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Egypt: No to a military coup! 
All power to the people!
The Communist Party of Australia shares the 
elation of progressive people all over the world 
at the victory of the Egyptian people marked 
by the resignation of President Mubarak. The 
brave uprising suffered heavy blows of death and 
injury among the millions who took part but the 
 achievement is magnifi cent. A break has been 
made with the regime that ruthlessly oppressed 
the poverty stricken people of Egypt. A space 
has been created for further advances of the 
movement seeking democracy and social justice.

US imperialism has been shaken by the dramatic 
course of events in the Middle East. Its strategists 
have been scrambling to deploy an alternative strat-
egy of co-opting the leadership of the forces that 
struggled so valiantly for change. While the Obama 
administration has formally welcomed developments, 
the world has learned much about the duplicity and 
hypocrisy of US policy in the region in the course of 
the 18 days of determined protest in Egypt.

The Egyptian military remains a dominant force 
in Egyptian society. The solidarity of the peoples 
of the world – so well expressed in recent weeks – 
must be continued so that the victory of the national 
democratic revolution is not turned into an effective 
military coup. The demands of the movement – 
including for the freeing of all political prisoners, the 
bringing to trial of those responsible for the deaths, 
imprisonment, torture and expropriations suffered 
during the 30-year Mubarak dictatorship – must be 
supported.

The international trade union movement has 
played an invaluable role in supporting the pro-
gressive forces in Egypt and this assistance must 

be maintained. Egypt’s workers and their long-
persecuted unions played an increasingly important 
role in the uprising as it unfolded. Their strengthen-
ing is key to the consolidation of recent gains and 
progress towards higher stages of democracy and 
national sovereignty.

There are many lessons to be learned from the 
recent experiences of the Egyptian people for the 
other oppressed and exploited peoples of the world. 
One is that, while the precise trigger for the explosion 
of the anger of affected people is diffi cult to predict, 
the global economic, environmental and social crisis 
of capitalism has left the global capitalist system 
vulnerable to change.

The movement for an end to dictatorship and the 
imposition of the neo-liberal agenda has spread, as 
has been noted in the media, from Tunisia to Egypt, 
Algeria, Morocco, Yemen and beyond. The harder 
hit economies of Europe are still seething with dis-
content and tensions arising from unemployment, 
cuts to services, living standards and democratic 
rights are growing worldwide – including in the 
US and Australia.

The victory in Egypt should give all of us the 
confi dence that determined, united action will bring 
about the changes so urgently needed in our com-
munities. It should inspire optimism in our youth 
whose future has been put in jeopardy by the reckless 
capitalist system. The role of youth in developments 
in Egypt demonstrates that the necessary response 
to unemployment and other expressions of social 
exclusion is not apathy but action. Events in Egypt 
have proven once more that the people make history. 
All power to the people of Egypt! 

Budget surplus:
Wrong move for working people and economy
Anna Pha

The government is raising $5.6 
billion for the rebuilding of 
fl ood-damaged infrastructure in 
Queensland, NSW and Victoria. 
Two thirds of the money is from 
budget cuts to environmental 
programs, affordable housing 
programs, higher education, and 
the deferral of infrastructure 
programs. The other third is being 
funded by a 12-month taxation levy 
on middle to high income earners.

The government is adamant that 
cuts must be made, that it cannot 
delay for one day the restoration of 
the federal budget to a surplus by 
2012-13. The $32 billion military 
budget and the next round of corpo-
rate tax cuts remain as sacrosanct as 
the budget surplus.

Nothing has been said about the 
possibility of the costs escalating, in 
particular following Cyclone Yasi. 
Would this mean more budget cuts?

“The obsession with returning the 
federal budget to surplus is damaging 

industry and job creation programs 
which are all the more important to 
Australia’s economic recovery in 
the wake of the Queensland fl oods,” 
Australian Manufacturing Workers 
Union national secretary Dave Oliver 
said. A number of economists and 
business representatives have joined 
trade union opposition to this budget 
surplus obsession.

Amongst them is conservative 
economics professor and Reserve 
Bank Board member Warwick 
McKibbin who identified three 

possible sources of revenue: “One is 
to raise taxes. One is to cut spend-
ing. And the third is to run a budget 
defi cit.”

If asked in a fi rst year university 
economics exam which of the three a 
student would choose, McKibbin said 
students picking the fi rst or second 
option would be failed. The fi rst two 
would reduce demand and “crunch” 
the economy.

“This is like an economic slow-
down coming from Mother Nature. 
And the natural thing to do is not to 

crunch the economy. It’s to borrow 
and to spread the cost of this over 
many future generations. The issue is 
to get the Queensland economy and 
Victoria back on their feet and to put 
in place the infrastructure that’s been 
destroyed by this natural event.”

Historically, Australian govern-
ments have borrowed to fund infra-
structure and other programs. There 
is nothing wrong with borrowing or 
debt in itself. 

Continued on page 2

Solidarity protest with the Egyptian people in Sydney.
Photo: Denis Doherty
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PRESS FUND
Last week during discussions on the Gillard government’s proposed 
flood reconstruction levy, independent MP Rob Oakeshott pointed 
out that by purchasing just one less new fighter aircraft the 
government could slice several hundred million dollars from the 
levy bill. Good for you, Oakeshott! Mind you, if you carry that 
argument to its logical conclusion, you could do away with the levy 
altogether, by cancelling the vastly wasteful orders for weapons of 
military aggression. On a much smaller economic scale – but also 
very important – Guardian readers could boost the Press Fund 
contributions by putting say five dollars a week in a tin or jar for 
the Fund. Ring the CPA office and we can send you out a special 
“piggy bank” tin for that purpose. Meanwhile, many thanks to our 
contributors this week, as follows:
Gary Speirs $119, “Round Figure” $16, Mark Window $20
This week’s total $155 Progressive total $280

The price we pay for crawling
A US Embassy cable released by WikiLeaks shows that US 

Congressman Ray LaHood, who is involved in oversight of the US 
intelligence community, told then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd in 
January 2008 that “the US has no better friend on intelligence issues 
than Australia”.

Another WikiLeak reveals how much Australian people will have 
to pay for the “privilege” of crawling to the United States – between 
$820 million and $1.65 billion.

This is the cost of a new satellite which can deliver high-resolution 
imagery, including through cloud. The satellite surveys the planet’s 
surface and makes sure that not one square centimetre is hidden from 
US military spying in order to facilitate aggression for the profi ts of 
big US corporations.

The leaked secret US Embassy cable, published by Philip Dorling 
in The Age (07/02/2011), reveals that former Defence Minister Joel 
Fitzgibbon and US Defence Secretary Robert Gates signed an agree-
ment to share top-secret intelligence from spy satellites at a “closed 
session” of the February 2008 Australia-United States Ministerial 
Meeting (AUSMIN) in Canberra.

Depending on its orbital path, Australia’s billion dollar new satel-
lite could conduct strategic surveillance of countries including China, 
North Korea, Russia, India, Pakistan, Iran and other parts of the 
Middle East.

The Australian surveillance satellite will form part of an array of 
similar US satellites and the US will have access to imagery collected 
by the Australian-owned satellite under the terms of the February 
2008 agreement.

So the Gillard government, while cutting a swathe through much 
needed environmental, housing, education and other programs to 
fund Queensland’s reconstruction, is prepared to spend a billion 
or more precious dollars to supply our US masters with spy data.

This is a price for crawling to the US that the majority of 
Australians are simply not prepared to pay.

An Australian National University poll revealed that public sup-
port for disaster relief work by the Australian Defence Force (ADF) 
stands at 86 percent, surpassing even support for the ADF’s role to 
defend Australia.

The same poll tells us that 70 percent of Australians favour spend-
ing less money on defence and a large majority – 82 percent – oppose 
tax increases to pay for more defence spending.

For many decades, under both Liberal and Labor governments, 
military spending has been quarantined from cuts. In fact the military 
has been promised an automatic three percent increase every year 
until 2018. And this even persisted through the Global Financial 
Crisis.

At present Australia’s military budget is $32 billion a year – the 
almost unbelievable sum of over $85 million every single day.

Not only has the military been protected from cuts. Even public 
discussion of possible cuts to military spending has been beyond the 
pale. The media does not mention the possibility.

And meanwhile Australian taxpayers have gone on shelling out 
exorbitant amounts which do not make Australia safer, just poorer.

Now cracks are beginning to appear in the silence and secrecy.
Independent MPs Rob Oakeshott and Andrew Wilkie and Greens 

MP Adam Bandt have all raised the possibility that military spending 
could be cut to help pay for Queensland’s reconstruction.

This is a most welcome development. The question of what 
Australian governments spend on war preparations and the think-
ing behind the groteque amounts spent on war preparations needs 
to be properly aired.

Australia’s alliance with the United States, which lies behind 
Australia’s military policies and military spending, should be pub-
licly debated.

Why should we trust the security of our nation to a country which 
has gone to war every 14 months since World War II?

There is a campaign underway to get these vital questions debated 
and to have the military budget cut to meet the needs of Queensland’s 
recovery. (see page 5 of this issue of The Guardian.)

The Communist Party is supporting the campaign. You should 
get on board too.

Budget surplus:
Wrong move for working 
people and economy
Continued from page 1

Individuals, businesses and other 
organisations borrow money and carry 
debts – the economy would grind to 
a halt if they didn’t. The Australian 
government has far larger assets 
than those companies or individuals 
to secure loans. The question comes 
down to the size of the debt, whether 
it is manageable and what the ben-
efi ts are.

The economic and social benefi ts 
of rebuilding the fl ood damaged 
infrastructure are undeniable. So why 
does the government refuse to borrow 
or issue bonds to cover the cost? The 
$5.6 billion is very small compared to 
Australia’s Gross Domestic Product of 
over $1 trillion (0.5%) and a federal 
budget of around $350 billion (1.5%). 
The government could easily afford 
to borrow double that amount and 
use the additional funds to provide 
public housing and other assistance 
to fl ood victims.

The government’s intransigence 
has nothing to do with breaking an 
election promise and the Opposition 
scoring a political point. The 
budget cuts break numerous election 
promises.

The government argues that in 
times of boom we must have a surplus 
to use during recessions but, apart 
from the mining sector, there is no 
boom. The rest of the economy is 
recessed; people need more money 
in their pockets, not less. Working 
people are losing their homes, retailers 
and the tourist industry are screaming 
because people are not spending. They 
cannot. The short-term impact of the 
fl oods only compounds that situation. 
The mining and farming sectors have 
been hit hard and prices of produce 
continue to rise sky high.

The government is determined 
to return the budget to surplus by 
2012-13, regardless of the detrimen-
tal impact on working people, small 
business and the economy.

Blind adherence to 
neo-liberalism

This fanatical obsession with 
budget surpluses has its roots in the 
neo-liberal (economic rationalist) 
policies that were introduced by the 
Hawke Labor government during the 
second half of the 1980s. Successive 
governments – Liberal and Labor 
– have followed this path. Budget 

surpluses and the elimination of 
government debt are a central plank 
of the neo-liberal creed.

The aim of neo-liberalism is to 
enhance and facilitate the profi t-mak-
ing activities of the largest corporate 
monopolies in their pursuit of global 
domination. Its economic agenda is 
centred around trade liberalisation 
(lifting of tariffs, quotas, etc), lifting 
of barriers to foreign investment, 
economic and fi nancial deregulation 
including the fl oating of currencies, 
privatisation, lower direct taxes (cor-
porate in particular), cuts to social 
welfare and other basic services, and 
the reduction of workers’ wages and 
working conditions.

