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Australia brea
Geneva Convention
on prisoner treatment

Peter Mac

According to the UK Guardian newspaper
last week, under a covert US/Australia
agreement, prisoners of war captured by
Australian forces in Iraq were transported
to secret US prisons for interrogation and
torture. A similar arrangement may still
operate in Afghanistan.

The US military’s abuse of prisoners of war,
and the complicity of the Australian military and
political leadership in that abuse, are contrary to
the spirit and purpose of the Geneva Convention
on the treatment of prisoners of war, and almost
certainly constitute war crimes.

The Australian human rights organisation
the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) has
battled over many years to obtain documents
confirming these matters under Freedom of
Information laws. The sequence of events which
they describe, and which preceded last week’s
revelation, is as follows:

In 2004 Australian military lawyer Major
George O’Kane supplied advice to US forces
over the abuse of prisoners in the notorious
Abu Ghraib prison. Copies of his reports were
forwarded to Australian military leaders.

The public was unaware that prisoners
handed over by Australian forces to the US were
to be taken to secret “black site” prisons, where
they would be spat on, sexually humiliated, and/
or subjected to “waterboarding”, sleep depriva-
tion, diet “manipulation”, sensory deprivation,
electric shocks and other forms of torture.

O’Kane advised that interrogation methods
at Abu Ghraib “substantially complied” with the
Convention - but not fully, because there was
no time limit for their use, so the system was
open to abuse. It certainly was. Ten seconds
of being water boarded is very different from
being effectively drowned, then forcibly revived,
over ten minutes.

Australian military and political leaders
quoted O’Kane’s statement about substantial
compliance with the Convention, but didn’t
mention his reservations.

According to the PIAC, O’Kane’s advice
also concerned the US practice of systematically
blocking visits to prisoners by the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) on the
pretext they were undergoing active interroga-
tion. Under the Convention visits can only be
blocked for imperative military reasons, as a
temporary measure.

In 2010, the PIAC revealed that Australia
handed over prisoners to the US without taking
the necessary follow-up procedures to ensure
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Behind Rinehart’s
swoop on Fairfax

they were treated in accordance with the Geneva
Convention.

In July last year information emerged that
prior to the death of Tanik Mahmud, a 43-year
old Iranian prisoner captured by Australian
infantry in 2003, he had been savagely beaten
by British soldiers.

Britain waives the rules ...

As reported in the UK Guardian newspa-
per last Wednesday, a US field inquiry report
claimed a British military unit had been one
of two military groups operating under US
tactical control, as “an integral part of opera-
tions at H1”.

According to the newspaper’s unnamed
sources, Britain’s espionage organisation MI6
and the US Central Intelligence Agency inter-
rogated prisoners at H1. Mahmud was one of
two prisoners who died on route to H1.

The evidence indicates that both Britain
and the US break the spirit of the Geneva
Convention in their overseas military operations,
when it suits them.

... and so do we

The US field inquiry report stated that the
Australian SAS squadron was Britain’s partner
in the covert handover of prisoners to the US
for transport to the “black sites”.

The two Iraqi prisoners who died on route
to HI were among 64 prisoners captured by
Australian SAS soldiers and handed over to
the British Royal Air Force for transportation
by helicopter.

The Australian Department of Defence pre-
viously denied that Australian troops ever sent
prisoners to H1. However, a now-declassified
2003 military document states that 64 prison-
ers “were handed over to the UK extraction FE
(military forces) and UK aircrew for transit to
an EPW (enemy prisoners of war) handling
facility at H1”.

Defence seeks cover
behind legal fiction

When presented with the documentary
evidence of Australia’s complicity in the trans-
port of its prisoners to H1, the Department
of Defence declared: “Australia was not the
detaining power during operations in Iraq in
2003 (and) therefore was not responsible for the
transfer or detention of any detainee.”

The curious argument that Australia was
not the “detaining power”, even though its
troops captured 64 prisoners, derives from a
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major difference of opinion between the US
on the one hand, and Britain and Australia on
the other, over the Geneva Convention’s legal
obligations.

The “Trilateral Arrangement”, an agreement
between Britain, Australia and the US on the
transfer of prisoners, was worded in accordance
with the Convention, to which all three countries
are signatories.

However, all the military prisons were
controlled by the US, so Britain and Australia
had to hand over their prisoners to the US for
confinement. This presented a problem, because
the US leadership regarded the terms of the
Convention as less binding than Australia or
Britain did, and it also designated its prisoners
as “unlawful combatants”, rather than enemy
soldiers as described in the Convention.

The Australian military leadership feared
this would not stand up in court, and that trans-
ferring their prisoners to US custody would
be seen as violating the Convention. The US
therefore agreed to include with British and
Australian combat forces at least one US soldier,
who would be nominated as responsible for the
capture of prisoners.

The Australian government and military
authorities believed this legal fiction would
defend them against prosecution for breaches
of the Convention. Accordingly, in the case of
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Tanik Mahmud, Defence claimed the US was
the detaining power, not Australia, so no transfer
had taken place and the Trilateral arrangement
was inapplicable.

However, author Leigh Neville has cited
a US defence memorandum, which observes:

“Under the circumstances some doubt exists
as to which party is the Detaining Power for the
purposes of responsibilities under the Geneva
Convention. ... all parties will be jointly respon-
sible until the detaining power has by mutual
arrangement been determined.”

The US might therefore disclaim responsi-
bility for the treatment of transferred prisoners,
preventing determination of a “mutual arrange-
ment” and leaving Australia or Britain to share
the guilt with the US.

Meanwhile, last Wednesday’s report con-
firming Australia’s complicity in prisoner abuse
is another reminder of the guilt of the Howard
government and subsequent Labor govern-
ments in the barbaric and unjustified invasion
of both Iraq and Afghanistan at the behest of
the United States.

As Edward Santow, Chief Executive Officer
of the Public Interest Advocacy Centre com-
mented bluntly: “The report highlights clearly
that Australia had clear obligations under the
Geneva conventions and it deliberately sought
to avoid them.” &
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RBA head in the sand ... again

The Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) has its head in the
sand yet again, failing deliver an interest rate cut at last week’s
meeting. The RBA acknowledges that forecasters have lowered
their estimates of economic growth in the Australian economy,
but sees no need to stimulate the economy with a reduction in the
official rate. It seems to think the EU and US are on the way to
recovery. “Information on the Australian economy continues to
suggest growth close to trend, with differences between sectors,”
it says, ignoring the gravity of the situation in those sectors that
are shutting plants and sacking workers. Alcoa is set to be the
latest, with the jobs of 600 workers in Geelong on the line.

Two of the Big Four banks announced increases in interest
rates on home loans prior to the RBA’s decision. Watch this space
for the other two. They claim this is necessary because of higher
funding costs on international markets. While the increases are
relatively small, expectations are high that there are more to
come. The housing market is already recessed, with falling prices
and properties sitting for months and months on the market. It
is not because there is a surplus of housing, quite the contrary.
There are a number of contributing factors.

One is the fear that interest rates will rise. Another is the
ending of the government’s additional first-home buyer’s grant.
Rising unemployment, job insecurity and increasing casualisation
of work have compounded the situation. Banks are also making
it far more difficult to obtain a loan, some basing the amount
they will lend on how much less they think the property will be
worth in a year or two’s time! The banks and RBA have delivered
a huge blow to the housing construction industry.

They have also delivered a huge blow to the manufacturing
and tourism sectors, driving up the value of the dollar. This will
increase the price of exports and reduce the cost of imports.
This means more sackings, more closures, more businesses going
offshore.

It won’t hurt the mining sector at the moment because com-
modity prices are so high. But, inevitably, as production continues
to increase with the billions of dollars of new investments in the
pipeline, resources will also be hit with a crisis of overproduc-
tion. How quickly that happens depends largely on the impact
of recession in the US and Europe, on China and other Asian
markets. It won’t hurt the banks, after all that is the aim of higher
interest rates — maintaining a stream of ever-increasing profits.

The RBA resolutely sticks to its “inflation first” policy of an
average inflation rate between 2-3 percent. The inflation rate takes
precedence over the impact of its policies on manufacturing and
jobs. But domestic demand for goods and services has already
weakened across much of the economy. Failure to reduce interest
rates will further contract those areas of the economy.

Treasurer Wayne Swan takes no responsibility, distancing
himself from the RBA and the banks, citing their independence.
He told Parliament on February 9, in a ministerial statement
on the global economy, that “... the recovery from the deepest
global recession since the Great Depression was always going to
be long and difficult. But a combination of political gridlock and
policy half-measures has turned a tough road towards prosperity
into a perilous path.”

With worse to come, the government, the RBA and banks
should be acting to stimulate demand. This includes reducing
interest rates. The Big Four banks exploit their monopoly over
the industry, continue to help themselves. It’s time there was
real competition from a bank that put people’s interests before
private profit. The government cannot stand back and blame the
private banks or RBA any longer. It should repeal the Reserve
Bank legislation and bring the RBA under the control of parlia-
ment. It should establish a publicly owned People’s Bank, with a
democratic social charter that put the needs of people and small
business first. It would provide real competition to the big four,
cheaper services and lower interest rates.

PRESS FUND

Western political and financial leaders are worried — no, petrified
— at the support being gained by the Communist Party of Greece
and other left-wing groups (up to 40 percent, last opinion poll
count). For our part, The Guardian team worries about the Press
Fund, which we rely on to meet our operating costs. So please, put
our minds to rest and send us in something for the next edition!
We offer our sincere thanks to those who contributed this week, as
follows:

JR Allen $5, “Round Figure” $19
This week’s total: $24 Progressive total: $270

Humour From My Pen

Joan Coxsedge*

Last week, Melbourne’s Australia
Cuba Friendship Society members
turned out in force to welcome
Cuban Ambassador Pedro Monzon
and his wife Celia for their first
visit to Melbourne, primarily for
Pedro to open an exhibition of
cartoons by Gerardo Hernandez.

Naturally, we managed to fit in
some interesting extras. A quick trip
on a Melbourne tram (the tourist free-
bie) and walk across the Yarra to the
Arts Centre, with a pub meal before
the public meeting on the Monday
night which attracted a large audience
and plenty of questions about Cuba.

Tuesday, a rather formal meeting
with unionists at the Victorian Trades
Hall organised by VTHC secretary
Brian Boyd and dinner hosted by
Maritime Union’s Kevin Bracken.
On Wednesday, Pedro and Celia had
a tour of the Footscray Community
Arts Centre on the Maribyrnong
River, an ideal place to show Cuban
films and display Cuban art, which
is definitely in the pipeline. In the
afternoon, Pedro opened the cartoon
exhibition at Mario’s Café, not your
normal gallery but better in that it’s
a popular eating place and attracts
heaps of people, the sort who still
ask questions!

Gerardo Hernandez is a Cuban
who entered the United States in 1988
with four other Cubans to monitor the
actions of extremist groups in Miami
in an attempt to protect Cuba from
invasion and acts of terrorism. They
became known around the world as
the Cuban Five.

For more than 50 years, Miami-
based groups have engaged in violent
acts against Cuba and anyone call-
ing for a normalisation of relations
between Cuba and the United States.

Between 1990-2000 there were
108 such attacks both inside Cuba and
against its diplomats abroad. In 1997
there were ten bombings in Havana
alone. In June 1988, Cuba sent the
FBI specific information about the
activities of the Miami mobsters,
but instead of clamping down on the
criminals the FBI arrested the five
Cubans, claiming it had uncovered a
“Cuban Spy Network”.

