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Aged care reform
Targeted for profit
Bob Briton

Prime Minister Gillard warned us that 
health and education were the two areas 
yet to yield completely to market-based 
reform and that she is going to fi nish the 
job. The favouring of private schools and the 
handicapping of the public system continues 
apace. The My Schools website was designed 
to direct enrolments away from “failing” 
public education into the church-based or 
other, for-profi t sector. The new hospital 
funding arrangements – under which it is 
proposed the Commonwealth will take over 
the bulk of the funding of public hospitals 
– will further blur the distinction between 
public and private service provision and 
inevitably increase the role of private health 
insurance. If this legislation is not stopped, 
we will eventually be lumped with our own 
version of the horrendously expensive, 
defective US healthcare system.

Aged care has been part of the self-provi-
sioning neo-liberal “reform” agenda for some 
time. The state has been stepping out of any 
role in providing aged care places and increas-
ingly turning it over to profi t-driven private 
operators. Deregulation has been the order of 
the day. While the government claims that the 
system has improved and that choice of aged 
care has been widened, the public knows the 
system is in crisis.

There are waiting lists for access to decent 
facilities. Costs wipe out much or all of the 
modest wealth built up by the elderly over their 
lifetime. Most operations are understaffed; per-
sonnel are grossly underpaid compared to their 
counterparts working in hospitals. The failures 
of largely deregulated, privatised aged care 
have impacted disastrously on public hospitals. 
Incidents and relatively minor medical issues 
that could be dealt with by properly trained and 
supported staff end up, instead, with a trip by 
ambulance to take up a much-needed bed in a 
public hospital.

The federal government’s Productivity 
Commission recently released a draft report 
entitled Caring For Older Australians. Rather 
than ringing alarm bells about the disastrous 
track the sector has been heading down, it is 
recommending more of the same. As an aside, 
it says a lot about the market mania of succes-
sive federal governments that policy for the care 
of the elderly is considered the domain of the 
Productivity Commission.

The launch pad of argument for the recom-
mendations contained in the draft report is the 
neo-liberal shibboleth of the ageing population. 
Estimates from the 2010 Intergenerational 
Report are that spending on aged care will 

increase from 0.8 per cent of GDP currently to 
1.8 per cent in 2050 unless something is done. 
With governments committed to low corporate 
and direct personal taxes, there is only one 
w ay to go – greater obligation on people for 
“self provisioning”. The benefi t of decades of 
staggering increases in productivity will not be 
spent on aged care or other aspects of public 
health or public education or any of the other 
services the community used to expect from 
governments. They will go to profi ts.

Part of the proposed assessment process – 
the Australian Seniors Gateway – will be the 
inclusion of the family home in the list of assets 
for means testing. As the report points out, the 
median household of those aged 65-74 holds 
around 79 percent of their net worth in the “pri-
mary residence” – the family home. For those 
aged 75 and over, the fi gure is about 90 percent.

Of course, many elderly people already 
have to sell the family home to pay the bond 
required from residents of aged care facilities. 
The average bond has risen from $58,000 in 
1997-98 to $230,000 in 2009-10. There is 
already the Pension Loan Scheme that allows 
pensioners to get a top up to the level of the 
full pension by signing over the deeds to their 
home and getting a loan on instalments. This 
is the model for a new scheme for meeting the 
whole range of aged care costs – by obliging 
the elderly to tap the equity they have in their 

own home. That’s where they will fi nd their 
“co-contribution”. The government would only 
need to step in when and if that equity runs out.

Opposition to the scheme is portrayed as 
self-interest on the part of baby-boomers and 
later generations expecting to inherit some 
wealth accumulated by their forebears. This 
ignores the very real problem of people living 
in housing stress or totally excluded from the 
owner/occupier housing market. An inheritance 
of the value of the family home would often 
allow children and grandchildren to get a deposit 
on a home of their own. This possibility may 
no longer be there for lower income families.

At the same time it eyes off people’s real 
estate asset, the draft report is full of praise 
for the trend in society for older people to live 
in their own home. It expresses sympathy for 
the operators of the lower level of care facili-
ties being shunned by the more independent 
minded older people of today. The fact is most 
Australians dread the thought of entering a 
nursing home. The reality of the competitive 
market in aged care is grim for most and, while 
the report talks briefl y about regulation enforce-
ment and “feedback loops”, its major emphasis 
is on stripping away “the plethora of unneces-
sary, complex and burdensome regulations” for 
business interests.

The response from workers in the fi eld 
and their unions is to be expected. Staff have 

suffered massively increased workloads over the 
past two years and 95 percent of those surveyed 
by the Australian Nurses Federation (ANF) say 
they do not have time to complete the job load 
expected of them.

“There is a failure to recognise that mini-
mum care hours are vital for the delivery of 
quality care. The report fails to recognise that 
staffi ng levels and skills mix are integral to 
improving care for older Australians, many of 
whom are experiencing more complex health 
needs. There is a failure to recommend licens-
ing of all workers in the sector despite the main 
aim of licensing being protection of the public.

“While there is mention of competitive 
wages, the report pays only scant regard to 
this issue. Wage disparity has led to a staffi ng 
crisis. Ignoring this issue means the problem 
of attracting nurses and assistants in nursing to 
aged care will continue long into the future,” 
ANF federal secretary Lee Thomas said.

Consultation is continuing and the fi nal 
report is expected in June but expectations of a 
recommendation of a policy U-turn are low. The 
Productivity Commission has already shown its 
true neo-liberal colours. Support must be given 
to the unions and other forces opposed to this 
disastrous agenda. Sooner rather than later, the 
demand for the taking of aged care out of the 
hands of the private sector and philanthropists 
must be taken up. 
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PRESS FUND
The extra cost of privatised public services, is demonstrated 
dramatically at Sydney’s privately-operated airport stations for 
pensioners and senior citizens. On their normal day ticket they 
can travel as far as Dungog, 300 kilometres from the city and back 
again, plus other trips over 24 hours – a total of, say, 800 kilmetres. 
On the other hand, they have to pay an extra $8.40, equivalent to 
more than three days or 2,400 kilometres travel, just to step a single 
metre through the exit barriers at the privately-run International 
Airport or Domestic Airport stations. Despite their financial 
hardships, older folk have been the biggest group of contributors to 
The Guardian Press Fund. If you yourself don’t already contribute, 
why don’t you follow their example and send us in something for 
the next issue? Our thanks go to “Round Figure”, who once again 
is the sole contributor this week.
This week’s total $10 Progressive total: $30

An Australia Day for all Australians
Apart from the “offi cial” celebrations on January 26, other events 

making the day were held across Australia. In Tasmanian and Brisbane 
marches and rallies marked Invasion Day. In Melbourne and Perth 
there were Survival Day concerts, expressions of Aboriginal culture. 
In Sydney the march and rally were against the Intervention. In 
Adelaide Survival Day was a celebration of the strength and spirit 
of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders as the First Peoples of 
this land. In all centres there was a common theme: January 26 is 
the date of the First Fleet’s arrival in 1788, a date which marks the 
beginning of genocide for Aboriginal people.

As in recent years there were calls by Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians for Australia Day to be shifted to date that 
could be fully celebrated by all Australians, including the Indigenous 
community. They also called for January 26 to be renamed Invasion 
Day or Survival Day, for the Australian fl ag to be changed and for 
Australia to become a republic.

These were in sharp contrast to the media’s promotion of the day 
as being about snags on the barbeque, beer and beaches. Radio stations 
ran all day with “Happy Australia Day” greetings. The media gave 
scant coverage of Invasion Day and Survival Day actions.

The calls this year for the renaming of January 26 and the choice 
of another date to celebrate Australia Day received some publicity 
and debate, but the federal Labor government ignored them. Likewise 
it ignored the question of the fl ag and Australia becoming a repub-
lic. PM Julia Gillard instead announced that through the Governor 
General she had asked the Queen (our foreign head of state) for a new 
Australian award to honour heroic and selfl ess acts of people during 
natural disasters and emergencies. This would be back-dated to cover 
the recent fl oods. Australia cannot even determine its own awards!

The PM’s speech at the Australian of the Year awards ceremony  
centred around jingoistic and nationalistic references to “the spirit 
of mateship” and the “Australian spirit”. These were repeated in her 
contribution to a citizenship ceremony and Australia Day speech. 
“First, we celebrate Australian mateship… .” Referring to the fl oods she 
said, “We’ve seen a remarkable extension of mateship from Australian 
to Australian, a reaching out of the hand of mateship to help someone 
in need… .”

Referring to the citizenship ceremonies around Australia, Gillard 
continued, “I know that 13,000 people who join the Australian family 
today will … love this country with a fi erce determination. And we 
will be bound together by a love of country and by the Australian 
values that we hold so dear…. Australia Day is a wonderful day. 
A wonderful day here, a wonderful day for celebrations, whether 
they’re formal citizenship conferrals or whether they’re days with 
families and friends.”

The government’s values are refl ected in the choice of Australian 
of the Year, Simon McKeon, who made his fortunes as an investment 
banker with Macquarie Bank and charitably supports good causes 
as a philanthropist. A good Christian, he gives World Vision and the 
Global Poverty Project the benefi t of his managerial expertise and 
has supported various other causes.

The government hopes this year’s choice is a safe one. In 2009, 
Indigenous activist Mick Dodson used his position as Australian of 
the Year to give Indigenous Australians a voice. He was followed by 
psychiatrist Patrick McGory in 2010, another vocal thorn in the gov-
ernment’s side, who fought hard for mental health services. McKeon’s 
business/philanthropy credentials fi t neatly into neo-liberal economics 
and government cutbacks in social welfare.

There was no acknowledgement of Aboriginal land on which the 
ceremony was taking place in her speech. Not even token acknowledge-
ment or reference to Indigenous Australians. It was all about “Happy 
Australia Day”, how great Australia is, “mateship”, “Australian val-
ues” and how much migrants love this country. Gillard’s silence on 
the historical signifi cance of January 26 was insulting. Her versions 
of “mateship” and “the Australian spirit” whitewashed the rights of 
Indigenous Australians.

There is a long list of inequalities and racial discrimination to be 
resolved, including land rights, housing, health, education, other basic 
services, jobs, high rates of incarceration, deaths in custody, stolen 
wages, the Northern Territory Intervention, Indigenous control over 
their own lives, and a truly independent body not only representing 
Indigenous people but elected by them. January 26 is Invasion Day, 
it is Survival Day but it is an injury to call it Australia Day.

In condemnation of 
the regime of torture 
and execution
Statement in solidarity with Iranian workers
Iranian people continue to protest 
against the Islamic Republic – a 
dictatorial and repressive regime, 
a regime, which in thirty two years 
of its rule has not respected the 
basic rights of the people of Iran 
while responding to any protest 
with bullets, torture, executions 
and imprisonment.

To cover up the massive fi nancial 
pressure imposed on ordinary people 
by eliminating subsidies on a number 
of essential goods and services, the 
regime continues with arrests, tor-
ture, prolonged imprisonment and 
ever more executions of the young 
generation of this land either political 
or non-political. According to offi cial 
statistics, more than 50 human lives 
have perished last month at the hands 
of death squads.

The Iranian people rejected the 
whole Islamic regime many years ago. 
Thirty two years of Islamic rule in 
Iran has proved that various factions 
of this regime are anti-people and 
undemocratic, and have the blood of 
freedom and justice seeking people 
on their hands. The Islamic Republic 
cannot and will not attempt to make 
any reform either.

Indeed, it continues with the 
exploitation of working people, and 
violation of human rights and repres-
sion of any demands for democratic 
freedom and social justice, a rejection 
justifi ed under “national security”. 
This repressive and inhumane policy 
is taking place at the same time that 
the regime has ratifi ed and is a signa-
tory to the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights. However, 
the year 2010 has seen numerous 
political prisoners executed on false 
charges without having access to a 
lawyer or a fair trail.

