
Anna Pha

The federal Labor government plans to 
push ahead with its corporate and personal 
income tax cuts without making any attempt 
to replace that income from other sources. 
This was evident from Treasurer Wayne 
Swan’s concluding remarks at the Tax 
Forum in Canberra last week. Less income 
amidst rising demands for health, aged 
care and other social services can mean 
only one thing: massive cuts. It is a recipe 
for disaster, for the destruction of what is 
known as the “welfare state”. This was the 
hidden agenda at the Forum, the future of 
the social welfare system.

The Forum was one of the conditions reluc-
tantly agreed to by Gillard to gain the support of 
Independent Rob Oakeshott to form government 
following the 2010 elections. It is now claimed 
as some great government initiative of open 
policy making and community consultation. 
One of Oakeshott’s priorities was to reduce the 
tax burden on small business.

Representatives from the big end of town, 
small business, superannuation funds, gov-
ernment, trade unions, community and other 
non-government organisations, academics were 
amongst those taking part. On the big ques-
tions – personal and company taxation and 
government spending priorities the lines were 
sharply drawn.

The corporates and fi nancial institutions, 
government and right-wing think tanks called 

for lower taxes for business and the rich and 
cuts in social spending. On the other side of 
the class divide the trade union movement, the 
Greens and social welfare groups proposed a 
more progressive tax system (higher taxes on 
the rich and companies, lower on the poor) and 
increased spending on social security.

There were a few unholy alliances such as 
on state stamp duty which hits home buyers 
(over $20,000 on a $600,000 home). Social 
welfare groups, trade unions and developers all 
wanted to get rid of that to make housing more 
affordable. Of course there were differences 
over how to compensate states – such as raise 
the GST or through a land tax.

In his opening address Treasurer Wayne 
Swan told participants they could raise what-
ever ideas they liked, but effectively ruled out 
any increase in the GST, company or personal 
income taxes.

Demands for progressive 
reforms

The Australian Council of Trade Unions 
(ACTU) put forward a range of priorities, 
including tax reform and on how the income 
should be spent. These included:
• Raising suffi cient revenue to fund the 

provision of high quality services to the 
community.

• Making the system more equitable 
and progressive, with taxes rising with 
individuals’ ability to pay. It specifi cally 

called for a reduction in the effective 
marginal tax rates paid by low income 
workers and supported raising the tax-free 
threshold to $25,000.

• Measures to tackle tax avoidance such as 
through contracting arrangements, trusts, 
and private companies.

• No reduction in the proportion of tax 
revenue paid by business.

• Making housing more affordable by the 
abolition of stamp duty on purchasing 
a property and the abolition of negative 
gearing. Negative gearing enables those 
who can afford investment properties to 
borrow and use interest payments as tax 
deductions while paying off the property.

On the expenditure side, the ACTU pro-
posed a reduction in and ultimate elimination 
of the gap in payment and indexation rates 
of different pensions and allowances such as 
Newstart (unemployed), age pension and dis-
ability pension.

The Australian Council of Social Service 
(ACOSS) and other community organisations 
also raised the questions of gaps between dif-
ferent social security payments and the way 
in which the unemployed, students and others 
become entrenched in poverty.

Greens Leader Bob Brown called for gold 
to be brought back into the coverage of the min-
ing tax; no rebating of increased state royalties; 
company tax cuts redirected to small business 
with a substantial proportion of the proceeds 
placed into a sovereign wealth fund.

He said the current levels of unemploy-
ment and student benefi ts (Newstart and Youth 
Allowance payments) were woefully inadequate 
and poorly designed to encourage workforce 
participation. A person on Newstart receives just 
$237 a week while a Youth Allowance recipient 
living independently has to live on $194. There 
is a $120 a week gap between the single rate of 
Newstart and the single aged pension.

He called on the government to support a 
global tax on international fi nancial transactions 
(also known as a “Tobin tax” or a “Robin Hood 
tax”). “This could not only raise money to fi ght 
global poverty but could stabilise fi nancial mar-
kets by discouraging very short-term speculative 
fi nancial transactions,” Brown said.

The Greens also took up the question of 
tax havens and other methods of tax avoidance 
and proposed that  a 50 percent marginal rate 
be introduced for incomes of over $1 million. 
He said the mining sector’s use of fossil fuels 
should not be subsidised by the provision of 
fuel tax credits.

Richard Dennis from the Australia Institute, 
estimates that fossil fuel subsidies amount to 
around $10 billion a year through various tax 
concessions like the diesel fuel rebate, fringe 
benefi ts allowances for company cars and 
research and development benefi ts to industry.

A number of organisations raised other 
environmental issues, including the proposition 
for a congestion tax on road users.
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PRESS FUND
Truth has a habit of emerging at inconvenient moments for some 
people. A consultant to the pubs and clubs has inadvertently 
revealed that they are likely to lose between 10 and 15 percent 
of their income from new regulations, not 40 percent as they’d 
claimed. The clubs and pubs have rushed to disown the consultant, 
but in doing so they’re in effect insisting that they derive a parasitic 
40 percent of their profits from the financial ruin of addicted 
poker machine players. But speaking of figures, this week we’ve 
only received three Press Fund contributions and the weekly total 
has failed to make three figures.  Arise, supporters, from your 
slumbers! Please send us in something for the next edition, because 
we really need your help. Meanwhile, many thanks to this week’s 
contributors, as follows:
Peter Bryant $12, KM $10, “Round Figure” $18
This week’s total: $40 Progressive total: $12,275

Pokies are a class issue
Tasmania independent Andrew Wilkie has certainly put the cat 

among the pigeons with his campaign for pokies reform. Delivery on 
the commitment he wrested from Labor to legislate by May 2012 for 
poker machine “pre-commitment” technology to be installed is now 
due. The gambling industry and supportive sections of the corporate 
media have shifted into overdrive in an effort to portray the legislation 
as a “footy tax” that will destroy codes, community facilities and jobs. 
Supporters of reform, like Wilkie and SA Senator Nick Xenophon, 
are painted as wowsers, wreckers and misfi ts.

But the public isn’t buying it. Despite an expensive “no” campaign 
by Clubs Australia, over 60 percent of Australians want measures 
taken to curb problem gambling. Current programs and efforts are a 
joke. The federal Opposition hasn’t got the spin from the issue that it 
would have been seeking with its support of Clubs Australia’s dubious 
campaign. The question has put the Gillard government under a lot 
of pressure but on this issue, at least, it has the support of the people 
for long overdue change.

Why has public opinion remained so rock solid? It is obvious that 
clubs have grown too dependent on pokies revenue. One of Australia’s 
largest clubs, the Panthers Group, pulled in $91.7 million (60 percent of 
its revenue) from gambling in 2010. Rooty Hill RSL rakes in two thirds 
of its $64.7 million operating revenue from its 726 poker machines. 
It’s true that “not for profi t” clubs return benefi ts to the community 
in the form of donations, juniors training, sporting facilities and so 
on but, as the “GetUp!” advertisement on the issue points out, the 
benefi ts are dwarfed by the amounts taken out of the workers’ own 
pockets by poker machines.

The credibility of Clubs Australia’s campaign has been dam-
aged critically by the release on Clubs Queensland’s website of an 
estimate of the gambling income losses resulting from the use of a 
pre-commitment smart card. The information was quickly pulled down 
but the fi gure was between 10 and 20 percent – not the 40 percent 
claimed during the industry’s media blitz.

Elsewhere, club managements have been shown planning ways to 
get around restrictions on the number of ATMs at venues; by putting 
alcoves in car parks and other nearby spots. Senator Xenophon has 
described the workarounds as “sick and cynical”. In the face of a 
growing backlash, Clubs Australia has agreed to support a trial of 
the bet-limiting technology on high intensity poker machines in one 
state or territory. The federal government is looking into this but it 
would require the cooperation of the state or territory government 
involved and all the gambling venues to work. In the meantime, the 
make-or-break commitment to Wilkie is for the introduction of such 
technology Australia-wide by 2014.

This demand should be supported. Problem gambling affects work-
ers and their families more than any other section of the community. 
Poker machine venues are concentrated in poorer districts. Low paid 
workers, the unemployed and pensioners are the easiest targets for 
the gambling industry with their false hope of a windfall and relief 
from growing fi nancial pressures.

In South Australia alone, people lose $2.4 million a day in poker 
machines. This is money that is not spent locally on goods and services 
or put towards family needs. The Productivity Commission’s 2010 
report on the gambling industry estimated (probably conservatively) 
that there are 100,000 problem gamblers in Australia and another 
250,000 with a gambling addiction. The same reported estimates that 
pokie addicts lose an average of $21,000 every year through their habit.

Some state governments have allowed themselves to become de-
pendent on “cakes and circuses” taxes. They leave it to pokie-funded 
clubs to dominate the provision of cultural amenities that should 
rightly be provided by governments with democratic participation 
and proper oversight by the community.

Socialists are not killjoys. If workers want to have a fl utter, es-
pecially in a good cause, that is entirely their business. But it is not 
healthy for society for a huge, infl uential gambling “industry” to de-
velop. It thrives on misery and the huge amounts of money involved 
inevitably distort the political process. It was with good reason that 
one of the fi rst actions of Fidel’s triumphant Cuban revolution in 1959 
was to shut down the casinos. We are not on the verge of such sweeping 
social change but we should support the application of a handbrake 
to a runaway gambling problem with Wilkie’s pokies reform.

Ben Chacko

Rene Gonzalez Sehwerert, one of 
the Cuban Five, imprisoned by the 
US on spying charges, was released 
from a federal prison on October 
7 after 13 years behind bars. His 
four fellow inmates remain in jail 
and judges have denied Gonzalez’s 
request to return to his family in 
Cuba, saying he must serve three 
years’ probation in the US fi rst. 
But his wife Olga Salanueva said 
if he remained in the US “his life 
would be in danger.”

Miami-based terrorist organisa-
tions have killed almost 3,500 Cubans 
over the last four decades, including 
in the October 6, 1976, bombing of 
Cubana Flight 455 in which 78 peo-
ple died. The US still harbours Luis 
Posada Carriles, who was heavily 
implicated in that bombing, and vari-
ous anti-Cuban terror groups remain 
active there.

The Cuban Five have always 
denied US espionage accusations and 
maintained that they were monitoring 
such groups to help prevent further 
terrorist atrocities.

Assistant US attorney Caroline 
Heck Miller said Gonzalez could not 
return to Cuba “because he might 
resume his spy career.”

Salanueva said her husband’s 
release would “alert people’s atten-
tion” and raise the prospect of his 
assassination by right-wingers while 
he remained in the US.

“If they say Rene is a danger to 
that society - well, he’s no danger to 
ours,” she said. “The logical thing is 
to send him home.”

And Cuban daily Granma said 
the probation constituted “a deliber-
ate additional penalty motivated by 
the same desires for political revenge 
which characterised the conviction 
of the Five in 2001.” Even anti-
Cuban extremist group Brothers to 

the Rescue leader Jose Basulto said 
Gonzalez should be sent home.

“If anything were to happen to 
him, I know we will be blamed,” 
Basulto said.

The Cuban Five went to the US 
to report on the activities of groups 
involved in terror attacks on Cuba 
in the 1990s. At the US’s request 
the Cuban government passed on 
their fi ndings to the FBI in 1998, but 
authorities used the information to 
arrest the fi ve.

Their trial, which began in 2000, 
took place in Miami, where the right-
wing Cuban exile community holds 
signifi cant infl uence.

It also sparked allegations of 
serious procedural fl aws and rights 
organisations including Amnesty 
International have long called for a 
retrial.
Morning Star 

Cuban Five prisoner 
freed … but not 
to go home

Continued from page 1

Big end of town
Predictably, big business and 

the representatives of fi nancial 
institutions and right-wing think 
tanks and their academics spoke 
out strongly in support of reducing 
company taxation to 25 percent, 
which Swan has agreed to when it 
becomes “affordable” and sought 
greater “effi ciencies” (read cuts) in 
welfare spending. Some, but not 
all, opposed the rental tax on the 
mining sector and the carbon tax.

