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Over the next three years NSW electric-
ity prices are set to rise by at least 20% 
to 42%. If the federal government’s 
emissions trading scheme gets through 
Parliament, then the price increases will 
be up to 64%.

On March 18, the Independent Pricing and 
Regulatory Tribunal (IPART) which regulates 
retail electricity prices in NSW handed down 
its fi nal determination covering retail prices for 
domestic, business and other consumers for the 
next three years. The price rises apply to the 
three state-owned standard retailers – Integral 
Energy, Energy Australia and Country Energy, 
which have 94 percent of the retail market.

Integral Energy customers face increases of 
7% from July 1 this year, another 10% in July 
next year and then 2% from July 1, 2012 – a 
cumulative total increase of 20% on current 
pricing.

For Energy Australia customers the annual 
increases are larger – 10%, 11% and 11% respec-
tively, a cumulative total of 36%.

Customers of Country Energy which covers 
regional and rural NSW face the largest price 
hikes of all – 13%, 13% and 11%  - a whopping 
cumulative total of 42%.

If the federal government’s carbon pollution 
reduction scheme (CPRS) with its emissions 
trading scheme (ETS) gets off the ground as 
planned, then the cumulative price increases 
will be a whopping 46% for Integral Energy, an 
even larger 60% for Energy Australia, and an 
unbelievable 64% for Country Energy custom-
ers. The price rises are nothing short of criminal 
and totally unjustifi ed. It is the last thing that 
struggling householders, small businesses and 
farmers need.

Other states could face similar take-offs in 
electricity prices, in particular, if the CPRS gets 
off the ground.

These massive price hikes do not come out 
of the blue, they are part of an ongoing process 
of pushing up electricity prices in readiness for 
complete deregulation and privatisation of the 
electricity industry. Similar processes are under 
way for water and gas.

NSW prices have been rising steadily for 
the past 10 years at well above the rate of the 
Consumer Price Index – a measure of price infl a-
tion. In the last three years alone the cumulative 
rise in electricity tariffs in NSW is 40 percent.

Victoria and South Australia have already 
experienced huge rises, deterioration in services 
and blackouts since privatisation.

Impact on household bills
What IPART describes as a lower (3,000 kwh 

per annum) usage family will paying out some-
where between $250 to $400 a year more from 

July 1, 2012. Heavier users could be looking 
at paying anything up to $1,000 a year more.

The electricity price rises will not only 
have a direct crippling effect on people’s living 
standards. The thousands of dollars extra paid 
by businesses for electricity will be passed on 
in higher prices in goods and services, plac-
ing extra stress on overstretched household 
budgets.

Government subsidies 
a sick joke

Many low income earners will suffer a 
double whammy, having lost their jobs or seen 
their wages reduced during the economic crisis. 
They are starting on the back foot, with little 
hope of any signifi cant rise in minimum wages 
from the present national inquiry.

Demands for wage increases to compensate 
for higher electricity tariffs and their fl ow-on 
effects will be met with the usual employer 
and government response that they cause infl a-
tion! They won’t blame the massive hikes in 
electricity prices of between 20% and 60% on 
price infl ation.

The higher prices mean that many more 
unemployed, pensioners and low to middle 
income workers will not be able to keep up with 
payments on their electricity bills, no matter 
what measures they take to cut usage. There is 
also a limit to how long they can run up debt 
on credit cards.

The NSW state government has promised 
to increase its subsidies to certain low income 
groups, but the annual $145 they are offering 
won’t come near meeting the additional cost of 
living. The federal government is also offering 
some sort of offset yet to be announced, possibly 
tax cuts or cash handouts. Again it is not clear 
who will be eligible for this assistance and what 
budget items (health, education, community 
services?) will be cut to fund it.

The ETS with its huge government subsi-
dies to major polluters, assistance to some of 
the victims of its scheme and other handouts to 
the corporate sector will be one large, complex, 
expensive nightmare. The real tragedy is that it 
will do little to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

The NSW government is pushing ahead 
with its backdoor privatisation of electricity. It 
lodged plans for two new power stations, Mt 
Piper Power Station near Lithgow and one near 
Bayswater in the Upper Hunter. In doing so, it is 
set to lock in gas and fossil fuel generation for 
25 years. It also plans to sell off its retailers and 
privatise the management of its power stations.

Self-disconnection
In Britain, where electricity was privatised 

and prices rocketed the retail energy companies 
encouraged customers to use “pay as you go” 

(PAYG) meters or “pre-pay” smart cards. That 
saves considerable public embarrassment as 
customers not able to feed the meter do their 
own disconnecting. It was not the company 
that did dirty work, but the customer’s “choice” 
whether to feed the meter! And the companies 
don’t have to chase debtors.

ACT Chief Minister Jon Stanhope promoted 
the introduction of pre-paid metering as “pro-
viding more choice and fl exibility”, “giving 
householders the opportunity to better man-
age peak usage of electricity and benefi t from 
off-peak pricing.” It improves “price demand 
signals”, Stanhope said.

While PAYG avoids nasty shocks when 

the quarterly bill arrives and could be used 
to monitor and better manage usage, it is not 
much help to those whose basics like lighting, 
the washing machine, radio or TV, fridge and 
the kettle become unaffordable.
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PRESS FUND
Have you noticed how financial commentators and bank represent-
atives have recently referred to the need to return to “normal” 
levels of bank interest rates? “Normal” in this context refers to the 
much higher interest rate levels that the banks previously charged 
their hapless borrowers. We try not to use such euphemisms in The 
Guardian. Indeed, we’re keen to reveal as much as possible about the 
insatiable greed of the banks, and its all-too-often devastating effect 
on Australian families. In order to do this we need your assistance, 
by way of contributions to the Press Fund, so if you possibly can, 
send in something for the next issue. We offer our sincere thanks to 
the following, for their very generous support this week:
R Allan $5, Denis and Hannah $38.05, E Durston $10, 
Max Hunt $100. Max Mott $400, Howard Patterson $100, 
“Round Figure” $16.45, Thalia and Michael $8.50, R Treasure $212.
This week’s total $890 Progressive total: $1,390

Last week the federal government 
gained Liberal Party support to 
extend the welfare control meas-
ures that have been part of the 
Northern Territory Intervention. 
Within the next year, income 
control will be applied to all of 
the Northern Territory’s welfare 
recipients and in 2011 it will be 
rolled out to disadvantaged com-
munities across the whole country. 
These measures quarantine 50 
percent of security payments for 
items that are approved by the 
government.

The process of welfare control 
is that Centrelink staff determine 
the “priority needs” of Indigenous 
welfare recipients and dictate where 
they shop and what they can buy. 
Indigenous people are unable to 
choose what they spend their money 
on or where they spend it. They can 
only spend their money in shops that 
accept the welfare card (BasicsCard) 
– which are very few. In addition, 
the government has the capacity to 
manage 100 percent of the welfare 
income of Indigenous people where, 

for example, there is unsatisfactory 
school attendance.

Welfare control has required 
the suspension of the Racial 
Discrimination Act because it 
discriminated against Indigenous 
people. To date, 16,000 Indigenous 
people in 73 communities have 
lost control of their welfare money. 
Within the next year the entire 
Northern Territory will be affected. 
This enables the government to 
appear to be conforming with the 
Racial Discrimination Act because 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people can be subject to welfare 
management. However, the welfare 
measures will continue to target 
Indigenous people, as well as other 
disadvantaged people. 

The new clothes of the Northern 
Territory Intervention involve 
compulsory quarantining of 50 
percent of welfare payments of young 
people (between 15 and 24 years old), 
the elderly, single parents and those 
who have been unemployed for more 
than 12 months. The new welfare 
scheme, which costs $350 million, 

will also apply to those assessed 
as “vulnerable” to fi nancial crisis, 
domestic violence or economic abuse 
or those referred to Centrelink by 
child protection offi cers. The number 
of those who have their welfare 
income controlled in the Northern 
Territory is estimated to increase to 
20,000.

Jenny Macklin, the Indigenous 
Affairs Minister, said that the 
extended income management 
approach was “a key tool” in ALP 
welfare policy. 

The control of welfare undermines 
the right to social security. Welfare 
provides support for the most 
disadvantaged and vulnerable in 
society. It addresses the needs of 
those unable to work (such as the 
elderly) and provides some relief for 
unemployed workers who are victim 
to capitalism’s class of unemployed 
(its industrial reserve army for the 
capitalist class). 

These welfare recipients will 
be patronised and placed in a 
greater position of vulnerability and 
marginalisation. 

Indigenous welfare 
control extends to 
all disadvantaged

The cost of privatisation
NSW electricity to rise by up to 64%

The privatisation of 
health goes up a gear

It is instructive that the Rudd government is going to use the 
private sector to oversee the implementation of its proposed national 
hospital network. The government has head hunted Tim Beresford, a 
former corporate lawyer who specialised in mergers and acquisitions 
and who spent 15 years as an executive at Westpac and who is cur-
rently a director of a management consultancy.

Twelve months ago Kevin Rudd emphasised that the government 
would “maintain the principles of Medicare and the Pharmaceutical 
Benefi ts Scheme and public hospital care”. The recruitment of a fi -
nance sector hatchet man to such a vitally important role, bypassing 
the public service, is a pointer to the government’s plans for our public 
health system.

This is consistent with the government’s implementation of its 
agenda right from the beginning. Soon after coming to offi ce it set 
up a number of health inquiries, including the National Health and 
Hospital Reform Commission (NHHRC) to deliver health reform. 
Like all governments planning radical changes, the selection of the 
committee members is the key to getting the intended outcomes.

There is no need to look beyond the chair of the Commission to 
determine its ideological direction. Dr Christine Bennett is the Chief 
Medical Offi cer of BUPA Australia, better known by the private 
health insurance brand names it owns in Australia: HBA, MBF and 
Mutual Community. BUPA is a transnational corporation with global 
operations in health insurance, aged care and other health related 
businesses. Other Commission members are also from the private 
sector. Health unions, the Doctors’ Reform Society, the Health Care 
Reform Alliance and other progressive community organisations had 
no voice on the Commission.

The thrust of the government’s objectives also can be found 
in Rudd’s statement that it would set an “effi cient national price” 
for hospital services to “help ensure the long term sustainability of 
Australia’s fi nances”. This is part of the demands from big business 
for wide spread cost cutting measures. Said Rudd of his plan: “It is 
wholly consistent with the government’s strict fi scal strategy” to re-
turn the budget to surplus.

Along these lines is the intention to scrap the current block fund-
ing to the states that covers about 40 percent of their hospital budgets, 
to be replaced by “activity-based” grants to local hospital networks. 
Under this set up they will receive pre-determined amounts for each 
procedure and service, set by “effi ciency” formulas, regardless of the 
patient’s recovery or prognosis.

Networks that “over-spend” on caring for a patient will carry the 
loss, putting health workers under pressure to cut corners and push 
patients through more quickly.

There is also an agenda to further prop up the private health sector.
The government has plans for people to belong to a private health 

insurance fund, even if they have no private health cover. It intends to 
pay the private funds a certain amount per member and the company, 
instead of Medicare, would hand over refunds for medical expenses 
and fund hospital visits.

Those needing a higher level of service beyond the most basic of 
treatment would have to top up with additional medical and hospital 
cover. Public hospitals would provide basic services for those who do 
not have any top-up insurance.

The end result would be a private managed health care system. 
The national health insurance provider Medicare would in effect be 
privatised as its operations are taken on by competitors in the private 
sector.

In fact, Health Minister Nicola Roxon at a Health Care Reform 
Alliance conference last year unequivocally declared her personal 
support for private health insurance and the private health sector. She 
said that the almost $4 billion a year private health insurance rebate 
was a fundamental plank of her government’s health reforms.

The Communist Party of Australia stands for major reforms to 
health and community care services. These should be based around 
the following principles:

• Increased funding for Medicare;
• Universal access – regardless of income or locality;
• Free services at point of delivery;
• Services to be of the highest quality;
• Services funded through central taxation revenue;
• Services to be provided by the public sector.
The private health insurance rebate should be abolished. This 

would free close to $4 billion to be put into the provision of public 
health services.