Five Kurdish political and human 
rights activists were executed on May 
9, 2010 followed by further death 
penalties.

Tens of thousands of intellectuals, 
workers, student and women activists 

and even ethnic and religions minori-
ties died in Iran during 1980 to 1988 
as a result of mass execution and 
torture. The following years have 
seen continued human rights viola-
tions, discriminatory laws and daily 
arrest, detention, torture and execu-
tion including Afghan residents. The 
Iranian people want to build a new 
and better world, a decent life in 
which the people are not oppressed 
and humiliated on the basis of gen-
der, ethnic and religious differences 
and preferences. It is impossible to 
achieve these under this medieval 
regime.

The workers, students, lawyers, 
journalists, teachers, women and 
all other freedom seeking people 
are systematically harassed, abused, 
arrested and jailed, or freed later on 
heavy bails. One recent example is the 
lawyer and activist Nasreen Sotoudeh 
who is detained and sentenced to an 
11 years prison term and 20 years 
exclusion from her job for exercising 
her rights as a lawyer and campaigner 
for freedom of speech.

According to a recent statement 
released by the Amnesty International:

“Lawyers have been the latest 
victims of this ongoing clampdown 
on human rights defenders and activ-
ists. In addition to Nasrin Sotoudeh, 
Mohammad Olyaeifard, a lawyer and 
board member of the Committee for 
the Defence of Political Prisoners in 
Iran, a human rights organisation, is 
currently serving a one-year prison 
sentence for speaking out about the 
execution of one of his clients, a 
juvenile offender. The UN High 
Commissioner urged the Iranian 
authorities to review her case urgently 
and expedite her release.”
(cpa.org.au/x/g1487p02-condem)

In Iran today, the ever more 
political and class polarizations 
refl ect both the intensifying of the 
social and economic contradictions 
and crisis, and also the dilemma of 
the Islamic Republic regime and 

various factions of the capitalist 
class over economic and political 
power and infl uence at domestic and 
international level.

However, on the one side are the 
ruling powers, and on the other the 
masses of people who are coming 
together to fi ght for their democratic 
rights and fundamental changes in 
political and social conditions.

They have risen up and are chal-
lenging the armed Islamic regime and 
its reactionary policies and violation 
of human rights such as torture, capi-
tal punishment (including children), 
stoning of women and attacking 
independent unions and associations 
and more. Our people are determined 
to overthrow this regime and thus to 
bring about a bright future, freedom, 
democracy and socialism.

We call on the world’s progres-
sive forces and working people to 
express their opposition and protest 
and to not let this murderous regime 
commit further crimes. The Solidarity 
Committee with Iranian Workers’ 
Movement-Australia condemns the 
death penalty and any form of torture, 
and demands the perpetrators of vio-
lent crimes committed against people 
including the 2009 post-election 
political protesters in Iran be brought 
to justice. All political prisoners and 
activists of labour movement must 
be released immediately and uncon-
ditionally. The Islamic regime must 
end repression, and abolish torture 
and execution.

Execution and torture must be 
abolished!

Political prisoners must be 
released!

Down with the Islamic Republic 
of Iran!
The CPA demands the release 
of political prisoners in Iran 
immediately and unconditionally.
Solidarity Committee with Iranian 
Workers’ Movement-Australia,
proletarianunite@gmail.com 

Tell the PM: 

Cancel 
Talisman 
Sabre
The devastating 
fl oods have been 
particularly severe in 
the Rockhampton area 
where the Talisman 
Sabre exercise is due 
to be held in July. 
Please write a letter, 
based if you like on the 
one adjacent, to Prime 
Minister Gillard to urge 
the cancellation of the 
exercises.

Dear Prime Minister,
I am writing to request that you urgently reconsider your priorities, cancel 
the Talisman Sabre (TS11) US/Australian joint military exercise planned 
for July this year in the Rockhampton area and divert the millions of dol-
lars and military manpower hours earmarked for TS11 to assist in the 
recovery and reconstruction of Queensland following the recent cata-
strophic fl oods.

Australian military personnel have already made a contribution to 
recovery efforts. It would be perverse to expose fl ood damaged areas, 
including the Great Barrier Reef, to an intensive 300,000 strong military 
training exercise. This could undermine the ADF efforts which should 
rather be expanded.
There would be widespread support for cancellation of the exercise. We 
say this with confi dence, based on the following facts:

The people of Australia see the reconstruction effort as our number one 
priority. 

A 2009 Australian National University poll revealed that public support for 
disaster relief work by the Australian Defence Force (ADF) stands at 86 
per cent, surpassing even support for the defence of Australia.

TS11 will cost an estimated $70 million. The ANU poll tells us that 70 per 
cent of Australians favour spending less money on defence and a large 
majority (82 per cent) oppose tax increases to pay for more defence 
spending.

It is therefore clear that the great majority of our community would favour 
the Federal Government reconsidering its priorities and cancelling TS11.

Yours sincerely,
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A hunger strike by detainees 
at WA’s Curtin Immigration 
Detention Centre has been 
called off. Undertakings from 
Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship offi cials that asylum 
applications would be speeded 
up have averted a tragedy for the 
time being but the incident dem-
onstrates that the issue of asylum 
seeker welfare is not “sorted”. The 
determined action by hundreds of 
Afghan men, ongoing reports of 
other protests at the centre and 
still others of suicide attempts 
point to a deepening crisis. While 
the federal government still enter-
tains the idea of an “East Timor 
solution” and a deadly plan to 
return Afghanis to their war-torn 
homeland, the desperation of 
asylum seekers is growing.

Immigration Minister Chris 
Bowen and Afghan Minister for 
Refugees Jamahir Anwary recently 
signed a memorandum of under-
standing that could condemn Afghan 
asylum seekers to be returned invol-
untarily to what it is claimed is an 
improving situation in Afghanistan. 
Few are convinced. Last year 
Anwary’s own son was kidnapped 
at gunpoint in the Afghan capital 
of Kabul. The war is not going well 
for US-led forces and the number of 
reports of atrocities against civilians 
is mounting. It is said, however, that 
prospects for persons deported to the 
country are on the up, especially for 
the minority Hazara people.

As Mr Bowen noted in a radio 
interview last week, “some time ago, 
say 12 months ago, you would fi nd 
approval rates of about 100 percent. 
So you would fi nd that if you came 
from Afghanistan and you were a 
Hazara, you came to Australia, you 
had about a 99 percent chance of 
being approved because that was the 
information the reviewers had at that 
stage about the state of the Hazara 
people in Afghanistan … We’ve found 
more recently, with better information, 
that those approval rates have fallen 

… And now from Afghanistan you get 
primary approval rates of, you know, 
about 50 percent, so 50 percent get 
accepted as refugees and 50 percent 
get rejected at that primary level.”

The offshore processing that led 
to the dramatic decrease in accept-
ances has been shown to be illegal. 
Last November the High Court ruled 
that the process implemented on 
Christmas Island was not being car-
ried out in accordance with Australian 
law and must change. A new proc-
ess called Protection Obligations 
Determination is to be established. 
Rather than accepting a rebuke, the 
government went on the offensive, 
claiming the decision highlights the 
need for processing in a third country. 
While the Greens and the Coalition 
oppose the plan for varying reasons, 
the screws are being tightened on East 
Timor to take on that role.

Tensions in Australia’s system 
of privately run detention centres are 
rising but the scheme to house more 

asylum seekers in the community is 
off to a sluggish start. So far only 21 
out of 700 asylum seekers have been 
rehoused in Sydney. It is a similar 
story in WA.

It is clear that governments in 
developed countries are “toughen-
ing up” on asylum seekers from the 
world’s trouble spots. In the US state 
of Arizona there are now shameful 
laws criminalising undocumented 
immigrants and anybody judged 
“guilty” of assisting them. Sweden 
recently deported a batch of 26 Iraqi 
asylum seekers. The UN is pleading 
with countries to stop sending refu-
gees back to the Ivory Coast where 
there is widespread political unrest. 
Countries behind wars of occupation, 
unequal, poverty-causing trade agree-
ments and rapacious exploitation of 
the natural environment are continu-
ing to punish the victims fl eeing the 
devastating consequences.

The Australian government 
appears determined to join the front 

ranks of the heartless with the latest 
agreement with its Afghan coun-
terpart. “The memorandum even 
explicitly lays out the groundwork 
for the deportation of separated and 
unaccompanied children back to 
the war zone that is Afghanistan,” 
as Edmund Rice Centre director, 
Phil Glendenning, noted. Whatever 

sympathy there may have been in 
offi cial circles for arrivals following 
December’s boat tragedy on the coast 
of Christmas Island has well and truly 
dried up. It will be up to the people 
of Australia to force a change in the 
federal government’s callous policy 
direction. 

Asylum seeker deportation 
plans – cruel response to 
worsening crisis

Pete’s Corner

Message from 
hunger strikers in 
Curtin Detention Centre
This comes from an Afghan asylum 
seeker who was taking part in the 
mass hunger strikes that broke out 
on January 18:

There are 1,100 people in 
Curtin detention prison. More than 
300 are on hunger strike. The rest, 
100 percent, are boycotting the 
mess.

Last week only three people 
got a decision, all of them “No”. 
Now the Australian government has 
made an agreement with the Karzai 
government. Now the Australian 
government is sending us back to 
that country. It is like signing an 
agreement with our enemy. Is that 
humanity?

Yesterday a young man tried 
to kill himself. He cut himself all 
over his body. They took him to 
the hospital in the morning and 
brought him back to his room in 
the evening. He is still in his room. 
Now more than 300 people are on 
hunger strike, sitting in the hot sun 
with no shade.

More people are coming to join 
us, three or four at a time, because 
our problem is the same. We want 
freedom or death, protection, 
not detention. We have taken the 
white boards from the classroom. 
We have written on them with the 
marker: We want freedom or death; 

we want protection not detention; 
we want positive outcome.

Tell our friends, tell the media, 
tell the Green Party. We want to 
talk with an authorised person. The 
Immigration offi cers who are liv-
ing in Curtin, when we ask them 
questions – they have one answer 
– “Sorry, we have no authority”. 
We demand to Immigration here in 
Curtin – who is authorised? We say 
to them – “We don’t want to talk to 
you”.

We will continue til someone 
comes with authority. We are ready! 
See it on the white board – free-
dom or death! When we arrived on 
Ashmore Reef, when they took us 
to Christmas Island, they told us to 
wait for six months, it was the law. 
We did that because we are follow-
ing the law of Australia. Now the 
process has started, no decision, no 
result. We have danger in our coun-
try, we can’t go back. We are wait-
ing for an authorised person and we 
need an answer from that person!

Meanwhile, Serco guards are 
watching us, walking around us, 
asking why we are doing this, ask-
ing what are our demands – they 
will send them to Immigration. 
None of the offi cers of immigration 
in Curtin are coming near to us. 
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Employer’s First and Australian 
Business Industrial (ABI) are two 
of the industry employer groups 
who have fi led their submission 
in the Equal Pay Case. Despite 
the thousands of pages of evidence 
from service providers and from 
staff, these two representatives of 
big business say: “You’re not worth 
one cent more”.

These organisations claim to 
represent employers in the com-
munity sector and yet neither can 
produce one witness who supports 
their submissions! It is impossible 
to understand how any organisa-
tion, that genuinely represents the 
interests of employers in the sector, 
could say the things they do. It is 
time to ask some serious questions 
about the role these organisations 
play in our industry.

You cannot say you support 
equal pay and be a member of 
Employers First or ABI: It is sim-
ply not possible. Unless employers 
distance themselves from the things 
said by Employers First and ABI, 
then they will be taken to support 
them. 

