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It might be called a mini budget, but there
will be nothing mini about its impact. The
cuts are aimed at the public sector, workers
and families and foreshadow even deeper
cuts to come in future budgets. Economically,
the cuts are unnecessary and irresponsible.
There is a pressing need for an expansion-
ary budget to stimulate the economy. The
government’s obsession with a budget
surplus has overridden commonsense and
will only serve to contract an economy not
fully recovered from the global financial
crisis and heading towards recession.

Treasurer Wayne Swan’s Mid-Year Fiscal
and Economic Outlook (MYFEO) statement is
built on quicksand. For Australia, Swan forecasts
“solid economic growth, low debt and a return
to surplus in 2012-13, despite a significant dete-
rioration in global conditions in recent months
cutting $20 billion from government revenues.”
(The $20 billion is over four years, around $5
billion this year.)

At the same time, he notes, “Global eco-
nomic and financial conditions have deteriorated
markedly in recent months, exacerbating some
of the existing stresses on parts of the Australian
economy. These developments have been
transmitted through a number of channels, with
considerable volatility in the exchange rate, falls
in Australian equity prices, significant falls in
prices of some of Australia’s key export com-
modities — particularly iron ore and coal — and
weaker business and consumer confidence. This
has contributed to a reduction in momentum in
some parts of the economy and a slowdown in
employment growth.”

Swan continued, “The substantial down-
grades to budget revenue flowing from height-
ened global turbulence have meant that the
government has had to find further savings in
the budget,” suggesting global developments are
already taking their toll on Australia’s economy.
Actually, some of the decline in government
revenue is due to government policy — ongo-
ing cuts to the public sector, privatisation, tax
reductions for the corporate sector, failure to
support the manufacturing sector. Every job
lost means less income tax revenue.

Despite his recognition of the “considerable
risks” facing the Australian economy, Swan’s
forecasts are at the extreme end of optimism,
possibly to try to instil investor confidence.

“The emerging market economies are
expected to contribute over three quarters of
total global growth over the next two years,”
says Swan who is relying on China and India to
sustain Australia’s present exponential growth
in mining exports and capital investment in
the industry.
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Manufacturing, retail, housing construction
and tourism remain depressed, and continue
to shed labour. The distortion in Australia’s
economy and over reliance on mining exports
has reached the point where next year capital
investment in the mining sector is set to exceed
total capital investment in the rest of the
economy! It has plans to invest $82 hillion in
2012-13, and according to the treasurer there is
a total of $400 billion in the capital investment
pipeline. Yet the mining sector directly employs
around two percent of the workforce, with two
or three times that as flow-on.

Contractionary policy

According to the treasurer there will be a
budget deficit of $37.1 billion in 2011-12 and
a surplus of $1.5 billion in the following year
(2012-13) - a swing of $38.6 billion! Swan
warns that unemployment is set to rise and
wages growth will be suppressed causing fur-
ther shortfalls in income tax revenue. So how
can such a dramatic turnaround be achieved in
only 12 months?

There are the budget cuts. Public sector
“efficiency dividend” cuts will be increased
from the usual 1.5 percent to 4 percent for one
year (saving $1.4 billion), resulting in 3,000
more job losses according to the Community
and Public Sector Union. There is a reduction in
the baby bonus, some family tax benefits will be
conditional on immunisation. The government
will reduce its co-contribution on superannuation
payments to low and middle income workers.
Some other tax measures have been deferred.

But these only add up to a few billion,
hardly worth the loss of services and pain they
will cause. So where is the rest of the $38.6
billion turnaround to come from?

Smoke and mirrors

A large component of the hoped-for 2012-
13 budget surplus is being artificially created.

The government is bringing forward pay-
ments from the surplus year 2012-13 to this
year — not worrying how big the 2011-12 deficit
gets. These include $4.3 billion for infrastructure
projects, household assistance under the Clean
Energy Future package and Queensland flood
reconstruction. Some 2012-13 payments are
being deferred for a year.

These financial manipulations will not have
any impact on the overall economy. They are
political. The government wants to be able to
boast to the electorate (in an election year) and
to the financial markets and ratings agencies that
Australia is the first major advanced economy
to return its budget to surplus following the
global financial crisis. A model of “responsible
economic management” from “the world’s best
treasurer”!
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Treasurer Wayne Swan

As the global turbulence increases, Europe
goes into recession, as predicted by Swan, as
the fall-out hits China’s and Australia’s shores,
Swan will be back with more spin about revenue
shortfalls and the need “to find further savings
in the budget.”

The mini budget will add to existing
measures and pressures that are reducing the
purchasing power of people. If the economy
is to grow, people need more money in their
pockets, not less. The government is fast track-
ing an economic crisis.

Expansionary measures
required

Apart from its short-term political goal,
the budget surplus fetish serves as an excuse
for the government to carry out further cuts to
the public sector, to further wind back social
security, and continue with its privatisation
of education, health and other services. It is
the same austerity program that the people
of Europe are being subjected to. It has been
a central feature of government budgets for
several decades. In Australia the process has
been gradual, small increments at a time, rous-
ing relatively little opposition from the labour
movement. What we are seeing in Europe is a
“Big Bang” model, one that we could expect
from an Abbott Coalition government.

Several state governments have already gone
on the offensive slashing real wages of public
servants and cutting services.

There is nothing wrong with a budget deficit
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or government debt. The key questions are what
they serve and whether they are manageable.
The artificially bloated deficit for 2011-12 is
only 2.5 percent of GDP. Australia’s net debt
is about to peak at 8.9 percent of GDP. These
figures are low by any standards, There is
absolutely NO sound economic rationale for
budgetary cuts.

But, with the economy heading into reces-
sion, there is a pressing need to introduce expan-
sionary measures NOW. It makes economic
sense. It is responsible economic management
to boost funding for aged care, public hous-
ing, job creation in the manufacturing sector,
development of renewable energy, increasing
public hospital beds, employing more teachers
in state schools, expand the public sector and
increase pensions and other welfare payments.

There so many unmet needs that should
receive additional funding. These would cre-
ate jobs, increase purchasing power, improve
living standards and be of overall economic
benefit countering the recessionary direction
of the economy.

In addition, revenue can be raised by such
means as increasing company taxation, a genuine
super profits tax on all sectors of the economy,
slashing the $80 million a day military budget
and phasing out the $4 billion plus private health
insurance rebate.

Such policy changes can only be achieved
by the organised working class, in alliance with
wider community organisations, in struggle and
through the building of an alternative political
force that puts people’s interests first. &
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Not so super mining tax

The much watered-down tax on mining companies finally
made it through the Lower House of Parliament last week.
There is a big question mark over how much the mining
companies will actually pay or be out of pocket. Part of the
deal involves the federal government refunding state royalties
paid by the mining corporations to state governments. These
royalties are based on the volume of production, not profits.
When the boom comes to its inevitable end, the government
could find itself losing money on the deal. In addition profits
are far easier to hide or transfer than production volumes.

Some of the minerals resource rent tax (MRRT) income will
be used to increase government superannuation contributions
to low income earners. Some will be returned to the mining
sector in the form of investment in roads, bridges and other
infrastructure. It will also be used to fund the next round
of company tax cuts — one percent as compensation for the
increase in superannuation payments.

That’s not all, the MRRT will also compensate the govern-
ment for lost income as compulsory superannuation payments
are raised from nine to 12 percent. The government loses
income as lower tax rates are charged on super payments
compared with taxation of company profits or personal income.
The increase in super payments will be phased in over six
years, from 2013-14 to 2019-20.

Employer bodies are lining up with their demands that
workers forego wage rises to fund the higher superannuation
payments. The Australian Industry Group’s CEO, Heather
Ridout, said it would come as a ““substantial cost to employers”
and called for the government to legislate for it to be traded
off against wage increases.

A spokesperson for assistant treasurer Bill Shorten re-
minded employers that the existing nine percent was not
raised as a tax on business, but was offset by lower wage
rises. In the coming eight to nine years, if MRRT shortfalls
emerge or a Coalition government carries out its promise to
abolish the MRRT, then workers will no doubt be expected
to pay yet again.

The original super-profits tax has been watered down in
negotiations with the industry. It will now only apply to iron
ore and coal, exempting other highly profitable resources.

“Australians will receive an appropriate return on their
non-renewable resources, which they own 100 percent,”
Shorten told Parliament. And then goes on to explain some
of the loopholes that undermine the tax.

“The tax doesn’t apply to the value added by miners
through processing. It applies only to profits attributable to
the resource at the valuation point just after extraction. Under
the MRRT, projects will be able to immediately write-off new
investment and immediately deduct expenses.

“No MRRT will be payable until the project has made
enough profit to pay off its upfront investment.”

Companies with MRRT profits of less than $75 million a
year will have a low profit offset that wipes out their MRRT
liability.

Having brought about the two coups — deposing Prime
Minister Kevin Rudd and Opposition leader Malcolm Turnbull
— the mining magnates have certainly succeeded in watering
down the super profits tax, falling short of knocking it over.
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The first days of the last month of 2011 brought us images of

young ALP members being physically thrown out of the hall where
the party held its annual conference, after they protested at the
move to sell uranium to India. The ALP is now facing a major
challenge from left wing and progressive political forces such as the
Greens. We intend to keep you informed about this very significant
development in Australia’s political history, but as always we need
your help, by way of contributions to the Press Fund — so please, if
you possibly can, send us in something for the next and final edition
for the year. Many thanks to this week’s supporters, as follows:

Denis and Hannah (Guardian tin) $28.45, Brian McGee (Guardian
tin) $171.25, SS (Guardian tin) $10, “Round Figure” $18.30, Bob
Treasure $12.

This week’s total: $240 Progressive total: $14,320

Obituary

Con lliopoulos

A true working dlass battler

After a long battle with cancer the
well known stalwart working class
fighter Con lliopoulos passed away
in Sydney. Throughout his life Con
struggled with unbending devotion
for a world without exploitation of
man by man, for a better society
for the working people, for free-
dom and justice.

Con was born in Greece in 1941
into a large working class family
and after serving his compulsory
term in the Greek armed forces, he
worked for a few years as a profes-
sional painter. He lived through the
extremely difficult years that followed
the end of the civil war and the defeat
of the revolutionary movement and
acquired a working class conscience
and militancy, qualities that were
going to shape his whole life and
never abandon him.

In the middle 1960s he migrated
to Australia where he initially lived in
Brisbane for a while and then moved
to Sydney.

Con had a restless and inquisi-
tive mind. As soon as he settled in
Awustralia he joined the progressive
Greek organisations, first the Palamas
club in Brisbane, and later the Atlas
League in Sydney and the Greek
Orthodox Community of NSW. He
was one of the original members of
the Lambrakis Youth in Australia. He
took up employment on the Sydney
waterfront and became an active
member of the Waterside Workers
Federation. His colleagues on the
waterfront still remember him as a
hard working man, always prepared
to assist the new members who had
no experience of the demanding
waterfront work, as a militant worker
who was always at the forefront of
all strike actions and other union
struggles.

Finally he joined the Communist
Party of Australia and was a member
of the Beloyiannis Branch of the Party
for many years. From the ranks of the
Party and the other progressive mass
organisations, Con worked tirelessly
for the cause of the working class with
rare steadfastness and belief in the
justice of the cause he was serving.

