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COMMUNIST PARTY OF AUSTRALIA

Federal Election 2010
Major break with

two-party system

Bob Briton

A hung parliament with neither the ALP
nor the Coalition able to claim government
in their own right. That is the result of last
Saturday’s federal election as The Guardian
goes to press. It is a fitting outcome for the
major parties. Labor, the Liberals and the
Nationals have become completely remote
from the communities they claim they want
to serve. Their “solutions” to the pressing
concerns of the people are less and less
convincing and trust that they will ever
deliver on their commitments has nosedived.
Their close ties to the corporate sector are
plain for all to see.

The Greens are on a completely differ-
ent trajectory. They have arrived as the third
major party, have won widespread support for
a progressive agenda and have opened up the
prospect of an Australian political scene free of
the dominance of the two old parties of capital.
Once this is achieved, the field will be open for
other political forces, including clearly anti-
monopoly ones, to take their rightful place in
the political process.

Rise of the Greens

Powerbrokers in the major parties know they
have got a problem. Speaking on the ABC’s
panel commentating on the poll, outgoing
Foreign Minister Stephen Smith observed that
40 percent of the electorate used to be “rusted
on” to the ALP, 40 percent to the Coalition and
the fight used to be for the support of the 20
percent who were not so committed. Now the
major parties can claim the loyalty of 30 percent
each and the battle is to gain the vote of the
other 40 percent. Increasingly, that 40 percent is
prepared to look beyond the more conventional
(and very limited) “choices”.

This group of voters recognises that the
difference between the program promoted by
Gillard and Abbott was negligible. Draconian
legislation restricting legitimate trade union
activity, virtual inaction on climate change, harsh
indifference to the plight of asylum seekers, fur-
ther disempowerment of Aboriginal Australians,
privatisation in health and education were on
offer from both Labor and the Coalition. Both
were serving up a version of the Howard era
agenda so decisively rejected by the people in
2007. Regardless of the political stripe of the
ultimate “victor”, the latest poll has rejected
it again.

Also speaking on the election night
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Playing the
populist card again

the only option?

broadcast was South Australian Greens Senator
Sarah Hanson-Young. Her party had followed
through with the predicted victory of candidate
Adam Brandt in the seat of Melbourne — the first
Greens MHR to be elected at a federal election.

Other candidates had run a strong second
and third in their respective contests and it is
clear the Greens will have the balance of power
in the Senate. At the time of writing, the swing
to the Greens was 3.8 percent. The swing to the
Coalition was only 1.8 percent. Hanson-Young
pointed out that if the Australian parliament were
elected on a system of proportional representa-
tion, the Greens would have had 17 members
of the new house of reps.

The SA Senator’s comment highlights the
injustice and undemocratic nature of the current
electoral system. For some time the Communist
Party of Australia has been calling for a system
of proportional representation to be introduced
and, more than ever, it is an idea whose time
has come.

Sources of dissatisfaction

The slump in the Labor vote could not be
put down to any single cause. The way in which
Rudd was dumped and Gillard was promoted
went down badly in many quarters. Gillard’s
subsequent gutting of the Resource Super Profits
Tax was seen as hasty “backfill”. The rot had
already set in when the most notable back flip
of the Rudd government — the shelving of the
Emissions Trading Scheme until 2013 — was
announced.

The walking away from a response to
climate change — the issue the former PM
described as the “greatest moral challenge of
our time” — was bewildering. The government
was exposed as progressively more and more
opportunistic and poll-driven, less and less
committed to the hopeful message of their
2007 election campaign. Corporate influence
over the policy agenda was becoming clearer
as the months went by. In the end, the mining
companies were effectively able to dictate that
a new leader had to be found.

In NSW and Queensland voters appeared
to punish federal Labour for the failure of
their state counterparts. Gillard’s last minute
commitment to a long-promised extension to
the rail network in Sydney’s west was simply
discounted. In WA voters were spooked by
the fear campaign kept running by the smaller
mining corporations about the downgraded
super profits tax.

The reason the Coalition did not pick up
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more of the votes of disillusioned Labor sup-
porters was that it was pursuing essentially the
same strategy. It also wanted to lower corporate
taxes, make life harder for those on pensions
and benefits, break up and privatise the health
system and bleed public schools of resources
and enrolments.

The Libs’ paid parental leave scheme was
seen as a PR fix for their quirky, reactionary
leader rather than a commitment to working
parents. Its gazumping of Labor’s spending
promises sat oddly with its claim to adherence
to that most sacred of neo-liberal beliefs — the
budget surplus. Working people wondered
where the funding was going to come from
and concluded rightly that it would come out
of services they rely on in health and education.

The Communist vote

The Communist Party is a member of the
Communist Alliance which fielded candidates
in the Senate in New South Wales and for the
lower house seat of Sydney. The response to the
Alliance’s campaign was encouraging, though
the results overall were modest. At the time of
writing, over 5,000 votes for Senate candidates
Brenda Kellaway and Geoff Lawler had been
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counted. In the seat of Sydney, community activ-
ist Denis Doherty had received just under 500
votes or around one percent of first preferences.

A start has been made on the ongoing task
of keeping the Communist option before the
people at election time.

“The team that worked for the Communist
Alliance in the seat of Sydney for the House of
Reps and Senate candidates is pleased with the
result. Many comrades and friends gave hours
of their time to working on stalls, handing out
leaflets and working on polling day,” Alliance
candidate Denis Doherty told The Guardian.

“Two people decided to join our branch of
the CPA and following our campaign supporting
public housing tenants, they distributed their
own leaflet supporting the Alliance and one
worked for us on a polling booth.

“This gives us good opportunities to work
for the people and to build our base in the com-
munity so that next time the word Communist
on the ballot paper will attract more votes.”

Other branches reported similar positive out-
comes with new recruits and respect in the com-
munity for the very active campaign in defence
of people’s rights and living standards. &
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The real struggle for power

During the election campaign Tony Abbott made numerous
references to the “faceless men” of the Labor Party (ALP) who had
organised a coup and “executed an Australian prime minister”. It is
no secret that Labor men Bill Shorten, Paul Howes, David Feeney,
Don Farrell, Mark Arbib and Karl Bitar played a role in convincing
caucus that they should dump prime minister Kevin Rudd.

But they were not the faceless men behind the coup who really
wield the power in Australia. If Abbott wants to talk about faceless
men, he should ask who were the faceless men behind the dumping
of Coalition leader Malcolm Turnbull and his own election as leader
of the Coalition. It is the same faceless men, just different public
executioners. There are striking similarities between the Abbott and
Gillard ascendancies to leadership.

When PM Kevin Rudd and Opposition leader Malcolm Turnbull
sewed up a deal for Labor’s emissions trading system (ETS) to pass
through the Senate the alarm bells rang in the mining industry’s
corridors of power. Despite the scheme’s huge subsidies to the big
carbon polluters, they were determined to stop it.

And stop it they did. The opinion polls turned against Turnbull,
his leadership was destabilised and Abbott, the climate change denier
replaced him. The leadership battle was presented in terms of sliding
opinion polls and personalities in a bitterly divided party — and
they certainly played a part. But there were also some powerful
faceless men behind the scenes who played on those divisions and
poor opinion polls. They had buckets of money at their disposal for
campaigning and political donations and their agents within.

One of the most powerful of these faceless men behind Abbott’s
rise to the leadership was Mitchell Hooke, not exactly a household
name like Howes or Shorten. Hooke is the chief executive of the
Minerals Council of Australia (MCA).

“Hooke led the MCA, the leading mining companies lobby,
into two major policy battles over the past year. And he emerged
triumphant in both — the defeat of the Labor government’s proposal
for an emissions trading scheme to combat climate change and the
spectacular end to the resource super profits tax,” notes Colleen
Ryan in an interview with Hooke in the Australian Financial Review
(13-08-2010).

The unelected, “faceless” Hooke wields considerable power and
influence. He has been a member of the official Australian delegation
to WTO ministerial meetings since 1994. He is a past chair of the
Australian Industry Greenhouse Network, a business lobby group,
better known as the Greenhouse mafia. He also holds various posi-
tions in other business lobby groups and deals with government at the
highest level in Australia and on international industry bodies, includ-
ing APEC. The MCA was a major player defending WorkChoices
prior to the 2007 elections.

In his interview with Colleen Ryan Hooke expresses pleasure
with MCA’s success in Killing the ETS. The MCA had a war chest of
$100 million at its disposal when it launched a massive advertising
campaign against the Labor’s resources super profits tax (RSPT).
The big miners claimed they had shelved billions of dollars worth of
projects, and said the tax would not only make investment in mining
unprofitable but ruin the Australian economy and cost thousands
of jobs.

The opinion polls stepped in again with poor ratings for Labor.
Hooke, ably assisted (consciously or unconsciously) by sections of
the trade union movement as well as backroom boys of the Labor
Right (some from Rudd’s own faction), takes credit for the coup. In
particular, the right-wing Australian Workers’ Union, which has a
relatively cosy relationship with the mining industry, played a key
role under the leadership of Paul Howes.

Hooke, who had a hand in the execution of both Kevin Rudd
and Malcolm Turnbull, is just one of the real “faceless men” (and
women) who run Australia. They can be found in the boardrooms
of oil, mining, banking, finance, tobacco and other big corporations
and their industry lobby groups.

Climate change is one of the key issues that resulted in Labor’s
poor electoral performance. The Howard Coalition government was
kicked out by an electorate wanting action on climate change in
2007. Beholden to the big mining interests, Abbott treats climate
change as “crap” and Gillard has backed down on Rudd’s RSPT
and deferred action on climate change until 2013.

PRESS FUND
Prior to the federal election, on the ABC’s Q&A TV program,
a man whose son had died from lung cancer asked Tony Abbott
why the Liberals still accepted campaign donations from cigarette
companies. Abbott replied with a condescending smile that it was
certainly regrettable for the company to be producing cigarettes,
but that you just had to be realistic about such things. After all, lots
of firms with bad businesse practices made donations to the party,
and if you banned donations from cigarette companies you’d have
to ban them from the others as well! Is it any wonder voters are
turning away from the cynical approach of the two major parties?
Speaking of contributions, The Guardian Press Fund really requires
your support, so please send us a contribution for the next edition.
Many thanks to this week’s supporters, as follows:

NS, in memory of Peter Symon, $150
Lorenzo Cincotta $10, FB Roady $30, “Round Figure” $10
This week’s total: $200 Progressive total: $3,590

Pakistan —

Time Is running out!

Act for Peace’s partners responding to the floods in
Pakistan welcome the Australian government’s $25
million increase to the response effort though insist
the need is much greater and time is running out.

Act for Peace, the international aid agency of the
National Council of Churches in Australia, is asking the
Awstralian public to support the response as a matter of
urgency.

Marvin Parvez, Regional Director of Act for Peace’s
Pakistan partner said, “We are running out of time. The
people of Pakistan are being forced further into chronic
poverty. Cholera and dysentery are spreading, with further
rainfall predicted. The massive food, health, shelter, water,
education and livelihood needs are continuing to increase.”

Alistair Gee, Executive Director of Act for Peace said,
“At 20 million, the number of flood victims requiring

humanitarian assistance is almost the same as Australia’s
population. We are hoping each Australian will realise
that someone just like them needs help.

“The need is not just immediate as the long-term
effects of the floods are massive. The destruction to farm-
ing communities alone — now with billions of dollars of
lost crops — combined with the damage to road, health,
education, communication, and community infrastructure
across vast stretches of the country is a threat to the core
of the entire nation.