They called for the abolition of 
a number of state taxes, including 
the hefty stamp duty on home and 
other property purchases and for 
an increase in the GST to compen-
sate state governments. They also 
wanted some form of reverse taxa-
tion where corporations making a 
loss in any year would have that 
credited against tax paid on profi ts 
in other years.

Taking the axe 
to welfare

Swan, ignoring the thrust of 

the progressive contributions from 
trade unions, community and wel-
fare organisations, claimed in his 
concluding remarks to have “found 
enough common ground to support 
more ambitious reform.”

He promised funding for 
an “independent” Tax Studies 
Institute to look at the design of 
the “tax-transfer system” – mean-
ing social welfare and other social 
spending such as health, housing 
and education. Their aim is for 
government to bow out and for 
the private sector to take over. 
Those who cannot provide for 
themselves would be covered by 
a tiny safety net or philanthropy/
charities.

“There is not some magic 
pudding out here that means we 
can fund every enhancement to 
our social security system and our 
social safety net,” Swan warned.

Greg Smith, a member of the 
Henry Tax Review panel, was 
more direct in his statement of 
intentions: “I’m sorry to inject a 
sad note into the discussion but 
my prediction for the next 10 to 15 
years is that the issue will not be 

stop the taxes or stop the boats, it 
will be stop the welfare system.”

The long-term aim is for 
“self-provision” whereby work-
ers contribute throughout their 
working lives to special savings 
accounts or insurance schemes to 
cover them in times of need, such 
as unemployment, sickness or for 
aged care. The current superan-
nuation schemes are an example 
of this individualised, privatised 
approach. The government sees 
superannuation as the means by 
which it can wind back the age 
pension and its responsibilities to 
retirees.

Treasurer Wayne Swan ruled 
out any immediate increase in the 
GST or extension of it to areas 
presently exempted, such as fresh 
food, health and education. That 
might be left to the next Coalition 
government. The state govern-
ments and big business are keen to 
raise it.

The past four or fi ve decades 
has seen a radical restructuring of 
the taxation system and redistribu-
tion of wealth in favour of private 
profi ts. Taxation revenue has 
decreased signifi cantly as a per-
centage of GDP (national income) 
with a corresponding increase in 
private sector income (profi ts).

At the same time the propor-
tion of taxation income paid by 
companies has fallen and that by 
working people increased. This 
has been compounded by the GST, 
most of which comes straight out 
of workers’ pockets. The amount 
of revenue raised from government 
concerns has shrunk to next to 
nothing since the privatisation of 
the Commonwealth Bank, Telstra 
and other government entities, 
leaving governments more reliant 
on taxation for income.

There is need to halt and 
reverse this extremely regressive 
and anti-people, pro-big business 
restructuring with progressive poli-
cies and actions to achieve them. 
This will be the subject of a future 
Guardian article. 

The great tax class divide
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Bob Briton

Obstinate Qantas management 
is at the centre of three separate 
disputes with its workers but 
rather than concede that it is the 
common factor in all these prob-
lems, it claims it is the victim of a 
malevolent “concerted campaign” 
by industry unions. The company 
is determined to enforce effective 
pay cuts on its employees and axe 
over 1,000 jobs in its drive to join 
the airline industry’s race to the 
bottom of pay and conditions. In 
its current battles with its workers, 
Qantas has been using the media in 
an effort to drive a wedge between 
airline employees and the travel-
ling public.

As The Guardian goes to press, 
line maintenance engineers belonging 
to the Australian Licenced Engineers 
Association of Australia (ALAEA) 
were set to take industrial action in 
Sydney, Brisbane and Melbourne. 
Qantas claimed the travel plans of 
11,000 passengers would have been 
disrupted. “The union is holding 
Qantas passengers to ransom,” com-
pany executive Olivia Worth told the 
media in a familiar bosses’ refrain. At 
issue is a claim for a pay increase of 
15 per cent over three years – mod-
est in the face of steep cost of living 
increases in recent times.

The ALAEA cancelled the action 
when it became clear Qantas was 
planning to deduct up to seven hours 
pay for the short periods not worked. 
The union is seeking legal advice 
about the airline’s stance.

“The union is holding Qantas 
passengers to ransom,” company 
executive Olivia Worth told the 
media in a familiar bosses’ refrain. 
At issue is a claim for a pay increase 
of 15 percent over three years – mod-
est in the face of steep cost of living 
increases in recent times.

Qantas took out full-page ads in 
major Australian dailies on Monday 
to attack its employees’ efforts to 
achieve their claims for pay increases 
and job security. Company heavy-
weights have appeared regularly in 
the media to reinforce their toxic line 
about a cash-strapped airline being 
driven to cut routes and increase 
ticket prices by greedy employees 
engaging in reckless industrial action.

Some facts are in order. Qantas 
just posted a pre-tax profi t for the 
year of $530 million thanks to its 
workers. Short haul cabin crew 

have concluded a new Enterprise 
Bargaining Agreement (EBA) with 
Qantas. The ALAEA offered Qantas 
the option to employ staff not ros-
tered work during the stoppages to 
accept overtime and reduce disrup-
tion. The airline refused saying it 
would cost too much.

In its dispute with the Transport 
Workers Union (which covers bag-
gage handlers, caterers and ground 
crew), Qantas did not restore can-
celled fl ights when the union called 
off its industrial action last Friday. 
The union reconsidered the step in 
light of the disruption it would have 
caused to the many families travel-
ling at the end of school holidays.

Qantas’ busy media unit 
described the step as a “stunt”. 
Despite the union giving a full 24 
hours notice of its decision, the 
company claims it was too late to 
withdraw its contingency plans. 
The more likely explanation is that 
the airline was prepared to take a 
fi nancial hit in order to turn public 
pressure on its workers. The union 
will meet company negotiators on 
Wednesday of this week to discuss 
pay increases over the life of a new 
EBA and, if no progress is made, 
workers will stop work for four hours 
on Thursday.

Perhaps the most distasteful 
step taken by Qantas management 
was taken by company CEO Alan 
Joyce when he went public about 
letters he received containing death 
threats. No genuine supporter of the 
unions’ claims would condone death 
threats or other similar personal 
attacks on company management 
but the decision to parade the issue 
in the media is questionable. “I just 
think it’s a little bit unusual that you 
would have something in the hands 
of the police but then you would 
release those same letters publicly,” 
Steve Purvinas of the ALAEA said. 
“We had a dispute with Qantas three 
years ago that was quite healthy and 
there was no signs of this sort of 
behaviour.”

The TWU points out that Joyce’s 
action effectively smears the 35,000 
strong Qantas workforce. “I said after 
the ‘Qantas media exclusive’ several 
days ago that the TWU would press 
for full public disclosure about the 
investigations into the alleged threats 
the company blitzed across the front 
page of a major daily newspaper. 
Today is step one in that process. 
There has been enough Qantas 

insinuation by media release,” union 
national secretary Tony Sheldon told 
the media.

“I am asking for the evidence or 
a plausible update that these threats 
were real and are being fully investi-
gated by the authorities. If the threats 
are real and ongoing, then the police 
should investigate and prosecute the 
matter to the full extent of the law. 
If it’s a random incident that police 
made nothing of fi ve months ago 
(May, 2011), then that’s another 
thing.”

The TWU has also pointed to 
a double standard on the part of 
Qantas, which has made much of 
the alleged death threats but admits 
no responsibility for the welfare of 
Air Pacifi c employees and union 
members who were beaten in army 
barracks in recent times. The bru-
talised workers were warned by 
the Fijian military not to speak to 
anyone about the union busting and 
pay slashing plans of the airline. The 
secretary of the Fiji Ai rline Pilots’ 
Association, Shalend Scott, was 
arbitrarily detained two days ago but 
no charges were laid. Qantas owns 
46 percent of Air Pacifi c. 

Australia

Qantas’ war on workers

Pete’s Corner

The Melbourne Cup 

The Melbourne Cup is approaching – a time of sweeps, 
parties, amazing hats and fashion when otherwise sensible 
Australians who never bet have a “fl utter”.  It’s called “the 

race that stops the nation” and it’s a time of fun and frivolity.

The CPA comes from and belongs to the ordinary Australians 
who enjoy the Melbourne Cup and at this time we 

traditionally run a guessing competition as a fund raiser.

We ask for some of the money which would otherwise go to 
major betting corporations and their rich shareholders to be 
spent instead to fi nance Party campaigns to bring about a 

more socially just society.

Our guessing comp provides an opportunity to have that 
fl utter, to enjoy the fun with the knowledge that your money is 

going to a good purpose.  

Why not set out to sell more tickets and make money for the 
Party so it can continue its work?

The odds are more favourable than trying to win a trifecta.

Of course there are dark forces behind some of the gambling 
industry and problem gambling is a blight on many ordinary 
families. In addition some cultures and some individuals are 

concerned about or hostile to gambling.

We respect these concerns and suggest that people with 
these views simply send in a donation and be indulgent 

towards those of us who like to have a fl utter on this one day 
each year.

So join in our fund raiser if you can and help us use a fun 
day in the Australian calendar to raise funds for the Party’s 

essential work.

Competition books are available. 
Please phone (02) 9699 8844 or 

email cpa@cpa.org.au 
to get your books.
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The Australian Education Union (AEU) says 
that independent research commissioned by 
the Gonski Review confi rmed the need for a 
fundamental overhaul of school funding and a 
greater investment in public schools.

Releasing the union’s fi nal submission to the 
federal review of school funding, AEU federal 
president Angelo Gavrielatos said:

“The independent research presents a compel-
ling case for change in the way that our schools are 
funded. A new school funding system should be 
underpinned by a commitment to fairness, equity 
and excellent outcomes for all students.”

He said that the existing federal funding system 
is everything that it shouldn’t be. It is inequitable 
and unsustainable and fails to deliver an adequate 
share of resources to public schools. The research 
clearly shows that the current funding system has 
contributed to a growing inequity in outcomes and 
a widening of the resource gaps between public and 
private schools.

“What we see in schools is increasing division 
along socioeconomic lines and a concentration of 
disadvantage in the public sector. The research 
shows public schools are educating the vast majority 
of students with higher needs and yet they receive 
only around one third of federal funding.

“Teachers strongly support the fi ndings in the 
ACER and NOUS Group research papers that 
there needs to be a substantial injection of funds 
into public schools to help overcome the effects of 
disadvantage.

“We also support the development of a national 
resources standard to replace the current inequitable 
system that sees private schools funded according 
to the average costs of educating students in public 
schools.”

Mr Gavrielatos said a resources standard must 
take into account the fundamental differences in 
purpose and obligation between the public and 
private school sectors and the wealth and resources 
at the disposal of private schools.

He pointed out that only public schools are open 
to all, in every community and that they must be 
resourced to ensure they can meet the future needs 
of every child.

“A return to means-testing private school fund-
ing would ensure that the money is going to where it 
is needed the most and not just boosting the profi ts 
of private schools. We should be aiming to reduce 
resource gaps between schools, not widen them. We 
strongly support the conclusions in the research that 
private school funding should no longer be indexed 
against movements in the average increases in public 
school costs – a system that has seen them receive 
increases far in excess of changes in their costs.”

Putting in place a resources standard also 
presents an opportunity to end the current blame-
shifting and buck-passing in education between state 
and territory governments and the Commonwealth. 
“At the very least we need a new agreement between 
the Commonwealth and the state and territory 
governments around the educational goals we want 
to achieve and how schools will be resourced to 
achieve them.”

Mr Gavrielatos said the union was disappointed 
that the research undertaken for the review had 
not looked at the need for a greater investment in 
public schools to assist in the education of students 
with disabilities.

“Public schools educate 80 percent of students 
with disabilities and there is a clear connection 
between resourcing levels and outcomes for these 
students,” he said. 

