he was already a 
prestigious worker and political leader.

No one knew then whether or not he would 
become the President of Brazil since major 
interests and forces opposed him: but I enjoyed 
talking with him. On the other hand, Lula did not 
care much about that position; he took pleasure 
in fi ghting and he did so with irreproachable 
modesty. This he showed extensively when 
after being defeated twice by his adversaries 
he only accepted to run for the Workers Party 
on a third occasion due to the strong pressure 
of his most sincere friends.

I will not try to relate the times we spoke 
before he was elected president; on one of these 
occasions, actually one of the fi rst was in the 
midst of the 1980s as we were struggling in 
Havana against Latin America’s foreign debt, 
which then amounted to US$300 billion and 
had been repaid more than once. He is a natural 
born fi ghter.

As I said, on two occasions his adversar-
ies beat him in the elections with the support 
of their huge economic and media resources. 
However, his closest assistants and friends knew 
that the time had come for that humble worker 
to be the candidate of the Workers Party and 
the leftist forces.

Certainly, his opponents underestimated 
him; they thought he would not achieve a 
majority in the legislative body. The USSR 
did not exist anymore. What could Lula do at 
the head of Brazil, a nation of great wealth but 
little development in the hands of a rich and 
infl uential bourgeoisie?

But, neoliberalism was in crisis; the 
Bolivarian Revolution had triumphed in 
Venezuela; Menen was in free-fall; Pinochet 
was off the political stage; and Cuba was putting 
up resistance. But Lula was elected when in the 
United States Bush won the elections through 
fraud, robbing his rival Al Gore of his victory.

It was the beginning of a challenging stage. 
Fostering the arms race and the role of the 
military industrial complex, and cutting down 
taxes of the wealthy sectors were the fi rst steps 
taken the new US President.

The fi ght on terrorism was his pretext to 
resume the wars of conquest and to institution-
alise assassination and torture as an instrument 
of imperialist domination. It’s impossible to 
publish the events related to the secret prisons 
which exposed the complicity of the US allies 
with that policy. Thus, the acceleration took 
place of the worst economic crisis of those that 
cyclically and increasingly have accompanied 
developed capitalism, only that this time the 
privileges of Bretton Woods were there but 
none of its commitments.

On the other hand, in the past eight years, 
with Lula at the head of the nation, Brazil kept 
overcoming obstacles, increasing its technologi-
cal development and expanding the weight of 
the Brazilian economy. The most diffi cult part 
was his fi rst term, but he succeeded and gained 
experience. With his restless struggle, his calm-
ness and composure as well as his growing 
devotion to his work, under such challenging 
international conditions, Brazil attained a GDP 
close to US$2 trillion.

The data vary depending on the sources but 
they all agree to place it among the 10 largest 
economies in the world. In spite of this, with 
an area of 5,327,500 square miles, compared to 
the United States with barely a larger territory, 
Brazil only has about 12 percent of the GDP 
of that imperialist country that plunders the 
world and deploys its armed forces in over one 
thousand military bases worldwide.

I had the privilege of attending his inau-
guration as president at the end of 2002. Hugo 

Chavez was there too. He had just faced the 
treacherous coup d’etat of April 11, that same 
year; later there would be an oil coup organised 
by Washington. By then, Bush was president. 
The relations between Brazil, the Bolivarian 
Republic and Cuba had always been good and 
mutually respectful.

Presently, Brazil has developed the cul-
tivation of sugarcane, soybean and corn with 
high-yield machinery that can be used for these 
crops with a very high productivity. One day, 
as I watched a documentary about 40 thousand 
hectares of land in Ciego de Avila used to grow 
soybean alternating it with corn where they will 
try to work the entire year, I said that this is 
the ideal of a socialist farm enterprise, highly 
mechanised and with a high productivity per 
man and per hectare.

Our country has also elaborated and signed 
with Brazil a project for the fi nancing and con-
struction of a very modern port in Mariel that 
will be of great importance to our economy.

Venezuela is using Brazilian farming and 
industrial technology to produce sugar and to 
use bagasse as a source of thermo-electrical 
energy. This is sophisticated equipment working 
in a socialist enterprise, too. At the Bolivarian 
Republic they are using ethanol to reduce the 
harmful effect of gasoline on the environment.

It was capitalism that developed the con-
sumer society and also the waste of fuel that has 
begotten the risk of a dramatic climate change. 
It took nature 400 million years to create what 
our species is consuming in barely two centuries. 
Science has yet to solve the problem of the type 
of energy that will replace the one generated 
with oil today. No one knows how much time 
that will require and how much it will cost to 
resolve it in time. Shall we ever have it? That 
was the issue under discussion in Copenhagen 
and the Summit was a complete failure.

Lula told me that when the cost of ethanol is 
70 percent that of gasoline, it is not good busi-
ness to produce it. He said that Brazil, which has 
the largest forests on earth, will progressively 
reduce current forest clearing by 80 percent.

Today, Brazil has the best technology in 
the world to drill in the sea; it can extract oil 

Lula De Silva.

It was capitalism that developed the consumer 
society and also the waste of fuel that has 
begotten the risk of a dramatic climate change. 
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from as deep as 7,000 metres. Thirty years back 
this would have seemed a science fi ction story.

He explained the high-level education pro-
grams that Brazil intends to carry forward and 
expressed great appreciation for the role of China 
in the world scenario. He proudly said that trade 
with that country amounts to US$40 billion.

One thing is clear: Lula the metal worker 
has become an outstanding and prestigious 
statesman whose voice is respectfully heard at 
every international meeting.

He is proud to have been honoured with the 
choice of Brazil to hold the Olympic Games of 
2016 thanks to the excellent program presented 
in Denmark. His country will also host the World 
Football Cup in 2014. All of this has been the 
result of the projects submitted by Brazil, which 
left those of their competitors behind.

A great proof of his selfl essness was his 
refusal to stand for re-election and his confi -
dence that the Workers Party will continue in 
government in Brazil.

Some of those who envy his prestige and his 
glory, and worse still, those at the service of the 
empire, criticised him for coming to Cuba. To 
that end, they have resorted to the vile slanders 
used against Cuba for half a century.

Lula has known for many years that in our 
country no one has ever been tortured; that 
we have never ordered the assassination of an 
adversary, and that we have never lied to the 
people. He does know that truth is the insepa-
rable companion of his Cuban friends.

From Cuba he left for our neighbour Haiti. 
We shared with him our ideas on what we are 
proposing with regard to a sustainable and 
effi cient program, one especially important 
and very economic for Haiti. He knows that 
more than 100,000 Haitians have been treated 
by our doctors and by graduates from the 
Latin American School of Medicine after the 
earthquake. We discussed serious issues; I am 
aware of his fervent wishes to help that noble 
and long-suffering people.