Con Iliopoulos was a man of not
so many words. He preferred to be
meaningfully active. He didn’t mince
his words either. He was always
straightforward, simple, unambiguous
and honest. He spoke his mind under
any circumstances, he was never

afraid to express an opinion, however
displeasing it might be to the ears of
those he spoke to. He was sometimes
abrupt and sounded hard to those who
didn’t know him well. All his friends
however admired his honesty, his
truthfulness and sincerity. He was
a difficult person to argue with. He
always defended his point of view
vigorously and never gave up an inch
to any one and never tailed behind
any one.

In all the struggles the Party and
the progressive movement conducted
all these years Con was an exemplary
worker inspiring with his tireless
activity and straightforwardness many
younger comrades and participants to
the campaigns. He will certainly be
missed by family, friends and all his
comrades.

Con is survived by his caring wife
Georgia, two lively daughters Joanna
and Pauline as well as two grand chil-
dren. To his family the Beloyiannis
Branch of the Party extends sincere
condolences.

A large number of relatives,
friends and comrades paid their
last respects and farewelled Con
at the Rookwood Crematorium
on Thursday December 1. A few
days earlier at a fund raising
function of the Beloyiannis
Branch a number of comrades
and friends contributed, in
memory of Con, to the Party
Branch various sums as follows:
Georgia lliopoulos $100,

G.& E. Koulouris $80,

C Kyriakidis $50,

H Synodinos $30,

G Pournaras $20,

JD $20,

H Kypridimos $20,

P Doukas & P Tsintilas $50,

D Sarelas $50,

T Speis $30,

S Filferis $ 20,

P Drivas $50,

X Mavrantonis $30,

N Georgakopoulos $50,

N Bournazos $20.

Total $620. &

Yoo the seavon!

This is the season when Guardian tins should
be cut open and the money collected sent into
the party for The Guardian. If you live near the

party office, drop the tin off with your name
on it and we will count it and acknowledge it
in the Press Fund. If you cannot visit the party
office convert the contents of the tin into a
cheque made out to The Guardian but mention

it is from a Guardian tin.
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Weakened
Murray Darling Plan
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The federal government may have
expected big irrigation corpora-
tions to approve the government’s
revised version of the Murray-
Darling Plan which was released
by the Murray-Darling Basin
Authority (MDBA) last week.

But they rejected it. True to form
they carefully avoided referring
directly to any financial losses they
themselves are likely to face, prefer-
ring to rant about the difficulties that
country communities will experience
in dealing with reduced water flows.

Stewart Hill, chairman of the
National Irrigators Council, declared:
“If the draft basin plan is adopted in
its current form, the minister (for
Water and the Environment) would
be responsible for economically and
socially destroying communities reli-
ant on water for their survival.”

On the other hand the Greens, the
CSIRO, environmental organisations,
and concerned citizens (including
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many farmers) have complained that
in the long term the greatly reduced
reallocation of water to the river
environment will simply prolong its
agonising decline.

Aboriginal communities living
near the rivers are anxiously survey-
ing the report’s figures to determine
whether the allocation for the environ-
ment will arrest the decline in their
traditional food sources.

At the moment river flows are
healthy, because of good rainfalls.
In the future, however, droughts and
periods of low rainfall are certain to
increase because of climate change.

If insufficient water is returned
to the environment, the future for
the rivers, and for agriculture and the
river communities, will be very grim
indeed. In the long term fish stocks
will decline, and river wildlife and
migratory bird flocks will be threat-
ened. The river red gums will continue
to die, and outbreaks of algal blooms
will increase in extent and frequency.
The Murray River’s mouth will silt up

and close for long periods; increas-
ing salt levels will kill off fish in the
Coorong and Lower Lakes and acid
leaching will occur in the dried-out
river bed.

The initial draft

The initial draft of the MDBA
report, released In November last
year, was based on careful scientific
analysis. Initiated in 2007 by the
Howard government, its terms of
reference were established under a bi-
partisan agreement between the gov-
ernment and the federal opposition,
and were dedicated to tackling the
river system’s environmental crisis.

The initial draft recommended
that the sustainable diversion limits
(the amount of surface water extracted
from rivers and lakes for agriculture
and industry) should be reduced by
7,600 billion litres per year (7600
GL/y), in order to benefit the river
environment.

It nominated 3,000 GL/y as the
absolute minimum that should be
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returned to the environment, but
stipulated that this figure was only
applicable under conditions of con-
sistently good rainfall in the Murray-
Darling catchment area.

However, farmers in the three
eastern mainland states (especially
those involved in irrigation) verbally
attacked MDBA representatives at
public meetings, burning copies of
the draft report. Irrigation corpora-
tions led a persistent public relations
campaign in bitter opposition to the
report’s recommendations.

In an act of moral cowardice
the Labor government disowned
the report, announcing it would be
withdrawn and thoroughly revised.
The head of the Authority, who had
valiantly confronted very hostile
audiences in defence of the report,
resigned in disgust.

The revised report

The revised report gives conces-
sions to the biggest irrigators and
allows for the scheme to be phased
in over five years. Prepared under
the leadership of former NSW state
Labor government minister Craig
Knowles, it abandoned the initial
draft report’s recommendation to
return 7,600 GL/y to the environ-
ment, opting for a miserly 2,800
billion, which was subsequently
lowered to 2,750 billion.

Dr Jamie Pitock, director of
international programs for UNESCO,
commented: “I think there are serious
questions to be asked about where
these figures came from, as they
don’t appear to have been based on
any science”.

The SA government has demand-
ed the return of a minimum 4,000
GL/y to the environment. Tony Burke,
federal Minister for Water and the
Environment, has dismissed this as
unmanageable and likely to provide
little extra environmental benefit.

Surface water is fed by ground-
water (subterranean streams and
aquifers), and the National Water
Commission has warned that any
increase in the extraction of ground
water should be compensated by a
deduction in surface water diver-
sion, unless there is geological proof
that the groundwater in question is
isolated.

However, it is not clear whether
this has been taken into account in
determining the revised surface water
diversion limits. The revised report
allows for an increase in the extrac-
tion of groundwater, much of which
is now going to mining companies
extracting coal seam gas.

Amazingly, the revised report did
not consider the effects of climate
change on the river system! The
CSIRO review panel that pointed
this out also commented: “The panel
understands that other reduction sce-
narios have been modelled, but the
panel has not seen modelling results
for these other scenarios, and thus it is
not clear how the 2800GL/y reduction
proposal was arrived at.”

Where the rivers lead

Water cuts will certainly involve a
difficult and often painful experience
for some river-dependent communi-
ties, especially those associated with
intensive irrigation. However, the
government could have stuck to its
guns, stared down the irrigators and
concentrated on working out ways to
minimise the impact on those com-
munities, especially by encouraging
new industries.

Instead, its craven and oppor-
tunistic decision to dump the initial
report’s recommendations convinced
irrigators they could simply beat the
government down, as the mining
industry did over the super profits tax.

But it’s not so simple. Failure to
protect migratory bird species would
breach the government’s international
obligations under UN conventions.
Moreover, the Greens have threat-
ened to oppose implementation of
the revised report’s weakened rec-
ommendations, which will also be
subjected to a legal challenge by the
SA government.

It is therefore possible that the
Gillard government will be forced by
political and legal imperatives, includ-
ing public pressure, to revert to the
initial draft’s recommendations. This
would preserve the fragile coalition
with the Greens and independents,
and would also win the support of
voters concerned about the future of
our great national asset, the beauti-
ful but ailing Murray-Darling river
system. &
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Dare to struggle, dare to win

“Should workers struggle?”
was the title given to a meeting
of trade union and Communist
Party activists in Sydney on
Saturday November 26. The
meeting was chaired by CPA
Sydney District Secretary Tony
Oldfield. Needless to say there
was no disagreement about the
need to struggle amongst the
speakers and others contributing
from the floor. Nor was there any
disagreement with the need for a
unified trade union position and
the importance of working with
the wider community in waging
the struggle.

South Coast Labour Council
secretary Arthur Rorris spoke about
the 2008 global financial crisis and
the need now to struggle for the best
possible deal. He pointed to the over-
seas movements, in particular Greece,
saying “nothing’s happened in Greece
that can’t happen here.”

He discussed social democracy
and its pursuit of more free trade
agreements, more tariff reductions
and the importance of fighting for
jobs. He cited the example of Qantas
and international competition which
is “after a race to the top, not to the
bottom” and expressed support for
state regulation.

Malcolm Tulloch, state secretary
CFMEU Construction and General
Division, reminded everyone that the
“history of the working classes has
always been one of struggle. There
is no condition or entitlement that
we have today that hasn’t been hard
fought for.”

He pointed to the obscenity of
“corporation after corporation in
Australia hitting record profits,” and
gave examples. “BHP Billiton made
$23.6 BILLION dollars profit — a
corporate record in Australian history.

“In Australia unions are fighting
a concerted bid by business to drive
wages down.” Employers are using
illegal immigrants, turning workers
into small businesses through the
use of Australian Business Numbers
and sham contracting. “Not only does
this reduce the cost to business, it

means ordinary workers are carrying
the risks of injury and sickness and
safety,” Mal said.

Mal also raised the important
question of international solidarity.
“We need to seek out our brothers
and sisters in developing nations and
stand by them as they create labour
movements.

“Rather than a race to the bottom,
we should be demanding first-world
conditions, safety and pay for third-
world workers. Not only will this help
pull those nations’ economies forward,
it will negate the need to move jobs
off-shore.”

Warren Smith, national assist-
ant secretary of the Maritime Union
of Australia, said “Capitalism has
failed... It cannot deliver in the inter-
ests of working people.”

He spoke about the deep eco-
nomic crisis of capitalism. “It’s not
our crisis, we shouldn’t have to pay.”
He raised the question of seafar-
ers, saying we need to differentiate
between class and race.

“Social democracy has failed,
social democracy is dead”, Warren
said, pointing to the more open
dictatorship of corporations. The
corporations are waging an offensive
aimed at the Labor government and
Fair Work Act.

Warren talked about a number
of struggles: the Patrick dispute; the
Chevron struggle; and the decapita-
tion of a worker at Baiada Poultry in
Victoria and the company’s callous
response. He highlighted the brutal
repression of protestors in the Occupy
Movement.

He proposed a trade union “coali-
tion for 99 percent” and the merging
with community movements, empha-
sising the importance of community
involvement in trade union struggles.

David Matters, secretary of the
Bus Division of the Rail, Bus and
Tram Union in Queensland added
a lighter note to proceedings with
his story of a struggle waged by bus
drivers, ostensibly around the size of
the water bottle that was provided.
They shut down the bus system in
Brisbane demanding a larger water
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Tony Oldfield, Malcolm Tulloch, Warren Smith.

bottle so that they did not dehydrate
in the extreme heat.

The real struggle was over the
need for air conditioning on the buses.
And they won it, with enormous sup-
port from the public who were sick of
travelling in hot, sweaty conditions.

David also talked about the
Accord between the Hawke Labor
government and the ACTU with its
provisions to restrain wages in return
for trade-offs. It was a period when
the trade unions traded off past gains.

Elizabeth EI Sayer, an organ-
iser with the Finance Sector Union,
said, “l feel disappointed to see
reminiscences of the so-called
‘WorkChoices’, or should | better
say ‘No Choices’, introduced by the
Howard government that are still
in place. WorkChoices was a clear
ideological attack against the working
class of this country and it still affects
workers from various industries. For
example the Commonwealth Bank of
Awustralia, amongst other employers,
did not hesitate to introduce AWAS

from the beginning. Even though
AWA: s are illegal now, CBA workers
are employed under five different
types of contracts.”