The five were isolated and kept
in appalling conditions before being
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subjected to a political trial in Miami
which lasted for six months. The jury
found the five guilty on all 26 counts
after only a few hours deliberation
despite the complexity of the case and
did not ask one question or request a
review of the testimony.

The prosecution was unable
to prove that any of the five had
carried out a single illegal act,
whereas defence lawyers presented
extensive evidence about the violent
criminal activities of the US-based
anti-Cubans.

The presiding judge handed down
horrific sentences. Gerardo Hernandez
was sentenced to two life terms plus
15 years. US authorities have denied

Melbourne

his wife entry to the US seven times
and yet he’s still had the courage to
use his jail cell as a studio and pro-
duce the 30 drawings that are being
exhibited in Melbourne this month.

Guardian readers are urged to
write to him. If you attend the exhibi-
tion, then let him know about it. The
address is:

Gerardo Hernandez,

#58739-004

U.S.P. Victorville

PO Box 5300

Adelanto CA 92301

USA
*Joan Coxsedge is president of
the Australia-Cuba Friendship
Society, Melbourne. &

by Gerardo Hernandez

Cuban activist, academic and artist
Wrongfully jailed in US for anti-terrorist activities

Mario’s Café at 303 Brunswick Street, Fitzroy

Drop in for a coffee or light lunch

On display in Melbourne until the end of February
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Behind Rinehart’s
SWOoop on Failrfax

Peter Mac

Two weeks ago Gina Rinehart,
Australia’s richest person (in
terms of money) bought 10 percent
of the Fairfax Media shares. She
was already a shareholder, and her
total holding in the company is now
just under 15 percent.

At first glance the purchase might
seem odd, for someone obsessed with
profits. Fairfax is certainly not making
anything like the gargantuan profits
from Rinehart’s mines ventures, and
according to some reports the Fairfax
newspapers are losing money.

However, the purchase is intended
to secure the profitability of her major
mining investments, with particular
regard to the proposed resources rent
(“super profits”) tax and any potential
restrictions on mining activity which
are intended to mitigate climate
change.

A pox on your tax ...

Although the current super prof-
its tax is likely to have little impact
on mining companies, Rinehart has
waged a long and bitter campaign
against it, arguing that companies
involved in mining ventures should
actually pay less tax, not more.

She supports the notion that
Northern Australia should be a spe-
cial economic zone, with tax reduc-
tions for mining companies, and the
employment of workers from poor
countries for rock-bottom wages. She

power generation, is a contributor to
climate change.

Rinehart has sponsored lecture
tours by climate change deniers,
including the execrable Lord
Monkton, who insists that climate
science is a communist plot, and by
another notorious climate change
denier, Adelaide University’s
Professor of Geology, Ian Climer.

A calculated move

Rinehart’s purchase of shares in
Fairfax was carefully calculated, with
a view to influencing the editorial
policy of Fairfax media businesses,
particularly its newspapers, which
have been much more willing to pub-
lish criticism of the mining industry
than rival Murdoch publications.

Fairfax representatives have
claimed that influencing the com-
pany’s editorial policies is impossible,
because of its charter of editorial inde-
pendence. That’s a very unconvincing
argument. The editorial policies could
be influenced covertly, and an unco-
operative editor could be replaced.
If need be the board could amend or
simply dump the charter.

The current federal cross-media
rules forbid any person or company
from controlling newspapers, radio
stations and television channels in
any one market.

At the moment Rinehart is a
director of Sydney’s Channel Ten,
with approximately 10 percent of
their shares. Fairfax Media publishes

Rinehart’s purchase of shares in Fairfax was
carefully calculated, with a view to influencing
the editorial policy of Fairfax media businesses,
particularly its newspapers.

advocates the use of nuclear munitions
to create new mines and dams.

Her biggest holdings are in iron
ore mining, but she also has interests
in coal mining, and is a passionate
advocate for the mining industry in
general. She absolutely rejects the
scientific consensus that human activ-
ity, including the use of coal-fired

newspapers and broadcasts on radio
in both the Sydney and Melbourne
markets.

However, the rules define a con-
trolling interest as 15 percent or more
of the total shares, and a directorship
is not classified as a controlling inter-
est. With her current percentage of
Fairfax shares, or a slight increase, she

may be able to acquire a directorship
in the company, without contravening
the cross-media rules. If all else fails
she could relinquish her dominant
position in Channel 10 in order to gain
a seat on the board of Fairfax Media,
a principal source of criticism of the
mining industry.

If she gains a controlling inter-
est in Fairfax Media, an indication
of the company’s future is provided
by her involvement with Channel
10. Her acquisition of a seat on the
company’s board followed the intro-
duction of the super-profits tax. Not
long after she gained her directorship,
the channel’s current affairs program,
presented by former ABC personality
George Negus, was replaced with a
program run by rabid right-winger
Andrew Bolt.

Predictably, Rinehart’s defenders
have claimed she had nothing to do
with these events.

A sinister threat

Rinehart is the daughter of mining
magnate Lang Hancock. She inherited
part of his fortune, and all of his greed
and ruthlessness. Her total wealth is
now estimated at $20 billion. That
figure may rise to $80 billion within
the next two decades, because of the
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booming trade in minerals with China,
India and other Asian nations.

Her financial prospects recently
rose with the signing of a contract to
supply a South Korean corporation
with vast amounts of iron ore from
her Western Australian mines. She is
widely expected to become the richest
person in the world.

Media attention has been stimu-
lated by Rinehart’s acrimonious
personal life. After her father died
notorious legal battles ensued with
her stepmother over the family for-
tune. Three of her children recently
took her to court, claiming that her
skyrocketing wealth has put them and
their families in danger from criminals
and the insane. They want her to pay
for continuing security guards for
the family members, and they want
her removed as head of the trust that
owns 24 percent of the very lucrative
Hancock Prospecting.

In turn, she threatened to cancel
the abduction insurance she took out
on their behalf, unless they support
her application for suppression of
media coverage of the court case.

However, the current focus on
Rinehart is misleading, because her
attempts to gain media influence are
only part of a far wider campaign

by the minerals industry to muzzle
its critics.

Other mining tycoons, including
Andrew Forrest, are also interested
in gaining media influence. Clive
Palmer has suggested an “east-west”
tactic with Rinehart to take over the
Fairfax board. Sections of the min-
ing industry are already paying for
media advertising, for example the
coal seam gas industry’s TV blitz
in the eastern states. The industry
has already proven its power by its
massive media campaign against the
super profits tax, which resulted in
replacement of the nation’s prime
minister and the watering down of
the tax by his successor.

The Gillard government is con-
sidering replacing the cross-media
rules with an independent media com-
mission. That’s pretty worrying. The
history of the stricken Murray-Darling
Basin Authority has shown that a truly
independent commission can always
be replaced with one whose findings
are likely to be entirely different.

In the meantime, the Rinehart
saga is revealing the mining indus-
try as the most powerful, ruthless
and avaricious section of Australian
capital. &
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International
Women'’s Day 2012

Celebrating women in the workforce

5:30pm -
Thursday March 8
Level 6, CSA Building,445 Hay St, Perth

UnionsWA invites you to celebrate IWD with a sundowner.

The event will be addressed by guest speaker
Professor Alison Preston, Director, Curtin Graduate School of
Business, Women in Social and Economic Research.

Drinks and snacks will be served.

Strong Women need Strong Unions.
Strong Unions need Strong Women.

For more information and to RSVP contact
Madeleine at mholme@unionswa.com.au

7:30pm
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CPA campaign
for Port Adelaide —
step towards left unity

A creditable result in last
Saturday’s by-election has capped
a very active and visible campaign
by the Communist Party and
its supporters in the state seat
of Port Adelaide. At the close of
counting on Saturday night, Party
candidate Bob Briton had received
1.6 percent of the votes cast. That
put him ahead of the candidates
from One Nation, the DLP and a
well-known independent running
on the “ban live exports” issue.
The announcement of early results
brought cheers from red-shirted
campaign workers at the after-poll
party at the Semaphore Masonic
Hall. Some of them had been on
polling booths all day.

The ALP’s Susan Close narrowly
won the contest from Port Adelaide
Enfield’s mayor Gary Johanson who
ran a very vigorous campaign against
the neglect of the Port during Labor’s
term in office. Preferences from
most other candidates were directed
towards the former-Liberal mayor
with the notable exceptions of the
Greens’ Justin McArthur and the CPA.

Back to the Cold War

The local branch of the Greens
took a principled stand on the allo-
cation of their preferences. They
put the Communist Party second
on its how-to-vote followed by the
“ban live exports” candidate Colin
Thomas. Originally they had a “split
ticket” from that point onwards — one
way would favour the ALP and the
other would put the mayor on top.
Eventually, the Greens decided to
distribute a how-to-vote that pref-
erenced Labor. This was done in
return for very significant government
undertakings to preserve heritage sites
and the environment on Torrens Island
in the Port.

The Greens stuck with their deci-
sion to put Bob Briton number two
on their ticket and the right wing
commentariat went berserk. ABC spe-
cialist electoral commentator Antony
Green opened up a lively exchange
of comments with a post to his blog
complete with a shot of the Greens
how-to-vote.

“Whether giving the Communist
candidate second preferences was
deliberate or accidental, I can’t see it
being anything but a dumb decision.
Maybe someone gets a warm inner
glow out of such a how-to-vote card,
but it sends a message with which crit-
ics of the Greens will make merry,”
Mr Green said.

Dean Jaensch, a columnist
for the Murdoch daily Advertiser,
penned a piece entitled Greens’
second preference goes to Red.
“What is baffling is the Greens’
recommendation that their second
preference go to a Communist candi-
date! As the Communist puts Greens
as second choice, then there could
be a reasonable interpretation that
there has been another cosy deal,”
Jaensch said.

What is truly baffling is that two
“experts” couldn’t admit the pos-
sibility that the Greens and the CPA
had preferenced one another with no
consultation whatsoever because they
had many points of agreement over
policy for the Port area and more
generally. McCarthyism is alive and
well in the Australian media.

The media was generally unkind
to the Greens. Their rise to the status
of a third major electoral force has
displeased some powerful people.
Their candidate in the Port was also
attacked for his age (18 years), some
tongue-in-cheek comments he made
during student elections at Adelaide
University and his interest in poetry.

Bob Briton with supporters.

Building Left Unity

The CPA campaign generated a
flurry of media interest at first fol-
lowed by a notable lack of interest
— or a deliberate decision not to give
the very active campaign any further
assistance. Bucking the trend was
ABC TV’s 7:30 SA item on February
3 covering the Party’s campaign. This
can still be accessed from the CPA
website’s main page www.cpa.org.au

Aside from the attention it
attracted and the passions roused on
internet forums, the CPA campaign
had a galvanising effect on left
forces in Adelaide. Other organisa-
tions were not in a position to run
candidates in the by-elections held
over the weekend and the Left

Unity umbrella group encouraged
the Party to contest Port Adelaide.
The group, which includes the CPA,
Socialist Alliance, the Anti-Capitalist
Forum, Ecosocialist Convergence, the
Socialist Party, Organise!, former and
current members of the Greens and
progressive individuals, undertook to
help the Party.

True to their word, members of
Left Unity doorknocked in the Port
district, attended the launch of the
campaign and street corner meet-
ings and promoted events and issues
on Facebook. They took long shifts
on polling booths on Saturday. The
generosity of spirit was outstand-
ing. Bob Briton acknowledged this
development in his short speech at
the election night celebration:

“Whatever the result in terms of
votes this has been a very worthwhile
(if slightly exhausting) exercise. I
believe it has built the strength of
Left Unity and raises the exciting
prospect of joint Left Unity candi-
dates at future elections. But how
to keep the momentum going from
here and now? We spoke about it in
the CPA after the campaign in the
seat of Lee. How do we keep this
type of focus around campaigns for
things that the community needs, this
type of organisation and intensity of
activity?”