I shall keep an unforgettable memory of my 
last meeting with the President of Brazil and I 
do not hesitate to declare it.
Fidel Castro Ruz 

Magazine
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Calculating life 
for a dying empire
Francis Shor

Two thousand dollars per dead child! That’s 
the amount of compensation offered by 
the Pentagon for the “collateral damage” 
which it has caused in Afghanistan. As the 
war escalates and more innocent victims of 
Washington’s aggressive actions accumulate 
in number, the US military calculates what it 
will take to placate grieving Afghan parents.

Eight years into a war deemed “necessary” 
by both Republican and Democratic 
Administrations, the death and destruction 
visited upon Afghan civilians seems reducible 
to neat and cheap compensation packages. 
And, yet, the real physical and psychological 
damage infl icted by the war-makers remains 
strangely abstract and without comprehension 
of the very real unintended consequences. The 
anger of Afghan families in the earliest days of 
US military intervention undoubtedly persists 
and may even fuel the continuing insurgency. 
According to a June 28, 2002 Los Angeles 
Times story about one Afghan who had lost 
his wife, mother and seven children to a US 
air attack, he bitterly lamented: “I put a curse 
on the Americans who did this. I pray that they 
will have the tragedy in their lives that I have 
had in mine.”

While not suffering this kind of tragic 
loss in just one family, US families have paid 
a price with increasing numbers of dead and 

wounded in Afghanistan. More generous with 
their compensation packages to families who 
have lost a loved one in military operations in 
Afghanistan, even the $100,000 offered cannot 
excuse the needless loss of life promulgated by 
the Pentagon and their so-called civilian bosses.

The squandering of billions of dollars, 
however, in prosecuting this war and the other 
imperial campaigns in the Middle East and 
Central Asia is responsible for other hidden costs 
to children in the United States. In 2009, the US 
continued its falling ranking in infant mortality 
to 33rd in the world, behind the much poorer, 
but medically wiser, nation of Cuba. In addition, 
infant mortality among African-Americans is 
estimated to be twice as high as that of whites.

On the other hand, the terrible toll on Iraqi 
children, as a consequence of policies pursued 
by the United States since the fi rst Gulf War, 
has been enormous. From the use of depleted 
uranium by the Pentagon under Bush Sr and 
Jr to sanctions preventing medical supplies 
from entering Iraq under Clinton, the death 
and disease suffered by Iraqi babies is directly 
attributable to the United States.

Even in the absence of war and aggressive 
policies pursued by Washington, the imbalance 
between the United States and the developing 
world, made worse by the recent fi nancial crisis, 
is deplorable. It is estimated that the average 
inhabitant of the United States uses 250 times 
the resources of the average Nigerian. That 

average US citizen, if a baby born in the 1990s 
who reaches 75 years of age, will have generated 
fi fty-two tons of garbage while utilizing close 
to 4,000 barrels of oil. The amount of energy 
consumed by the average US resident would 
be equivalent to 531 Ethiopians.

When UNICEF reported, as is did in 2002, 
that ten million children under the age of 5 died 
each year from preventable causes, such as 
malnutrition, unsafe water, and the lack of the 
most basic health care, we should, in the words 
of ethics philosopher Peter Singer “know that 
others are in much greater need ... and learn 
to think critically about the forces that lead to 
high levels of consumption and to be aware of 
the environmental costs of this way of living.”

Yet, to attain that level of consciousness 
would require confronting the legacy of being 
part of an empire and benefi ting from its 
ostensibly unequal privileges. Trying to come 
to terms with all of the human and planetary 
consequences of empire as a way of life may be 
especially diffi cult now that the empire is dying. 
Let’s just hope that we can help to diminish the 
further destruction produced by an empire in 
its death throes.
Francis Shor is author of the recently 
published, Dying Empire: US Imperialism 
and Global Resistance. Excerpts from the 
book can be found at www.dyingempire.org
Common Dreams 

US propaganda – soldiers playing with Afghanistan children, no bodies in sight.

Eight years into a war,
 the death and destruction visited upon

 Afghan civilians seems reducible to 
neat and cheap compensation packages.
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DOUALA, Cameroon: Two years 
after speculation on the price of 
staple foods stoked the fi res of 
social unrest, the country remains 
both economically and socially 
stricken. Taking advice from Paris, 
Cameroon’s dictator Paul Biya has 
every intention of being his own 
successor.

“Dear Mr President, were you 
ever young? No, you must never have 
been, or you would listen to the fears 
of this country’s youth...” This quote 
is taken from an open letter addressed 
to Paul Biya in February 2010 by the 
Cameroonian writer Patrice Nganang 
in the United States, almost two years 
to the day since the repression (which 
left 100 to 200 people dead) of the 
so-called food riots, when clashes 
and demonstrations shook the entire 
country in a context of soaring sta-
ple food prices. Though he did not 
directly mention it in his letter, the 
author of Dog Days clearly had this 
anniversary in mind.

The riots of February 2008 had 
several causes, observes Samuel 
Mack-Kit, secretary-general of the 
Union of the Peoples of Cameroon 
(UPC, Union des populations du 
Cameroun, the oldest political party 
in sub-Saharan Africa after South 
Africa’s ANC), and all of them remain 
untreated. “The country was, and still 
is, economically stricken. A Canadian 
newspaper described Douala as the 
most expensive town in Africa. In 
addition, secondary education must 
be paid for and nothing even remotely 
resembling a social security system 
for healthcare exists.

“This situation is even more 
intolerable for the people because 
they know that the leaders of the 
regime are misappropriating millions, 
possibly billions of CFA francs. What 
happened at the beginning of 2008 
was about young people expressing 
their frustration...,” he said.

To this one must add the political 
causes, involving manipulations of 
the constitution orchestrated by Biya 
in order to enable him to continue 
to succeed himself, which provoked 
outrage among the political class and 
the religious community (see com-
ments made at the time by Cardinal 
Tumi in Douala).

Today President Biya is credited 
with the latest proposed amendment 
to the constitution, this time in order 
to create a vice presidency. “An idea 
suggested to him by Paris, which is 
concerned about the lack of an heir 
apparent,” continues Samuel Mack-
Kit. “There are many of us here who 
still associate the French government 
with the Cameroonian government. 
The former wants to ensure that the 
departure of Biya, for whatever reason 
that might be, would not threaten 
French interests, which rule the roost.”