Elizabeth said finance sector
workers are low paid and experience
job insecurity, harassment, bullying,
pressure, and micromanagement and
subjected to an unfair bonus system.
National Australia Bank, for example,
declared a major restructure after
announcing a rise in their earnings
of 11.5 percent which adds up to a
$5.5 billion profit. This restructure
will result in more than 500 workers
having to reapply for their jobs and
135 disappearing from the network.

“The only way for workers to
struggle ... is to struggle in unity.”

Anna Pha, speaking on behalf of
the CPA, pointed to an offensive by
employers to take back past gains
won by the trade union movement and
their demands for anti-union changes
to the Fair Work Act.

The attacks on workers are not
confined to the workplace. “The

public health system and public
education are being privatised by
stealth. Social welfare is being cut
back, public housing is disappearing,
while the government continues to cut
corporate taxes and fund a massive
military budget of $80 million a day.”

Anna took up the ideological and
political aspects of the class struggle.

Workers are constantly exposed
to a barrage of employer myths and
propaganda. For example, “the myth
that one worker’s wage rise is another
worker’s job, that wage rises cause
inflation. Or the class struggle is dead
or dated, conflict is bad, hurts work-
ers... Or trade unions are third parties,
interfering in employer-employee
relations.”

A number of issues were raised
in questions and discussion from the
floor that followed. These included
the future of the Your Rights @
Work committees and other models
for community involvement, and the
need to argue for socialism to have
avision. &

A view to 2050
Dr Tim Flannery on population, climate and Australia

Richard Titelius

As a bushfire at Margaret River
in WA’s south-west raged out of
control, the result of a controlled
burn that went tragically wrong,
Chief Climate Commissioner of the
Australian Climate Commission
Tim Flannery addressed a public
lecture on Australia’s role in
achieving a sustainable future
through addressing climate change.

The tinderbox that fed the
wildfire was created in part by a
climate that has suffered a 20-30
percent decrease in mean annual
rainfall over the past 35 years.

Tim Flannery is one of
Australia’s leading thinkers,
writers, and internationally
acclaimed scientist explorer and
conservationist who has published
a number of landmark works
including, The Explorers, The
Future Eaters and The Weather
Makers.

Tim Flannery commenced his
address by observing that extreme
weather events such as the
Margaret River fire are becoming
more frequent as a consequence

of the increasing rate of climate
change being experienced on the
planet. These extreme weather
events extend to the increased
intensity of the cyclones and other
weather events we have been
experiencing here in Australia and
across the globe. This Flannery
said requires a globalised politics
to match the globalised economy
and enable the people of the world
to be connected to resolve the
challenges confronting the future
of humanity.

On population, Flannery said
that by 2050 according to UN
population figures from 2011,
there would be 9.35 billion peo-
ple with most of the increases
coming from developed nations
and decreases coming from some
Third World nations where the
conditions for life would be
affected by climate change and
shortages in fuel, energy, food and
water.

According to Chinese fig-
ures, 70 percent of its rivers are
adversely affected by pollution.

It was in the South African
city of Durban, known as the

“toxic hub of South Africa”, that
the latest climate change confer-
ence has taken place to advance
the cause of the Kyoto Protocol.
It is capitalism which forced
the weak voluntary carbon reduc-
tion targets to be permitted as part
of the Copenhagen Accord. Thus
Australia has chosen a five per-
cent target. According to Flannery,
“emissions are set to rise by 25
percent as various gas processing,
coal mining and uranium mining
and processing projects start up,
meaning that in the 8-10 years
of the monitoring period we will
need to reduce emissions by 30
percent. This is the test that if we
pass or fail depends on the shape
of the future we have chosen -
hopefully a sustainable future.”
However as noted by
Flannery, “While the corporate
media says that now is not the
time to tackle climate change as
we have more urgent crises to
address...a failure to do so will
show that we have lost the will
power and focus to address cli-
mate change.” @




In Perth, workers rally and
march for local jobs

At the usually staid and unevent-
ful monthly Unions WA Council
meeting held on November 15,
senior union officials from the
Construction Forestry, Mining
and Energy Union (CFMEU) and
the Maritime Union of Australia
(MUA) addressed Council on
the state of job creation and job
training in WA’s resources boom.

State secretary of the MUA, Chris
Cain, described the situation of how
many of the multi-billion dollar infra-
structure projects were going offshore
or alternatively multinationals such
as Chevron and BHP Billiton were
seeking to have trained workers come
from overseas on temporary 457 visas
to undertake the jobs which could
have been given to local workers.

Chris Cain said that despite many
meetings with the government and
officers from the corporations them-
selves, they had gotten nowhere. The
time had come to take the message
to the streets and that his union and
the CFMEU would be spearheading
a rally calling for local jobs for local
workers and called on other unions
to endorse the rally and call on their
own members to attend.

On a warm sunny lunchtime on
November 29, workers and fellow
activists gathered on The Esplanade
of Perth’s foreshore in their thou-
sands to hear a few brief speeches
rallying workers to the cause of local
jobs. This included the successor to
the leadership of the CFMEU WA
branch, Mick Buchan, who will take
over from Kevin Reynolds. Buchan
told the workers, “There was no skill
shortage — there was only a lack of
resolve from employers to pay for the
training of our young men and women
for the skilled jobs required for these
resources jobs.” He called on workers
to march and send a strong message to
the greedy capitalists who controlled
those resource projects.

lan Bray from the MUA added,
“It was unacceptable to have such
high levels of unemployment
amongst Aboriginal people which was
approaching 30 percent in many com-
munities and between 20-25 percent
unemployment amongst our youth.”

The march made its way up
Barrack Street and on to the main
drag of St Georges Terrace, where
the 5,000 plus workers with colour-
ful union banners, whistles, drums

union power for the members of the
public out at lunchtime.

Unlike the recent CHOGM
protest, the police kept a low profile
and did not venture to intimidate and
harass the workers on the march.

They arrived at the QV1 building
where resource giant Chevron have
their offices and a statement from
ACTU president Ged Kearney was
read out passing on her encourage-
ment to those protesting the use of
overseas workers who were paid
as little as $3 an hour. The use of
these foreign workers in this manner
added Kearney, “flew in the face of
international human rights and labour
standards.”

Communications, Electrical and
Plumbing Union organiser Terry
Hayes advised the marchers that
Woodside Petroleum, which was the
controlling partner in the Pluto project,
was retrenching Australian workers
which included Australian electricians
and retaining “supplementary labour”
from overseas. He added that he was
from the southern Perth suburb of
Rockingham and that workers who
lived there wanted dearly for their
children to have a job. He said that in
Rockingham High School there were
200 year 9, 10 and 11 students who
wanted apprenticeships and that most
would not be able to secure the train-
ing to obtain these skilled jobs that
flowed from the current mining boom.

Unions WA president Meredith

- £

CPSU/CSA Branch Secretary Toni Walkington addresses the crowd.

been so hard to get an apprentice-
ship in this state.” This was because,
“Many of the smaller companies
who train apprentices are not getting
the contracts from the multinational
corporations who want to be free to
bring in the cheapest workers from
anywhere in the world.”

These corporations and the federal
government are being aided and abet-
ted by a self-serving Barnett Liberal
state government which later in the
week in the business pages of the
West Australian, described the union

The time had come to take the
message to the streets and that
his union and the CFMEU would be
spearheading a rally calling for
local jobs for local workers.

Hammat told the rally that the number
of apprenticeships had fallen by
2,000 in the two years to 2010 as the
resource companies who benefited
from the boom, Chevron and BHP,
saw their profits rise in 2010 by 85
percent to $19 billion and 100 percent
to $12.75 billion respectively.
Hammat added, “Despite all the
talk of skills shortages, it has never

campaign as being focused on “trivial
issues”.

Hammet summed up the demands
of all unions who were protesting,
“Unions are going to fight for training,
education, well paid and secure jobs.”

MUA assistant secretary, Adrian
Evans, observed that the vast sums
which Chevron spent on television
advertisements that were beamed

predominantly to regional WA to
proclaim that they support local jobs
was just spin, when the vast majority
of investment is going overseas.

Chevron was also not averse
to using section 651 tourist visas
to bring in workers in addition to
the section 457 visas. Domestically
workers were also being exploited
through the increased casualisation
of the workforce and use of labour
hire where workers would have lit-
tle access to sick leave, annual leave
and other conditions that were part
of the Minimum Conditions of the
Employment Act.

CFMEU secretary Kevin
Reynolds reminded workers to keep
up the momentum and when asked
by a reporter how long they would
be there he replied, “One day longer
than the bosses.”

In regards to concerns that
his call at the March 2011, Local
Content Rally for a ban on foreign
workers, he commented that unions
did not want workers employed on
temporary visas as they did not enjoy
the full rights, pay and conditions
of workers employed as permanent
residents, and thereby have the same
rights and responsibilities as those
workers who were born in Australia.
He called for those workers to come
to Australia with their families on a
residential status.

Chris Cain concluded the march
by announcing the beginning of

a campaign of lunch-hour pickets
outside Chevron offices every Friday
from 12-2pm.

Earlier that morning there was a
smaller local content rally outside the
office of Corrective Services Minister
Terry Redman in West Perth to protest
the increased privatisation of prisons
and the spectre of parole services
also being contracted out to that big
foreign corporate client of the federal
and state governments, SERCO. That
rally was called by the Community
and Public Sector Union/Civil Service
Association and attended by about 50
protesters including several members
of the Refugee Rights Action Network
who themselves are no stranger
the dastardly deeds of SERCO in
Australia’s refugee detention centres.

CPSU/CSA branch secretary
Toni Walkington addressed the rally
to emphasise the need for prison and
parole services to remain in public
hands so that well paid public servants
can carry out the work according to
the expectations of the community and
not corporate shareholders.

There were several similarities in
the campaigns against privatisation
and the one later in the day for local
jobs including the close relations
betweens governments and their cor-
porate masters and spin campaigners
to spin the tale to the public of how
wonderful they are.

The unions and the community
united and activated will prevail. &

Sydney planners ignore community housing concerns

At the Central Sydney Planning
Committee meeting on
December 1, Lord Mayor Clover
Moore and members of her team
John Mclnerney and Di Tornai,
together with Labor appointee
Craig Knowles and former
Liberal planning minister Robert
Webster voted to go ahead with
the Elger Street development,
despite trenchant opposition from
residents, residents action group
Hands Off Glebe, and the Glebe
Society.

Denis Doherty of Hands Off
Glebe explained:

“In June of this year demolish-
ers tore down 134 flats and ripped
out 170 trees in what was a quiet
cul de sac in Glebe. Most of the

public land is to be sold off to pay
for building new flats.

“There was nothing wrong with
the old flats and they had gardens
and parking and solar access that
the new flats will lack.

“Residents at the meeting
were told that the new flats will
suit disabled people because lifts
will be installed. These ‘planners’
don’t seem to realise that lifts
were installed into the old units
only a few years before they were
demolished.”

Mr Doherty said the project
will cost $170 million, most of it
borne by taxpayers, and is aimed
at delivering profits to developers
at the expense of the Glebe com-
munity. He said the Elger Street

development is “simply privatisa-
tion and is not a good, socially bal-
anced development helping to meet
our city’s housing needs.