What Employers First Says:
• SACS (Social and Community 

Services) workers should not get 
public sector rates of pay - it is 
not the right industry to compare 
our work to;

•  Award rates of pay are good 
enough and already provide equal 
pay;

• That the SACS industry is NOT 
characterised by: 

• High percentage of part-time and 
casual work (workers choose this 
and receive better pay)

• Low levels of enterprise 
bargaining or small workplaces 
with limited career opportunities

• Granting equal pay to SACS 
workers would have “serious 
implications for productivity and 
economic growth”. This will 
negatively effect the “viability 
and performance” of the SACS 
industry

• If SACS workers win equal pay, 
other low paid women might get 
a pay rise as well!

• The sleepover provisions in the 
modern award should not be 
improved. 

What ABI says:
• The modern award rates of 

pay are already appropriate 
for the skill, responsibility and 
conditions under which work is 
performed; 

• SACS workers should not try 
and compare the value of our 
work with the public sector;

• Government funding is why 
SACS workers are lowly paid, 
not because it is a feminised 
industry so we should not 
attempt to get equal pay via a 
court;

• Fair Work Australia should 
ignore and dismiss the 
Queensland SACS decision;

• Employers cannot offer 
wage rises through enterprise 
bargaining because of funding, 
but SACS workers should 

bargain for equal pay rather than 
running an equal pay case! 

• the sleepover provisions should 
not be improved.

Employers First and ABI argue 
that they represent lots of commu-
nity sector employers. 

Is your employer a member of 
one of these organisations? asks 
the ASU. 

If so, your employer is a mem-
ber of organisations that may STOP 
us winning equal pay.

”January 31 to February 8 are 
OUR DAYS IN COURT!”

Commencing Monday January 
31st, the Full Bench of Fair Work 
Australia will hear parts of the case 
for Equal Pay.

“This is our opportunity to 
participate in this historic case, 
that could affect our work and our 
sector forever. If we win we make 
history. It’s an experience not to be 
missed.”

The ASU offi ce is organising a 
roster of supporters. 

”We need to fi ll the court room 
each morning and afternoon of the 
hearings. Talk to your co-workers, 

get a group together (clients and 
community members are welcome 
to attend too) and register the pre-
ferred times with the Union Offi ce. 
We’ll book out AM and PM shifts 
for each of the days and get back 
to you once you’ve registered your 
preference.

BE IN FAIR WORK 
AUSTRALIA TO HEAR 
YOUR EQUAL PAY CASE!

Call the ASU on 02 9310 4000 
for details and to let us know when 
you can make it. 

Richard Titelius 
(CPSU/CSA delegate)

On September 30, 2010, the leader-
ship of the Community and Public 
Sector Union/Civil Service Association 
forwarded the wages claim General 
Agreement 5 on behalf of members to 
the WA Barnett government for their 
consideration so that genuine consulta-
tion and agreement could occur.

However, as Christmas and New Year 
came and went, many union delegates and 
fellow members realised that the unneces-
sarily long delay in responding to the claim 
was a signal that the government was not 
going to negotiate in good faith. 

The government delivered their 
response to the unions claim based on a 
10% increase over 12 months, by offering 
a 9% increase over three years and rebuffed 
the union outright on all other aspects of 
the claim and would not enter into further 
discussions for the remainder.

Branch secretary Toni Walkington did 
not need much time to respond to such a 
mediocre offer and replied the same day 
describing their minimal wage adjustments 
offer as, “inadequate”. Ms Walkington 
added that, the three year offer of 2.75% in 
the fi rst year, followed by 3% and 3.25% 
in the third year was not consistent with 
the “Department of Treasury and Finance’s 
Economic Forecasts 2010-2011 mid year 
revision for the Wage Price Index of 4.25% 
with forward estimates of 4.25% for 2011-
12 and 4.5% for 2012-13.”

Many public servants had also been 
doing it tough since the government of 
Liberal premier Colin Barnett had come 
into offi ce in September 2008, with effi -
ciency dividends, general downsizing and 
ongoing privatisation by stealth. In the 
unions view, concluded Ms Walkington, 
“Our members have made signifi cant 
contributions to improved effi ciencies and 
effectiveness through changes to work 
practices…and this despite job cuts and 

reduction in facilities and tools necessary 
to undertake their work.”

The stage is now set for a determined 
campaign to convince the government to 
recognise the value and worth of their 
public sector workers and reward them 
appropriately.

As was seen in the campaigns of other 
unions with workers in the public sector, 
the Liquor, Hospitality and Miscellaneous 
Workers Union, the Prison Offi cers, Train 
Drivers, Nurses and Teachers, nothing 
signifi cant was able to be won without 
determined and sustained industrial action 
including public rallies and snap strikes 
which in the case of the train drivers 
involved more than half the metropolitan 
drivers on two occasions causing massive 
disruptions to train services. These cam-
paigns were also successful because the 
unions engaged in community awareness 
campaigns based on telling the truth about 
the effects of privatisation and contracting 
out of services.

Now it is the turn of the states public 
servants who provide a large number of 
important and valued services to the com-
munity to step to the fore to defend the hard 
fought conditions of the past and ensure that 
the public service of the future continues 
to be a valued and respected profession.

In addition to the government pushing 
for trade offs in order to secure anything 
above their fi rst offer there are also the pro-
posals from the Amendola Review into the 
Industrial Relations Act to gut awards and 
limit the conditions which can be negotiated 
in an industrial agreement.

Delegates who have spoken with their 
members have reported widespread and 
deep dissatisfaction and anger with the 
government’s offer which they view as an 
insult and contemptible.

A meeting of all CPSU/CSA delegates 
has been called for 3rd February 2011, and 
followed by a mass meeting of members 
on 3rd March 2011 at 12.30pm – details 
of the venue to be announced shortly. 

Labour Struggle

h ( li d

A new database that allows 
thousands of real estate agents to 
see when their tenants apply for 
other properties has been labelled 
a “gross invasion of privacy” by 
tenants’ advocates.

Virtual Manager is a new service 
from TICA, the largest tenant database 
company in Australia. It allows agents 
to register their tenants’ details and 
receive an email notifying them when 
the tenant makes an application to 
move elsewhere.

Chris Martin, a senior policy 
officer with Tenants NSW, said 
the program was a break from the 
traditional service offered by data-
bases, which are operated by private 
companies and allow subscribing 

members to run a check, similar to a 
credit check, on a prospective tenant.

“It’s not the traditional risk 
management exercise where you’re 
screening a tenant,” he said of the 
new service. “This is all about agents 
getting tip-offs about what their cur-
rent tenants are doing”.

Mr Martin said the service could 
be used by agents to scupper their 
tenants’ new applications, particularly 
in regional areas with high vacancy 
rates.

“We believe this service is a gross 
invasion of people’s privacy, and the 
potential for abuse is high,” he said. 
The service is provided free to TICA 
members – about 6,000 agents and 
landlords.

The Minister for Fair Trading, 
Virginia Judge, would not comment 
on the program but said that the gov-
ernment was tightening the regulation 
of databases to ensure they were only 
used to screen out problem tenants.

Under the new Residential 
Tenancies Act 2010, which comes into 
effect later this year, tenants can only 
be listed after the end of their tenancy, 
if they left owing more money than 
the bond would cover, or if their ten-
ancy was terminated by the Consumer, 
Trader and Tenancy Tribunal.

“I don’t want tenants to feel they 
are being victimised or threatened 
unfairly,” she said. Tenants NSW 
has complained to NSW Fair Trading 
about the program. 

“Gross invasion of privacy”

Support Equal Pay Case
Australian Services Union calls for mobilisation

WA govt makes insulting offer
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Prime Minister Julia Gillard 
chose the National Press Club 
last Thursday to announce budget 
cuts and a one-year levy to fund 
the rebuilding of fl ood-damaged 
infrastructure in Queensland, 
Victoria and Tasmania. Gillard’s 
speech lacked substance, was 
cliché-ridden and littered with 
populist appeals to “mateship” and 
what is “Australian”. The title of 
her speech, “I see what needs to 
be done and I will do it”, refl ected 
her egotistical approach. Gillard’s 
way is based on blind faith in the 
“markets” (private sector). She 
stubbornly refused to budge from 
the government’s commitment 
to return the federal budget to 
surplus in 2012-13.

Two thirds of the estimated $5.6 
billion being raised will come from 
budget cuts to housing, environmental 
and infrastructure programs and the 
other third from a 12-month levy 
on personal incomes over $50,000. 
The levy does not apply to company 
profi ts. The next round of corporate 
tax cuts will go ahead on July 1. The 
defence budget remains sacrosanct.

The levy is a tax on personal 
income with two marginal rates – 0.5 
percent on taxable income between 
$50,001 and $100,000 and 1.0 per-
cent on income over $100,000. (No 
tax on the fi rst $50,000 regardless of 
income.) It is limited to the 2011-12 
fi nancial year and is expected to raise 
$1.8 billion. People affected by the 
fl oods are exempt from the levy. The 
tax will hit many full-time workers. 
Average full-time adult earnings 
are $1,312 per week – $68,224 per 
annum.

Gillard claims the economy is 
“strong”, with “strong wages growth”. 
The GDP fi gures might look good, 

mining exports might be strong, but 
retail, manufacturing, tourism, over-
seas student enrolments and other 
areas are still recessed. Retailers are 
screaming, the “Sale” signs are up 
everywhere but shoppers are thin on 
the ground. Electricity, water, rent 
and food price rises have seen many 
family budgets strained. Workers do 
not need to pay more tax.

Environmental cuts
Cuts to environmental programs 

include:
• solar and carbon capture storage 

schemes
• solar hot water rebate
• solar homes and community 

program
• green cars innovation program
• liquifi ed petroleum gas (LPG) 

conversion subsidy
• $2,000 subsidy for pre-1995 cars 

that are traded in for more energy 
effi cient cars.

The cuts refl ect the attitude of the 
government to climate change. Gillard 
treats the fl oods as a one-off, extreme 
event. She does not acknowledge any 

link between the extreme weather 
conditions in Australia or around the 
globe with climate change.

Gillard told Alex Kirk on the 
ABC AM radio program (28-01-
2011), “Well, I’m very determined 
that in this Parliament we will get a 
price on carbon, and that’s the most 
economically effi cient way of deal-
ing with carbon pollution, and given 
that economic effi ciency it is a better 
way than some of the programs that 
I determined should be axed or re-
profi led to make way for the spending 
we need to rebuild the nation.”

Climate Change Minister Greg 

Combet makes no pretence of the 
government’s lack of will to take 
serious action. He told the Australian 
Financial Review that climate change 
was an environmental problem with 
an economic solution. “I approach a 
lot of policy issues from the stand-
point that the markets are the most 
effi cient allocator of resources.” The 
government is using the fl oods as an 
excuse to cut programs to which it 
has no commitment, but was forced 
to adopt to win government.

This retreat is consistent with the 
government’s refusal at the recent 
Cancun climate change talks to com-
mit to a serious target for emission 
reductions and with its attempts to 
kill the Kyoto Protocol.

Calls by the Greens and several 
Independents for the government to 
establish a natural disaster fund were 
rejected outright by Gillard.

“It does a disservice to all those 
tragically affected by these fl oods 
… to keep insisting that these are 
one-off events and ignore the role 
of climate change,” Greens Senator 
Christine Milne said. Independents 

Tony Windsor and Rob Oakeshott 
also expressed support for a national 
natural disaster fund.

“Extreme climatic events should 
be covered by a standing fund rather 
than have an event happen and then 
trying to work out what to do about 
it,” Tony Windsor said.

Housing targeted
The National Rental Affordability 

Scheme which provides rental subsi-
dies for new homes and the regional 
housing program are to be cut. 
According to the government’s own 
National Housing Supply Council, 

the shortfall nationally by 2014 will 
exceed 300,000 homes. Rents are 
predicted to continue rising in 2011 
by an average of seven percent in 
the capital cities. Already the median 
rent for a home in Sydney is $450 per 
week and $520 in Darwin. How can 
a low paid worker on $500 or $600 
afford a home.