The philosophical underpinning 
of privatisation includes the winding 
back of both government and collec-
tive responsibility for the well-being 
of society and provision of services 
through central taxation revenue. 
Governments are moving towards a 
system of “self-provision” – meaning 
payment by individuals for their own 
education, retirement income, aged 
care, sickness benefi ts, unemployment 
income, etc. Government subsidies, 
heavily means and assets tested, 
and philanthropy provide a minimal 
safety net.

The ruling class has waged a 
highly successful ideological cam-
paign to convince the public that 
budget defi cits and government debt 
are signs of bad economic manage-
ment. This provides them with the 
excuse to implement unpopular poli-
cies such as privatisation, user pays, 
and cuts to social welfare and other 
public spending.

Tax cuts, such as the present 
series of corporate tax cuts, reduce 
government income and lend weight 
to such arguments as “We cannot 
afford ….”, “The ageing population 
is a burden….” etc.

With real income shrinking, costs 
rising and governments refusing to 
run up debt or halt cuts in corporate 
taxation, the government of the day is 
then “forced” into asset sales, budget 
cuts and reliance on the private sec-
tor for development of infrastructure 
and service.

The real extent of cuts to income 
and social spending is hidden behind 
what appear to be small increases in 
budget allocations. But in reality, 
when rising costs and growth in the 
population and in the economy are 

taken into consideration, they amount 
to cuts in real terms. In addition, the 
budgetry increases often take the form 
of corporate handouts to the private 
sector. For example, the uncapped, 
private health insurance rebate which 
subsidises private hospitals, sucks up 
more than $4 billion a year.

When governments carry debt, 
the private sector screams that it is 
“crowding out” the private sector and 
pushing up interest rates. The argu-
ment is that they could borrow more 
and it would cost less to buy govern-
ment assets which are being sold!

Privatisation has taken a heavy toll 
on government income. Privatisation 
of property, the Commonwealth Bank, 
airports, Qantas, Telstra, involves the 
annual loss of billions of dollars in 
profi ts to the government.

Neo-liberalism also has politi-
cal (subservient governments) and 
military aims, and international bodies 
such as the International Monetary 
Fund, to ensure that its policies are 
enforced on behalf of the largest banks 
and corporations. Hence military 
budgets are also sacrosanct – facili-
tating enforcement of the economic 
agenda and providing super profi ts for 
the military-industrial complex. The 
government could have easily raised 
on excess of $5.6 billion by cancel-
ling its order for three Air Warfare 
Destroyers equipped with SM-6 
long-range anti-aircraft missiles. 
This would not endanger Australia’s 
security by one iota, although it might 
make a small dent in corporate profi ts.

Governments also receive 
brownie points from the powerful, 
private ratings agencies when they 
sell off assets, slash spending, cut 
corporate taxes and deliver budget 
surpluses.

The Gillard Labor government 
and its Treasurer Wayne Swan are 
no exception. They are determined to 
prove themselves more capable than 
the Coalition at managing Australia’s 
capitalist “free-market” economy. 
Being the fi rst Western country to 
deliver a budget surplus amidst deep 
economic crisis would be feather in 
her neo-liberal cap too big for Gillard 
to miss.

For the working class of Australia, 
the victims of neo-liberalism and 
budget surpluses, the need is to build 
a genuine alternative political force 
that puts the interests of the people, 
small business and farmers fi rst. 

Slipped Through the Net
The story of Melrose Desmond Donley

by Elly Inta

Taken from his mother at the age of six months, Des Donley became a ward of 

state, in and out of foster homes and then on to a Salvation Army Orphanage. 

At 15 he was farmed out to a family as virtual slave labour, working from 3.30 

in the morning until 9 at night, sleeping in a shed with a prickly straw pillow. 

Only at the age of 18, he ended his isolation, entered the paid workforce, 

found girls, dancing, music and had a few drinks. He became a union 

delegate, joined the Communist Party and spent a life fighting for others. The 

fair skinned Des was in his 60s when he learnt of his Aboriginality. He is still 

fighting, at the age of 94, for his stolen wages.
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Peter Mac

Last week the mass media reported 
a proposal by an Australian divi-
sion of US corporation Peabody 
Coal to demolish a run-down 
but potentially magnifi cent neo-
classical homestead in the NSW 
Hunter Valley. The homestead 
comprises an 1830 stone house 
named Wambo, as well as three 
other buildings from the same 
period, and another fi ve early farm 
buildings.

Under new heritage laws passed 
last year, the company has applied 
for the buildings to be removed from 
the NSW Heritage List. Sites that are 
placed on the list currently receive a 
degree of protection, and removing 
Wambo from the list is a prerequisite 
for its demolition.

The company (named Wambo 
Coal in an ironic tribute to the historic 
signifi cance of the homestead) claims 
that the buildings should not be listed 
because of their rarity, given that 78 
other Hunter Valley homesteads were 
built before 1850. It has studiously 
ignored the fact that 78 out of several 
million houses in NSW comprise a 
very rare group indeed, all of which 
deserve protection. It has also ignored 
the aesthetic qualities of the Wambo 
complex, the evidence it provides 
of early-19th century agricultural 
practices, its importance in local his-
tory and its many other attributes of 
signifi cance.

The homestead is located within 
an open cut mining precinct owned 
by Wambo Coal. The site has become 
isolated from its surroundings because 
of the surrounding mines, and has 
been uninhabited for a year. The 
company has allowed the buildings to 
fall into a state of near ruin, which has 
led the NSW Department of Planning 
to issue an order to carry out remedial 
maintenance work.

A crucial precedent
Understandably, the proposal to 

demolish the homestead has enraged 
the local community, the National 
Trust, local historical societies and 
other concerned organisations. 
However, Wambo is not just another 
case of a greedy corporation being 
willing to destroy Australia’s archi-
tectural heritage in order to maximise 
its profi ts.

The application to remove the 
homestead from the Heritage List is a 
test case for the protection of cultural 
heritage in NSW. Placement of a site 
on the NSW Heritage List is always 
preceded by a formal application for 
listing, which is assessed on a rigorous 
professional basis by a panel of herit-
age experts, and many applications 
for listing are refused. The removal 
of Wambo from the list would throw 
into question the professional assess-
ment of all of the places on the List, 
opening the door for their removal 
and the loss of the protection they 
have enjoyed to date.

As retired history teacher Carol 
Russell commented bitterly: “It is 
a test case of whether we are to be 
sacrifi ced to God Coal”.

But that’s not all. The main 
justifi cation that Wambo Coal has 
advanced for dropping the site from 
the register is that the company would 
suffer “undue fi nancial hardship” if it 
could not extend the adjacent open-
cut mine to include the area of the 
homestead buildings. 

If the government accepts this 
as a valid criterion for removal from 
the List, and hence for approval for 
demolition, it would set a precedent 
whereby a company only needed 
to prove that it would suffer fi nan-
cial loss if its application was not 
approved, in order to gain approval 
for demolition of a heritage structure 
or complex, no matter how signifi cant.

Government and 
developers in lock 
step

The Wambo case is just one of 
a number of examples of the NSW 
government’s very cosy relationship 
with big developers, in particular in 
the mining and construction indus-
tries. For example, the government 
has moved to take control of the roads 
adjacent to the multi-billion dollar 
Barangaroo site, in the face of the 
Sydney Council’s opposition to the 
Lend Lease scheme, which involves 
grossly overdeveloping the site.

The government has also intro-
duced changes to land use zoning 
laws, so that parts of land already 
zoned for say health or education 
services could be sold off and used 
for other purposes – in particular for 
residential development.

Wambo Coal would not have had 
the gall to include the threatened loss 
of their profi ts as a brazen justifi cation 
for the demolition of the Homestead 
if they didn’t believe that the govern-
ment would treat their claims sym-
pathetically. And this seems to be an 
emerging tendency among industry 
and developers. For instance, it has 
now been revealed that Lend Lease 
signed up leasing agreements with 
various would-be tenants for the 
Barangaroo site’s buildings, even 
before the development’s approval 
process had been completed.

If the Keneally government 
approves the removal of Wambo from 

the Heritage List, it will jeopardise 
the protection of NSW historic sites, 
and will set a terrible precedent for 
other Australian states to follow. That 
would provide just one more reason 
for the NSW electorate to dump the 
Labor government, surely the most 
corrupt in NSW history. 

The Liberals are also in favour 
of private development at any cost, 
as demonstrated among other things 
by their agricultural lands policy, 
critical parts of which were rewritten 
to suit the mining industry, and also 
by their refusal to disclose their poli-
cies regarding the privatisation of the 
State’s electricity services.

And there are only fi ve more 
weeks until the state elections! The 
electorate will certainly have to 
look to left and progressive political 
forces to do the right thing regarding 
development and the environment as 
well as many, many other issues. 

The Wambo homestead struggle 
Profits versus national heritage

Pete’s Corner Sydney

The War on Wikileaks

Break ing Austra l ia 's  S i lence Break ing Austra l ia 's  S i lence 

A Public Forum
Wednesday 16 March 2011

6:30pm - 8:30pm Sydney Town hall

Speakers: John Pilger, Andrew Wilkie MP,Julian Burnside QC

Compere: Mary Kostakidis

Admittance is free – All welcome

For more information call: Sydney Peace Foundation 02 9351 4468

peace.foundation@sydney.edu.au www.sydneypeacefoundation.org.au

Members of TJ Hickey's 
extended family gather at 

the place where he died 
after a police chase

 7 years ago.

Photo: Denis Doherty
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Firsthand report of EA battle 
with the “Big Australian”
On February 9, 685 mine workers 
met in Muswellbrook to hear a 
report from the Mining Division 
of the CFMEU district offi cial 
and site reps on how things were 
progressing with negotiations for 
the mineworkers new enterprise 
agreement (EA). The mine the 
people work for is owned by the 
“Big Australian” and they have 
a huge open-cut coalmine just on 
the outskirts of Muswellbrook in 
the once picturesque Hunter Valley 
of NSW. This mine now has the 
“OK” from the state government 
to produce up to 32 million tons 
of raw coal per year and can rail 
to the port of Newcastle around 
26 million tons of export qual-
ity coal for which they are paid 
handsomely.

The meeting was told from 
Bayswater Lodge president Drayton 
that negotiations had been diffi cult 
from the start mainly because the 
people representing the Big Australian 
were not organised and, at times, were 
openly bickering amongst themselves 
and changing their minds regarding 
what they actually wanted. In fact, it 
was said that they were very amateur-
ish to say the least.

Another surprising factor is that 
the mine’s operation manager, who 
should be playing a leading role in the 
talks, decided to take his family on 
a three week snow skiing holiday to 
Switzerland right at the most crucial 
part of the negotiations with the cur-
rent EA due to expire on February 21.

As the morning sun got slowly 
warmer, so did the mood of the 
mineworkers who sat and listened to 

a very comprehensive report and as 
each item in the log of claims was 
debated and voted on it was very clear 
that the majority were not at all happy.

The company was still after the 
workers’ gate seniority and the ten 
minutes shower time that has been in 
the mining industry for many years. 
When asked why gate seniority was 
such a hot ticket item for them it was 
said that if removed “it would give us 
a distinct cultural advantage.” What 
they should have said was, in fact, if 
gate seniority was removed we could 
literally gut the union and its supports 
along with any committee that they 
didn’t like either. The CFMEU onsite 
delegates have told the Big Australian 
representatives that there wasn’t 
enough money in the Hunter Valley 
for them to buy the gate seniority and 
ten minutes shower time and it wasn’t 
up for negotiation.