Continued from page 1

The Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG), under its 
National Reform Agenda is commit-
ted to the national roll-out of smart 
meters (tariff varies with time of day 
or market fl uctuations), as part of its 
plans for the eventual deregulation 
and privatisation of energy. It still 
regulates national pricing mecha-
nisms of electricity in the wholesale 
markets – the price paid to generators 
by distributors.

Within this framework, states 
have carried out their own reforms, 
breaking up public electricity compa-
nies that once generated, transmitted, 
distributed and sold electricity to 
consumers – what was known as 
vertically integrated energy indus-
try. This was done in the name of 
“competition”.

IPART’s attempts to 
justify the increases

IPART argues that the price hikes 
are based on three components:

1. Higher prices being charged at 
the wholesale level to cover improve-
ments and maintenance in infrastruc-
ture that are passed on to the retailers.

2. The costs retailers face. These 
include the costs in chasing new cus-
tomers, pinching customers from other 
companies through such means as call 
centres and sales reps door knocking 
and pressuring people to sign con-
tracts; advertising through various 
media outlets and other promotional 
material; the usual overheads and 
administrative costs of management – 
staffi ng, payroll, banking, telephones, 
stationery, offi ces, etc. There are also 
the costs of meter reading, billing 
and revenue collection, chasing of 
unpaid bills.

3. Profit margins – IPART 
believes the retailers should have 

profi t margins on their overall costs 
of 5.4 percent.

A quick look at these costs – 
amounting to millions of dollars – 
reveals that many of them would not 
be necessary if there were just one, 
single public electricity company. The 
advertising, soliciting and hounding of 
new customers, duplication of admin-
istrative, billing, payment systems, etc 
would be eliminated. It would be hard 
to imagine a more ineffi cient system 
than the one we have now.

Public is the only way 
forward

The most effi cient, cost-effective 
and cheapest means of providing 
NSW or any other state with a high 
quality, reliable, affordable electricity 
service is through a single, publicly 
owned and controlled electricity com-
pany that carries through the whole 
process from generation to delivery 
to the customer.

There are many advantages. These 
include:
• Lowering costs and removing 

ineffi ciencies created by the 
many levels of profi t-hiving 
(generation, transmission, 
distribution, retail, etc).

• The ability to centrally research, 
plan and develop energy to 
meet ongoing and future needs 
in accordance with sustainable 
development and science based 
greenhouse gas reductions.

• To make the necessary public 
investments in large and small 
renewable energy projects to 
meet future needs.

• To be able to make the necessary 
transition to renewable energy 
sources, such as closing or 
making changes to existing coal 
fi red power stations.

• Throughout the transition 

the government would take 
responsibility to ensure where 
necessary workers are retrained, 
employed without loss of 
entitlements or wages and local 
communities supported through 
job creation and other projects.

The private sector is incapable 
of doing this. Individual private 
enterprises have a confl ict of interest 
protecting the interests of shareholders 
(maximising profi ts). They cannot do 
this at the same time as giving prior-
ity to the interests of their customers, 
employees, local communities and the 
environment.
• Regulation of pricing on an 

equitable basis with cross-
subsidisation of pricing between 
urban and rural and regional 
Australia.

• Provide subsidies and other 
incentives and advice to domestic 
users and businesses to reduce 
energy usage and to convert to 
renewable energy sources and 
give credits to those who feed-in 
excess electricity generation.

• Strong regulatory regime 
imposing set reductions on 
greenhouse gas emissions with 
strong penal provisions for 
non-compliance.

Profi ts from the public electric-
ity company should be used towards 
achieving the above goals and further 
down the track provide an important 
source of government income.

Readers are urged to contact their 
MPs and use any form of media they 
can to demand the rejection of the 
IPART price rises and call for the 
complete restoration of the electricity 
industry to state ownership and con-
trol and for full government regula-
tion of the industry. Readers outside 
NSW can also take up the campaign 
demanding public ownership and 
regulation in their spaces. 
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The family and partner of 
Mulrunji Doomadgee, who died in 
police custody on Palm Island more 
than fi ve years ago, has rejected 
an apology from the police offi cer 
acquitted of his manslaughter.

Senior Sergeant Chris Hurley 
arrested Mulrunji before he died on 
October 19, 2004 in the Palm Island 
watch house, and offered the apology 
during day fi ve of a reopened inquest 
into the death earlier this month.

“I have always wanted to say to 
Tracey (Twaddle) and the family that 
I offer my sympathy for Mulrunji’s 
death,” Senior Sergeant Hurley told 
the inquest. “I’m sorry for the angst 
that they have had to suffer over the 
past number of years.”

Mulrunji was found dead on the 
fl oor of a cell in the station less than 
an hour after his morning arrest for 
swearing. He’d suffered four broken 
ribs, bruising to the head, a torn portal 
vein and his liver had been almost 
cut in two.

An earlier inquest found that 
Senior Sergeant Hurley’s action 
caused Mulrunji’s death, but this was 
set aside last year after a court found 
Senior Sergeant Hurley could not have 
infl icted the fatal injuries simply by 
punching Mulrunji.

In June 2007, a Townsville jury 
acquitted Senior Sergeant Hurley of 
Mulrunji’s manslaughter. Outside 
the court, Mulrunji’s partner Tracey 
Twaddle told The Koori Mail newspa-
per she did not accept Senior Sergeant 
Hurley’s apology.

“No I don’t, I was almost sick in 
the court room when listening to the 
evidence,” she said. “We have been 
through years of hell and his apology 
means nothing. It’s too late.”

Mulrunji’s sisters Elizabeth 

Doomadgee, Victoria Doomadgee, 
Jane Doomadgee and Valmai Aplin 
were at the inquest and also rejected 
the apology. “We just want justice for 
my brother,” Elizabeth said.

Ms Aplin said that if Senior 
Sergeant Hurley had come to her 
family fi ve years ago and explained 
what happened to her brother it could 
have been able to be talked through.

“It is too late, too late now,” Ms 
Aplin said.

Jane Doomadgee travelled from 
Burketown for the inquest and spoke 
to The Koori Mail along with Stephen 
Martin, from Palm Island, a nephew 
of Mulrunji. “We hope we get some 
justice out of this. We have got to get 
something. It has been a very hard 
time,” Ms Doomadgee said.

Mr Martin said it had been a 
traumatic journey for the family and 
he hoped that the truth would come 
out when the coroner handed down 
his fi ndings.

Mulrunji’s nephew Leonard 
Noble and niece Jennifer Starlight 
sat with their Aunty Victoria.

“You can replace a building such 
as the Palm Island police station 
but not a person,” Mr Noble said. 
Townsville residents John Mooka, 
22, and Reg Mooka, 33, were also 
at the court.

“I have come here to support the 
family and to hear any new evidence. 
People as far away as the Torres Strait 
want to see justice,” said Reg.

He said he hoped justice would 
come out of it.

“It has dragged on for so long. 
We need to see the coroner’s fi ndings 
very quickly,” he said. The court room 
was packed with family members and 
friends of Mulrunji. Such was the 
interest from local, state and national 

television and print media that jour-
nalists had to sit in the jury box.

Brisbane activist Sam Watson was 
at the inquest, as was Townsville com-
munity leader Gracelyn Smallwood.

“When are these deaths in custody 
going to stop?” Mr Watson asked. 
“Aboriginal people going into cus-
tody expect to come out alive. These 
deaths in custody don’t occur in front 
of television cameras.

“This whole matter is police 
investigating police, mates investigat-
ing mates.”

Whilst the inquest offi cially ended 
on March 12, Coroner Brian Hine 
has called for written submissions to 
be lodged with the court by 1 April.

His fi ndings will be handed down 
on a date to be fi xed.
The Koori Mail 

Two of 
Mulrunji’s 

sisters, Valmai 
Aplin, left, 
and Jane 

Doomadgee.

Family rejects Hurley apology

A frail Victoria Doomadgee sat 
outside the back entrance to the 
Townsville Court building and 
refl ected on how the past fi ve years 
had been hell for her family since 
the death in custody of her brother 
Mulrunji.

It was about 11.30 am on March 
12, and Victoria was sitting on an 
uncomfortable steel seat as media 
waited for Senior Sergeant Chris 
Hurley to emerge after fi nishing his 
evidence at the re-opened inquest.

Victoria has lost a lot of weight 
since the tragedy and is an ill wom-
an and needs a wheelchair to get 
around much of the time. She told 

The Koori Mail she was certain her 
brother’s spirit was nearby.

“I can feel his presence as we 
sit here; I am so sure he is here 
looking over me,” she said. “I know 
he is here because my hair is stand-
ing up like it used to when we were 
together.

“My family has been to hell and 
back since my brother died a lonely 
and painful death in the Palm Island 
watch house. I can’t explain the 
sadness we have felt.”

At the age of 54, Victoria is 
now Mulrunji’s eldest surviv-
ing sibling. Her sisters Elizabeth 
Doomadgee and Valmai Aplin live 

on Palm Island, as does Victoria. 
Another sister, Jane Doomadgee, 
travelled down from Burketown 
for the inquest. Her brother, Lloyd 
Doomadgee, did not travel from 
Doomadgee for the inquest.

“My older sister Carol died 
in the Palm Island Hospital last 
year and she suffered terrible 
stress from all this,” Victoria said. 
Victoria also refl ected on her 
mother Doris’ passing from cancer 
not long after Mulrunji’s death on 
November 19, 2004, and a riot on 
Palm Island a week later when the 
local police station and barracks 
were torched.

“Mum had been sick but died 
a very sad lady from all this stress. 
We were such a close family,” she 
said. Mulrunji’s only child, 18-year-
old Eric, took his own life 19 
months after his father died.

“Eric died under tragic circum-
stances. He just could not handle 
the death of his dad who was so 
close to him,” Victoria said.

For all of this tragedy, Victoria 
takes comfort from treasured mem-
ories of her brother.

“He used to go fi shing and 
hunting for goats on one of the 
islands close to Palm and some-
times I sit near the beach there and 

think of that,” she said. “He used to 
enjoy diving and catching turtle.”

Word came out of the court 
room that Senior Sergeant Hurley 
had apologised to the Doomadgee 
family over Mulrunji’s death. Not 
long afterwards, the police offi cer 
walked within a few metres of her 
and got into a parked car.

“I loved my brother so dearly 
and I am sure that he would have 
wanted Hurley to pay for what he 
has done,” Victoria said.

“Mulrunji would have wanted 
Hurley locked up. I can feel him 
saying that.” 
The Koori Mail 

“My family has been to hell and back”
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Mulrunji was found dead on the 
floor of a cell in the station less than 
an hour after his morning arrest for 
swearing. He’d suffered four broken 

ribs, bruising to the head, a torn 
portal vein and his liver had 

been almost cut in two.
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Maritime workers are in shock 
this week as they mourn the death 
of a 49-year old worker employed 
by Patrick Stevedores crushed to 
death while loading containers at 
Sydney’s Port Botany at 7.30pm 
on Sunday night.

“The name of the worker has 
not been released and his family 
and friends are naturally in shock 
and on behalf of every wharfi e and 
seafarer across the country and we 
extend our sympathies. We will do 
what ever we can to assist the fam-
ily in its grief,” said Paddy Crumlin 
national secretary of the Maritime 
Union of Australia.

“Some co-workers either saw 
the accident or its aftermath and are 
not only shocked but angered and 

frustrated by the general lack of 
attention to safety on our wharves. 
A WorkCover investigation and a 
coronial and other inquiries will 
follow. But this was a death that 
could have been avoided with a 
better safety culture and application 
of safe working practices,” Crumlin 
said.

“A little more than a month 
ago Brad Gray tragically died in 
a workplace accident in Brisbane 
leaving behind a young family. It 
is obvious we have a serious defi cit 
in worker welfare on our wharves 
and yet another tragedy shows that 
deregulated, performance-based 
arrangements are clearly not work-
ing. The need for stronger enforce-
ment and compliance mechanisms 

is now urgent”, said Crumlin.
In the accident the worker was 

loading containers onto the con-
tainer ship Vega Gotland, a Flag of 
Convenience vessel.