They are not easy questions to
answer but the CPA in Adelaide is
convinced a strong Party within a
strong and united left is central to
finding the answers. @

Vic government closes 1,516 public hospital beds
during December and January.

The Baillieu government had more
than one and a half thousand
public hospital beds closed across
Victoria between December 23,
2011 and January 25, 2012.

The figure is more than double
the number of beds nurses closed
during the peak of their industrial
action between November 12 and
26 in 2011.

The beds, closed for all or
part of the period in December
and January, included intensive
care beds, paediatric beds, surgical
beds, coronary care beds and sub-
acute beds.

The Victorian Branch of the
Australian Nursing Federation
(ANF) is going to publish the
“Baillieu government bed closure
toll” regularly to ensure transpar-
ency and accountability in the lead
up to any “new bed” announce-
ments the government makes to
fulfil its election promise to open
800 new hospital beds.

ANF (Victorian Branch)

Secretary Lisa Fitzpatrick said:
"The Baillieu Government must
revise its election promise - it
doesn't just have to open 800 beds,
it now has to open 2,316 beds.

"ANF's bed audit is a biopsy
of the health system and the diag-
nosis is grim. Our hospitals are
very sick and failing the people of
Victoria. If the Baillieu govern-
ment keeps underfunding hospitals
the only thing left to do will be an
autopsy of the health system," Ms
Fitzpatrick said.

ANF is also counting closed
public hospital beds in response to
the bed closure outrage expressed
by Liberal premier Ted Baillieu,
health minister David Davis and
senior public hospital executives
during the nurses' recent industrial
action.

On November 14, 2011 health
minister David Davis in an inter-
view with Neil Mitchell on 3AW
693 said: "Clearly lives are at risk
as hundreds of beds are closed."

On November 15, the Baillieu
government's Hospital and Health
Services Performance Executive
Director Frances Diver told a Fair
Work Australia hearing about the
nurses' industrial action: "The
view that we take, that I take in
the department at a system level is
that with a significant number of
beds closed that creates avoidable
delays in the system and places
patients at risk through those
delays and has a negative impact
on patients' potential outcomes."

On the same day, Southern
Health Executive Director Nursing
and Midwifery and Support
Services Cheyne Chalmers told
a Fair Work Australia hearing
about the nurses' industrial action:
"Every day that it [bed closures]
goes on it puts more and more
pressure on an already pressurised
health system. We're getting up to
in excess of 40 patients that we
will have cancelled for surgery by
the end of tomorrow. Each one of

those patients that we potentially
cancel and who need to wait long-
er for their surgery could in fact
become acute during this time."

Ms Fitzpatrick said: "This gov-
ernment's legacy will be Baillieu's
health lottery. The gamble is will
you get a bed, will you get your
surgery and will you get a nurse
with three years’ training or a
health assistant with three months’
training looking after you?

"Shutting 1,516 beds is unac-
ceptable from a government that
says closing beds risks lives," she
said.

"Hospitals have been forced
to close beds, even whole wards,
to meet the Baillieu government's
budget cuts. Victorian hospitals
haven't had one and a half thou-
sand beds closed because patient
demand has dropped dramatically,"
Ms Fitzpatrick said.

"This can't be explained by
a ‘realignment' of hospital serv-
ices. There aren't fewer people

attending emergency departments.
People don't suddenly have fewer

strokes in January," Ms Fitzpatrick
said.

"ANF is confident the AMA
will share nurses' and midwives'
concerns about the closure of so
many hospital beds because the
doctors have also been keeping a
tally on the Baillieu government's
bed closures and ward closures
and have continually called on the
government to reveal where its
promised new beds will be deliv-
ered," she said.

"The Baillieu government
expressed public outrage and
provided daily details about the
number of closed beds during the
nurses' industrial action. Where's
the Government outrage when
it has 1516 beds closed?" Ms
Fitzpatrick asked.

To keep up to date on the
nurses’ campaign, visit
www.anfvic.asn.ou - &
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Where to now
IN push for sovereignty?

The dust is only now beginning to settle after the clash in Canberra
on January 26 between Aboriginal Tent Embassy protestors, police
and the Prime Minister’s security officers. There’s been plenty of
coverage of the protests and what preceded and followed them

but less on what underpinned the Embassy’s 40th anniversary
celebrations. Koori Mail Managing Editor Kirstie Parker spoke to
sole surviving Tent Embassy founder Michael Anderson in Canberra
about a revitalised push for sovereignty and plans to take that

case fo international courts. Here's an edited version of what

Mr Anderson said:

Essentially what we found when
we went to England late last year
was that the Aborigines were never
considered in any of the bills and
papers leading up to the 1875
amendment to the 1872 Pacific
Islanders Protection Act. So,
having looked at those bills and
papers, | tried to find out how the
issue of Aboriginal affairs had first
raised its head.

Then, having visited the office of
Parliamentary Counsel in Whitehall,
we talked with members of the House
of Commons in London and asked
“How did that get into the Act?” and
found that Queen Victoria exercised
the Crown’s prerogative in late July/
early August 1875 and then when
the Act came out in August of that
year, it had Sections Seven and Ten
written into it and we found out that
they were actual Orders in Council
and that came through as a result of
the prerogative powers of the Crown.

And when we asked “Well, what
does an Order in Council do?” we
were advised that when an Order in
Council is exercised by the Crown, it
becomes absolute law. Sections Seven
and Ten were about saving the rights
of the tribes.

Queen Victoria said words to the
effect of “I do not claim, nor do my
heirs or successors claim, sovereignty
and dominion over the Aboriginal
people and their places”. So she has
basically said “Your sovereignty is
intact”.

Section Ten was the second Order
in Council, which said the govern-
ments of each of the colonial states
of Australia had to have those orders
proclaimed in each of the states.
Whether they did or didn’t, the fact is
it related to those colonies identified
in the principal Act, and they identi-
fied New South Wales, Queensland,
New Zealand, Victoria, Tasmania,
South Australia and Western Australia.

Now, all of that has been hidden
from us all of these years, we’ve never
known about it. Everyone, all the law-
yers and politicians argue those have
been repealed both in Australia and
England and then we looked at this

and we looked at the 1964 and 1986
Statute of Appeals Act in England
and they say there that the Acts are
being repealed but they’re basically
saying the law that has been created
is preserved.

Not only do they say that, they
also say that other alternative arrange-
ments must be put in place. And then
you go down to 1996 and they say in
that repeal of the English law that the
Acts are repealed but the law that was
established in the countries outside of
England, Ireland and Wales remain.
Then there’s another part when they
essentially said “But the law that
has been created by those Acts can
only be replaced by another Order
in Council by the monarch” — ie the
Queen. And when they issue that
Order in Council, then that law that
was established finishes on the date
and time that they say in that Order
in Council. And that relates to the
former colonies of England.

We then went to the Australia Act
of 1996, being the act that Gareth
Evans when he was Foreign Minister
negotiated with England and what
they did was separate the political
powers of England from Australia,
which meant the Parliament of
England could not make any laws
for Australia. And we cannot appeal
any High Court decisions to the Privy
Council.

And we looked to see if the
Australia Act had any reference to
taking away the law that was created
by that Order in Council by Queen
Victoria but there’s no reference to it.

Orders in Council

There’s a section, though, that’s
created there that allows for the states
and territories to pass their own laws
to create a repeal and a rescinding of
the laws created by these Orders in
Council.

We pursued that and found that
there’s been no such Acts since 1996;
the states and territories haven’t
pursued that.

The next reference we found for
the 1872-1875 Act was in 1999 when
John Howard passed the Anti-Slavery
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Michael Anderson, the sole survivor amongst the four Aboriginal men who established the Aboriginal Tent Embassy.

and Sexual Servitude Act in the
Federal Parliament in 1999 and in
that he repeals those Acts as well in
Australian law.

Now, when we looked at what had
happened here, because the Queen of
England is still the Australian head
of the state, she still has powers that
remained as a result of the 1996
Australia Act. But we’ve not found
where John Howard or anyone else
has asked her to overturn the law
created by Queen Victoria’s Orders
in Council.

Now, I think one of the good rea-
sons for them not doing that is, first of
all, they will alert the Australian pub-
lic to the fact that a law still exists in
this country, within our legal system,
that Aboriginal sovereignty is, and
always has been, continuing. And that
any attempt now for them to rescind
that law will send the country broke
in terms of the compensation that
would be required to be paid. They
can try, but the moment that they do,
we’ll have a legal action commencing
from that date.

Top-notch lawyer

The lawyer we having coming to
advise us is a retired prosecutor from
England and he’s also a life member
of the Lincoln’s Inn, where all the
top-notch legal eagles in England
have their club. Some would say that
they are the fellows of the Knights
Templar continuing.

And so what we have now, we
have some serious matters that have to
be discussed here. We know everyone
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denying them vital income. The Australian
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What does this say

WikiLeaks, a free press publishing and media
organisation, has revealed human rights abuses,
war crimes and corruption in governments across
the world. Yet the US Administration wants to
close WikiLeaks down and prosecute its founder
Julian Assange. International financial services
organisations have blocked payments to WikiLeaks,

government has failed to take a stand against

the political persecution of Assange. Australian
Prime Minister Gillard’s assertion that WikiLeaks’
activities were illegal was proved to be false by an
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says this is not true and it does sound
too good to be true, but the fact is it’s
reality, and this is why the Australian
government has always been scared
of dealing with Aboriginal affairs in a
manner where we could assert a right
of self-determination.

The current discussion around the
Constitution, the attempt to include
us in the Australian Constitution,
is a very flawed way of saying that
Aboriginal people have acquiesced
and acceded their sovereignty. But
they have to understand that this
would never be achieved.

Sooner or later, and we’ll make
sure it’s sooner, they will deal with
this issue. And I think a lot of people
now, as you’ve seen from today and
the discussion over the next two days,
we’ll form a national unity movement
under the Aboriginal parliament. A lot
of Aboriginal people will talk about
it and will make their choices about
how that unfolds. But essentially,
we’re all trying for the same thing. We
may have different ways of achieving
it, that’s all.

One thing’s for sure, they won’t
divide us any more. The Aboriginal
people involved with Constitutional
reform really don’t have a constitu-
ency. Let them come out and iden-
tify who their constituents are. Les
Malezer and Jodi Broun, who were
on the Expert Panel, represented the
National Indigenous Congress but
(that organisation) represents less
than one percent of our population.

What I’'m saying is the people
will create their own mandate and

CHECK OUT

we will get out there and circulate the
information we have and will have
community and regional meetings.

We started these sovereignty
summits (the New Way Summits) and
these were very successful. People
want to know about it and we’ll never
do it on a telephone.

So we have a course of action
and these courses of action are ones
where we look at the legal aspects,
the legal challenges and the other way
is to talk about the political process.
We have to then get into our com-
munities and talk about the social and
economic position so it’s a three-tier
operation and we have to fully inform
our people in order for them to make
their free, prior and informed consent
to our actions.

We’re not going out there to tell
them what it is; we’ll have a dia-
logue and develop our position. Our
people say “How’re we gonna get
that money?” Well, we’ve done a lot
of things without money and I put it
to the NIC that they should fund the
national unity movement in order for
us to come up with a document to put
to the government, which will signify
a peace accord.