Other items being negotiated 
today were:
• Changes to the company’s 

maternity leave entitlements
• All leave paid as at work
• Changes to the annual leave 

policy, i.e. more people allowed 
off for holidays etc

• Staggered shift start times
• Company’s right to have staff 

members operating mine 
equipment

• Superannuation increased to 15 
percent

• Implementation of new work 
rosters

The fi nal item discussed was 
wages and when The Big Australian’s 
wage offer of 3.5 percent for each 
year of the three year agreement 

was announced it certainly drew a 
sharp response from a prominent 
Newcastle branch CPA member who 
reminded the attendees that in 2008/9 
the chief executive offi cer for the Big 
Australian worldwide operations, 
Marius Kloppers, helped himself to 
a 51 percent pay rise right when his 
businesses worldwide were devaluing 
by the hour due to the world wide 
economic recession.

He also propped up his businesses 
by chopping 25 percent of his work-
force who happened to be his casual 
labour force showing just how much 
the worldwide leader of the corporate 
rat pack known as The Big Australian 
cares about the people who work and 
make billions of dollars profi t for him.

Maybe Kloppers saw his pay rise 
as justifi cation for throwing thousands 
of people on the employment scrap-
heap. The union was instructed by 
the rank and fi le that the company’s 

offer was offensive and that the work-
ers demanded an 8 percent fi rst year 
wage increase followed by two 6.5 
per cent increases.

Finally, by a unanimous vote 
the CFMEU district offi cial was 
instructed to start proceedings to apply 
for protected action to coincide with 

the current EA expiry on February 
21. This will be followed by the 
required ballot and may lead to the 
start of industrial action taken by the 
mineworkers.

There could be some wor-
rying times ahead for The Big 
Australian. 

Labour Struggle

The Australian Services 
Union members 

picketing the Fair Work 
Australian building on 

January 31. Workers in 
the Community Sector 

are paid sometimes 
as low as $40,000 

despite having extensive 
qualifi cations. Sally 

McManus, the union’s 
secretary, criticised the 

state’s Treasurer Eric 
Roozendaal for not 

supporting their case 
and warned that her 

members would be 
supporting the party that 

supported equal pay, 
namely the Greens.

Campaign launched to 
save skilled jobs in WA
The Australian Manufacturing 
Workers’ Union (AMWU) together 
with the Australian Steel Institute 
have launched a campaign to save 
WA’s skilled engineering and 
fabrication jobs.

The campaign launch was made 
in response to the Barnett govern-
ment allowing WA’s big resource 
projects to send their skilled work 
offshore.

AMWU state secretary Steve 
McCartney said the Barnett gov-
ernment had set a low bar for the 
resources industry, with the send-
ing of skilled work offshore now 
becoming the norm.

“In 2009, Colin Barnett signed 
an agreement with Oakajee Port 
and Rail that will see the steel 
fabrication and engineering for 
that project done in China,” Mr 
McCartney said. “At about the 
same time, Mr Barnett promised 
that projects like Gorgon would fi ll 
up WA workshops for years.

“However, with Chevron fol-
lowing Mr Barnett’s Oakajee lead 
and sending nearly all of Gorgon 
engineering and fabrication off-
shore too, it is hard to see how Mr 
Barnett’s promise is going to be 
kept.”

Mr McCartney said the WA 
Jobs From WA Resources campaign 
would seek new laws from the state 
government to ensure the work that 
local industry had the capacity and 
capability to perform, was done in 
WA.

“We all understand that our 
major resources companies comply 
with the laws of the many countries 
in which they operate,” he said.

Other countries like Canada 
and the United States have suc-
cessfully demanded skilled work 
be performed locally before giving 
approvals to mine or awarding civil 
contracts.

“What we want is for our state 
government to work as hard as gov-
ernments around the world in get-
ting the best deal for WA from the 
use of our natural resource.

“We have one shot in the 
locker – our natural resources are 
fi nite and, if we don’t use them to 
train our kids, then we won’t have 
a skilled workforce to create new 
industries and opportunities once 
the mining boom is over.

“We want WA Jobs From WA 
Resources – what can be made 
here, should be made here.”

The WA Jobs From WA 
Resources campaign will feature 
television, radio and print advertis-
ing, as well as a dedicated cam-
paign website and Facebook page.

The fi rst phase of the cam-
paign will culminate in a joint 
industry-union community march 
on Parliament House on March 15. 
The rally will see, for the fi rst time 
in WA, local business owners walk 
side-by-side up St George’s Terrace 
with local engineers, metal trades 
people and concerned members of 
the community. 

Unions are up in arms after yet 
another safety incident on the 
$43 billion dollar Gorgon project, 
which could well have ended in 
tragedy.

On February 6, the multi-cat 
vessel Boskalis BKM 102 was 
working on the Gorgon Project off 
Barrow Island at 9.30pm when it 
ran over the dredge anchor, ripping 
open its hold and oil tank.

“We had four crew on the ves-
sel with the Dutch captain and 
it was sinking fast,” said Chris 
Cain, Maritime Union of Australia 
(MUA) WA branch secretary. “The 
ship had a gaping big hole fi ve 
metres wide, with water and oil 
fl ooding in, when it made a run for 
the beach.”

Mr Cain said the crew made 
it to shore, but the safety dispute 
arose when the captain wanted 
them to stay on board for the tow to 
Dampier.

“It was not safe, the vessel was 
in no condition to sail,” he said. 
“The crew worked 22 hours straight 
trying to pump the water and oil 
out of vessel, but no divers were 
employed to assess the damage 
before it left.”

“This is yet another exam-
ple of a multi-billion dollar 
project employing cowboys on 
the cheap and putting lives and 

the environment at risk,” said 
International Transport Workers’ 
Federation president and MUA 
national secretary Paddy Crumlin.

“It’s a joke and it’s the sec-
ond time in the past few months 
Boskalis has been the culprit of a 
shoddy operation.”

Boskalis was also subject to 
safety concerns when an inspec-
tion of their cranes and rigging 
equipment by the Gorgon Project 
manager Kellogg Joint Venture 
(KJV) identifi ed signifi cant safety 
concerns in December.

“The BKM 102 is the same ves-
sel Boskalis has been trying to get 

us to live on board in putrid condi-
tions during the cyclone season,” 
Chris Cain said.

“We couldn’t have people liv-
ing on a fl ooded vessel in that con-
dition, but they put two skippers on 
board and let her go.

“That’s a 150-kilometre trip to 
Dampier with cyclones around. 

“One Dutch skipper and one 
Aussie skipper stayed on board 
for the tow, with it leaking oil and 
rubbish everywhere on a pristine 
nature reserve. So much for safety.”

The BKM 102 is now on a 
slipway in Karratha undergoing 
repairs. 

Gorgon Project safety under fire

Photo: Denis Doherty
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Peace groups are waging a cam-
paign to persuade the Gillard 
government to cancel the Talisman 
Sabre military exercise. Planned 
for July this year it is set to run 
through the territory most affected 
by the recent Queensland fl oods 
and cyclone.

The exercise will cost around 
$100 million. Its axing and diversion 
of the funds and military personnel 
would be a popular move.

Polls have shown that public sup-
port for disaster relief work by the 
Australian Defence Force stands at 
86 per cent, surpassing even support 
for the defence of Australia. In addi-
tion, 70 percent of Australians want 
less money spent on defence and a 
large majority, 82 percent, oppose 
tax increases to pay for more defence 
spending.

There are already some high fl y-
ers thinking the same way.

Independent MP Rob Oakeshott 
says the government needs to consider 
cuts to a wide range of areas.

“I will throw one out there –
defence wasn’t touched at all in any 
savings measures. Many people have 
put to me in e-mails that if we got one 
less JSF (Joint Strike Fighter), that’s 
$110 million right there,” he said on 
February 10.

PM Gillard could also follow the 
lead of US President Barack Obama 
who said in his recent State of the 
Union address: “The Secretary of 
Defence has also agreed to cut tens of 

billions of dollars in spending that he 
and his generals believe our military 
can do without.”

The Australian military has long 
been quarantined from any cuts and 
protected from any debate about pos-
sible cuts. In fact, the military budget 
is supposed to increase automatically 
by three percent each year till 2018.

At present the Australian military 
budget is $32 billion, close to what is 
spent on education – and the educa-
tion budget has to cover three million 
students, teachers and institutions 
across the whole country.

Despite Prime Minister Gillard’s 
pretence of concern for education, 
her actions speak louder than her 
words. Confronted by the costs of 
the Queensland fl oods, she has cut a 
$22 million education program. The 
chairman of the Teaching Council, 
Professor John Hay, AC, said the 
decision ‘’clearly contradicts earlier 
commitments to acknowledging the 
crucial importance of teaching excel-
lence in higher education’’.

Despite scientifi c advice that the 
country would be facing more severe 
storms and cyclones due to climate 

change, the Rudd/Gillard government 
sat on its hands both nationally and 
internationally on measures to prevent 
or modify climate change.

Now PM Gillard has added insult 
to injury by cutting the Green Car 
Innovation Fund, Cleaner Car Rebate 
Scheme, the Carbon Capture and 
Storage Flagships and Solar Flagships, 
the Solar Hot Water Rebate, Green 
Start Program, Solar Homes and 
Communities Plan and the Global 
Carbon Capture and Storage Institute.

Many of these programs were 
designed to assist Australians make 
changes in their life styles to modify 
the effects of global warming and 
consequent climate change.

Cancelling the Talisman Sabre 
war games would be one small step 
towards the target of cutting the 
bloated military budget by ten percent.

Gillard will not consider such a 
cut and the mainstream media will 
bury the idea, so as many as people 
as possible must to write or call the 
Greens and Independents and get 
them to raise it. And congratulate Rob 
Oakeshott on suggesting a cut to the 
military budget. 

Cut military spending to fund disaster relief
Cancel Talisman Sabre 2011 
immediately

Young Victorians are being reminded not to ignore their pri-
vacy when they use the internet. An information campaign 
focuses on providing real-life advice rather than scare tac-
tics. The Victorian Privacy Commissioner Helen Versley 
pointed out that the campaign’s central message was “It’s 
your privacy. Don’t ignore it”. The campaign was developed 
by young people and includes free information postcards 
and easy to read tips on privacy protection available online.

Principals and language teachers are not equipped to deliv-
er the new national curriculum which recommends that all 
students study at least 300 hours of a second language before 
they reach Year 7. The Australian Curriculum Assessment 
and Reporting Authority recommended that 11 foreign lan-
guages, starting with Chinese and Italian, be taught in schools. 
Indonesian, Korean and Japanese will be developed as “nation-
al priorities” in the second stage, along with French, German 
and Spanish, described as being of “global importance”. Arabic, 
Modern Greek and Vietnamese will follow as they are most 
commonly spoken at home. The problem is the provision of suf-
fi cient teachers of high quality to teach all these languages.