The Port Botany death is the 
fi fth fatality in little over three and 
a half years and the sixth since June 
2003. Recent waterfront workplace 
fatalities include: 
• Jeff Grey, Appleton Dock, 

Melbourne, June 03
• Dean Robinson, Port Adelaide, 

June 2006
• Peter Ross, Appleton Dock, 

January 2007
• Bob Cumberlidge, Westernport, 

March 2007
• Brad Gray, Brisbane, 

March 2010 

Wharf worker killed: 
second tragedy in a month

One hundred and forty Australian 
Manufacturing Workers’ Union 
(AMWU) delegates in Queensland 
have marched across the Kurilpa 
Bridge in Brisbane to as part of the 
Manufacturing Matters campaign.

The slogan for the campaign is 
“Make it here or jobs disappear”.

The Brisbane action capped off 
a week of events in Rockhampton, 
Gladstone, Maryborough, Townsville 
and Mackay.

The delegates carried hundreds of 
work boots collected from members 
across Queensland to symbolise the 
jobs that would be lost if manufac-
turing contacts in Queensland are 
allowed to go off shore.

The Kurilpa Bridge was con-
structed by local contractors using 
local content.

Queensland AMWU state secre-
tary Andrew Dettmer said the state 
government needs to  intervene and 
ensure that contacts are awarded to 
local tenders.

“We want the state government 
to extend the local industry policy to 
private sector projects that require 
government approval. So that every 
coal mine, every rail line, every piece 
of private sector infrastructure has a 
plan to maximise local jobs and local 
content,” he said.

“The state government must take 
decisive action to ensure Queensland 
industries are considered fi rst for 
tenders. We don’t want to see manu-
facturing jobs walking out of this 
country.” 

A new survey of principals reveal-
ing the damaging impact of league 
tables on students, teachers and 
schools has highlighted the urgent 
need for the federal government to 
stop league tables and the misuse 
of student data.

The Australian Education Union 
(AEU) is calling on the federal gov-
ernment to put politics aside and sit 
down with the teaching profession 
and work out a way to prevent the 
creation and publication of any further 
league tables. 

The AEU’s survey of over 1,000 
principals reveals high levels of 
concern about league tables and the 
accuracy of information on the My 
School website.

Among those principals who said 
their school was named in a newspa-
per league table this year:
• 51 percent said being named in a 

league table will have a negative 
impact on their students. Among 
those listed in the bottom section 
of a league table the fi gure rose to 
78 percent;

• 58 percent said being named in a 
league table will have a negative 
impact on the school’s reputation. 
Among those listed in the bottom 
section of a league table the 
fi gure rose to 84 percent;

• 68 percent said being named in a 
league table will have a negative 
impact on staff. Among those 
listed in the bottom section the 
fi gure rose to 87 percent.

AEU federal president Angelo 
Gavrielatos said the survey showed 
league tables were damaging school 
communities.

“Principals are reporting students 
being bullied and taunted as a result of 
the publication of league tables. The 
confi dence and self-esteem of many 
students has been damaged,” he said.

“Stigmatising schools and school 
communities based on a single test 
makes it harder to lift student per-
formance and retain teachers. League 
tables were published by newspapers 
within 24 hours of the My School 
website going live in January.”

Mr Gavrielatos said over 90 per-
cent of principals who completed the 
survey were concerned that nothing 
was done to stop the creation and pub-
lication of league tables using average 
scores on the My School website.

“The survey also reveals deep 

concern about the My School web-
site with 88 percent of principals 
saying they do not believe that it 
presents an accurate picture of school 
performance.

“A majority of principals (61 
percent) said public comparisons of 
test scores on My School will lead to 
greater teaching to the test and over 
80 percent of those principals said it 
would be to the detriment of other 
areas of the curriculum.”

The fi ndings of the survey will 
be considered by the federal execu-
tive of the AEU. Unless the federal 
government acts to stop the misuse of 
data and protects students from league 
tables teachers cannot cooperate with 
the next round of national testing in 
May,” Mr Gavrielatos said.

“We cannot stand by and watch 
students, teachers and school com-
munities being damaged by crude 
league tables created only for profi t.

“The AEU supports the provision 
of accurate, valid and meaningful 
information to parents and the com-
munity in a way that supports school 
improvement.”

Urgent investment 
required in TAFE

The Australian Education 
Union has also released two new 
reports which reveal the extent of 
the under-funding of TAFE and the 
consequences for thousands of people 

who are missing out on training and 
education as a result.

The reports are a survey of over 
2,600 teachers and managers working 
in TAFEs around the country and a 
research paper prepared by the Centre 
for the Economics of Education 
and Training (CEET) at Monash 
University.

The TAFE survey showed:
• 70 percent of teachers and 

managers said their TAFE did not 

have enough resources to meet 
industry needs, particularly in the 
local community;

• 58 percent of teachers and 
managers said they had been 
forced to turn away students in 
the last two years;

• 46 percent said there were 
student waiting lists in their 
TAFE;

• The areas where waiting lists 
were highest were engineering 
and related technologies (21 
percent), education (17 percent) 
and language, literacy and 
numeracy courses (16 percent).

“This survey reveals that TAFEs 
are unable to meet the growing 
demand from students or industry 
because they are so starved of funds,” 
Mr Gavrielatos said.

“Students are being turned away 

or forced to wait in trade areas like 
engineering where there are critical 
national skills shortages. The CEET 
report reveals government spending 
per hour on public vocational 
education and training declined by 
12 percent between 2003 and 2008.

“TAFE’s funding would have 
been $624 million (or 17 percent) 
higher in 2008 than it actually was 

if both the spending per hour and 
its share of the money allocated by 
governments had been maintained 
at 2003 levels.

“The report also shows that to 
reach the ambitious COAG targets 
set for increased qualifi cations, an 
additional $200 million must be spent 
on average every year between 2009 
and 2020.”

The union will run a new 
campaign for higher funding for 

TAFE and an urgent injection of 
money was required in the budget 
in May. TAFE is recognised as one 
of the highest quality providers of 
training and education anywhere in 
the world and the prosperity of the 
nation is directly linked to it, the 
union points out.

“TAFE provides opportunities 
for all Australians to get vital skills, 
to learn a trade or change careers 
and to rise above economic or social 
disadvantage and yet it is being 
systematically starved of funding.

“There will be no education 
revolution in Australia unless we 
invest substantially more in TAFE.

“The federal government has 
a responsibility to lead the way in 
this area and to push the state and 
territory governments to invest more. 
We fully support the COAG targets 
which aim to dramatically increase 
the number of Australians with post-
school qualifi cations. However they 
need to be funded.”
The State of our TAFEs survey and 
the CEET report are available at:
www.aeufederal.org
Go to “AEU Publications” (left 
hand menu), scroll down to 
“Papers and Submissions” and 
click on “2010” 

Survey reveals 
the damage of league tables

Make it here or jobs 
disappear

“We cannot stand by and watch students, teachers 
and school communities being damaged by 
crude league tables created only for profit.”
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Bob Briton
CPA candidate for Lee 

It is a mistake to read too much 
into too little or to predict too 
much on the basis of just one event. 
“One swallow does not a summer 
make.” Even so, the recent experi-
ence of the Party organisation in 
South Australia does contain a lot 
of lessons for the rest of the CPA 
and it bodes well for the re-entry of 
the Party nationwide into electoral 
politics when the federal election 
rolls around – probably later this 
year.

The result we achieved in the 
seat of Lee at the March 20 state 
election was humble enough; about 
three percent or just over 600 votes 
in an electorate of around 22,000. 
My name appeared on the top of 
the ballot paper, though the value of 
the “donkey vote” appears to have 
declined. In other seats a number 
of candidates standing on well-
publicised platforms (like “Gamers 
4 Croydon” and “Save the Royal 
Adelaide Hospital”) managed to score 
a little over one percent despite their 
top billing on the ballot paper. It is 
safe to assume some of that vote was 
their own. An informal vote appears 
to be the protest of choice for people 
boycotting the ballot nowadays.

The CPA vote was ahead of two 
well known local independents and 
not far off that for Family First. 
It was widely regarded as a solid 
vote for a fi rst electoral outing in 
almost a decade. At some booths 
the vote was over fi ve percent. It 
did our reputation no harm at all; 
it enhanced it considerably in the 
local community. It was roughly 
three times the percentage we got in 
Port Adelaide at the federal election 
of 2001.

Setting targets
Late last year we held a joint 

meeting of SA Party Branches and 
thrashed out plans for 2010 – a year 
packed with elections and options 
for participation. There were many 
possibilities. Do we stand a team in 

the upper house, a single candidate 
in a local seat; wait until the federal 
election or local elections later in 
the year? Should we stand as the 
CPA or get endorsement from the 
Communist Alliance? We decided I 
should run as candidate in my local 
electorate of Lee as a Party candidate. 
We concluded that while the Party’s 
public profi le had dropped in recent 
times, it still had some recognition 
thanks to those earlier elections 
and the presence in the area of the 
Semaphore Workers’ Club – known 
locally as “the Commo”.

Our objectives were set. We knew 
that despite the activity of individual 
comrades in community and solidarity 
organisations we were not visible as a 
party. Our fi rst objective was to turn 
that situation around. We believed 

there was a perception that we do not 
have positions on problems facing the 
community – relevant well-thought 
out policies rather than just slogans. 
We needed to set down our ideas on 
the major issues in plain language 
and win support for them. We also 
wanted to attract new members who 
were out there in the electorate but 
who, for one reason or another, may 
not have known we existed. Measured 
against these objectives, I believe our 
campaign was successful.

Workload
We knew the election would 

absorb most of our political energies. 
The bulk of the workload was carried 
by the campaign committee we 
appointed. The value of a compact, 
committed campaign committee 
in close communication with one 
another cannot be overstated. Even 
with such a group in place, it was a 
struggle to get copy to printers for 
leafl ets and produce website content, 
to coordinate printers and distributors 
and so on. There were disagreements 
on spending and on-the-spot decisions 
taken in the course of our hectic 
schedule. Because there were so many 
practical decisions to be made, our 
meetings were pointed and matter of 
fact. An election campaign certainly 
squeezes chit-chat from Party 
meetings; it forces you to become 
more business-like in your approach 
to work.

During the campaign we produced 
two full colour leafl ets and had them 
distributed to all 15,000 residences 
in the electorate. We had 200 
coreflute posters made and put 
them up on electricity poles in the 
district. I was interviewed on ABC 
Radio and community radio. We 
had a decent sized article about the 
campaign carried in the Murdoch 
daily Advertiser, had ads and some 
coverage in the election roundup in 
the well-read throwaway Messenger 
press, leafl eted for and held a street 
corner meeting in Semaphore, 
distributed a media kit, issued media 
releases and wrote letters that were 
taken up several times during the 

campaign, tweeted and maintained a 
dedicated campaign website – www.
vote1communist.org 

I was invited to speak at the 
MUA’s monthly seamen’s stop-
work meeting and participated in 
the candidates’ forum held in the 
local Masonic Hall. I spoke twice 
to audiences at the Workers’ Club 
blues sessions. I door knocked. The 
campaign committee took over as 
much of the day-to-day work as 
possible to allow me to get on with the 
job of getting out into the community. 
We all gave a maximum airing to our 
red campaign T-shirts.

Issues and reception
We knew the election would be 

hotly contested and keenly followed. 
The Rann government was losing 

popularity and seen to be failing on 
issues like the health of the Lower 
Murray River and water security 
generally. There was interest in our 
campaign from the very beginning. 
Donations rolled in. About 100 people 
attended our campaign launch at a 
local hotel and we attracted onlookers 
from the public areas with a well 
run event.

We decided that while plenty of 
issues were bobbing up in the media, 
we should set out clear positions on 
four main questions: privatisation and 
the need to return utilities to public 
ownership; workers’ rights and the 
importance of restoring and improving 
the state’s WorkCover scheme; water 
security and environmental protection; 
and peaceful alternatives to the 
growing militarisation of the state’s 
economy.

In the end, workers’ rights and 
militarisation became our major 
issues. This is understandable because 
while all parties and independents 
suddenly became “passionate” about 
water and the environment, none of 
them had similar commitment to 
workers’ rights. We were on our own 
on the question of the militarisation 
of our economy and the curriculum of 
our high schools. These issues became 
our point of difference and probably 
will be again at the federal election.