Labour Struggle

Need for greater investment 
in public schools

Stop jailing children
Indonesia is a transit country for 
asylum seekers whose destination 
is Australia, but unlike Australia, 
Indonesia has not ratifi ed the UN 
Refugee Convention. Meanwhile 
the UNHCR has an office in 
Jakarta to process asylum seeker 
applications; but the slow process 
of resettlement of the refugees in 
Indonesia has led them to fi nd 
another way to get to Australia. 
The seamen who bring the refugees 
from Indonesia are desperately 
poor; as a result they are willing 
to work for the people smugglers. 
In 2009 leaking oil in Timor had a 
severe social and economic impact 
on the fi shing communities in West 
Timor from which most of these 
seamen come.

Prime Minister Julia Gillard 
has described smuggling as an “evil 
trade” perpetrated by people “who 

seek to profi t from human misery”. 
Previously her predecessor, Kevin 
Rudd described people smugglers 
as “the scum of the earth who can 
rot in hell”.

Meanwhile the Australian 
Human Rights Commission indi-
cated it was considering investigat-
ing allegations that as many as 50 
Indonesian juveniles arrested by the 
Australian Federal Police (AFP) for 
involvement in people-traffi cking 
were being held unlawfully in adult 
prisons. The estimated number of 
Indonesian crew held in Australian 
jails and detention centres for peo-
ple smuggling is over 400 people.

The AFP uses the X-ray proc-
ess to determine age, but the Royal 
Australasian College of Physicians, 
the Royal Australian and New 
Zealand College of Radiologists, 
the Australian and New Zealand 

Society for Paediatric Radiology 
and the Australasian Paediatric 
Endocrine Group, all condemn the 
use of X-rays and genital examina-
tions to determine whether a fi sher-
man is a juvenile. Previously Sir Al 
Aynsley-Green, Britain's founding 
Children’s Commissioner, said the 
federal police's use of X-rays to 
assess the ages of Indonesian crew 
members from asylum-seeker boats 
is “unethical, inaccurate, not fi t for 
[the] purpose proposed and poten-
tially unlawful.”

Mr Rudd has promised all pos-
sible help for an Australian youth 
imprisoned for marijuana posses-
sion in Indonesia. It is all the more 
hypocritical for Canberra to lock up 
Indonesian youth.

Forum speakers:
Gerry Georgatos is from 

Human Rights Alliance (Western 

Australia) and he has been cam-
paigning on this issue and repre-
senting amongst others, jailed fi sher 
people who are still children.

Edwina Lloyd is a solicitor 
from Blair Criminal Lawyers who 
represents a young Indonesian boy 
charged with people smuggling as 
well as adult males charged with 
people smuggling.

This forum is being organised 

by Indonesian Solidarity and 
supported by Human Rights 
Alliance (WA), the Department of 
Indonesian Study at the University 
of Sydney, the Diplomatic Training 
Program and Migrant Refugee 
Rights Program at the UNSW and 
Refugee Action Coalition.

Further information 
please contact Eko Waluyo on 
0416809107 

Crane crash in Darwin
A group of Darwin stevedores 
are lucky to be alive after a crane 
unloading concrete ingredients 
failed last Sunday.

It is believed the Han Jin 
Brisbane – a Korean fl agged ship 
– was unloading clinker when the 
brakes on the crane’s boom failed, 
sending the bucket into a free-fall into 
the cargo hold of the ship.

Nobody was injured.
Australian Maritime Safety 

Authority (AMSA) spokesman Mal 
Larson said the ship had come from 
New Zealand and was performing a 
side-shore grab when the incident 
occurred at East Arm Wharf.

It is believed the wharfi es worked 
for P&O Automotive and General 

Stevedores. Maritime Union of 
Australia NT organiser Thomas 
Mayor said the crane’s pilot did well 
to keep it away from the workers.

“The bucket was over the wharf 
and about to drop the load when 
he said he heard the crane making 
strange noises,” he said. “That was 
when he stopped, and brought the 
bucket back over the bow of the 
ship.”

Mr Mayor said the pilot then 
called his co-workers over to discuss 
the problem.

“Then the boom just gave way, 
and this fully laden bucket of clinker 
– which weighs tons, free-fell.”

The ship has since sailed.
On the previous Tuesday, the 

container crane also ploughed into 
the raised boom of a crawler crane 
about 11am.

The corporation operator is 
believed to have told his bosses that 
he didn’t see the crawler crane until 
he hit it, badly damaging cables on 
the smaller crane.

“The boom did not break, which 
prevented further damage,” a source 
said.

“If the boom had broken, it could 
have come down on anyone nearby.”

Two ships – one with live cattle 
and the other with cement products, 
possibly the same ship involved in 
this latest drama – were unloading at 
East Arm at the time. 

October 12 5.30pm to 7.30pm
Quad Latin 2 S225 The University of Sydney

October 17 1pm to 2pm
(TBC) UNSW

October 20 5.30pm to 7.30pm
Bld 2, Lvl 5, Rm 32 University Technology of Sydney

Sydney

Sunday October 23 – 1-5pm

Teachers Federation House, Club Room
23-33 Mary St, Surry Hills NSW

Guest Speakers:
Dr Caroline de Costa – Cairns advocate for RU486

Catherine Henry – Solicitor in CES v Superclinics case

Kate Gleeson – Lecturer in Politics at Macquarie University

Wendy McCarthy – Longtime reproductive rights activist

Patty Veliz – Colectivo Mujer
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Peter Mac

Last week in a submission to the 
current parliamentary inquiry into 
the coal seam gas (CSG) industry, 
the NSW government declared that 
the development of the industry is 
essential, and that gas extraction 
and agriculture will have to oper-
ate side by side, come what may.

At no time did the government 
concede that the industry may actu-
ally need to be wound back, because 
of its adverse impact on agriculture 
and the environment, in particular 
the poisoning of subterranean water-
courses and the splitting of the beds 
of surface watercourses so that they 
are severely reduced, or cease to 
fl ow altogether. 

The government promised that 
any adverse impact on ground and 
surface water would be “minimised” 
(whatever that means), but the only 
restriction on the CSG industry was 
that it would have to produce agricul-
tural impact statements.

The submission makes it clear 
that the government is answerable to 
the fossil fuel industry, not the farm-
ers or city-dwellers, both of who are 
bitterly opposed to the coal and gas 
industries. It states with enthusiasm 
that the demand for gas will increase 
by three hundred percent in NSW over 
the next twenty years, by which time 
the fi nancial value of coal seam gas 
will have grown from $34.5 million 
to about a billion dollars.

 The government’s submission 
is not based on independent advice, 
but on a report prepared for the gas 
industry’s peak body, the Australian 
Petroleum Production and Exploration 
Association of Australia (APPEAA) 
- and the report cannot be submitted 
to scientifi c examination because the 
results are deemed to be commercial 
in confi dence!

Dissenting views
The government’s submission 

maintains that coal seam gas would 
produce 70 percent fewer greenhouse 
gas emissions than coal when used 
for power generation in the existing 
older power stations. This is certainly 
correct, but only if the operation of 
the power stations is considered and 
emissions during extraction of the gas 
are ignored.

However, the government has 
studiously ignored a recent study writ-
ten by Tom Wigley, co-director of the 
US National Centre for Atmospheric 
Research, and an adjunct professor 
at the University of Adelaide, which 
indicates that the use of coal seam gas 
for power generation is even more 
damaging in terms of climate change 
than the use of coal.

The study found that the use of 
gas instead of coal would be likely to 
slightly accelerate the rate of climate 
change until at least 2050, in large 
part because of leakage of methane 
gas during and after the extraction 
process.

Methane is generally regarded as 
being about 23 times more damaging 
as a greenhouse gas than coal, but this 
fi gure is calculated over a hundred 
year period, during which its impact 
declines. Its impact during the fi rst 
20 years, the crucial period right 
now for mitigating climate change, 
is far higher.

The combustion of coal produces 
carbon dioxide, the most signifi cant 
single contributor to climate change 
because of its sheer volume on a 
global level. However, the study has 
found that the impact of emissions 
from the combustion of coal tends to 
be slightly ameliorated because the 
emissions also contain particulates 
which refl ect the sun’s rays back into 
space and thus tend to slightly lessen 
the greenhouse gas effect. The same 
cannot be said about the methane-
laden coal seam gas, which is pure 
poison as far as climate change is 
concerned.

The writing’s 
on the wall 

The inquiry has the coal and 
gas mining industries nervous. They 
had got used to a situation in which 
they were treated as here-to-stay as 
long as the minerals lasted, and in 
which few restrictions were placed 
on their activities. It has now been 
revealed that the NSW government 
has ignored the expiry of hundreds 
of mining licences across the state, 
and has just let the operations of the 
corporations concerned continue, no 
questions asked.

Now, at a formal hearing the 
coal and gas industries are having 

to face biting criticism and probing 
questions from a very wide range of 
organisations and concerned individu-
als. They include farmers and others, 
from places like Casino in the north 
of the state, and the Sydney suburb of 
St Peters, all of whom have protested 
bitterly against the threat posed by 
CSG activities.

To date, because of criticism of 
emissions from coal-fi red power sta-
tions, the coal and gas mining indus-
try’s strategy has been to campaign for 
gas to gradually replace coal as the 
energy source of the future – hence 
the frantic pace and manic determina-
tion of companies involved in coal 
seam gas operations.

Now the inquiry is revealing 
that the use of gas to generate power 
may be even more damaging than the 
use of coal. As a result, the mining 
industry has told the inquiry that it 
should stick to its terms of reference 
and examine coal seam gas extraction, 
not coal mining.

In fact, although there are some 
coal mines where little or no gas is 
present, coal seam gas is located in 
the same geological deposits as coal 
(as the name suggests), and most 
coal mines contain some level of 
methane gas.

Publicity about methane is bad 
news for mining corporations. For 
example, the value of shares in the 
coal mining corporation Gujarat NRE 
has fallen dramatically because of 
the impending federal carbon tax, as 
well as adverse publicity from the 
CSG inquiry.

The Gujarat mines in the NSW 
Illawarra region have a high incidence 
of “fugitive” methane emissions, and 
imposition of the carbon tax could 
reduce its profi ts by $16 per tonne of 
coal. That doesn’t mean the company 
couldn’t make a profi t, but it does 
mean that investors would begin to 
look elsewhere for a fat cheque.

The inquiry, not to mention the 
avaricious operations of the mining 
industry, is certainly posing a sig-
nifi cant threat to the profi tability of 
the coal and gas mining industry. But 
the most signifi cant revelation of the 
inquiry is the tremendous hazard that 
extraction of coal and coal seam gas 
poses for many segments of the com-
munity, which are now uniting in their 
opposition to these industries. 

Oil companies are notorious for violating environmental regula-
tions, especially in third-world countries. Shell is certainly no 
exception. The company has been involved in oil extraction in 
Nigeria since the 1950s and was responsible for the pollution 
of vast areas of land and air. However Shell has always denied 
complicity in human right abuses. Confi dential memos, faxes 
and witness statements paint a different picture. In the 1990s 
Shell closely collaborated with the military and police to sup-
press the peaceful protest movement against the pollution. It 
paid the military and even helped to plan raids on villages sus-
pected of opposing the company. According to Ogoni activists 
several thousand people were killed during the 1990s and many 
more fl ed the violence unleashed against them. Shell had been 
accused of involvement with the state in the 1995 execution of 
writer Ken Saro-Wiwa and other leaders of the Ogoni tribe. In 
2009, Amnesty International said “The people of the Niger Delta 
have seen their human rights constantly abused by oil compa-
nies that their government cannot or will not hold to account”.

The National Sorry Day Committee (NSDC) has called for a 
delay in the implementation of the school history curriculum 
because the introduced changes are clumsy and insulting to 
the Indigenous people. “In some states and territories signifi -
cant work has been done to improve primary school curriculums 
by Indigenous education leaders – this work will be undone 
by the new national curriculum,” said Helen Moran, NSDC 
Indigenous co-chair. Ms Moran listed a number of areas of con-
cern. For example in Grade 4, Aboriginal people are grouped 
together with fl ora and fauna in the module that briefl y consid-
ers the impacts of colonisation. From Grade 3, students will 
learn about Anzac Day, Harmony Day and NAIDOC week 
– but they won’t learn about National Sorry Day, the anni-
versary of the apology and Reconciliation Week. NSDC has 
provided suggested revisions and lodged petitions. “Awareness 
and knowledge will close the gap in racial relationships in our 
country, and it must start in our schools,” Ms Moran pointed out.