“The council’s own report
lists over 17 instances where the
project does not conform to plan-
ning requirements yet the Planning
Committee disregarded these obvi-
ous faults and voted in favour of
the proposal.

“Residents’ objections have
been comprehensively ignored
since the project was announced in
April 2008.

“Hands Off Glebe has been
pressing for proper consultation
about the future of the site for the
past three and a half years.

“We and the Glebe Society are

concerned about the impact of high
rise, high density development on
the adjacent Victorian townscape
Glebe Estate, and on the local
community.”

Mr Doherty pointed out that
the NSW government proposes to
extend Elger Street to Bay Street, a
move which will inundate the east-
ern side of the Glebe Estate with
traffic. He said the City of Sydney
Council seems to be pursuing a
social cleansing agenda by trying
to reduce the proportion of public
housing in the City from 10.4 per-
cent (in 2006) to 7.5 percent as part
of the Council’s 2030 Vision.

“The NSW government is
spending millions of taxpayer’s dol-
lars to build new housing, but each

year since 2006 has seen further
decline in the number of public
housing tenancies, and those that
are left are shockingly maintained.

“This NSW Liberal government
does not even have a Minister for
Housing and it is clear that decent
affordable housing for low income
earners is no longer a priority of
government.

“Something must be done to
correct the housing crisis. Tearing
down inner city housing estates is
not helping the situation.

“A decent home should be a
right, not a source of profit.”

For more information,
contact Denis Doherty
on 0418 290 663 &
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Australia shatters its party to
the Convention on the Rights of tfF

Gerry Georgatos

It is indeed now common knowledge that
Australian adult prisons are incarcerating
children as young as 13. The human rights
struggle to free these children has been
an arduous one, with the major obstacle
the Australian government and the hor-
rific prejudices and stereotypes they have
promoted so as to perceptually influence
public perception.

Many have now been freed, some brutally
traumatised, one sexually abused, all of them
losing some of the form and content of their
youth to an unwarranted prison experience.
The struggle for their freedom and to change
the law has now garnered the support of a
swathe of lawyers — who advocate the rights
of these children, from the Australian Human
Rights Commission, the Australian Medical
Association, the Australian Lawyers Alliance,
UNICEF and the Greens Senators.

Prime Minister Julia Gillard and Foreign
Minister Kevin Rudd were concerned about the
rights of a 14-year-old Australian child who was
arrested by entrapment for possession of mari-
juana in Bali. However, neither demonstrated
the moral leadership required to represent the
rights of 100 Indonesian children who for far
too long languished, either as sentenced or on
remand, in Australian adult prisons. The child
held before the Balinese criminal justice system
was not in an Indonesian adult prison and was
in custody within the appropriate jurisdiction
and was convicted to a two month sentence
as a juvenile.

This Australian child will be spending
Christmas with his family in Australia while
scores of impoverished Indonesian children
will languish in the cold dank cells and concrete
confines of Australian adult prisons on that
very same day.

On July 20 I spoke to Prime Minister Julia
Gillard about the thereabouts 100 Indonesian
children languishing in Australian adult pris-
ons. They range in age from 13 to 17 years. It
has been a painstaking journey to have some
of them released — via court proceedings and
by behind the scenes efforts. | contacted the
Office of Foreign Minister Kevin Rudd and he
promised he would assist. Like Ms Gillard, Mr
Rudd delivered less than nothing.

Early last year, during an official visit,
invited by a prison chaplain to Hakea Prison |
unexpectedly met 30 Indonesian fisher-people
who had been sentenced for fishing in excised
waters. | was stunned by how young some
of them appeared and hence started to ask
questions.

In January, | visited the Perth Airport
Immigration Detention Centre, alongside refu-
gee advocate Victoria Martin-Iverson. We met
an Indonesian youth who we both spoke to,
and who told us he had been a cook on a boat
assisting in the safe passage of asylum seekers
to our shores. While visiting Hakea Prison, in
Canning Vale WA, in February | was stunned
to learn that this youth had been arrested and
charged as a perceived people smuggler and
remanded to Hakea. This couldn’t be right —
Hakea is an adult prison. | organised to meet
with him, and | did.

On the morning of the visit, for the first
time in seven years of visiting those in prison,
I and a companion, Nikola Leka, were pulled
up by security on the instructions of the Justice
Intelligence Unit and interrogated as to why |
wanted to visit this youth. We did manage to
see him for an hour and hence he confirmed to
us that he was born in 1995 — and this is in line
with the Indonesian National Police clearance
that was later secured on his behalf — however
he continues to languish in a West Australian
regional prison.

Passing the buck

I contacted every relevant authority in
Australia and the Indonesian Embassy in
Canberra and the Consulate in Perth. Every
Australian authority shut up shop and passed
the buck. It took much effort to get the news
media involved because they wanted lawyers

representing the cooks and deckhands to speak
up. At that time Australia’s political landscape
did not support this.

The producers of one major news program
said, “Gerry, we can’t do a story on these kids,
they’re people smugglers and Australians see
people smugglers as evil — it’ll affect our rat-
ings.” Most lawyers representing these youths,
funded by Legal Aid, were under-representing
them and hence railroading them to prison
sentences.

The ability to discover the truth is out-
stripped by the ability to manufacture deceit.

I have sat through a number of court pro-
ceedings and have seen first-hand the under-
representation — it is beyond disgraceful — it is
criminal. | have listened to numerous stories
from those languishing in our prisons about
having no contact with their appointed lawyers
and | have heard from some they had been
advised to plead guilty. Working hard to get
lawyers to better argue on behalf of their clients
was foremost.

There are a number of worthy solicitors and
barristers who have done the job, and especially
in recent times — the political landscape has
been changing and more and more lawyers are
better representing perceived people smugglers
and the age-disputes.

Terry Fisher, representing at this time 22
perceived people smugglers, leads the way, and
David Svoboda, Mark Plunkett, Edwina Lloyd
and several others have ensured the liberty of
the children they represented. What these law-
yers have done, and in travelling to Indonesia
to secure court admissible evidence to displace
the presumption of evidence of age from the
discredited wrist bone age scan, has exposed
the failings of our intertwined criminal justice
and political systems.

The news media was important — and it took
a couple of months to win them over, and their
chiefs of staff. However the West Australian
reporter Jane Hammond finally got a significant
April 6 article in about the predicament of the
child 1 had met in Hakea Prison. For the next
couple of months doors shut and bureaucrats
did not know how to handle the potential politi-
cal fall-out fearing a scandal-in-waiting when
instead they should have been more concerned
about ensuring that children were not in adult
prisons. You’d think they’d err on the side of
caution.

Not one politician | went to was prepared to
demonstrate the political leadership required The
next important news media exposure came when
the former chief-of-staff of The Age newspaper
Lindsay Murdoch took up the clarion call, and in
July wrote one article after another, syndicated
across the country.

Then the West Australian’s senior reporter
Steve Pennells visited Indonesia to find the
mother of one of the children in our adult
prisons, and this finished on the front page.
Since then one reporter after another has run a
story on the plight of these children and of the
discredited wrist bone scan which the Australian
Federal Police (AFP) had been using for age
assessment, which in the United Kingdom, is
unlawful. The test is not failsafe in determin-
ing age, and is predominately about measuring
skeletal fissures. Paediatricians, and major medi-
cal bodies, and the president of the Australian
Medical Association, Steve Hambleton, have
slammed the test.

Federal Minister for Justice, Brendan
O’Connor said there will be no review of any
age-dispute of those already sentenced and it
is up to them to secure legal representation to
prove their age through the Australian justice
system. In effect to protect the Australian Labor
Party, Mr O’Connor is indeed prepared to accept
children in Australian adult prisons — shattering
Australia’s party to the Convention on the Rights
of the Child. At this time there is a submission
to the United Nations and to UNICEF portray-
ing Australia’s dereliction of its party to the
Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Let me remind people that the children
who were cooks and deckhands on the boats of
asylum seekers to our shores are not the only
children in our adult prisons. There are those

who most have forgotten — the poor fisher-
people sentenced for fishing in excised waters.
Unfortunately, the terms of reference of the
Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC)
national review on the Indonesian children do
not include these other Indonesian children —
more on this a little further on.

In late July the government promised it
would do much more — however it came back
with nothing more, except that it added a den-
tal scan to compound the problems from the
wrist bone scan — neither is failsafe in terms of
assessing age. Why not work with the relevant
authorities in Indonesia or with the Consulates?

Work behind the scenes

Those children released thus far are as
a result of exhausting behind the scenes
campaigning, with charges withdrawn by
the Commonwealth Department of Public
Prosecutors. Thirty-four have had charges
withdrawn — eight released by pressure through
the Courts. However, far too many children
continued to languish — so in August | organised
with Sydney Indonesian human rights advo-
cate, Eko Waluyo and Sydney lawyer, Edwina
Lloyd for the coordination of a Public Forum
on the plight of the Indonesian children. This
was attended by 70 people and including the
Human Rights Unit of the AHRC. The AHRC
got involved and began to aggregate informa-
tion and in time presented a number of cases
to the Attorney-General, Robert McClelland to
review, at least 18 cases.

However, as the news media dropped off
the plight of these children there appeared a
vacuum of humanity in that the government
had stopped the wheels of justice, in that they
were not prepared to amend age determina-
tion protocols nor initiate any review, nor any
Senator was prepared to ask questions in the
Auwustralian Senate. Eko Waluyo, Edwina Lloyd
and myself coordinated three public forums
during October in Sydney on the ongoing plight
of these children, and of Australia’s flagrant
abuse of children.

The forums were held at the University of
New South Wales Law School, the University
of Sydney and the University of Technology
Sydney. Due to these forums a swathe of news
media highlighted the plight of the children. The
AHRC has now called for the national review
and inquiry and this is pivotal in unfolding
justice and remedy.

The following is from the AHRC: Inquiry
into the treatment of individuals suspected of
people smuggling offences who say that they
are children:

“We would like to inform you that the
President of the Australian Human Rights
Commission, Catherine Branson QC, is conduct-
ing an inquiry into the treatment of individuals
suspected of people smuggling offences who
say that they are children. The majority of
these individuals are Indonesian nationals who
have worked as crew on boats bringing asylum
seekers to Australia, and who have subsequently
been investigated for people smuggling offences.

Those children released thus fé
of exhausting behind the scen

As you are aware, the Commission has seri-
ous concerns that errors in age determination
procedures may have resulted in some children
spending long periods of time detained in adult
correctional facilities. The inquiry will consider
all cases where age has been in dispute since
September 2008.”

The terms of reference for the Inquiry
can be found at the Inquiry website
athumanrights.gov.au/ageassessment . A discussion

paper outlining the major issues of concern
to the Commission will soon be published on
this website.

Public submissions to this inquiry are
welcome. The Commission is also able to
receive submissions in confidence. Submissions
addressing the terms of reference are due on:
Friday February 3, 2012. Submissions and other
enquiries may be sent to the Commission at the
following address: ageassessment@humanrights.gov.au.

On October 15 | met with Australian
Greens Senators Sarah Hansen-Young and Lee
Rhiannon and hence the next most important
step took place — | provided them with ques-
tions for the Senate Estimates Committee.
Senator Lee Rhiannon in the Senate Estimates
asked the first of a set of questions of the ASIO
chief about Indonesian children in our prisons.
Senator Hansen-Young continued the questions
and this has dropped an onus of accountability
on various agencies — AFP, DIAC, the Office
of the Prime Minister and the Commonwealth
Department of Public Prosecutors.