Our campaign was well received 
by local Greens. It brought together 
Party and non-Party people around 
tasks like putting up campaign posters 
and handing out how-to-votes. We 
had volunteers on all booths at all 
times on election day. The success of 
this work was visible at the after poll 
party held at the local hall housing the 
Party offi ce. Dozens of red-shirted 
volunteers gathered to share a curry, 
a drink and to cheer on the CPA in 
this local clash in the battle of ideas. 
There are some things we would do 
differently if we had our time again 
but the experience of a good team 
effort and an encouraging result was 
invaluable. 

Australia

Elections and the CPA – the 
South Australian experience

Dozens of red-shirted volunteers gathered at the after poll party to share a curry, a drink and to cheer on the 
CPA in this local clash in the battle of ideas.

Foreign students are big money earners for private colleges – 
there are 1,042 registered training organisations in NSW alone. 
This particular sector comes under strong criticism for profi teering 
and neglecting the students’ needs. Fourteen training colleges 
have collapsed in NSW over the last six months. In some cases 
the students were asked to pay up in full for the course only to 
see it collapse some time later. Thousands of full-fee paying 
students across the country are stranded with few fi nancial 
resources. The federal government announced an overhaul of 
its immigration program to crack down on international students 
who quite legitimately used low-skilled training programs such 
as hairdressing and hospitality training for gaining permanent 
residency. Bruce Baird, the man reviewing Australia’s 
international education industry, estimated that 20 percent 
of vocational colleges were ”permanent residency factories”. 
Federal Education Minister Julia Gillard says that under a 
new system to be introduced dodgy providers will be weeded 
out. Meanwhile Australia’s reputation is again undermined.

Greenhouse gas emissions from Victoria’s brown-coal fi red 
power stations increased by nearly 10 percent over the last 
decade despite all the plans to promote renewable energy. 
More than three-quarters of the new electricity generation 
comes from burning brown coal, the dirtiest major source 
of electricity. Coal was responsible for 91.5 percent of 
energy generated in Victoria last year. Renewable energy 
sources contributed 5.4 per cent which is defi nitely not 
good enough. It was up from 4.5 per cent a decade ago.

NSW Greens MLC Dr John Kaye has made a formal complaint 
against a leafl et promoting the Athena School in Newtown. “The 
leafl et has been distributed to homes in Sydney’s Inner West. 
It fails to warn parents that this is a private school that uses 
teaching methods developed by the Scientology organisation,” 
Dr Kaye said. He pointed out that recent accusations made 
by former Scientologists on the ABC’s Four Corners program 
should be a wakeup call to the NSW government to take action.

Workers’ rights and 
militarisation became 
our major issues.
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The Last Station
How could we not love and learn from 
Christopher Plummer’s portrayal of the 
great Count Leo Tolstoy in his fi nal months? 
He was “the most celebrated writer in the 
world,” as the movie reminds us. He was 
also the symbolic head of the Tolstoyan 
movement, which had no less a goal than to 
replace a world of vicious class oppression 
with one of freedom and love.

How could we not love Helen Mirren’s 
portrayal of Countess Sofya Andreyevna as she 
seduces, manipulates, bullies, and throws hissy-
fi ts to maintain her own outlook and the station 
of nobility (in 1910, just seven years before the 
Russian Revolution, it was just about the “last 
station”) to which she feels entitled.

How could we not admire Paul Giamatti’s 
portrayal of weasely Vladimir Cherkov, staunch-
est defender of the Tolstoyan movement and its 
absolutely most wretched example? How could 
we not love and learn from the two young lovers 
trying to understand and conform to their high-
minded intellectual philosophy while grasping 
and groping carnivorously together?

Gently, director Hoffman scrapes the glossy 
surfaces off a number of contradictions within 
the situation. For one, Tolstoy has made his 
reputation by denouncing wealth and privilege, 
while continuing to hold on to both. In the 
1960s and 1970s, when young students in the 
US daydreamed of an easy road to revolution, 
Tolstoy enjoyed a great popularity. He had writ-
ten, among many other sweet things, about his 
experiences with an innovative school. Rather 
than forcing children through the meat-grinder of 
conformity, they were blessed with a supportive 
and free environment. He had a certain practical 
advantage over the baby boomer daydreamers, 
of course. He had great wealth. The school was 
on his own estate and all the children, and their 
parents, were his serfs.

The main contradiction explored in the fi lm 
might be Tolstoy’s profession that love over-
shadows all else, while seeming to turn his back 
coldly on his family and his greatest love, the 
countess. Helen Mirren’s great acting shapes that 
point like a sharp spear that she drives through 
everything else, but the two young lovers refl ect 
the same contradiction and make it real enough 
to die over. Mirren and Plummer both deserve 
their Academy Award nominations, but it is 
Mirren who has the more challenging role and 
carries it out beyond perfection!

A part of Tolstoy’s contradictions came from 
his renunciation of religion, while Countess 
Sofya travelled with a Russian Orthodox priest. 
The biggest contradiction, covered the least, 
had to do with whether or not the Tolstoyan 
movement actually had any chance of achieving 
its noble goals.

Neither Tolstoy, in life or death, nor 
Hoffman’s movie, resolves any of these contra-
dictions. Consequently, my movie buddy and 
I, still in the thrall of this wonderful emotional 
experience, began to wonder what Tolstoy’s 
contemporary, VI Lenin, might have had to 
say in 1910. It turned out to be in his Collected 

Works, Volume 16, page 353, “Tolstoy and the 
Proletarian Struggle,” dated December 13, 1910.

It begins, “Tolstoy’s indictment of the rul-
ing classes was made with tremendous power 
and sincerity; with absolute clearness he laid 
bare the inner falsity of all those institutions 
by which modern society is maintained: the 
church, the law courts, militarism, ‘lawful’ 
wedlock, bourgeois science. But his doctrine 
proved to be in complete contradiction to the 
life, work and struggle of the grave-digger of 
the modern social system, the proletariat [the 
working class].”

In other words, Tolstoy might be crowned 

king by the utopians and hippies, but he didn’t 
have much of a plan.

Lenin concludes, “The Russian people 
will secure their emancipation only when they 
realise that it is not from Tolstoy they must 
learn to win a better life, but from the class the 
signifi cance of which Tolstoy did not understand, 
and which alone is capable of destroying the 
old world which Tolstoy hated. That class is 
the proletariat.”
The Last Station opened in cinemas on 
April 1 
People’s World 

Helen Mirren plays the countess, Tolstoy’s great love.

Film Review by Jim Lane

For the greater good
On March 17 a jury in New 
Zealand found teacher Adrian 
Leason, Dominican friar Father 
Peter Murnane and farmer Sam 
Land not guilty on nine charges 
including burglary and wilful 
damage after just two hours’ 
deliberation.

At the Government 
Communications Security Bureau 
(GCSB) base at Waihopai they had 
defl ated a dome on the spy base on 
the South Island to stop its use in 
transmitting information used in the 
Iraq and Afghanistan wars. They 
did so in the Ploughshares tradition 
that seeks to enact the Mican and 
Isaian prophesies of beating swords 
into ploughshares and spears into 
pruning hooks.

They pleaded not guilty to the 
charges, arguing they had done so 
to prevent greater harm. The jury 
agreed. The three activists who 
freely admitted breaking into a 
government base near Blenheim 
and slashing an infl atable plastic 
dome covering a satellite dish have 
walked free.

Their defence – that they 
mounted the attack to prevent 
others’ suffering – has been 

successfully used by Iraq war pro-
testers overseas, but is thought to be 
a New Zealand fi rst.

The prosecution said the trio 
cut their way through fences into 
the base on April 30, 2008, then 
slashed the plastic cover over a 
satellite dish with sickles. The three 
men readily admitted attacking the 
base, but said they were driven by 
a belief that the satellite caused 
human suffering and their actions 
to shut it down, if only temporarily, 
were lawful. 

A jury in Wellington District 
Court took two hours to acquit 
them of all charges. A similar 
defence – known as the greater 
good defence – has been run by 
protesters in Britain, Ireland and 
Germany. 

In 2006, a jury acquitted fi ve 
peace campaigners who used an 
axe and hammers to cause US$2.5 
million damage to a United States 
Navy plane that was refuelling at 
Shannon airport, Ireland, in 2003 
on its way to Kuwait to deliver sup-
plies for use in the impending war. 

Outside court, Father Murnane, 
who represented himself at the trial, 
said the action taken by the group 

had been successful. “We wanted, 
in going into Waihopai, to chal-
lenge these warfaring behaviours 
and I think we have done this. We 
have shown New Zealanders there 
is a US spy base in our midst.” 

He had told the court at the 
beginning of the trial that the trio 
felt strongly about the unspeakable 
evil caused by activities enabled by 
spy bases: torture, war and the use 
of weapons of mass destruction, 
such as depleted uranium. 

He told TV3’s Campbell Live 
he was “not entirely surprised” but 
still relieved by the not guilty ver-
dict. “I had a gut feeling all along 
that we would get an acquittal – but 
you can’t be sure of that.” 

Mr Leason said the group 
“broke a law protecting plastic to 
uphold a law to protect human life”.

Green Party foreign affairs 
spokesman Keith Locke said evi-
dence presented at the trial showed 
that Waihopai was collecting intel-
ligence to help the US government. 
“This included intelligence to help 
the United States prosecute the Iraq 
war, even though the New Zealand 
government was opposed to that 
war. 

“I hope that the not guilty 
verdict will help break down the 
blanket of secrecy that successive 
governments have imposed around 
the operations of the base, and its 
true purpose.”

A lobby group has called 
for the Waihopai spy base to be 
closed following the acquittal. The 
Christchurch-based Anti-Bases 
Campaign urged prosecution of the 
base operators for crimes against 
humanity.

Spokesman Murray Horton said 
the “Domebusters” had believed 
they had the law on their side and 
were proud of what they did. “They 
did it because Waihopai operates, 
in all but name, as an outpost of US 
intelligence on NZ soil,” he said. 

He said the base should be 
closed immediately.

The acquittal of the three does 
not set a legal precedent, but other 
defendants may consider using the 
same “greater good” defence, a 
criminal law expert says. 

Law Society criminal law 
sub-committee convenor Jonathan 
Krebs told Radio New Zealand he 
had never heard of a defence refer-
ring to a greater good before. 

The “claim of right” defence 
used by the trio was enshrined in 
statute law, but usually used in 
property cases.

An example of its regular 
use would be as a defence when 
stolen property was unwittingly 
purchased, with the purchaser 
believing the seller owned and had 
a claim of right to the property, Mr 
Krebs said.

“[The Waihopai defendants] 
claimed that they honestly believed 
that they had the right to do so 
because they needed to, for certain 
honestly-held beliefs.” 

No precedent was created by 
their acquittal, because precedent 
was only set by judicial decisions 
on matters of law, not jury deci-
sions on facts, he said. 

“I can imagine, as often hap-
pens when a defence is raised and 
receives such widespread publicity 
and discussion, that others might 
be interested in at least considering 
advancing it but ... there’s actually 
no binding effect from the decision 
of the jury.” 
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US: The next big bailout is on the way

Prepare to get reamed!
Mike Whitney

Housing is on the rocks and prices are headed 
lower. That’s not the consensus view, but it’s 
a reasonably safe assumption. The Federal 
Reserve’s master illusionist Ben Bernanke 
managed to engineer a modest seven-month 
uptick in sales, but the fairydust will wear off 
later this month when the Fed stops purchasing 
mortgage-backed securities and long-term 
interest rates begin to creep higher. The objec-
tive of Bernanke’s US$1.25 trillion program, 
which is called quantitative easing, was to 
transfer the banks “unsellable” mortgage 
backed security onto the Fed’s balance sheet.

Bernanke’s cash giveaway has helped to buoy 
stock prices and stabilise housing, but market 
fundamentals are still weak. There’s just too 
much inventory and too few buyers. Now that 
the Fed is withdrawing its support, matters will 
only get worse.

Of course, that hasn’t stopped the folks at 
Bloomberg from cheerleading the nascent housing 
turnaround. Here’s a clip from Monday’s column:

“The US housing market is poised to withstand 
the removal of government and Federal Reserve 
stimulus programs and rebound later in the year, 
contributing to annual economic growth for the 
fi rst time since 2006. Increases in jobs, credit and 
affordable homes will help offset the end of the 
Fed’s purchases of mortgage-backed securities 
this month and the expiration of a federal home-
buyer tax credit in April. Sales will rise about 6 
percent this year, and housing will account for 
0.25 percentage point of the 3.6 percent growth, 
according to forecasts by Dean Maki, chief US 
economist for Barclays Capital in New York...