The fl oods provide a great oppor-
tunity for the government to build 
affordable public housing, but no such 
plans are on the agenda.

Funding will also be found by 
deferring some regional community 
programs and state infrastructure 
(unspecifi ed). Gillard argues this will 
free up skilled labour which is in short 
supply for rebuilding infrastructure. 
This is one the few points that Gillard 
provides any rational justifi cation for. 
Relocation assistance will be made 
available for up to 4,000 unemployed 
and others on income support to move 
to Queensland for work in reconstruc-
tion. The government is also looking 
to fast-tracking the training of “quali-
fi ed” trades people which is a recipe 
for disaster - trade unions will have a 

fi ght on their hands to protect industry 
standards.

The government is planning to 
fast track the entry of temporary (457 
visa) workers from overseas. This 
poses a serious challenge to workers 
and the trade union movement, as 
employers will attempt to use them to 
undermine wages and working condi-
tions and de-unionise the workforce.

The insurance industry has come 
out strongly against a single cent of 
government funding being used to 
assist people and small businesses 
affected by the fl oods. They told 
the government to use the levy in a 

way that will encourage people to 
take out private insurance. Gillard 
appears to be going along with them. 
Government funding will be restricted 
to “the restoration and replacement of 
essential public assets and long-term 
economic infrastructure”. The focus is 
on road, rail, bridges, etc to transport 
coal and agricultural products.

Relief of individual hardship 
is left to public donations to relief 
funds, philanthropy and the “gen-
erosity” of insurance companies. “I 
am very proud of that helping hand 
of mateship”, Gillard said as though 
it alleviates the government of its 
responsibilities to society.

The insurance companies strongly 
oppose the setting up of a natural 
disaster fund saying it would create 
a “moral hazard” and people might 
not see the need to insure!

Gillard’s obsession with a 
2012-13 budget surplus reeks of the 
extreme economic fundamentalism of 
Thatcherism and of political opportun-
ism - so she can go to the electorate in 
2013 as the only Western government 
to be running a surplus budget.

Alternative funding 
sources

There is no rational reason to 
stick to the 2012-13 deadline. There 
is nothing wrong with running a 
defi cit, the key question is the rea-
son for and the manageability of the 
debt. The debt is relatively small and 
rebuilding basic infrastructure after a 
natural disaster of such magnitude is 
a sound reason.

Billions of dollars could be 
shaved from the military budget. For 
example, the cancellation of three Air 
Warfare Destroyers equipped with 
SM-6 long-range anti-aircraft mis-
siles (range of 370 kilometres) would 
save more than $7 billion. Another $3 
billion could be saved cancelling the 
Amphibious Vessel project.

Billions more could be saved 
by abandoning plans for 24 (or 
more) new naval combat helicopters 
equipped to fi re air-to-surface mis-
siles; 46 new MRH90 helicopters 
equipped with infrared systems; 20 
Offshore Combatant Vessels; a large 
strategic sealift ship to move stores, 
equipment and personnel; and six 
new heavy landing craft that were 
announced in its 2009 Defence White 
Paper. These military purchases serve 
to escalate military tensions in the 
region and cutting them would not 
pose any threat Australia’s security.

More money (and lives) could be 
saved by pulling Australian forces out 
of the US’s dirty war in Afghanistan.

The government could stand its 
ground on the mining industry super 
profi t tax, introduce super profi t taxes 
in banking and insurance industries. 
There is no shortage of money, no 
need for budget cuts or the levy which 
still have to pass through Parliament. 
Opposition leader Tony Abbott has 
expressed outright opposition for the 
sake of opposition and called for cut-
ting the national broadband network.

It remains to be seen how nego-
tiations with the Australian Greens 
and Independents go. The Greens 
have raised the idea of deferring the 
corporate tax cuts and have strong 
concerns over the government’s atti-
tude to the environmental program 
cuts and its rejection of a natural 
disaster fund. 

No to budget cuts, levy
Cut the military budget

Australia

Calls by the Greens and several Independents for 
the government to establish a natural disaster 
fund were rejected outright by Gillard.

Gillard claims the economy is “strong” but retailers are screaming, the “Sale” signs are up but shoppers are thin on the ground.
Photo: Anna Pha
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These two fi lms make an intriguing com-
parison. Both are concerned with disability, 
and both depict a climactic and crucially 
important performance as part of the story. 
Both offer excellent acting from their stars. 
For dramatic effect both are fi lmed in very 
subdued colour, often verging on fi lm noir 
monochrome. But there the similarities end.

Black Swan traces the cast selection, 
rehearsals and opening performance of a New 
York production of Swan Lake. Ballerina 
Nina Sayers (Natalie Portman), a sensitive, 
ambitious perfectionist, struggles to overcome 
sexual exploitation and vicious rivalry. She also 
battles mental instability, involving self-harm 
and gory hallucinations, while fending off the 
suffocating affections of her doting mother 
(Barbara Hershey).

Selection for the top ballerina roles depends 
on candidates satisfying the sexual demands of 
the odious director, Thomas (Vincent Cassel). 
Lisa rejects his advances, but nevertheless wins 
the prima Swan Queen role, which requires 
performing as both the virginal white swan and 
the sensual but sinister black swan.

Nina fi nds a sympathiser in Lili (Mila 
Kunis), a new arrival, who persuades her to 
go out on the town and later seduces her in a 
particularly off-putting scene of oral sex. Nina 
awakes late and nearly misses the fi rst orchestral 
rehearsal. She concludes that Lili, who is ideal 
for the role of the black swan (Nina is not), is 
out to replace her at any cost.

On opening night Nina’s mother tries to 
prevent her attending, after notifying the direc-
tor that she is ill. Nina breaks free, reaching the 
theatre just in time. However, after a disastrous 
fi rst act she fi nds Lili in her dressing room, 
preparing to take over the Black Swan role. 
They fi ght. Lili is pierced by a shard from a 
broken mirror and dies – or so Nina thinks.  

She hides the body, goes on stage and performs 
ecstatically as both the white and black swans 
to tremendous applause.

Her victory is brief, however, because she 
herself has been injured by the broken glass, 
and she expires, hidden from the view of the 
madly applauding audience and muttering, “I 
was perfect”.

Alas, far from prefect
The producers appear to be unaware that 

“Gloom incessant palls the sense” (to misquote 
WS Gilbert), and that horror thrillers need 
touches of warmth, some evidence of affec-
tion “and a few laughs” (as Alfred Hitchcock 
observed).

These qualities are rarely evident in Black 
Swan, and the story’s potential for a tremendous 
fi lm has been squandered. Each scene seems 
full of threat. Comradeship between the danc-
ers rarely surfaces in the fi lm, while sexual 
exploitation and vile verbal abuse seem to be 
accepted as the unquestioned norm.

The fi lm has certainly made handsome 
profi ts since its release – after all, with lots 
of gratuitous sex and violence you can hardly 
go wrong. But it’s not just the grasping profi t 
motive that has brought this fi lm down. Its 
negativity, alienation and pervading sense of 
defeat seem to mirror the mood of its country 
of origin, in a period of imperial decline.

Black Swan is certainly gripping and in 
many respects very cleverly made, and Ms 
Portman and others certainly deserve high praise 
for their performances. But these redeeming 
features are not enough to rescue this chilling 
and humourless movie.

The King’s Speech is a different matter 
altogether. The fi lm’s title refers not only to King 
George VI’s (Colin Firth) manner of speech, 
particularly his appalling stutter, but also to his 
crucial speech at the beginning of World War II.

Until recently, the King’s Australian speech 

therapist Dr Lionel Logue (Geoffrey Rush) 
was virtually unknown. The King managed 
well enough among family and friends, but in 
moments of stress, or when asked to read written 
material or make a public speech, his disability 
overcame him.

The fi lm depicts the excruciating attempt by 
the Prince (as he then was) to address a huge 
audience at the opening of the new Wembley 
Stadium in 1925.

By the 1920s the Royal Family found 
themselves forced to use public address systems 
to address the masses. As one of them stated 
resentfully: “Previously, we only had to stand on 
a balcony and wave”. The ability to make public 
speeches thus became part of the Royals’ job 
description, but the prince was largely excused, 
in order to avoid a repeat of the Wembley fi asco

Speech therapy was then in its infancy, and 
there were no established procedures or formal 
qualifi cations. Logue started developing his 
own methods after he began treating Australian 
soldiers who had returned from the First World 
War with severe speech impediments.

The music of speech
In the fi lm, George V dies, and after hearing 

of Logue’s professional success, the Prince’s 
wife (Helena Bonham Carter) later the Queen 
Mother, visits his dingy rooms in Harley Street, 
introducing herself as “Mrs Johnson”. She is 
astonished that he insists on treatment for her 
husband at his rooms. “My castle, my rules,” 
he says with a smile.

When the Prince reluctantly attends, Logue 
explains that no one is actually born with a 
speech defect, and that they usually begin at 
age four or fi ve, in abusive environments. He 
proceeds to demonstrate that the Prince is physi-
cally able to make a speech by giving him a 
text, placing headphones on his ears and playing 
Beethoven’s fi fth at full blast, while recording 
the recital. The Prince interprets this as quackery 

and storms out after a few minutes – but not 
before Logue gives him the recording disc.

Later, the Prince plays the recording, and 
in an exquisite scene for the fi rst time he and 
his wife hear his voice impeccably reciting a 
passage from Shakespeare.

Translating the recording victory in normal 
conditions is another thing altogether. The 
therapy includes sessions in which the Prince has 
to swear like a trooper or sing, when he begins 
to stutter. The therapy continues for years, but 
fi nally ceases after the Prince and Logue have 
a row in Hyde Park. The Prince is consumed 
with worry about social unrest and the rise of 
fascist Germany, and by the affair between his 
brother King Edward and American divorcee 
Wallace Simpson.

When Edward insists on marrying Mrs 
Simpson he fi nds to his horror that he must abdi-
cate, after which his brother will become king. 
The speech therapy resumes with a vengeance.

In fact, the coronation is relatively straight-
forward, because George has little more to do 
than say “Yes” when asked whether he will 
accept the crown. However, the ultimate test 
soon appears, when it becomes apparent that 
Britain must go to war with Germany, and that 
this will require a national address by the King.

Logue helps to organise the King’s speech, 
which is broadcast by the BBC around the entire 
British Empire. Logue attends the broadcast, 
coaching and encouraging the King. After a 
few terrifying pauses the King gathers confi -
dence, and fi nally slips the bonds of his terrible 
disability.

A significant film
The King’s Speech illustrates the terrible 

burden imposed by the loss or partial loss of 
fl uent speech, which most of us take for granted. 
It also demonstrates the great work of speech 
therapists in general, and particularly of Logue, 
an unsung Australian hero.

The King’s Speech and Black Swan

Two very different films

Colin Firth and Helena Bonham Carter in The King's Speech. Natalie Portman in Black Swan.

Film review by Peter Mac



7The Guardian
February 2 2010

The fi lm is also historically signifi cant. Prior 
to the outbreak of war Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain had favoured avoiding war with 
Germany at all costs, in the hope that Germany 
would attack the Soviet Union, and that both 
nations would fi ght to the point of collapse, 
allowing other Western nations to walk in and 
take them over.

The non-aggression pact with Germany 
changed that, however. Germany attacked France 
to grab its industrial capacity. When Germany 
did so, Britain was forced to declare war because 
of its defence treaty with France.

As a result Chamberlain’s declaration of war 
was not at all a resounding call to arms. Lord 
Beaverbrook’s argument that Britain should 
reach an agreement with Germany, in effect 
capitulate, had only narrowly been defeated in 
the cabinet after a titanic battle with Churchill. 
However, Churchill was not yet Prime Minister, 
and it was possible that even at that stage (the 
start of the “phoney war”) Beaverbrook’s defeat-
ist line might have won the day, and the outcome 
of the war would have been very different.