“An inadequate response also risks the further opening
of space for militant groups who wish to extend their influ-
ence within Pakistan’s fragile democracy”, said Mr Gee.
To give to Act for Peace’s Pakistan Floods Appeal
go to www.actforpeace.org.au or
phone 1800 025 101. &

Appeal from

Communist Party of Pakistan

Dear Comrades, friends and supporters:

As you have learned, Pakistan has been a victim of
a disaster greater than Tsunami magnitude.

So far about 20 million people have been affected.
Similarly about 6 million are left in the open, with no
means of living and shelter, properties inundated, crops
destroyed, millions of women and children are ill.

Communist Party workers, youth and supporters
have already started humanitarian rescue and aid work
in the flood affected areas.

In light of this situation, the Communist Party of
Pakistan extends its appeal to all the fraternal parties,
friends, individual comrades and charity organisations
to help in whatever way they can.

The following is the account number for those,
who may wish to remit their donations directly into the
flood relief fund of CPP.

Muslim commercial bank,

Risala Road, Branch, Hyderabad, Pakistan

# 0076-02-01-008749-9, 0076 country code,
-02 currency code, -01 branch code,
-008749-9 is the principal account number.

Thank you.

Comradely,

Maula Bux Khaskheli

General Secretary

Communist Party of Pakistan &

Cumulative total: $10,445.

Special Printer Appeal

The appeal has now topped the $10,000 mark, thanks to another generous
contribution of $1,000 from a Party supporter. Our warmest thanks to this week’s
contributor and to everyone who as supported our appeal.

Patricia Ranald
Ms.Ruth Townsend
Harvey Purse

Speakers:

All welcome!

Sydney — A meeting of Retired Union members and their guests
“The Trans Pacific Partnership Agreement &
Its Implications for Australians”

Convenor AFTINET (Australian Fair Trade & Investment Network).
Lecturer to Health & Law ANU.
AFTINET Trade Justice Campaigner.

10:30am Thursday August 26 Tom Mann Theatre 136 Chalmers St, Surry Hills

Auth. NSW Alliance of Retired Trade Unionists in cooperation with CRUMA.

Curtous about cubao?

Are you interested in:
- agricultural sustainability? - food security? [ iahalsocial juSEEE
Eh e Benkth care? - education? - socialism in practice?

o~ Be more than a tourist:
join the Australia-New Zealand Brigade to Cuba
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Playing the populist card again

John Menadue

Asylum seekers may now be arriv-
ing at Gillard’s door. And if our
PM does not want to be punished
by that other “faction” controlled
by the electorate, she must decide
what card she will play.

Will it be the populist card again
with rhetoric from our leaders based
on myth and fear? Or will she choose
a different course on the question of
asylum seekers, one that is based on
fact and that may in fact stop punish-
ing Labor in the polls.

Many Australians helped elect a
Labor government in 2007 because
they wanted a more compassionate
policy on refugees, one that treats
the few asylum seekers who come by
boat in the same way as we treat the
less visible asylum seekers who come
by air. Boat arrivals are newsworthy
because they can be captured for tel-
evision screens, but asylum seekers
who come by air get lost in the crowd.

If Ben Chifley had responded only
to populist prejudice, his government
would not have accepted Jewish
refugees after WWII. Malcolm Fraser
would not have allowed large-scale
Indochinese refugee programs in the
1970s and 80s if he had consulted
only opinion polls. They both showed
leadership in “encouraging the better

angels of our nature” as Abraham
Lincoln put it.

Sadly an appeal to fear and
xenophobia has been the more chosen
route. Fear of the foreigner and the
outsider is as old as human history
itself. In Australia, we have a long
history of demonising migrant and
refugee groups. In 2010, we again
have a thinly veiled appeal to racism
and xenophobia, called “protecting
our borders”.

We need to correct the danger-
ous and wilful misrepresentation and
misinformation about asylum seekers.
In the longer term we need to revisit
approaches that were successfully
adopted in the 1980s by the Fraser
government.

We need to be proactive and
address the problems of asylum seek-
ers at source — and replace heartless
refugee polices with a humanitar-
ian response to what is a crisis. For
example, the Australian government
should consider proposing to the Sri
Lankan government that Australia
would be prepared to take, say 3,000
to 5,000 Tamils who are languishing
in resettlement camps in Sri Lanka.
Careful assessment by Australian
officials in association with inter-
national agencies would need to be
made to ensure that those selected
faced real discrimination and were

not in the military wing of the Tamil
Tigers. Those selected would never
be described as “refugees” as they
would still be “in country”. It would
require considerable diplomatic skill
to negotiate such an arrangement with
the Sri Lankan government, but that
government might privately welcome
the opportunity to rid itself of some
of its opposition.

Being risk takers and courageous,
refugees are usually great settlers. \We
see it in the professional and business
successes of Jewish, Indochinese and
other refugees. It gladdens our hearts
to see the success of their children in
high school and university. They have
the priceless gifts of high motivation
and energy for themselves and their
children. They take up Australian
citizenship much faster than migrants.

We can handle the refugee debate
more skilfully. With well-managed
programs, Australia would be better
served by allocating more of our total
migration intake to refugees.

With courage and new leadership,
our politicians can choose to appeal to
our “better angels” rather than pander
to selfishness and fear.

NB: This article was written
before the elections.

John Menadue AO is a Board
Director of the Centre for Policy
Development. &

Pete’s Corner

Consider the facts

= Push factors, crises such as war and persecution, force
desperate people to reluctantly leave their homes. When
the crisis subsides, so does the people flow.

= As an island country at the “end of the line”, Australia
does not have anything like the refugee flows that occur
elsewhere. In 2009, Australia received 6,170 asylum
applications. In the US it was 49,020, France 41,980,
Canada 33,250 and UK 29,840 At the end of 2008, there
were 42 million forcibly displaced persons worldwide,
including over 15 million refugees. Australian exposure to

asylum seekers is miniscule.

= Less than 2 percent of Australia’s migration intake comes
from asylum seekers. Yet Essential Research reports that
10 percent of Australians believe that half or more of
our migrant intake were asylum seekers; 15 percent said
about 25 percent and 13 per cent said about 10 percent.
Only about 18 percent of Australians were close to the
mark in saying only 1-2 percent. The misinformation is

working.

= The pattern varies, but the majority of asylum seekers
come to Australia by air and not by sea. As the Australian
Parliamentary Library put it: “the vast majority of asylum
seekers ... arrive originally by air (96 percent - 99

percent)”.

= Most boat arrivals who seek asylum are found to be
refugees. Past figures show that between 70 percent to
97 percent of asylum seekers arriving by boat have been
found to be refugees. This is far higher than for asylum

seekers who come by air.

= Our exaggerated focus on boat people ignores the
fact that there are about 50,000 illegal over-stayers in
Australia. They are real illegals, unlike asylum seekers
who are legally entitled to seek our protection whilst their

claims are assessed.

The plight of
the Southern
Cassowary

The Rainforest Information
Centre have launched their new
nationwide campaign, “Save the
Cassowary”.

The endangered Southern
Cassowary (Casuarius casuarius
johnsonii) perches on the edge of
extinction with perhaps as few as
1,000 remaining in the tropical rain-
forests of Far North Queensland.
The Wet Tropics depend on the
Southern Cassowary to disperse and
germinate seeds of up to 150 rain-
forest plant species.

The primary threats to these
ancient flightless birds are loss of
habitat and road kill associated with
development. The increase of traf-
fic through Cassowary habitat has
resulted in 60 Cassowaries being
killed over the past 15 years.

Dog attacks and obstacles to
free movement in the landscape
such as fences are also major
threats being introduced by residen-
tial development.

At Mission Beach, subdivi-
sions are creating more than 1,000
new residential blocks and in the
Daintree, 185 rainforest properties
are zoned for development.

The Rainforest Information
Centre is urging the federal

government to provide funds to
buy back the remaining undevel-
oped properties in the Daintree and
Mission Beach, vital primary habi-
tat for the Cassowary

Please take a moment to send
a letter to Minister Garrett at
www.savethecassowary.org.au or email us
at enquiries@savethecassowary.org.au
to request postcards for you and
your friends to sign. &
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Large errors in value added
teachers, schools

Trevor Cobbold

A new report released at the end
of July by the National Centre for
Education Evaluation (NCEE), a
division of the US Department of
Education, has serious implica-
tions for Labor and Liberal plans
to identify the best performing
teachers and schools in Australia
and give them cash bonuses.

It shows that a large proportion of
the payments could go to the wrong
teachers and the wrong schools.
Highly performing teachers and
schools could be overlooked and
average teachers and schools wrongly
rated as highly effective.

Under both parties’ plans, the
bonus payments will be partially
based on the “value added” by
individual teachers to student results
as measured by NAPLAN test
scores and school based information.
Labor also proposes to pay bonuses
to schools which increase student
achievement the most.

The NCEE report analyses the
extent of statistical error in measuring
teacher and school performance in
primary school grades using student
test score gain data and value-added
models. It concludes:

Using rigorous statistical
methods and realistic performance
measurement schemes, the paper
presents evidence that value-added
estimates for teacher-level analyses
are subject to a considerable degree
of random error when based on the
amount of data that are typically used
in practice for estimation. [p.35]

It found error rates of about 26
percent if three years of data are
used for estimation. This means that
more than 1 in 4 teachers deemed
as ineffective or highly effective
are actually of average performance
and 1 in 4 teachers who are actually
highly effective or ineffective will be
overlooked.

This means that a bonus payment
system would miss for recognition
more than one quarter of all truly
high-performing teachers and would

erroneously identify more than
one quarter of persistently average
teachers for bonuses.

The error rates will increase
substantially if less than three years
of data are used, which will often
be the case. If only one year’s data
is used, there will be a 35 percent
chance that a teacher is misidentified
as significantly worse than, or above,
average, that is, about 1 in 3 teachers
will be misclassified.

Even with five years of data, the
error rates will still be substantial —
about 20 percent, which means about
1in 5 teachers will be misclassified as
ineffective or very effective.

The error rates for school
averages are only slightly less than
those for teachers. The report found
that value added measures of school
performance are likely to yield error
rates that are about 5 to 10 percentage
points below those for teachers. These
lower error rates are due to the larger
sample size of students for a school
than for a classroom.

The findings of the new study are
supported by a large body of previous
research. A number of studies
have examined the extent to which
differences in single-year performance
estimates across teachers are due to
long-run differences in performance
rather than to transitory influences
that induce random error, and thus
imprecision, in the estimates.

The errors in test results stem
from two broad sources. First, random
differences occur across classrooms
in unmeasured factors that affect
test scores, such as student abilities,
background factors, and other student-
level influences. Second, idiosyncratic
unmeasured factors that affect all
students in specific classrooms, such
as a noisy heater, a barking dog on the
test day or a particularly disruptive
student in the class. As both sources
of error are transitory, they are directly
reflected in the amount of year-to-
year volatility in a given teacher’s
or school’s performance estimates.

The report cites existing research
that has consistently found that

teacher — and school-level averages
of student test score gains can be
quite unstable over time. Studies
have found only moderate year-to-
year correlations in the value-added
estimates of individual teachers.

As a result, there are significant
annual changes in teacher rankings
based on value-added estimates.
Studies from a wide set of school
districts and states in the United
States have found that one-half to
two-thirds of teachers in the top
quintile or quartile of performance
from a particular year drop below
that category in the subsequent year.

Such error rates will cause havoc
for schemes to reward good teachers
based on value added measures.
Some successful teachers will receive
low ratings and not receive bonuses
while some unsuccessful teachers
will receive high ratings and cash
bonuses. Teachers can be found to
be highly effective one year, but
less effective in the following year
simply because of statistical error.
Teachers assigned to more difficult
classrooms could be denied bonuses
while teachers given less difficult
classes are rewarded.

In effect, some teachers will be
rewarded and others overlooked on
the roll of a dice.