“The underlying trend is turning positive,” 
said Bruce Kasman, chief economist at JP Morgan 
Chase & Co. in New York.

Just for the record; there has been no “increas-
es in jobs”. It’s baloney. Unemployment is fl at at 
9.7 percent with underemployment checking-in 
at 16.8 percent. There’s no chance of a housing 
rebound until payrolls increase. Jobless people 
don’t buy houses.

Also, while it is true that the federal home-
buyer tax credit did cause a spike in home pur-
chases; its impact has been short-lived and sales 
are returning to normal. It’s generally believed 
that “cash for clunker-type” programs merely 
move demand forward and have no meaningful 
long-term effect.

So, it’s likely that housing prices – particularly 
on the higher end – will continue to fall until they 
return to their historic trend. (Probably 10 - 15 
percent lower). That means more trouble for the 
banks which are already using all kinds of account-
ing fl im-fl am to conceal the wretched condition 
of their balance sheets. Despite the surge in stock 
prices, the banks are drowning in the losses from 
their non-performing loans and toxic assets. 

The Fed has signalled that it’s done all it 
can to help the banks. Now it’s Treasury’s turn. 
Bernanke will keep the Fed funds rate at zero 
for the foreseeable future, but he is not going to 
expand the Fed’s balance sheet anymore. Secretary 
of Treasury Geithner understands this and is work-
ing frantically to put together the next bailout that 
will reduce mortgage-principal for underwater 
homeowners. But it’s a thorny problem because 
many of the borrowers have second liens* which 
could amount to as much as US$477 billion. That 
means that if the Treasury’s mortgage-principal 
reduction plan is enacted it could wipe out the 
banks. Here’s an excerpt from an article in the 
Financial Times which explains it all:

“A group of investors in mortgage-backed 
bonds dubbed the Mortgage Investors Coalition 
(MIC) recently submitted to Congress a plan to 
overhaul the refi nancing of underwater borrowers 
by writing down the principal balances of both 
fi rst and second mortgages. The confederation of 
insurers, asset managers and hedge funds hope 
to break a logjam between Washington DC and 
the four megabanks with the most exposure to 
writedowns on second lien mortgages, including 
home equity lines of credit.

“The private sector initiative coincides with 
House Financial Services Committee Chairman 
Barney Frank’s open letter dated March 4 to the 

CEOs of the banks in question – Bank of America, 
Citigroup, JP Morgan Chase and Wells Fargo – 
urging them to start forgiving principal on the 
second lien loans they hold.

“But the banks are unlikely to take action until 
they get new accounting guidance from regulators 
that would ease the impact of such signifi cant 
principal reductions on their capitalisation ratios.”

The Financial Times again: “The four banks in 
question collectively own more than US$400 bil-
lion of the US$ 1 trillion in second lien mortgages 
outstanding. Bank of America holds US$149 bil-
lion, Citi holds US$54 billion, JP Morgan holds 
US$101 billion and Wells Fargo holds US$115 
billion, according to fourth quarter 2009 fi lings 
with the Securities & Exchange Commission.

As proposed, the MIC’s plan entails haircuts to 
the fi rst and second lien loans to reduce underwater 
borrowers’ loan to value ratios to 96.5 percent of 
current real estate market prices.

A systemic program to modify second lien 
mortgages called 2MP does exist but Treasury 
has stalled on implementation because the banks 
that hold them can’t afford it. Sources all said 
implementation of the 2MP program would result 
in “catastrophic” losses for the nation’s four 
largest banks, which collectively hold more than 
USx400 billion of the US$1 trillion in second lien 
mortgages outstanding.

Hold on a minute! Didn’t Geithner just run 
bank “stress tests” last year to prove that the banks 
could withstand losses on second liens?

Yes, he did. And the banks passed with fl y-
ing colours. So, why are the banks whining now 
about the potential for “catastrophic” losses if the 
plan goes forward? Either they were lying then 
or they’re lying now; which is it?

Of course they were lying. Just like that sniv-
elling sycophant Geithner is lying.

According to the Times the banks hold US$400 
billion in second lien mortgages. But the stress 
tests projected maximum losses at just US$68 
billion. In other words, Geithner rigged the tests 
so the banks would pass. Now the banks want it 
both ways: They want people to think that they 
are solvent enough to pass a basic stress test, but 
they want to be given another huge chunk of public 
money to cover their second liens. They want it 
all, and Geithner’s trying to give it to them.

And don’t believe the gibberish from Treasury 
that “they have no plan for mortgage principal 
reductions”. According to the Times:

“Treasury continues to tell investors that any 
day now they will be out with a fi nal program and 
they will be signed up”... .

“The party line continues to be they are a week 
away, two weeks away,” a hedge fund source said.

So, it’s not a question of “if” there will be 
another bank bailout, but “how big” that bailout 
will be. The banks clearly expect the taxpayer to 
foot the entire bill regardless of who was respon-
sible for the losses.

So, let’s summarise:
1: Bank bailout #1 – US$700 billion 

which allowed the banks to continue operations 
after the repo and secondary markets froze-over 
from the putrid loans the banks were peddling.

2: Bank bailout #2 – US$1.25 trillion 
Quantitative Easing program which transferred 
banks toxic assets onto Fed’s balance sheet 
(soon to be dumped on Fannie and Freddie) 
while rewarding the perpetrators of the biggest 
fi nancial crackup in history.

3: Bank bailout #3 – US$1 trillion to 
cover all mortgage cramdowns, second liens, as 
well as any future liabilities.

And as far as the banks taking “haircuts”? 
Forget about it! Banks don’t take “haircuts”. 
It looks bad on their quarterly reports and cuts 
into their bonuses. Taxpayers take haircuts, not 
banksters. Besides, that’s what Geithner gets paid 
for – to make sure bigshot tycoons don’t have to 
pay for their mistakes or bother with the niggling 
details of fl eecing the little people.

The next big bailout is on the way. Prepare 
to get reamed!
* A lien is a property right that authorises 
a person to keep property pending the 
payment of a debt.
Information Clearing House 

Ben Bernanke.
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Nery Barrientos
The following is an eyewitness 

account of Chile’s earthquake and the 
ensuing political struggle that took 
place immediately after the disaster.
VIÑA DEL MAR, Chile: On 
February 27, at 3:30 am, the lives 
of millions would change forever. 
My family suddenly heard what 
sounded like one thousand huge 
garbage trucks rambling down our 
street. The scary noise was deep, 
coming from the heart of the earth. 
All of the sudden, a mad King 
Kong grabbed our building and 
violently shook it, which felt like 
an eternity. At every shake a huge 
cracking noise went through the 
entire building and also through 
our spine.

In the south, the Pacifi c Ocean 
unleashed huge waves that covered 
resorts like Dichato, the port of 
Talcahuano, the city of Constitución, 
summer outdoor camps, fi shermen 
ports, and small working class towns 
of miners and workers.

As a result, the middle southwest 
of Chile turned surreal, houses fl oat-
ing on the water, boats on top of trees, 
ships on the beaches, ship contain-
ers in the middle of the streets, cars 
and vehicles sinking in the ocean. 
Disoriented people, who just woke up 
in the dark, found themselves scream-
ing in the middle of a horrifying and 
Dantesque nightmare.

The fi nal tally may indicate the 
tsunami killed more people than the 
earthquake. Everyone was worried 
about tsunamis. But, the Chilean 
Navy announced there was no threat 
of tsunami. That was good news. 
People, who had run to the hills for 
protection from the dreaded giant 
wave, decided to come down to the 
coast line, just to fi nd death in their 
own homes.

The Navy needs to explain its 
criminal ineptness. Not only that, 
but, the Navy’s report ignored a US 
agency that monitors the Pacifi c for 
tsunamis. The agency alerted the 
Navy, only minutes after the quake, 
that a tsunami was on its way to the 
Chilean coastline.

This criminal ineptness, which 
will cost more lives than the quake 
itself, was less media-worthy than 
the looting of the Super Market Lider 
(Wal-Mart) in Concepción.

Jacqueline Van Rysselberghe, 
mayor of Concepción, a strong sup-
porter of Pinochet and a contender in 
a future presidential election, blamed 
the Bachelet government for lack of 
food and water, the same morning the 
earthquake hit. (Talk about politics.) 
She also warned the government that 
people will get angrier and will start 
assaulting commercial establishments 
to get food and water.

Initial government assessments 
showed a national social situation 
under control. But, in a tense social 
atmosphere, anything can happen. 
Right after the mayor’s statement, 
a local radio show announced that 
women with their IDs could go to the 
“Super Market Lider” to get a “family 
basket” with food. When hundreds of 
people found the “Lider” closed, they 
reacted angrily and broke its metal 
doors and grabbed anything they 
could take. This incident was widely 
publicised and could have triggered 
the local pillage that followed.

These media reports gave the 
false image that nobody was in 
charge; that the Bachelet’s govern-
ment was ineffective and invisible. 
That there was not law nor order.

However, it was these media 
reports that actually created the 
conditions for criminal activities. 
And, as the incoming right-wing 
president Sebastian Piñera called for 
the Armed Forces to take over, Mayor 
Van Rysselberghe also asked for the 
Armed Forces to take over the cities 
to prevent pillage.

The Piñera team, the press and 
the mayor of Concepción wanted the 
military to take credit for any suc-
cess in coping with the emergency, 
and by doing so, discrediting the 
Bachelet administration. Their goal 
was to make a dent in Bachelet’s 
wide and deep prestige and popular-
ity. Normally, the Army would be 
sent out to patrol and keep order. 
But under the terms of the National 

Emergency Offi ce, civilian offi cials 
appointed by the government, “must 
follow military decisions,” and that is 
a sensitive matter in a country where 
the Armed Forces have a dark history.

Air Force chief General Ricardo 
Ortega said he had planes ready to 
deliver aid just two hours after the 
quake but had to wait for Bachelet’s 
emergency declaration Sunday.

Bachelet replied that Ortega was 
“badly informed,” and she requested 
a helicopter to inspect damage right 
after the quake and got it six hours 
later. That was at a crucial moment, 
when the entire country was expecting 
the president to be visible and on top 
of the situation. Yet, nobody from the 

media asked the general why it took 
six hours to respond to the president’s 
request.

Despite all of this the Bachelet 
government went directly to the 
people. Bachelet was everywhere: 
informing dignitaries and world lead-
ers, fl ying to little towns in the south, 
presiding over coordinating meet-
ings, informing the incoming Piñera 
authorities, getting informed by her 
ministerial advisers and overseeing 
activities at the earthquake’s epicentre.

As a result, aid and basic services 
have been restored, as well as medi-
cal assistance and communications. 
Thousand of young professionals, 
university students and international 

crews of medical volunteers, sent by 
a number of countries, are heading 
south. These effective activities from 
the government and the solidarity 
coming from all over the world, give 
us a solid base for reconstructing a 
future.

Earthquakes are acts of nature, 
but they are also political events. 
We will certainly see more of this 
kind of politics since Piñera and the 
entrepreneurship class took over the 
government on March 11.
Nery Barrientos lives in Chile and 
is a veteran of numerous political 
struggles.
People’s World 

Earthquakes, tsunamis 
and politics

Destroyed Haiti Palace.

Who’s in charge of these hired killers?
Eric S Margolis

A scandal has erupted in 
Washington over the use of mer-
cenaries (“private contractors” in 
US terminology) that is exposing 
the dark underbelly of America’s 
foreign wars. It has been shown 
that the Pentagon and other US 
intelligence agencies secretly 
fi elded mercenaries in Afghanistan, 
Pakistan (aka “Af-Pak”), and Iraq 
to assassinate tribal militants.

US law forbids murder or 
using mercenaries. But, as the 
Roman jurist Cicero said, “Laws 
are silent in times of war.”