Unless, we amend the age determination
protocols we risk much of the same. Unless we
amend the various “people smuggling legisla-
tion” we risk incarcerating peoples who are not
organisers and who in terms of international
laws and conventions have committed no crime.

“Business model” mantra

The mantra of “breaking the people smug-
glers’ business model” has caused much dam-
age and perceptually modified public views. Is
“people smuggling” a reality or is it a myth,
and is the assisting in the passage of an asylum
seeker immoral and criminal?

I was stunned when a GetUP! campaign
against the Malaysian option quoted, “it’s under-
standable that the Minister cannot offer a blanket
exemption to any class of asylum seekers, for
fear that people smugglers will exploit it to their
advantage.” There are many asylum seekers who
cannot find safe passage from persecution and
oppression without the assistance of others. |
do not question that there may be some who
have profiteered in assisting asylum seekers,
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however is this a crime? Migration agents get
paid for their services. Who doesn’t? Let us
remind ourselves that much of what is paid
to so-called people smugglers is also spent on
ensuring their safe passage.

If Prime Minister Gillard and Immigration
Minister Chris Bowen want to break what they
perceive as the people smugglers’ business
model they should listen to the Director of
Refugee and Asylum Law at the University of
Michigan, James Hathaway, “Canada and other
developed countries created the market on which
smugglers depend by erecting migration walls
around their territories.

“The more difficult it is to get across a bor-
der to safety on one’s own, the more sensible it
is to hire a smuggler to navigate the barriers to
entry. Smugglers are thus the critical bridge to
get at-risk people to safety. Which one of us,
if confronted with a desperate need to flee but
facing seemingly impossible barriers, would not
seek out a smuggler to assist us?”

Many people smugglers were asylum
seekers and refugees and they understand the
predicament of their peoples. Iragi Ali Jenabi’s
brother was killed by Saddam Hussein’s forces.
He arrived in Indonesia penniless and to earn
passage for his family to Australia, which
included his mother, sisters, brothers and an
uncle, he worked for perceived people smug-
glers. His family finally arrived in three separate
boats. Ali Jenabi’s humanity continued and he
has since helped many others seek passage,
including those with no money. He is a hero
to the Iragi communities of Australia, but a
perceived people smuggler to Prime Minister
Gillard. He could face ten years jail.

Ir are as a result
2s campaigning.

Awustralia’s misrepresentation of those who
assist asylum seekers in their safe passage and
their labelling as people smugglers has now
caught up young children, who were no more
than cooks and deckhands on the boats lawfully
seeking asylum to our shores. And again, let us
not forget the fisher-people convicted for the
miniscule crime for fishing in excised waters to
feed their families. Some of them are children.

Lawyer, David Manne set a precedent by

challenging the Australian government in the
High Court over the lawfulness of the Malaysia
option. At this time in the Victorian courts, and
it may finish up in the High Court, lawyers are
arguing that asylum seekers have a legal right
to come to Australia and that perceived people
smugglers have a legal right to assist them. In
fact they have never done anything unlawful.
Indeed, paragraphs 232 and 233 of the Migration
Act support this argument.

A few years ago 27 legal experts explained
to a Senate Estimates Inquiry that indeed there
is nothing unlawful in assisting people with
safe passage to foreign shores. The incar-
ceration of people as “people smugglers” is
unlawful, and the incarceration of Indonesian
youth and children as cooks and deckhands
is a human rights abuse. The incarceration of
children in Australian adult prisons is beyond
comprehensible.

If the Victorian courts uphold the arguments
that there is no such thing as people smuggling
per se in regards to the “business model” then
this will have a wide reaching implication and
may expedite the freedom of many. Australia
would be best served by working with those
humanitarians who risk their lives trying to help
others to our shores, and by pulling down the
migration walls and raising our humanitarian
quota for refugees to, for instance, 50,000 and
set an example world-wide.

There remain an affirmed 32 age disputes.
Thirty-four have been released. More major
organisations are calling for their release and
pushing for amendments to the existing laws,
and some are calling for compensation and aid
to the impoverished villages the children and
youth came from. This would be neighbourly
and in the common good. I believe there are still
up to 100 children languishing, many who may
have withdrawn their age dispute. One called
me on October 28 to say he is 16 years old, but
does not want any more “authority” in his life.

And then there are others who never raised
their age as an issue or who settled on an inac-
curate date of birth either because of language
barriers and a fear of authority and for other
reasons few of us understand.

Then there are those children who languish
for far too long in immigration detention before
being allowed to return home. Sadly, several
young people on remand in our adult prisons
said to me, “l am scared in prison but prison is
better than Christmas Island (detention centre)
and Darwin (NIDC) where we are treated and
caged like animals, because here in prison we
are treated better by the guards and there is
more to do, like courses and learning, but here
we have to be careful to stay away from some
of the bad criminals.” &
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10,000 in New York
march for jobs

Gabe Falsetta

NEW YORK: The Central Labour
Council (CLC) was the main force
behind a march for jobs here last
Thursday that filled the streets
from 32nd Street and Broadway
to Union Square. Unions are
under siege by corporate America.
Leading the charge against them
were the GOP governors of Ohio
and Wisconsin. The fight back by
organised labour and its allies that
started in Wisconsin helped spur
the successful November roll back
of an Ohio law that stripped public
service workers of their collective
bargaining rights.

That victory, fortified by the
Occupy Wall Street movement, has
given labour and the majority of
Americans hope that they can make
changes that seemed daunting only
a decade ago.

Yesterday [December 1], the pub-
lic workers, transit workers, teachers,
electrical workers, Teamsters and
others united with the Occupy Wall
Street forces to have their say. A state-
ment by the CLC made their point:

“This march is for jobs and economic
fairness is a call to action and a show
of unity — we want to march down
Broadway from Herald Square to
Union Square and fill the street from
curb to curb so government and big
business get our message: Enough
is enough!”

Union member Michael Anthony
had this to say: “I’m here to march for
jobs and economic fairness. Things
just haven’t been fair. In the last five
years the one percent is getting richer
and richer and working class people
are having a hard time and that’s
not even considering the working
poor and the unemployed and the
underemployed.

“Most of the people here today
[December 2] have a job but we’re
breaking ourselves to keep that job to
make ends meet. They ain’t meeting.
We need a sense of economic fairness
right now and it’s not happening.”

The largest contingent at today’s
march was Local 32BJ of the Service
Employees. SEIU, whose members
do most of the work to keep office
buildings safe and functional, will
soon be in contractual talks with the

owners of many of these buildings.
The owners are looking for givebacks
in healthcare and pensions, many of
the same things public workers are
facing today.

Eddie Walker of 32BJ talked
about his reason for demonstrating.
“QOur contract comes up at the end
of the year so we are here to rally
support for the troops to get an even
break.”

He continued, “We are a private
union. The people who will have to
pay are the tenants who are part of
the one percent. They [the building
owners] want to take our health care
benefits away, our pension benefits
away. Anything they can get their
claws on they want to take away
from us.”

As the march wound its way to
Union Square people were in conver-
sation with one another and there was
a sense of unity and solidarity in the
air. These marches and rallies have
become more and more diverse in
terms of race, age and gender.

“I’'m here to demonstrate with
my sisters and brothers in labour to
protest and speak out with one voice

about good jobs. We want to make
sure the workers voices are finally
heard, we are the 99 percent,” said
Carl Bragg of SEIU.

“They talk about the inequality
and growing disparity between the
wealth in this country and the rest of
us,” Bragg said, “and this is why we
are here today. You can’t continue
to trample on people and expect that
people will remain silent. We need

jobs, we need health care, we need
just the basic things to live here in
America, that’s what this is all about,
basics.”

As the marchers rallied in Union
Square Park they cheered and shouted
as a contingent of several hundred
Occupy Wall Street protesters joined
them, chanting. “March, March — We
are the 99 percent!”

People’s World &

Thousands rally
against new
austerity measures

Bill Benfield

A huge demonstration of tens of
thousands of Belgian workers
marched through Brussels on the
weekend in protest against new
austerity measures.

The march through the heart-
land of the European Union was
organised by the country’s three
main trade unions against the budg-
et cuts which will be forced through
next year to get the country’s deficit
within three percent of GDP and
meet targets set by the European
Union.

The unions were specifically
protesting against the extension of
early retirement, cuts in unemploy-
ment benefits and the social secu-
rity budget.

The themes echoed exactly
recent protests in Britain, Greece,
Portugal, Ireland — in fact, in
almost every country in Europe
— and sat uneasily with European
leaders and business groups taking
an almost diametrically opposite
view in the run-up to a European
summit in Paris on December 9.

Prime Minister David Cameron
arrived in Paris, bringing his “no
plan B” austerity measures to the
table in early talks with French
President Sarkozy, who had already
told a meeting in Toulon that
“France will push with Germany
for a new European treaty refound-
ing and rethinking the organisation
of Europe.”

He claimed that without
some new “convergence” among
European countries, the continent’s
debt could destroy the euro.

Speculation is mounting that
EU leaders will consider compul-
sion to force all eurozone countries

to align their spending policies
more closely, taking over yet
more of the role of democratic
governments.

German Chancellor Angela
Merkel reinforced this speculation,
telling German MPs that tougher
rules against running up debt were
the only path forward.

To ensure that nations are keep-
ing their budgets within the limits
of the stability pact, Germany
is pushing for the right to take
countries in violation before the
European Court of Justice over
their own domestic fiscal policies.

European Central Bank presi-
dent Mario Draghi also intervened,
appearing to dangle an offer of new,
extraordinary measures to lift the
banking guillotine at present being
suffered by hard-pressed countries
if political leaders at the summit
answered his call for “a fundamen-
tal restatement of the fiscal rules.”

Not to be outdone, the chief
executives of five major Dutch
companies including Shell, Philips
and Unilever called on European
leaders to take action to resolve
Europe’s financial crisis.

In an open letter the transna-
tionals’ bosses urged politicians to
“show courage and act decisively”
to restore monetary and financial
stability, noting that they opposed
“protectionism and nationalism.”

They said politicians should
save the euro, integrate markets and
cut regulations.

Meanwhile, Greek and ltalian
unions continued their desperate
campaigns to control their unelect-
ed banker-led governments installed
to enforce “austerity” on their cash-
strapped working people.

Morning Star @

Hawks circling as row
deepens, activists warn

Louise Nousratpour

Stop the War campaigners
slammed William Hague’s “irre-
sponsible” knee-jerk reaction to
expel all Iranian diplomats from
Britain last week, saying it was a
step towards military intervention.

The Foreign Secretary gave all
Iranian diplomats until Thursday last
week to close the embassy and leave
British soil. Mr Hague’s ultimatum
came after the British embassy in
Tehran was stormed by hundreds of
protesters.

That attack was in response to
a British decision to impose further
sanctions on Iran over its alleged
nuclear program.

Mr Hague also ordered the

evacuation of around 24 British
embassy staff from the Iranian capital
before threatening Iran with more eco-
nomic sanctions, including a possible
ban on oil exports to the EU.

The US has already passed a
Senate Bill allowing President Obama
to block money from flowing into
Iran’s central bank.

Stop the War Coalition spokes-
man Chris Nineham said Mr Hague’s
reaction was “totally irresponsible”
and said the organisation would be
redoubling efforts to build a nation-
wide campaign against any plans for
military intervention in Iran.