Who receives bonus payments
will quickly come under scrutiny.
Erroneous identification of some
teachers as high performing while
others are overlooked will be
apparent in schools and seen as
unfair. Inevitably, such unfairness in
ratings and rewards will undermine
teacher morale, co-operation and
collaboration in schools and everyone
will suffer the consequences.

The collateral damage could be
even greater. Once bonus payments
are made to teachers on the basis of
gains in student achievement, the next
step will be to use it to determine
tenure, and even dismissal. The
error rates identified in the NCEE
report will inevitably mean that good
teachers will be dismissed.

It means that the teaching

profession could come to be one in
which teachers get fired for reasons
that are, quite literally, random. Over
time, both students and teachers will
suffer as will the whole education
system. After all, who would want
to pursue a career in such a system?
“Value added” measurement
of teacher and school performance
is seen by many as a rigorous
way to assess teacher and school
performance. The new report
demonstrates that identifying high
performing teachers and schools for
bonus payments requires a high level
of precision which is beyond what
“value added” analysis can deliver.
The error rates identified make it clear
that value-added models are not ready
to shoulder the identification burden
that many people think they can.
The report says that the error
rates it examined are a key factor
to be considered in designing and

applying performance measures based
on value-added models:

These results strongly support
the notion that policymakers must
carefully consider system error
rates in designing and implementing
teacher performance measurement
systems based on value-added models,
especially when using these estimates
to make high-stakes decisions
regarding teachers (such as tenure
and firing decisions). [p.35]

It adds weight to a report by
the US National Research Council
published last year which cautioned
against prematurely promoting the
use of value-added approaches to
reward or punish teachers. It said that
too little is known about the accuracy
of these methods to base high-stakes
decisions on them.

SOS - Fighting for Equity in
Education.
www.saveourschools.com.au &

Strong community action to protect heritage

Leamington Avenue, in the inner
Sydney suburb of Newtown, is an
area of listed heritage housing that
was built in the 1880s.

It is threatened with destruc-
tion by the Labor state govern-
ment. State Rail want to demolish a
row of houses as part of a new rail
tunnel to help relieve congestion on
the Sydney circle line. Residents
say that the destruction of homes
has little to do with rail infrastruc-
ture; the plans are to use the space
made by demolishing Leamington
Avenue as a place to dump waste
from a planned tunnel. They cor-
rectly say that there is ample public
land nearby to use for this purpose.

The plans involve destroy-
ing the iconic Three Proud People
monument near Macdonaldtown
station - this mural captures the
black-power salute by African
Americans Tommie Smith and
John Carlos and Australian Peter
Norman at the Mexico Olympics in
1968. Australian Silver Medallist,
Norman, wore a badge on the podi-
um in support of their cause from
the Olympics Project for Human
Rights. Norman’s actions resulted

in a reprimand from the Australian
Olympic authorities and harsh treat-
ment in the media. Norman died in
2006, Smith and Carlos spoke and
were pallbearers at his funeral.
Over six hundred locals
marched to oppose the destruc-
tion of this heritage in the heart of
Sydney. The march travelled from
Eveleigh Markets to Leamington
Avenue. A number of speakers
addressed the crowd. There was
little appreciation of state Liberal
Shadow Minister for Transport,
Gladys Berejiklian - locals heck-
led her and she cut her speech
short. Most applause was saved for
former BLF NSW president Jack
Mundey, a leader of the Green Bans
campaign by the union to protect
heritage values in The Rocks.. He
said that political change wouldn’t
come through parliament, political
change needed people like the resi-
dents of Leamington Avenue to take
to the streets and fight injustice. To
rapturous applause Jack said that
he would talk to the building union,
the CFMEU, about placing a Green
Ban on demolition of this important
heritage area. &
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the only option?

The global finance crisis and
the deep recession that followed
across the US and Europe and hit
third world countries even harder,
saw many people questioning the
capitalist system and neo-liberal
policies of their governments.
Millions of people lost their jobs,
their homes, saw their retire-
ment savings go up in smoke, as
billions of dollars of wealth was
destroyed. Governments stepped
in bailing out the financial sector
and creating demand with stimulus
packages.

Then Australian Prime Minister
Kevin Rudd described it as “saving
capitalism from itself”. There was
a great deal of talk by governments
and economists about regulation of
the finance sector, but little action of
any substance followed.

Now, with the profits of the big
end of town mostly restored, it is
business as usual and the race is on to
return budgets to surplus and pay off
government debt incurred in rescuing
the capitalist system. Ordinary
taxpayers — workers — will foot the
bill. The apologists for capitalism
are now on the ideological offensive,
determined to shore up capitalism as
the only workable system and try to
dispel any thoughts otherwise.

Writing for the Sydney Morning
Herald (09-08-2010), under the
headline “Capitalism is still the only
system that works”, former Sydney
Liberal Party Lord Mayor Lucy
Turnbull, made one such attempt. “...
capitalism is the only viable system
we have for organising our economy

. it alone has proven results —
advances in material wellbeing over
sustained periods, lifting hundreds of
millions of our fellow humans out of
grinding poverty,” Turnbull claims.

“While many called for changes
to regulation, nobody argues the
fundamentals of liberal capitalism
— price signals, free exchange, open
markets — be replaced with central
planning or centralised resource
allocation.”

Yet these very free market
mechanisms that she points to —
classic neo-liberalism — are central
to the casino economy that brought
on such a deep global financial crisis.
They are the very policies imposed
by the World Bank and International
Monetary Fund that drove millions
of people in the poorest nations into
grinding poverty. These same free
market policies, lack of regulation and
privatisation are accelerating climate
change. They stand in the way of
governments in the largest polluting
nations taking the necessary action
to halt climate change and protect
the planet.
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Turnbull continues, “Nobody can
deny one lesson from the downturn is
there are limits to what governments
(and government borrowing) can
achieve.” She conveniently ignores
what would have happened if
governments had stood by and done
nothing. The Australian banks owe
their record profits and increased
monopolisation of the mortgage
market to government guarantees
during the crisis. The retail, services
and other non-export sectors of the
economy were not saved by the
markets during the economic crisis,
but by government intervention and
the co-operation of trade unions and
workers.

Turnbull points to China’s
achievements: “In China, the
proportion of the population in
poverty fell from 41 percent in
1978 to 5 percent in 2001.” She
fails to acknowledge that while
socialist China turned to greater
reliance on markets, it was able to
take the measures it did because it
had not blindly followed the neo-
liberal path of total deregulation and
decentralisation of planning that she
advocates.

“The global financial crisis
revealed deep flaws in our
contemporary version of capitalism
— in particular the instability and
excesses it can generate. But nobody
has proposed any credible alternative
model of economic organisation...

Turnbull is highly critical of
centrally planned economies such as
the former Soviet Union and Cuba
today. She does not acknowledge the
amazing achievements of the socialist
Soviet Union that went from being
a war torn, poverty stricken peasant
society under siege to become the
first modern society to provide basic
human rights of full employment,
eliminate homelessness, and provide
universal free education and health
services to its people.

As for Cuba, its achievements in
health and education have surpassed
those of the USA, despite the
crippling and illegal US blockade of
the small peace-loving nation.

Instead of recognising its
achievements in constructing a
socialist society, she trots out the
all too familiar rhetoric about
centrally planned economies and
their inability “to understand the
role of economic incentives and
freedoms in progress.”

Perhaps Lucy should take a
trip to Cuba. On the way home she
should stop off in Venezuela and see
what is being achieved there — not
through unfettered free markets, but
by a socialist-oriented government
and its people who are in the process

phone 02 9699 8844

of taking control of and planning
their economy in the interests of
the people.

Turnbull stretches the
imagination even further by claiming
that the “genius of capitalism is it
disaggregates power and decision-
making, allowing people to choose
their own road.” It all depends who
you are. If you are the head of Rio
Tinto, the ANZ bank or a global
media magnate, then it does allow
you to choose your own road.

Under capitalism power is
not disaggregated, but highly
concentrated and monopolised by a
small percentage of the population.
That is the “genius” of capitalism, the
power and concentration of wealth
in the hands of those who own and
control production, services, finance
and other areas of the economy.
The freer the markets, the fewer the
regulations, the less government
intervention, the greater the
concentration of power and wealth
that follows.

“Adam Smith famously observed
that unfettered individual self-interest
was collectively beneficial,” Turnbull
says. She quotes Smith: “By pursuing
his own interest, he frequently
promotes that of the society more
effectually than when he intends to
promote it’.” Self-interest promotes
self-interest — those of the individual
doing the promoting. It is one of the
key principles of capitalist philosophy.

Socialism promotes collective
interests, the benefit of all — and that
does result in individual gain but for
all individuals.

“Just as price signals, fair markets
and free trade are the cornerstones
of the capitalist system for creating
goods and services, they should
be the foundation of our response
to climate change.” Unfortunately,
they have been for the past 25 years
of neo-liberalism. It is the capitalist
system with its failure to regulate and
plan, its failure to protect the planet
that now threatens the future of life
as we know it on planet earth.

Socialism is proven. Socialism
is the only hope for the future
of humankind, for an end to
starvation, poverty, homelessness,
unemployment, illiteracy and
preventable diseases. It is the only
way forward if actions that meet the
requirements of science regarding
climate change are to be taken.

Capitalism might be working
for some, an elite rich and powerful
minority. For the majority, the hard
working people who create the
wealth and are constantly at risk of
unemployment, hardship or losing
their home in periods of economic
crisis, it is not working. @
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An apple a day may keep a doctor away but the decision
of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) will give Australian
apple producers a major headache. The WTO declared that
a 90-year old ban on New Zealand apples to Australia was not
backed scientifically and may have breached international trade
agreements. Australian officials say that letting in NZ apples
may introduce such diseases as fire blight, European canker
and apple leaf curling midge into Australian crops. The federal
government says it will appeal the decision. Both Labor and
the Coalition are in agreement on this point and both have
promised to fight it. The Victorian Farmers Federation saw
the WTO decision as a slight to Australia’s quarantine system.

Defence contracts are usually kept away from inquiring public
eyes for a good reason. Millions wasted on wars from taxpayers’
pockets usually benefit a select few who make money out of
wars. Two Defence Department employees associated with
a $300 million contract to fly Australian troops to the Middle
East were given senior management jobs by an air charter
company shortly after it was named the successful tenderer.
This raises serious conflict-of-interest issues and casts doubt
over the integrity of any tender process. The majority of the
population does not support Australia’s participation in somebody
else’s military adventures. It is time to clean up the defence
force and bring our troops home. Never mind those shysters
who are making money on people’s suffering and death.

More than three in four voters wanted the main parties
to guarantee before the election that they would not cut
Medicare rebates. Moreover, they wanted last year's cuts
in Medicare rebates reversed. Those cuts reduced the
rebates for services such as IVF and cataract operations.
The Health Department is undertaking a Medicare benefits
“quality framework” review that causes concerns by the
Australian Medical Association that rebates will be cut.

In March this year the Independent Pricing and Regulatory
Tribunal approved a total price rise of 36 percent for
EnergyAustralia customers over the next three years. It is
estimated that the average annual bill would rise by about $126.
While the customers have to dig even deeper into their pockets
to pay their electricity bills the state-owned EnergyAustralia spent
$4.5 million on brand advertising last financial year. A spokesman
for EnergyAustralia said the campaign was aimed at raising
awareness about energy efficiency and the EnergyAustralia
brand. What they were not saying however was that
EnergyAustralia, along with Integral Energy and Country Energy
is being prepared for sale by the NSW government. It would have
made more sense to help customers save money rather than
groom the company for sale. That would have been the best brand
advertising, not getting it ready for sale and further price hikes.
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Pay developing nations
for eco-disasters

Martin Khor*

The US$20 billion put aside by BP to pay
for the effects of the Gulf oil spill contrasts
with the lack of accountability of big firms
that cause environmental harm in developing
countries.