The King’s war speech was therefore of 
crucial importance in stiffening the public’s 
nerve for the coming confl ict. Moreover, if the 
King had had to struggle or even abandon the 
speech, the effect on public morale would have 
been disastrous. Logue’s work, and his role in 
history, is therefore of major importance. 

The fi lm is not without faults. Jewish organi-
sations have criticised it as being particularly 
soft on the King, who is said to have hindered 
the exit of Jewish people from pre-war Germany. 
However, it was Edward, not George, who 
openly admired Hitler and fascism, and who is 
said to have given German diplomats informa-
tion that resulted in Germany attacking France 
through its weakest point, the Ardennes Forest.

The acting by Colin Firth as the King and 
Geoffrey Rush as Logue is terrifi c. The King’s 
Speech is well worth seeing. 

Oscar Lopez Rivera.

Magazine

s

Free Puerto Rican 
political prisoner, 
Oscar Lopez Rivera

Steven Katsineris

“My beliefs then and now are that there 
is no greater crime than to deny a nation 
its freedom; that I as a colonised subject, 
have never been a free man, therefore 
I’ve only had one choice – to fi ght for 
my freedom by any means necessary; 
and that ours is a just and noble cause 
to be defended in the Diaspora, in Puerto 
Rico…”.

Oscar Lopez Rivera 

International law denounces colonialism 
as a crime and recognises a colonised 
people’s right to end colonialism by any 
means at their disposal. The United Nations 
recognises that these laws apply to the case 
of Puerto Rico. For many years now, the 
United Nations’ De-colonisation Committee 
has approved resolutions recognising the 
inalienable right of Puerto Rico’s people to 
independence and self-determination.

In 1981, Oscar Lopez Rivera, an organ-
iser, activist and campaigner for Puerto Rican 
independence, was arrested by the FBI alleg-
ing he was an Armed Forces of National 
Liberation (FALN) leader. He is serving 70 
years for “seditious conspiracy”.

Initially sentenced to 55 years, 15 more 
were added in 1988, based on spurious charg-
es of participating in an escape conspiracy.

Between 1980 and 1983, 14 alleged 
members of the FALN were arrested, accused 
of seditious conspiracy, and sentenced to 
prison terms between 50 and 90 years. The 
Puerto Rican Political Prisoners were a part 
of two clandestine organisations Fuerzas 
Armadas de Liberacion Nacional (FALN) and 
Los Macheteros. Their arrests and subsequent 
imprisonment correspond to a planned effort 
by the FBI to destroy their organisations and 
repress their activities.

Oscar was not accused or convicted of 
causing harm to anyone or taking a life. 
Oscar’s projected release date was 2023, 
when he will be 79 years old. He has already 
served 29 years in jail, including harsh condi-
tions of total isolation and sensory depriva-
tion. Oscar Lopez Rivera is now 67 years old, 
making him among one of the longest held 
political prisoners in the history of Puerto 

Rico and indeed in the world. Of all the 
Puerto Rican political prisoners convicted in 
the early 1980s, only Oscar remains in prison.

In 1999, President Clinton commuted 
the sentences of 11 Puerto Rican political 
prisoners arrested in the 1980s, after they had 
served from 16 - 20 years as he felt that their 
sentences were disproportionately lengthy.

President Clinton also offered to com-
mute Oscar’s sentence on condition that 
he serve an additional ten years, with clear 
conduct in prison before being eligible for 
release.

Oscar didn’t accept the president’s offer, 
as the offer did not include all the Puerto 
Rican political prisoners and from his experi-
ences in prison, he thought his jailers would 
make it very diffi cult for him to successfully 
carry out these conditions. Under the condi-
tions of Clinton’s offer he would have been 
released in 2009.

The other Puerto Rican political prisoner 
not included in Clinton’s proposal, Carlos 
Alberto Torres, was released in July 2010, 
after serving 30 years in prison.

In January 2010, Mark Tanner, the US 
Parole Commission’s hearing examiner, con-
vened a hearing in the Terre Haute (Indiana) 
prison, to review the request of Oscar López 
Rivera, 67 years old, for release on parole.

As evidence of support for Oscar’s 
release about 15,000 letters were sent to the 
parole board and US President Obama ask-
ing for clemency. Oscar’s defence attorney 
Jan Susler argued that he met the criteria 
for release, has been a model prisoner, and 
was never accused of any rules violations. 
Moreover, that his release would not lessen 
the seriousness of charges (true or false) 
or promote disrespect for the law, and that 
a freed Rivera wouldn’t jeopardise public 
welfare.

Despite these efforts, on January 5 a US 
Parole Commission recommended he remain 
in prison until his mandatory 2023 release 
date or serve another 12 to 15 years before 
parole reconsideration, whichever comes fi rst. 
During the hearing a seven-page political 
diatribe against Rivera was introduced, listing 
unrelated acts and unsupported conclusions.

Oscar enjoys wide support among the 
Puerto Rican people. Oscar’s supporters 

include the Puerto Rican Senate and the 
House of Representatives, the Puerto Rican 
Bar Association, several former governors, 
almost every religious denomination, labour 
unions, academics, mayors, city councils, 
community and human rights activists. He 
also has a great deal of support in the Puerto 
Rican community and the wider community 
in the USA, amongst them members of the 
Puerto Rican Democrats in the US Congress. 
International supporters include Anglican 
Archbishop, the Reverend Desmond Tutu 
and the World Federation of Trade Unions 
(Region of the Americas).

It is important to note that under United 
Nations Resolution 1514 (XV) of December 
14, 1960, it states that colonialism is an 
international crime and that a colonised peo-
ple have every right to use whatever means 
necessary to end their colonial plight (which 
includes armed struggle). This international 
resolution makes Puerto Rico’s colonial real-
ity and the imprisonment of the Puerto Rican 
Political Prisoners an international crime and 
human rights violations. Puerto Rico’s colo-
nial reality cannot be ignored.

The National Boricua Human Rights 
Network has launched the second phase 
of the campaign for Oscar López Rivera’s 
freedom. With a letter and fax campaign, the 
NBHRN are urging the parole commission-
ers to reject the wrong-headed and politi-
cally punitive recommendation of the parole 
examiner. We ask people to fl ood the Parole 
Board with letters. Send them to US Parole 
Commission, 5550 Friendship Boulevard, 
Suite 420, Chevy Chase, Maryland, 20815, 
USA. Please forward far and wide and post 
and repost. Visit: boricuahumanrights.org 
for more information.

“There is no justifi cation for keeping 
Oscar Lopez in prison,” said Pedro Pierluisi, 
a leader of the New Progressive Party.

Oscar Lopez Rivera is in prison because 
of his commitment to the independence of 
Puerto Rico. He is the last of the Puerto 
Rican political prisoners still languishing in 
jail. His continued imprisonment is unjust 
and his release is long overdue. I urge you to 
add your voice to the campaign to free Oscar 
and do whatever you can to publicise his 
case. 
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Alan Hart

The most sickening (I mean truly 
vomit inducing) thing about the Al 
Jazeera revelations, the so-called 
Palestinian Papers, is not what they 
confi rm about the quisling status of 
the impotent and corrupt Palestine 
Authority. Nor is it what they 
confi rm about the Israeli leader-
ship’s complete lack of interest in 
peace on terms other than those 
which require the Palestinians 
to surrender – to abandon their 
struggle for even an acceptable 
minimum amount of justice. What 
then is the most sickening thing?

By offering or at least indicating 
that it was prepared to offer such 
huge concessions, the PA leadership 
encouraged Israel’s political and mili-
tary leaders in their belief that if only 
they are intransigent, repressive and 
brutal enough for long enough, they 
can break the will of the Palestinians 
to continue their struggle and force 
them to accept a handful of crumbs 
from Zionism’s table.

That’s the really bad news. The 
good news is that if the Palestinians – 
the occupied and oppressed and those 
in the diaspora – can now put their 
act together, they could create a new 
situation to their advantage.

For the past two years I have 
been defi ning in articles and speeches 
what I think putting their act together 
means, or should mean.

For example, in a post on 
September 15 last year with the head-
line Does the Palestinian diaspora 
care enough to become engaged? I 
asked this question: What can the 
Palestinians do to help themselves? 
My answer (fi rst put forward more 
than two years ago) was the following.

They should wind-up (close 
down) the discredited PA and put 
policy making and implementation 
back into the hands of the Palestine 
National Council (PNC), which is 
supposed to be (it once was) the 
highest and most supreme Palestinian 
decision-making body. To become 
relevant again it would have to be 
reconstructed and reinvigorated by 
elections to it in every place where 
there are Palestinians – the occupied 
West Bank including East Jerusalem, 
the Gaza concentration camp and the 
diaspora.

The fact that the PA is impotent, 
corrupt and discredited was reason 
enough, I went on to say, for it to be 
put out of its misery, but there was 
more to it.

In their claim for justice, I wrote, 
the Palestinians have 100 percent of 
right, legal and moral, on their side 
(whereas the Israelis have 99 per-
cent of the might, conventional and 
nuclear, on their side).

If this claim was properly pre-
sented and pressed by a credible 
Palestinian leadership, by defi nition 
a democratically elected leadership 
duly authorised to represent the views 
of all Palestinians, it would be more 

diffi cult for the governments of the 
major powers, the one in Washington 
DC especially, to go on refusing to 
use the leverage they have to end 
Israel’s occupation of Arab land 
grabbed in the Zionist state’s 1967 
war of aggression. (Not self defence 
as Zionism asserted and succeeded 
in getting most people in the Western 
world to believe).

In that context and in the light 
of Al Jazeera’s revelations, the fi rst 
main message of a reconstructed and 
reinvigorated PNC, addressed to the 
Israelis but also for the attention of 
the governments of the world, would 
be something like this:

“You have demonstrated that 
you can make puppets of some of 
our leaders you decided not to assas-
sinate, but you will never break the 
will of the Palestinian people. In the 
name of this people we tell you now 

that we will never accept anything 
less than a complete end to Israel’s 
1967 occupation, as required by UN 
Security Council resolutions and 
international law.”

To demonstrate that it was pre-
pared to play its part in addressing 
and hopefully removing one of the 
main fears Israel’s leaders have 
installed in the minds of the Jewish 
citizens of the Zionist state, (the 
fear being that the Palestinian right 
of return means the destruction by 
demographic and therefore peaceful 
means of a Jewish majority Israel), 
a restructured and re-invigorated 
PNC could also say that in the event 

of an end to Israeli occupation and 
the creation of a Palestinian state, 
an authentic Palestinian leadership 
would reluctantly accept (as Arafat 
and his senior leadership colleagues 
did behind closed doors) that the right 
of return would have to be limited to 
the territory of the Palestinian state, 
with compensation for those who 
wished to return and for whom there 
was no space.

A fi rst statement by a restructured 
and reinvigorated PNC could also 
say that in its view the best solution 
to the problem of Jerusalem is for it 
to be an open, undivided city and the 
capital of two states.

If I was drafting a fi rst statement 
for a new PNC, I would also have 
it address head-on one of Zionism’s 
most absurd propaganda claims – the 
assertion that a Palestinian state would 
pose a threat to Israel’s existence. 

Even an armed Palestinian state nei-
ther would nor could.

It seems to me that the policy 
guidelines for a new and credible 
Palestinian leadership answerable 
to a reconstructed and reinvigorated 
PNC are, or ought to be, clear: There 
is absolutely no point in seeking 
to negotiate with insufferably self-
righteous and deluded Israeli leaders 
who are not remotely interested in 
peace on terms the vast majority of 
Palestinians (and also most other 
Arabs and Muslims everywhere) 
could accept.