The Pharmacy Guild of Australia recently made a highly con-
troversial deal with Blackmores to promote dietary supplements 
with prescription medicines. The guild represents 94 per-
cent of the country’s 5,200 pharmacies and the arrangement 
could have potentially brought in quite a lot of money. When a 
patient fi led a prescription, a prompt in the pharmacist’s com-
puter will remind them to discuss a particular Blackmores 
product designed to offset possible side effects of the drug. 
Making patients buy products that they do not need is not ethi-
cal and may be even harmful. Pharmacists traditionally have 
had a good standing in society. But a public backlash has now 
forced pharmacy owners to axe the deal to market Blackmores 
dietary supplements as it was detrimental not only to the pub-
lic but was extremely damaging the reputation of pharmacists.

O’Farrell announces position 
before gas inquiry finished

Sydney
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Across Melbourne our fanciest 
hotels are charging guests as much 
as $1,500 a night. At the same, 
an invisible workforce that keeps 
these rooms clean faces punishing 
workloads and must survive on 
poverty wages.

Room attendants get as little as 
15 minutes to clean hotel rooms, even 
though it takes us about 45 minutes to 
properly clean a room. Our workloads 
are so extreme that half of all full-time 
room attendants surveyed have been 
injured at work.

We are often bullied into staying 
back, but are rarely paid for the extra 
work. These unpaid wages could add 
up to $10,000 a year to our meagre 
wages.

Melbourne’s luxury hotels don’t 
respect our vital role in their success.

Now we are getting together to 
demand change. We want a fair work-
load, fair pay and, above all, respect.

These are our stories.

“Use the hand towel 
to clean the toilet”

Annietta Meleisea has a ques-
tion: in which industry are diligence, 
responsibility and a concern for 
standards likely to get you sacked? 
The answer, as Annietta knows only 
too well, is the hotel industry.

Qualities that would see work-
ers earning a promotion anywhere 
else cost Annietta her job at one 
of Melbourne’s best known luxury 
hotels. “They told me it’s a waste of 
time to do vacuuming, it’s a waste of 
time to do dusting,” says Annietta.

She says the reasons for cutting 
corners were obvious: “We never get 
enough time to do the job. We were 
always working late and not getting 
paid because there wasn’t the time to 
do the job right,” she added.

Already troubled by the hotel’s 
lax standards, Annietta was shocked 
at the next request. “They told me 
to use the hand towel to wash the 
toilet bowl!”

“My goodness – I will never, ever 
use the hand towel when I stay in a 
hotel now,” she adds. So Annietta 
decided it was time to let her bosses 
know about her concerns. I thought: 
“This is not the way to do it,” she 
says. “So I opened my mouth to the 
boss.

“I said: ‘is this really how you 

want me to clean? Not to vacuum, 
not to dust? Because a lot of people 
aren’t doing these things.”

But Annietta didn’t get the 
response she expected.

“She jumped up and screamed at 
me. She was so angry,” she recalls.

“She told me to go home – go 
home now,” Annietta says. Annietta, 
a casual worker at the hotel, was left 
without a job. “I cried,” she says. “I 
was very sad.”

A single mother of a teenage girl, 
Annietta has watched as the bills pile 
up and her fi nancial situation becomes 
ever more precarious. “Things have 
been very diffi cult, very tough,” she 
says. “I have to borrow money from 

friends and family. I’ve got credit 
cards, food, electricity, my daughter 
has school expenses.”

In fact, her daughter has had to 
take up a job as a room attendant 
herself, to help her mum make ends 
meet. But there’s only so much her 
daughter can do.

“My daughter forces herself to go 
to work,” Annietta says. “But when 
school starts, she can’t work.

“I don’t know what will happen 
to us then.”

But Annietta hasn’t given up hope 
for winning a better industry.

She’s confi dent change will come, 
as long as the public supports room 
attendants in their campaign to lift 
standards across Melbourne’s top 
hotels.

“We really need that support to 
make a better workplace,” she says.

“People think housekeeping is 
an easy job, but it’s a very hard job.

That’s why we need support – 
because we want to do the best we 
can.”

“When I joined the 
union, my employer 
punished me”

Amanda Blaney is no stranger 
to the toil and hardships hidden just 
beneath the surface of most, if not all, 
of Melbourne’s top hotels.

“You’re always under pressure to 
get rooms done,” says Amanda.

“That might be OK if they gave 
you the time to do them,” she adds.

But, Amanda says, few hotels 
are prepared to allow hard-working 
room attendants the time they need to 
clean their rooms to the standard their 
customers would expect. In her last 
job, she got just 20 minutes to clean 
a room after guests had checked out.

“I was told we had 20 minutes 
to clean a room, which is impossible 
because of the state the rooms are in,” 
Amanda says. “I remember one time I 
walked into a room and three or four 
people had been staying there, even 
though it was just a double room,” 
she recalls.

“They had bottles everywhere. 
They had beer bottles in the sink, they 
had beer bottles all over the cupboard, 
they had beer bottles all over the desk. 
And they had thrown bottle tops all 
over the place.

“So I had to get down on my 

hands and knees to clean the place 
up,” she says. “They gave me a half 
hour for that room, but it needed a lot 
more,” Amanda adds.

To get through the punishing 
workload set by her managers, 
Amanda said she has no choice but 
to take shortcuts. “You just have to 
– there’s no other way of getting the 
job done.”

Finally, Amanda decided she had 
had enough of being forced to race 
through more rooms in less and less 
time, and looked around for help – 
and that’s when she heard about the 
union (United Voice).

But her employers were none 
too pleased.

“When they found out I had 
joined the union, they punished me,” 
she says. “They really picked on 
me, and they did that to anyone who 
joined the union.” Amanda’s employ-
ers even tried to tell her she had not 
been working at the hotel long enough 
to qualify for union membership.

“I had supervisors ask me ‘how 
can you be in the union – you just 
started’,” she says. But the pressure 
didn’t have the effect her employers 
might have been hoping for. Instead 
of quitting the union, Amanda’s voice 
became louder and clearer than ever 
before.

“I want to help the housekeepers, 
because it’s hard work,” she says. “I 
know how hard room attendants have 
got it, and we’ve all just had enough.”

She says room attendants across 
Melbourne need to join the campaign 
for change – and stick together to 
make sure they win. “I’m always 
telling other room attendants – all the 

hotels are the same.”
“But if we can change one, we 

can change them all – because the 
ones that refuse will lose staff and 
they’ll have no choice but to follow 
the rest of the industry,” Amanda says. 
“That’s what this campaign is going 
to do, I just know it,” she says.

“Things are going to change,” 
Amanda vows, “and they are going 
to change soon.”

“It’s like we’re in a 
Third World country”

Marion says most room attendants 
face losing their jobs if they dare to 
stand up to their ruthless managers. 

After nine years of working as a room 
attendant in luxury hotels across 
Melbourne, Marion is all too familiar 
with the intimidation and bullying that 
ensures workers toil for nothing at 
the end of an already gruelling shift.

“I know people in some 
Melbourne hotels who stay back 
four hours or more all the time,” says 
Marion of a problem plaguing the 
hotels industry in Melbourne. “And 
they are never paid for it.

“They do it,” she explains, 
“because they feel they have to in 
order to keep their jobs. Room attend-
ants are told that they’re slow, that 
they’re not doing their job properly 
– they are told that it’s all their fault, 
basically,” Marion says.

“Then if people protest, they’re 
told that if they don’t want the job, 
there’s someone out there that will,” 
she says. “If you complain, someone 
else will get your job.”

And she is in no doubt what 

words accurately describe the practice 
ruthless hotel managers employ to 
force people to stay back and work 
on their own time. “It’s intimidation, 
it’s bullying – it’s as simple as that.”

She says hotel workers are fre-
quently made to feel isolated and are 
persuaded that they are at fault for 
failing to clean their quota of rooms, 
when really the targets set are always 
unrealistic. “You try to do a great job, 
but you can’t within the time limits,” 
Marion says.

“If you get a trashed room, it 
can take an hour and a half just 
to clean it. And trashed rooms are 
very, very common. In fact, a room 
can be upside down, with rubbish 

everywhere. People throw food on the 
fl oor, you name it,” she adds.

“And people forget that you have 
to get your trolley set up, and that 
you have to have a briefi ng before the 
cleaning even starts,” Marion explains. 

“So time is already running out 
before you even start cleaning the 
rooms – that can be an hour or even 
two of your shift over right there.” 

But hotel managers ignore the 
grim reality, and continue to demand 
that more rooms are cleaned in less 
time – while making empty promises 
of support and help for harried room 
attendants.

“Management always say you’ll 
get help when you need it, but that 
help never comes because other 
people you work with are under the 
same pressure,” Marion says.

“If you’re all struggling, where is 
the help going to come from? You’re 
all stuck.” And, Marion points out, 
unpaid overtime is not the only issue 
caused by management’s greedy 
targets.

“You’re under a lot of pressure, 
and when you’re under a lot of pres-
sure there are a lot of injuries. That’s 
because you’re trying to make the 
beds fast, and so on,” she says. “Of 
course, everyone knows how you’re 
supposed to bend, but when you’re 
under pressure you don’t have time 
for that.

“So when you’re under pressure, 
bang – there goes your back. The 
result is an atmosphere of fear – a 
fear of injury, a fear of speaking out 
and, above all, a fear of losing your 
job. It’s like we’re in a Third World 
country right here in Australia,” 
Marion says.

“We’re just a number. In fact, you 
may as well be the vacuum cleaner.”

But Marion sees light at the end 
of the tunnel as she joins other room 
attendants to fi ght for their rights in 
the face of management greed and 
indifference. “We’re saying to hotels: 
you need to start respecting us,” she 
says with pride.

“And now everyone realises that 
there’s no going back. If we give up, 
we’re going to lose everything. We’re 
going to lose our rights to stand up, 
we’re going to lose our rights as 
people.”

Says Marion: “Now is the time 
to stand up and fi ght.”

Heartbreak hotels

“I know people who stay back four hours or 
more all the time, and they are never paid for 
it. They do it, because they feel they have to 
in order to keep their jobs.”
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“We have no respect. 
They treat us just like 
slaves”

When Varsha Patel fi rst came to 
Australia three years ago, she hoped 
for a better life – and a better job 
– than she had been used to in her 
native India.

Instead she found herself work-
ing as a room attendant, in condi-
tions and for pay that most of us 
would expect to see in a Third World 
country, not a prosperous nation like 
Australia. “It was not the money that 
was important to me,” says Varsha, 
“it was the job.”

“I was looking for a good job, 
a quality job.” Instead, she started 
working as a room attendant and was 
shocked by the conditions. “I could 
not fi nd a better job,” Varsha says.

So she found herself cleaning 
luxury hotel rooms, forced to bring 
them up to five-star standard in 
record time.

“At fi rst it was half an hour to 
clean a room,” she says. “Of course 
that wasn’t enough time, but now it’s 
even less.” Varsha says she is lucky if 
she gets 25 minutes in which to clean 
a room. “It’s just not enough.”

She says management hold 
unrealistic expectations about the 
time needed to clean a room to the 
high standards expected of guests at 
luxury hotels, and have little interest 
in making the industry better for room 
attendants.

“If they need a good job, they 
should come and help us. Of course, 
they never do.” So Varsha and her 
fellow room attendants are forced to 
risk their health by racing through 
rooms at breakneck speeds.

Plus, she says, managers continue 
to add to their workload, piling up 
their already heavy trolleys until hotel 
workers can barely push them down 
the corridors.

“It’s very hard to carry every-
thing, and the trolleys are becoming 
so hard to push,” Varsha says. But, 
she refl ects, management are simply 
not interested in the welfare of room 
attendants.