In a widely publicised move in June, the
United States” President Barrack Obama suc-
ceeded in getting the oil company BP to set
aside US$20 hillion into a fund to meet claims
for compensating losses arising from the Gulf
of Mexico oil spill.

It is extraordinary that a giant company has
been pressurised by a government to agree to
pay so much. The funds will be used to meet
claims for economic losses of local people in
the Gulf Coast states whose incomes have been
lost due to the spill (for example the tourist
business has collapsed) and to pay the cost for
the environmental clean up.

Another US$100 million fund will be set
up to pay workers laid off due to suspension of
offshore drilling. BP will also suspend paying
dividends so that there is enough cash for the
new funds.

Obama’s move and BP’s agreement to com-
pensate were clearly the result of the growing
anger of Americans at both BP and the govern-
ment, which had lax or absent implementation
of safety regulations.

Americans are angry that it has taken so
many months to fix the problem. Meanwhile 11
oil workers died in the rig explosion, a lot of
marine life will perish and many thousands of
local people will have their livelihoods damaged.

It may indeed be the United States” worst
ever environmental disaster. But there have been
much worst ecological catastrophes in develop-
ing countries, caused by giant companies, many
of them American.

Many more lives were lost and livelihoods
damaged, and the environmental cost has been
higher. But little if any compensation has been
paid by these companies. And the governments

Shell oil spill at Rukpoku, Niger Delta, showing no clean up or remediation.

they were given sentences of two years’ jail,
which is being appealed against. According to
reports from India, the Bhopal residents and
their supporters are dismayed by such a light
sentence, and that they are still waiting for
proper compensation.

However, the court case and perhaps
Obama’s actions on BP have spurred new
actions in India.

The Indian government on June 24
announced enhanced compensation to the

than 345 million gallons of crude oil into the
rainforest. Chevron is also said to have dumped
18.5 billion gallons of toxic waste in pits in
the forests.

Experts sympathetic to the local people
claim that the disaster has devastated their lands,
income and health to a degree far larger than
the BP spill in the Gulf.

US Congressman James P McGovern, the
vice-chairman of the House Rules Committee,
visited Ecuador in 2009 and is reported to have

“We see frantic efforts being made to stop the spill in the US,
but in Nigeria, oil companies largely ignore their spills, cover
them up and destroy people’s livelihood and environments.”

of the countries in which the companies are
headquartered have turned a blind eye.

Bhopal, India

The most outstanding case is that of Bhopal
in which the emission of poisonous gas from
US-owned company Union Carbide in that
Indian town in 1984 affected half a million
people, killed 2,300 people immediately, with
another 15,000 to 30,000 dying subsequently
and many thousands of others maimed seriously.
Even now the land and water in the vicinity con-
tinue to be contaminated with toxic chemicals
that affect human health.

The factory was then owned by the US
company Union Carbide, which in 2001 was
taken over by Dow Chemical. The Bhopal fac-
tory was sold to a local firm in 1992.

Union Carbide never accepted responsibility
for the disaster, and neither has Dow. An arrest
warrant for Union Carbide’s then chairman
Warren Anderson was issued in India but he
has not been brought to trial.

Union Carbide paid US$470 million in a
deal in 1989 with the Indian government, but
this is a small amount, given the enormous
numbers of people who died, were injured and
continue to suffer.

On June 7 this year, an Indian court found
seven former executives of the Indian subsidi-
ary of the company guilty of negligence and

victims, an environmental clean-up plan, and
to make new efforts to extradite Anderson to
face court action in India.

The government is also exploring the pos-
sibility of new legal action to reconsider the
US$470 million fixed earlier in an out-of-court
settlement between the government and Union
Carbide, and later approved by the Supreme
Court. A curative petition may be filed in the
Supreme Court to seek higher consideration.

Ecuador oil
dumping in forest

A second case is that of the Ecuador, whose
Amazon region was contaminated by oil and oil
waste in amounts far larger than the Gulf Oil
spill so far. The oil and waste was discharged
by Texaco (bought over by Chevron in 2001)
when it operated an oil concession in 1964-1990.

The New York Times in May 2009 reported
indigenous people resident in the area saying
that toxic chemicals had leaked into their soils,
groundwater and streams, and that their children
had died from the poisoning. It cited a report
of an expert (contested by the company) who
estimated that 1,400 people had died of cancer
because of oil contamination.

The indigenous groups have taken a court
case against Chevron for US$27 billon in dam-
ages. They accuse Chevron of dumping more

written to Obama that “the degradation and con-
tamination left behind by [Chevron] in a poor
part of the world made me angry and ashamed...
I also saw the infrastructure Texaco/Chevron
created that allowed the wholesale dumping of
formation water and other highly toxic materials
directly into the Amazon and its waters.”

Niger Delta
oil contamination

A third case is that of the Niger Delta in
Nigeria, in which oil is extracted by Shell,
Exxon and other giant companies.

An article in The Observer entitled
“Nigeria’s agony dwarfs the Gulf oil spill:
The US and Europe ignore it”, describes how
oil spilt from pipelines and other sources has
contaminated swamps, rivers, forests and farm-
lands in the region.

“In fact, more oil is spilled from the delta’s
network of terminals, pipes, pumping stations
and oil platforms every year than has been lost
in the Gulf of Mexico,” wrote John Vidal.

A report by environment groups calculated
in 2006 that up to 1.5 million tons of oil — 50
times the pollution unleashed in the Exxon
Valdez tanker disaster in Alaska — has been
spilled in the delta over the past half century.
Last year Amnesty calculated that the equivalent
of at least nine million barrels of oil was spilled

and accused the oil companies of a human
rights outrage.

On May 1 a ruptured ExxonMobil pipeline
spilled more than a million gallons into the delta
over seven days and thick balls of tar are being
washed up along the coast. Local people blame
the oil pollution for the fall in life expectancy in
the rural communities to a little above 40 years.

According to the writer Ben lkari, “This
kind of spill happens all the time in the delta.
The oil companies just ignore it. When | see the
efforts that are being made in the US | feel a
great sense of sadness at the double standards.”

“We see frantic efforts being made
to stop the spill in the US,” said Nnimo
Bassey, Nigerian head of Friends of the Earth
International. “But in Nigeria, oil companies
largely ignore their spills, cover them up and
destroy people’s livelihood and environments.
The Gulf spill can be seen as a metaphor for
what is happening daily in the oilfields of
Nigeria and other parts of Africa.

Compensation
must be accountable

These cases show a big contrast between
what the US administration is doing to hold a
multinational company financially accountable,
and how similar companies that cause ecological
catastrophes in developing countries are able to
get away either freely or with grossly inadequate
pay-outs.

What the US administration and Congress
are doing to get BP to compensate for the
environmental and economic damage it
is causing is commendable and should be
supported.

Developing countries should learn a lesson
from the US and take similar action in line with
the “polluter pays” principle.

And just as importantly, the governments of
the home countries of the multinationals should
also act to make their companies accountable
for their actions when they operate in other
countries, and to compensate adequately when
they cause environmental damage.

There should be an international
understanding or agreement among the
governments to the effect that they will support
one another to obtain redress from companies
to compensate for the environmental damage
fact they cause.

*Martin Khor is the Executive Director of
the South Centre, an intergovernmental
policy think tank of more than 50
developing countries. &
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Saving seeds

David Ransom

You may well have been surprised to discover, during the
“credit crunch”, quite how complete, self-serving and brazen
the corporate control of the world’s “high” (or perhaps, better
said, “low”) finance has remained.

I’ve been much more surprised to learn, while working on the
September edition of New Internationalist magazine, that the world’s
food supply is falling into the hands of the people who brought us
Agent Orange — and in Vietnam a terrible legacy of infant deformity
(Monsanto); who built the world’s first plutonium factory (DuPont);
who supplied Zyklon B gas to the Nazi extermination camps (Bayer).
Anyone less worthy to be entrusted with feeding the world is hard
to imagine.

Naturally, their ancestry has been disowned by re-branded “life
science” corporations that, in the course of not much more than
the last decade, have set out to corner the world’s commercial seed
market, and thereby its food supply. More than this, they mean to
promote “monoculture” by flogging their small range of patented
seeds (genetically modified or otherwise) to farmers who are thereby
prevented from saving their own.

But, if the credit crunch is still showing us where a hidden “free-
market” corporate hand takes finance in the rich world, this will be as
nothing when it comes to food for everyone. We’ve had a foretaste in
the food crisis that preceded the credit crunch and is set to intensify.

So here, you might suppose, is yet another tale of woe from
New Internationalist. Far from it. The many millions of people who
still grow most of the world’s food — most of them peasant farm-
ers, especially women — are fighting back. They know what the rest
of us should surely have learned by now, that corporate monopoly
and monoculture can only lead us further down a road to eventual

extinction in the face of “peak” oil, which it uses in vast quantities,

and runaway climate change.

A cautionary tale, perhaps, but one filled with hope, courage and
wisdom. It suggests some fairly straightforward things that almost any
of us can begin to do along a rather different path to a better world.
Check out next month’s New Internationalist

for some of these ideas. @

Monsanto, DuPont, Bayer:
Anyone less worthy to be entrusted
with feeding the world Is hard to imagine.

The devil’s In the detall...

The following article by Steve McGiffen, writing in the
British socialist daily Morning Star, has a familiar sound
to it as the European Union is about to embark down the
same path as Australia on retirement incomes and raising

the age of retirement.

The European Commission has a rather
crude habit of publishing potentially con-
troversial reports just as most Euro MPs
and members of national parliaments are
packing their buckets and spades. Among
this year’s choices was a green paper entitled
Towards Adequate: Sustainable And Safe
European Pensions Systems.

Brussels-watchers will know that such a
title spells trouble. The general rule is the bet-
ter something sounds on the cover, the worse
the contents. This document is no exception.

Its basic argument is that an ageing
population, the economic and financial crisis
and the extent of public debt together mean
that pensionable retirement ages must be
increased.

Aside from the weaknesses of this posi-
tion, two aspects of this green paper are wor-
thy of note.

First, as things stand pensions are entirely
a national responsibility. The green paper
thus represents yet another attempt at empire-
building by the European Commission, which
is keen to see its power and influence pen-
etrate every aspect of policy.

Second, issues which were once matters
for elected politicians to decide are increas-
ingly viewed as technical questions unsuit-
able for democratic input.

The EU authorities have long been con-
cerned by the proportion of people not in
employment.

The commission’s view is that the EU
target of a 75 per cent employment participa-
tion rate “requires employment rates signifi-
cantly higher than the present levels in the
age group 55 to 65.”

In other words, too many people are tak-
ing early retirement and schemes which exist
in many member states to enable them to do
so should presumably be scrapped.

Steps in a number of member states
towards a flexible retirement system should
therefore be halted and reversed.

Yet the green paper admits that the real
problem is the encouragement of private pen-
sions, which have been badly hit by the crisis.

Tax relief on such schemes benefits only
the better off and the rich owners of the com-
panies which run them.

Publicly funded pensions

Publicly funded pensions, on the other
hand, have meant that in most member
states, as the green paper notes, “current pen-
sioners have so far been among those least
affected by the crisis.”

In common with unemployment benefits,
guaranteed minimum incomes, sickness
benefits and other publicly funded payments,
sound state pensions offer an automatic
“stimulus package” in times of financial and
economic crisis, maintaining the incomes
of those in the potentially worst-hit sections
of the population and putting cash into the
economy which can then, if governments
get other aspects of policy right, create
employment.