The lead-up to the coming March election in NSW saw 22 
Labor MPs announcing their decision not to run. It is an impres-
sive number of MPs who allegedly want to spend more time 
with their families. While the Liberal opposition is elated with 
the challenges the Labor side has to deal with, its own poli-
cies are still unknown to the voters. NSW voters do not expect 
much from the Liberals – however it is interesting to see how 
the interests of both major parties unite against other parties. 
Michael Lee, a former federal minister in the Keating govern-
ment was chosen as NSW Labor president last December. In his 
fi rst public speech since taking up this role Mr Lee stated that 
the Marrickville and Balmain seats held by Labor might go to the 
Greens. So Mr Lee urged the Liberals’ leader Barry O’Farrell 
to put the “radical” Greens party last. “It is staggering that the 
new NSW Labor president is describing the Greens as ‘radi-
cals’ considering his federal leader has done a deal with those 
same ‘radicals’ to stay in power,” said the NSW Liberal Party 
campaign director. A valid point but what a bunch of opportun-
ists on both sides! No wonder voters are looking for alternatives.

The mining industry spent $22.2 million in six weeks last 
year campaigning against the resource tax on super prof-
its the then Prime Minister Rudd was planning to introduce. 
The campaign signifi cantly contributed to a slump in Labor’s 
support and was used to dump Kevin Rudd. The union move-
ment spent $2.8 million on its political campaigning in 
2009-10 – small beer compared to the multinationals which 
had not hesitated to part with $22 million so as not to contrib-
ute to the country from which they are thieving resources.

Australia

“Political opposition to the fl ood 
levy is wrong-headed and hard-
hearted,” said Maree O’Halloran, 
President of the National Welfare 
Rights Network (NWRN), who 
said for those paying the levy the 
most they would have to forgo was 
a weekend paper or two.

The National Welfare Rights 
Network is a member of the 
Australian Council of Social 
Service. Last week they were at 
Parliament House in Canberra to 
lend support to ACOSS and other 
community services and welfare 
agencies seeking to support the 
rebuilding and recovery operations 
in Queensland.

“We support a one-off, time 
limited and targeted fl ood levy 
that is wisely spent,” said Ms 
O’Halloran. “We urge the govern-
ment to rethink the deep cuts to 
the National Rental Affordability 
Scheme which supports low 
income households. At the very 
least, it should commit to building 
the additional 15,000 dwellings 
when economic circumstances 
improve.”

The NWRN says that there is 
very little fat in social security and 
community services and that any 
additional cuts are likely to have 
major repercussions on the most 

disadvantaged individuals and fami-
lies in the community. According to 
84 percent of the 1,300 Australians 
surveyed in November last year, 
the government should use the Tax 
Summit to look at addressing tax 
loopholes and tax evasion.

The government needs to move 
ahead with a positive productiv-
ity and participation agenda. The 
priority is to ensure that people 
on Newstart Allowance and Youth 
Allowance receive increases of 
$50 per week as supported by the 
Henry Review and implicitly, the 
OECD. Reforming the income 
tests so that unemployed people 
and parents who take up part-time 
work do not suffer extremely high 
effective marginal rates of tax was 
also important. Ms O’Halloran also 
emphasised that the government 
must not cut disability pensions, or 
alter the rules to shift people with 
disabilities onto payments that are 
$130 a week less than the pension 
rate.

“It is reported that the govern-
ment is looking at Family Tax 
Benefi ts changes to address so-
called ‘middle-class welfare’. Given 
the importance of family payments 
in assisting with the costs of rais-
ing children, a degree of caution is 
warranted.

“Welfare Rights wants to par-
ticularly pay tribute to the thou-
sands of Centrelink staff across 
Australia who are helping to proc-
ess the disaster payments and the 
social workers who are counsel-
ling families and individuals in 
distress.

“We know that Centrelink 
staff themselves have been caught 
up in the fl oods and cyclones and 
they face diffi cult times.

“It is often a thankless job, 
but Centrelink is performing 
magnifi cently in the face of this 
adversity. We hope that other 
Australians can show patience if 
they experience any delays due to 
the demands of the fl oods or the 
cyclone.

“We note the recent comments 
by Centrelink and government 
ministers about claims for fl ood 
assistance by those later deemed 
ineligible. Deliberately making 
fraudulent claims is clearly to be 
condemned. However, Welfare 
Rights would be extremely con-
cerned if fl ood or cyclone victims 
in genuine need failed to test 
their eligibility because they were 
afraid to do so. The payments are 
a legal entitlement and critically 
important to many.” 

Flood levy supported, but 
fears for welfare and service cuts

The email addresses are below. Act now!
Senator Christine Milne ..............................senator.milne@aph.gov.au
Adam Bandt, MP for Melbourne ..................adam.bandt@aph.gov.au
Larissa Waters, Senator elect for Qld ..........larissa.waters@qld.greens.org.au
Senator Bob Brown, leader of the Greens ...senator.bob.brown@aph.gov.au
Lee Rhiannon, Senator elect for NSW .........lee.rhiannon@gmail.com
Andrew Wilkie, Independent for Denison ....andrew.wilkie.mp@aph.gov.au
Rob Oakeshott, MP .....................................sally.knox@aph.gov.au
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The following day the President convened 
his National Security Council and spoke to 
several world leaders. He gave a statement 
imploring Mubarak to open the political 
process and engage the opposition. Britain, 
France, Germany, and the European Union 
also called for political openness as well as 
restraint against the demonstrators.

In an interview with CNN on Sunday 
January 30, Secretary Clinton, sensing the 
weakness of the Egyptian regime, gave implicit 
support to the guarded approach in handling the 
popular revolution when she said “What we’re 
trying to do is to help clear the air so that those 
who remain in power, starting with President 
Mubarak, with his new vice president, with 
the new prime minister, will begin a process 
of reaching out, of creating a dialogue that will 
bring in peaceful activists and representatives of 
civil society to, you know, plan a way forward 
that will meet the legitimate grievances of the 
Egyptian people.”

Yet all these mixed statements were not lost 
on the millions of protesters. In denouncing 
these ambivalent stands they chanted “No to 
Mubarak, No to Suleiman… No to the agents 
of al-Amrikan (the Americans).” Dr. Elbaradei 
declared that the moment of truth had arrived, 
“The US has to side either with the people or 
the regime. They could not be with both.” But 
on Monday January 31, Press Secretary Gibbs 
said that the administration would not take 
sides in the confrontation between the regime 
and the people.

This hypocritical stand was in a stark con-
trast to the position Obama took two days earlier, 
or that of successive US administrations with 
regard to the colour revolutions in the past 20 
years as in the Ukraine and Georgia in Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia, or the demonstrations 
by the opposition groups in Iran in the aftermath 
of its elections in June 2009.

So what happened over the weekend for the 
administration’s turnabout?

The answer to this double standard seems to 
be the infl uence of Israel and its supporters in 
Congress, where the new Republican Speaker 
John Boehner and other Republican leaders sup-
ported the administration’s ambivalent policy of 
not abandoning the Egyptian dictator.

In Israel, a real hysteria has engulfed the 
political establishment. On January 31, Israeli 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu told a 

news conference in Jerusalem that he was 
concerned about the fate of Israel’s peace treaty 
with Egypt should President Mubarak be forced 
out of power and replaced by someone more 
hostile toward Israel. He asked for support of 
the Egyptian regime lest an antagonistic regime 
emerges in its place.

The same day Haaretz reported that Israel 
called on the United States and a number of 

European countries over the weekend to curb 
their criticism of President Hosni Mubarak to 
preserve stability in the region.

It was reported on the Cairo streets that 
when a speech writer of President Mubarak 
rushed into his offi ce and said “Mr President; 
this is your farewell speech to the nation.” 
Mubarak remarked, “Why? Are the people 
leaving the country?”

This Egyptian joke captures the essence of 
the stalemate in the streets. Mubarak insists on 
staying in power regardless of any consequence, 
counting on his security apparatus, the army, and 
the implicit backing of the West. Meanwhile, the 
popular committee headed by Dr Elbaradaei is 
not recognised by the regime, let alone to engage 
with it in meaningful negotiations.

Meanwhile, the decisive moment seems to 
have arrived. The protesters called for a million-
man march in Liberation Square in Cairo and 
for a similar one in Alexandria on February 1. 
Upon hearing this move, the military sent an 

important signal to the people. General Ismail 
Othman, the military spokesman declared 
on national TV that the army recognises the 
legitimate demands of the people and would not 
shoot at them. With this declaration the army 
gave an unmistakable sign for the president to 
yield. The government immediately went into 
overdrive blocking all entrances to Liberation 
Square and stopped all public transportations to 

Cairo and Alexandria including trains coming 
from the delta and upper Egypt.

Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of people 
have fl ocked to Liberation Square. Politicians 
and party leaders, Imams and priests, judges 
and lawyers, former military offi cers and vet-
erans, labour and farmers, professionals and the 
unemployed, taxi drivers and garbage collec-
tors, young and old, women and men, families 
with their children, as well as prominent actors, 
artists, poets, movie directors, journalists, and 
authors declared their support and participation 
in that massive march. Egypt had never seen 
such unanimity in its modern history.

Trickery and treachery
On Monday January 31, the new vice presi-

dent Suleiman addressed the nation saying that 
he was asked by Mubarak to open a dialogue 
with all opposition groups and to ask the judi-
ciary to overturn the disputed elections results 
of last November. It was a tactical retreat by 
the regime in order to waste time and exhaust 
the protesters.

However, the protest leaders instantly 
rejected this disingenuous offer and insisted 
on their main demand of the total removal of 
Mubarak and for regime change.

It seems that the embattled president would 
have to make a choice soon. He will either 
submit to the demands of the popular revolu-
tion and leave power or employ his exhausted 
security forces to battle his people.

On the other hand, the challenge to the 
Egyptian people is whether they will stop their 
impressive revolution when the West and its 
local hirelings give up Mubarak in order to 
save his regime. The leaders of this revolution 
and civil society groups that have joined have 
so far insisted on regime change, not change 
of characters.

A few weeks after 9/11, the neo-cons 
persuaded Bush that after Afghanistan, the 
US should pursue regime change in Iraq, 
Iran, Libya, Syria and its allies in Lebanon, 
and to give Israel a green light to eliminate 
the Palestinian resistance in the Occupied 
Territories.

After almost a decade, the US is struggling 
in Afghanistan and has enormously enhanced 
Iran’s strategic regional posture by handing Iraq 
to its allies. Moreover, its ally in Lebanon was 
toppled while Hezbollah’s candidate is forming 
the new government. The Palestinian Authority 
President Mahmoud Abbas and his negotiating 
team have completely lost their credibility in 
the eyes of the Palestinian people after the 
recent publications of the Palestine Papers. The 
West has lost its ally in Tunisia, and is about to 
lose another in Egypt. Meanwhile its allies in 
Algeria, Yemen and Jordan are hanging on by 
their fi ngernails.

What a reversal of fortunes! 
For most of the past sixty years, the US 

has perceived the Middle East, and the Muslim 
world at large, from the dual prisms of Israel 
and oil. It has provided Israel with massive 
military aid, economic assistance, political cover 
and diplomatic shelter that not only denied the 
Palestinians their legitimate rights, but also 
prolonged their suffering and misery.

Furthermore, in securing its short-term 
interests of oil and military bases, successive 
US administrations have favoured dictatorships 
and repressive regimes in the name of stability 
at the expense of the right of self-determination 
to the people of the area.

Thirty-two years ago the US lost Iran and 
has ever since been in a contentious relation-
ship with it for its refusal to admit its role in 
maintaining the regime of the Shah. It is doubtful 
whether the US government has learned that 
lesson and whether it would be willing now to 
clearly and completely side with the people or 
respect their will to be free and independent.