One explanation of why there is 
no point in negotiating with Israel’s 

leaders is provided my Jewish friend, 
Professor Moshe Machover (with 
whom I do not always agree). Born 
in Tel Aviv, he started out in Israel 
politics on the Left and then gave 
up, moving to academia in London 
in 1968, where still today he is a 
champion of the need for international 
resistance to Zionist colonisation. In 
an article for The Cambridge Student 
in December last year, he wrote this:

“Israeli leaders realised they 
could exploit the situation of the PLO 
leaders and, by dangling in front of 
them vague political promises as well 
as granting them some real personal 
privileges, get them to serve, in effect, 
as proxies for Israel in controlling and 
suppressing the Palestinian masses.

“At that point, Israel departed 
from its previous policy of not talk-
ing to the PLO. Instead, it embarked 
on a strategy of an endless so-called 

‘peace process’. This is how it goes. 
At each stage, Israel demands new 
concessions from the Palestinian 
side. If the latter balks at making 
these concessions in full, Israel 
breaks off the talks and blames the 
Palestinians for being extreme and 
intransigent.

“If the Palestinians accept, then 
Israel, making few if any actual 
concessions, fi nds some other excuse 
to prolong the process. A favourite 
Israeli ploy is to strike at Palestinian 
targets, for example assassinating 
leaders it describes as ‘terrorists’. If 
some Palestinian group responds by 
killing Israelis, then Israel can break 
off the ‘peace process’ and blame the 
Palestinians.

“Meantime Israeli colonisation of 
the occupied territory proceeds at full 
steam, thus creating new facts on the 
ground. Next time the negotiations 
resume, the concessions made by the 
PLO at the previous round are taken 
as the new starting point, and Israel 
demands fresh concessions. And so 
it goes.”

Even more so in the light of Al 
Jazeera’s revelations, it follows, or 
so I believe, that the policy of a new 
and credible Palestinian leadership 
should concentrate on educating and 
mobilising the citizens of nations, 
the Western nations most of all and 
America in particular, to press their 
governments to do whatever is neces-
sary to end Israel’s occupation. A real 
commitment to do so by the govern-
ments of the major powers led by the 
US is the absolute prerequisite for a 
real peace process.

The main case to be made in such 
a Palestinian policy thrust is that it’s 
not in anybody’s best interests, includ-
ing those of the Jews of the world and 
Israel, that the Zionist state be allowed 
to go on defying international law and 
pouring petrol on the fi re of Islamic 
extremism.

The days of there being one rule 
for the behaviour of all nations except 
Israel and another rule exclusively for 
Israel must be ended.

There are only two ways to run 
the world. One is in accordance with 
the rule of law. The other is jungle 
law. Unless contained, the nuclear-
armed Zionist monster could take us 
all back to the jungle.
Information Clearing House 

The days of there being one rule for 
the behaviour of all nations except 

Israel and another rule exclusively for 
Israel must be ended.

Palestine does 
not have to be a lost cause
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Pepe Lozano

CHICAGO: In Illinois, the number 
of families in need of food assist-
ance has jumped nearly 13 percent 
from only a year ago. This is 
according to recent statistics from 
the state’s food stamp program. 
Although the unemployment 
numbers may be falling in the 
state, hunger continues to rise in 
record numbers.

Numbers from the Illinois 
Department of Human Services show 
about 857,000 households enrolled in 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
program in December, 12.7 percent 
more than a year earlier.

The Great Recession job loss 
drove numbers up in all seven coun-
ties in the Chicagoland area. The 
largest increases were in suburban 
DuPage, Kendall, Kane and McHenry 
counties. The numbers continue to 
climb each month and more people 
are seeking help at food pantries.

“Thank goodness we have the 
food stamp program,” said Melissa 

Travis, director of food services at the 
Peoples Resource Centre in Wheaton, 
Illinois.

Travis has lived in DuPage 
County for 20 years and has been 
with the non-profi t centre for six of 
those years. She says the number 
of people getting assistance at the 
center’s food pantry was up 25 percent 
two years ago, and last year it was up 
20 percent.

“Our numbers have gone through 
the roof,” she said. “These are fami-
lies that never imagined they would 
need to seek help, Many are just 
stunned that they’re actually in this 
situation in the fi rst place.”

Travis described who she sees at 
the centre and in need:

“We’re talking about middle 
class families where one or both of 
the breadwinners have recently been 
laid off. They don’t have any money 
and were probably living paycheque 
to paycheque before, with no real 
safety net available.”

Luckily federal funding for 
the food assistance program was 

increased under the Obama adminis-
tration, which has really helped a lot, 
Travis notes, because then “more peo-
ple have access to go to the grocery 
store and buy basic foods.”

“But the economy is truly the real 
story here,” Travis said.

“Corporations may be seeing 
relief, but people at the bottom have 
not. When people don’t have enough 
food to feed their families it’s not just 
a political issue, it’s a moral one. We 
are living in a country that has an 
abundance of resources and we need 
to mobilise them for people who need 
them the most especially in a crisis 
like this.”

Travis credited the generosity 
of the community for donating food 
and resources, which is one way to 
deal with the problem quickly and 
effi ciently.

Travis said the resource centre 
was established 36 years ago, and 
serves those most in need with a free 
clothing closet, homeless prevention 
programs, computer literacy classes, a 
GED program, job assistance courses 
and a food pantry.

Nearly 468,000 households 
in Cook County, which includes 
Chicago, received food stamps in 
December. The largest increase of 
30.3 percent came in McHenry County 
with a rise to 7,265 households.

Another person on the front line 
of hunger and food insecurity is Bob 
Dolgan with the Greater Chicago 
Food Depository. He said the recent 
numbers don’t surprise him.

“The recent numbers are just a 
reminder that we haven’t seen the 
end of the current recession,” he 
added. “The numbers are indicative 
of people that are still very much in 
need of help.”

The Food Depository has a net-
work of 650 pantries, soup kitchens 
and shelters in Cook County. They 
have reported serving about 65 
percent to 70 percent more people 
since 2007.

“We gave out about 66 million 
pounds of food in 2010 alone,” said 
Dolgan.

Diane Doherty, executive director 
of the Illinois Hunger Coalition, tied 
hunger with home foreclosures, health 
care and pension benefi ts for seniors 
and working people.

“I don’t think the numbers are 
going to get better,” she said. “What 
we need is leadership that starts look-
ing at this problem in a deeper way 
and not just as an emergency.”

This recession didn’t start over-
night, said Doherty adding, it’s been 
brewing way before the Obama 
administration came into office, 

and was created by the previous 
administration.

“The food stamp program was 
never supposed to be the main-stay for 
families in need when it was created 
but it has become the only game in 
town for so many,” she said.

In Illinois, there are 1.8 million 
people receiving food stamps.

“It’s an amazing program -- along 
with unemployment benefi ts. We need 
to support these federal programs, but 
they cannot be the long-term solutions 
in helping us get out of this crisis or 
how to avoid one in the future,” said 
Doherty.

According to Susan Hurley, direc-
tor of Chicago Jobs with Justice, “The 
solution is clearly living wage jobs.”

If people had good jobs then they 
would be able to pay for their basic 
needs, she said.
People’s World 

Food stamp use 
jumps to record rates

“Listen to the 
demands of 
the people”
Statement, Tunisian 
General Trade Union
The Executive Bureau of the 
Tunisian General Trade Union 
met on January 26, 2011, under 
the chairmanship of the General 
Secretary, comrade Abdessalem 
Jerad. After reviewing the current 
situation of the country and the 
clear and precise positions taken 
by the Central Trade Union as well 
as the civil and political society 
and taking into consideration the 
acts of vandalism and looting that 
targeted some headquarters of the 
UGTT, the Executive Bureau of 
the Union: 

1: Strongly condemns the acts 
of vandalism which targeted the 
headquarters of the UGTT in some 
areas. These acts remind the trade 
unionists, activists and workers 
of the events of January 26, 1978. 
These practices will only strengthen 
the resistance of the unions and 
their willingness to fi ght. This will 
not change their decision to contin-
ue their struggle and guide protest-
ers in accordance with the claims of 
the civil and political society, and 
all the population. 

2: Thanks those who defended 
the UGTT and all those who strug-
gled to support the historical posi-
tion of the Central Trade Union, 
based on the commitment to the 
principles of the revolution and 
on the composition of a govern-
ment that serves the revolution, 
a government that breaks com-
pletely with the old regime, works 
with transparency and credibility 
to build a better future, based on 

strengthening public and private 
freedoms, democracy and human 
rights.

3: Thanks all the associations, 
the non-governmental organisations 
and the political parties and sensi-
tivities for supporting the decisions 
of the UGTT and its governing 
structures that, despite differences 
of opinion and appreciation on their 
performance, form a protective 
shield for militants and activists 
and remain vigilant to defend the 
Central Trade Union and a united 
front against all attempts to ransack 
the offi ces of the UGTT and to 
undermine its unity. 

4: Warns against the violent 
turn that characterises the situation 
and other acts perpetrated by mili-
tias who want to sow disorder and 
prevent people from showing their 
protest peacefully, and with respon-
sibility. The Executive Bureau calls 
on all trade unionists and workers 
to save the companies and pro-
duction sites and condemns any 
attempt to destroy the achievements 
of the population.

5: Calls on the President of 
the Republic to listen carefully to 
the demands of the people and the 
UGTT which expresses, in this 
crucial period, the willingness to 
interact with all the ideas that are 
consistent with the decisions of the 
leading structures of the Central 
trade union.

Long live the workers’ struggle 
for freedom, justice, democracy and 
human rights. 

Tunisian uprising 
inspires democracy fight
RK Sharma

The North African country of 
Tunisia exploded with a mass 
democratic uprising in December 
2010 and it is still unfolding today. 
The country of about 10 million 
people was ruled by President 
Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali (many 
call dictator) since 1987 until the 
Tunisian people forced him to fl ee 
the country and take up residency 
in Saudi Arabia on January 15, 
2011.

The rebellion, referred to by the 
media as the Jasmine Revolution, 
was sparked by a single, unemployed, 
university graduate Mohammad 
Bouazizi. The 22-year-old Bouazizi 
made his living with an unlicensed 
vending cart on a market street in the 
town of Sidi Bouzid, a place described 
as “hard scrabble,” and is 190 miles 
south of the country’s capital of Tunis.

Bouazizi was roughed up by the 
police and his cart was confi scated. 
Angry and upset, the young man did 
a dramatic protest. With a message 
that he “can’t live without food any-
way,” Bouazizi set himself on fi re 
and died. Self-immolation has been 
used throughout many countries as a 
form of protest.

Bouazizi’s dramatic action 
sparked mass protests throughout the 

country. Tunisians were fed-up with 
the mass unemployment and govern-
ment corruption.

Democratic forces including left 
groups and unions took to the streets, 
300,000-strong, and have been pro-
testing for more than a month.

Ben Ali’s police attacked pro-
testers, shooting into the crowds. At 
least 80 people died. That angered 
and shocked more Tunisians and 
turned them against the repressive 
government.

After Ben Ali and his family 
fl ed, his prime minister, Mohamed 
Ghannouchi, offered to form an inter-
im unity government with opposition 
parties joining the discredited ruling 
party. The opposition accepted but the 
wrath of the public was so great four 
opposition leaders stepped down and 
joined the protests. Tunisians were 
demanding the resignation of all rul-
ing party ministers, and action on jobs 
for the mass numbers of unemployed.

These developments have been 
so massive and quickly developing, 
almost taking everyone off-guard, 
that the President of the United States 
mentioned it in his recent State of the 
Union speech.

Tunisia’s neighbour on the west, 
Morocco, issued a statement express-
ing “concern” about the overthrow of 
Ben Ali and its impact on Morocco 

and the region. Libya, Tunisia’s 
neighbour on the east, and Egypt have 
expressed similar concerns.

And with good reason, these 
governments are concerned. There 
have been thousands demonstrating 
in Egypt against corruption, unem-
ployment and repression, representing 
the biggest challenge to the Mubarek 
government yet.

And now thousands demonstrate 
in Yemen.