A former senior Pentagon 
offi cial specialising in clandestine 
operations, Mike Furlong, set up 
a shell company, International 
Media Ventures (IMV), to sup-
posedly provide the US military 
with “cultural information” about 
Afghanistan’s Pashtun tribes. 
Two obscure Pentagon outfi ts, 
the “Cultural Engineering Group” 
in Florida, and “Counter-Narco-
terrorism Technology Program” 

of Virginia funded Furlong with 
US$24.6 million.

Furlong hired a bunch of 
former Special Forces types and 
assorted thugs. These rent-a-
Rambos’s real mission was to 
assassinate Pashtun leaders in 
Pakistan and Afghanistan, and tar-
get tribal compounds for strikes by 
US Predator drones. Welcome to 
the modern version of the Mafi a’s 
infamous contract killers, “Murder 
Inc”.

Thickening this plot, retired 
CIA types, including Dewey 
Clarridge, whom I well recall 
from the 1980’s Afghan war, were 
involved. So were other would-be 
bounty-hunters, eager to get in on 
the Pentagon’s cash bonanza. It is 
uncertain if Furlong’s Murder Inc 
had time to go operational. But 
its exposure is causing uproar. In 
best US government tradition, the 
Pentagon denied backing Furlong 
and cut him adrift. He is now 
under criminal investigation.

Shades of former CIA agent 
Edwin Wilson, whose frightful 

case I long followed. Wilson was 
set up as a deniable “independent” 
by the CIA to supply arms and 
explosives to Libya and Angola in 
the 1980s. When this intrigue blew 
wide open, Wilson was kidnapped 
by US agents and buried alive in 
federal prison for 27 years.

The Furlong scandal comes 
at a time of growing criticism 
of the US government’s use of 
over 275,000 mercenaries in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. These 
hired gunmen and logistics person-
nel operate without any accounta-
bility, legal structure, or oversight. 
Lack of command and control of 
such free-lancers infuriates tradi-
tional military men, who detest 
US Special Forces and these hired 
gunmen as “cowboys”.

It certainly is no way to win 
over Muslim hearts and minds.

Private mercenary fi rms like 
Xe (formerly Blackwater) and 
DynCorp have raked in fortunes 
running private armies for the 
US. They are major donors to the 
far right of the Republican Party. 

Deeply worried civil libertarians 
call these private armies potential 
Brownshirts, after the Nazi Party’s 
private army in the late 1920’s.

Amazingly, US Special Forces 
in Af-Pak have not until this 
month been under the control of 
supreme commander, General 
Stanley McChrystal. They appar-
ently reported to his rival, Central 
Command chief General David 
Petraeus in Tampa, Florida.

The CIA runs its own killer 
paramilitary units and drone 
assassination operations, 90 
percent of whose victims are 
civilians, according to Pakistani 
media investigations. The CIA’s 
paramilitaries report only to HQ 
in Langley – which does not talk 
to the Pentagon. Pakistan’s feeble 
government is not even informed 
in advance of Predator strikes and 
assassinations on its own territory.

How many of the 15 other US 
intelligence agencies and NATO 
forces are running their own lit-
tle illegal private armies? US 
mercenaries are responsible for a 

growing number of civilian deaths. 
It’s only a matter of time before 
all these cowboys begin shooting 
at one another. Reliable sources 
in Pakistan report that US-paid 
mercenaries are staging bomb-
ings there and in Afghanistan in 
an attempt to incite popular anger 
against Islamic or tribal militants, 
and draw Pakistan’s army deep 
into the fray.

Washington brands all 
Al Qaeda and Taliban “illegal 
combatants,” denying them due 
process of law and the Geneva 
Convention’s prisoner protec-
tions. Murdering or torturing such 
“terrorists,” says Washington, is 
lawful. So what about all the US 
mercenary Rambos running amok, 
who wear no uniform, kill at will, 
and have no legal oversight and, 
as we saw in Iraq, get away with 
murder?
Eric Margolis is a veteran US 
journalist who reported from the 
Middle East and Asia for nearly 
two decades
Khaleej Times 

Earthquakes are acts of nature, 
but they are also political events. 
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Shir Hever,

Membership in the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), which 
includes 30 of the world’s most 
developed countries, does not 
provide money or any special 
economic benefi ts. Yet it is easy 
to see why the Israeli government 
attributes great importance to 
Israel becoming one of its mem-
bers. For Israel, membership in 
the OECD would mean a victory of 
legitimacy, and a major setback for 
the worldwide movement calling on 
Israel to be held accountable for 
its crimes against the Palestinian 
people.

Only “democratic” countries 
are allowed to join the OECD. With 
35 percent of the population under 
Israel’s control and sovereignty 
disenfranchised, denied their basic 
human and civil rights and repeatedly 
attacked by the Israeli army, Israel 
is fi nding it increasingly diffi cult to 
portray itself as a democracy.

What appears less obvious is 
why the member countries would 
want to include Israel in the OECD. 
The OECD would be inviting the 
world to see how it prefers to ignore 
the crimes committed by Israel, and 
reward it instead.

Ironically, however, the OECD 
seems to be working harder than 
Israel to facilitate the latter’s accept-
ance, which is expected to occur in 
May. Israel has refused to comply 
with the OECD demand to provide 
statistical data which applies only to 
the internationally-recognised parts 
of Israel, excluding the illegal settle-
ments in the occupied Syrian Golan 
Heights and the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories (OPT). Yet despite Israel’s 
refusal, the OECD’s Committee on 
Statistics is acting to fi nd ways to 
accept Israel anyway.

According to a leaked report, 
“Ascension of Israel to the 
Organisation: Draft Formal Opinions 
of the Committee on Statistics”, the 
committee proposes to accept Israel 
based on the statistics currently avail-
able, which includes Israeli citizens 
in the OPT. 

However, it requests that Israel 
provide more detailed statistical 
data which will allow the OECD to 
conduct its own calculations in order 
to separate the OPT data from that 
of Israel. However, Israel will only 
commit to provide this data after it 
becomes a member of the organisa-
tion. Yet as soon as Israel becomes a 
member, it will have the right to veto 
this decision, rendering the commit-
ment an empty statement.

It should be noted that in this 
way the OECD is adopting the 
Israeli approach – an approach that 
eliminates the Palestinians and Israel’s 
effective sovereignty over the OPT, 
and focuses solely on Israeli citi-
zens. This approach is tantamount to 

recognising Israel’s illegal occupation, 
which stands in direct contradiction to 
international law and the foreign poli-
cies of virtually all OECD countries.

It should also be noted that the 
OECD takes decisions by consensus. 
It only takes one OECD country to 
oppose the integration of Israel into 
the organisation in order to block the 
process. So far, not a single OECD 
country has voiced its intention to 
vote against including Israel in the 
organisation.

The reason for that is twofold. 
First, there is the usual fear that 
any country (especially a European 
country), that voices its objection 
to Israel’s joining the OECD will 
be accused of anti-Semitism. Israel 
enjoys the unfl inching support of 
the United States, and few European 
politicians have the courage to take a 
moral stand against either Washington 
or Israel.

Second, right-wing parties 
around the world see Israel as the 
Mecca of anti-immigration policies, 
Islamophobia and the “war on terror.” 
With every new line that Israel crosses 

in abusing the human and national 
rights of Palestinians, right-wing 
parties are emboldened to deepen 
their own politics of hatred toward 
immigrants.

European law clearly forbids 
European countries from recognis-
ing the Israeli occupation of the 
Palestinian territories. 

Yet by granting Israel member-
ship in the OECD, they will be 
doing exactly that. OECD members 
will knowingly accept Israel to the 
organisation based on deceptive 
statistics provided by the latter, sta-
tistics which conceal the occupation 
while simultaneously treating it as a 
permanent fact.

Israel’s acceptance into the OECD 
would be a grave mistake. It will 
reward violations of international law, 
feed the extreme right wing which is 
growing in developed countries and 
render all OECD countries as accom-
plices in Israel’s illegal occupation.
Shir Hever is an economist at the 
Alternative Information Centre.
The Electronic Intifada 

Israel’s inclusion in OECD 
a threat to democracy

Free Liliany Obando
WT Whitney

Now and then one individual 
stands out as an indictment against 
injustice. That would be Liliany 
Obando, incarcerated in Bogota’s 
Buen Pastor Women’s Prison 
for almost two years. Her trial 
has been repeatedly postponed. 
Authorities want to move her to 
another prison, away from fam-
ily, attorneys, and supporters. 
The International Network in 
Solidarity with Colombian Political 
Prisoners and the Alliance for 
Global Justice issued an appeal 
recently on her behalf.

Obando, a sociologist and 
documentary fi lmmaker, served as 
human rights director of Fensuagro, 
Colombia’s largest peasants’ union. 
She toured foreign countries, rais-
ing money for Fensuagro, which 
has lost more members to murder, 
disappearance, and prison than any 
other Colombian union. Obando 
issued a report in early 2008 docu-
menting 1,500 Fensuagro unionists 
murdered at the hands of soldiers 
and right-wing paramilitaries. She 
was soon arrested, leaving two 
young children in the care of her 
elderly mother.

She is charged with “rebel-
lion” and aiding the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia 
(FARC). The government accused 
at least 12 others similarly. Obando 
and professor Miguel Angel 
Beltran, another sociologist, are the 
only two so far to be imprisoned. 
Widely discredited computer fi les 
belonging to FARC commander 
Raul Reyes allegedly implicate 
them all. Seizure of his computers 
followed an illegal US-Colombian 
air attack in Ecuador on March 1, 
2008 that killed Reyes.

The Colombian regime used the 
raid and bogus evidence to instil 

fear and sow confusion among 
social movements, notably those 
fi ghting the rape of peasants’ land.

Liliany Obando and Fensuagro 
are emblematic of that struggle. 
Fictitious agrarian reforms and 
military invasion of the coun-
tryside came fi rst. Over decades 
four million rural people were 
displaced, with 75 percent impov-
erished and 50,000 disappeared 
or murdered. The US government 
contributed US$7 billion towards 
the Colombian military’s conduct 
of a civil war. Repression, human 
wastage, and US complicity go 
unreported by the dominant US and 
European media.

Liliany Obando’s case is 
beginning to reverberate through-
out the activist world, especially 
among labour unions in Australia 
and Canada, whom she visited. 
“Lily’s trial has everything to do 
with her work with Fensuagro,” 
writes Alliance for Global Justice 
spokesperson James Jordan, “The 
Colombian government is trying to 
destroy the union,” he adds. “The 
war in Colombia is built around 
driving farmers off their land and 
of course the union is at odds with 
that goal.”

The issue of land is one good 
reason to fi ght for Obando’s safety 
in jail and ultimately her freedom. 
Another is that she epitomises the 
situation of Colombian political 
prisoners.

Colombia’s prison system 
is particularly odious. The US 
government has turned a blind 
eye to 7,500 political prisoners in 
Colombia who make up ten percent 
of the country’s prisoners. Prisons 
there are old. They house almost 
twice their advertised capacity.

Prisoner rights advocate 
Agustín Jiménez notes three catego-
ries of political prisoners: captured 

insurgents, those falsely accused 
living close to guerrilla operations, 
and human rights activists. Among 
the latter, writes analyst Azalea 
Robles, are “unionists, students, 
teachers, peasants, and ecologists” 
imprisoned mostly “as terrorists 
under coarsely patched together 
judicial proceedings.” Their living 
conditions are “subhuman” and 
“The Colombian state is one of 
the principle torture states in the 
world.”

Jiménez accuses the Colombian 
army of retaliating against prisoners 
through torture. Prisons and mili-
tary power are central to criminali-
sation of social protest leading to 
harassment, persecution, and torture 
of political prisoners. “Prolonged 
isolation” is commonplace.

Supporters see Obando’s pos-
sible transfer to another prison 
as the regime’s response to her 
defence of fellow political prisoners 
subjected to physical and psycho-
logical abuse. Imprisoned criminals 
and paramilitaries serve as enforc-
ers. Many jailed human rights 
activists linger in jails for several 
years, charged, never tried, and 
then released. By contrast, soldiers 
accused of killing youths and dress-
ing their bodies to look like FARC 
casualties – the “false positives” 
scandal – often leave prison in less 
than 90 days. Up to 2,000 young 
rural men have been murdered in 
this way.