Early presidential 
elections

In its contact with the other 
opposition groups, the UPC main-
tains its long-held assertion that zero 
transparency is not possible under 
the current electoral code. And the 
purely cosmetic solutions proposed 
by the government provide no solu-
tion. “All those who believe in the 
idea of a radical change designed 
to allow a peaceful change over of 
power should group together in order 
to force the government to accept 
a compromise electoral code - the 
creation of an independent national 
electoral commission (CENI). A 
large-scale popular movement aimed 
at changing the organisation of the 
electoral process must be put in place. 
If we can encourage such a rallying 
of the people, even Paris would have 
to accept it, albeit grudgingly,” the 
UPC said.

Presidential elections are set for 

October 2011 but Cameroon has a 
curious tradition: the elections take 
place before or after but never on the 
date offi cially set.

According to Samuel Mack-
Kit, “It is almost certain that the 
presidential elections will take place 
earlier than expected and happen this 
year. Possibly around May-June or in 
October. Paul Biya is in a hurry; he 
is even more determined to stay in 
power because doesn’t want to get 
caught up in the same kind of legal 
entanglements that befell the former 
Chadian leader Hissène Habré ...”
L’Humanite 

Cameroon still paralysed 
two years after riots

Dictator Paul Biya.

Thousands go on strike in Rangoon
In the latest escalation of labour 
tensions in Burma, around 4,000 
factory workers at an industrial 
estate on the outskirts of Rangoon 
staged a sit-in last Saturday to 
demand better pay, according to 
sources in the area.

Workers at two garment fac-
tories in South Dagon Township’s 
No. 2 Industrial Zone began their 
strike at around 8am, the sources 
said.

“When the workers got out of 
the company bus this morning, they 
refused to enter the factory com-
pound,” said an eyewitness, adding 
that riot police arrived at the scene 
soon after the strike began.

The factories are owned by a 
company called SGI.

“The factory owner said he 
would comply with the workers’ 

demands, but he forced them to go 
home,” said another person who 
witnessed this latest mass action by 
Burmese workers.

In recent months, workers 
employed by factories in Burma’s 
commercial capital have shown 
growing dissatisfaction with stag-
nant wages, as infl ation continues 
to erode the value of their earnings, 
most of which are spent on the pur-
chase of basic commodities.

Meanwhile, there were also 
reports that several thousand fac-
tory workers in Shwepyithar 
Township, on the western outskirts 
of Rangoon, also staged a sit-in last 
Friday to demand higher wages and 
better working conditions. 

Labor Ministry representa-
tives were involved in negotia-
tions between the workers and the 

factory management, the reports 
said.

According to a senior offi -
cial from the Union of Myanmar 
Federation of Chambers of 
Commerce and Industry (UMFCCI) 
the unrest is related to recent pay 
hikes for government employees. 
Public servants’ monthly salaries 
were raised by a fl at rate of 20,000 
kyat ($20) in January. 

The UMFCCI senior offi cial 
said that the wages of garment fac-
tory workers are signifi cantly lower 
than that of workers in Cambodia 
and Vietnam.

“The basic monthly salary of 
workers here is US$30-50, while 
workers in Cambodia and Vietnam 
are earning at least $120 a month,” 
he said. 

Japan N-power 
plants tsunami-hit 
cooling water
On February 28 when the Chile 
quake-induced tsunami came 
to Japan, the fear of residents 
living near nuclear power plants 
increased because a failure of 
cooling water intake at the time 
of a tsunami can lead to serious 
accidents.

The latest tsunami set off an 
alarm at the lack of measures to 
protect against tsunamis, though the 
Japanese Communist Party has long 
called for the implementation of 
countermeasures.

JCP Onagawa Town assembly 
member Takano Hiroshi in Miyagi 
Prefecture, where the Onagawa 
nuclear power plant is located, 
said, “Waves three metres in height 
were predicted, but the jagged 
coastline may lead to an increase in 
damages.”

The No. 1 reactor at the 
Onagawa plant would be unable to 
take in cooling water from the sea 
if backwashes of a tsunami lower 
the sea level by four metres. Any 
failure to cool the reactor could 
lead to a nuclear meltdown as well 
as other severe accidents.

Takano stated: “In the tsunami 
induced by the 1960 Chile quake, 
the sea level was lowered by six 
metres. The repetitive movements 
of waves, sand, and fl oating objects 
may clog intake pipes, which in 
turn would obstruct the normal 
operation of pumps to suction up 
the sea water.”

The Economy, Trade and 
Industry Ministry is of the opinion 
that there was no need to suspend 
operation of  nuclear power plants 
in relation to the recent tsunami, 
and simply called for outdoor work 
to be suspended.

In 2006, JCP House of 
Representatives member Yoshii 
Hidekatsu pointed out the inad-
equate preparedness of nuclear 
power plants against tsunamis. He 
revealed that 43 reactors, about 80 
percent of nuclear power plants in 
Japan, would fail to take in seawa-
ter when the backwash of a tsunami 
reached fi ve metres.

Nikai Toshihiro, then economic 
and industry minister, pledged 
improvements. Four years later, the 
situation has not yet improved.

Ito Tatsuya, a representative 
committee member of the national 
liaison centre of residents’ move-
ment over nuclear power plants, 
said, “When the tsunami hit in 
1960, there were no nuclear power 
plants and we haven’t experi-
enced any big tsunami since then. 
Electric power companies should 
take appropriate measures against 
tsunami.”

Assembly member Takano 
said, “The danger associated with 
tsunami may be a blind spot when 
it comes to nuclear power plants. 
The government is responsible to 
seriously test safety when intakes 
are clogged by sand and fl oat-
ing objects without just claiming 
safety.”

House of Representatives mem-
ber Yoshii stated: “A rise in the 
sea level associated with a tsunami 
could submerge cooling pumps, and 
the lowered sea level could cause 
the loss of cooling water. These 
failures could lead to a meltdown. 
The JCP will work to improve 
protective measures against earth-
quakes and tsunami.”
Akahata 
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Victor Grossman

BERLIN: There was unusual 
excitement in the otherwise so 
dignifi ed Bundestag on February 
26. Of course, everyone knew the 
Afghanistan extension bill would 
pass. The ruling parties, Angela 
Merkel’s Christian Democrats and 
their right-wing Free Democrat 
(FDP) partners, had a majority. 
Add on the Social Democrats. 
True, they were now in the opposi-
tion, but in such questions a very 
loyal opposition. After all, sending 
troops and planes to Afghanistan 
had begun when they headed the 
government. Their slogan at the 
time: Germany’s security must be 
defended at the Hindu Kush moun-
tains. As for the Greens, they had 
also been in the government then 
and were thus equally responsible 
for doing battle 3,000 miles away, 
in renewed defi ance of the German 
constitution restricting the armed 
forces to the home country. But 
many had become uneasy. How 
would it go?