Tunisia’s Communist Workers 
Party leader Hamma Hammami 
declined to meet the prime minister 
and respond to his invitation to join 
the government. Hammami had been 
arrested during the earlier protests, but 
released after civil liberties leaders 
demanded his release. He issued a 
statement calling for a constitutional 
assembly “to lay the foundations of 
a democratic republic.”

The Iraqi Communist Party 
issued a solidarity statement with the 
Tunisian people and workers saying:

“What has happened in Tunisia 
is an example for our Arab peoples, 
who are fi ghting for their freedom, 
bread and happiness, and for their 
legitimate aspirations in establishing 
the political, economic and social 
system which they desire, a system of 
democracy, peace and social justice.”
People’s World 
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The 
greatest 
nation on 
Earth?
Commenting on US President 
Barack Obama’s State of the Union 
address to Congress, one of the 
leaders of the Republican Party, 
currently the dominant party in 
Congress, made the following 
remarkable statement: “Limited 
government and free enterprise 
have helped make America the 
greatest nation on Earth.”

He didn’t say it tongue in cheek, 
he wasn’t being ironic: he was seri-
ous. Like many Americans, from all 
walks of life, he seemed to actually 
believe it. Incredible, I know, for the 
evidence that all is not well in the 
USA is only too visible.

Look at the frequency of school 
massacres, the huge number of people 
in prison (especially black people), the 
constant attacks on science, the mind 
numbing ignorance and superstition, 
the blatant disregard for democracy 
even as the populace is being assured 
that democracy is the cornerstone of 
the country’s government.

Look at the depictions of con-
temporary US cities in fi lms and 
TV shows. The scene is not credible 
unless it includes at least a mention 
of the homeless. Often the homeless 
become key parts of the scenery, scen-
ery every American recognises as real.

What does not get shown nearly 
as much is the vista common to the 
inner city areas of most US cities: 
endless streetscapes of boarded up 

blocks of fl ats, empty, falling into 
decay and being vandalised, while 
nearby homeless people sleep over 
subway gratings or in empty card-
board cartons and count themselves 
among the lucky ones.

We have written in these columns 
before about the huge number of US 
citizens surviving on government food 
stamps because they do not have the 
money to buy food, let alone pay rent.

The logical response – why 
doesn’t the government appropriate 
all those empty tenement buildings, 
apartment blocks and factories, 
make them habitable and house the 
homeless in them – fails to take into 
account the dominant US credo: those 
unused buildings are owned by sec-
tions of the “free enterprise” system, 
who do nothing except for profi t. 
After all, remember, it’s what made 
America great! That, and “limited 
government”.

The capitalists who own those 
buildings, and the governments that 
serve their interests, would rather they 
stood idle than that “private” property 
should be taken over for public hous-
ing. The capitalists are not using the 
buildings, but if someone else were 
to use them, then the “owners” should 
get something for … well, simply for 
being the owners. That is how free 
enterprise works.

Such is the high cost of living in 
the USA that many of the homeless 
actually have jobs – their wages just 
aren’t enough to keep a roof over 
their heads. The “working poor” is 
a large slice of the US population, a 
slice that is not living or sharing “the 
American dream”, but it is certainly 
living and sharing in the American 
reality.

In his address to Congress, 
Obama spoke about the “threat” to 
American jobs posed by the economic 
development of China. He didn’t sug-
gest to his listeners that perhaps they 
should look at China as evidence that 
a state-run economy could outperform 
a “free enterprise” one, that perhaps 
close economic ties to China might 
be the salvation of the USA’s own 
fl oundering economy.

No. He posed China as a “threat”, 
something to fear and hate, at the 
same time that some US newsagencies 
are carrying reports of US factories 
that have been given a new lease of 
life as the result of Chinese invest-
ment in them. The workers in the 
plant covered by one news report I 
saw were anything but hostile to the 
Chinese involvement in their factory. 
Obama’s speech writer should have 
gone and talked to them. He might 
have gotten a different perspective 
on “the Chinese threat”.

For much of the world, the main 
threat – military or economic – is 
actually the USA. It has far and away 
the most nuclear weapons, the most 
delivery systems, the most aggressive 
posture regarding their use against 
other countries.

It is the USA that pushes the arms 
race the hardest, that promotes the 
manufacture and purchase of new 
weapons to the economic detriment of 
recipient countries and the destabilisa-
tion of much of the world.

It is the USA that most strongly 
promotes and campaigns for free 
trade in areas where it will benefi t 
US capitalists, while riding rough-
shod over local manufacturing and 
agriculture. On the other hand, the 
USA bluntly opposes free trade where 
it might negatively affect those same 
US capitalists.

The US economy has been 
boosted for decades by creaming off 
the wealth of the Third World, behind 
a shield of US military muscle and 
the World Bank. At the same time, 
it has burdened its economy with an 
unbelievably huge expenditure on 
arms and war preparations.

Money spent on peaceful produc-
tion fl ows into the community, boost-
ing an economy. Money spent on the 
military simply stays put – it does not 
fl ow through into other production or 

services: all it boosts is the bottom 
line of armaments companies.

The US carries the economic 
burden of tens of thousands of troops 
(with their equipment) stationed in 
countries all over the world. It allows 
US capitalists to strut around the 
world waving a big stick, true; but 
it does not add to the USA’s national 
wealth.

All this military expenditure does 
is add to the USA’s national debt 
which is now so high it has other 
imperialist states worried. And with 
good reason: what will happen if “the 
greatest country on Earth” actually 
goes bankrupt?

Much of the world is already 
looking more frequently at some form 
of the alternative economic system, 
socialism.

More importantly, what will the 
people of the USA do if the standard 
bearer for the “free enterprise system” 
defaults on its debt to the rest of the 
world? Question the basic assump-
tions of the system itself? 

Probably, and not before time. 
Meanwhile, we need to counter 

the absurd propaganda that the USA is 
the best of all possible worlds with the 
sharp rebuttal: No, it isn’t – there is a 
proven better system that is inexorably 
spreading around the world. 

Letters / Culture & Life

Backward immigration 
policies

What is happening to Australia? 
Australia accepted thousands 
of Vietnamese and Cambodian 
asylum seekers, who arrived by 
boats, such as my sister-in-law, 
then a baby. They fl ed wars and 
crises. For the last ten years 
Hazaras, Kurds, Iraqis, Iranians 
and Tamils have been fl eeing wars 
and crises. We are torturing them 
in detention centres and wounding 

them with life-long trauma that all 
Australians will inherit and have 
to deal with.

After the protests at Baxter and 
Woomera detention centres in 2002, 
2003, 2005 and 2006 it appeared that 
we gained some humanity where the 
promise of better conditions and more 
expedient processing of applications 
would occur. In the last couple of 
years these gains have disappeared. 
We are where we were ten years 
ago. We may have to go to Curtin, 
Leonora, Inverbrackie, Villawood, 
Darwin, Christmas Island and protest 
the house down so as to shine the light 
as occurred at Baxter and Woomera.

It is now 16 weeks since Prime 
Minister Gillard promised that chil-
dren would be released into com-
munity (detention). So far only four 
unaccompanied minors have been 
released. There are at least 1,003 
children locked up in detention. Why 
do politicians and the Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship think it 
is okay to do this to these children?

Gerry Georgatos
WA

Socialism and 
commodity production
Last year there was a debate 
over China’s socialist construc-
tion. The question has to be 
asked: has China embraced the 
bourgeois revisionist theory of 
“market socialism” or is China’s 
policy a strategic retreat, with the 
Communist Party of China (CPC) 
acknowledging all the dangers of 
commodity production.

Socialism will not grow from 
commodity production; only complete 
capitalist restoration will eventu-
ate from not attacking commodity 
production.

Many use Lenin’s New Economic 
Policy (NEP) as justifi cation for “mar-
ket socialism” as well as China’s cur-
rent policy. Yet there is a fundamental 
difference between the NEP and what 
the revisionists claim, namely that 
commodity production, or “market 
socialism” will lead to Communism.

Comrade Lenin never attempted 
for a second to dress up the NEP as 
anything but a retreat to capitalism. 
Comrade Lenin considered the NEP 
as a necessary, but only temporary, 
retreat.

Unlike the revisionists of then and 
now, Comrade Lenin openly admitted 
this path contained many dangers, 
but exposed and highlighted them, 
not hoodwinking the proletariat by 

claiming only through strengthening 
the market could socialism and com-
munism be achieved.

The role of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat is to abolish commodity 
production, not empower it. By 1928, 
the NEP had been abolished and the 
CPSU(B) led by Comrade Stalin had 
begun socialist construction with the 
fi rst fi ve-year plan. The retreat to 
capitalism that was the NEP was never 
intended to be permanent. It reached 
a point quickly where the power of 
capitalism threatened socialism and 
the Soviet comrades had to make 
a decision; abolish the NEP or be 
overrun by the renewed bourgeoisie. 
I must ask, when is the CPC going to 
launch their offensive against com-
modity production and the market?

Mark Window
SA

Airport security and 
making a buck
A suicide terrorist killed 35 and 
injured many more people in the 
Domodedovo airport in Moscow. 
There have been many discus-
sions after the event about what 
the airport authorities could have 
done to prevent it. Domodedovo 
is the biggest airport in Moscow. 
It is large, modern and very busy.

Earlier in the year it was in big 

trouble when ice rain damaged elec-
tricity lines and the airport had to can-
cel a huge number of fl ights because 
of the blackout. Thousands of people 
had to spend days there waiting for 
the planes. This extreme situation very 
clearly demonstrated that because of 
a number of private little companies 
running different services there was 
little coordination and somehow 
nobody was responsible for the whole 
situation. Profi teering was the name of 
the game – for example, delayed pas-
sengers were supposed to be supplied 
with free water – some racketeers 
actually prevented its distribution and 
started selling it.

Security at all airports is pretty 
tough nowadays – Domodedovo is 
no exception (if you are a passenger). 
There is even a metal frame you are 
supposed to go through when you 
enter the building. Everybody is 
supposed to go through it. It is just a 
metal detector sort of thing. It is being 
run by a private fi rm and sometimes 
it is manned, sometimes it is not. You 
can also just walk around it. This lack 
of security coordination and desire 
to make a buck puts people’s lives at 
risk. There are many areas that should 
not be allowed to be privatised. Places 
like airports are one of them – be it in 
Moscow or anywhere else.

Mati English
Sydney
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Sunday February 6 – 
Saturday February 12

This week sees the start of 
a second series of a com-

edy show modestly called Genius 
(ABC1 Tuesdays from February 
8 at 9.30pm). I must confess that I 
not only never saw any episodes of 
series one, I never even heard of the 
series. Presumably I do not move in 
the right social circles.

The show is hosted by Dave 
Gorman on a garishly coloured set. 
Dave is joined by two “special guests” 
each week (which is one more than 
was the norm in the last series). These 
guests, we are told, are drawn from 
“a diverse bunch of celebrities”, so 
that’s OK then.

ABC publicity tells us that “the 
format is simple: members of the 
public send in and pitch their inven-
tions, schemes and policies to make 
the world a bit more fun … no matter 
how ridiculous.” Gosh, that sounds 
like almost as much fun as a hat full 
of maggots, doesn’t it?

The show started out as a suc-
cessful radio series, before someone 
inevitably decided that it would be 
even better with pictures and it made 
the jump to television.

It may be your cup of tea – I 
don’t know, but I suggest that if you 
approach it with very low expectations 
you are less likely to be disappointed.

Another comedy/talk show 
also kicks off this week: 

Adam Hills In Gordon St Tonight 
(ABC1 Wednesdays from February 
9 at 8.30pm repeated on ABC2 
Saturdays from February 12 at 
7.30pm).

The ABC’s Gordon St studios are 
where shows like Spics and Specks are 
shot. Hills, who compares Spics and 
Specks, is one of this country’s wit-
tiest comedians, successful both here 
and abroad. His stand-up comedy has 
the distinction of never being mean or 
cruel, of being naturally inclusive but 
also effortlessly intelligent. A feature 
of his act is his good-natured ad-
libbing with members of the audience.