Yet the Commission favours reductions
in public expenditure and the strengthen-
ing of private pensions systems, including
through the encouragement of a single EU
market in such “financial products.”

Instead of redistributive pensions which
would guarantee every citizen a dignified old
age, the commission wants to see a system
in which we are all encouraged to take out,
at the very least, a “complementary” pension
run by profit-seeking corporations able to sell
their “products” throughout Europe.

“Competition” and “Choice”

It sees pensions primarily from this point
of view — what is important is “competition,”
so that “consumers™ have *“choice.”

What of solidarity between young and
old, between those who enter their post-
employment years in the best of health and
those who suffer physical or mental health

problems, and between those who have
always been fortunate enough to earn decent
wages and those who have had to struggle
along on a low income?

All of these, even where lip service is
paid to them, are secondary considerations of
little or no importance.

The worst aspect of the paper, however, is
the way in which it proposes taking decisions
on pensionable ages out of the hands of the
people of the supposedly democratic member
states altogether.

This would be achieved by instituting “an
automatic adjustment that increases the pen-
sionable age in line with future gains in life
expectancy.”

This is a chilling prospect.

Even if honestly operated, it would bind
future generations to a single approach, one
which sees greater wealth as always and only
a way to buy — and sell — more stuff.

If a country’s wealth increases, it is per-
fectly reasonable for the people of that coun-

Automatic increases
in pension age

An automatic increase in the pension age
each time life expectancy increases would
represent yet another nail in the coffin of a
social democracy which, for all its limita-
tions, made poverty history for a majority of
the population of Britain and an even greater
majority in countries such as the Netherlands
and the Nordic lands.

A system such as that in the Netherlands,
where almost all workers know how much
pension they can expect and any fall in
returns on investment is compensated for
by adjustments to the contributions of both
employees and employers, would become
impossible.

Instead, the better paid would opt for pri-
vate pensions, reducing the size of the public
fund to unsustainable levels.

And you can be sure that increases in
life expectancy would simply be fiddled

Publicly funded pensions,

on the other hand, have meant that in most
member states, as the green paper notes,
“current pensioners have so far been
among those least affected by the crisis.”

try to decide to spend it on increased leisure
rather than ever-more consumption.

With paid holidays, shorter working
hours and funded pensions, this is effectively
what western European countries did in the
years following the war, when the influence
of trade unions was most strongly felt in the
corridors of power.

Much of the “counter-revolution” of the
last 30 years has involved undermining this
influence in a desperate attempt to shore up
the rate of profit and halt downward distribu-
tion of wealth, thereby preserving a capitalist
system whose “crisis” is, in reality, perma-
nent and incurable.

upwards, while decreases in life expectancy,
already evident in the United States, would
be ignored.

There is a statutory consultation proce-
dure for the proposals discussed in the green
paper, which closes on November 15.

Whether it will do any good or not, it’s
important that trade unions, pensioners’
groups and others make it clear that these
proposals are unacceptable.

What is needed are solidarity-based state
pension systems under national control, well-
regulated occupational pensions with, where
appropriate, public support and the phasing
out of tax relief on private schemes. &
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UN water seen as triumph
for Bolivia’s Morales

Emile Schepers

Bolivia’s President Evo Morales
won praise on July 28 when the
United Nations General Assembly
approved a groundbreaking
Bolivian resolution on the right
of all human beings to water and
sanitation. The vote was 122 to 0,
with 41 abstaining.

The issue of water has great
symbolic importance in Bolivia.
The series of grassroots uprisings
that culminated with the election of
Evo Morales as president in 2006
began with the Cochabamba Water
War of 2000.

The rebellion was sparked by
price increases imposed by a con-
sortium (Aguas del Tunari) of mostly
foreign businesses, including the US
Bechtel Corporation, which took over
Cochabamba’s water services when
they were privatised as a condition
for financial support from the World
Bank. The mass movement physi-
cally drove the foreign companies
out of Cochabamba. Similar uprisings
happened in La Paz. Morales” MAS
(Movement Toward Socialism) party
gained strength through these protests.

Bolivia’s victory over water pri-
vatisation has jangled the nerves of
transnational corporations who invest
in this field, because they rightly fear
that other countries will follow suit.
But the issue of access to clean water
is becoming more urgent every year
due to population growth, global
warming and desertification, and the
failure of a world economic system
based on private profit to prevent
millions of people from sliding into
extreme poverty.

The resolution, presented by
Bolivia and cosponsored by Cuba,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Bangladesh,
Saudi Arabia, Democratic Republic

of the Congo and others, includes the
following:

1. It declares that the right of
access to water and sanitation is an
essential human right without which
other human rights cannot be fully
enjoyed.

2. It calls on all states and inter-
national organisations to use their
financial, technological and other
resources to support access to potable
water and sanitation for their own
inhabitants and to help developing
countries to do the same.

3. It approves of the decision of
the UN Human Rights Council to
appoint an expert to study the issues
surrounding the right of people to
water and sanitation, as a part of the
UN Millenium Goals (this is called
the “Geneva Process™).

Bolivia’s delegate, Pablo Solon,
pointed out that the right to water is
mentioned in a number of UN docu-
ments including the Convention on
Elimination on all Forms of Racial
Discrimination and the Convention
on the Elimination of all Forms of
Discrimination Against Women. As
the General Assembly’s summary
of Bolivia’s comments expresses it:
“Each year, more than 3.5 million
people die from diseases spread by
contaminated water” which Kills more
children annually than AIDS, malaria
and measles combined. Further, “a
lack of sanitation affected 2.6 bil-
lion people or 40 percent of global
population”.

Although no countries voted
against this resolution, 41 abstained,
including wealthy countries such
as the United States, the United
Kingdom, Australia, Austria,
Denmark, the Netherlands and
Canada, as well as some African
countries such as Botswana,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Lesotho, Tanzania

Evo Morales.

and Zambia. So did former social-
ist countries such as Armenia,
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria,
Croatia, Kazakhstan, Estonia, Latvia,
Moldova, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia
and the Ukraine. Other countries
abstaining included Japan, Greece,
Israel and Turkey.

All the Latin American countries
voted in favour of the resolution.
Some wealthy European countries
did so also, including Germany and
France. The largest countries in the
world by population other than the

Crackdown in Cairo

Richard Swift

In Cairo it is once again the season
of police batons and political
rumours. On April 6 security
forces rounded up about 100 young
activists who had left cyberspace
for the streets to protest the
against heavy-handed repression
of democratic opposition. They
were hustled off to security head-
quarters to face the brutality of
their interrogators. A month later,
members of the April 6th Youth
Movement - originally formed
on Facebook to demand political
reform — were still in prison.

A draconian state of emergency
has been in effect for 29 years in
Egypt, and the already tense atmos-
phere was poisoned further in April
when a ruling National Democratic
Party legislator, Nachaat El Kassas,
called for police to shoot demon-
strators, reportedly saying: “There
are 80 million Egyptians. We can
tolerate losing a few rotten ones!”

Cairo is ripe with rumour over
the successor to the octogenar-
ian dictator Hosni Mubarak who,
despite his pledge to “rule Egypt
until his last breath”, is in poor
health. The preferred option of the
political establishment appears to
be for Omar Suleiman, Egypt’s
intelligence chief, to become
President for one term and then

give way to Mubarak’s young-
est son, Gamal. The father-to-son
succession is deeply unpopular in
Egypt, so this would provide a fig
leaf. But the democratic reform
movement is gathering pace to
upset the apple cart.

In anticipation of upcoming
elections, the Mubarak regime has
been clamping down hard on dis-
sident voices from across the politi-
cal spectrum. The most important
lower house elections are to be held
this October. Elections are impor-
tant, if for no other reason than to
keep the US aid tap fully turned
on — Egypt pulls in a cool $1.3
billion in US military aid every
year. The most visible target is the
popular Muslim Brotherhood move-
ment, which shocked the regime
by gaining 20 percent of the seats
in the 2005 contest by running as
independents — because they are not
legally allowed to contest elections
as a religious-based party.

The Brotherhood is popular
because of its charity work amongst
poor Egyptians and a reputation
for relative honesty. It is also the
béte noire the Egyptian govern-
ment uses to “scare up” support in
Western capitals petrified of Islamic
fundamentalism. But these days the
Brotherhood is not co-operating.
Although it has fundamental-
ist roots dating back to the days

of firebrand religious intellectual
Sayyid Qutb (executed by Nasser
in 1966), today it presents itself as
a moderate democratic option for
Egyptians. It maintains its beliefs in
an Islamic state but commits itself
to achieving them through gradual
democratic means. No matter.

The Egyptian security forces
started their campaign in early 2010
by rounding up moderate Muslim
Brotherhood leaders — and many
are still behind bars. The govern-
ment is now trying to pass a new
law governing the operation of
non-governmental organisations
that will severely restrict their
freedom, crippling Egyptian civil
society. Other security targets have
included opponents of the Egyptian
Gaza blockade, labour advocates
for a decent minimum wage, the
independent media and even hash-
ish smokers.

But Egypt’s democratic reform
movement is showing increasing
resilience. It has also been encour-
aged by the arrival back in Egypt of
former UN nuclear chief Mohamed
ElBaradei, an outspoken advocate
of democratic reform. So while
security forces widen their net, they
are also helping create a potential
alliance for democracy with a con-
stituency beyond that of the Muslim
Brotherhood.

New Internationalist &

United States and Japan all voted
in favour: China, India, Indonesia,
Brazil, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Russia,
Nigeria and Mexico. The countries
voting “yes” represent well over the
majority of the world’s population.
Abstaining countries, including
the United States, explained their vote
on the basis of disappointment that
the General Assembly did not get a
unanimous vote by consensus (which
would have weakened the resolu-
tion), and that the Geneva Process,
and the work of the “Independent
Expert” appointed by the Human
Rights Council was not allowed to
finish before taking action (which
would have prolonged the process).

The vote might undermine the work
of the Human Rights Council, the
US delegate suggested. The US ques-
tioned whether a “right to water and
sanitation” exists in international law.
However, the German delegate, who
voted “yes,” felt that the resolution
complements and enhances the work
of the Independent Expert.
Governments sponsoring the
resolution suspect that the wealthier
countries fear that declaring access to
water to be a basic human right will
undermine privatisation and also put
the wealthy countries under pressure
to waste less and help poorer coun-
tries more.
People’s World &

Disneyland worker sent
home for hijab

John Wojcik

A Muslim employee in Disneyland’s
Grand Californian Hotel has been
sent home from work with no pay
for refusing to take off her hijab
while working as a hostess in a
hotel restaurant. Imane Boudlal,
26, a student, has filed a com-
plaint against Disney yesterday
with the US Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission — the
federal agency that enforces
anti-discrimination laws in the
workplace. Leigh Shelton, a
spokesperson for Unite Here, Local
11, which represents workers at
Disneyland, said the union is sup-
porting her fight.

On August 15, just days after
the Islamic holy month of Ramadan
began, Boudlal wore her hijab to work
greeting customers at the Storyteller’s
Restaurant in Disneyland.

Disney told her that if she
wanted to work as a hostess she had
to remove her hijab because it did
not comply with the “Disney Look.”
Disney further told Boudlal that if
she refused to remove her hijab,
she had a choice between working a

“back-of-the-house-position” where
customers would not see her or going
home.

Since that day Boudlal made
two additional attempts to work her
hostess position, each time wearing
her hijab. On each of those occasions
Disney blocked her from working.

Boudlal said she decided to chal-
lenge the discriminatory treatment
because “I understand my rights.”

She said she learned about those
rights while she was studying to take
an exam for US citizenship, which
she passed before she became a US
citizen in June. She said she learned,
among many other things, about
first amendment right to religious
freedom.