Involved in that will be how we
shall unite as a nation, respecting
each other’s cultures and traditions.
And we get it out there. And when
we take this to the people, I'm going
to propose to the NSW Aboriginal
Land Council that they also assist in
funding this thing. They are sitting on
a wad of money and we want them to
assist in funding it. &
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Council doesn’t give a fig!

Brenda Kellaway

The Newcastle Council called in riot police
and abandoned its occupational health and
safety obligations in its rush to cut down
trees prior to changes in the Roads Act.

In another example of the state using the
police force for the benefit of conservative
forces, determined Newcastle Council staff
spent millions of rate-payers dollars erecting
fences and hiring security guards to make certain
that the Fig trees in Laman Street, Newcastle
NSW were chopped down (the trees are Hill’s
Figs — ficus macrocarpa Ver.Hilli). The Council
made some bizarre allegations regarding the
trees, including that they were unsafe for the
general public. The felling of the trees was
against the wishes of the local community and
in spite of expert opinion that the Laman Street
Figs were safe.

World renowned tree risk assessment spe-
cialist, Professor Michael Ellison, whose risk
assessment methodologies (QTRA, Qualified
Tree Risk Assessment) are the accepted world-
wide standard, assessed the figs in Laman Street
twice, the last time being in December last year.
At a public meeting held on January 16, 2012,
in a conference call from the UK, Professor
Ellison stated that those particular fig trees had
1 in 700,000 to 1 in 2 million chance of falling
down and a 1 in 10,000 chance of a branch fail-
ing. He stated that the risk of a fatality from one
of these trees/branches failing was 1 in 170,000,
well within acceptable parameters and therefore
the trees should be considered safe.

Professor Ellison has an impressive list of
qualifications and has worked in Arboriculture
for 34 years. He has honorary life membership,
in his professional association, in the USA, UK
and Ireland. Professor Ellison’s report was given
to Newcastle Council who ignored his expert
opinion and instead relied on the opinion of the
qualified, but considerably less experienced,
Dean Simonsen from “Treelogic”. Mr Simonsen
was contacted by the writer but he declined to
comment stating that he “no longer works for
Treelogic” and that Council had asked him “ to
write the report” and that because he no longer
works for Treelogic it would be “inappropriate”
for him to comment.

Professor Mark Stewart, the Director of
the Centre for Infrastructure, Performance and
Reliability at the University of Newcastle, spe-
cialises in risk assessment. Professor Stewart
critiqued the initial risk assessment, completed
by Dean Simonsen, and stated to the aforemen-
tioned public meeting, that Mr Simonsen’s report
was suspect. He stated that, had the figures been
accurate in Mr Simonsen’s report, that 6.5 of
the fig trees should already have fallen down;
pointing out that all the figs remained standing.

Part of a protfest against the felling of fig trees in Newcastle.

the trees was carried by Council by only one
vote and was based on the questionable risk
assessment by Mr Simonsen. Many Council
members, including Michael Osborne and
Newcastle’s Mayor John Tate, voted to keep the
Fig trees and these two councillors attended the
protests, along with many outraged Newcastle
residents.

Expert and
public opinion ignored

As the Newcastle Council ignored both
expert and public opinion, has relied on suspect
reports and used millions in rate-payers money
to destroy healthy Figs, many are calling for a
public inquiry into how this travesty was car-
ried out. These tactics, used by Council staff,
are indicative of the current trends of govern-
ments in their use of police forces, bureaucratic
procedures and outmoded laws to attack their
own citizens. In particular this is the case for
those of working class background, or the poorer
sections of the community, as seen in the way
the recent Occupy movements and industrial/
strike actions have been dealt with. This is also
symptomatic of sharper class antagonisms both
nationwide and around the world.

laws regarding the removal of trees apply. The
Newcastle Council were aware that the Roads
Act could be about to change, as soon as a few
short weeks away, which appears to have been
the catalyst for their hurry to fell the trees.

Safety flouted

In their hurry to remove the trees, Council
staff showed a lack of concern regarding the
safety of the workers involved in the felling.
Many onlookers and protesters were horrified by
the lack of adherence to Occupational Health and
Safety (OHS) procedures during the felling of
the trees. Many noted the lack of safety goggles,
particularly on the first day, but more seriously
onlookers noted that the workmen were working
in the rain on metal cranes, near to, or directly
above live power lines without any wrapping
around the wires to prevent electrocution.

Police, including the Riot Police, were
forced to stand directly under one tree that was
being cut down, without protective hard hats on
the initial day of felling. The public gasped with
horror when a very heavy tree branch swung
back towards a particular workman in the tree,
narrowly missing him.

Many complaints were made to the
Workcover officer in Newcastle who stated that

In their hurry to remove the trees, Council

star

showed a lack of concern regarding the

safety of the workers involved In the felling.

According to Dr Caitlin Raschke, from
“Save Our Figs”, David Lonsdale had written
the textbook, that Mr Simonsen had relied on
for the figures in his report. She reported that
Mr Lonsdale had made a written statement
in which he said that “certain aspects of the
assessment deserve reconsideration” including
the following;

+ Assessment of the probability of failure of
the various trees;

» Assessment of the occupancy of the target
areas;

* The severity of pruning that might be
required to reduce the lever arm of the
trees enough to improve safety to a more
acceptable level.

The Newcastle Council itself was divided
on the felling of the Fig trees, which led to some
very heated council meetings. The vote, to fell

Members of the Newcastle community
attempted to stop the Council by taking the issue
to court. The “Parks and Playground Movement”
took the matter to the Land and Environment
Court and managed to briefly stop the felling via
an injunction. According to John Sutton from
Save Our Figs, the Roads Act was used to fell
the trees because the Act overrides any other
law which may have been used to save the figs.

The NSW Roads Act is currently under
review and there is a possibility that the Act
will be changed to stop this law from being
used in this manner, to remove healthy trees
or trees that are not an immediate danger to
the public. Mr Sutton stated that if this issue
occurred in Victoria their Roads Act could not
be used in this way. He stated that the Victorian
Roads Act includes a section that states that in
the case of non-urgent cases, other processes/

it was alright for workmen to cut down trees
over live power lines in the rain. He stated that
“we had made certain that the company involved
were professionals”. Another Workcover officer
stated that they had “spotters” who watched to
see if the crane came too close to the power
lines.

Onlookers were not convinced that OHS
regulations were being enforced due to the fact
that even the obvious wearing of protective gog-
gles and hard hats were not being adhered to.
It was obvious to onlookers that the workmen
were being hurried to complete the job as they
continued working in heavy rain.

Many protesters and other members of the
public were also concerned that there was no
attempt to remove, or even to look in the trees
to see if any wildlife needed to be rescued
prior to the individual trees being chopped

down. The trees were immediately placed into
a woodchipping machine without any attempt
to rescue animals or birds that may have nested
in the trees.

In a bid to excuse money wasted on fences
and the deployment of Riot Police, certain
council members misinformed the broader
Australian media about the protests, alleging
that Riot Police had to be “called in” in order
to prevent protesters attacking police and the
workers who were engaged in the felling. Media
reports stated that the library had to be closed
because of the protesters.

However, the workmen were on site prior
to the protesters arriving and there were lines
of Riot Police and fences erected in between
the protesters and the workmen. At one stage
there were three lines of police in between
protesters and the workmen. Library workers
had been asked not to go to work prior to the
work beginning and the library was closed. The
protests were peaceful with only one or two
people arrested but not due to any violence.

No policemen were attacked nor any work-
men. When one of the police fainted, possibly
due to heat, the perfect opportunity presented
itself for protesters to rush forward into the open
part of the enclosure. However the protesters,
concerned regarding the welfare of the police-
man, made no attempt to move forward and
organisers suggested that people stand clear to
allow the man medical support.

On the final day of the felling even more
people arrived at the protest with drums, trum-
pets and other items to make themselves heard.
Members of the public drove past honking
their car horns in support of the protesters. It
is significant that the protesters, outside of the
Council chambers itself, yelled “this is what
democracy’s like!” Many made the point that
their right to protest and be heard by Council,
the right to have an opinion, was being thwarted
by the few Council members who some say only
went ahead simply to prove that they could.

As the final tree was felled the last post
was played and one protester stated to me that
he thought that this action by certain sections
of the Council is possibly part of a larger plan
to divide the Newcastle Community and to
disempower protesters in order for the easier
implementation of other dubious plans. These
plans could involve the expansion of the coal
and coal seam gas industries. There are plans
to establish hundreds of coal seam gas wells
around the Newcastle area.

However, if indeed it is the case that there
is the intention to disempower the Newcastle
community then it appears that the plan has
failed. On the final day of the protest more and
more of the Newcastle community joined in the
protest as they walked or drove past.

To quote the final chant at the protest: “The
people united, will never be defeated!” &
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Zapatistas: 18 Years of
Rebellion and Resistance

Marcela Salas Cassani

Hundreds of activists and academics
from around the world gathered at the
International Seminar “Planet Earth:
Anti-Systemic Movements” to discuss the
importance of the 1994 Zapatista uprising
on its 18th anniversary. In the context of the
popular insurrections that have emerged this
year across the globe, the seminar held from
December 30 to January 2 in San Cristobal
de las Casas, Chiapas, Mexico, concluded,
with Portuguese sociologist Boaventura
de Sousa Santos that, seen in retrospect,
Zapatista influence has been so strong that
“one cannot view the left or the struggle
against capitalism without this point of
reference.”

De Sousa Santos stated that the explosion
of the Zapatista Army of National Liberation
(EZLN) on the scene January 1, 1994 was
the first major moment of global resistance to
neoliberalism. The uprising gave visibility to
Indigenous struggles that had been growing
since the eighties in Latin America and soon
became the precursor to other movements.

“They taught us another way of seeing the
world. They broke with Marxist orthodoxy by
developing a new discourse, a new semantics
and new ideas. They taught us a new organi-
sational logic that had a fundamental influence
on the whole world,” De Sousa Santos said in
an interview.

Paulina Fernandez, a professor of Political
Science at UNAM who has followed the
Zapatista movement since its inception, spoke
to Desinformémonos about the transcendence
of the Zapatistas. “It is still not possible to see
clearly the magnitude of the importance of the
Zapatista uprising. I track the news on internet
everyday and the EZLN is cited all over for one
reason or another-it is a permanent reference.

“Despite efforts to silence them, hide
them away, marginalise them and isolate the
movement up in the mountains, and without
media information about what they are doing,
the Zapatistas are building a real alternative
process on a daily basis. They are proof that
this country can function in a different way
when its people are committed and they do it
without the intervention of laws, institutions,
parties, politicians and the vices and practices
that official institutions are the ones guilty of the
corruption of this country,” added Fernandez.

Representatives of Indigenous peoples,
among them Salvador Campanur, Purhépecha
from Cheran, Michoacan and Santos de la

neoliberal system, and gave new content and
new possibilities not only to the nation but to
the entire world.”

New movements and
the Zapatistas

Many participants linked the Zapatista
movement to the new movements in Spain,
Greece, the United States, Tunis, Egypt, Yemen
and others. French historian Jerome Baschet
stated that, “The logic of capitalism is causing
us to lose control of our lives and it is time to
recuperate that control. The world movement
has arisen as a crossroads of all struggles: the
struggle against the looting of material goods, of
land, of ways of life, of the capacity to decide.
It is a movement that calls on everyone who
feels dispossessed.” He added that the latest
uprisings “reflect a general sense of injustice
and the possibility that a collective awakening
could intensify the reactions of rejection that
we’ve seen so far.”

Feminist anthropologist Mercedes Olivera
observed that the Zapatista communities have
developed outside the mercantilist logic, which
can be a viable point of departure for “men and
women to dare to experience the construction
of another civilisation based on solidarity not
exploitation. To try to recreate the human sense
of existence, recover the vital sense of the land

“The logic of capitalism Is
causing us to lose control of our lives
and it Is time to recuperate that control.”