The planned extension, for one 
year, meant sending 800 more troops, 
thus raising the number of Germans in 
uniform to 5,350, fewer than US gen-
erals had called for, and still limited to 
northern Afghanistan. But it involved 
many more thousands at home and 
abroad, cost billions, and represented 
one more precedent for using military 
force in far-off lands with deaths and 
injuries for Germans and Afghans. 
Where and when would it end? What 
new countries would require troops to 
either defend freedom, or women’s 
rights, or democracy or, less publicly, 
strategic and economic advantages 
and prestige for military brass hats 
only too eager to show their mettle, 
test their weapons, and win some 
bright new medals in the long tradi-
tion many of them clearly admired.

Despite the obvious odds, the 
fi ght against the extension seemed 
important to its opponents. One tragic 
event strengthened their resolve. On 
September 4 last year, near Kunduz, 
a German colonel ordered the bomb-
ing of two gasoline-fi lled tank trucks 
seized by Taliban forces but then 
mired in the sand at a river crossing. 
The colonel called in an American 
plane to bomb the trucks without 
the usual warning for the people 
clustered near them. The explosion 
killed over 140 people, many of them 
civilians, not a few of them children. 
The military and then the government 
tried to cover up the extent of this 
disaster, but item by item it leaked 
out to the public.

A majority of Germans had not 
been convinced by the media that 
their troops in Afghanistan were 
benefi cial to anyone or were helping 
to keep terrorists out of Germany. 
On the contrary, they heightened 
the danger. The Kabul government 
was viewed as corrupt, the warlords 
powerful. Dead and wounded German 
soldiers, though not yet numerous, 
increased the doubts, and the disaster 
at Kunduz helped explain why about 
70 percent in Germany wanted out. 

Those circulating petitions against the 
war found almost no one supporting it.

On February 20, a week before 
the vote, people came to Berlin from 
all over Germany to demand a “No” 
vote. More had been expected - a 
strong mobilisation a week earlier had 
successfully prevented a Nazi march 
in Dresden but had cost immense 
energy among left-wingers and many 
were simply tired out. 

It was a good march all the same; 
it was generally agreed, with people 
from a wide variety of organisations 
bringing lots of colour to wintry 
Unter den Linden Boulevard, the 
Brandenburg Gate and the Reichstag 
building. The big news that day 
was that the Labor Party in the 
Netherlands, its Social Democratic 
party, had quit the government in 
protest at keeping Dutch troops in 
Afghanistan. Could that win over 
some in the equivalent German party, 
despite its leaders? And what about 
the Greens? The pressure from their 
anti-war grass roots was always 
strong.

The debate started with a bang. 
The entire fraction of Die Linke, the 
Left Party, stood up quietly as most 
of them unfolded signs, each with the 
black-bordered name of one of the 
Afghanis killed at Kunduz. Briefl y 
there was shocked silence, but then 
the session chairman, a man from 
the Christian Democrats, ordered 
the whole delegation to leave the 
chamber, the fi rst time this has ever 
happened. They fi led out quietly, but 

they had stolen the show. This was 
something the media could not ignore!

The other parties and the media 
fumed and scolded. One leading 
Social Democrat said the Linke should 
have obeyed long-standing rules and 
stated their views in a normal speech 
during the debate. But experience had 
shown: the TV news and other media 
would have quoted an obligatory half 
sentence or so and given the rest of 
the time to the other parties. In this 
way the Linke got scolded and lost its 
chance to make a speech but made its 
point instead. It argued that the lives 
of many civilians were worth more 
than parliamentary rules.

The chairman, more than aware of 
popular feelings about the war, then 
got the approval of the other parties 
to let the Linke come back in to take 
part in the vote.

This was almost an anti-climax. 
Two Christian Democrats had the 
courage to buck the very strong party 
discipline which rules the Bundestag 
– 226 voted Yes. Only one FDP man 
voted No, three abstained, seven 
didn’t vote at all, the other 82 voted 
Yes. As for the Social Democrats, 
after the party spokesman dramati-
cally insisted that the increase was 
only for one year and “we’ll be 
watching carefully,” 113 ignored the 
Dutch rebellion and voted tamely Yes. 
Sixteen Social Democrats had the 
courage to vote No, eight abstained, 
nine refrained from voting. This was 
no big improvement but it was an 
improvement.

As for the Greens, eight voted to 
extend, 21 voted No, 35 abstained and 
four didn’t vote. In other words, they 
were split as usual.

As for the Linke: 71, all those 
who were present, voted No! This 
was, after all, a central plank in their 
program.

The sum: 429 Yes, 111 No, with 
46 abstentions. A better result than 
in earlier votes, but in no way repre-
sentative of the wishes of the people. 
That’s nothing new, but is refl ected 
in the growing unpopularity of the 
present government.
People’s World 

SOUTH AFRICA: Land reform in post-apartheid South 
Africa has proceeded slowly, and opportunities for black 
women to own land remain severely restricted. Although 
South Africa’s 1996 Constitution outlawed racial dis-
crimination in all aspects of national life, it provided for 
coexistence of common and customary law. Patriarchal values 
and customary law prevail in many rural areas, especially in 
the regulation of land ownership. The study by Swedish schol-
ar Annika Rudman, released in late January and reported by 
Afrol News, cited legal judgments against black women seek-
ing to occupy land they had inherited. Rudman recommends 
that guidelines be established enabling traditional leaders to 
conform to constitutionally imposed requirements for equality.

SPAIN: Socialist Prime Minister Jose Rodriguez Zapatero, faced 
with mounting public debt (11 percent of GDP) and 20 percent 
unemployment, Europe’s highest, last month encountered labour 
led mass demonstrations for the fi rst time in his six-year ten-
ure. Protests in major Spanish cities were aimed at government 
spending cuts equal to US$68 billion, labour law changes favour-
ing cheap labour, a public service hiring freeze, and plans for 
delaying retirement by two years. Zapatero seeks “national con-
sensus” on the pension plan, for which an opinion survey shows 
a 16 percent approval rating, reports Al Jazeera. Attempting to 
differentiate the dire Spanish and Greek economic situations, 
European Commission President José Manuel Barroso assured 
reporters of his “complete confi dence” in the Spanish economy.