“| realised the Constitution tells
me | can be Muslim, and I can wear
the head scarf,” Boudlal said. “Who
is Disney to tell me | cannot?”

She said she waited for two
months while Disney said it was
considering her needs.

“Finally, | said ‘enough,’”
Boudlal said. “They cannot continue
to violate my rights, and just string me
along. Disney is not above the law.”
People’s World &
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Israel refuses to lift ban
on family unification

Jerusalem-born Firas al-Maraghi
has been holding a hunger strike
outside the Israeli embassy in
Berlin, Germany, since July
26, protesting a decision by the
Israeli government to prevent his
newborn daughter from being
registered as a Jerusalem resident.
Al-Maraghi, who is married to
a German citizen, temporarily
moved to Berlin to accompany his
wife as she completed her doctoral
thesis, and was informed by the
Israeli embassy that the couple’s
daughter, Zeinab, would not be
granted the identification and
residency papers needed to live in
their home when the family moved
back to Jerusalem.

During his temporary stay in
Germany, al-Maraghi has frequently
travelled back to his home in Silwan,
occupied East Jerusalem, while
refusing to apply for any travel visas
or passports that may strip him of
his Israeli-issued laissez-passer.
The laissez-passer is a special travel
document specifically for Palestinian
residents of East Jerusalem in the
stead of Israeli passports, since those
Palestinians are not recognised as
citizens of the State of Israel but rather
“legal residents” of the area.

Palestinian human rights
organisation Al-Haq stated in an
August 12 press release that the
decision to refuse Jerusalem residency
rights to the couple’s newborn
daughter “breaches Firas’ right to live
in Jerusalem with his family”. Firas
has been on hunger strike ... “drinking
only water, refusing to end his strike
until the Israeli embassy in Berlin
revokes its denial of registering Firas’s
daughter as Jerusalem resident,” the
statement added.

Family unification
frozen

Al-Hag remarked that this policy
of disallowing family unification
and residency status in occupied
East Jerusalem is not new, nor is
al-Maraghi’s case an isolated incident.
“Since 1967, Israel has engaged in
a deliberate policy of reducing the
number of Palestinians residing in
East Jerusalem while facilitating the
increase of the Jewish population
in the city,” al-Haq said. “To this
end, Israel has used various legal
and administrative means aimed
at preventing the unification of
Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem
with non-resident spouses and
children.”

Al-Haq stated that in the past,
Palestinians of occupied East
Jerusalem were able to apply for

family unification documents for
their spouses and children through
the Israeli interior ministry, in order
to legally live in East Jerusalem
and Israel with their families. They
point out that this requirement does
not apply to Jewish citizens and
immigrants, who are free to marry
Jewish Israelis and can easily obtain
all residency, citizenship and travel
documents required by the state.

However, in the past decade,
Palestinians like al-Maraghi and
his family have been subjected to
administrative procedures aimed at
thinning out the Palestinian population
of East Jerusalem. “In 2000, Israel
de facto suspended all family
unification procedures, impacting
tens of thousands of Palestinians
and their foreign spouses,” Al-Haq
stated. “Moreover, since 2003, the
Knesset (Israel’s parliament) has
regularly extended the discriminatory
‘Citizenship and Entry into Israel
Law of 2003’ (most recently on July
21, 2010). This law formally denies
family unification of Palestinian
residents of East Jerusalem with
their spouses and children from other
parts of the Occupied Palestinian
Territories or abroad. Consequently,
these families are prevented from
living together in Israel and occupied
East Jerusalem, resulting in the
separation and forced relocation of
such families.”

On July 29, the United Nations
Human Rights Committee (UNHRC)
officially urged Israel to lift its
draconian ban on family unification
laws, as the group found “a large
number” of violations of Israel’s
obligations under the International
Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights. UNHRC stated that it
“reiterates its concern with the
Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law,
which adversely affects the lives of
many families, remains in force and
has been declared constitutional by
the Israeli Supreme Court. The law
should be revoked and Israel should
review its policy with a view to
facilitating family reunifications of
all citizens and permanent residents
without discrimination.”

Israel has neither lifted its ban,
nor responded to the United Nations’
appeal.

Ma’an News Agency reported
that a letter “was also delivered to
EU foreign policy chief Catherine
Ashton, calling for rapid intervention
by Israeli authorities and for the
government’s respect of the human
rights declaration.”

Meanwhile, solidarity activists
in Germany have requested portable
heaters to help keep al-Maraghi
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warm during regular, seasonal
thunderstorms, as his hunger strike
enters its fourth week.

Widow deported

At the same time, in Washington
DC, US citizen Bettye Brown faces
an ongoing battle with the Israeli
government as she fights for her
rights after the death of her husband,
Muhammed Nijjab, a Palestinian from
the occupied West Bank.

Brown, 71, told The Electronic
Intifada that after the death of her
husband of nearly 50 years, Israel
has denied her entry from the West
Bank. Brown inherited land in the
village of Jibya that is threatened with
further land confiscation to a nearby
settlement colony.

“My husband had gone back
to Jibya to retire about ten years
ago,” Brown said. “I stayed in the
Washington DC area, but when he
got sick in 2005, | went to the West
Bank to take care of him.” Nijjab was
a research chemist, and developed
silicosis from years of inhaling toxic
substances. Brown said that she stayed
in the village until his death in 2006,
and inherited about 85 acres of the
family’s land.

“It would have been a lot more,
if the Israelis hadn’t confiscated a
third of the original parcel of land
for the settlement back in the 1980s,”
Brown added.

Earlier this year, Brown said she
intended to visit her land in Jibya and
was subsequently deported from the
country after enduring eight hours
of humiliation and interrogation by
Israeli soldiers in a detention cell at
the Jordanian border.

“They didn’t give me any
food or water, and they took me
back while two women and a man
interrogated me and screamed at
me,” Brown said. “At some point,
they fingerprinted me, took a mug
shot and stamped ‘denial of entry’
on my passport. | went back to
Amman.” She’s been back in
Washington, DC since May.

Brown told The Electronic
Intifada that she believes that Israel’s
intentions to confiscate more land
in her husband’s village contributes
to their decision to deny her entry.
“It’s a very small village, on the top
of a small mountain. It’s beautiful.
What they’ve done is redraw the
map, designating an area to be
under Israeli control, which I think
is their plan to grab more land.
[My husband’s] family has had the
land surveyed and registered, in an
attempt to protect it.”

In the meantime, Brown told
The Electronic Intifada she has con-
sulted an attorney and is appealing
to her congressional representatives,
as well as working with the West
Bank-based advocacy group, Right
To Enter (www.righttoenter.ps),
which focuses on the protection of
the rights of foreign passport holders
and residents who have been denied
entry by the Israeli authorities. She
is also continuing her small business
of selling handmade Palestinian and
regional crafts to local community
organisations and churches for fun-
draising events.

“My husband never got over not
living in Jibya,” Brown remarked.
“All his life, he talked about Jibya
and how much he loved it. The people
there are lovely. I’m the only non-
Muslim in the village, but it doesn’t
matter.”

The Electronic Intifada &

_ Global Briefs

BOLIVIA: The August 9 meeting of World Bank official Felipe
Jaramillo with President Evo Morales and his financial and devel-
opment aides coincided with World Bank recognition of Bolivia
as having risen to the level of “middle income countries” seen
as worthy of increased international investment. Four years of
rising income derived from natural resources extraction has
enabled the government this year to expand international bor-
rowing to US$10 billion, up from US$2.6 billion borrowed over
the previous four years. International lenders have granted lon-
ger terms for debt repayment and eased unilateral conditions
marking previous agreements. Under the government’s National
Development Plan new funding will be divided among the “pro-
ductive sector” — 17.5 percent, infrastructure — 44.2 percent,
social projects — 29.3 percent, and “multi-sector” — 9.1 percent.

KENYA: By a 67 percent vote, Kenyans voted approval on
August 5 of a new constitution supported by allies of President
Mwai Kibaki and by forces loyal to Raila Odinga who suf-
fered defeat in the chaotic 2007 elections. Odinga later joined
the government as prime minister in a 2008 power-sharing
arrangement mandating a referendum vote on a new consti-
tution. Expanding women’s rights, the new charter dealt with
divisive issues like corruption and patronage, land ownership,
and tribalism. It undertook to limit the power of the presidency
by establishing a supreme court and a senate. Implementation
will proceed over five years. Fears of violence similar to that
marring the elections three years ago proved groundless.

UN: UN-sponsored climate talks ending on August 6 in Bonn,
Germany, went nowhere. Participants had hoped to shape a deal
that would be acceptable at the climate summit set for Mexico
in November. The refusal of rich nations to make serious com-
mitments on reducing greenhouse gas emissions shipwrecked
an earlier summit in Copenhagen in 2009. Consensus on
methods and objectives for reducing emissions is still lack-
ing. Developed nations remain unable to commit to bringing
emissions to 12-18 percent below 1990 levels, despite UN
recommendations in 2007 that 25-40 percent reductions are
required to avoid the worst effects of climate change. Another
preparatory meeting is set for Tianjin, China, in October.

FRANCE: In line with actions taken by other Western European
countries, President Nicholas Sarkozy announced on July
29 that 300 camps occupied by Roma people would soon be
destroyed. Throughout Europe laws aimed at expelling Roma
without documents are in preparation. Of 12,000 German
Roma soon to be deported from Germany to Kosovo, half are
children who grew up there. In Britain, forced evictions signal
eventual deportations. Europe’s 10 million Roma people con-
stitute the region’s largest ethnic minority. Many moved from
Eastern Europe to the West following European Union expan-
sion. Amnesty International, joined by other human rights groups,
has levelled charges of human rights abuses. EU officials say

legal protections do exist but are ignored by governments.
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Dick Smith’s
population
documentary

I was very disappointed with the
level of debate in the Q&A session,
following the program on popula-
tion initiated by Dick Smith on
ABC 1 recently.

No one brought out the fact that
it is not population or availability
of resources that is the issue. The
real question is how resources are
distributed. Dick Smith’s naive faith
in capitalism was almost laughable.
He does not realise how distorted the
system is, when we have company
CEOs on incomes hundreds of time
that of ordinary workers.

He should be told that money is
not wealth, but only represents wealth.
That the fantastic incomes enjoyed
by a very few people is real wealth
produced by ordinary workers.

I was also disappointed with Bob
Brown. | thought he should have
raised the peace question. He could
have pointed out that there are billions
of tonnes of material tied up in tanks,
guns, warships and planes. There are
also billions more tonnes being wasted
on producing more tanks, guns etc. He

could have reminded the panel of the
Biblical injunction to beat the sword
into a ploughshare.

I think Communists are the only
people who fully understand these
issues and in that regard are greener
than The Greens.

Ron Barrett
Sydney
NSW

Unknown Prisoner X
held in Israeli jail

In late June, Israel’s Ynet news
website briefly reported that Israel
was holding a mystery prisoner,
known only as Mr. X before the
story was removed, by order of
the Israeli government censor. It
is believed the article was taken
off the site due to a suppression
order by the Israeli intelligence
service, Shabak. Later, Richard
Silverstein, a Jewish-American
blogger, took up the story of the
unidentified prisoner and then it
was printed in one of the British
mainstream papers.

The case is mysterious and deeply
disturbing, with glaring Orwellian
overtones to it.

Though there are no details of
Mr X’s “crimes” it is thought that
the prisoner is either being held
for alleged “espionage or terrorism
offences”. One anonymous Israeli
security expert suggested it was likely
to be espionage related, but another
source claimed he was a “terrorist”
involved with a banned organisation
(for example, Hezbollah, Hamas or
another Palestinian group). But no one
even knows if the prisoner has been

charged or convicted of any offences.