The new show is a one-hour for-
mat in twelve episodes. Talk shows, 
of course, live or die by the quality 
of their guests. Let’s hope the ABC 
does not take the easy option and 
choose as guests whatever show busi-
ness “celebs” are in town this week 
to plug their latest fi lm/play/book/
record album.

A talk show with interesting 
people rather than celebrities – now 
that could be worth seeing.

The advance publicity for the 
show however promises only “great 
chats, great music, great comedy, and 
a dash of the unexpected”. Drearily 
conventional, I agree, but it is unfair 
to judge a show on the basis of its 
publicity, so let’s wait until after the 
fi rst episode goes to air (because of 
the nature of the show there are no 
previews, of course).

Also on Wednesday evening is 
the fi rst episode of a new six-

part mini series called Laid (ABC1 
Wednesdays from February 9 at 
9.30pm), a black comedy about a girl 
whose previous lovers start dropping 
like fl ies. Three of them die in episode 
one alone.

Enough to give any girl pause.
The series is created and written 

by Marieke Hardy and Kirsty Fisher. 

Between them they have many years 
experience writing for Australian 
television, everything from kids 
shows to Blue Heelers, Packed To 
The Rafters and Last Man Standing.

Black comedy, however, requires 
something else besides dead bod-
ies and a plot involving funerals: it 
requires comedy. Gags are needed 
as well as killings, wit as well as 
morbidity.

I saw so little evidence of gags 
and wit in the fi rst episode that I 
watched the second one to see if it 
really was black comedy or just some 
sort of indeterminate mild light drama. 
I am glad I did, because the second 
episode makes it clear that black com-
edy is what is being aimed at here.

Too much Australian screen 
comedy makes the error of mistaking 
the setting for the gag. In the classic 
screen comedies, whether silent or 
sound, whether Chaplin or Keaton, 
Laurel and Hardy or WC Fields, 
Howard Hawks or Sydney Landfi eld, 
before a character was humiliated on 
screen a balloon of pomposity, greed 
or arrogance was created around 
them so that when the balloon was 
eventually pricked and the character 
humiliated the audience could rejoice 
in the humiliation.

In lots of Australian comedy writ-
ing humiliating a character, especially 
a sympathetic character, is somehow 
seen as cutting edge comedy in itself. 
Undeserved humiliation visited on 
a person who has done nothing to 
provoke it, watching them trying to 
navigate their way through an embar-
rassing situation not of their making, 
may be many things but amusing is 
not the word that most readily comes 
to mind.

One reason this kind of writing is 
found on TV so often in Australia is, I 
think, because putting someone in an 
embarrassing situation is just so much 
easier to write than truly effective 
screen comedy. Screen comedy is not 

easy: constructing a proper sequence 
of gags, each building on the one 
before it so that the audience is car-
ried along to the next gag while still 
laughing at the previous one, building 
the gag to a peak and then “topping” 
it with a fi nal climaxing gag before 
moving on to the next sequence in 
the fi lm or show.

One thing Laid does have is a 
good cast. Alison Bell is excellent as 
Roo, the central character, and Celia 
Pacquola is almost as striking in the 
part of Roo’s best mate EJ.

Shaun Micallef makes no 

impression in the part of a daffy 
gynaecologist (who surely cannot 
actually see anything with the lamp 
placed where it is), and whoever chose 
the tasteless title song needs to learn 
something about when to use smut 
and when not to.

All in all, I found the program 
intriguing enough to want to see more. 
My wife on the other hand gave up on 
it very quickly. But it will need to pick 
up its game if viewers are expected to 
stay through all six episodes. If they 
do, it will almost certainly be because 
of the appeal of Alison Bell. 
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Sarah Irving

On December 15, 2010, the council-
lors of Marrickville in Sydney’s 
inner west voted by a 10-2 majority 
to support the Palestinian call for 
boycott, divestment and sanctions 
(BDS). A month later, they have 
belatedly become the subjects of 
vilifi cation in the press owned by 
international media proprietor 
Rupert Murdoch and death threats 
from Australia’s lunatic fringe.

“What does the desert theocracy 
of Saudi Arabia have in common with 
Marrickville Council in Sydney’s 
Inner West?” howls an article in 
Murdoch’s Telegraph, under a head-
line comparing the local authority 
to North Korea. The piece – which 
manages to be factually inaccurate 
on subjects as diverse as kosher 
food laws and Palestine Liberation 
Organisation factions – goes on to hail 
Israel as “one of the most innovative 
and entrepreneurial countries in the 
world. Its products and inventions 
fi nd their way into computers, mobile 
phones and medicines.”

The online version of the article 
seeks to demonstrate Israel’s virtues 
by illustrating it with both a photo 
gallery of Israeli swimsuit model Bar 
Refaeli and a video of her writhing in 
the sand on a photo shoot.

“This is what passes for ‘journal-
ism’ and commentary over Israel/
Palestine in Australia,” laments 
Antony Loewenstein, the Sydney-
based author of Australian best-seller 
My Israel Question and co-founder of 
Independent Australian Jewish Voices. 
His blog also points out the inconsist-
encies and omissions in recent cover-
age of the incident by Murdoch’s The 
Australian, supposedly a more serious 
paper than the Telegraph.

The Australian quotes Anthony 
Albanese, a member of the Australian 
federal parliament whose constituency 
covers Marrickville Council’s turf. 
Albanese claims that “Foreign policy 
is a fair way outside the parameters 
of the role of Marrickville Council” 
and suggests that the local authority 
stick to “local” issues.

But Councillor Cathy Peters, 
who supported the boycott motion 
at Marrickville, rejects the sugges-
tion that boycotting Israeli products 
is outside her remit as a council 
representative. “It’s not a matter of 
foreign policy at all, but rather the 
right of a council to make decisions 
regarding our purchasing policy and 
the relationships and engagements 
we have with outside organisations,” 
she said in an interview with The 
Electronic Intifada. “It’s completely 
within our purview to make those 
decisions. We’ve done it before. We 
have an ongoing boycott of companies 
involved in Burma. The council has 
a long, proud tradition of making 
ethical decisions.”

Peters also stressed that many 
Marrickville residents had expressed 
their concerns about Israeli actions 
towards the Palestinians to local 

councillors. Marrickville mayor Fiona 
Byrne, writing on the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation website, 
also described how “Marrickville 
Councillors interact with the people 
we represent on a day to day level. 
We have spoken with many local 
residents, with community and multi-
faith groups who have told us of their 
feelings towards the unresolved issue 
of Palestine and Israel and their desire 
to be able to take direct action.”

The boycott motion has also, she 
said, been supported by members of 
Jews Against the Occupation, and she 
cited the many Australian church and 
trade union organisations which have 
supported whole or partial boycotts 
of Israeli products and organisations.

Anthony Albanese has in the 
past been supportive of Palestine 
solidarity campaigns and critical of 
Israel’s human rights record, so his 
stance has surprised some local peo-
ple. Jennifer Killen, a Marrickville 
resident who strongly supports the 
council’s twinning with Bethlehem 
and its boycott initiative, commented 
to The Electronic Intifada: “I’m very 
disappointed in my local member of 
parliament for not being more sup-
portive of our hard-working local 
councillors at this time.” Killen also 
pointed out that the contact details 
of the councillors who voted for the 
boycott motion are on the website 
of the Sydney-based Coalition for 
Justice & Peace in Palestine, and 
called on international activists to 
support Marrickville where its MPs 
had failed to do so.

Greens member Councillor Peters, 
emphasised that the boycott motion 
at Marrickville had cross-party sup-
port and that the former mayor of 
Marrickville, who visited its sister 
city of Bethlehem in 2010, was a 
member of the Australian Labor Party. 
But Antony Loewenstein and other 
Sydney commentators have suggested 
that the realpolitik of upcoming state 
elections could be behind Albanese’s 
condemnation of the boycott vote. 
The Australian’s article mentions 
the risks to Albanese’s seat from the 
Greens Party.

But it failed to highlight the fact 
that Carmel Tebbutt, the New South 
Wales state legislature member for 
Marrickville who is quoted in the 

same article, is also Albanese’s wife 
– and that her seat is under threat 
from Marrickville Greens Mayor 
Fiona Byrne in upcoming state-level 
elections. The NSW Greens Party 
adopted a strong boycott, divestment 
and sanctions position in December 
2010 and Albanese’s attacks on the 
boycott motion could, Sydney com-
mentators suggest, be an attempt to 
put some political space between 

himself and his spouse, and their 
Greens challengers.

Outside the mainstream media, 
Australia’s nastier extremists have 
also waded in on the Marrickville 
debate. An article on the Australian 
Islamist Monitor website entitled 
“Australian Council Disgraces Itself” 
berates the local authority, saying that 
“you have got it all wrong – you have 
sided with the aggressors, the bullies, 
the friends of Hitler and those whom 
Hitler considered his friends in their 
antisemitism [sic].”

The writer goes on to claim that 
“Israel is a tiny land surrounded 
by aggressive Muslim nations and 
as David Horowitz has pointed 
out repeatedly, the aim of those 

nations is to deny Israel the right 
to exist.” David Horowitz, cited 
by the Australian Islamist Monitor 
author, is an American commentator 
and founder of the Freedom Centre 
who claims that “free societies” are 
“under attack by leftist and Islamist 
enemies at home and abroad.” As 
well as attacking Arab and left-wing 
campaigners, he has also been accused 
of racism against African Americans.

And one comment following the 
article reads: “This is insane I hate 
these people. I would like to have a 
22 and pick them off one by one for 
target practice. Better still a suicide 
bomber in their midst. In fact I might 
make a giant blow up of the photo 
and sell it to a shooting range.” A 
“smiley” emoticon follows the com-
ment. Immediately after it, the same 
commenter, “Skipping Girl,” adds: 
“God Bless Israel.”

Despite its claims to be “anti-
racist in all its forms” and to support 
freedom of speech when this does 
not lead to violence, the Australian 
Islamist Monitor site is rife with 
hysterical and sometimes violent 
comments about Muslim people. 

A number of its contributors have 
links to more extreme hate sites and 
have made openly racist comments 
in other forums. The website’s mem-
bership is strictly controlled, with 
potential members approved by a 
human moderator as well as by elec-
tronic tests. However, in more than 
three weeks it has made no move to 
remove Skipping Girl’s bloodthirsty 
comments.

Cathy Peters says that she has 
been made aware that some threat-
ening comments have been made 
regarding Marrickville councillors, 
but that the matter has been turned 
over to the council’s general manager 
for consideration. For her, the larger 
concern is how the issue of Palestine 
is debated in Australia.

“I think it’s unfortunate that these 
kind of emotional comments have 
been triggered by an overall reluc-
tance by the Board of Deputies and 
other groups to tolerate debate and 
criticism of Israeli policies regarding 
Palestine and the occupied territo-
ries,” she says, rejecting charges that 
Marrickville’s councillors have been 
infl uenced by “political correctness” 
or ideology. Her fellow members, she 
points out, include some “very experi-
enced” local councillors with diverse 
backgrounds and political opinions.

“The problem at the moment is 
one of groups trying to close down 
dialogue on the subject,” Peters 
insists. “What is really needed at the 
moment is a mature, calm debate on 
Israel’s policies on Palestine and how 
Australians should respond to them.”
Sarah Irving is a freelance writer. 
She worked with the International 
Solidarity Movement in the 
occupied West Bank in 2001-02 
and with Olive Co-op, promoting 
fair trade Palestinian products 
and solidarity visits, in 2004-06.
The Electronic Intifada 

May Day march in Sydney last year.

Many Marrickville residents 
had expressed their concerns 

about Israeli actions towards the 
Palestinians to local councillors.

Boycott vote in Sydney suburb 
sparks media furore
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