Cruz, Wixarika from Bancos de San Hipdlito,
Durango, agreed that “in all the processes that
we have experienced as Indigenous peoples, the
Zapatistas have been very important. Before,
Indigenous struggles were isolated and not
linked up, but since 1994 we began to realise
that we suffered from a common problem and
we began to interact and develop solidarity
between peoples, not only in Mexico but in
the world.”

Campanur noted “Although the words
‘dignity’, ‘liberty’ and ‘justice’ already existed
it was the Zapatista brothers and sisters who
in 1994 taught us to use them in each one of
our struggles.”

Javier Sicilia, poet and leader of the
Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity,
said in an interview that “the last 18 years have
been fundamental since the Zapatistas — by
revealing the negation of the indigenous world
that had been going on for centuries — also
revealed the dysfunction of the State and the

and the sustainability of production for con-
sumption, to be able to practice new forms of
using and caring for natural resources. In this
way we can change and reorient our strategies
toward building a new paradigm of development
and attempt a civilising process based on life
and not on destruction, like the Zapatistas do
in their autonomy.”

In the Occupy Wall Street movement in the
United States that has spread to cities throughout
that country and the rest of the world “there
are many people who have been strongly influ-
enced by the Zapatista struggle”, says Marlina
of the Movimiento por la Justicia en el Barrio
(Movement for Justice in the Barrio), a Latino
collective that forms part of the Other Campaign
in New York City and the Occupy Wall Street
movement. Marlina asserts that “what many
people of the Occupy movement are trying to
do is break the relationship between capital
and humanity”, noting that the Zapatistas have
provided clear and inspiring messages for people

in the United States. “The Zapatista resistance
encourages us to keep up the struggle to build
a different world,” Marlina concluded.

She recounted that “women from the
movement came one night to Liberty Plaza and
instead of talking about economic policies and
political struggles, they talked about what it
means to be a woman, a mother and a mestiza
in the United States. They talked about their
families and their dignity, and I cried during
the talk because for me the discourse on ‘right
living’ or ‘vivir bien’ was something really
different from the fancy discourse on economic
policies. And I believe that the power of the
Movement for Justice in the Barrio is to talk
about the truth of human experience and the
truth of the devastation of the earth, and that’s a
discourse that cannot necessarily be understood
in capitalist terms.”

Daniela Carrasco attended the seminar in
representation of one of the most important
movements of 2011: the Chilean student move-
ment. A Chilean student from the collective
Tendencia Estudiantil Revolucionaria, Carrasco
reflected on the lessons of the Zapatistas for the
Latin America student movement.

“The great example that we have taken
from the Zapatista movement is the assembly
as a form of organisation. For many years, the
Chilean movement was characterised as very
bureaucratic and personalist. It was focused

on certain presidents that ended up negotiat-
ing with the government and often betraying
the movement.

“This year this logic was broken, the right
wing that formed part of the Confederation
of Students was kicked out and the assembly
was adopted as the method of validating all
decisions we make. We got to the point where
we even voted on building a barricade — yes or
no — in an assembly and this has been really
satisfying. All our members vote raising their
hands, knowing that they are participating and
not just spectators, in an act of taking back the
struggle in the streets.

“For a long time, it was said that students
didn’t participate, that they didn’t have political
training, that they weren’t involved in almost
anything, that they didn’t care what happened in
society. But this year, the panel members of the
seminar agreed, has shown the opposite in Latin
American, in the United States, in Arab countries
and in Europe, where youth — sick of a system

that produces inequality, poverty, unemploy-
ment and hopelessness — are questioning what
is happening and are going beyond protest,”
said Carrasco. “We built a Chilean movement
that is expanding into a ‘student spring’ — in
Colombia, in Costa Rica, in Mexico.”

Carlos Marentes, of the Union de
Trabajadores Agricolas Fronterizos (Union of
Border Agricultural Workers) of El Paso, Texas,
told the crowd, “The Zapatista influence con-
tinues to extend among us, especially around
the need to organise from below with other
movements and the importance of pushing an
alternative to the industrial model of agriculture
that threatens our planet.”

Intellectuals weigh in

Fernanda Navarro, Doctor in Philosophy
who has followed the Zapatista movement since
1994, spoke at the afternoon panel the last day
of the seminar. She told Desinformémonos that
the main challenges facing the Zapatistas “are
to continue to build autonomy, strengthening
themselves and to prove that bad governments
and corruption and violence cannot uproot the
seeds that have been planted and what is grow-
ing in the Chiapan mountains.”

Julieta Paredes, of the Bolivian organisation
Women Creating Community condemned the
way in which social movements usually see
women as “just another sector” and women’s
issues “as just one among many issues of the
left.”

But women are half of all sectors and half of
all issues, and community feminism (a category
of analysis that represents the movement she
forms part of) locates patriarchy as a system that
articulates all oppressions, historically built on
the oppression of women. In this sense through
the defeat of patriarchy, “the community can
encompass the entire social body to be able to
build relationships of freedom.”

Pablo Gonzalez Casanova, a prominent
Mexican intellectual, was unable to attend but
sent a message to the seminar stating, “Just
consider the immense mobilisation of the
Indignados and the Occupy movement that
struggle for another possible world. There has
never been a [mobilisation] of this magnitude,
and the mobilisation began in the jungles of
Chiapas with the principles of inclusion and
dialogue.” Gonzalez Casanova added “increas-
ingly throughout the world people are struggling
for what in 1994 seemed only a post-modern
Indigenous rebellion.””

Marcela Salas Cassani writes for
Desinformémonos.org, an “autonomous, global
communications project” and sister organisation
to the Americas Program that covers grassroots
movements throughout the world and the ideas
and aspirations behind them. Its team has been
in San Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas reporting
on an international seminar there to commemo-
rate and reflect on the 18th anniversary of the
Zapatista uprising.

Desinformémonos.org &
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Syria:

Timothy Bancroft-Hinchey

Remember Libya anyone? You
know, when NATO promised
Russia and China they would fill
in the details later and that there
would be only a no-fly zone to
protect civilians? Well, February
4 is X-Day declared by the NATO-
backed Syrian Opposition, the
culmination of terrorist atrocities
to create a false flag event sending
NATO in.

Remember when NATO aka the
FUKUS-Axis (France, UK, US and
Israel) drew up Resolutions 1970 and
1973 imposing a no-fly zone in Libya,
based upon “horrific massacres” by
the Libyan Armed Forces and “gov-
ernment aircraft strafing towns and
cities”? Remember what happened
when the Libyan authorities gave the
foreign news agencies a free hand and
told them to take them to the places
where they had hours earlier affirmed
there had been such attacks?

Remember that the FUKUS-
Axis failed to fill in the details to the
Russians and Chinese, remember the
mission creep as a no-fly zone turned
into a full-scale invasion by NATO
special forces, into the full-scale
support given to the Libyan terrorists
who cut the throats of black people in
the streets, who raped women, who
impaled children with metal spikes,
who torched people and buildings
and committed theft, robbery, mur-
der, torture and acts of terrorism?
Remember which governments
backed this scourge?

Well this time it’s Syria. The same
FUKUS-AXxis is arming and training
groups of terrorists who have perpe-
trated massacres in Syria and when
the Syrian government forces fight
back, they are derided under hails
of criticism from Hillary Clinton,
William Hague, Alain Juppé and a
very willing Western media, accused
of massacres, accused of using unrea-
sonable force, accused of imposing a
crackdown on the people.

The Syrian Opposition is not the
people of Syria. Despite what the
Opposition is saying, the Syrian gov-
ernment is largely popular and despite
what the Opposition is saying, this
so-called Syrian National Council is
a mirror of the Transitional National
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Malil-order massacre

Council in Libya — rapists, racists, tor-
turers, arsonists, thieves and murder-
ers. And what is the Syrian National
Council? It is a Turkish-based group
called Suriye Ulusal Gegis Konseyi.
Reading the geopolitical map, a
throwback to Ottoman times when
the Ottoman Empire ruled the entire
area? Hailing the rise of Turkey and
Qatar as pro-Western Central Asian
and Middle Eastern power brokers?

In part, and also another FUKUS-
Axis toy to gain dominance for the
FUKUS-Axis in the region and to use
as a stepping stone in the forthcoming
war against the Islamic Republic of
Iran, first and later, Russia and China.

Has anyone noticed the huge
coincidence between the protests
outside Syrian Embassies by Syrian
exiles and the so-called “Massacre of
Homs” today? Western news agen-
cies are obediently following the line
“We have no evidence but we have
no reason to disbelieve” the stories
being sold by the FUKUS-backed
Opposition. In fact, it would be more
pertinent to say that the Opposition
and the FUKUS-Axis are one and the
same thing, using FUKUS-Axis mili-
tary equipment to wreak havoc. It is
called terrorism and as in Afghanistan,
as in Kosovo, as in Iraq, as in Libya,
the FUKUS-Axis has no qualms
whatsoever about cavorting with ter-
rorists if these will open the doors to
its imperialistic ambitions.

Mail-order massacre

And the “massacre” which is
supposedly taking place right now in
Homs just ahead of the UN Security
Council (UNSC) vote on the matter
takes place a week after Pravda.Ru
exposed the ploy to stage an attack
with chemical weapons smuggled by
the Enemies of Syria to the Turkish
border — in the event, now outed, the
attack never took place.

The “massacre” in question,
which is supposed to bear a direct
influence on the UN vote, is being
carried out by whom? Has anyone
any evidence that the security forces
are massacring innocent civilians?
What are you supposed to do when
armed gangs of terrorists lay siege to
a neighbourhood? The Syrians have
been fighting these mercenaries and
terrorists for nearly a year now.

It is very well for Western news
agencies to carry stories of 105 or
217 people being killed, it is all very
well for Western-based human rights
organisations to claim that atrocities
are being perpetrated but after Libya,
what credibility do BBC, SKY, Al
Arabiya, Al Jazeera, AFP have? Just
as in Libya, where the “Opposition”
was comprised of terrorists, rapists,
racists and murderers, as we have
seen only too clearly, the Enemies of
Syria are what?

Suppose someone told the truth
about Homs? Was this a government
massacre, or was this a mail-order
massacre carried out on the eve of
the UNSC vote? Isn’t this a little too
obvious? If the UNSC was about to
vote, then why would the Syrian gov-
ernment give them a reason to apply
tremendous pressure on Moscow and
Beijing to at least abstain from and
not veto a FUKUS-Axis interven-
tion (which will happen anyway if
any resolution on Syria involving
any sort of action is passed. As we
saw in Libya, the paper they sign is
worthless.

Pravda.Ru sources on the ground
in Homs have stated that “This is a
terrorism massacre. They went from
house to house massacring people
from the Allouite minority (to which

President Bashar al-Assad belongs)”.
In one of the photos, the arrows
point to the fact that the hands of the
bodies were bound. So if the Syrian
government forces are going to shell
a community, they go in first, tie up
their hands and then bomb them?
The fact of the matter is that these
people were seized by the Istanbul

pro-FUKUS-AXis terror squads oper-
ating inside Homs, were handcuffed,
and executed. In go the Western news
agencies and we have another nice
neat story concocted just in time for
a UNSC vote. And Hillary Clinton,
William Hague and Alain Juppé make
their claims.

Pravda.Ru &

lran War:

What is AIPAC planning?