“We have no respect. They treat 
us just like slaves,” Varsha says.
To support and keep up to 
date with the campaign go to: 
hotelswithheart.org.au 

Mark Engler

What started as a few hundred 
independent activists gathering 
for a protest on Wall Street, and 
a few dozen having the resolve 
to extend their demonstration 
by camping out in Manhattan’s 
financial district, has become 
something much bigger. It has 
become the embodiment of long-
standing progressive hopes that 
Americans who have been hit hard 
by the economic crisis – those left 
jobless, in debt, underemployed, 
foreclosed, or insecure – would 
fi nally get mad enough to publicly 
vent their outrage at the oligarchs 
who have for too long perverted 
our democratic politics and created 
gross inequality in our country.

The movement is rapidly 
spreading to cities around the US – 
to Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, St 
Louis, Philadelphia, San Francisco 
and Washington, DC, among many 
others. And it has progressed in 
some very promising respects. Here 
are three:

1. The demand problem has 
been solved.

Throughout the fi rst couple of 
weeks of the action, the question 
of whether Occupy Wall Street 
had clear enough demands was 
constantly raised, both by pro-
gressive commentators and in the 
mainstream media coverage the 
mobilisation was receiving. This 
issue has ceased to be a serious 
problem because, as the protests 
have grown, their central focus has 
become signifi cantly more defi ned.

During the fi rst week, there was 
a real problem: when you had just 
a few dozen people at occupied 
Liberty Plaza, individual idiosyn-
crasies stood out. If several of the 
protestors were Ron Paul libertar-
ians or were obsessed with elimi-
nating the Federal Reserve, another 
few were 9/11 conspiracy theorists, 
and several others, when asked by 
reporters, responded by saying, 
“We don’t believe in demands,” 
you ended up with a bona fi de mes-
saging crisis.

But that is no longer the situ-
ation. The mobilisation has now 
drawn thousands of people who 
have rallied behind the call of “We 
Are the 99 Percent”. 

MoveOn.org summed it up this 
way: “What do the protestors want? 
A solution to the jobs crisis, cor-
porate money out of politics, fairer 
tax rates, and policies that work for 
99% of Americans instead of the 
1% at the top.”

But you don’t have to take one 
organisation’s word for it. Go to 
the wearethe99percent.tumblr.com. Read 
the incredibly moving personal 
testimonials presented there. Then 
tell me this protest does not have a 
message.

For observers who want more 
specifi c grievances or detailed 
policy proposals, declarations 
now abound, ranging from bold 
and inclusive statements issued 
by Wall Street protestors them-
selves via their general assembly 
to more modest reform manifestos 
offered, with only a wee bit of 

condescension, by fi gures such as 
New York Times columnist Nicholas 
Kristof.

Critics who remain preocc upied 
with the demand issue are miss-
ing the point. As Betsy Reed has 
smartly noted in the Nation, well-
formulated lists of proposals do not 
guarantee that your actions will be 
taken seriously. (Anyone remember 
“The May 12 Coalition” or “One 
Nation Working Together”? Not 
too many people do, despite strong 
organisation and tight messag-
ing.) Conversely, actions such as 
Occupy Wall Street that effectively 
capture the public imagination and 
inspire participation despite vague 
demands can contain great promise 
– and should be celebrated for the 
potential they offer.

Protestors do not need to hash 
out exactly what percentage the 
capital gains tax rate should be, or 
precisely how many millions of 
dollars in student debt should be 
forgiven, in order for them to have 
an impact.

2. The occupation has drawn 
together an amazing coalition.

When it started, Occupy Wall 
Street was made up of students and 
independent activists who respond-
ed to a call to action that was 
initially put out by Adbusters but 
that enjoyed very limited institu-
tional backing. The major organised 
constituencies of the left – unions, 
community groups, environmen-
talists, faith-based organisations 
and the like – were not part of the 
mobilisation. This was a problem, 
suggesting that the protests might 
not have signifi cant reach and 
would have limited resources at 
their disposal.

Yet as the actions have gained 
momentum, the institutional groups 
have come. Across the US, all sorts 
have fl ocked to support Occupy 
Wall Street, including but not lim-
ited to MoveOn.org and other major 
organisations associated with the 
American Dream Movement. In 
New York City, major unions have 
declared their support for Occupy 
Wall Street, and a veritable who’s 
who of labour and community 
organisations are marching to the 
fi nancial district to show their 
solidarity.

A broad social movement upris-
ing can do much to alter the climate 
of public opinion, something that 
can benefi t many different progres-
sive campaigns in the medium to 
long term.

In just one amazing display 
of unity among many, the city’s 
Transit Workers Union (TWU) 
issued a blistering condemnation 
of the NYPD this past weekend 
after police, in the process of arrest-
ing some 700 marchers on the 
Brooklyn Bridge, commandeered 
three public buses and forced TWU 
members to transport their cap-
tives. “TWU Local 100 supports 
the protestors on Wall Street and 
takes great offence that the mayor 
and New York Police Department 
(NYPD) have ordered operators to 
transport citizens who were exer-
cising their constitutional right to 
protest – and shouldn’t have been 

arrested in the fi rst place,” the 
union president said.

3. The movement is becoming 
an umbrella for economic justice 
causes across the US.

As the movement spreads 
nationwide, Occupy Wall Street 
is becoming a unifying umbrella 
under which people outraged about 
corporate greed can get involved 
in supporting any number of ongo-
ing efforts to create living-wage 
jobs, end foreclosures and preda-
tory lending practices, hold banks 
accountable, get corporate money 
out of politics, and otherwise pro-
mote economic justice and genuine 
democracy.

Occupy Wall Street is giving 
people the opportunity to iden-
tify with a national struggle while 
advancing causes relevant to their 
local communities 

In Boston, community groups 
doing anti-foreclosure actions at 
Bank of America were able to 
merge their efforts with Occupy 
Boston demands. 

Likewise, Occupy LA joined 
with the United Teachers of Los 
Angeles in a bank protest during 

one of its fi rst days in existence. 
Organisers who have been working 
on anti-corporate campaigns for 
months or years now are starting to 
benefi t from the new energy – and 
new media attention – afforded by 
a movement that is now seen as a 
national phenomenon.

Occupy Wall Street, in turn, 
benefi ts whenever greater numbers 
of locals identify with their over-
arching effort, when their coalition 
is broadened, and their credibility 
as a national force is reinforced by 
the local buy-in.

The potential for expanding this 
type of solidarity is great, and it is 
likely that more groups will be link-
ing up their campaigns in the days 
and weeks to come. Fortunately, 
Occupy Wall Street, which has 
already made some remarkable 
strides, is evolving still.
Mark Engler is author of How 
to Rule the World: The Coming 
Battle Over the Global Economy 
(Nation Books). He can be 
reached via the Democracy 
Uprising website 
New Internationalist 

How Occupy Wall Street 
is evolving and 
gaining power
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Bill Quigley

Broken and collapsed buildings 
remain in every neighbour-
hood. Men pull oxcarts by hand 
through the street. Women carry 
five gallon plastic jugs of water 
on their heads, dipped from 
manhole covers in the street. 
Hundreds of thousands remain 
in grey sheet and tarp covered 
shelters in big public parks, in 
between houses and in any small 
pocket of land.

Most of the people are unem-
ployed or selling mangoes or food on 
the side of every main street. This was 
Port au Prince during my visit with 
a human rights delegation of School 
of Americas Watch – more than a 
year and a half after the earthquake 
that killed hundreds of thousands and 
made two million homeless.

What I did not see this week 
were bulldozers scooping up the 
mountains of concrete remaining from 
last January’s earthquake. No cranes 
lifting metal beams up to create new 
buildings. No public works projects. 
No housing developments. No public 

food or public water distribution 
centres.

Everywhere I went, the people of 
Haiti asked, “Where is the money the 
world promised Haitians?”

The world has moved on. Witness 
the rows of padlocked public port-o-
loos stand on the sidewalk outside 
Camp St Anne. The displacement 
camp covers a public park hard by 
the still hollow skeleton of the still 
devastated St Anne church. The place 
is crowded with babies, small chil-
dren, women, men, and the elderly. 
It smells of charcoal smoke, dust and 
humans. Over six thousand families 
live there without electricity, running 
water or security.

I talked with several young 
women inside the camp of shelters, 
most about three metres by three 
metres made from old grey tarps, 
branches, leftover wood, and pieces 
of rusty tin. When it rains, they stand 
up inside their leaky shelters and wait 
for it to stop. 

In a path in front of one home, 
crisscrossed with clotheslines full 
of tiny children’s clothes, a group of 
women from the grassroots women’s 

group KOFAVIV told us Oxfam used 
to help administer the camp but quit 
in May.

When Oxfam left, the company 
that had been emptying the port-o-loos 
stopped getting paid and abandoned 
the toilets. Some people padlocked 
them and now charge a couple of 
cents to use the toilets, money most 
residents don’t have. There is no 
work to earn the money for pay for 
toilets. The Red Cross had just visited 
the camp that morning telling them 
they would be evicted on October 
17. Where will they go, we ask? We 
have no idea they told us. Jesus will 
provide, they told us.

Where has the money raised 
for Haiti gone? What about the Red 
Cross? What about the US govern-
ment? What about the money raised in 
France, Canada and across the world? 
What about the pledges to the UN? 
Where is the money? The people of 
Haiti continue to be plagued by the 
earthquake of more than 20 months 
ago. They are our sisters and broth-
ers. They deserve answers. They 
deserve help.
Information Clearing House 

Report from Haiti: 
Where’s the money?

Kazakhstan: Oil workers stay strong

Iran’s oil workers 
take strike action

ZHANAOZEN: Managers at a 
Kazakh oil and gas company are 
denying reports that talks have 
begun with striking oil workers, 
RFE/RL’s Kazakh Service reports.

In a press release on October 
6, management at KazMunaiGaz’s 
research and development division 
said reports of talks with strikers in 
the western Manghystau Province, 
regarding the reinstatement of 989 
workers fi red since the strike began 
in May, are false.

The opposition Social Democratic 
Azat (Free) party said earlier that 

KazMunaiGaz offi cials have begun 
negotiations with workers whose 
jobs were terminated after joining the 
strike. The company’s management 
reiterated in its press release that it has 
no intention “whatsoever” of rehiring 
the sacked workers.

Thousands  o f  worke r s 
at the Qarazhanbasmunai and 
OzenMunaiGaz oil and gas corpo-
rations in Manghystau, which are 
controlled by KazMunaiGaz, have 
been on strike for nearly fi ve months.

They are demanding a wage 
increase, equal rights with foreign 

workers, and the lifting of restrictions 
on the activities of independent labour 
unions in the region.

Several of the fi red workers have 
been brought to trial on charges 
of organizing unsanctioned mass 
gatherings.

A  l a w y e r  f o r  t h e 
Qarazhanbasmunai oil company’s 
labour unions, Natalya Sokolova, was 
found guilty in August of “igniting 
social hatred” and given a six-year 
jail term. 

Mina Saadadi

This strike differs from previ-
ous industrial action in that it is 
concerned, not just with economic 
demands, but also with political 
ones, such as establishing the right 
to strike. It would seem that the 
Iranian working class is no longer 
on the defensive.

Had the protests that followed 
Iran’s 2009 election been supported 
by strikes from the working classes, 
the outcome would have been very 
different. Those protests were marked 
by the failure of the people to make 
any clear economic demands. The 
labour movement did not take the 
opportunity to add its own voice of 
dissent.

However, the number of occa-
sions on which Iranian workers have 
taken industrial action has increased in 
recent months, and it is signifi cant that 
workers in the oil and petrochemical 
industries have been involved.

Oil is the lifeline of Iran’s econ-
omy, and Iranian governments have 
always tried to ensure that oil work-
ers were happy with their wages and 
conditions. The fact that even these 
workers are beginning to protest is a 
clear indication that millions of others 
are suffering economic conditions that 
are even worse.