EAST TIMOR: The UN mission in East Timor, a 1,500-member 
police contingent, has received Security Council re-endorse-
ment for another year. In the discussion, US diplomat Rosemary 
DiCarlo called for an end to impunity as she referred to crimes 
committed in civil disturbances three years ago. However, the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission to which she appealed 
called upon states also to withhold military support from Indonesia 
pending “adherence with international human rights.” In that 
regard, the East Timor and Indonesia Action Network, formed 
in 1991 after Indonesian occupation troops massacred East 
Timorese civilians, objected to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s 
Senate testimony last month urging expanded Indonesian military 
support. The group’s web site (www.etan.org) claims Indonesia 
has failed to prosecute soldiers responsible for rights viola-
tions committed with weapons provided by the United States.

Global Briefs

Bustle in the Bundestag

On the net: cpasa.blogspot.com
Official blog of 
the CPA South Australia
News • Audio/video • Downloadable/Podcasts –
Reds Under the Bed news/views/arts/interviews in MP3and 3GP

The Bundestag is the parliament of Germany.
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War as thrilling 
entertainment
Last week in Culture & Life, I wrote about 
the Hollywood blockbuster Avatar, and 
especially about the way it depicted the US 
Marines as little more than hired guns for 
US corporations, a view that people in many 
diverse parts of the world would agree with 
from their own bitter experience.

At the time, Avatar was widely touted as the 
likely winner of the Oscar for Best Film in the 
up-coming Academy Awards. That did not seem 
like something that US capitalism would relish, 
but there appeared little they could do about it.

I noted in that column that already attacks 
had appeared on the film’s “unpatriotic” 
message. And while we can be sure that the 
corporate heads of the fi lm industry would be 
happy to rake in the money that Avatar would 
take at the box-offi ce, their class interests would 
cry out for some other fi lm to be crowned with 
the Oscar.

And such a fi lm was quickly found: The 
Hurt Locker. A US fi lm made independently, 
and released in Italy in 2008 (but not in the 
US until 2009 and hence still eligible for the 
Oscars this year), it is exactly what was needed.

It’s an unglamorous, gritty, nail-biting war 
fi lm about courageous US soldiers “doing their 
duty” defusing roadside bombs in Iraq. It’s the 
perfect antidote to the “US military as corporate 
goons” line of Avatar.

A media blitz of astonishing proportions was 
unleashed to support its Oscar nominations (it 
has as many as Avatar). It has certainly paid off: 
in most popular media, at least, The Hurt Locker 
is now treated as a virtual “sure thing” to win 
Best Picture and Best Director and probably a 
slew of others.

To the pleasure not just of the corporate 
moguls but of the US right-wing generally, the 

movie is already performing well at the box 
offi ce, unlike almost all earlier fi lms on the 
Iraq war (and related confl icts like Afghanistan) 
which hitherto have “performed poorly” in 
Variety’s coy phrase.

The fi lm was written by a journalist, Mark 
Boal, who was “embedded” with a bomb 
disposal team in Iraq in 2005. Boal was writing 
an article for Playboy.

Boal is now being sued by sergeant Jeffrey 
Sarver, a US Army bomb disposal expert, who 
claims Boal has stolen his lines, his nickname 
(“Blaster One”) and effectively his life.

War is such a horrifying process that any 
even semi-realistic fi lm about it can be construed 
as “anti-war”. Hardly anyone makes that claim 
about The Hurt Locker, however. The fi lm 
declares itself on opening, with a quotation from 
War Is a Force That Gives Us Meaning, a best-
selling 2002 book by another journalist, New 
York Times war correspondent Chris Hedges: 
“The rush of battle is a potent and often lethal 
addiction, for war is a drug.”

The fi lm stars Jeremy Renner, Anthony 
Mackie, and Brian Geraghty as members of a 
US Army EOD unit in Iraq and follows their 
tour together as they contend with defusing 
bombs, the threat of insurgency, and the tension 
that develops among them. Wikipedia explains 
the fi lm’s title as “slang for being injured in 
an explosion, as in “they sent him to the hurt 
locker”.”

The film was shot in Jordan for 
verisimilitude.

The right-wing paper The Wall Street 
Journal loved everything about it: “A fi rst-rate 
action thriller, a vivid evocation of urban warfare 
in Iraq, a penetrating study of heroism and a 
showcase for austere technique, terse writing 
and a trio of brilliant performances.”

But if the commercial mass media love it, 
others don’t. Tara McKelvey for instance, from 
the more progressive journal The American 
Prospect, assessed the fi lm as pro-US Army 
propaganda.

She continued, “you feel empathy for the 
soldiers when they shoot.” And this despite the 
fact that, in reality, “American soldiers shot at 
Iraqi civilians even when, for example, they 
just happened to be holding a cell phone and 
standing near an IED”.

McKelvey summed up, “For all the graphic 
violence, bloody explosions and, literally, human 
butchery that is shown in the fi lm, The Hurt 
Locker is one of the most effective recruiting 
vehicles for the US Army that I have seen.”

Author Brandon Friedman, himself a com-
bat veteran of Iraq and Afghanistan, wrote on 
VetVoice: “The Hurt Locker is a high-tension, 
well-made, action movie that will certainly 
keep most viewers on the edges of their seats. 

But if you know anything about the Army, or 
about operations or life in Iraq, you’ll be so 
distracted by the nonsensical sequences and 
plot twists that it will ruin the movie for you. 
It certainly did for me.”

Troy Steward, another combat veteran, 
wrote on the blog Bouhammer that while the fi lm 
accurately depicted the scale of bomb violence 
and the relations between Iraqis and troops, 
“just about everything else wasn’t realistic”. 
Steward went on to say: “I was amazed that a 
movie so bad could get any kind of accolades 
from anyone.”

Even former embedded journalists joined 
in the criticism. Former correspondent for The 

Politico and Military Times Christian Lowe (who 
was embedded with US military units each year 
from 2002 to 2005) explained at DefenseTech: 
“Some of the scenes are so disconnected with 
reality to be almost parody.”

Paul Rieckhoff, founder of Iraq and 
Afghanistan Veterans of America, was not taken 
in by the movie’s pseudo-realism.  Declaring the 
war is one “...in which I have seen my friends 
killed [and] witnessed my ranger buddy get both 
his legs blown off” Rieckhoff went on to say: 
“For Hollywood to glorify this crap is a huge 
slap in the face to every soldier who’s been on 
the front line.” 

Letters / Culture & Life

Spin doctors and 
public education

There was a short article in Sydney 
Morning Herald at the end of 
February that gave me quite a 
shock. The story was from the 
United States and talked about 
the only public school in a Rhode 
Island town of 19 thousand. A 
decision was taken to dismiss the 
entire staff of the school – that 
is 74 teachers and 19 staff – at 
the end of June for the school’s 
“underperformance”.