In his farewell address of 1796, George 
Washington warned his countrymen and women 
against the “passionate attachment” to a foreign 
country and advised them that “against the 
insidious wiles of foreign infl uence . . . the 
jealousy of a free people ought to be constantly 
awake, since history and experience prove that 
foreign infl uence is one of the most baneful foes 
of republican government.”
Counterpunch 

The Making of Egypt’s Revolution – Part 2

TAKE A STAND:
Either with the people or 
with the regime

In securing its short-term interests of oil and 
military bases, successive US administrations have 
favoured dictatorships and repressive regimes in 
the name of stability at the expense of the right of 
self-determination to the people of the area.
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From the Editors of 
E/The Environmental Magazine:

Dear EarthTalk: I understand that the 
use of antibiotics in raising farm animals 
is threatening to make bacteria overall 
more resistant to antibiotics, which has 
serious life and death implications for 
people. Can you enlighten and advise 
what is being done about this?

Robert Gelb, Raleigh, 
North Carolina.

Most medical doctors would agree that 
antibiotic drugs – which stave off bacte-
rial infections from staph to salmonella to 
bacterial pneumonia – are among the most 
important tools in modern medicine. But 
public health advocates, environmentalists 
and even many doctors worry that our 
society’s overuse and misuse of antibiotics 
is making bacteria more resistant and thus 
limiting the effectiveness of these lifesaving 
drugs.

Bacterial resistance to antibiotics simply 
means longer, more serious and more costly 
illnesses. The Alliance for the Prudent Use of 
Antibiotics, a non-profi t group that conducts 
research around the world on antibiotic resist-
ance, estimates that antibiotic resistance has 
been responsible for upwards of US$16 billion 
annually in extra costs to the US health care 
system in recent years. The US Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) consid-
ers antibiotic resistance one of its top concerns.

While misuse of antibiotics for human 
health problems is defi nitely a concern – those 
with a valid need for antibiotics who don’t fi n-
ish off their prescriptions, for example, could 
effectively help bacteria develop resistance and 
make it stronger for when it infects its next host 
– a larger issue is the misuse of antibiotics to 
treat the common cold and fl u and other viral 
infections which do not involve bacteria. The 
more antibiotics we use willy-nilly, the faster 
bacteria will develop resistance, rendering many 
of the drugs modern medicine has come to rely 
on obsolete.

Of even greater concern is the preponder-
ance of antibiotics used down on the farm. 
“Antibiotics often are used on industrial farms 
not only to treat sick animals but also to off-
set [the health effects of] crowding and poor 
sanitation, as well as to spur animal growth,” 
reports the Pew Campaign on Human Health 
and Industrial Farming.

Indeed, researchers estimate that up to 70 
percent of all antibiotics sold in the US are given 
to healthy food animals to artifi cially expedite 
their growth and compensate for the effects of 
unsanitary farm conditions. “The routine use of 
antibiotics in food animals presents a serious 
and growing threat to human health because 
it creates new strains of dangerous antibiotic-
resistant bacteria,” says Pew.

So what can we do to curtail the overuse and 
misuse of antibiotics? For one, we should not 
prescribe or use antibiotics to (mis)treat viral 
infections. Beyond being conscientious with 
our own bodies, we should also urge farmers 
to reduce their use of these drugs.

Pew and other groups are trying to muster 
public support for the Preservation of Antibiotics 
for Medical Treatment Act, which if enacted 
would withdraw from food animal production 
the routine use of seven classes of antibiotics 
vitally important to human health unless ani-
mals are diseased or drug companies can prove 
that their use does not harm human health. 
Hundreds of groups, including the American 
Medical Association, American Academy of 
Paediatricians, Infectious Diseases Society of 
America and World Health Organisation support 
the legislation. Pew is urging concerned citizens 
to call their Representatives and Senators and 
advocate for pushing the legislation into com-
mittee hearings.
Contacts: Alliance for the Prudent Use of 
Antibiotics, www.tufts.edu/med/apua; 
CDC, www.cdc.gov; Pew Campaign on 
Human Health and Industrial Farming, 
www.saveantibiotics.org. 
EarthTalk 

Consequences of 
over-using antibiotics

Jocelyn Edwards

When fl ower workers in Uganda are injured or 
have disputes with employers, they know who 
to go to. Stephen Barasa, head of the Ugandan 
Horticulture and Allied Workers’ Union, barely 
sits down to morning tea when he is interrupted 
by a worker who has fallen off the roof of a 
greenhouse and dislocated his wrist. Later, in 
the busy union offi ce, he fi nds waiting for him 
an employee who has just been laid off.

Peter Olinga has been fi red for not spraying 
all of a greenhouse, a task he swears he complet-
ed. “For six years I have not even been suspended 
for a day. But today they told me, ‘You go. We 
don’t need you – we will train someone else’.”

Barasa shakes his head, and says it’s a case of 
wrongful dismissal: “Don’t worry, we are going 
to handle it. You will go back to work.”

Since Barasa set up the fl ower workers’ union 
four years ago, Valentine’s Day has got a whole 
lot sweeter for the 8,000 workers in Uganda’s 
$35 million-a-year horticulture industry, which 
exports mainly roses. Barasa, who himself 
worked in the fl ower industry for 15 years, once 
saw a woman who could not afford to miss work 
give birth in a fl ower fi eld. Employees got rashes 
from working unprotected with fertilisers; one 
even died from contact with the poisonous chemi-
cals they contain.

Now Ugandan fl ower workers have paid 
maternity and paternity leave as well as annual 
leave and weekly days off. As a result of the 
union’s demands, employers have purchased 

gumboots, smocks and gloves for employees. 
And perhaps most importantly, workers now 
have someone to intercede on their behalf with 
management.

With his livelihood in jeopardy, Olinga says 
that he is grateful to have Barasa there. Before 
the union, “workers were mistreated. They were 
voiceless if they had problems,” he says.

The gains in the industry have not come 
without a struggle. When he started trying to 
unionise the industry, Barasa faced extreme hos-
tility from employers. “If they even just saw me 
at the gate, they would call the police to arrest 
me,” he recalls. Barasa was arrested seven times 
and countless workers were censured for their 
involvement with the union.

But today, arriving at the offi ces of the 
Ugarose fl ower farm in the town of Entebbe, 
Barasa greets Richard Omuria, head of person-
nel, with a hug. They laugh and joke as they talk, 
and refer to each other as brothers. Employers 
warmed to Barasa when they saw that the ideas 
he was introducing were actually increasing 
productivity.

Since they have been unionised, “workers 
are working happily”, confi rms Omuria. “A per-
son will work harder knowing he has a day off. 
Workers are motivated now.”

Despite signifi cant gains, there is still much to 
be done to improve conditions for fl ower workers. 
A single perfect rose may sell for several dollars 
in Europe, but employees here are paid just 2,200 
Ugandan shillings (US$1) a day.
New Internationalist 

A rosier Valentine’s for 
Ugandan flower workers
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Pepper spray and clubs were the 
methods used by police in Puerto 
Rico against protesting students 
at the University of Puerto Rico’s 
main campus at Rio Piedras near 
San Juan on February 9. But the 
students are getting more support 
from the general public and show 
no sign of giving in.

The current series of protests 
began in April of 2010, when the 
administration of the right-wing 
governor, Luis Fortuño of the New 
Progressive Party (PNP), fi nding itself 
faced with a major budget crunch, 
proposed a sharp cut in the budget 
for the university system. This cut 
was to be paid for by increasing reg-
istration fees per student by US$800 
and implementing severe program 
cuts. Students at Rio Piedras and 
several others of the 11 campuses 
reacted angrily. They charge that these 
measures will force up to 10,000 stu-
dents out of the university, as well as 
damage some of its most prestigious 
programs.

Consequently, they have been 
carrying out a series of militant but 
peaceful demonstrations.

The cuts in the university pro-
grams and the rise in fees are part of 
a right-wing assault by the Fortuño 
administration in which thousands 

of public sector workers have also 
been laid off and their union contracts 
cancelled.

Again in December 2010, there 
were clashes between protestors and 
police, as students struck in antici-
pation of the implementation of the 
US$800 fee in the coming session. 
On that occasion, there was a sharp 
reaction by the police. On Thursday 
January 27, students marched to the 
capitol building in San Juan, and were 
subjected to a police attack in which, 
according to observers, pressure holds 
amounting to torture were employed 
by police. In addition, female stu-
dents were sexually molested. They 
marched again on February 7. Police 
were waiting for them, but were 
defl ected from attack by a mass mobi-
lisation of non-students, including 
professors, non-teaching personnel 
and other members of society who 
interposed themselves between the 
police and the students, preventing 
what could have been an ugly clash 
with possible injuries.

On February 9, two days after 
classes resumed, students massed 
again to protest on the Rio Piedras 
campus, but were confronted once 
more by police on horseback and on 
foot, who used pepper spray and clubs 
to attack students who were demon-
strating and painting protest slogans 
on the sidewalk. Many students, 

including student leader Adriana 
Mulero, were arrested, bringing the 
number arrested this year to over 150.

After the arrests, the Puerto Rican 
Association of University Professors 
announced that it was staging a 
24-hour strike to protest against 
the police presence on campus and 
the mistreatment of the students. 
The union representing the univer-
sity’s non-teaching employees, the 
Brotherhood of Exempt non-Teaching 
Employees, is also participating. 

Important sectors of labour and other 
social sectors continue to be sup-
portive of the students. On February 
5, a resolution was presented to the 
Chamber of Deputies by four women 
members, who called for an investiga-
tion of police abuse of the students. 
Students and their allies are also angry 
with the University of Puerto Rico 
administration for its hostile attitude 
and for facilitating the presence of 
police on campus.

Meanwhile, one of several pro-
independence groups, the Puerto 
Rican Nationalist Party, charges that 
persecution of its members by US 
authorities is on the up with searches 
of members’ homes and phone taps 
by the US Department of Homeland 
Security. National Party Chairman 
Francisco Torres claims that on his 
recent return from Spain via New 
York City, he and his wife were 
arrested for several hours without 
cause.

Puerto Rico, originally a Spanish 

colony, was seized by the United 
States in the so-called “Spanish 
American War” of 1898, and 
never given independence. It is cur-
rently ruled as an “Associated Free 
Territory” or “Commonwealth” of 
the United States, but is seen as a 
colony by many in Puerto Rico and 
beyond. Over the years, there have 
been frequent clashes, some armed, 
between supporters of independence 
and US and local authorities.

During part of the 1940s, the 
US-installed authorities made it ille-
gal to advocate independence for the 
island, or even fl y the Puerto Rican 
national fl ag or sing patriotic Puerto 
Rican songs. Though this “gag law” 
(Ley de Mordaza) is no longer in 
force, complaints of police spying 
on and harassment of the opposition 
are a continuous feature of life on 
this island, and of members of the 
numerous Puerto Rican communities 
in the United States.
People’s World 

Puerto Rico:

Violence against 
striking students

Pressure holds 
amounting to 
torture were 
employed by 

police.

South Africa’s 
entry in BRIC 
beneficial for Africa
South Africa’s return to the UN 
Security Council (UNSC) as a 
non-permanent member, and 
the invitation for the country to 
join the economic coalition that 
includes Brazil, Russia, India and 
China (BRIC) will help position 
the African continent amongst the 
global economic players, President 
Jacob Zuma said on Sunday. 

BUA News quoted Zuma as 
saying that both the UNSC seat 
and BRIC were a milestone for the 
African continent and an indication 
of how the world was changing.

Pretoria was invited to become 
a full member of the new emerg-
ing markets bloc dubbed BRICS 
– Brazil, Russia, India , China and 
South Africa.