He added: “Western powers
and Britain in particular have done
everything they can to raise tensions
with the Iranian regime. The recent

heavy-handed sanctions imposed on
the country by the EU and Britain,
with a further round expected in
January, is an example of that.
“They say they don’t want
military intervention but for Hague
to expel all of Iran’s diplomats from
London will close one of the last
channels of communication with the
regime and raise suspicions that mili-
tary action may well be on the cards.
“We’ll be extending and strength-
ening our campaign to stop any
military attack on Iran, starting with
arally in London next week followed
by a sustained national campaign in
the new year.”
Morning Star @

Inflation rate switch
to face union court action

Louise Nousratpour

BRITAIN: Several unions have
vowed to challenge a High Court
ruling that has upheld govern-
ment changes to the way annual
public-sector pension increases
are calculated.

The switch from the retail price
index (RPI) to the traditionally lower
consumer price index (CPI) to uprate
pensions and benefits represents a
total spending cut of almost £6 billion
a year by 2014,

Individual workers and unions
will challenge this decision in the
High Court, saying the change was
unlawful and that ministers had
put cost-cutting before people’s
well-being.

But judges in London ruled in
favour of the government last week
by a majority of 2-1, even as they
accepted that the “immediate driving
force” behind the change was “the
need to secure cuts in the welfare
budget.”

Two judges, Lord Justice Elias
and Mr Justice Sales, ruled that min-
isters were entitled to consider cost
implications when deciding which
index to adopt.

They agreed that, in any event,
the government chose CPI because
it considered that it provided a better
measure of price inflation than RPI.

But the third panel member Mr
Justice McCombe said he would
have quashed the decision because
“potential savings to the public purse”

were an “irrelevant consideration”
that had been allowed to dominate the
decision-making process.

Public-sector union Unison
general secretary Dave Prentis, who
vowed to challenge the ruling, warned
the sudden switch from RPI to CPI
was costing pensioners thousands of
pounds a year and could push millions
into old-age poverty.

Teaching union NASUWT gen-
eral secretary Chris Keates added:
“One of the judges did believe that
the government had acted unlawfully.
On this basis we have instructed our
legal representatives to lodge an
immediate appeal.”

Morning Star @&
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Israel’s grand hypocris

Jonathan Cook

As protests raged again across the
Middle East, Benjamin Netanyahu,
Israel’s prime minister, offered his
assessment of the Arab Spring last
week. It was, he said, an “Islamic,
anti-Western, anti-liberal, anti-
Israeli, undemocratic wave”, add-
ing that Israel’s Arab neighbours
were “moving not forwards, but
backwards”.

It takes some chutzpah - or, at
least, epic self-delusion — for Israel’s
prime minister to be lecturing the
Arab world on liberalism and democ-
racy at this moment.

In recent weeks, a spate of
anti-democratic measures have won
support from Netanyahu’s right-
wing government, justified by a new
security doctrine: see no evil, hear no
evil, and speak no evil of Israel. If the
legislative proposals pass, the Israeli
courts, Israel’s human rights groups
and media, and the international com-
munity will be transformed into the
proverbial three monkeys.

Israel’s vigilant human rights
community has been the chief target
of this assault. Last week Netanyahu’s
Likud faction and the Yisrael Beiteinu
party of his far-right foreign minister,
Avigdor Lieberman, proposed a new
law that would snuff out much of the
human rights community in Israel.
The bill effectively divides non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOSs) into
two kinds: those defined by the Right
as pro-lsrael and those seen as “politi-
cal”, or anti-Israel. The favoured
ones, such as ambulance services
and universities, will continue to be
lavishly funded from foreign sources,
chiefly wealthy private Jewish donors
from the United States and Europe.

The “political” ones — meaning
those that criticise government poli-
cies, especially relating to the occupa-
tion — will be banned from receiving
funds from foreign governments, their
main source of income. Donations
from private sources, whether Israeli
or foreign, will be subject to a crip-
pling 45 percent tax.

The grounds for being defined as
a “political” NGO are suitably vague:
denying Israel’s right to exist or its
Jewish and democratic character;
inciting racism; supporting violence
against Israel; supporting politicians
or soldiers being put on trial in inter-
national courts; or backing boycotts
of the state.

One human rights group warned
that all groups assisting the UN’s 2009
report by Judge Richard Goldstone
into war crimes committed during
Israel’s attack on Gaza in winter 2008
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would be vulnerable to such a law.
Other organisations like Breaking
the Silence, which publishes the tes-
timonies of Israeli soldiers who have
committed or witnessed war crimes,
will be silenced themselves. And an
Israeli Arab NGO said it feared that
its work demanding equality for all
Israeli citizens, including the fifth who
are Palestinian, and an end to Jewish
privilege would count as denying
Israel’s Jewish character.

At the same time Netanyahu
wants the Israeli media emasculated.
Last week his government threw its
weight behind a new defamation law
that will leave few but millionaires in
a position to criticise politicians and
officials. Mr Netanyahu observed: “It
may be called the Defamation Law,
but I call it the “publication of truth
law’.” The media and human rights
groups fear the worst.

Another bill, backed by the justice
minister, Yaacov Neeman, is designed
to skew the make-up of a panel select-
ing judges for Israel’s Supreme Court.
Several judicial posts are about to fall
vacant, and the government hopes to
stuff the court with appointees who
share its ideological worldview and
will not rescind its anti-democratic
legislation, including its latest attack
on the human rights community.
Neeman’s favoured candidate is a
settler who has a history of ruling
against human rights organisations.

Senior legislators from Mr
Netanyahu’s party are pushing
another bill that would make it nigh
impossible for human rights organisa-
tions to petition the Supreme Court
against government actions.

At one level, these and a host of
other measures — including increasing
government intimidation of the Israeli
media and academia, a crackdown
on whistleblowers and the recently
passed boycott law, which exposes
critics of the settlements to expen-
sive court actions for damages — are
designed to strengthen the occupation
by disarming its critics inside Israel.

But there is another, even more
valued goal: making sure that in future
the plentiful horror stories from the
Palestinian territories — monitored by
human rights organisations, reported
by the media and heard in the courts
— never reach the ears of the interna-
tional community.

The crackdown is justified in the
Israeli Right’s view on the grounds
that criticism of the occupation
represents not domestic concerns
but unwelcome foreign interference
in Israel’s affairs. The promotion of
human rights — whether in Israel,
the occupied territories or the Arab
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world — is considered by Netanyahu
and his allies as inherently un-Israeli
and anti-Israeli.

The hypocrisy is hard to stom-
ach. Israel has long claimed special
dispensation to interfere in the affairs
of both the EU and the United States.
Jewish Agency staff proselytise
among European and American
Jews to persuade them to immigrate
to Israel. Uniquely, Israel’s security
agencies are given free rein at airports
around the world to harass and invade
the privacy of non-Jews flying to Tel
Aviv. And Israel’s political proxies
abroad — sophisticated lobby groups
like AIPAC in the US — act as foreign
agents while not registering as such.

Of course, Israel’s qualms against
foreign meddling are selective. No
restrictions are planned for right-wing
Jews from abroad, such as US casino
magnate Irving Moskowitz, who have
pumped enormous sums into propping
up illegal Jewish settlements built on
Palestinian land.

There is a faulty logic too to
Israel’s argument. As human rights
activists point out, the areas where
they do most of their work are located
not in Israel but in the Palestinian ter-
ritories, which Israel is occupying in
violation of international law.

Privately, European embassies
have been trying to drive home this
point. The EU gives Israel preferential
trading status, worth billions of dollars
annually to the Israeli economy, on
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condition that it respects human rights
in the occupied territories. Europe
argues it is, therefore, entitled to fund
the monitoring of Israel’s treatment of
the Palestinians. More is the pity that
Europe fails to act on the information
it receives.

Given the Right’s strengthening
hand, it can be expected to devise
ever more creative ways to silence the
human rights community and Israeli
media and emasculate the courts as
a way to end the bad press.

Israelis are obsessed with their
country’s image abroad and what
they regard as a “delegitimisation”
campaign that threatens not only
the occupation’s continuation but
also Israel’s long-term survival as
an ethnic state. The leadership has
been incensed by regular surveys of
global opinion showing Israel ranked
among the most unpopular countries
in the world.

The Palestinians’ recent decision
to turn to the international com-
munity for recognition of statehood
has only amplified such grievances.
Israel has no intention of altering its
policies, or of pursuing peace. Rather,
Netanyahu’s government has been
oscillating between a desperate desire
to pass yet more anti-democratic
legislation to stifle criticism and a
modicum of restraint motivated by
fear of the international backlash.

A cabinet debate last month on
legislation against human rights

groups focused barely at all on the
proposal’s merits. Instead the head
of the National Security Council,
Yaakov Amidror, was called before
ministers to explain whether Israel
stood to lose more from passing such
bills or from allowing human rights
groups to carry on monitoring the
occupation. Deluded as it may seem,
Netanyahu’s ultimate goal is to turn
the clock back 40 years, to a “golden
age” when foreign correspondents
and Western governments could refer,
without blushing, to the occupation of
the Palestinians as “benign”.

Donald Neff, Jerusalem cor-
respondent for Time magazine in
the 1970s, admitted years later that
his and his colleagues’ performance
was so feeble at the time in large
part because there was little critical
information available on the occupa-
tion. When he witnessed first-hand
what was taking place, his editors in
the US refused to believe him and he
was eventually moved on.

Now, however, the genie is out
the bottle. The international com-
munity understands full well — thanks
to human rights activists — both that
the occupation is brutal and that
Israel has been peace-making in bad
faith. If Israel continues on its current
course, another myth long accepted
by Western countries — that Israel is
“the only democracy in the Middle
East” — may finally be shattered.
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Hard-hitting You Tube

Re the letter in last week’s
Guardian about the growing
hostility in Afghanistan between
the locals and the occupying
forces (“Interlopers”). There was
a thousand-strong demonstration
in Afghanistan recently against
the presence of foreign troops. The
mood on the ground is pretty ugly
and the foreign troops often forget
that You Tube may hit harder than
a missile when it comes to the fight
for “hearts and minds”.

The latest You Tube clip doing
rounds is a barbaric killing of a sheep
by a small group of American soldiers.
Bashing a defenceless animal to death,
on the Muslim Festival of Sacrifice,
will be regarded as a severe case of
animal cruelty in any country and
punishable by law.

The US soldiers are not only
guilty of animal cruelty — they are
also insulting the locals by their act.
No wonder they are not welcome.

T Southern
Brisbane

Contradictions in the
battle of currencies

If we accept that the US invaded
Irag because it was intending to
move to the EU dollar why would
we not believe that the EU crisis
was not orchestrated by the US
in an attempt to destroy the EU
dollar. This so as to stop other
nations from also contemplating
moving from the US dollar to the

EU and especially after China
murmured that they might early
last year after the American dollar
went into melt down?

It is interesting to access infor-
mation about the Euro crisis from
Germany where a very different
story unfolds as compared to what
the English speaking capitalist propa-
gate to us.