Forty-one percent of the children 
live in poverty in the town. The 
number of students in the school is 
800 and for almost everyone there the 
school was the only constant in their 
lives. Students and parents are fi ghting 
to keep the school going – as one of 
the students said “they [the teachers] 
did not turn their back on me, and I 
won’t turn my back on them”. I fear 
that’s what is going to happen here as 

governments of both persuasions are 
keen to undermine public education. 
Blaming teachers and their unions 
is an old trick and has been used all 
the time.

In the US, for example, New York 
City’s Department of Education has 
a special team with a million dollar 
budget and a staff of eight lawyers 
and eight others whose job is to help 
principals build cases against teachers. 
None of the teachers dismissed 
at Rhode Island had been found 
incompetent or received a negative 
performance review.

But all were sacked! Defunding 
of public schools is the main problem 
in public education – both here and 
in the US. In our times of rapid 
technological changes one would 
expect governments to invest heavily 
into public education. Instead we get 
spin doctors and gimmicks trying 
to justify the destruction of public 
education. It’s a shame!

Mati English
Sydney

To the Cuban doctors

Cuban doctors and their humani-
tarian work in Haiti have dem-
onstrated to the world a worthy 
example of fraternal dedication, 
humane generosity, elevated 
professionalism, skilled medical 
experience, pure love for other 
people, and action that should 

be admired and broadcast by all 
the media outlets on the planet. 
Although, of course, it’s more 
important for these doctors that 
every human being that they treat 
feels grateful; that is their reward.

The donated service that these 
medical angels are offering the 
Haitian people and which the inter-
national media is trying to hide, has 
so much spiritual and humane dignity 
that it cannot remain hidden behind 
the avarice and morbid egotism of 
the international corporations or the 
media networks that are serving this 
evil policy.

The smile of a child, a thank-
ful mother, a tormented people that 
knows that a sincere friend is extend-
ing an open hand, is like a humane 
sun that comes to their aid with the 
energy of true sentiments of love and 
respect. This act exceeds any torpedo-
ing of indifference on the part of the 
media, because their action of purity 
is over and above evil and demolishes 
it with the highly powerful charge 
of love that it bears and the joy and 
gratefulness of those who receive it.

The Haitians see, with deeds 
to prove it, how the Cuban doctors 
arrived to treat them and rescue them 
from the calamities that they are suf-
fering, without weapons to kill but 
with instruments of fraternal love 
and suffi cient knowledge to restore to 
them the faith, smiles, and hope in that 
the brigade of doctors came to cure 
their physical and spiritual wounds.

The sincere hands of friends, of 
Cuban doctors and physicians from 
other countries who arrived the day 
after the disaster and who, shoulder 
to shoulder, without any desire for a 
leading role, have given services to 
fellow human beings. These doctors 
will receive many generations of 
humane love because, as the phrase 
goes, love is paid with love.

We will remember them as the 
extension and the science of the 
power of generous love; physicians 
who represent humanist science in 
the service of the displaced and poor 
of the earth.
This is an abridged version of a 
message that was originally sent 
to the Granma newspaper by 
the famous Puerto Rican singer 
Danny Rivera together with a 
recording of a song that he 
recently composed in dedication 
to the Haitian people.

Political solution 
the way forward
The right wing has always had 
champions in the media who come 
to the fore to defend the indefensi-
ble. During the Spanish Civil War 
right wing media outlets said the 
Republican government bombed 
Guernica, not the Nazis. In the 
Philippines the extra judicial kill-
ings that President Gloria Arroyo 
is carrying out is blamed on the 

New People’s Army executing 
their own in an internal struggle. 
Such myths and lies are spread to 
justify overt and unjustifi ed acts 
such as the killing of a Palestinian 
militant Mahmoud al-Mabhouh in 
a Dubai hotel.

In Australia our champions of 
right wing excesses have been out 
defending this assassination and the 
use of Australian passports to carry 
out the act. Gerard Henderson of the 
Sydney Institute openly rejoiced at 
the death of al-Mabhouh and praised 
those who did it on the ABC Insiders 
program. Now on the weekend just 
past Paul Howes of the AWU writing 
in the Sunday Telegraph (7-3-2010) 
said he was proud that “our nation had 
played a small, accidental role, in the 
removal of the terrorist al-Mabhouh 
from our planet”.

These sentiments are abhorrent 
to all fair minded people in Australia. 
Such individuals should be dealt with 
by a court, either an international one 
or national one. Al-Mabhouh has that 
human right and to deny this right 
will lead to even more monstrous 
repercussions. The solution for the 
Palestinian-Israel confl ict is a just 
resolution of the outstanding and 
massive injustices that have been 
forced on the Palestinians people by 
Israel. A diplomatic, political path is 
the way to resolution of confl icts on 
equal terms for both sides.

Denis Doherty
Sydney
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Sun 14 Mar –
Sat 20 Mar

Each episode of Simon 
Schama’s Power Of Art 

(ABC2 Sundays at 7.30 pm, 
repeated the following Sunday on 
ABC1 at 3.30 pm) takes as its theme 
a particular artist and looks closely at 
one particular work by that artist. This 
week (Sunday March 14 repeated 
Sunday March 21) the artist is the 
17th century sculptor Gian Lorenzo 
Bernini and his particular work is the 
truly astonishing Ecstasy of St Theresa 
from 1652.

Schama is in his element: Bernini 
was handsome, very well connected, 
even sophisticated for his times. But 
if he felt his honour had been com-
promised he behaved like a traditional 
gangster. When his mistress saw fi t to 
share her favours with this younger 
brother, a jealous Bernini sent a serv-
ant to slash her face.

Despite such charming traits, he 
was an incredible sculptor: marble 
fi ngers press into marble thighs with 
such perfection you would swear the 
fl esh was real, its ability to yield is 
so tangible.

I have no doubt that St Theresa’s 
supposed ability to levitate in her 
nun’s cell was totally imaginary, but 
Berlini’s sculpture of her really does 
seem to fl oat in the air. An extraor-
dinary work.

Playing the violin is not easy, 
as students of that instrument 

can attest. Playing it when you have 
only one hand and must wear a pros-
thetic device on the other would be 
deemed almost impossible. Playing 
it well under those conditions, as a 
concert soloist, seems incredible, 
But that is what a young Canadian 
violinist does.

Adrian Anantawan: The Story 
Behind The Notes (ABC2 Sunday 
March 14 at 8.30 pm, repeated on 
Sunday March 21 at 4.30 pm) is a 
brilliantly told documentary study of 
this remarkable young man. It soon 
becomes clear that what drives him 
is not personal glory but love of the 
music and a desire to explore it and 
reveal its glories. He’s impressive not 
just because he has overcome a seem-
ingly insuperable disability.