Chinese Foreign Minister 
Yang Jiechi in December informed 
International Relations Minister 
Maite Nkoana-Mashabane that 
China, in its capacity as the rotating 

chair of the BRIC group, had 
reached an agreement with the oth-
er BRIC members to invite South 
Africa to be a full member of the 
new coalition.

“Our participation is an indica-
tion of the confi dence that these 
countries have in South Africa and 
our being there is very crucial, it’s a 
milestone not only for our country 
but for the continent as a whole,” 
Zuma said. 

The president noted that 
BRIC had representatives from all 
the regions of the world namely 
Europe, Asia and America with the 
exception of Africa.

South Africa’s new membership 
should be celebrated by the entire 
continent, he said, adding that the 
country was ready to step in and 
be part of the largest emerging 
markets.
Prensa Latina 

US Cables: 
FBI trained 
Egypt’s State Security torturers
Daniel Tencer

Egypt’s secret police, long accused 
of torturing suspects and intimidat-
ing political opponents of President 
Hosni Mubarak, received training 
at the FBI’s facility in Quantico, 
Virginia, even as US diplomats 
compiled allegations of brutality 
against them, according to US 
State Department cables released 
by WikiLeaks.

One cable, dated November 
2007 and published by the 
Telegraph, describes a meeting 
between the head of the SSIS, 
Egypt’s secret police, and FBI 
deputy director John Pistole, in 
which the secret police chief 
praises Pistole for the “excel-
lent and strong” cooperation 
between the two agencies. 
(Pistole has since been appointed 
head of the Transport Security 
Administration.)

SSIS chief Abdul Rahman 
said the FBI’s training sessions 
at Quantico were of “great ben-
efi t” to his agency. The cables did 
not address what sort of training 
Egyptian secret police received at 
Quantico, or how many offi cers 
were trained there.

In another cable, dated October 
2009, a US diplomat reported on 
allegations from “credible human 
rights lawyers” that the SSIS was 

behind the torture of terrorism sus-
pects held in Egyptian jails.

Members of a Hezbollah cell 
arrested in 2008 were tortured 
“with electric shocks and sleep 
deprivation to reduce them to a 
‘zombie state’,” the cable stated. 
The lawyers “asserted that ‘this 
kind of torture’ is different from 
what [name redacted] normally 
sees, and speculated that a special 
branch of Interior Ministry State 
Security (SSIS) could be directing 
the torture.”

The history of torture allega-
tions against the SSIS reaches 
back decades, but allegations 
have grown since the war on ter-
ror was launched after 9/11. In a 
2007 report, Amnesty International 
accused the Egyptian govern-
ment of turning the country into a 
“torture centre” for war on terror 
suspects.

“We are now uncovering evi-
dence of Egypt being a destina-
tion of choice for third-party or 
contracted-out torture in the ‘war 
on terror’,” Amnesty’s Kate Allen 
said at the time.

The Egyptian government 
acknowledged in 2005 that the US 
had transferred 60 to 70 detainees 
to Egypt since 2001.

The latest accusations of tor-
ture coming out of Egypt focus not 
on the SSIS, but on the Egyptian 

army, which in the early days of 
the Egyptian protests was lauded 
for taking a hands-off approach 
and not attempting to suppress the 
demonstrations.

According to the British 
Guardian, witnesses reported 
“extensive beatings and other 
abuses at the hands of the military 
in what appears to be an organised 
campaign of intimidation.”

Egyptian human rights groups 
say families are desperately search-
ing for missing relatives who have 
disappeared into army custody. 
Some of the detainees have been 
held inside the renowned Museum 
of Egyptian Antiquities on the edge 
of Tahrir Square. Those released 
have given graphic accounts of 
physical abuse by soldiers who 
accused them of acting for foreign 
powers.

Among those detained have 
been human rights activists, law-
yers and journalists, but most have 
been released. However, Hossam 
Bahgat, director of the Egyptian 
Initiative for Personal Rights in 
Cairo, said hundreds, and possibly 
thousands, of ordinary people had 
“disappeared” into military custody 
across the country for no more than 
carrying a political fl yer, attending 
the demonstrations or even the way 
they look. Many are still missing.
Rawstory 
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Susan Webb

The fall of President Hosni 
Mubarak, greeted with jubilation 
in Egypt and throughout the 
Middle East, came after a wave of 
strikes demonstrated the depth and 
breadth of the Egyptian uprising. 
The numbers were so large – an 
estimated 200,000 took part – and 
the participants so wide-ranging 
– port workers, textile workers, 
postal workers, transport workers, 
farmers, the unemployed, journal-
ists and more, from the Nile Delta 
to the Suez Canal, – that even the 
New York Times featured the story 
on its front page.

With developments in Egypt 
changing moment by moment, two 
things are clear: This is a revolution 
that will profoundly impact not only 
Egypt but the wider region as well. 
And it has forced the US to a for-
eign policy crossroads, compelled to 
choose a path as the freight trains of 
history rush by at breakneck speed.

The Obama administration has 
shifted its response considerably since 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s 
ill-advised response on the fi rst day 
of the uprising, January 25, when she 
said that “the Egyptian government 
is stable.”

During that fi rst week, many 
complained that the White House 
was giving mixed messages, with 
Vice President Joe Biden saying of 
Mubarak, “I would not refer to him 
as a dictator,” while President Obama 
was calling reform “absolutely critical 
for the long-term wellbeing of Egypt.”

By the end of that week, the 
White House said the United States 
would review the US$1.5 billion 
yearly aid it provides to Egypt (nearly 
all of it military aid), and Obama 
publicly expressed displeasure with 
Mubarak and said he had pressed 
the Egyptian ruler to make major 
reforms “to meet the aspirations of 
the Egyptian people”. After Mubarak 

reshuffl ed his government and named 
intelligence chief Omar Suleiman 
as vice president, State Department 
spokesman PJ Crowley tweeted that 
Mubarak “can’t reshuffl e the deck and 
then stand pat.” On February 1, when 
Mubarak said he would not run for 
re-election in September, Obama took 
on a sharper tone, telling the Egyptian 
ruler that “an orderly transition must 
be meaningful, it must be peaceful 
and it must begin now.”

The White House has maintained 
that position since, but it took no 
further public steps, despite many 
calls for it do so.

There were growing calls for the 
US to cut off military aid to Egypt as 
a way to exert pressure for change. 
Now, with Egypt’s military playing 
a leading role in the post-Mubarak 
period, such calls may subside. But 
they will undoubtedly rise again if real 
changes demanded by the Egyptian 
people don’t happen immediately.

The announcement of Mubarak’s 
departure said he was handing over 
power to the military. While rank and 
fi le soldiers come from the masses, 
the military elite has been character-
ised as an oligarchy. Suleiman’s role 
remains unclear. US diplomatic cables 
made public by WikiLeaks described 
Suleiman as Mubarak’s “consigliere.” 
As head of Egyptian intelligence since 
1993, Suleiman directed the regime’s 
apparatus of repression.

Mohamed ElBaradei, the diplomat 
who has emerged as a signifi cant 
opposition leader, said it is the new 
forces, not the outgoing regime, that 
should be in charge of what happens 
next. “There is no credibility in either 
Mubarak or Suleiman or anybody 
who is associated with that regime,” 
he said in an interview with Foreign 
Policy magazine.

Egyptians are looking for substan-
tive changes. Immediate demands 
are for a transitional national unity 
government that includes the move-
ments that organised this revolution, 

and an interim constitution that guar-
antees human rights and a democratic 
process for September’s presidential 
elections. The protestors in Cairo’s 
Tahrir Square will not accept a mili-
tary dictatorship of any kind.

Beyond that, as the strikes indi-
cate, they are looking for steps toward 
economic and social justice.

Commenting on the US response, 
ElBaradei said, “Events have gone 
so fast, you know, nobody predicted. 
It’s like the 1979 Iranian Revolution 
in that things took everybody by 
surprise, including us even. And they 
had to adjust their policy every half 
hour. As you remember, it started with 
Hillary Clinton saying ‘we assess that 
the government of Egypt is stable.’ I 
took issue with that on CNN; I said 
she must have a different defi nition of 
stability than I do – stability meaning 
repression, poverty.”

The US will have to decide if it 
will continue to trumpet “stability” at 
the expense of the Egyptian people. 
Much to the surprise of the US foreign 
policy establishment, the Egyptian 
people themselves have shown that 
this is no longer a viable policy.
People’s World 

Mubarak falls despite 
US complicity

Celebrations at a rally in Sydney, February 12, 2011.

Imprisonment of Liliany 
under scrutiny
WT Whitney

Liliany Obando, a sociologist, doc-
umentary fi lm maker and mother 
of two children, was serving as a 
fundraiser and human rights direc-
tor for the Fensuagro agricultural 
workers’ union in Colombia when 
she was arrested on August 8, 2008. 
A few weeks earlier, her report 
on 1,500 union members who had 
disappeared or were murdered had 
been published.

Fensuagro, with 80,000 mem-
bers and 37 union affi liates, is 
Colombia’s largest farm workers’ 
union. Many Fensuagro members, 
subjected to paramilitary terrorism, 
have been driven off small land 
holdings, which are now in the pos-
session of big landowners. Engaged 
in large scale agricultural, mining 
and infrastructure projects, land-
owners see unions like Fensuagro 
as contrary to their interests.

Four million Colombians have 
been pushed off their land, half of 
rural Colombians live in poverty 
and thousands of unionists, indig-
enous peoples, students and leftists 
have been killed or disappeared. 
Prisons and detentions are links in 
a chain of repression serving the 
well-to-do. The US government has 
lent a helping hand through Plan 
Colombia, its massive military aid 
program. It makes sense that the 
growing movement of solidarity 
with Colombian political prisoners 
is an international one.

For foreign unions and 
human rights groups support-
ing her, Liliany Obando has 
achieved emblematic status among 
Colombia’s 7,500 political prison-
ers. In January, she gave an inter-
view that has circulated widely on 
Spanish language political websites 
(Rebelion), and she participated in 
the latest in a long series of hear-
ings in her case.

A security offi cial’s testimony 
at the hearings was consistent with 
information Obando’s lawyers had 
extracted from witnesses at two 
brief trial sessions and other hear-
ings over her years of incarceration. 
The whereabouts over three days 
of supposedly incriminating com-
puter fi les turns out to be as much 
a mystery now as it was almost 
three years ago. Documentation 
of a chain of custody back then 
is still lacking. The fi les turned 
out to be easily altered documents 
rather than emails, as claimed by 
the Colombian government. And 
the government did manipulate the 
fi les, suggests Obando’s lawyer.

The Colombian military alleg-
edly took custody of the fi les from 
computers seized when it overran 
a campsite of the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
in March, 2008. A US-assisted raid 
caused the death of FARC com-
mander Raul Reyes, the comput-
ers’ owner. The government says 
material found in the fi les show-
ing Obando in league with Reyes 

proves the charge of terrorism 
against her.

Although 11 other opposition 
activists and journalists have been 
investigated on similar charges, 
she’s the only one who went to jail. 
Judgement in her case has once 
more been put off. The defence is 
trying to secure Canadian union-
ists’ testimony to the effect that 
their donated money was going to 
Fensuagro rather than to insurgents.

Obando has a lot of company. 
The US government has funded 
rebuilding of Colombian prisons, 
thereby contributing to an increase 
in prisoners from 63,000 in 2007 
to 106,000 in 2010. In the past four 
years, there’s been a 300 percent 
hike in arbitrary jailings.