The German bourgeois spokes-
people — the politicians are furious
about the Euro crisis because they
see this as an undeclared attack on
the Eurodollar by the three credit
rating agencies (CRAS) all of whom
are American and as Foreign Minister
Wolfgang Schaeuble argues on the
German Council on Foreign Relations
website that they make decisions with-
out any “factual justification”. These
CRAs from the 1970s have a terrible
history of getting it wrong — from
Enron, WorldCom and the financial
debt crises in Asia so why are they
so powerful that they can overnight
downgrade a whole society to “junk
status”.
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So for instance a functioning
society like Greece is all of a sudden
declared a junk economy and the
effect is that money flows out of the
country and the government can no
longer get adequate loans, all creating
chaos. The Germans’ main purpose
is to create a powerful EU to rival
the US but find that they are now
ploughing billions into trying to prop
up an economy like Greece which has
been attacked as a junk economy and
recognise that they will probably not
get much of the billions back.

The US imperialists have decided
it is much cheaper in the long run
just to destroy the EU economy and
hence its dollar just with a stroke
of a pen, don’t worry how many
people suffer. The US imperialists
will probably succeed in putting the
EU project back 20 years and this is
why Thomas Straubhaar, a leading
German economist, is calling for the
“violent overthrow” of the US credit
rating agencies.

Helen Brown
Vic

Habitat loss and
endangered species

When will we learn that to save
endangered species it is vital to
protect our remaining forests
and other wilderness habitats.
The remarkable Tarkine region

of Tasmania, a pristine tract of
temperate rainforest, coastline,
sand dunes and river systems is
under threat from big businesses
that want to establish open cut
mines in the area.

The wild region contains over
60 species of threatened, rare or
endangered animals including the
Tasmanian Devil, the Wedged-tailed
Eagle and the world’s largest freshwa-
ter crustacean. Habitat loss is the main
danger to many endangered species.

The protected Tasmanian Devil is
struggling to survive a fatal facial can-
cer, the Devil Facial Tumour Disease,
which has decimated the population,
with about 12,000 Devils remaining
in the wild today. One of the few
disease-free areas of Tasmania left is
the remote Tarkine region. Allowing
mining and other development would
be another major threat to the con-
tinued existence of the endangered
Tasmania Devil.

These proposed operations, roads
and other infrastructure would dras-
tically damage its biodiversity and
the habitats the native wildlife needs
to survive and ultimately the whole
ecosystem would be devastated. We
must act to save this special place
from being destroyed. The only way
to conserve plants and animals from
extinction is to preserve these essen-
tial habitats.

Steven Katsineris
Vic
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we’re In
the timber
business

Amidst the plethora of
Commonwealth and state assets
recently proposed for sale by
governments more interested
in serving corporations than
consumers — assets as substantial
as Port Botany and the Port of
Melbourne, the harvesting rights
for SA Forests and the Sydney
Desalination Plant — the sell-off
of nurseries owned by Forests
NSW at Dubbo, Muswellbrook,
Gunnedah, Narrandera, Wagga
and Cumberland in Sydney could
pass unnoticed. But it is not with-
out significance.

In the early 1950s, the family
of a school friend of ours bought a
property on the Namoi River near
Narrabri in NSW. The property had
been neglected and was badly affected
by erosion, but the state provided
support and assistance to farmers to
repair and improve rural properties
through what was then the Forestry
Commission of NSW. It was recog-
nised that planting trees was very
much in the public interest so the
Forestry Commission’s retail nurser-
ies provided trees at very reasonable
prices and in quantity.

At that time, of course, Australia
was a prime example of state
monopoly capitalism, where capitalist
enterprises provided whatever goods
and services were needed as long as

a profit could be made by doing so.
Where costs were deemed too high or
prospective profits simply too low, the
state (either Commonwealth or state
governments) was expected to step in
and supply the necessary goods and
services from the public purse. All the
while being abused by the capitalist
media and politicians for “failing to
make a profit”!

Even under these lop-sided con-
ditions, private enterprise frequently
failed to outperform the public sector.
ANA (Australian National Airways,
the airline owned by a consortium of
shipping companies) did so badly in
competition with the nationally owned
TAA that ANA eventually went belly
up. It was bought by Reg Ansett, who
had an ace up his sleeve: he was a
good mate of the Liberal Party PM
Robert Menzies. Ansett appealed to
Menzies for help and TAA was forced
by an obliging federal government to
give half of its lucrative airmail busi-
ness to its “private enterprise” rival
and was never allowed to advertise
itself as “publicly owned”.

Meanwhile, capitalism’s spokes-
persons assiduously spread the lie that
enterprises run for private profit were
more efficient than anything run as a
public service. Workers employed in
the postal service, public transport,
the health system, the Overseas
Telecommunications Commission,

or any of the numerous enterprises
that state or Commonwealth gov-
ernments had interests in — such as
Commonwealth Engineering (maker
of railway rolling stock), BORAL (oil
refineries), Commonwealth Portland
Cement (supplier of 50 percent of
cement used in building construction),
Purr-Pull (petrol distribution in NSW)
and many others — knew that the
slurs on public enterprises were just
that, slurs, but the mass of the people
were kept in ignorance. They only
heard about public enterprises when
something went wrong. No capitalist
paper or radio or TV station was going
to voluntarily praise the public sector.

Nor were those same papers and
electronic media ever going to remind
the public of the chaos that prevailed
when Sydney’s buses (all private)
competed over the same routes before
Jack Lang put them off the roads. Or
how Sydney Ferries (another private
operation) went bust and the NSW
government had to take them over,
or how the “free enterprise” Manly
Ferry system subsequently went the
same way.

When our friend’s family moved
to Narrabri, there was public concern
— then as now — over the conflicting
but equally deleterious effects of
flood and drought on the land. The
greening of Australia was recognised
as a question of genuine urgency

and importance. It was this concern
that led to the establishment by the
Forestry Commission of NSW (now
graced by the modern corporate title
of “Forests NSW”) of its own network
of retail nurseries. Apparently the
corporate name is accompanied by
corporate thinking, however.

The decision to flog off the retail
nurseries was announced by Forests
NSW'’s “director of land management
and forestry services”, Ross Dickson.
Mr Dickson informed the media “We
are losing money for a variety of
reasons, one is obviously drought.

“But secondly, when these sorts of
nurseries attach to a timber company
such as ourselves, they cop a fairly
significant bureaucratic overhead, so
it’s difficult for them to show a profit,
whereas if they were a single, private
operation they would be more profit-
able.” And there you have it, all rolled
up into a neat little package: public
enterprises have a “bureaucratic
overhead”, Forests NSW is “a timber
company”, nothing else, and its pur-
pose is to “show a profit”, that’s all.

At a time of global warming and
ozone depletion, with growing deser-
tification, why should a government
entity in Australia, the driest continent
on Earth, be concerned about loss of
forest? Could it perhaps affect our
future?

ABC News in reporting the
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decision to sell off the nurseries com-
mented that “The ABC is aware that
some staff feel Forests NSW imposes
overhead costs that make the nurseries
unviable and that if a proper budget
was provided, they could compete
with the private sector.”

Dickson himself admitted that
Forests NSW had “not applied the
necessary focus on the retail nursery
network to make it more successful”.
He claimed that this was because “the
government focus is on commercial
plantations”. In other words, under
its new corporate structure, Forests
NSW has abandoned any obligations
to protection of the environment.
Despite a pious wish that any success-
ful tenderer for the nurseries should
employ the existing staff, Dickson
made clear that it was not a condition
of any tender.

“We value these staff,” he said.
“These staff are very passionate about
their business, they are horticultural-
ists and they go beyond their duty
to manage these nurseries for us to
date.” And then he baldly stated: “The
business model’s changed, as it does
in any corporation.” Tough cheddar
for the workers concerned — their
passion counts for next to nothing
when profits are involved.

I believe the real question should
be “Can we afford not to operate these
nurseries?” &
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Worth Watching 11

A

Rob Gowland
previews

ABC & SBS

Public Television

Sun 11 Dec -
Sat 17 Dec

Documentaries about children
engaged in public events —
whether competitive or not — have an
advantage over other documentaries:
the children themselves have a built-
in appeal. Look at the popularity of
the recent Australian success, Mrs
Carey’s Concert.

Spellbound (ABC2 Sunday 11
December at 8.30pm) follows the
experiences of eight young com-
petitors in the curious American
phenomenon known as the National
Spelling Bee.

Being able to spell words cor-
rectly is a useful skill even in this
age when every computer is fitted
with some form of electronic “spell-
check”. However, it is not necessarily
a sign of superior intelligence, nor
does it follow that a good speller will
also be able to reason in any above
average way.

Nevertheless, in the USA at
least, spelling competitions are major
events. Perhaps because spelling is
something that almost everyone has
some skill at, spectators at a spelling
bee presumably have a high degree of
empathy with the competitors.

Filmed, directed and co-produced
by Jeff Blitz, Spellbound shows that
in the US at least, spelling bees are
invested with such significance that
surely the prize must be a recording
contract or something similar? But
no, they are after all just spelling
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bees. Hollywood does not beckon to
the winner.

But you would not know that
from the intensity of the competition,
the rapturous pride of communities in
their local “champions”,

The feature-length Spellbound
was nominated for an Academy Award
in 2002 and although it did not win
an Oscar, it has won the award for
Best Documentary at some 15 film
festivals in North America.

teve Coogan and Rob Brydon

are British comedians, espe-
cially skilled in that popular but tricky
form known as “impressions”. Brydon
is a frequent guest on the panel game
QIl, where his ready wit and apposite
wisecracks mark him as a comedy
figure of some substance.

In the fictional documentary The
Trip (ABC1 Wednesdays from 14
December at 10.05pm), they play
themselves supposedly paired up
reluctantly on a food critic’s tour of
north England when Coogan’s girl-
friend who was to have accompanied
him goes home to the US instead.

Between courses at different
eateries, they debate various matters
and indulge in impression competi-
tions with each other, climaxing in
episode one in a tour de force dem-
onstration of how Michael Caine’s
voice and delivery has changed over
the years with age and smoking. The
sequence is the mark of a truly skilled
impressionist. | will let you discover
which of them it is.

Like most “improvised” comedy,
however, The Trip suffers from the
lack of a well-written script. A clearly
defined structure would have helped
rather than hindered, | think.

was raised on Henry Lawson,

Judah Waten, Katharine
Susanna Pritchard, Frank Clune, and
a host of other Australian authors. In
the main, but not exclusively, writers
associated with “Australian realism”,
authors who wrote with passion and
honesty about the people of this
country, in the bush and the city, in
peace and in conflict.

It pains me then to hear middle
class intellectuals decry such concepts
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Wake In Fright (ABC2 Friday 16 December at 9.30pm) — The film ticked all their boxes for a modern film:

alienation, despair, individualism, even violence and a shocking sequence of a kangaroo “cull”.

as mateship, which was often all that
sustained the rural workforce in the
face of the double assault of squat-
ters and climate. Divorced from the
working class and its mass action in
defence of working people’s rights,
middleclass intellectuals see the bush
not as a source of united struggle but
as a dangerous collection of individu-
alistic rednecks.

That’s the image of the coun-
try town at the heart of Kenneth
Cook’s 1961 novel variously known
as Outback and Wake In Fright.
Naturally, it is also the way the
makers of the film version saw the
Australian bush and its people. Made
in 1971, the film Wake In Fright
(ABC2 Friday 16 December at
9.30pm) was well received at the
1971 Cannes Film Festival.