The fi lm’s editing and concep-
tion make very clever use of a 
much-abused device once called “the 
dynamic frame”, where the image on 
the screen is fi tted into a variety of 
shapes, with several different images 
occupying different parts of the screen 
but all contributing to carrying the 
content of the fi lm forward. Here it 
is handled with aplomb and to good 
effect indeed.

Fire Talker: The Life And 
Times Of Charlie Perkins 

(ABC1 Thursday March 18 at 
9.30 pm) is a documentary by Ivan 
Sen about a young “half-caste 
Aboriginal” fi tter and turner who 
became Secretary of the Department 
of Aboriginal Affairs.

He became famous for leading 
actions and campaigns that exposed 
racism in Australia, especially segre-
gation in many NSW country towns. 
He argued against racism in the face 
of pastoralists, business people and 
politicians who denied it even existed 
(or that it was wrong if it did).

They fi nally forced him out of 
his public service position, and even 

though subsequent enquiries com-
pletely exonerated him, he did not 
regain his position. 

The fi lm, made in association 
with the ABC and narrated by his 
daughter, eschews the usual ABC 
pretence of even-handedness. It takes 
a thoroughly partisan approach which 
is welcome. But if it refl ects Perkins’ 
position accurately, then it is clear that 
he failed to perceive the link between 
the use of racism and the needs of 
the capitalist state. The scene of him 
being aggressively interviewed by an 
ABC reporter is very revealing.

He devoted his life to the 
Aboriginal people and deserves 
respect for that, but he does not seem 
to have understood just how brutally, 
viciously and contemptuously the 
ruling class will act to protect their 
privileged positions.

Nevertheless, the program is a 
welcome reminder of past struggles 
in this country, quite a few of which 
have yet to be won.

The new British sitcom 
Miranda (ABC2 Fridays 

from March 19 at 8.00 pm) is based 
on the semi-autobiographical writing 
of comedy actress Miranda Hart. 
Fans of the British space comedy 
Hyperdrive (in which she played “the 
giant woman” as one of the aliens 
called her) will need no urging from 
me to watch her latest effort.

She is both a talented comic 
actress and a clever comedy writer 
who, in this series, manages to make 
the troubled, accident-prone efforts 
of her over-large heroine (185 cm) to 
fi nd love and affection – and a way 
of placating her overbearing mother 
– actually very funny.

I usually dread comedies in which 
a sympathetic character is humiliated, 
their efforts to “fi t in” backfi ring, their 
attempts to shine failing miserably. So 
many modern comedy writers seem 
to think this stuff is hilarious; I just 
fi nd it sad. In fact it makes me squirm 
rather than laugh.

It is a tribute to Miranda Hart 
therefore that this series makes those 
things hilarious. I think you will enjoy 
this, I really do.

The English policier or “police 
procedural” Blue Murder 

began its fourth series last week 
(ABC1 Saturdays at 9.15 pm). When 
this series originally began, I thought 
it was a bit run-of-the-mill, but it has 
improved over the years. 

Set in Manchester and starring 
Caroline Quentin as the copper that 
heads the team, it is a quintessential 
“police procedural”, scrupulously 
keeping the audience informed of 
every clue and piece of information 
that the police uncover, and never 
cheating by showing the criminal in 
action before unearthing the clues. 
In this way we are able to follow the 
investigation every step of the way, 
without feeling that the writer is pos-
sibly keeping something back from 
us. It’s clever and effective.

Quentin’s team are of course a 
varied bunch but their relationships 
are kept in the background and do 
not get in the way of the police work, 
which is always the focus of the 
program. 
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March 12
AFGHANISTAN: SHOULD AUSTRALIA WITHDRAW?
Phil Glendenning, Director, Edmund Rice Centre
Bob Howard, University of Sydney

March 19
HOSPITALS CAN KILL: 
EVALUATING PRIVATE & PUBLIC HOSPITAL CARE
Paul Dugdale, Assoc Prof, Public Health ANU
David Hirsch, Barrister, Specialist Medical Negligence Litigation

March 26
THE NEW NUCLEAR DEBATE
Scott Ludlam, Senator, Greens WA
Bob Howard, Dept. Govt.& International Relations, Sydney Uni

April 2
NO MEETING – Easter long weekend

April 9
POLITICS OF DISABILITY: WHAT SHOULD RUDD DELIVER?
Bill Shorten, Federal MP, Parliamentary Sec. Disability & Children's Services
Rhonda Galbally, OA, Chair, National Disability Advisory Council, 
author of Just Passions

April 16
WAR CRIMES IN SRI LANKA – WHAT OUTCOMES?
Dr Sam Pari; Tamil Youth Organiser
Brami Jegan, Co-ordinator Sri Lanka Project, CPACS & Sydney Uni.

April 23
NO MEETING
Anzac Day long weekend
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The message from Greece
John Case

A serious Greek debt crisis is unwinding 
in the European Union, threatening the 
stability of the Euro and, with it, of the EU 
itself. It is possible existing EU institutions 
including its central bank, are too weak to 
overcome current resistance from power-
ful EU members France and Germany to 
a bail-out of Greece. Either the EU-wide 
interests in assisting Greece prevail, or basic 
political stability both in Greece and the EU 
will be at risk.

The background and circumstances of the 
Greek debt crisis are summarised as follows.

The previous government of Kostas 
Karamanlis and the right-wing New Democracy 
Party, took a joyride on the global fi nancial bub-
ble jet. Not only that but the captain lied about 
how much fuel was left until a crash landing 
ensued. The details are important too: the new 
left-centre Panhellenic Socialist Movement 
(PSM) government actually issued the “no fuel” 
report, exposing the fact that the previous gov-
ernment had outright lied to everyone, central 
bankers too, about the size of government debt.

The report revealed the largest budget defi -
cit in Europe, far exceeding the three percent 
cap mandated by the EU central bank, or the 
French and German member banks who would 
have to fi nance the largest burden of additional 
debt. The PSM plan to address defi cit reduction 
and a restructuring of the Greek economy will 
mean targeted cuts in services, adjustments in 
taxation, as well as steps to reduce the size of its 
informal sector – closely related to immigration. 
Still in play are whose services will be cut, how 
progressive the tax program used to service the 
debt will be, and how the immigration question 
will be addressed.

European Social Watch estimates the 20 
percent of Greece’s GNP is in the “informal 
economy.” Generally speaking, the informal 
economy of a country is defi ned as unreported 
economic activity. Sometimes called black, grey, 
moonlight, underground, shadow – informal 
markets often pose the single biggest economic 
obstacle to the normalisation of immigrants 
into national life, to sustainable democracy, 
and to benefi cial participation in the globalised 
economy. Informal wealth cannot be taxed – a 
profound challenge to economic reform through-
out much of the world.