Interviewed in late January, 
Liliany Obando not only provides 
a fi rst-hand view of a political 
prisoner’s struggles and hopes, but 
also assures her supporters that 
resistance in prison is a collective 
struggle.
People’s World 

Weak employment laws 
cause site closure
Unite, Britain’s biggest union, has 
blamed weak employment legisla-
tion for allowing Pfi zer to close 
its world class R&D site at short 
notice, with little consultation with 
the 2,400 strong workforce.

Unite national secretary, Linda 
McCulloch, said: “Weak employ-
ment legislation is to blame for 
Pfi zer’s sudden decision to close its 
world class site in Kent. Elsewhere 
in Europe Pfi zer would have been 
required to meet with the work-
force well in advance of such an 
announcement It seems once again 
British workers have been dumped 
by a multinational company without 
good reason.”

The union wants to know why 
the company found it necessary to 
make a sudden announcement with-
out proper consultation with the 

workforce and what communication 
they had with the government.

“I intend to meet our reps and 
members and the company as soon 
as possible to discuss the decision 
to close this site in the UK,” said 
McCulloch.

She said the closure was dis-
astrous for UK science and that 
the hand wringing from science 
minister David Willets was a poor 
disguise for doing nothing.

“The UK is a world leader in 
scientifi c research and to just accept 
the closure as a corporate decision 
is not good enough. If the govern-
ment wants economic growth it has 
to make it happen. Unfortunately, 
the Tory-led government wants to 
make it even easier to hire and fi re 
workers by reducing workers’ pro-
tection from unfair dismissal.” 

Liliany Obando on her 2007 visit to Australia.
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Profits 
to die for
Another young Australian was 
killed in Afghanistan the other 
day. The Australian news media 
don’t bother to report the deaths 
of young Afghanis killed in the 
fi ghting there. It might look like we 
were involved in something nasty.

Government and military leaders 
rushed to express their deep regrets 
at the Australian soldier’s death, as 
they should. After all, he was there 
by their decision, not his.

They claimed, as always, that he 
was there to fi ght the evil, fanatical 
Taliban. But as usual, they said noth-
ing about just who it was that had set 
about turning the Taliban into an army 
in the fi rst place.

They had been a motley group 
of religious young men manipulated 
by their local religious leaders into 
acting as strong-arm toughs for the 
country’s feudal beys, the traditional 
rulers who had lost their privileged 
position as a result of Afghanistan’s 
national revolution.

Even the Australian press reported 
in glowing terms as the revolution 
freed thousands of the former feudal 
regime’s political prisoners. But 
British and US intelligence services 
were already preparing to stamp on 
this revolutionary upsurge in a country 
that bordered the Soviet Union.

They needed to build up a 
counterrevolutionary force, and they 

turned to the reactionary feudals and 
priests, who had a vested interest in 
opposing the new revolutionary ideas. 
Why, they were even going to start 
educating girls.

The British had had a lot of 
experience in subversion and intrigue 
in Afghanistan (even Laurence of 
Arabia – in the guise of “Aircraftsman 
Brown” – had been sent there at one 
time on behalf of British imperialism) 
but it was the US in particular that 
now went out of its way to organise, 
arm and train the counter-revolution-
ary force that would become “The 
Taliban”.

Today, the US prefers to pretend 
that the Taliban was none of its doing. 
Like Topsy, it just “growed”, or so 
the US and Australian governments 
would have us believe.

But it was not so. The Taliban was 
a major Cold War project for the US 
military and various clandestine US 
agencies. They were not interested in 
freedom for the Afghan people, any 
more than they were interested in it 
for any other people. Their concern, 
as always, was geopolitical power 
and control of the Earth’s valuable 
resources.

Afghanistan may be a poor 
country, but it is a valuable prize. It 
is rich in rare minerals, lies astride 
several major potential oil pipeline 
routes and has its own unexploited 
oil reserves. It is strategically placed 
near the major oil fi elds of Central 
Asia and is a crucial part of any plan 
to deny oil to China.

Big profits will flow to the 
corporations that gain control of 
Afghanistan. The US government 
intends to see that those profi ts fl ow 
to US corporations.

Indeed, US corporations are 
already doing very well out of the 
war in Afghanistan.

The US has 98,000 troops 
deployed there. Guess how many pri-
vate contractors the US had working 
for it in Afghanistan as of September 
2009: 104,101.

In fact, more than half the US 
Defence Department’s workforce in 
Afghanistan are employed by private 
contractors, generally large US fi rms 

growing fat (or fatter) on “defence 
contracts”.

The war in Afghanistan is easily 
the most privatised in US history. In 
the Vietnam War for example, defence 
contractors accounted for only thirteen 
percent of the US presence on the 
ground. In Afghanistan it’s 57 percent.

And it’s worth a lot of money to 
the corporations fortunate enough to 
secure one or more defence contracts. 
Back in 2008, the most recent date for 
which I have fi gures, the estimated 
value of US Defence Department 
contracts in Afghanistan awarded 
to one Texas-based company, Fluor, 
and one Virginia-based company, 
DynCorp, totalled US$7.5 billion.

And like you, I am sure that the 
awarding of these oh so lucrative 
contracts had nothing to do with the 
fact that Fluor gave US$305,499 to 
federal candidates that same year 

while DynCorp chucked in a relatively 
piddling $51,999 to the same worthy 
recipients.

But don’t think DynCorp got 
off easy: they also had to shell out 
some US$300,000 in illegal bribes 
to expedite visas and licenses, a 
practice frowned upon under US law. 
An investigation was announced, but 
DynCorp will be laughing all the way 
to the bank.

The company has a US$1.2 bil-
lion US Defence Department con-
tract to train Iraqi police. (Although 
Federal auditors subsequently reported 
that that contract was so mismanaged 
they were unable to determine how 
the money was spent, no one was 
punished or even charged.)

Some time this year, the US 
Commission on Wartime Contracting 
(now there’s a bribe magnet if I ever 
heard of one) is scheduled to release 

a comprehensive study of contracting 
in war zones. What’s the betting it 
doesn’t make any signifi cant changes 
to the highly profi table practice of 
waging war via private contractors?

Each week, the US Public 
Broadcasting System’s News Hour 
displays photos of the young men of 
its armed forces killed that week in 
Afghanistan. Like our media, they do 
not report the number of Afghans the 
US and its “coalition partners” killed 
that week.

Tony Abbott distinguished him-
self (and displayed his Christian 
sensibilities) by dismissing the latest 
Australian death as “shit happens”. 
Does it make that shit more acceptable 
to know that it happened in the inter-
est of maintaining corporate profi ts?

Somehow I doubt it very 
much. 

Letters / Culture & Life

On Iran

There is much truth in the let-
ter by Mark Window in The 
Guardian (2011-02-09) regarding 
Iran. I’m sure that the CPA 
would condemn any aggression 
against Iran. As roundly as it was 
condemned action against Iraq 
and Afghanistan, particularly if 
Australia was dragged into it.

However, seen from a class posi-
tion, it must be seen that the revolu-
tion that overthrew the Shah in 1979 
was a bourgeois democratic one that 
has not yet developed into one benefi t-
ing the working class.

The article in the same issue of 
The Guardian is most disturbing 
regarding price increases, wage cuts 
and reduced standards of living, this 
being combined with attacks on trade 
unions and other democratic forces. 
The Iranian working class clearly 
needs to take the lead in defending 
its economic and democratic rights. 
If this means replacing the present 
regime, then so be it.

Ron Barrett
Sydney

The struggle for 
statehood
Thank you for another wonderful 
issue of The Guardian (2011-02-02), 
and the tremendous articles on 
Palestine, budget cuts, Tunisia and 
the great fi lm reviews, etc. I just 
wanted to comment on the fi ne 
article by Alan Hart, “Palestine 
does not have to be a lost cause”. 
The article was very insightful and 
made good suggestions about the 
Palestinian people’s struggle. The 
only thing I disagree on is the idea 
of creating a Palestinian state on 
the territories Israel occupied in 
1967, the West Bank and Gaza.

On the West Bank, Israeli rule is 
pervasive, Jewish settlements are all 
over the place, with bits and pieces 
of Palestinian territory encircled by 
Israeli settlements, walls and mili-
tary bases. Israeli military forts and 
positions sit on the hilltops; Israel 
controls the road network and check-
points, aquifers and other resources. 
Daily life, movement, the economy, 
everything is dependent of the whim 
of Israel’s military rule, its laws, 
regulations and curfews.

Given this situation, how can a 
Palestinian state be built on such a 
minuscule area, in reality a micro, 
mini-state lacking any actual politi-
cal, social, military and economic 
independence. Even if Israel ended its 
physical occupation of the area and 
withdrew its troops, Israel would still 
maintain control. We can see in the 
Israeli encirclement and confi nement 
of Gaza, how such a Palestinian state 
would be treated. This would not be 
an independent, genuine Palestinian 

state, nor is it a just, legitimate solu-
tion to the Palestinian problem.

The sweeping changes that Israel 
has made in the West Bank prevent 
any real possibility for the establish-
ment of a viable Palestinian state 
there alongside a powerful state like 
Israel. The key to resolving the issue 
is to restore the Palestinian people’s 
rights and give them a homeland. 
This is only possible in one state for 
all those peoples to live in equality, 
whatever their religion or beliefs. 
Any other solution now is I believe 
unworkable and futile. 

Steven Katsineris,
Vic

Message to Israel
The following letter was sent to 
Yuval Rotem, Ambassador for 
Israel in Australia.

Dear Ambassador,
I write to advise that the State 
Committee of Management of the 
Fire Brigade Employees Union 
passed the following resolution 
on Thursday December 16, 2010:

“That the NSW Fire Brigade 
Employees Union condemns the 
recent refusal of Israel to grant entry 
to Palestinian fi refi ghters who had 
bravely volunteered their services 
in the Carmel fi res of last week. The 
NSW Fire Brigade Employees Union 
further notes:

Israel asked for and accepted the 
help of the Palestinian fi refi ghters;

The Palestinians responded out 
of “humane responsibility” despite 
the ongoing occupation of their 
homeland;

Israel sought to recognise the 
bravery of the fi refi ghters by award-
ing them a medal but the fi refi ghters 

were stopped at the border and could 
not attend the ceremony; and

Israel’s hypocrisy in this incident 
is merely indicative of a regime 
which is prepared to use the land 
and resources of the Palestinians 
while continually denying their 
human rights, including freedom of 
movement.”

The Fire Brigade Employees 
Union seeks to show solidarity 
with our fellow fi refi ghters around 
the world. We felt compelled to act 
when the work and generosity of the 
Palestinian fi refi ghters was accepted 
and then the workers themselves 
shown such disrespect.

We ask that you convey our 
condemnation to the appropriate 
authorities in Israel.

Jim Casey
State Secretary

FBEU
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An Afghan family prays at a grave.

Sydney Film Night
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Do Thi Hai Yen

From the Graham Greene novel
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Entrance by donation

Further info: Tom 02 9699 8844
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Sun 20 Feb – 
Sat 26 Feb

Some years ago, my wife and 
I were driving back from 

Broken Hill to Sydney. Our aim was 
to zig-zag across the centre of the state 
using stock routes and back roads, and 
see as much of the countryside as we 
could. Alas, it was not to be.

Enquiring in Menindee for direc-
tions to the road on our map that 
led straight across to Ivanhoe and 
thence to Parkes, we were told that 
you couldn’t go that way. (It was 
also made clear that no one in their 
right mind would want to, since the 
long way round – northwards up the 
Darling – was asphalted.)