A strike at the Imam Khomeini 
port in the oil rich province of 
Khuzestan began on September 24, 
and workers are continuing to main-
tain picket lines and hold rallies. This 
is just one of many strikes taking 
place across the country and involving 
over 6,500 petrochemical workers.

According to offi cial government 
fi gures, there has been a fi ve percent 
fall in the country’s petrochemical 
production in recent months, a factor 
that has increased economic pressure 
on the industry’s workforce.

The strikers want to be employed 
directly by the government, instead of 
by subcontractors and other private 
fi rms that currently act as a buffer 
between them and the industry’s man-
agement. They have also called for 
an increase in salaries and bonuses. 
So far three workers’ representatives 
have been arrested, leading to angry 
condemnation of the government. 
When management threatened to sack 
workers who refused to go back to 
work, strikers reacted by setting up 
a crisis committee in order to ensure 
a swift response should such threats 
be carried out.

As well as taking strike action, 
workers are beginning to set up 
independent unions. Support for the 
strikes has also been increasing from 
workers in other industrial sectors. In 
particular a number of cities have seen 
the emergence of four independent 
workers’ unions, all of which have 
declared their support for the strik-
ing petrochemical workers. Even 
more signifi cant is the establishment 
in various parts of the country of a 
number of female workers’ unions, 
which have also expressed support 
for the strikes.

Th e union leaders under arrest are 
Mansour Abbasi, Mohammad Bagher 
Bagheri and Jasim Badrani.
Shahrzadnews 

Tent city in Port au Prince.

Colombia

Public workers union 
declares strike
Colombia’s main public sector 
union has accused the government 
of failing to uphold labour agree-
ments and not respecting work-
ers’ right to organise, as tens of 
thousands of workers prepared for 
a nationwide strike on October 7.

Diogenes Orjuela from 
Colombia’s Confederation of 
Workers (CUT) said, “Neither 
Colombian businesses nor the 
Colombian government accept that 
the right to unionise and the right to 
collective bargaining exist.”

Public sector workers held a 
24-hour strike. They were joined 
by workers from other unions in 
marching through the capital cities 
of Colombia.

“We are asking the government 
to respect international agreements, 
the right to unionise, and the right 
to collective bargaining and that 
there are direct contracts with 
workers and they negotiate with 
unions and give workers dignifi ed 
working conditions,” Orjuela said.

He added, “It is not the workers 
who don’t want to enter into dia-
logue, it is the government.”

The main issue for the union is 
the informal labour market which 
Orjuela said, accounts for 11 mil-
lion workers, approximately 57 
percent of the labour force.

Those workers, who are either 
part of controversial cooperatives 
known as CTAs, or are contracted 
by third parties, have no right to 
join unions, collectively negotiate 
pay and conditions, and have no job 
stability as they can be laid off at 
any time.

According to Orjuela this has 
resulted in the proliferation of 
“trash jobs.”

Unions have signed several 
labour agreements with national 
and local governments, which 
pledged to put an end to third party 
contracting, while the Labor Action 
Plan agreed with the US in order 
to push through the Free Trade 
Agreement requires Colombia to 
dismantle the CTAs.

However, the unionist claimed 
little has changed and that worker 
cooperatives, contractors, and 
outsourcers have only undergone 
“mutations.”

According to Orjuela the 
organisations have changed into 
Simplifi ed Stock Companies, false 
unions or contracting companies, 
but their practices remain the same.

Orjuela also claimed the gov-
ernment has failed to meet the 
terms of labour pacts agreed with 
the US, Canada, and the European 
Union as part of free trade 
agreements.

He said, “[the agreements] are 
mere expressions of intentions but 
in practice the government is not 
changing its attitude, business are 
not changing their attitude.”

The secretary general of the 
General Confederation of Workers 
(CGT), Julio Roberto Gomez, 
claimed the protest was supported 
by Colombian Vice President 
Angelino Garzon.

Gomez said, “[Garzon] is 
a bridge between society and 
the development of government 
policy…his participation is going 
to be very important in terms of 
conciliation.” 
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John Pilger

The High Court in London will 
soon decide whether Julian 
Assange is to be extradited to 
Sweden to face allegations of sexual 
misconduct. At the appeal hearing 
in July, Ben Emmerson QC, coun-
sel for the defence, described the 
whole saga as “crazy”. Sweden’s 
chief prosecutor had dismissed 
the original arrest warrant, saying 
there was no case for Assange to 
answer. Both the women involved 
said they had consented to have 
sex. On the facts alleged, no crime 
would have been committed in 
Britain.

However, it is not the Swedish 
judicial system that presents a “grave 
danger” to Assange, say his law-
yers, but a legal device known as a 
Temporary Surrender, under which 
he can be sent on from Sweden to the 
United States secretly and quickly.

The founder and editor of 
WikiLeaks, who published the great-
est leak of offi cial documents in 
history, providing a unique insight 
into rapacious wars and the lies told 
by governments, is likely to fi nd 
himself in a hell hole not dissimilar 
to the “torturous” dungeon that held 
Private Bradley Manning, the alleged 
whistleblower. Manning has not been 
tried, let alone convicted, yet on April 
21, President Barack Obama declared 
him guilty with a dismissive “He 
broke the law”.

This Kafka-style justice awaits 
Assange whether or not Sweden 
decides to prosecute him. Last 
December, the Independent disclosed 
that the US and Sweden had already 
started talks on Assange’s extradition. 
At the same time, a secret grand jury – 
a relic of the 18th century long aban-
doned in this country – has convened 
just across the river from Washington, 
in a corner of Virginia that is home 
to the CIA and most of America’s 
national security establishment. The 
grand jury is a “fi x”, a leading legal 
expert told me: reminiscent of the 
all-white juries in the South that 
convicted blacks by rote. A sealed 
indictment is believed to exist.

Under the US Constitution, which 
guarantees free speech, Assange 
should be protected, in theory. When 
he was running for president, Obama, 
himself a constitutional lawyer, said, 
“Whistleblowers are part of a healthy 
democracy and must be protected 
from reprisal”. His embrace of George 
W Bush’s “war on terror” has changed 

all that. Obama has pursued more 
whistleblowers than any US president. 
The problem for his administration 
in “getting” Assange and crushing 
WikiLeaks is that military investi-
gators have found no collusion or 
contact between him and Manning, 
reports NBC. There is no crime, so 
one has to be concocted, probably in 
line with Vice President Joe Biden’s 
absurd description of Assange as a 
“hi-tech terrorist”.

Should Assange win his High 
Court appeal in London, he could 
face extradition direct to the United 

States. In the past, US offi cials have 
synchronised extradition warrants 
with the conclusion of a pending case. 
Like its predatory military, American 
jurisdiction recognises few bounda-
ries. As the suffering of Bradley 
Manning demonstrates, together with 
the recently executed Troy Davis and 
the forgotten inmates of Guantánamo, 
much of the US criminal justice sys-
tem is corrupt if not lawless.

In a letter addressed to the 
Australian government, Britain’s 
most distinguished human rights 
lawyer, Gareth Peirce, who now 
acts for Assange, wrote, “Given 
the extent of the public discussion, 
frequently on the basis of entirely 
false assumptions ... it is very hard 
to attempt to preserve for him any 
presumption of innocence. Mr 
Assange has now hanging over him 
not one but two Damocles swords, of 
potential extradition to two different 
jurisdictions in turn for two different 
alleged crimes, neither of which are 
crimes in his own country, and that 
his personal safety has become at 
risk in circumstances that are highly 
politically charged.”

These facts, and the prospect of a 
grotesque miscarriage of justice, have 
been drowned in a vituperative cam-
paign against the WikiLeaks founder. 

Deeply personal, petty, perfi dious and 
inhuman attacks have been aimed at a 
man not charged with any crime yet 
held isolated, tagged and under house 
arrest – conditions not even meted 
out to a defendant presently facing 
extradition on a charge of murdering 
his wife.

Books have been published, 
movie deals struck and media 
careers launched or kick-started on 
the assumption that he is fair game 
and too poor to sue. People have 
made money, often big money, 
while WikiLeaks has struggled to 

survive. On June 16, the publisher 
of Canongate Books, Jamie Byng, 
when asked by Assange for an assur-
ance that the rumoured unauthorised 
publication of his autobiography was 
not true, said, “No, absolutely not. 
That is not the position ... Julian, do 
not worry. My absolute number one 
desire is to publish a great book which 
you are happy with.”

On September 22, Canongate 
released what it called Assange’s 
“unauthorised autobiography” 
without the author’s permission or 
knowledge. It was a fi rst draft of an 
incomplete, uncorrected manuscript. 
“They thought I was going to prison 
and that would have inconvenienced 
them,” he told me. “It’s as if I am 
now a commodity that presents an 
incentive to any opportunist.”

The editor of the UK Guardian, 
Alan Rusbridger, has called the 
WikiLeaks disclosures “one of the 
greatest journalistic scoops of the 
last 30 years”. Indeed, this is part 
of his current marketing promotion 
to justify raising the Guardian’s 
cover price. But the scoop belongs to 
Assange not the Guardian. Compare 
the paper’s attitude towards Assange 
with its bold support for the reporter 
threatened with prosecution under the 
Offi cial Secrets Act for revealing the 

iniquities of Hackgate.
Editorials and front pages have 

carried stirring messages of solidarity 
from even Murdoch’s Sunday Times. 
On September 29, Carl Bernstein was 
fl own to London to compare all this 
with his Watergate triumph. Alas, 
the iconic fellow was not entirely on 
message. “It’s important not to be 
unfair to Murdoch,” he said, because 
“he’s the most far seeing media entre-
preneur of our time” who “put The 
Simpsons on air” and thereby “showed 
he could understand the information 
consumer”.

The contrast with the treatment of 
a genuine pioneer of a revolution in 
journalism, who dared take on ram-
pant America, providing truth about 
how great power works, is telling. A 
drip-feed of hostility runs through 
the Guardian, making it diffi cult for 
readers to interpret the WikiLeaks 
phenomenon and to assume other than 
the worst about its founder. David 
Leigh, the Guardian’s “investigations 
editor”, told journalism students at 
City University that Assange was a 
“Frankenstein monster” who “didn’t 
use to wash very often” and was 
“quite deranged”.

When a puzzled student asked 
why he said that, Leigh replied, 
“Because he doesn’t understand the 
parameters of conventional journal-
ism. He and his circle have a pro-
found contempt for what they call 
the mainstream media”. According 
to Leigh, these “parameters” were 
exemplifi ed by Bill Keller when, as 
editor of the New York Times, he co-
published the WikiLeaks disclosures 
with the Guardian. Keller, said Leigh, 
was “a seriously thoughtful person 
in journalism” who had to deal with 
“some sort of dirty, fl aky hacker from 
Melbourne”.

Last November, the “seriously 
thoughtful” Keller boasted to the 

BBC that he had taken all WikiLeaks’ 
war logs to the White House so the 
government could approve and edit 
them. In the run-up to the Iraq war, 
the New York Times published a series 
of now notorious CIA-inspired claims 
claiming weapons of mass destruction 
existed. Such are the “parameters” 
that have made so many people cyni-
cal about the so-called mainstream 
media.

Leigh went as far as to mock 
the danger that, once extradited to 
America, Assange would end up wear-
ing “an orange jump suit”. These were 

things “he and his lawyer are saying 
in order to feed his paranoia”. The 
“paranoia” is shared by the European 
Court of Human Rights which has 
frozen “national security” extraditions 
from the UK to the US because the 
extreme isolation and long sentences 
defendants can expect amounts to 
torture and inhuman treatment.

I asked Leigh why he and the 
Guardian had adopted a consist-
ently hostile tone towards Assange 
since they had parted company. He 
replied, “Where you, tendentiously, 
claim to detect a ‘hostile tone’, oth-
ers might merely see well-informed 
objectivity.”

It is diffi cult to fi nd well-informed 
objectivity in the Guardian’s book 
on Assange, sold lucratively to 
Hollywood, in which Assange is 
described gratuitously as a “dam-
aged personality” and “callous”. In 
the book, Leigh revealed the secret 
password Assange had given the 
paper. Designed to protect a digital 
fi le containing the US embassy cables, 
its disclosure set off a chain of events 
that led to the release of all the fi les. 
The Guardian denies “utterly” it was 
responsible for the release. What, 
then, was the point of publishing the 
password?