If you cannot establish a progressive tax 

system on income, it is nearly impossible to 
fairly distribute wealth to promote all-around 
economic development, not to mention genu-
inely democratic institutions. Informal economic 
activity is a key structural component in the cur-
rent crisis facing Greece. The persistent failure 
to integrate the large undocumented workforce 
into society has been a longstanding threat to 
social progress for all Greek workers.

Workers (and “businesses”) in the informal 
sector will be compelled to confront the likeli-
hood that their income will be taxed, preceded 
and followed by an intense, very class oriented 
struggle over how wealth will be re-divided in 
society to accommodate the structural changes. 
Ten thousand workers have hit the street in 
recent weeks to make their views known. So far, 

the new PSM program has failed to convince 
investors that it can push the shortfall below 
three percent of GNP. France and Germany – the 
two strongest members of the EU completely 
based on the Euro – have long been proud 
of their relatively “progressive income tax” 
– supporting a broad social benefi ts, culture. 
Thus they are peeved at Greece for being so 
“irresponsible.”

But the EU will likely in the end make the 
necessary loans to Greece and deal with the 
new Greek leadership cooperatively. If Greece 
defaults on debt it risks Europe-wide instability 
that will be more expensive than PSM defi cits 
needed to keep the restructuring from breaking 
down civil society, and democracy. Still, the 
“investing” class in the EU, however, is counter-
attacking by speculating in Greek bonds. In 
effect they are saying any infl ation from Greek 
defi cit spending over three percent must be paid 
up front, by Greece, in higher interest.

There are important lessons for workers 
world-wide. First, staying focused on universal 
and progressive taxation must be a part of eco-
nomic strategy and tactics at every level. It’s the 
fl ip side of the public investments in the abili-

ties, health, and welfare of our people – and the 
infrastructures that propel advanced economic 
development. It is also an irreplaceable pillar of 
sustainable democratic institutions, accessible 
to all on an equal footing. Second, mismanag-
ing immigration challenges so that they result 
in second-class “citizenship,” economic or 
otherwise, for the millions of globally migrat-
ing workers, poses grave risks for all workers.

There is a third lesson, related to certain 
Left-wing perspectives on the entire character of 
the recent global and ongoing fi nancial storm of 
which Greece is the latest big wave. Some, for 
example, have characterised the entire point of 
the worker mobilisations – which are absolutely 
essential in any structural change resolution – 
as a repudiation of social democracy, of the 

democratic struggle in general. They propose 
replacing it with demands for the overthrow of 
capitalism altogether, as it is no longer reform-
able. Anything less is termed a sell out.

Greek working people are becoming fully 
mobilised, and will thus be able to pass judg-
ment for themselves on which positions best 
correspond to their interests. But transposed to 
the US reform challenges, such positions are 
dangerous and weaken the ability of workers 
to unite, become fully mobilised, and bend 
an essentially democratic struggle against the 
dominance of ultra-right and fi nance capital 
interests as far as possible toward their needs. 
It is this struggle that demands our attention 
NOW, and to which all other questions must 
be subordinated.

Every great fi nancial crisis has brought 
predictions of capitalism’s imminent demise 
from those who simply refuse to understand 
the foundations of commodity production, of 
which always gives rebirth to capitalist rela-
tions no matter how severe periodical cyclical, 
or even the less frequent structural, crises, may 
be. The recovery from each crisis has most 
often strengthened working class democratic 
rights, incomes and standard of living, usually 
through the ascendancy of social democratic 
reforms and policies.

The exceptions being (usually temporary) 
failed state scenarios and wars which intervene 
to reverse development, and neo-colonial or 
colonial relations which help persist backward 
economic and anti-democratic practices. The 
recoveries most often result in incremental, at 
times revolutionary, advances in “more socialist” 
economic formations which arise to cope with 
new relations of production. Each recovery has 
yielded MORE occupations that produce public, 
or quasi-public goods.

Each recovery – because it is closely 
related to revolutions in technology and material 
changes, in the means of production – increases 
the proportion of service to production occupa-
tions. The advance of public good production, 
and services in general, is the economic index 
of evolving objective conditions that illuminates 
the path for what the Marxist tradition has long 
characterised as socialist, and ultimately com-
munist, relations. The reasons: one – because 
no, or very little, profi t can be made from 
public good production; and two – because 
most services require very little private capital 
investment to sustain.

However, to the degree that conditions 
suitable to commodity production obtain in any 

given economy (e.g. scarcity, exclusiveness), 
especially to the degree that such conditions 
are dominant, capitalism, money, the division 
of labour and capital, and some form of private 
property relations must reproduce itself. (The 
Chinese found ingenious ways for this to hap-
pen without establishing private property as 
legal entity.)

The democratic struggle plays a powerful 
and indispensable role by focusing on raising 
workers’ incomes, education, welfare, and 
overall standard of living. Our participation 
and activism within this struggle – principally 
by inspiring working people’s self conscious 
leadership in it – helps force the capitalist 
reproduction process to re-invest in its human 
capital, which in turn helps accelerate the overall 
relative decline of commodity and overall rise 
of public values. Unfortunately this is a long 
and incremental process, involving powerful 
components of both private and public domains, 
no matter what constellation of social forces 
holds political power.

Misunderstanding the inherent importance of 
the democratic struggle has been a longstanding 
curse on the Left, noted by Vladimir Lenin in 
1921, though I think underestimated by himself 
as well, that has assisted reaction in its efforts to 
marginalise socialist and other left trends many 
times in the last 100 years, and even sent more 
than one socialist government off the rails. For 
example, some confuse political and economic 
aspects of development.

Great Leap Forward strategies have a sorry 
economic record, though their slogans can 
have political appeal, especially in a crisis. If 
it sounds too good to be true – it probably is. 
Others permit famous pamphlets written under 
failed state conditions and civil wars to overly 
guide their harsh and pessimistic views on the 
degree of infl uence working people CAN gain 
through existing democratic institutions and 
reform alliances. There are many institutions 
of government not merely under the thumb of 
some undifferentiated “corporate power”, all of 
which should be contested, and none conceded 
under the infl uence of cowardice masquerading 
as dogma.

Stay focused on the concretes – especially 
the class angles – of the democratic struggle, 
count the real money on the political table – 
messages for us all from Greece. As in ancient 
times, they are running a marathon to bring us 
the news.
Political Affairs 

Human capital – Greek workers laying pierced steel planking to improve airport, Salonka, Greece,1948.

Greek working people are 
becoming fully mobilised.
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