MJ Rosenberg

These are strange times for those
of us who follow the debate about
a possible war with Iran. It is clear
that the Israeli government and
its neoconservative camp follow-
ers here in the United States are
increasing pressure on President
Obama to either attack Iran or
let Israel do it (in which case, we
would be forced to join in). But
the idea of another Middle East
war is so outlandish that it seems
inconceivable it could actually
occur.
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Still the conventional wisdom
holds that it can, and the main rea-
son is that this is an election year
and no one will say no to Binyamin
Netanyahu in an election year.

War enthusiasm will rise to a
fever pitch by March, when the
American Israel Public Affairs
Committee (AIPAC) holds its
annual policy conference. Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
will, if past example holds, bring
the crowd of 10,000 to its feet by
depicting Iran as the new Nazi
Germany and by coming very close
to stating that only war can stop
these new Nazis. Other speakers
will say the same. The few who
mention the idea of diplomacy will
be met by stony silence.

From the convention centre,
10,000 delegates will be dispatched
to Capitol Hill with two or three
“asks” for Members of Congress.
One will, no doubt, be that “con-
tainment” of a nuclearised Iran be
ruled off the table (leaving war as
the only remaining option should
Iran get the bomb). Another will
likely be that the US stop all deal-
ings with the Palestinian Authority
should Hamas and Fatah perma-
nently reconcile.

A third could apply either
to Iran or Palestine and will, no
doubt, demand fealty to whatever
Netanyahu’s policy of the moment
happens to be. I’ve sat in those
meetings where the AIPAC “asks”
are developed and it was always
clear that the substance didn’t mat-
ter all that much.

The goal of the “asks” is ensur-
ing that Congress follow the script.
Invariably at least one of these
AIPAC goals will be put into leg-
islative language and quickly pass
both chambers of Congress. In fact,
usually the “ask” is already in legis-
lative form, so that the AIPAC citi-
zen lobbyists can simply demand
that their legislators sign on as
co-sponsors (if they haven’t already
done so). Once the AIPAC bill has

the requisite number of co-spon-
sors, the House and Senate leader-
ship brings it to the floor where it
passes with few dissenters.

All hell breaks loose if a mem-
ber of Congress objects.

One Member of Congress has
actually described what happened
when she voted “no” on an AIPAC
“ask.” Democrat Representative
Betty McCollum refused to sup-
port a bill (opposed by the State
Department) that would have
essentially banned all US contacts
with Palestinians. AIPAC was not
pleased with her recalcitrance.

In a letter to AIPAC executive
director, Howard Kohr, McCollum
described what happened next. In
short, she was threatened by an
AIPAC official from her district,
called a terrorist supporter and
warned that her behaviour “would
not be tolerated.” In response,
McCollum told AIPAC not to
come near her office again until it
apologised.

McCollum was not, of course,
the only legislator threatened that
way. She is, however, the only one
in memory who went public.

Among staff, AIPAC’s arrival
in their offices during the confer-
ence is a source of dread. Capitol
Hill staff, much like legislators
themselves, like to think they are
perhaps a little important. AIPAC
eliminates that illusion. Although
AIPAC calls its requests “asks,”
they are, in fact, “tells” and “no” is
not a permissible response.

So here’s a theory. Netanyahu
and his camp followers here do not
really want a war now. They just
want it understood that they can
dictate whether there is one or not.
And when.

If Netanyahu gets the presi-
dent he wants in November, a
Republican who will fight the war
Netanyahu wants but isn’t eager to
fight himself. Surely Mitt or Rick
or Newt will do it for him.
Information Clearing House &
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The People’s anger will
shatter the PASOK-ND govt

Hundreds of thousands of dem-
onstrators shouted all across the
country: “The government with the
criminal political line must leave
now, together with the Troika [EU,
IMF, European Central Bank]. No
memorandum must be signed. No
new agreement. The plutocracy
must pay.”

The demonstration of PAME (All
Workers Militant Front) in Athens on
February 12 was stunning. There were
very large demonstrations all across
the country. The workers fearlessly
dealt with the organised plan of the
state to repress the demonstration.

With magnificent rallies in
Athens and dozens of Greek cities,
the working class, the other popular
strata and youth demanded that the
new memorandum not be approved
in Parliament, giving a decisive
response to the anti-people political
line and the government blackmail.
This was the largest demonstration
of recent decades, characterised
by the great mass rally of PAME
and the class-oriented trade unions
with demands against the Loan
Agreement, for the overthrow of the
anti-people political line, disengage-
ment from the EU with the unilat-
eral cancellation of the debt, with
people’s power so that the country’s
wealth can be utilised and provide
prosperity for the people.

No more sacrifices

The speaker at PAME’s rally,
Comrade Katsiotis noted in his
speech: “The people must not fear
them, nor be quiet and allow them-
selves to be flayed alive. It is of no
importance whether this happens
inside or outside of the Euro, with a
controlled or uncontrolled bankruptcy.
What is of vital importance is that the

WE
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99%

people decide that they will make no
more sacrifices for the plutocracy, to
fill the treasure vaults of the capital-
ists, while they and their children will
be submerged in absolute poverty and
destitution.”

It should be noted that the new
measures remove three months
salary annually from the workers
(22% reduction) and four months’
salary from newly hired workers
(32% reduction), aside from other
measures and the heavy taxes which
remove even more from what remains
of their income.

The demonstrators remained
for over six hours in the streets,
organised, formed into their huge
contingents with arms linked together,
without fear, despite the orgy of
repression and the activity of the
provocateurs who burnt buildings in
the city centre. It was a plan of sav-
age and naked state repression which
utilised the hooded ones.

The state repression apparatus,
entirely unprovoked attacked, with
tonnes of tear gas (it is indicative
that early in the evening the teargas
supplies of the forces of repression
were exhausted) and stun grenades,
hundreds of thousands of demonstra-
tors who had flooded the city centre,
when the new memorandum was
being discussed in Parliament.

The plan of the government was
obvious: to break the demonstration;
that the people should not reach
Syntagma Square. An additional goal
of this plan, which included dozens
of fires and material destruction in
the centre of the capital, was for the
working people of Athens to submit
to the new anti-people measures,
to conceal from the cameras the
tens of thousands of workers, who
demonstrated in the contingents of

PAME, as well as to disperse the
mass demonstration, as well as to
pass the intimidating dilemmas of
the “salvation of the country” or
the “destruction” and “chaos” of a
possible bankruptcy.

State plan to repress
and intimidate

In its statement the Communist
Party of Greece (KKE) condemned a
“state plan to repress and intimidate
the people. At the time when the
parties of the plutocracy and the EU
predatory alliance extort and threaten
the people voting for a memorandum
for the people’s bankruptcy, vari-
ous mechanisms burn buildings, in
order to create the scene of destruc-
tion which they are bringing to the
people ...

“The riot police and the hooded
ones operated in a coordinated fashion
against the magnificent demonstra-
tions of the people in order to disperse
them. ... They use lies, blackmail,
repression and provocations, in order
to subdue the people. But they are
helpless if they find themselves face to
face with a people who are determined
and organised to deal with them, to
fight for and win their just cause.

“The KKE calls on the working
class, the people, the youth to a state
of readiness and vigilance to impede
any attempt to take authoritarian
measures.”

Inside the Parliament during the
discussion of the barbaric measures of
the Loan Agreement the Parliamentary
group of the KKE, with its ideologi-
cal and political superiority, exposed
the blackmailing dilemmas used
by the government, PASOK (social
democrats), ND (New Democracy —
conservatives), the media concerning
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the inevitability of the implementa-
tion of the Loan Agreement so that
the already bankrupt people do not
g0 bankrupt.

Through their interventions the
communist MPs, demonstrating why
no MP has the right to vote for the
barbaric measures which wipe out the
popular and working class income,
exerted pressure and sharpened the
contradictions to a great extent which
manifested themselves in the bour-
geois parties and were expressed by
their serious losses in the vote.

Twenty-two MPs of PASOK and
21 MPs of ND opposed the line of
voting for the agreement and were
expelled (including current and former
ministers). The nationalist party
LAOS which had stated that it would
vote “no” to the loan agreement did
not participate in the vote. Two of its
MPs voted for the Loan Agreement.
It is indicative that overall 199 out
of the 278 MPs voted for the Loan
Agreement. Seventy-four MPs voted
against it.

The MPs of the KKE stood up
and protested, they dynamically
answered the blackmails while the
volume of the wretched draft law was
symbolically thrown from the benches
of the Parliamentary Group of the
KKE at the benches of the ministers.

The General Secretary of the
KKE, Aleka Papariga, took the floor
and mentioned amongst other things:

“You are literally trying to sub-
jugate the minds of the people who
suffer, of the poor people by means of
an unprecedented ideological intimi-
dation. Excuse me, I do not identify
you with him, but Goebbels would
be envious of you. A big bankruptcy
is coming! Whom are you talking to?
To the people who have already been
bankrupted?

“No, we are not interested in a
Greece which will have been saved
and the people will have been bank-
rupted. ... Since the morning you
have been continuously talking about
destruction, even about civil war ...
Even the state television suddenly
remembered the civil war ... We will
answer when the time comes. But
you are accountable when you pose
such issues to the people. You have
the deadlines of the Troika and the
Commission. And I am saying that
such ultimatums were not issued even
on the eve of world wars. ... You are
provoking us.

“We have been listening to you
all day talking about war, telling us
that we will have no pensions, that

we will receive vouchers, or I don’t
know what and at the end you are
talking about civil war. Now who
is triggering the situation? We have
our limits. We are polite but we are
not stupid. ... Therefore we say to
the people the following: the deep
bankruptcy will come, either with the
euro or the drachma, we cannot know
this in advance.

“Secondly, even if Greece
enhances its competitiveness other
countries will develop even more.
In the best case it might climb up
two to three positions. But this com-
petitiveness will cost even more to
the working people. Greece will be
over-indebted for 150 years, as was
the case with the loans of ‘independ-
ence’ ... in any case he who is down
must fear no fall.

“The people will not avoid
bankruptcy no matter what they do,
even if they accept to work for free,
for one, two or three years. Our
position is: struggles which might
prevent the worst. But in order to do
this the people’s movement must be
directed towards the succession of
this political system by the political
system of the workers’ and people’s
power. Disengagement and unilateral
cancellation of the debt; there is no
other solution for the people.”

The parliamentary group of the
KKE also refuted the blackmails of
the government:

“Today the MPs bear a special
responsibility as you approve a law
so that the working people will have
to make ends meet on a salary of 489
euros given the high cost of living
and the young people will have to
live on a salary of 440 while at the
same time you agree that only a
small section of the unemployed will
receive 330.

“No one has the right to condemn
the working people to a salary of 400
euros. Are you going to say that ‘we
will bury you alive for your own
good?””

“Is your concern merely the cur-
rency that will express the people’s
poverty? The system has exhausted
its historical limits. It cannot even
provide a piece of bread in order to
buy off consciousnesses. The social
wealth today is incredibly high and
you ask the people to live like they
did in the Middle Ages. We are say-
ing to all of them to lift their heads
up, that they have nothing to lose but
their chains.”