On its web site, the Alliance for 
Global Justice provides addresses 
of suitable recipients of letters writ-
ten in support of Liliany Obando. 
Potential writers are advised to 
write in Spanish because prison 
authorities bar letters written in 
other languages. Or they can use 
the Spanish version of a model let-
ter, available on the web site.
People’s World 

José Manuel Barroso, President of the European Commission, Nicolas Sarkozy, French President and Angel 
Gurría, OECD Secretary-General, unveiling a plaque at the OECD Conference Centre in Paris, France, earlier 
this year

KKE statement of 
Solidarity with comrade 
M Barakeh and the 
Communist Party of Israel
The KKE (Communist Party of 
Greece) on the occasion of the 
rigged trial that began on March 
10 against comrade Muhammad 
Barakeh, member of the PB of the 
Communist Party of Israel and 
chairperson of the Democratic 
Front for Peace and Equality 
“Hadash”, condemns this new 
anti-communist, anti-democrat, 
anti-popular, political persecution 
by the government and the state 
of Israel.

By this means the Israeli gov-
ernment intends to eliminate the 
real popular opposition that resists 
in all fronts against the aggressive 
imperialist policy of Israel. The 
KKE calls upon the working class 
and the popular strata to condemn 
the policy of the state and of the 

government of Israel, as well as the 
imperialist forces in the US and the 
EU that support and encourage the 
continuous aggression of Israel.

The Greek government and the 
other parties that support the EU 
policy bear responsibility for the 
crimes of Israel against the peoples 
of Middle East, as well as for the 
anti-communist, anti-democrat, 
dangerous actions of the Israeli 
state. We call upon the people to 
express their solidarity with the 
Communist Party of Israel and its 
allies who struggle under particu-
larly diffi cult conditions, as well 
as with the Palestinian people and 
the peoples of the broader region 
who struggle for the liberation of 
their territories from the Israeli 
occupation. 
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Sickening 
policies
According to the capitalist media Kevin 
Rudd defeated Tony Abbott in the televised 
debate on health. And so he should have. In 
fact, Rudd should have wiped the fl oor with 
Abbott on that issue.

Politically, Abbott is a reactionary. Even 
in Christian circles he’s a conservative. He has 
no problem with rich men getting into Heaven 
(nor, presumably, passing through the eye of 
a needle).

He unquestionably believes that the pursuit 
of profi t is the sublime force that drives all 
human endeavour and progress. As a conse-
quence, his approach to public health is to treat 
it as another business proposition. 

People like Tony Abbott believe that all 
issues of public policy, at all levels of govern-
ment, are really business issues. To them, if 
business can be guaranteed a profi t, then every 
problem can be solved. The tougher the prob-
lem, the higher the profi t will have to be, but 
solved it will be.

And if the need to make that profi t means 
that the product or service will have to be pro-
vided at a price that is beyond the reach of the 
less well off in the community, well that is pre-
sumably where Tony’s fellow religionists come 
in: providing charity and, one assumes, earn-
ing browney points in some heavenly register.

The capitalist media says that Kevin Rudd 
won the televised debate, but the question must 
arise: how could they tell? Both leaders have 
essentially identical positions on this question: 
they both view the provision of health services 
as something that can and should be paid for 
by the users, who in this instance are sick or 
injured people.

They might mask their intentions with dif-
fering jargon, but the goal of both is essentially 

the same: to force everyone who wants health 
care into a purely private system run for 
profi t (see Editorial page 2). Their holy grail 
is the introduction of a system in which every 
Individual has to take out (and pay for, of 
course) their own private health insurance and 
the “private health industry” markets all health 
care (including hospital) from before the cradle 
(neo natal) to old age and death.

There is no doubt that private enterprise 
can technically provide such complete health 
care – but only at a price. And a hefty price, at 
that. For private health care factors in a profi t 
rake-off at every stage of the proceedings.

Just look at the astronomical costs of going 
to hospital in the USA and you can see why the 
“health industry” is so keen to push us down that 
same road. The companies running the USA’s 
lucrative health system are the same ones trying 
to muscle in on ours.

Tony Abbott of course, sees nothing wrong 
with that. He and his family – and others of his 
ilk – can afford the top range of health insurance 
and even of health treatment if their insurance 
doesn’t cover it.

Labor leader Kevin Rudd enjoys even more 
privileges than Abbott, so it is little wonder that 
their approach to the provision of health services 
is so similar. Despite whatever protestations 
they may make, they both ultimately favour 
the US model because it provides the greatest 
“incentive” (ie ability to make profi ts) for the 
private health industry.

The status of patients in the US health 
system has changed, signifi ed by the fact that 
they are now more commonly called “clients”. 
The emphasis has shifted from the state of their 
health to the state of their wallets. This syndrome 
is becoming increasingly evident here as well.

From the point of view of ordinary people 
in the USA, their health care system is a sick 
joke. It is so sick that Barack Obama was elected 
President partially on the promise of establishing 
a publicly-funded health care system.

Obama’s proposal seriously threatened 
the profi t-generating private “health care” 
industry, and they pulled out all the stops to 
kill the President’s proposal. They failed, but 
they certainly watered it down – almost, but not 
quite, to oblivion.

Free health care was one of the notable 
achievements of socialism. Partly as a conse-
quence, today most developed – and quite few 
less developed – countries have some form of 
publicly-funded health care system.

Capitalism hates this, but posing costly 
private health systems against a free public 
system just doesn’t win support. So instead 
they attacked the role of the government in 
providing it.

From the days of Reagan onwards they 
have railed against “big government” and “the 

nanny state”. Obama’s push for a health care 
bill scared US capitalism silly – and in a truly 
massive propaganda campaign using all forms 
of mass media, talk back, you name it, they went 
all out, invoking not just the dreaded scourge of 
“big government” but even the threat of – wait 
for it – socialism.

That’s right: Obama’s health care bill that 
ensured corporate domination of health in the 
USA was held up as evidence of this dreadful 
thing called socialism that was coming to claim 
them unless the bill was defeated.

It would be laughable if it were not so 

serious. No wonder imperialism expends so 
much effort in gaining and retaining control of 
the mass media in every country it can. Only in 
conditions of mass ignorance and mass preju-
dice, for which mass media control is essential, 
can such fatuous arguments achieve any kind 
of hold on the minds of the masses.

Millions of Americans have no health cover, 
but as far as capitalism is concerned, if they 
can’t pay for it, they don’t deserve it. Once 
again, capitalism shows that it is not so much a 
social system as a crime against humanity. 
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On the situation 
in Greece

I am critical of The Guardian for 
publishing “The message from 
Greece”, March 10 issue 1446. 
“The Message from Greece” 
says there are three lessons for 
workers facing the world wide 
economic and political crisis. It 
claims “universal and progressive 
taxation must be used so there can 
be public investments in abilities, 
health and welfare of the people, 
sustaining democratic institutions 
on an equal footing.” It ignores the 
vital question of unemployment of 

millions of workers, no equal foot-
ing. It ignores the increasing laws 
in capitalist countries restricting 
the rights and power of workers.

The second lesson is the danger 
of millions of migrant workers to the 
jobs and wages of those employed. It 
does not give the solution for unity 
of all the workers to demand wage 
and conditions to all at the prevail-
ing level.

The third lesson is examining the 
“left wing perspectives of the charac-
ter of the recent global and ongoing 
fi nancial storm” who see “the entire 
point of worker mobilisation… as 
a repudiation of social democracy, 
of demographic struggle” whose 
answer is “the overthrow of capital-
ism altogether.” While it agrees that 
workers mobilisation is essential 
to any structural resolution, it is 
counter-revolutionary in saying “such 
positions are dangerous and weakens 
the capacity for workers to unite, 
become fully mobilised and bend an 
essentially democratic struggle against 
ultra-right and fi nance capital interests 
as far as possible towards their needs.” 
Bend but not break the capitalist state.

It claims “every great fi nancial 
crisis… always give rebirth to capital-
ist relations, not matter how severe.” 
“The recovery from each crisis has 
most often strengthened working 
class democratic rights, incomes and 
standard of living usually through 
the ascendancy for social democratic 
reforms and policies.” If it has hap-
pened, it is because it was forced by 
the massive struggles of the working 
class. It is true that capitalism can 
recover from major economic and 
political crises, but only at expense 
of working class.

The article is critical that “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 institutions (of 
capitalist state) and reform alliances.”

But these others have seen the 
“failed state” of the NEP develop in 
the USSR, that gave full employment 
and a continuous increase in living 
standards, and alone defeated the 
armies of Hitler Germany. These oth-
ers have seen the working class being 
betrayed by “social democracy” time 
and again when it gets parliamentary 
power.

The beginning of the article deals 
with the problem of the euro, that 
Germany particularly and France use 

as the fi nancial neo-colonial weapons 
over the rest of Europe. Greece is 
but one of the colonies to be bled, 
in this case more than others. The 
Greek working class is revolutionary 
struggle for national independence 
and for socialism.

Vic Williams
WA

Obama visits 
a nightmare

President Obama has paid an 
unexpected visit to the troops in 
Afghanistan – no matter who is 
in power they do like their photo 
opportunities in a war zone. Mind 
you, it must be an absolute night-
mare for all those people on the 
ground who are responsible for 
the protection of their VIP visitors.

The people who were responsible 
for starting this mess are gone – Bush, 
Blair, Howard and some others. There 
was hope and expectation that the 
new US president would fi nally have 
the courage to stop the slaughter and 
bring the troops home. That has not 
happened.

The infamous Guantánamo 
prison is still functioning; people still 
get killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
The populations there have been 
living in a war zone for years now. 

Just think of young people who 
never knew peace or enjoyed a 
normal life. The military would like 
to present modern confl icts as clean 
and surgical operations that punish 
the bad guys but spare the innocents. 
That is not true, of course.

Civilian casualties on the ground 
are dealt with by a military PR 
machine and we do not necessarily 
get all the information. We do not 
get much information about what is 
happening to those veterans who come 
back from war zones and cannot cope 
with the aftermath of their service.

The US has horrendous fi gures 
for suicides of the returned soldiers – 
18 returned veterans commit suicide 
every day. Death toll from suicides 
in the US is already higher than war 
casualties. We do not hear about the 
situation in Australia but considering 
the similar experience we just may 
have the same problem, but swept 
under the carpet the same way.

Vietnam veterans had their share. 
Their partners and children are still 
dealing with many of the problems 
caused by that confl ict. Don’t we 
ever learn? When will it be regarded 
as obscene for a politician to have a 
picture taken in a war zone?

J Mathews
Wodonga
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Sun 4 April – 
Sat 10 April

Among the birds that spend the 
summer in Australia every 

year are the Channel Billed Cuckoos, 
that come down from New Guinea 
and the islands of Indonesia to breed 
here. Relatively large birds with large 
beaks and a penetrating raucous call, 
they are nothing like the European 
or British cuckoos, the little birds 
mimicked by cuckoo clocks.

They do, however, share with 
those other cuckoos the defi ning 
characteristic of laying their eggs 
in other birds’ nests and letting the 
hapless foster parents raise their chick.

Cuckoo (ABC1 Sunday April 4 
at 7.30 pm) is a somewhat leisurely 
examination of the cuckoo as it is 
found in Britain, from the early 
interest shown by collectors of birds’ 
eggs (now an illegal pastime) to the 
later serious ornithological research 
into the ruthless behaviour of cuckoo 
chicks ad the place of such bizarre 
behaviour in evolution.

The problem with Little Devil 
(ABC1 Sunday April 4 at 

8.30 pm) is that it cannot make up its 
mind whether it is a drama or a com-
edy. The issue at its core is certainly 
serious: marital boredom and discord, 
the effect on children, the search 
for affection from family friends or 

workmates, the escalating effects of 
disclosure, the sense of betrayal and 
loss of self esteem, and so on.

What gives this dramatic material 
its odd feel is that it is all narrated by 
the young son of the family. He is 
counselled in his attempts to save his 
parents’ marriage by his best friend, 
the equally young daughter of his 
father’s best mate. Unfortunately, her 
father is the man the boy’s mother has 
been shagging (and then, almost on 
a rebound, the girl’s mother and the 
boy’s father also get to console each 
other in the sack).

The tone, and the style, is that 
of an English sitcom. The subject 
matter is not. The two sit together 
rather awkwardly. And the fact that 
in the end everything works out fi ne 
for absolutely everyone is just a trifl e 
too cute.