What little is known is that
Prisoner X is a person without a name.
Apparently, not even his jailers know
his name and he does not receive any
visitors. He is being held in Unit 15, a
wing of Ayalon Prison that holds only
a single cell, which is cut off from
the rest of the prison by double iron
doors. The prisoner has been placed
in conditions of total isolation from
the outside world, where even other
prisoners cannot see or hear him.

This is not the first time that peo-
ple have disappeared into the Israeli
state security system. In 1983, Marcus
Klingberg, a leading Israeli scientist
was secretly arrested by Israel’s Shin
Bet and Mossad intelligence agencies.
He was found guilty of passing secrets
about Israel’s biological weapons
program to the Soviet Union (for ideo-
logical reasons) and was sentenced to
20 years in prison. It was only after
Klingberg had been in prison for a
decade that details of his existence,
arrest and conviction came to light.
Klingberg served 16 years in prison
and four years under strict house
arrest after Amnesty International
appealed to the lIsraeli government
to release him due to his ill health.

Israeli human rights activists are
campaigning to pressure the Israeli
state to reveal who Prisoner X is and
disclose his alleged crimes. Israel’s
oldest human rights organisation, the
Association for Civil Rights in Israel,
has protested about the secrecy of
Prisoner X’s detention. Their chief
legal counsel, Dan Yakir, stated that,
“There is no information on whether
this person has been charged, whether
he has been tried or whether he has
be convicted.”

DO YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY?
Uhite a lettern to the Editor

Israel loudly asserts that it is
a democratic state, yet the Israeli
authorities can just secretly arrest
people and have them disappear
from the streets without the rest
of the world knowing about it.
The Israeli government and prison
authorities have refused to confirm
or deny the existence of Prisoner
X on “security” grounds. So now
Prisoner X is ensnared in Israel’s
bizarre, Kafkaesque security system.
No one knows who he is, or why he
is in prison and he has no contact
with anyone.

I urge those concerned about
Prisoner X’s plight to protest by
calling for the Israeli authorities to
reveal this person’s identity, respect
his human rights and to release him
from the complete seclusion that he
is being held in. Please write letters
to the newspapers and do whatever
you can to publicise the situation and
expose this injustice.

Steven Katsineris
Vic

For a better Hunter
Valley environment

It is with great pleasure that |
inform our readers that after many
years of struggling with various
government departments | am
pleased to announce that there
are now three government compli-
ance officers to be stationed in the

Upper Hunter Valley and should
be ready to commence work by
the end of August.

I must congratulate all those
people who attended meetings with
local representatives and formed local
action groups to take the message to
the NSW government that we needed
more action done on air quality moni-
toring in and around the coal mines
here in the Hunter Valley.

The powerful NSW coal lobby
along with several government
planning ministers have resisted our
claims for the reopening of the former
EPA office in Muswellbrook but the
recent airing of a 4 Corners program
showing the rest of Australia just how
bad the air pollution and resultant
health impact on communities here
in the Hunter really is and may have
shamed the NSW government into
changing its mind.

The mining companies in the
Hunter Valley have had a good run up
until now with very few breaches of
consent orders i.e. excessive dust pol-
lution actually reaching the Land and
Environment Court so with these three
new officers ready to start work in a
few weeks time | am looking forward
to seeing the major polluters being
made accountable and fined heavily.

Here’s to a cleaner environment
in our Hunter Valley,

Peter Kennedy
Muswellbrook
NSW
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Brutish Petroleum
a global pariah

Claire Hall

A five-month-long labour and community
mobilisation against embattled oil giant
BP, in Casanare, Colombia, has undergone
its latest twist. Workers had been on strike
since May 23, for the second time this year,
due to BP’s ongoing failure to address their
social, environmental and labour demands.

On June 4, BP and the Colombian govern-
ment pressured the National Oil Workers’ Union
to call an end to the strike, promising that then
they would restart negotiations. But just four
days after the strike was called off, 200 workers
involved in the strike were sacked, in what looks
like retaliation. “The presence of BP in Casanare
has not brought development or employment, but
rather poverty, militarization and environmental
disaster,” explains Pacho Eslava, a community
leader. “We demand changes for the wellbeing
of our communities, and not for investors’ eco-
nomic interests. We dream of a region where
human life and our environment are respected.”

Since oil exploitation began in Casanare
20 years ago, more than three percent of the
population has been killed or disappeared.
Community leaders have been murdered,
persecuted, threatened and displaced by state-
linked paramilitaries operating around BP’s
oil fields, often in partnership with Colombian
Army leaders. BP provides support to the
Colombian Army’s 16th Brigade, despite their
long cruel history of human rights violations. A
preliminary public hearing on BP’s activities in
Colombia stated that “there is sufficient evidence
to conclude that BP has a case to answer that
it is complicit in the extermination of social
organisations in Casanare as part of a direct
strategy to maximize profits.”

Despite this history of repression, on January
22, a small group of workers broke the silence
and blockaded access roads after BP refused to
recognise their right to a union and a collective
bargaining agreement. They were violently
attacked by the notorious Colombian riot police
in an operation to end the protest. The mobilisa-
tion by local people in response to this violence
was overwhelming, and communities and local
businesses joined the blockade. The Movement
for the Dignity of Casanare (MDC) was born.

As a result of the strike and blockade, BP
was forced to come to the table, and agreed to
participate in five commissions on labour, envi-
ronment, human rights, public goods and social
investments issues. However, after two months
of negotiation, the labour commission had made
no advances and a second strike began.

Throughout the dispute, the Movement has
condemned BP’s approach: “BP are using their
power to mislead Colombians about what is hap-
pening in Casanare,” insists Pacho, “just as they
have done in response to the Gulf of Mexico
disaster. Our community process is weaker due
to BP’s manipulation. Instead of managing their
image and dividing communities, they should
resolve the problems.”

Previous Colombian protests against BP in
2003 ended with BP refusing to negotiate. Some
of the community leaders who were involved
were later assassinated. Today, the security situ-
ation is once again worrying, and the strikers
are calling for international solidarity. “We think
that there are going to be retaliations against us,”
fears Pacho. “We are scared that they are going
to kill us. History tells us that companies operate
in this way here. But if people elsewhere know
that our Movement exists and is organising, this
helps to protect us.”

Claire Hall is a member of Espacio Bristol-
Colombia, which works in solidarity with
communities and organizations fighting
for peace with social justice in Colombia.
Www.espacio.org.uk
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Hands off our
mother!

Jim Thomas

It used to be that “stepping lightly on the
planet” was considered common sense for
addressing global warming, but a brash new

breed of planet-savers has a more heavy-
handed suggestion. Since action on reducing
greenhouse gases is proving ineffective, they
argue, it might soon be necessary to deliver
Mother Earth a huge technological smack
in the climate system. For her own good,
of course.

Welcome to the concept of geoengineering
— large-scale schemes that propose manipulating
planetary systems to counteract global warm-
ing. Humans have inadvertently altered the
global environment before, but geoengineering
differs in that it brings intentionality to mess-
ing with our planet. Geoengineering proposals
range from dumping iron in the ocean to grow
CO2-gobbling plankton, to polluting the upper
atmosphere with sulphur particles to mimic
large volcanoes. Such volcanoes have occa-
sionally cooled down the atmosphere before.
Unfortunately, they can also cause monsoons
to weaken and fail, intensifying hunger in the
tropics.

Sounds risky and dangerous? Of course it
is. Seductive to policymakers? Yes, that too. But
as billionaire airline tycoon Richard Branson
baldly told the press last year: “If we could
come up with a geoengineering answer to this
problem... we could carry on flying our planes
and driving our cars.”

With little or no public awareness, geoen-
gineering has become a multi-million dollar
gambit, with private companies and well-known
individuals now jockeying to test out their
theories on an unsuspecting planet. The US
Congress and British House of Commons have
just completed a round of hearings to determine
how much money they should allocate to the
first tranche of real-world geoengineering
experiments. In March 2010, almost 200 geoen-
gineers met in California to draw up voluntary
codes of conduct on manipulating the planet.
Meanwhile, a team of scientists in Russia, led
by controversial climatologist Yuri Izrael, has
already begun seeding the skies with sulphur
and is promising more.

These and other moves are now causing civil
society to mobilise. On the eve of this year’s
Earth Day (April 22), over 60 national and
international organisations launched the Hands
Off Mother Earth (HOME) campaign. This cam-
paign insists that geoengineering experiments
be stopped and that the integrity of Planet Earth
and its people be respected. “Not just human
beings have rights; the planet has rights too,”
asserts Evo Morales, Bolivian President and
host of the recently concluded Cochabamba

Climate Change Conference in Bolivia where
HOME was launched. The final statement by the
35,000 people attending called geoengineering
a false solution to the climate crisis.

“Planet Earth is our common home and
should not be a laboratory for geoengineers,’
explains Neth Dano of ETC Group, based in
the Philippines. ‘It’s not safe and it’s not just.”

As Ricardo Navarro of Friends of the Earth
International explains: “The same countries and
companies that have neglected climate change
for decades are now proposing very risky
geoengineering technologies that could further
disrupt the weather, peoples and ecosystems.
We simply don’t trust them to do so equitably.”

Since its launch, the campaign has been
joined by luminaries of the global environmental
justice movement, including Vandana Shiva, Bill
McKibben, David Suzuki, Naomi Klein and
Frances Moore Lappé. They joined hundreds
of individuals, adding their photos online to a
petition of out-turned hands that was brought
to @ UN meeting in Nairobi in May. Some of
the palms have messages scrawled on them.
“Talk to the hand”, say some. “Back off”, or
“My home”, say others.
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Sun 29 Aug —
Sat 4 Sept

racie Fields (real name Grace

Stansfield) learnt her craft
and established her reputation in
British music halls. She carried her
Lancashire origins like a banner and
her mixture of cheerful sentimental-
ity and commonsense made her a
legendary star during the Depression-
ridden 1930s.

Phenomenally popular in Britain,
several attempts by film compa-
nies to broaden her appeal to reach
the US and other markets failed.
Nevertheless, on the basis of her
reputation as a recording artist, she
briefly enjoyed the distinction of
being the highest-paid movie actress
in the world.

On the day that she and the direc-
tor of several of her films, Italian-born
Monty Banks, were due to leave
Britain for Capri so she could recuper-
ate after a near-fatal operation, WW?2
broke out. Gracie went to France to
entertain the troops.

Later, when Italy joined the War,
Monty was at risk as an enemy alien,
so Gracie got Winston Churchill to
send her to Canada to do fund-raising
concerts for British war relief. Monty
went to California.

The Blitz was on and Gracie’s
working class public reviled her

for running off to safety in North
America.

The BBC feature film Gracie!
(ABC1 Sunday August 29 at
8.30pm) is the story of her and Monty
during the war years. Written by Nick
Vivian, the film stars the very talented
Jane Horrocks as Gracie. Horrocks
is both a singer and a mimic, as her
work in the film Little Voice showed
so effectively.

The film’s sympathies are all
pro-Fields, rejecting any suggestion
of self-interest in her leaving Britain.
Accurate or not, she certainly did not
seem to understand why people might
think she had run away.

Horrocks is excellent, as always,
and performs Gracie’s numbers
with uncanny verisimilitude. Tom
Hollander also gives a splendid per-
formance as Monty Banks.

The film is a model of how to
make an intelligent, moving period
film on a small budget, and still have
it look good.

he observational documen-

tary Can’t Sleep Kid (ABC2
Wednesday September 1 at 9.30pm)
was made for Britain’s Channel 4. It
is a case study of a three-year-old girl
with a sleep disorder that is driving
her parents to distraction and literally
to exhaustion.