Communist Party of Greece
To keep up to date: interkke.gr &
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Health care should not
be a privilege

Changes to the health insurance
rebate are being described in some
quarters as a move to give relief
to the low paid by removing the
Medicare rebate for people earning
over a threshold level of income. |
think the realities of accessing the
health system for people on lower
incomes are more complicated.
For example, people with acute
conditions such as diabetes, or people
with acute mental health conditions,
are unlikely to ever see the inside
of a specialist’s rooms. Why? Even
if they can last out the one or two
months waiting list, the cost of a visit
— somewhere around $300 — is just
out of the question. What’s the point
of having great treatments if they are
out of reach of the average person?
How will the changes to the
health insurance/tax mix help this? It
probably won’t help at all. The pre-
dictable reaction from those who lose
their rebate is to drop down or drop
out of private health insurance and
join the queues in the public system.
But guess who needs the public
system the most — the very people

who never had a chance of access-
ing needed treatment through private
providers. And so it goes — around
and around. Turning health care into
a marketplace is just poor policy.
Access to decent health care should
not be a privilege that’s based on
capacity to pay.
Chrys Gunasekara
Sydney

Australia’s
involvement
in war crimes

The UK Guardian has revealed
(February 7, 2012) that Australian
troops in Iraq were involved in tor-
ture and mistreatment of prisoners
of war in secret locations. There
were “official” detentions centres
visited by the Red Cross and secret
ones hidden from any scrutiny
where those detained, many of
them innocent civilians who had
happened to be in the wrong place
at the wrong time were beaten and
tortured, often to death.

The very existence of those tor-
ture centres constitutes a war crime
as it is understood under the Geneva
Conventions on the treatment of
prisoners of war. When asked about
this, the current Minister of Defence
said that it had been done under the
Howard government (implying that
it has nothing to do with him or the
present government). While this is
true, Australian troops are still being
deployed overseas and can anybody
guarantee that the same practice is
not taking place? This is one point.

The next issue that arises and
needs answering: the Iraqi war was
illegal, the pretext of weapons of

mass destruction was shot to pieces
many times over and still we do not
see an international trial for the lead-
ing war criminals responsible for the
slaughter of thousands of civilians —
Bush, Blair, Howard — the “willing”
partners in crime. It is because their
crimes went unpunished that we have
seen the same thing happening again
and again.

Our present foreign minister, Mr
Rudd, is very quick to give lectures
to other governments on human rights
abuses and similar topics. Isn’t it time
to look in the mirror? Yes, Howard
had sent Australian troops to the war
in Iraq — isn’t it time to bring them
home from everywhere?

Mati English
Sydney

On nationalisation

With the car industry getting
handouts of taxpayers’ money
while it sacks workers | thought
it was a good opportunity for the
Communist Party to put forward
its policy of the nationalisation of
the industry.

However, on the front page of
The Guardian (February 1, 2012),
the official organ of the Party, I read
a statement which says: “The Gillard
government is in a trap set by decades
of neo-liberalism and commitment
to capitalism in general. It would be
an exceedingly difficult thing at this
stage to establish a nationalised car
industry to take over where Toyota,
Ford and GMH leave off. The govern-
ment is stuck with a policy of offering
bribes to the monopolies to maintain
their Australian base. It is right when
it says the Opposition leader Tony
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Abbott’s threat to choke off assistance

would be a deadly blow to local jobs”.

Is it the way to advance our
Party’s policy?

Alan Miller

Adelaide

Israel -
Is it falling apart?

Some years ago | was talking with
a fellow I know about the Palestine
problem and how it might be
resolved. | said | thought that one
day the state of Israel would end
up falling apart under the stain
of its own many contradictions.
He dismissed the idea and said he
didn’t for a moment think that
would happen.

Israel is a settler state built on the
dispossession, dispersal and occupa-
tion of the native population and their
land. It is an abnormal state, full of
numerous cultural, ethnic, religious
and other divisions. What unites most
of Israel’s people is the fear of armed
Palestinian revolt and the necessity
to continually repress the Palestinian
desires and struggles for their just
rights. This has created anxiety and
a fortress mentality among Israelis
that rationalises and justifies their
continued brutal occupation.

While the Palestinian people have

every legal and moral right to resist
the Israeli occupation by any means
necessary, including armed struggle,
I consider the present non-violent
campaigns of civil, political and
diplomatic struggle to be incredibly
constructive. These peaceful forms
of resistance, the civil and human
rights and the lull in armed opposition
to Israeli policies have opened up a
new dynamic.

In this period of calmer conditions
between the oppressor and oppressed,
the acute contradictions within Israeli
society have come to the fore with
confrontations breaking out between
Israeli moderates and militants,
secular and religious extremists, the
Israeli army and fanatical settlers,
Israeli minorities and the main Zionist
power structure, the wealthy and
the deprived and women’s liberties
against sexist subjugation. Israel is
a militaristic, dysfunctional society
that is rotten to the core.

The diverse and intense divisions
inherent in this artificial state will
see Israel wither and fall apart due
to its own internal contradictions.
This decaying process offers the real
hope of a new beginning, an end to
the occupation and the prospect of
genuine peace with justice for the
peoples of the region.

Steven Katsineris
Vic
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After FTA
passage, US
unions turn to

political prisoners

& peace

Increasingly, politically-motivated incarcera-
tion threatens Colombian unionists, human
rights workers, and political activists. They
are already too familiar with killings and
disappearances at the hands of armed
enforcers. International solidarity with
victims has grown over recent decades, with
the labor movement in particular taking on
a prominent role in defending human rights
in Colombia. British trade unions have been
instrumental in bringing the fact of 7,500
Colombian political prisoners to the world’s
attention.

Some time ago, the US and Canadian United
Steelworkers union (USW) took up the cause
of political prisoners there. On January 3, 2012
the USW wrote to US Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton, asking that she press the Colombian
government to release political prisoner David
Ravelo and “take all measures necessary to
protect his life and the life of his family.”

The USW informed Clinton that “Mr
Ravelo, a human rights activist with CREDHOS
(a partner of Christian Aid) in Barrancabermeja
as well as a former leader of the Patriotic Union
— a political party which has suffered literally
thousands of assassinations over the years — has
been held in jail, without charge, for 14 months
now.” Clinton was informed that “before being

sent to prison, Mr Ravelo received numerous
threats against his life.”

Colombian Vice President Angelino Garzon,
former secretary general of Colombia’s CUT
labour federation, received a copy of the letter.

Ravelo once publicised a video showing
ex-President Alvaro Uribe hobnobbing with
paramilitaries. He had directed the local branch
of the Movement of Victims of State Crimes,
helped build the left-leaning Alternative
Democratic Pole electoral coalition, and once
served as Barrancabermeja city councillor. He
belonged to the Communist Party’s Central
Committee. The Barrancabermeja Diocese
honoured Ravelo for 35 years of dedication
to human rights. Interviewed in April, 2011,
he explained, “They are getting even for my
longstanding, relentless work in defence of
victims and for my unbreakable position against
injustice.”

The pretext for Ravelo’s detention was
conspiracy alleged in the murder 21 years ago
of mayoral candidate David Nufiez Cala. That
accusation came from imprisoned paramilitary
chieftain Mario Jaimes Mejia, who reportedly
is seeking a reduced sentence.

USW solidarity with Colombian political
prisoners is no surprise. The USW had long
opposed the recently approved US-Colombia

free trade pact, condemned Drummond
Corporation impunity in the deaths of coal
mine workers, and sued Coca Cola for com-
plicity in the murders of unionists employed
by Colombian affiliates.

In 2008, once the British Amicus and
Transportation & General Workers Unions had
joined forces to form Unite the Union, the USW
combined with Unite to establish the world’s
largest union, with 3.4 million workers. The
planning agreement for that merger, signed in
Ottawa in 2007, outlined five overall objectives.
One identified, “Projects [that] might include, but
are not limited to, support of Columbia’s trade
union movement in the face of continued attacks
on labour and human rights.” (Other projects
would involve “partner unions in Africa,” ship
breakers in India, and outreach in China.)

British unions created the Justice for
Colombia group, notable for pushing Colombian
authorities to honour prisoners’ rights. Its
website www.jusficeforcolombia.org provides regular
updates on human right struggle in Colombia.
Unite the Union has prioritised solidarity with
the Cuban Five political prisoners in US jails,
with former Unite co-general secretary Tony
Woodley assuming a lead role.

USW Senior Counsel Dan Kovalik has
travelled to Barrancabermeja and met with

David Ravelo’s human rights group CREDHOS
on several occasions. Questioned via email in
connection with this article, he replied:

“We are working in close conjunction with
Justice for Colombia in Great Britain on the
political prisoners’ campaign. While there may
be 7,500 political prisoners and prisoners of
conscience in Colombia, Mr Ravelo’s case is
particularly compelling as he is a leading human
rights advocate being held without charge. We
believe that his release would be a crucial part
in the effort to begin releasing the thousands of
political prisoners in that country.”

Kovalik added: “The US labour move-
ment has been unanimous in its opposition
to US military assistance to Colombia since
2000 in light of its abysmal labour and human
rights practices which, among other things, has
claimed the lives of over 2900 unionists — a
figure unprecedented in the world. I believe that
an important step now is for US unions to join
the voices of labour, human rights and other
social groups in Colombia who are calling for
a peaceful, negotiated settlement to the armed
conflict in that country. That is probably the
greatest contribution we can make to Colombia
at this time, and the release of political prisoners
is a key step in this direction.”

People’s World &



The Guardian
February 15 2012

Worth Watching 11

A

Rob Gowland
previews

ABC & SBS

Public Television

Sun 19 Feb -
Sat 25 Feb

his week’s feature-length

documentary on Sunday Best
is Cocaine Cowhoys (ABC2 Sunday
February 19 at 8.30pm). Made by
US documentary filmmaker Billy
Corben in 2005, it sets out to reveal
the bloody history of the way Miami
in South Florida went from a sleepy
retirement settlement where northern-
ers went to relax in the sun and enjoy
their pensions, to the murder capital
of the world, a bloody battlefield
where rival drug gangs fought for
supremacy.

The film interviews former drug
gang enforcers and hit men, police
task force members, journalists
and corrupt politicians. Two things
stand out: what a brilliant coup it
was for Fidel Castro and the Cuban
government when the US — in an
attempt to score political points off
socialist Cuba — offered automatic
US citizenship to any “refugees”
from Communism who fled the island
and reached the USA. The Cuban
authorities said, “you want "em, you
can have ’em!” and emptied the jails
and the streets of all the anti-social
elements, the petty criminals, drug
dealers, deadbeats and purveyors of
vice, and sent them in flotillas of small
boats to Miami. Within twelve months
the crime rate in Miami had doubled!

The other thing one notices is
that although the program shows how
prominent banks and construction

concerns in Miami were set up with
drug money, it does not go into the
involvement of so-called “legitimate”
businesses in actual drug trafficking
and money laundering, as though
legitimate businesses would not take
part in that extremely lucrative source
of capital.

It shies away too from the very
evident fact that what made Miami
so crooked and so decadent was the
capitalist free enterprise system being
given its head.

ast week’s documentary in

The Wild Ones skein was
about sharks in Sydney Harbour. This
week’s entry, Kangaroo Mob (ABC1
Tuesday February 21 at 8.30pm) is
about kangaroos in Canberra.

Originally living in the hills above
the city, as the city has expanded and
new suburbs have stretched out into
previously virgin bush, the kangaroo
population has been forced to venture
more and more into urban areas in
search of food. Until recently, this
situation was compounded by 15
years of drought. The city’s parks and
gardens had the best grass.

Developers, interested only in
profit, opened new residential and
commercial districts with no inclusion
of wildlife corridors, so animals have
no option but to enter urban areas,
where they are attacked by dogs,
have sometimes awkward — even
dangerous — encounters with small
children, and are frequently involved
in collisions with cars.

The solution offered by ACT
authorities is an annual cull of
kangaroos, in which hoons with
guns (sorry, “professional shooters”),
armed with high-powered rifles and
spotlights, shoot as many kangaroos
as they can, concentrating on the large
males because they try to protect their
females by standing up and defying
the spotlight — making them an easy
target.