Last week’s Alex: A Passion 
For Life dealt with the cou-

rageous undertaking by Cambridge 
University student and musical 
prodigy Alex Stobbs to rehearse and 
conduct the renowned Rodolphus 
Choir and the South Bank Sinfonia 
orchestra together with distinguished 
solo performers in a performance of 
Bach’s St Matthew Passion before an 
audience of 800 paying customers in 
London’s famous Cadogan Hall.

Alex has cystic fi brosis (“CF” as 
Alex familiarly calls it) and required 
two weeks in hospital to recover from 
the three-hour concert. The fi lm was 
a documentary about rehearsing the 
piece, preparing for it, coping with 
the medical problems, etc. There 
were only a few snippets from the 
actual concert.

For those viewers who wished 
to see (and hear) more of the 
performance, we now have A Boy 
Called Alex: The Concert (ABC2 
Sunday April 4 at 8.30 pm). It is 
not the whole concert, of course, but 
a series of highlights interspersed with 

some comments from Alex that help 
to confi rm his talent.

I try to keep religious propaganda 
out of this column so tend to 

ignore Compass. This week, however, 
presumably because of Easter, the 
program screening in the Compass 
slot is Private Life Of An Easter 
Masterpiece: The Taking Of Christ 
(ABC1 Sunday April 4 at 10.10 pm).

The Taking of Christ began life 
as an acclaimed work by Caravaggio, 
hanging in an Italian palace, but over 
time (like Caravaggio himself) fell 
out of fashion, was relegated to less 
prominent display, then suffered the 
indignity of being incorrectly labelled 
as the work of another artist, before 
being disposed of as of no great value.

Under its false identity it fi nally 
ended up being donated to the Jesuit 
Fathers of St Ignatius in Dublin, 
by the widow of an offi cer in the 

notorious Black & Tans (the English 
paramilitary police who were sent to 
Ireland to suppress the struggle for 
Irish independence).

After sixty years hanging on 
their walls under its false identity, the 
painting was passed to the National 
Gallery of Ireland for cleaning and 
restoration. The restorer quickly 
recognised that the identifi cation was 
wrong. Caravaggio’s painting was 
known from numerous copies, but the 
original had been lost for 200 years.

The restorer was understandably 
excited to think he had discovered 
it in Dublin, but the discovery 
was not announced for a couple of 
years while tests were carried out 
and the painting’s provenance fully 
investigated. When its identity was 
fi nally settled, the Jesuit Fathers gave 
it on permanent loan to the National 
Gallery of Ireland.

It makes a fascinating art fi lm, 
part art history, part detective story.

The Gruffalo (ABC1 Monday 
April 5 at 10.30 am) is a 

charming little fairy tale about a smart 
mouse who outwits several natural 
enemies as well as the dreaded gruf-
falo, a monster the mouse himself 
made up!

An example of rather lovely 
British animation, this half-hour 
fi lm for children should be enjoyed 
by most adults: it is stylish and 
endearing. The cast who voice the 
characters include Helena Bonham 
Carter and John Hurt.

Dead Gorgeous (ABC1 week-
days at 5.20 pm from April 

5, repeated ABC3 weeknights at 
8.00 pm from April 13) could have 
been splendid: the concept is good 
(the ghosts of three young girls fi nd 
their home taken over for a girls’ 
school), the young actresses are fi ne, 
but the writing succumbs to cliché at 
every opportunity. I found it unwatch-
able. Very disappointing.

The new series Britain From 
Above (ABC1 Tuesdays at 

8.30 pm from  April 6) uses aerial 
cinematography to survey and reveal 
aspects of life in modern Britain. It 
begins with the very hi-tech 24 Hour 
Britain, which uses satellite cover-
age of electronic “traces” to show 
the changing patterns of phone use, 
traffi c fl ow, even the critical effect on 
the nation’s power grid of the end of 
East Enders (when a couple of mil-
lion kettles are suddenly turned on)!

Dry but curiously interesting. 
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Five great books to get started – only $5 each

If you are looking for some reading material that explains in everyday, 

easily accessible English fundamental questions relating to workers 

then these books might be just what you are looking for. They 

are part of the Progress Publishers’ “ABC of social and political 

knowledge” series. The books explain the theory and provide a 

useful glossary of Marxist terminology at the back of each edition.

Postage & handling for ABC series: for one or two books is $5, 

for three or more books $10.

Special offer – buy all five for $25 and we will not charge for p&h.

74 Buckingham Street, Surry Hills, NSW 2010 Ph 02 9699 8844
Payment by Cheque, Money Order (Make out to “CPA”)
Credit Card (include type, name, number and expiry date)

Some of the many books available at 

Shop@CPA

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

April 30
PAPUA-NEW GUINEA: THE MIDAS NATION – 
OUR NEWEST RICH COUNTRY?
Bob Creelman, Dr, geoscientist/engineer
Brian Gomez, Economist

May 7
THE UNHEARD TRUTH: POVERTY & HUMAN RIGHTS
Stuart Rees, Director, Syd Peace Foundation
Claire Mallinson, Amnesty International

POLITICSin the pub

Sydney

Every Friday 6pm ’til 7.45
Gaelic Club

64 Devonshire Street Surry Hills

Pat Toms 02 9358 4834
patandbrucetoms@gmail.com

www.politicsinthepub.org.au

From the 

ABC of social and political knowledge series:

What is Surplus Value?

Classes and the Class Struggle?

What are Trade Unions?

What is the Working People’s Power?

What is the Party?
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Obama squeezed between 
Israel and Iran
Pepe Escobar

The American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC) annual show in 
Washington would hardly be out of place in 
a Quentin Tarantino movie; picture a giant 
hall crammed with 7,500 very powerful 
people regimented by a very powerful lobby 
– plus half of the United States Senate and 
more than a third of the Congress – basi-
cally calling in unison for Palestinian and 
Iranian blood.

The AIPAC 2010 show predictably was 
yet one more “bomb Iran” special; but it was 
also a call to arms against the Barack Obama 
administration, as far as the turbo-charging of 
the illegal colonisation of East Jerusalem is 
concerned. 

The administration has reacted to the 
quarrel with a masterpiece of schizophrenic 
kabuki (classical Japanese dance-drama) 
theatre. Corporate media insisted there was a 
deep “crisis” between the unshakeable allies. 
Nonsense. One just has to look at the facts. 

Only 10 days after scolding Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for 43 minutes 
over the phone, US Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton showed up at AIPAC spinning the usual 
platitudes. At least she talked about a “change 
of facts on the ground” in Palestine and stressed 
the current status quo is untenable. Netanyahu 
for his part apparently told Clinton in private 
(and later Obama as well) that Israel would 
take “confi dence-building measures” in the 
West Bank, but would continue anyway to build 
settlements like there’s no tomorrow.

When Clinton switched to Iran demonisation 
mode, she was met with universal rapture. 
The Obama administration will “not accept a 
nuclear-armed Iran”; is working on sanctions 
“that will bite”; and the leadership in Iran must 
know there are “real consequences” for not 
coming clean with their nuclear program. The 
demonisation seemed to turn Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei into a paradigm 
of wisdom. Khamenei remarked this week, “If 
they are extending a metal hand inside a velvet 
glove, we won’t accept it.”

Israel rules, 
Washington follows

AIPAC arm-twisted members of the US 
Congress to sign a letter to the White House 
calling for the US to bypass the United Nations 
Security Council and unilaterally sanction Iran. 
And AIPAC also urged lawmakers to pass with 
no comments the annual US$3 billion US aid 
to Israel. This means the new made-in-USA 
F-35 fi ghter jets Israel buys will be basically 
fi nanced by US taxpayers.

No surprises here. This is a congress that 
backed Israel’s assault in Gaza in late 2008 and 
condemned the Goldstone Report on Israeli 
atrocities in that confl ict by a vote of 334 to 36. 
After all, the Democratic Party depends heavily 
on very wealthy Jewish – and Zionist – donors 
for a chunk of its budget. 

Just one day after Israel’s Interior Minister 
Eli Yishai announced the building of 1,600 
exclusively Jewish apartments in East Jerusalem 
(part of a planned, non-negotiable 50,000 
which will block it from becoming the capital 
of a Palestinian state and prevent Palestinian 
residents of the city from travelling to the West 
Bank), publicly humiliated US Vice President 
Joe Biden went to Tel Aviv University and told 
his audience he is ... a Zionist. 

He added, “Throughout my career, Israel 

has not only remained close to my heart but 
it has been the centre of my work as a United 
States Senator and now as vice president of the 
United States.”

Of course it does not matter that General 
David “I’m positioning myself for 2012” 
Petraeus, chief of US Central Command, told 
the US Senate Armed Services Committee that 
the Israeli-Arab confl ict “foments anti-American 
sentiment due to a perception of US favouritism 
for Israel”. Even though “perception” may 
be the understatement of the millennium, as 
a potential Republican presidential candidate 
Petraeus knows he will be in deep trouble with 
the Republican hardcore Christians and with the 
Christian-Zionist fringe. 

When Obama, as a presidential candidate, 
addressed AIPAC on June 3, 2008, he said, “We 
will also use all elements of American power 
to pressure Iran ... I will do everything in my 
power to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear 
weapon. Everything in my power. Everything 
and I mean everything.” Obama even pulled 
a Netanyahu avant la lettre and declared, 
“Jerusalem will remain the capital of Israel, 
and it must remain undivided.”

At AIPAC last week, Netanyahu said the 
Israelis were already building in Jerusalem 
3,000 years ago and will continue to do so. Even 
without referring to Israel’s religious supremacist 
and colonialist approach to Jerusalem for 
these past few decades, historian and Middle 
East expert Juan Cole at his blog “Informed 
Comment” demolished Netanyahu’s claim. 
For instance, “Adherents of Judaism did not 
found Jerusalem. It existed for perhaps 2,700 
years before anything we might recognise as 

Judaism arose. Jewish rule may have been no 
longer than 170 years or so.”

Cole points out that Muslims, Egyptians, 
Romans, Iranians and Greeks have the greatest 
claim on the city. 

All in all, it’s no wonder Stephen Green, 
in Taking Sides: America’s Secret Relations 
with Militant Israel, a book published in 1984, 
had already noted how “since 1953, Israel, and 
friends of Israel in America, have determined the 
broad outlines of US policy in the region. It has 
been left to American presidents to implement 
that policy, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, 
and to deal with tactical issues.”

Free-for-all Zionism
Former Moldovan bouncer turned Israeli 

Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman is basically 
a spokesman for Zionist settlers and a million 
immigrants from the former Soviet Union. 
He can tell the German weekly magazine Der 
Spiegel that “Iran is threatening the whole 
world” and still get away with it. No wonder 
multitudes across the developing world – and 
not only Muslim lands – increasingly deplore 
Zionism policies of occupation/colonisation, 

targeted assassinations, Lebensraum (living 
space) and degrading Palestinians.

But crisis? What crisis? Phyllis Bennis of the 
Institute for Policy Studies could not have put it 
better. “Someone seems to have told the Obama 
administration that a series of polite requests 
equals pressure. It doesn’t. Real pressure looks 
like this: ‘Please stop settlements.’ Answer: 
‘No.’ ‘Then, you know that US$30 billion that 
[former president George W] Bush arranged 
for you from US tax money, and we agreed to 
pay – you can kiss that goodbye.’ That’s what 
pressure looks like.”

It won’t happen. This “crisis” between Tel 
Aviv and Washington is a non-event. On the 
other hand, no one knows exactly whatever 
hardball Obama and Netanyahu played behind 
closed doors for three-and-a-half hours in 
Washington. Did Netanyahu “spit into Obama’s 
eye”, according to Israeli Labor Party member 
Eitan Cabel? Or was this was just more kabuki 
designed to obscure a not-so-silent drive towards 
an attack on Iran – where once again fresh 
American blood will be spilled to placate a 
non-existent “existential threat” to Israel?
Asia Times 

No one knows exactly whatever hardball Obama and Netanyahu played behind closed doors

The Obama administration will 
“not accept a nuclear-armed Iran” and the 

leadership in Iran must know there are 
“real consequences” for not coming clean 

with their nuclear program. 