In any case, we couldn’t go our 
chosen route because much of the 
inland of the state was fl ooded. Our 
informant (the local publican) fi xed a 
stern look on his face and emphasised 
the extent of the fl oods with the dec-
laration that “the Paroo has reached 
the Darling for the fi rst time in the 
history of white men!”

Floods of inland Australia, 
whether out west in NSW or in 
South-West Queensland and north-
ern South Australia, are nothing 
new. Henry Lawson, writing about 
the paddle steamers that plied the 
Murray-Darling system made it clear 

that regular, spectacular fl ooding was 
the norm for the Darling in particular.

For its part, South Australia is 
dotted with the ruins of stone farm-
houses built when deluges in the 
north had sent the great desert rivers 
fl owing, to empty into the great inland 
lakes in the north-east of the state.

And in the wake of the fl ooding 
deluges, the desert bloomed, just as 
NSW used to before the Darling’s 
water was appropriated for the use 
of agribusinesses growing cotton 
and rice.

In 2009 and again in 2010, a 
series of tropical lows sweeping 
through the middle of Australia 
dropped record rainfalls over the 
inland riverbeds that drain into Lake 
Eyre. It is remarkable whenever 
rainwater makes its way down the dry 
riverbeds all the way to Lake Eyre. It 
is extraordinary when it happens two 
years in a row.

The ABC documentary, Return 
To Lake Eyre: Deluge (ABC1 
Sunday February 20 at 7.30 pm), 
examines the effects of this phenom-
enon. “Nature exploded on a massive 
scale. Back came the water birds 
to breed on waterways brimming 
with life. Vast areas of desert were 
transformed into lush wetlands with 
wildfl owers blooming to the horizon.

“The scientists still can’t say for 
certain how the birds know the rivers 
are fl owing again through one of the 
most arid areas on Earth, or how they 
fi nd their way back to the old breeding 
spots that they might not have visited 
for years.”

A fascinating look at natural proc-
esses we should all know more about, 
especially as the consequences of 
global warming make themselves felt.

Clashing with this program on 
SBS is episode three of the 

curious series America: The Story Of 
The US (SBS1 Sundays at 7.30 pm). 
The series shamelessly and arrogantly 
appropriates the name “America” to 

apply to the USA alone, ignoring the 
rest of the Continent. The series was 
made for US citizens so presumably 
the sensibilities of the other inhabit-
ants of America, North and South, 
can be disregarded.

Of much greater signifi cance is 
the series’ choice of people to be 
interviewed or simply to comment on 
events in the history of the country. 
They range from Donald Trump to 
Newt Gingrich! One of the “experts” 
who recounts much of the history of 
the Civil War is the editor of Popular 
Mechanics. His credentials for this 
task are not revealed.

Given the series producers’ obvi-
ous faith in the value of business 
leaders’ contributions to a history 
program, it is surprising that America 
is as good as it is. It could have been 
a lot worse.

The series does present the Civil 
War as an economic clash, between 

the agrarian slave-based South and 
the industrialised non-slave North, but 
it manages to avoid any reference to 
the workers in the North (other than 
one group of women strikers on an 
unrelated issue). It is as though the 
workers in the North had no say in 
and took no part in the debates and 
struggle over the question of slavery 
and the future of the country.

Yet who were the people who 
voted for Lincoln? Not the plantation 
owners of the South, that’s for sure.

The series makes copious use of 
re-enactments for its scenes of battle, 
using only a few extras but using 
them well. It makes even greater use 
of computerised graphics to simu-
late newsreel footage (particularly 
noticeable in the sequence illustrating 
the North’s accomplished use of a 
nationalised railway network to move 
troops and supplies speedily to there 
they were needed).

At no time does it offer any 
opinion on what the Southern sol-
diers thought they were fi ghting for 
(“Southern rights” and racial superior-
ity over coloured people). Nor does it 
mention the way Britain backed the 
South with money, arms and shipping.

It says a lot about the extent of 
the propaganda and bogus history 
that one expects from most US pro-
gram about their country’s history 
that this one seems half decent just 
because it avoids some of the worst 
excesses. But if we compare it to the 
magnifi cent series The Civil War from 
the US Public Broadcasting System, 
shown a few years ago on SBS, we 
will see immediately how inadequate 
this latest one is.

Next week’s episode deals with 
“the development of the modern city 
in America – one of its greatest inven-
tions”. Which just about sums up the 
series, I think. 
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On January 19, in a refl ection 
titled “The time has come to do 
something,” I wrote:

“I am referring to the food crisis 
originating in the economic facts and 
the climatic changes that are apparent-
ly now irreversible as a consequence 
of human activity.

“The problems have suddenly 
taken shape now, through the phe-
nomena that are being repeated on 
every continent: heat waves, forest 
fi res, losses of harvests in Russia, 
with many victims; climate changes in 
China, excessive rainfalls or droughts, 
progressive losses of water reserves 
in the Himalayas threatening India, 
China, Pakistan and other countries; 
excessive rainfall in Australia that 
have fl ooded almost a million square 
kilometres; unusually harsh and 
unseasonable cold events in Europe 
that have considerable impact on agri-
culture; droughts in Canada; unusual 
cold events there and in the US.”

I also mentioned the unprec-
edented rains in Colombia, Venezuela 
and Brazil.

In that Refl ection I said that 
“productions of wheat, soy, corn, 
rice and other numerous grains and 
legumes that make up the food base 
of the world – whose population today 
according to calculations totals almost 
6.9 billion inhabitants, and where 
more than one billion are suffering 
from hunger and malnutrition – are 
being seriously affected by climate 
change, creating a very serious prob-
lem in the world.”

On January 29 the daily Internet 
news bulletin that I receive repro-
duced an article by Lester R Brown, 
which was posted on “Via Organica” 
website, dated January 10 and whose 
content, in my view, must be spread 
widely.

The author is a most prestigious 
and prize-winning US ecologist, who 
has been warning about the danger-
ous effect of the growing and huge 
volume of CO2 being pumped into 
the atmosphere. I will take only some 
paragraphs from his well-documented 
article that coherently explain his 
viewpoints:

“As the new year begins, the 
price of wheat is setting an all-time 
high…”

“… the world population has 
nearly doubled since 1970; we are 
still adding 80 million people each 
year. Tonight, there will be 219,000 
additional mouths to feed at the din-
ner table, and many of them will be 
greeted with empty plates. Another 
219,000 will join us tomorrow night. 
At some point, this relentless growth 
begins to tax both the skills of farm-
ers and the limits of the earth’s land 
and water resources.

“The rise in meat, milk, and egg 
consumption in fast-growing devel-
oping countries has no precedent. In 
the United States, which harvested 
416 million tons of grain in 2009, 
119 million tons went to ethanol 
distilleries to produce fuel for cars. 
That’s enough to feed 350 million 
people for a year.

“The massive US investment in 
ethanol distilleries sets the stage for 
direct competition between cars and 
people for the world grain harvest. In 
Europe, where much of the auto fl eet 
runs on diesel fuel, there is growing 
demand for plant-based diesel oil, 
principally from rapeseed and palm 
oil. This demand for oil-bearing crops 
is not only reducing the land available 
to produce food crops in Europe, it is 
also driving the clearing of rainforests 
in Indonesia and Malaysia for palm 
oil plantations.

“…a doubling in the annual 
growth in world grain consumption 
from an average of 21 million tons per 
year in 1990-2005 to 41 million tons 
per year in 2005-2010. Most of this 
huge jump is attributable to the orgy 
of investment in ethanol distilleries 
in the United States in 2006-2008.

“While the annual demand 
growth for grain was doubling, new 
constraints were emerging on the 
supply side, even as long-standing 
ones such as soil erosion intensifi ed. 
An estimated one third of the world’s 
cropland is losing topsoil faster than 
new soil is forming through natural 
processes – and thus is losing its 
inherent productivity. Two huge 
dust bowls are forming; one across 
northwest China, western Mongolia, 
and central Asia; the other in central 
Africa. Each of these dwarfs the US 
dust bowl of the 1930s.

“Satellite images show a steady 
fl ow of dust storms leaving these 
regions, each one typically carrying 
millions of tons of precious topsoil.

“Meanwhile aquifer depletion is 
fast shrinking the amount of irrigated 
areas in many parts of the world; this 
relatively recent phenomenon is driv-
en by the large-scale use of mechani-
cal pumps to exploit underground 

water. Today, half the world’s people 
live in countries where water tables 
are falling as over-pumping depletes 
aquifers. Once an aquifer is depleted, 
pumping is necessarily reduced to the 
rate of recharge unless it is a fossil 
(non-replenishable) aquifer, in which 
case pumping ends altogether. But 
sooner or later, falling water tables 
translate into rising food prices.

“Irrigated area is shrinking in the 
Middle East, notably in Saudi Arabia, 
Syria, Iraq, and possibly Yemen. 
In Saudi Arabia, which was totally 
dependent on a now-depleted fossil 
aquifer for its wheat self-suffi ciency, 
production is in a freefall. From 2007 
to 2010, Saudi wheat production fell 
by more than two thirds.

“The Arab Middle East is the fi rst 
geographic region where spreading 
water shortages are shrinking the 
grain harvest. But the really big water 
defi cits are in India, where the World 
Bank numbers indicate that 175 mil-
lion people are being fed with grain 
that is produced by over-pumping. In 
the United States, the world’s other 
leading grain producer, irrigated area 
is shrinking in key agricultural states 
such as California and Texas.

“The rising temperature is also 
making it more diffi cult to expand 
the world grain harvest fast enough 
to keep up with the record pace of 
demand. Crop ecologists have their 
own rule of thumb: For each 1 degree 
Celsius rise in temperature above the 
optimum during the growing season, 
we can expect a 10 percent decline in 
grain yields.

“Another emerging trend that 
threatens food security is the melt-
ing of mountain glaciers. This is of 
particular concern in the Himalayas 
and on the Tibetan plateau, where the 
ice melt from glaciers helps sustain 

not only the major rivers of Asia 
during the dry season, such as the 
Indus, Ganges, Mekong, Yangtze, 
and Yellow rivers, but also the irri-
gation systems dependent on these 
rivers. Without this ice melt, the grain 
harvest would drop precipitously and 
prices would rise accordingly.

“And fi nally, over the longer 
term, melting ice sheets in Greenland 
and West Antarctica, combined with 
thermal expansion of the oceans, 
threaten to raise the sea level by up 
to six feet during this century. Even a 
three-foot rise would inundate half of 
the riceland in Bangladesh. It would 
also put under water much of the 
Mekong Delta that produces half the 
rice in Vietnam, the world’s number 
two rice exporter. Altogether there 
are some 19 other rice-growing river 
deltas in Asia where harvests would 
be substantially reduced by a rising 
sea level.

“The unrest of these past few 
weeks is just the beginning. It is no 
longer confl ict between heavily armed 
superpowers, but rather spreading 
food shortages and rising food prices 
– and the political turmoil this would 
lead to – that threatens our global 
future. Unless governments quickly 
redefi ne security and shift expendi-
tures from military uses to investing 
in climate change mitigation, water 
effi ciency, soil conservation, and 
population stabilisation, the world 
will in all likelihood be facing a future 
with both more climate instability 
and food price volatility. If business 
as usual continues, food prices will 
only trend upward.

The current world order was 
imposed by the United States at the 
end of WW2 and reserved all the 
privileges for itself.” 

Reflections by Comrade Fidel

The serious food crisis
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