Disgusted protesters try to disrupt
the cull, while a few other residents
elsewhere in the city, try to tend to
animals injured by cars or caught

The
Wild Ones
- Kangaroo |
Mob (ABC1
Tuesday |
February 21
at 8.30pm). |

in fences. These are moved 50
kilometres away and released on to
a large property where they are not
deemed a pest.

The bulk of the program follows
the research efforts of a very small
team of scientists to ascertain just
where the urban kangaroos of
Canberra actually go. Their findings
are changing the way people regard
our national animal. Previously
dismissed as dumb and unlikely to
ever become traffic wise, the research
shows that in fact kangaroos do
learn to avoid the heaviest traffic.
They have even learnt to use dark
and forbidding-looking underpasses
intended for cyclists wishing to cross
freeways.

If governments can control the
rapaciousness of developers, and plan
for both humans and wildlife, people
in Canberra would not only easily be
able to co-exist with the kangaroos,
but the latter’s presence would surely
add to the national capital’s tourist
appeal.

P ortlandia (ABC2 Thursdays

at 9pm from February 23)
is written by and stars Fred Armisen,
yet another alumnus from Saturday
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Night Live, and Carrie Brownstein. It
is a very modern take on the sketch
comedy show, and will appeal to
people who want to appear hip (or
cool or sick or whatever this week’s
buzzword is). But in fact it is not
really very funny.

The series is supposedly set in
Portland, Oregon, which the program
asserts is stuck in the culture of the
1990s (Lord, that makes me feel old!)
and people are so politically correct
that they cannot order a chicken dish
in a café without first checking that
the chickens are organic, and then
going to visit the actual farm to see
for themselves what conditions the
chickens are kept under.

In the first episode, Steve
Buscemi guests in one sketch as a
customer in a hippie gift shop where
the proprietors seem unwilling to
actually sell him anything.

Detective shows used to be

about finding a body in the
library and working out who killed
him or her. Nowadays, however, we
are apparently deemed to be more
case hardened than that, and most
modern policiers are about serial
killers, are usually sexually sadistic

and feature multiple murders. Only
Bones seems to limit itself to one
murder per episode.

The new British series Luther
(ABC1 Fridays at 9.30pm from
February 24) is not about the
religious reformer who campaigned
against indulgences. It is instead about
his namesake, a brilliant but troubled
black British detective heading up
(in the best modern manner) a newly
created unit dedicated to “Serious
and Serial” crimes — in other words,
crazed killers.

This rather flashy series is well
acted, but written and directed with
too much of an eye to shock effects
and melodramatic moments that defy
credibility (the final shot of the first
episode, for example, is an excellent
shock but totally unbelievable). The
creepy music that accompanies the
female detective as she inspects the
dark passageways of a shop and
the flat above where a killer might
be lurking, is certainly atmospheric
but it doesn’t stop the viewer from
wondering why she is walking
alone and unarmed down these dark,
constricted passageways in the first
place. It simply does not ring true. &
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Free-market medicine:

A personal account

Michael Parenti

When | recently went to Alta Bates
hospital for surgery, | discovered
that legal procedures take prec-
edence over medical ones. | had to
sign intimidating statements about
financial counselling, indemnity,
patient responsibilities, consent
to treatment, use of electronic
technologies, and the like.

One of these documents commit-
ted me to the following: “The hospital
pathologist is hereby authorised to
use his/her discretion in disposing of
any member, organ, or other tissue
removed from my person during the
procedure.” Any member? Any organ?

The next day I returned for the
actual operation. While playing Frank
Sinatra recordings, the surgeon went
to work cutting open several layers
of my abdomen in order to secure
my intestines with a permanent mesh
implant. Afterward I spent two hours
in the recovery room. “I feel like I've
been in a knife fight,” I told one nurse.
“It’s called surgery,” she explained.

Then, while still pumped up with
anaesthetics and medications, I was
rolled out into the street. The street?
Yes, some few hours after surgery
they send you home. In countries
that have socialised medicine (there
I said it), a van might be waiting
with trained personnel to help you
to your abode.

Not so in free-market America.
Your presurgery agreement specifies
in boldface that you must have “a

I kept thinking of a recent finding:
excessive reliance on medical drugs
kills more Americans than all illegal
narcotics combined.

So why did I have to take antibiot-
ics? Because, as everyone kept telling
me, hospitals are seriously unsafe
places overrun with Staph infections
and other super bugs. It’s a matter of
self-protection.

Two days after surgery I noticed
a dark red discoloration on my lower
abdomen indicating internal bleeding.
1 was supposed to get a follow-up call
from a nurse who would check on
how I was doing. But the call might
never come because the staff was
planning a walkout. “We have no con-
tract,” one of them had told me when
I was in the recovery room. So now
the nurses are on strike — and I'm left
on my own to divine what my internal
bleeding is all about. What fun.

Fortunately, it didn’t turn out that
way. A nurse did call me despite the
walkout. Yes, she said, it was internal
bleeding, but it was to be expected.
My surgeon called later in the day to
confirm this opinion. Death was not
yet knocking.

A few days later, there were mas-
sive nurses’ strikes on both coasts.
Among other things, the nurses were
complaining about “being disrespect-
ed by a corporate hospital culture that
demands sacrifices from patients and
those who provide their care, but pays
executives millions of dollars.” (New
York Times, December 16, 2011). One
cold-blooded management negotiator

and giant pharmaceutical companies,
the greatest profiteers are the Health
Maintenance Organisations (HMOs),
notorious for charging steep monthly
payments while underpaying their
staffs and requiring their doctors to
spend less time with each patient,
sometimes even withholding neces-
sary treatment.

I am without private insurance.
And my Medicare goes just so far.
Like many other doctors, my GP
no longer accepts Medicare. For a
number of years now, Medicare pay-
ments to physicians have remained
relatively unchanged while costs of
running a practice (staff, office space,
insurance) have steadily increased. So
now my GP’s patients have to pay in
full upon every visit — which is not
always easy to do.

Our health system mirrors our
class system. At the base of the
pyramid are the very poor. Many of
them suffer through long hours in
emergency rooms only to be turned
away with a useless or harmful pre-
scription. No wonder “the United
States has the worst record among
industrialised nations in treating pre-
ventable deaths” (Healthcare-NOW!,
December 1, 2011).

Too often the very poor get no
care at all. They simply die of what-
ever illness assails them because they
cannot afford treatment. An acquaint-
ance of mine told me how her mother
died of AIDS because she could not
afford the medications that might have
kept her alive.
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from the rest of us taxpayers). Had I
no Medicare coverage, I would have
had to pay the entire $19,466.

I was informed by the hospital
that the $19,466 charge covers only
hospital costs for equipment, techni-
cians, supplies, and room. So besides
the $644, I will have to pay for any
pathologists, surgical assistants, and
anaesthesiologists who performed
additional services. I am waiting for
the other shoe to drop.

How much does my surgeon earn?
Not much at all. He gets about $400
to $500 for everything, including
my pre-op and post-op visits and the
surgery itself, an exacting undertaking
that requires skills of the highest sort.
He also has to maintain insurance, an

The US medical system costs many times more than
what Is spent in socialised systems, but it delivers
much less in the way of quality care and cure.

responsible adult acquaintance” (as
opposed to an irresponsible teenage
stranger) take you home in a private
vehicle. I kept thinking, what happens
to those unfortunates who have no
one to bundle them away? Do they
languish endlessly in the hospital
driveway until the nasty weather
finishes them oft?

You are not allowed to call a taxi.
Were a taxi driver to cause you any
harm, you could hold the hospital
legally responsible. Again it’s a mat-
ter of liability and lawyers, not health
and doctors.

One of the two friends who
helped me up the steps to my house
then went off to Walgreen’s to buy
the powerful antibiotics I had to take
every four hours for two days. I dis-
like how antibiotics destroy the “good
bacteria” that our bodies produce,
and how they help create dangerous
strains of super-resistant bacteria.

was quoted as saying, “We have the
money. We just don’t have the will to
give it to you” (ibid.).

As for the doctors, both my sur-
geon and my general practitioner are
among the victims, not the perpetra-
tors, of today’s corporate medical
system. My GP explained that it
is an endless fight to get insurance
companies to pay for services they
supposedly cover. Feeling less like
a doctor and more like a bill collec-
tor, my GP found he could no longer
engage in endless telephone struggles
with insurance companies.

There are 1,500 medical insurance
companies in America, all madly
dedicated to maximising profits by
increasing premiums and withholding
payments. The medical industry in
toto is the nation’s largest and most
profitable business, with an annual
health bill of about $1 trillion.

Along with the giant insurance

In Houston I once got talking with
a limousine driver, a young African-
American man, who remarked that
both his parents had died of cancer
without ever receiving any treatment.
“They just died,” he said with a pain
in his voice that I can still hear.

Living just above the poor in
the class pyramid are the embattled
middle (working) class. They watch
medical coverage disappear while
paying out costly amounts to the
profit-driven insurance companies. I
was able to get surgery at Alta Bates
only because I am old enough to have
Medicare and have enough disposable
income to meet the co-payment.

For my out-patient operation, the
hospital charged Medicare $19,466.
Of this, Medicare paid $2,527. And
I was billed $644. The hospital then
writes off the unpaid balance thus
saving considerable sums in taxes
(amounting to an indirect subsidy

office, an assistant, and an increasing
load of paperwork.

My surgeon pointed out to me,
“If you ask people how much I make
on an operation like yours, they will
say $4,000 to $5,000, and be wrong
by a factor of ten.” He noted that in a
recent speech President Obama criti-
cised a surgeon for charging $30,000
to replace a knee cap. “The surgeon
gets a minute fraction of that amount,”
my doctor pointed out.

To make matters worse, there is
talk about cutting Medicare payments
to physicians by 27 percent. If this
happens, it is going to be increas-
ingly difficult to find a surgeon who
will take Medicare. Still worse, the
private insurance companies will join
in squeezing the physicians for still
more profits.

I was able to meet my pay-
ment ($644) not only because my
operation was heavily subsidised by

Medicare but because it was a one-
day “ambulatory surgery.” I don’t
know how I would fare if I had to
undergo prolonged and extremely
costly treatment.

So much for life in the middle
class. At the very top of the class
pyramid are the 1%, those who don’t
have to worry about any of this, the
superrich who have money enough for
all kinds of state-of-the-art treatments
at the very finest therapeutic centres
around the world, complete with
luxury suites with gourmet menus.

Among the medically privileged
are members of Congress and the US
president. They pay nothing. They are
treated at top-grade facilities. They
enjoy, how shall we put it, socialised
medicine. No conservative lawmakers
have held fast to their free-market
principles by refusing to accept this
publicly funded, medical treatment.

John Mackey, CEO of Whole
Foods, cheerfully announced that
medical care is not a human right; it
should be “market determined just
like food and shelter.” Nobody has
a higher opinion of John Mackey
than I, and I think he is a greed-
driven, union-busting bloodsucker.
Nevertheless I will give him credit
for candidly admitting his dedication
to a dehumanised profit pathology

The US medical system costs
many times more than what is spent
in socialised systems, but it delivers
much less in the way of quality care
and cure. That’s the way it is intended
to be. The goal of any free-market
service — be it utilities, housing,
transportation, education, or health
care — is not to maximise performance
but to maximise profits often at the
expense of performance.

If profits are high, then the system
is working just fine — for the 1%. But
for us 99%, the profit lust is itself the
heart of the problem.

Michael Parenti received his
PhD in political science from
Yale University. He has taught
at a number of colleges and
universities, in the United States
and abroad. He is the author of
23 books.
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