The child would normally fall
asleep on the lounge of an evening,
and be put to bed either in her own
bed or her parents’ bed. But wherever
she starts, she always ends up in her
parents’ bed.

Invariably, she would wake a cou-
ple of hours after being put to bed and
begin to play elaborate imagination
games in their bed. Both parents and
grandparents report the same thing:
that during these night-time games
the child does not appear to see or
hear either set of grown-ups.

Video footage of her nocturnal
play is rather charming, but also
curious. As she engages in a very

Tom Hollander as Monty Banks and Jane Horrocks as Gracie Fields —
Gracie! (ABC1 Sunday August 29 at 8.30pm).

detailed mime of a tea party, is she
acting out her dreams or engaging in
some exotic form of sleep-walking?

Her parents and grandparents
cannot even be sure if she is asleep
or awake during these nightly
activities.

After hooking her up with lots
of electrical connections, the experts
at the Paediatric Sleep Disorder Unit
of the Evelina Children’s Hospital
in the UK conclude — based on her
brainwave patterns — that she is in
fact awake.

The explanation may satisfy the
hospital but it does little for the view-
er, for, like the program itself, it leaves
too many questions unanswered. If,
as the hospital’s expert says, she is
awake and enjoying a fantasy game,
why does she seem not to see or hear
her parents or grandparents? These
questions are raised in the program
itself, and others probably occur to
the observant viewer, but no attempt
is made to answer them.

Leaving these questions unan-
swered is a grave deficiency in such
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a program, and given its general level
of interest, is very frustrating.

There is one other curious side-
light in this program: the husband
is a soldier, and in the course of the
program he is posted to Afghanistan
for eight months front-line duty. His
wife is concerned: she will have
to cope with their daughter’s sleep
problems on her own.

I kid you not: her husband is
being sent to a war zone where peo-
ple (including British soldiers) are
regularly killed and she seems utterly
unconcerned. Is it some drug they put
in the Army-issue tea?

ketch comedy is the hardest

genre of all to pull off suc-
cessfully, for by definition there is
no plot or character development to
carry the viewer along. It can be done
successfully, as Alas, Smith & Jones
demonstrated, or the series by Dave
Allen or those with Morcambe and
Wise, all classics of their kind.

Now Mathew Horne and James
Corden, who had some success in
supporting roles in the sitcom series
Gavin And Stacey, have been given
their own series — a sketch series
called simply Horne and Corden
(ABC2, Thursdays from September
2 at 9pm).

Some of their ideas are very
funny, some are not; about half and

half, 1 think. That they are a pair of
talented performers is clear. That they
need a more ruthless hand to prune
their material and junk the inferior
stuff is also clear.

To paraphrase an old saying,
when they’re good they’re very
good, but when they’re bad, they’re
horrid.

he strangest program | had to

preview this week is called
Gary: Tank Commander (ABC2,
Thursdays from September 2 at
9.30pm) was described in the ABC’s
publicity sheet as a “new six-part
comedy series” about a corporal in
a Scottish tank unit, newly returned
from lIraq.

Yes it is new, and yes it has six
parts, but the rest of the description
seems oddly inappropriate. Made by
BBC Scotland, the Scots accents are
thicker than usual, to the point where
one wishes for subtitles.

But where is the comedy? The
ABC publicity sheet refers to “hilari-
ous moments in the barracks”, but |
waited for them in vain. | stuck it
out as long as | could, with a sort of
morbid fascination, but then gave up.

The series won the BAFTA
Scotland award for Best Entertainment
Show, but that must reflect nationalist
sentiment — there can surely be no
other explanation. &
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Slavery By Another Name:
The Re-Enslavement of Black Americans from the Civil War to World War 11
by Douglas A. Blackmon (New York, Anchor Books 2009)

Slavery didn’t end with the sur-
render of Confederate forces in
1865. In his recent Pulitzer Prize-
winning book, Wall Street Journal
reporter Douglas A Blackmon
writes, “the great record of forced
labour across the South [after
the Civil War] demands that any
consideration of the progress of
civil rights in the United States
must acknowledge that slavery,
real slavery, didn’t end until 1945.”

In his readable, well-researched,
and ground-breaking book, Blackmon
shows how practices that led local
police to arrest, imprison and sell
African Americans into forced labour
allowed manufacturing, mining,
railroad, agribusiness, and financial
corporations to reap tremendous
profits between the close of the Civil
War and World War 1.

This regime of forced labour
arose in the context following the
Civil War and Reconstruction. The
Radical Republicans, as they were
known, held leadership in Congress
immediately following the war and
passed a civil rights agenda that
included the 13th, 14th, and 15th
Amendments to the Constitution, for-
bidding slavery, providing citizenship
and equal protection, and voting rights
for African American men.

They passed the Civil Rights
Act of 1870 that allocated federal
resources to the enforcement of these
laws. They moved millions of dol-
lars into building public schools and
universities for “freedmen.” In some
places African Americans gained land
ownership. African Americans were
elected to local, state, and federal
offices in the hundreds. For a brief
historical moment it appeared as
though the seeds of equality could be
planted for African Americans who
comprised approximately 40 percent
of the former Confederacy, but who
had been excluded from political
representation or economic power.

Reaction to these positive
developments set in swiftly, how-
ever. Terrorist violence organised and
directed by white elites ended most
vestiges of Black political power.
White landowners regained the upper
hand and forced African Americans
into a system of debt peonage,
whereby most Black tenant farmers
worked for years without seeing much
income, any savings or prospects for
social mobility.

By 1910, Blackmon records,
“fewer than one-third of nearly
900,000 farms operated by African
Americans were owned by the black
men who tilled the land.” A system
of police control was developed, one
that resembled that under the slave
system, in order to ensure that cheap
Black labour stayed put. Indebted
African American farmers could leave
only at the risk of long-term impris-
onment. Laws resembling the “slave

codes” of the past were put in place to
regulate the activities and movement
of African Americans.

As Blackmon reveals, vagrancy
laws passed under the restored white
supremacist governments were
typically used to force Black men
and women into penal institutions
where they would be sold to work in
coal mines, on big plantations, or for
railroads for no wages.

Sheriffs and local courts devel-
oped lucrative deals with companies
like the Tennessee Coal, Iron and
Railroad Company, which sought
to exploit Alabama’s booming
coal fields. Individuals like former
Confederate landowner James M
Smith backed KKK violence that
toppled Georgia’s Reconstruction
government and swiftly moved to
force thousands of African American
debt farmers into captivity while
expanding his profit-making ventures
to include the buying and selling of
convict labourers.

Railroads in Georgia, levees in
Louisiana, coal mines in Alabama
were built or worked by thousands
of African American men who were
imprisoned for invented crimes and
unpaid for gruelling work. Former
Confederate and Georgia native
Joseph E Brown built much of his
fortune on the use of unpaid convict
labourers to exploit his coal mines.
John T Grant and his son William
Grant used hundreds of unpaid
African American workers to build
the Grant, Alexander and Company
railroad. Reports of abuse and high
mortality did not stop them from
coming to control much of Georgia’s
convict labour system, earning them
enormous profits.

Blackmon documents how
capitalists such as Joel Hurt, owner
of Georgia Iron and Coal Company,
James W English, owner of Atlanta’s
Chattahoochie Brick Co., John T
Milner, owner of Milner Coal and
Railway Co in Alabama, Alabama
plantation owner and convict labour
trader John W Pace, Alabama-based
U.S. Steel executive George G.
Crawford, and William D. McCurdy,
co-owner of Pratt Mines, were among
those who established, exploited
and profited immensely from the re-
enslavement of African Americans
after the Civil War.

Northern investors, Southern
plantation owners, and corporations
like Pratt Mines or Sloss-Sheffield
worked in conjunction with local
law enforcement and the courts to get
thousands of unpaid Black prisoners
into their operations. Blackmon points
out that after the Civil War the South
underwent an economic transforma-
tion in which industry could have
provided an economic basis for social
progress. Industrial jobs in railroads,
iron and steel manufacture, min-
ing, and more could have provided

well-paying jobs for southern Blacks
and whites. Industrialization with
a well-paid workforce could have
transformed the South from a racially
divided, economically backward
region to an advanced one.

Northern investors and capital-
ists, southern corporations and white
elites and policymakers chose a
different path, however. They opted
for the path of creating the highest
profits for themselves through super-
exploitation and re-enslavement of
Black labour. As one official of the
Tennessee Coal, Iron and Railroad
Co wrote to US Steel owner Henry
Clay Frick, a major investor in these
Southern operations, “The operations
of the convict mines has been very
remunerative.” US Steel would come
to own a number of prison camps
that saw tens of thousands of unpaid
prison slaves work to extract coal to
manufacture the steel that made that
mammoth corporation one of the larg-
est corporations in the world.

The conditions of the labour
camps were atrocious. Workers were
typically forced to work from sun-up
to sun-down. They were fed poorly,
received little or no healthcare, and
were typically physically beaten
for failing to show up for work due
to illnesses or injuries. An untold
number of enslaved workers died in
the camps, buried in unmarked graves.
Many were killed under these condi-
tions after having been imprisoned
for crimes as meagre and doubtful as
vagrancy or owing money. Blackmon
documents incidents where judges
knowingly imprisoned innocent men
simply to earn their share of a finan-
cial kickback from the corporations
to whom these men were sold.

Hundreds of requests from
African Americans poured into the
Department of Justice for relief
and investigations about their loved
ones trapped in this prison slavery.
Many of these letters are still held
in government archives. Very few
saw serious action on the part of
the government. In cases in which
investigators were actually sent to
follow up, Blackmon uncovered
chilling tales. One John S Williams,
a plantation owner from Jasper
County, Georgia purchased prisoners
to work his land. After torturing and
murdering one prisoner for failing to
work as hard as Williams expected,
another prisoner by the name of Gus
Chapman escaped and told the story
to federal officials. When they came to
investigate, they decided that Williams
had violated federal peonage laws,
but noted that he probably wouldn’t
face prosecution.

Panicked by the visit, Williams
helped his overseer Kill every prison
labourer and dump their bodies in
a nearby river. When the bodies
surfaced, federal agents returned.
Williams was convicted of murder as
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The Re-Enslavement
of Black Americans
from the Civil War to

World War 11

Doucras A. BLAckMON

the bad publicity threatened to expose
the nature of the prison labour system
and ruin it for everyone. It turns out,
Williams was the only white person
ever found guilty of this crime.

If protests by African Americans
fell on deaf ears, concerns among
whites about the growing publicity
about the violence and brutality of
the system could not. By the 1920s,
civil rights groups and labour unions
increasingly demanded the prison
labour system be ended.

Newspapers began to expose the
story as a matter of public corruption,
revealing that local law enforcement
officials raked in hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars in kick backs for turn-
ing prisoners over to the slave labour
camps. Soon state politicians bent to
the bad publicity and implemented
reforms, first for better treatment of
the prisoners, then for abolition of the
prison labour system altogether. Not
until 1948, however, with executive
orders from President Harry Truman
did federal officials act to finally close
down the last prison labour camps.

Blackmon’s book provides an
important historical basis for an open
and honest dialogue about reparations
for slavery. Many whites who want
to avoid such a discussion dismiss
it with a comment like, “I shouldn’t
have to pay because what do | have
to do with what happened in the past”
— as if the slavery system, capital-
ism and white supremacy, stopped
benefiting them and their families
once its most inhumane forms were
ended. Moreover, the evidence in the
book links corporate agendas to the
practice of using the enslaved labour
of African Americans.

Families, individuals, and com-
panies are identified as perpetrators.
If this book makes part of the case
for reparations, and it does, a great
deal of the financial burden must be
carried by corporations who profited
from forced labour and the local, state,
and federal officials and entities who
also earned huge incomes by active
participation or turning a bind eye.
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