The Guardian’s Hackgate 
exposures were a journalistic tour 
de force; the Murdoch empire may 
disintegrate as a result. But, with or 
without Murdoch, a media consensus 
that echoes, from the BBC to the Sun, 
a corrupt political, war-mongering 
establishment. Assange’s crime has 
been to threaten this consensus: those 
who fi x the “parameters” of news and 
political ideas and whose authority as 
media commissars is challenged by 
the revolution of the internet.

The prize-winning former 
Guardian journalist Jonathan Cook 
has experience in both worlds. “The 
media, at least the supposedly left-
wing component of it,” he writes, 
“should be cheering on this revolution 
... And yet, mostly they are trying to 
co-opt, tame or subvert it [even] to 
discredit and ridicule the harbingers of 
the new age... Some of [the campaign 
against Assange] clearly refl ects a 
clash of personalities and egos, but 
it also looks suspiciously like the 
feud derives from a more profound 
ideological struggle [about] how 
information should be controlled a 
generation hence [and] the gatekeep-
ers maintaining their control.”
Information Clearing House 

The getting of Assange

Julian Assange

Mr Assange has now hanging over him not one but 
two Damocles swords, of potential extradition to two 
different jurisdictions in turn for two different alleged 
crimes, neither of which are crimes in his own country.
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The movement is 
spreading
So-called social media movements 
in the Middle East and North 
Africa have been applauded by 
western governments. Leaders of 
the so-called “free world”, includ-
ing Barack Obama asked leaders 
of these nations to respect the will 
of the people, to respect their right 
to freedom of speech and the right 
to protest, and in many cases for 
national leaders to step down.

These social media movements 
are now happening across America 
with the Occupy Wall Street and 
Occupy America movements. The 
Brooklyn Bridge was blockaded by 
thousands of civil protestors coalesced 
by social media. They have had 
enough of the arbitrary indiscretions 
of the US government, Wall Street, 
the Bankers and the multinationals.

What was the response of 
American authorities? The same 
country that has asked other nations 
of the world to respect the will of 
their peoples, and who applauded the 
social media that urged on “revolu-
tions”. Their response was to arrest 
700 protestors on Brooklyn Bridge.

The movement has spread across 

America and is spreading around the 
world, it is coming to Australia, with 
Occupy Australia and Occupy Perth 
during the Commonwealth Heads of 
Government Meeting in late October.

Let us see how Australia, the 
USA and other western govern-
ments respond, especially after 
standing alongside the right of these 
movements in other nations. This 
movement is the most inspiring 
development since the Civil Rights 
movements in the USA and around 
the world during the sixties. 

Gerry Georgatos
WA

Boundless plains and 
asylum seekers

I was absolutely incensed recently 
when I read a report that a group 
of Christian schools have changed 
the second verse of the National 
Anthem.

It was a great step forward when 
we no longer had to ask God to save 
the Queen of England. But now a pack 
of fanatical fundamentalists are brain 
washing children by emasculating 
our sacred song in this way. I hope 
the Education Department bans this 
version of Advance Australia Fair.

It is also to be noted that the real 
second verse of the anthem contains 
the words, 
For those that come across the seas 
our boundless plains to share,
so why aren’t we sharing our bound-
less plains with asylum seekers 
instead of locking them up in con-
centration camps.

Ron Barrett
Sydney

The Power Issue and 
Julia
In a recent issue of the Australian 
Financial Review a group of corpo-
rate heavyweights and former right 
wing politicians got together to 
work out the people and organisa-
tions who they believed had power 
in Australian society.

However, power as viewed from 
the point of view of this nation’s 
corporate citizens is only that which 
is determined by how accessible these 
“powerful fi gures” are to corporate 
Australia.

This is no more evident than in 
their selection of Prime Minister 
Julia Gillard as holding, “the most 
powerful offi ce in the land.” As most 
Australians have come to accept, 
Julia Gillard was given the nudge 
into the top job in June 2010, when 
the mining elites of this country did 
not like the idea of the mining rent 
tax as proposed by then PM Kevin 
Rudd.

Julia Gillard has survived an 
election on her record and also the 
endorsement of corporate or capitalist 
Australia and now sits at the table or 
various tables of the monied interests 
of this country including James Packer 
and Kerry Stokes. The former recently 
accused her of being anti-business 
because she was going to have to keep 
her word with Independent Andrew 
Wilkes on compulsory presets on 
poker machines.

The AFR also gave kudos to a 
business-friendly union leader, the 
right-wing leader of the Australian 
Workers’ Union, Paul Howes; if ever 
there was a class collaborationist…

But his is not the worst. That title 

goes to Martin Ferguson, the federal 
Minister for Resources, Energy and 
Tourism, a complete sell-out of the 
working class. 

It is just typical of the malaise 
that has affl icted the Australian Labor 
Party that those most powerful and 
respected by capital are the most 
right-wing, but as the last federal 
election proved with the rise of the 
Greens, and the NSW state election, 
an ALP that chases capital is not 

necessarily one that wins the majority 
support of the people.

The ALP and their federal leader 
will have an opportunity to gauge 
the true extent of their power, when 
the people measure their ability to 
respond to the pressing issues of our 
times in climate change, unemploy-
ment, global financial crisis and 
mental health.

Richard Titelius
WA

Letters to the Editor
The Guardian
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Banks and 
pitchforks
At the beginning of September, 
New York Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg warned that the US 
unemployment crisis could trigger 
“riots”. He and other US leaders 
had just seen the youth of Britain 
rise up in spontaneous anger, 
rioting and smashing in sheer 
frustration at the way their country 
and their society was being run.

Glenn Greenwald, a civil rights 
lawyer in New York and author of 
The New York Times bestselling 
book How Would a Patriot Act?, a 
critique of the Bush administration’s 
use of executive power, wrote in an 
article on Salon.com that US “fi nancial 
elites and their political servants are 
well aware that exploding wealth 
inequality, pervasive economic anxi-
ety, and increasing hostility toward 
institutions of authority (and corre-
sponding realisation that voting fi xes 
very little of this) are likely to bring 
London-style unrest – and worse – to 
American soil”.

What they have certainly brought 
to the American scene are protests 
and demonstrations, aimed fairly and 
squarely – and most importantly – 
bluntly and overtly at the big banks 
and other fi nancial institutions of Wall 
Street. In the middle of September, 
1,500 mainly young people occu-
pied a park in New York’s hallowed 
fi nancial district and maintained their 

occupation for a couple of weeks of 
intense collective political rallying, 
discussing and strategising.

Police agents tempted them into 
staging a march, which the police 
diverted up a freeway off ramp where 
they corralled the protesters and 
arrested no less than 700 of them, 
with noticeable brutality (police don’t 
like being defi ed by “hippies”, as they 
designated the demonstrators). The 
signifi cance of this demo was that no 
one had to point out that big capital 
was at the back of the concerns they 
were protesting about. Big capital 
itself was their target from the start.

Although the capitalist media 
rushed to dismiss the protestors 
as a disorganised rabble, and their 
protest as hence insignifi cant, that 
same protest has instead become a 
movement that is rapidly spreading 
across the USA.

Occupy Wall Street has now been 
joined by other coalitions, including 
the punningly named “Pay US Back!” 
and the “New Bottom Line” coali-
tion. In San Francisco, hundreds of 
protesters took to the streets targeting 
Bank of America, Charles Schwab 
and Wells Fargo. In Seattle, hundreds 
of people shut down a Chase bank 
branch and 11 were arrested.

In Suncaidia, the Washington 
Community Action Network infi l-
trated the annual policy summit of the 
Association of Washington Business, 
which was sponsored by Chase bank.

In Boston, 3,000 marched on the 
infamous “Foreclosure King”, Bank 
of America, to demand it stop fore-
closures. Move On, another coalition, 
joined with the union movement in a 
major march on October 5.

Occupations have either been 
held or are planned – aimed at the 
big banks – in Los Angeles, Chicago, 
Washington DC, Minneapolis, New 
York, Milwaukee, Denver, and 
Honolulu. 

Now wouldn’t you think that 
would be newsworthy? But as read-
ers will be aware, it has barely raised 
a ripple in the cesspool that is the 
capitalist news media. It’s as though 
they didn’t want people to know that 

masses are in action, in the heartland 
of capitalism, protesting about capi-
talism itself.

Mary Bottari, of the US organisa-
tion Centre for Media and Democracy, 
noted in relation to the police attack 
on the Wall Street protesters that 
“Morgan Chase recently donated an 
unprecedented’ $4.6 million to the 
New York Police Foundation. ‘These 
offi cers put their lives on the line 
every day to keep us safe’, chirped 
Chase CEO Jamie Dimon.”

She went on to observe that “The 
big banks are worried about a wide-
ranging investigation by the Attorney 
General for New York State, Eric 
Schneiderman, into the Wall Street 
meltdown, not focusing on the small 
fry, but on the big fi sh: the behemoth 
banks whose origination, pooling and 
securitisation of mortgage-backed 
securities turned our domestic hous-
ing bubble into a global economic 
catastrophe.”

For his part, Schneiderman has 
made some acidic observations 
designed to rattle the big banks, 
such as, “The markets didn’t crash 

because we were paying too much 
to teachers.” More pertinently, he 
has also said of the Wall Street melt-
down that cost so many people their 
savings, “people are not going to be 
satisfi ed until they have a sense that 
those responsible have been held 
accountable.”

“When Obama took over,” says 
Ms Bottari, “he failed to crack down 
on Wall Street, he failed to even tag 
the Banksters as the culprits for the 
global economic meltdown. Rather 
he praised Goldman Sach’s LLoyd 
Blankfein and JP Morgan Chase’s 
Jamie Dimon as friends and ‘savvy 
businessmen’. It hasn’t escaped the 
notice of the 99 percent [of the popu-
lation who are not bankers] that while 
1,000 top offi cers were jailed after 
the Savings and Loan debacle, not a 
single banker has been jailed for their 
role in collapsing the global economy. 
The only fi rm really punished in the 
entire affair was Lehman Brothers, 
allowed to fail by Bush’s Treasury 
Secretary Hank Paulson.”

Referring to the Wall Street 
occupation she fi nds “the hopeful 

nature of the message, that change 
is possible, when the monied elite 
have a stranglehold on our economy 
and our democracy is itself remark-
able and revolutionary. Too many 
Americans are ground down by 
opaque forces and feel powerless to 
change anything.”

She refers to a message on the 
Occupy website which she says 
“resonates”. The message is: “On 
September 27th, 2011, we marched on 
the Financial District’s Luxury Night 
Out, where couples wore outfi ts that 
cost more than we will ever make in 
a month and looked at cars that cost 
more than we will ever make in a 
year; afterward, they went back to one 
of their many houses that cost more 
than we will make in our lifetime.”

Finally, Ms Bottari recalls that “In 
2009, President Obama told a group 
of 13 bankers ‘my administration is 
the only thing between you and the 
pitchforks’.” Now, it would appear 
that quite a few people are fed up and 
in the USA at least, some are sharpen-
ing their pitch forks once again. 

Interesting times lie ahead. 

Culture
&Lifeby

Rob Gowland
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The documentary series 
Wide Open Road (subtitled 

Australia Through The Windscreen) 
(ABC1 Sundays from October 16 at 
7.30pm) is a great disappointment. It 
is poorly made as documentary, and it 
wants to credit every social advance 
in Australia to the motor-car.

Until the 1950s, very few 
Australians owned their own car. But 
this series happily tries to assert that 
the private car welded the colonies 
together, built our economy and 
created our free and easy lifestyle.

Having apparently identified 
their program’s core demographic, 
the makers of the series suck up to 
them relentlessly, pushing the line 
that Australians generally are “just a 
bunch of revheads”.

This is a pity, because this 
country does have a really interesting 
automotive history. But to dismiss the 
railways, as this series does so airily, 
is historically and socially wrong.