Directed by Canadian Ted
Kotcheff, the film did fair business
before disappearing. It was never
released on DVD or video, nor was it
sold to Australian TV. For many years
it was Australia’s great “lost” film. In
2004, after a ten-year search, Tony

The Condition
of the Working-Class
in England

MARK TWAIN

Buckley, the film’s editor, unearthed a
complete copy of the film in Pittsburg
in a box labelled “for destruction”.
The film was carefully restored
and transferred to disc, for re-release
in 2009. Bourgeois critics went into
raptures, and why not? The film
ticked all their boxes for a modern
film: alienation, despair, individual-
ism, even violence and a shocking
sequence of a kangaroo “cull”.
Terry Pratchett’s “Discworld”
novels are too contrived and
much too twee for my taste (and |
like fantasy generally). However,
Pratchett’s books have been translated
into 35 languages. He is the second
most read author in Britain today and
is the sixth most read non-US author
in the USA - so what do | know? (In
case you are wondering, the most read
author in Britain is J K Rowling.)
Going Postal (screening in two
parts ABC1 Saturday 17 and 24
December at 7.30pm) is adapted
from Pratchett’s 33rd Discworld
novel, published in 2004. It concerns
arch conman Moist Von Lipwig

King Leopold’s Soliloquy
Mark Twain
Mark Twain is well known for his humorous writings. There is a cloak of silence

(Richard Coyle) who is offered the
choice of being hanged or becoming
the postmaster at Ankh-Morpork.

The post office is stuffed with
undelivered mail, there are two other
employees under him, and a huge
golem to protect him and make sure
he does not escape. So many words
are crammed into every nook and
cranny of the post office that they
actually cause seismic disturbances.

To add to Lipwig’s problems,
the post office has a commercial
rival: the Grand Trunk Clacks line
(a sort of telegraph system), run by
an unscrupulous capitalist named
Gilt (played by David Suchet). A
problem of a different kind is the
beautiful Adora Belle Dearheart, the
daughter of the original inventor of
the clacks system, who lost control of
it in a banking crisis caused by one of
Lipwig’s cons. Lipwig finds himself
falling for Adora.

As | have said, | am no fan of
Pratchett, but | confess | find myself
wanting to see how Going Postal
develops. @

The Condition of the Working-class in England

Frederick Engels
Wonder what life would have been like without trade unions, what the past that Tony
Abbott would like to drag us back to, looks like? The graphic details in this book of
living and working conditions and the battles of labour movements are a grim reminder
of why we need trade unions and what they have achieved through class struggle. The
book also reveals the utter contempt that capitalists have for the workers they exploit
and throw on the scrap-heap. An important historical work.

Progress Publishers, Moscow, hc, 307pp  $20 including p&p

surrounding his political works. This “forgotten” work, written in support of the Congo

KING LEOPOLIYS
SOLILOGUY

State and Revolution

STATE

Vladimir | Lenin

people, is not to be found in the standard collected works. It is a biting satire fired with
the hate of injustice, a historic exposé of imperialism. It roused the world to the horrors
of the brutal crimes of colonisation in the Congo in the early 20th century. Mark Twain
took seriously the writer’s duty to be the conscience of his time. He travelled widely, “I
am an anti-imperialist,” he told the press, in 1900. “I am opposed to having the eagle
put his talons on any other land.”
International Publishers, NY, pb, 95pp $10 including p&p

AND A great deal is being said about the state today as governments deregulate, privatise

HEVOLUTION

and wind back many of their responsibilities to provide for society. This classic is a
must read for anyone wanting to understand the role of the capitalist state and the
transition from capitalism to communism. It contains a chapter on Marx’s analysis
of the Paris Commune and several of Engels’ writings including “Engels on the
Overcoming of Democracy”.
International Publishers, NY, pb, 103pp $10 including p&p

All three books for $30 including p&p
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Drones and the
democratisation of destruction

John Feffer

Someday soon, you’ll be checking your new
Clear Skies app as a routine part of your
preparations to go out for the evening. First,
you’ll look at your smart gizmo to read
your latest email to make sure there hasn’t
been any change in plans. A quick glance
at Facebook lets you see who’ll be joining
your group of friends at the bar. Weather
and traffic apps inform you of what to wear
and what route to take. Twitter will tell
you about any major news developments
you should be retweeting to your tweeps to
prime the conversational pump over drinks.

And your new Clear Skies app will let you
know if any unmanned drones are hovering 24
kilometres in the stratosphere with your head
in their sights.

Sound like science fiction? Isn’t drone
surveillance and remote Kills a problem just for
people in the undeveloped regions of the world
where life is cheap, collateral damage a daily
hazard, and violations of national sovereignty
the norm rather than the exception?

No doubt, people in the United States felt
the same way about nuclear weapons during
that brief period after 1945 when only one
country in the world possessed the explosive
new technology. Then, on August 29, 1949, the
Soviet Union tested its first atomic bomb, and
Americans no longer felt quite so confident.
Indeed, the United States began to experience a
pervasive nuclear dread, with children practicing
“duck and cover” in the classroom, parents dig-
ging out bomb shelters in the backyard, and the
thought of fiery apocalypse never far from the
thoughts of a bewildered and terrified populace.

Today, the United States maintains a near
monopoly on military drone technology, with
only lIsrael and Britain also deploying these
systems. But the landscape is rapidly changing.

More drones

As David Cortright at the University of
Notre Dame points out, more than 50 countries
are developing or buying drone systems, includ-
ing China and Iran, and even non-state actors
want in on the business. The United States is
now using drones to patrol borders and collect
information about Mexican narcotraffickers. US
law enforcement agencies are also eager to use
the technology against criminals on US soil,
with Texas sheriffs leading the way. Unmanned
drones are already used in Japan, Australia, and
other countries for such civilian activities as
crop dusting and lifeguarding.

Soon, the skies will be very crowded indeed.
And the sound of drones that have become
part of everyday life in “areas of concern” will
someday become part of everyone’s life, as
ubiquitously intrusive as flat-screen TVs and
annoying ringtones. Perhaps these unmanned
aerial vehicles will simply pick you out of a
crowd so that the police department can hit you
up for unpaid parking tickets or your spouse’s
lawyer can verify adultery and grounds for
divorce. But that assumes that drones will be
seamlessly integrated into the fabric of legal
and social norms, a technology no different
from tasers or the Police National Computer.

But what’s happening today in Pakistan
is beyond the law. It’s not even subject to the
rules of war. The drone wars that the Obama
administration has inherited from the Bush
years — and expanded dramatically — are con-
ducted by the CIA. The spy agency doesn’t
need to abide by the Geneva Conventions or

.

acquire congressional approval for its actions.
It doesn’t bother with niceties such as national
sovereignty. And, in contrast to other agencies
that only dabble in falsehood, breaking the
law and not telling the truth are integral to the
operations of the CIA.

Here’s but one example. Back in June,
Obama’s top counterterrorism advisor John
Brennan announced that drone strikes haven’t
resulted in any civilian casualties over the past
year. “There hasn’t been a single collateral
death because of the exceptional proficiency,
[the] precision of the capabilities we’ve been
able to develop,” he said. That’s more than 600
militants killed since May 2010 and not a single
non-combatant among them.

The London-based Bureau of Investigative
Reporting disagrees. It has counted between 109
and 279 non-combatants killed by drones since
May 2010 and as many as 780 civilians Killed
overall, including at least 175 children. “My
personal meetings with three drone victims — one
of whom lost an eye, one who lost two legs and
an eye and a third who was Killed three days
after I met him — suggest that the US govern-
ment claim is at the very least, wrong,” Bureau
journalist Pratap Chatterjee told me over email.
“In my recent trip to Pakistan, | met with some
three dozen family members of drone victims
and a dozen elders from Waziristan, who reject
the US claim that there have been no civilian

the Pentagon has briefed me and other reporters
on how it conducts drone strikes in Afghanistan
and Iraq and the legal check-offs necessary
before a kill order is issued.”

Policy outrage

The drone war in Pakistan is the greatest
foreign policy outrage of the Obama adminis-
tration, and yet it attracts virtually no criticism
from Congress. “In Washington, the assump-
tion that drone strikes in Pakistan are neces-
sary to maintain regional security largely goes
unchallenged,” writes Foreign Policy In Focus
contributor Nick Scott in Disaster Times Two
in Pakistan.

“However, it is not clear that the policy has
actually reduced levels of militant violence or
that the benefits outweigh the costs in terms of
civilian casualties and damage to US prestige
in the region.”

The drone war is finally making people
in high places in Washington uncomfortable.
“The US government simply cannot arrogate
the right to wage an endless, global war against
anyone it deems a threat to national security,”
writes Paul Miller.

“The prospect of such a war should trouble
anyone who has the least acquaintance with
history or political philosophy.” Miller, who
was responsible for Afghanistan policy on the
National Security council from 2007 to 2009,

“The US government simply cannot
arrogate the right to wage an endless,
global war against anyone it deems
a threat to national security,”

casualties. It is possible that the US govern-
ment is misinformed, but it also possible that
they are lying.”

The US military is in charge of drone attacks
in Afghanistan and elsewhere. The CIA war in
Pakistan is in a different category. “The CIA
is completely opaque, and no information is
available from them even on the existence of
the drone war in Pakistan, let alone civilian
casualties,” Chatterjee continues. “By contrast,

believes in drones and their efficacy. He’s simply
concerned that the administration has committed
itself to a war without limits — what used to be
called the “global war on terrorism,” a phrase
the Obama administration has retired rhetorically
but continued in practice.

Over the summer, the debate over drones
inside the Obama administration led to specific
policy changes, in part because, as the Wall
Street Journal has reported, “Many officials at

the Pentagon and State Department privately
argued the CIA pays too little attention to the
diplomatic costs of air strikes that kill large
groups of low-level fighters.” As a result, “The
State Department won greater sway in strike
decisions; Pakistani leaders got advance notice
about more operations; and the CIA agreed to
suspend operations when Pakistani officials visit
the United States.”

These changes, of course, don’t remove
the CIA from the assassination business or
establish a definitive end date for the drone
war. But the logic of drone technology — and
its rapid proliferation — will soon prompt a
more radical rethink. After all, the Pentagon
wanted the United States to abide by the Geneva
Conventions not because of a sudden conver-
sion to human rights advocacy, but because of
a fear of what other countries might do to US
soldiers. And US officials eventually came to
understand the usefulness of arms control not
out of a commitment to world peace, but because
the Soviet Union had acquired a sizable and
quite dangerous arsenal of its own.

Today, former Cold Warriors George Shultz
and Henry Kissinger support the eradication
of nuclear weapons, because proliferation has
shifted the balance of power and the United
States is less safe in a world full of these weap-
ons of mass destruction. Judging by the rapid
adoption of drone technology, it won’t take long
before the balance will shift again, and we early
adopters will be hoisted by our own petard. The
precedent we set today by ignoring international
law and taking out whomever we deem guilty
will be one day used against us.

So you’d better get ready for a world in
which it’s not just people “out there” who must
suffer from the omnipresent whir in the sky. We
thought that we would always be the hand on the
joystick. But even in video games, tables turn,
and the hunter becomes the hunted. Perhaps a
foreign country doesn’t like your criticisms of
its human rights record. Perhaps another coun-
try thinks you’re a terrorist. Better watch your
head. We will continue to develop technologies
to keep ahead of the curve. But drones are a
game changer. They herald a democratisation
of destruction.

And that soon-to-be-developed Clear Skies
app won’t protect us, any more than the school-
house desk protected earlier generations who
got down on their hands and knees to escape
the fire from above.
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