The series also is noticeable for 
the reverent attitude it has towards 
car giants Ford and General Motors. 
You won’t fi nd any trace of criticism 
of either in the fi rst episode, not 
about their buying up and burying the 
patents for the Stanley Steamer or the 
electric car, or General Motors’ very 

successful campaign to rid NSW of 
its extensive tramway system.

The series could well have been 
made by the roads lobby. It has a 
heavy emphasis on motor sport, 
presumably to appeal to the type 
of people its researchers concluded 
would be most interested in the 
program. This, as I have said, is a 
pity, because there have been some 
extremely good documentary fi lms 
made about both motoring in Australia 
and motor sport, documentaries that 
the makers of this pedestrian effort 
would have done well to have studied.

They certainly saw at least one 
of them because they have included 
footage from it in this series: John 
Heyer’s classic The Back Of Beyond, 
about the mailman on the Birdsville 
Track who had to get his large truck 
through truly forbidding country with 
essential supplies (and the mail) for 
isolated settlements in the desert.

Heyer’s fi lm is beautiful and 
moving, intelligent and fascinating. It 
can be seen again and again. He made 
it for the Shell Film Unit, which later 
made a series on the history of motor 
racing that was absolutely brilliant, 
with images that one simply does not 
forget, even if one is not into motor 
racing. It’s just such good fi lmmaking.

The same will not be said about 
Wide Open Road.

This week in the Sunday Best 
slot, we have Hoop Dreams 

(ABC2 Sunday October 16 at 
8.30pm) a 162-minute documentary 
fi lm exposing the exploitation of black 
youth by white US high schools and 
colleges. The fi lm follows the lives 
and careers of two talented youngsters 
from the time they are spotted by 
basketball scouts at age 14. They are 
offered scholarships to white middle 
class suburban schools that want their 
basketball skills for the school team.

The boys and their families see 

the scholarships as a way to escape 
from poverty and the ghetto, or at 
least a way to get an education they 
cannot otherwise afford. But all does 
not go smoothly, and they are really at 
the posh school to make it look good 
on the basketball court, not because 
they are thought to have a right to 
be there.

Made in 1994, Hoop Dreams was 
named one of that year’s best fi lms 
by virtually every major critic in the 
USA. It’s certainly worth a look.

The producers of the fi ve part 
comedy series Pete Versus 

Life (ABC2 Tuesdays from October 
18 at 9.00pm) apparently said “let’s 
make a series about an ordinary, 
likeable bloke who means well but 
constantly messes up. That’ll be 
original.” Well, it’s not. Actually, it’s 
a bit of a pain.

It stars Rafe Spall, and features 
a gimmick: two pretend sports 
commentators observe and comment 
on everything our hero does (even 
in bed with his girlfriend). It doesn’t 
improve things much. But I have 
only seen the fi rst episode: perhaps 
it improves on longer acquaintance.

The fi rst episode of the new 
documentary series Bad Guys 

Dead Ahead (ABC2 Thursdays from 
October 13 at 7.30pm), while not 
exactly dull, is decidedly mundane. 
An observational documentary, it 
follows the fortunes of the aging 
30-year-old British destroyer HMS 
Manchester on her fi nal deployment, 
a seven-month stint in the Caribbean 
hunting drug smugglers, in co-opera-
tion with the US Coastguard.

This is strictly the “War on 
Drugs” approach – the US Coastguard 
types on board are very gung-ho about 
their fi repower – and miles away from 
any concept of the drug problem as 
a public health issue. However, just 
as machine guns didn’t solve the 

problems of Prohibition in the USA 
in the ‘20s, so heavy calibre weapons 
won’t solve the problems of today’s 
version of Prohibition.

What prohibition and “the War 
on Drugs” does do, is make lots of 
money for the suppliers of illicit 
drugs and the many “legitimate” 
businesses that are only too willing to 
take advantage of the plentiful supply 
of black money that the drug trade 
generates. Meanwhile, as the drug 
trade dances around on the fringes of 
popular acceptance, the traffi ckers are 
able to lure lots of poor people into 
aiding them for a share of the spoils, 
criminalising a generation.

I am late in bringing Bored 
To Death (ABC1 Fridays at 

10.05pm) to your attention. Made 
for US network HBO, this is a 

sophisticated sitcom that tells the 
story of a Brooklyn writer, Jonathan 
Ames (Jason Schwartzman), his pub-
lisher boss George (Ted Danson) and 
his comic strip artist pal Ray (Zach 
Galifi anakis).

The show is already up to episode 
fi ve, but you will quickly catch up. 
This is very much New York-style 
comedy (there is even pretentious 
Woody Allen-style dialogue about 
Woody Allen: “You know, I prefer 
Woody Allen’s prose to his movies”) 
and it works wonderfully.

In this week’s episode, Jonathan, 
in his guise as an unlicensed private 
eye, gets involved with Russian 
gangsters while George experiments 
with being gay in an effort to improve 
his magazines’ sales to women. 

Rob Gowland

previews
ABC & SBS

Public Television

Jason Schwartzman in Bored To Death (ABC1 Fridays at 10.05pm)
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Syful Islam

DHAKA (AlertNet) – A Bangladeshi scientist 
has developed new rice varieties with an 
extended life cycle that can produce up 
to three crops from one plant. Their yield 
could be four times higher than traditional 
varieties, helping boost food security in 
South Asia and beyond.

The cultivation method for the multi-crop 
rice also produces less greenhouse gas emissions 
than traditional paddy farming, in which plants 
produce only one harvest, and makes them more 
resilient to excessive rainfall.

Abed Chaudhury, a genetics expert who 
has worked with the Australian National 
Rice Research Institute for the past 20 years, 
describes the approach – developed in consulta-
tion with farmers – as “second life” or “extended 
life”, and will soon apply to the Bangladeshi 
authorities for seed certifi cation.

“My target is to transform the annual plant 
into perennial plant. It saves costs as well as 
giving high yield,” he told AlertNet.

Rice plants usually produce only one crop. 
After the paddy ripens, farmers harvest the rice, 
cutting the plant down to a height of around 10 
centimetres and leaving it to rot into the ground.

But if farmers adopt Chaudhury’s cutting-
edge varieties and techniques, they could harvest 
rice three times from the same plant in one year. 
Early tests suggest yields could be more than 
quadrupled at a very low cost.

According to the scientist, a rice plant nor-
mally produces 65 sheaves, or clusters of grains, 
of which around 40 are mature at fi rst harvest. 
The rest are wasted when the plant is cut down.

In the initial 130-day growing period, the 
new paddy varieties grow 85 centimetres to 
one metre tall, as do most other rice types. But 
when farmers come to harvest the fi rst crop, 
they leave 35-40 centimetres in the ground, and 
apply around half the amount of fertiliser again. 
The immature sheaves continue growing, and 
can be harvested in 50-55 days.

On a demonstration fi eld in Bangladesh’s 
northeastern Moulavibazar district, a third crop 
from the same plants is now being awaited, 
requiring 45-50 additional days to ripen.

Test yields quadruple
With the fi rst crop, Chaudhury and his col-

leagues harvested 6.4 tonnes of paddy from one 
hectare of land. They then spread urea fertiliser 
on the fi eld, and left the immature sheaves to 
ripen, harvesting some three tonnes of paddy. 
More fertiliser was applied to the remaining 
sheaves, and a further three tonnes of rice are 
expected.

Yields from traditional paddy varieties are 
around three tonnes a hectare. But the new 
plants are projected to produce more than 12 
tonnes of paddy from the same land area, at 
comparatively low costs.

“The spending on the second and third 
(crops) is very minimal,” said Abbas Ali, a 
farmer in Hazipara village in Moulavibazar 
district. “You have to spread a very tiny volume 
of fertiliser only. You do not need to plough 
the land.”

He is growing the new rice on fi ve acres 

of land, and is now waiting to cut the paddy a 
second time. So far he’s very happy with the 
experiment. “I will continue to grow this variety 
of paddy since it is very profi table due to low 
cost and high yield,” he said.

Environmental benefit
Ferdous Bappi, manager of Chaudhury’s 

project in Moulavibazar, said the new rice 
types are neither hybrid nor genetically modi-
fi ed, and are similar to traditional varieties 
developed by the Bangladesh Rice Research 
Institute. The team’s research has not revealed 
any other varieties with similar characteristics, 
he added.

Of 10 varieties the project has bred, four 
have proved suitable for the “extended life” 
method. “Now we want to spread the method, 
as well as the varieties, across the country,” said 
Bappi. “Many people from different parts of the 
country have already contacted us.”

The farming method has environmental 

benefi ts, and could contribute to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from rice cultivation, 
he added. Rice produces substantial amounts 
of methane due to its semi-aquatic nature and 
tilling releases it from the land.

“If you follow the ‘extended life’ method 
you do not need to plough the land, and there 
is no chance of greenhouse gas emissions,” 
Bappi explained.

The farming technique also makes the 
plants more resilient to excessive fl ooding. 
Usually, young paddy plants are 15 centimetres 
high when transplanted into the land, meaning 
they rot if submerged in too much rainwater 
for too long.

“Since, in our method, the crop is harvested 
keeping 35 centimetres of the paddy plant in 
the land, during the second and third sessions, 
there is no chance of them being swamped or 
rotten,” Bappi said.
GMwatch 

Non-GM rice could 
quadruple yields, cut costs

Genetically modifi ed canola has 
escaped from the farm and is 
thriving in the wild across North 
Dakota, according to a study 
that indicates there are plenty of 
novel man-made genes crossing the 
Canada-US border.

GM canola was found growing 
everywhere from ditches to park-
ing lots, the scientists report, with 
some of the highest densities along 
a trucking route into Canada.

“That’s where the most intense 
canola production is and it’s also 
the road that goes to the canola 
processing plants across the bor-
der,” said ecologist Cynthia Sagers 
of the University of Arkansas, 

referring to a canola plant in 
Altona, Manitoba.

Her study stopped at the bor-
der, but Canadian research also 
has found “escaped” GM canola is 
becoming common on the Canadian 
prairies, and swapping man-made 
genes in the wild.

“Biology doesn’t know any bor-
ders,” said Rene Van Acker at the 
University of Guelph, who has done 
extensive research on the extent and 
behaviour of escaped GM crops in 
Manitoba.

For the study, Sagers and her 
colleagues drove across North 
Dakota and stopped every eight kil-
ometres to see what was growing. 

At almost half of the 634 stops they 
found genetically modifi ed canola.

At some locations there were 
thousands of GM plants growing.

“That was a shock to us,” 
Sagers said.

At other spots, the GM canola, 
which was engineered to withstand 
herbicides that kill weeds, was the 
only thing growing.

“In some places along the road 
where department of transportation 
had sprayed for weeds, the canola 
was blooming brilliantly,” Sagers 
said.

Of 288 canola plants the 
researchers tested, 231 were trans-
genic or genetically modifi ed.

Perhaps most signifi cant, they 
said, is the fact that two of the 
plants had combinations of herbi-
cide resistance that had not been 
developed commercially.

“That suggests to us there is 
breeding going on, either in the 
fi eld or in these roadside popula-
tions, to create new combinations 
of traits,” said Sagers. “In terms 
of evolutionary biology it’s pretty 
amazing.”

She says the fi ndings raise 
questions about whether the 
escaped or “feral” GM canola 
might pass on man-made genes 
to wild species like fi eld mustard, 
which is an agricultural pest.

“It is conceivably a very large 
problem,” said Sagers.

Van Acker said the study, like 
similar research done in Canada, 
raises red fl ags over plans to grow 
pharmaceutical drugs and indus-
trial oils in GM plants. Such crops 
would have to be “confi ned” and 
kept out of the food system, said 
Van Acker, “and that starts to worry 
me.”

The Canadian Food Inspection 
Agency, which regulates and 
approves GM crops grown in 
Canada, said that it is satisfi ed that 
the GM crops escaping farms pose 
no risk.
GMwatch 

Feral plants found growing along roads 
from North Dakota to Manitoba


