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Employers’ “solution” to crisis
More job cuts,
INncreased exploitation

Anna Pha

Thousands more jobs are set to go as sack-
ings and closures continue in the airline,
manufacturing and retail sectors. Those
whose jobs remain are threatened with
massive cost-cutting attacks on their wages
and working conditions. In the mining sec-
tor, technology is replacing workers. State
and federal governments are adding to the
toll with budget cuts and contracting out of
work. Trade unions are bracing for further
attacks by employers and governments as
employer bodies pressure the government to
reinstate individual employment contracts
and place further restrictions on the right
to strike.

Jobless expansion

Rio Tinto has announced that its iron ore
trains in the Pilbara region of Western Australia
will be “driverless” within three years. It plans
to invest $843 million on special software that
will replace 500 drivers. It claims the trains
will deliver better safety results as well as be
more efficient with fuel usage and scheduling.
This move follows a recent announcement that
it is buying 150 driverless dump trucks for its
Pilbara mines.

The company says the train drivers will
be redeployed in other areas as their mining
operations expand. Job wise this still means
650 less jobs even if some individual workers
are not thrown onto the unemployment scrap
heap. The industry already has the highest rate
of exploitation of any in Australia. In some
mines, they are making as much as a million
dollars profit per employee. Their employees,
who work in the most difficult conditions, away
from home and long hours at a time are paid
only a fraction of that.

The ANZ has announced cuts of 1,000 jobs
from its 24,000-strong Australian workforce by
September. It is just the latest announcement by
the major banks. They have already cut 2,000
jobs this year.

According to Finance Sector Union (FSU)
national secretary Leon Carter, over 10,000
jobs could disappear from the banking sector
in as little as two years as the Big Four banks
continue to axe positions and raise interest
rates. This is an industry that made $24 billion
in profits last year!

Qantas’ latest round of sackings could see
1,500 jobs go. The crash of Strategic Aviation,
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the owner of the new “lost cost” airliner, Air
Australia, will add to the toll.

Alcoa looks set to close its aluminium plant
in Geelong, with the loss of 600 jobs.

Reckitt Benckiser is closing its Sydney
operations and will manufacture Mortein brand
insect sprays overseas.

Woolworths is selling its Dick Smith fran-
chises. The sale will take place after a restruc-
turing that will see up to 100 electronics stores
closed. Some sacked employees may be found
work in Woolworths stores.

The Sleep City Group with its 64 bedding
stores has gone belly up. And so the list of
casualties continues.

The private sector is not alone in sacking
workers. The federal government’s four percent
“efficiency dividend” (up from 1.5%) for 2012-
13 looks set to see the loss of the equivalent of
5,500 full-time jobs. The Gillard government has
set up a working group to plan even more cuts
to departments in the coming years. Thousands
more jobs look set to go.

A Community and Public Sector Union
(CPSU) survey of staff in the federal public
service has revealed a significant decline in the
quality of services due to past cuts, an increase
in mistakes as staff are expected to undertake

increased workloads and meet impossible
targets.

State governments are on the rampage
too. The Victorian Baillieu government, for
example, is slashing 3,600 public service jobs.
The public service is already overstretched.
Victoria’s population has grown 20 percent in
the last decade but the service is one third less
in size than it was 20 years ago, according to
the CPSU.

Every job lost means personal hardship
for the workers and their families involved. In
addition, millions of workers face job insecurity.
Apart from those facing the immediate threat
of sacking or shorter hours, around 40 percent
also live on a day to day basis in casual and
contract employment, uncertain of what the
future holds for them.

These workers are extremely vulnerable
when it comes to gaining their legal entitlements
regarding wages and working conditions. Joining
a trade union, demanding their rights, let alone
taking industrial action, can mean joining the
ranks of the unemployed.

The ACTU is waging a “Secure Jobs, Better
Future” to tackle some of these issues. See
securejobs.org.au.

With the exception of the export-based

é Australia’s

policies failing

resources sector, the Australian economy is
entering what looks set to be a deep and pro-
longed recession. There is a crisis of “over
production”: there are more goods and services
than there is demand for them. Every drop in
income, every increase in interest rates or rent,
every rise in petrol, electricity and other prices,
means less money left over to spend on other
things, less demand for goods and services.
Every rise in productivity (output per worker)
without a corresponding increase in wages also
deepens the crisis.

The Business Council of Australia (BCA)
representing the CEOs of some of the largest
corporations in Australia, has called on the
federal government to do more to boost pro-
ductivity, cut costs and save jobs.

Translating the BCA's demands into simple
English, they mean boosting the output per
worker (speed-ups, reduced manning levels,
longer hours, etc), lower wages per unit of
production and large handouts from government.

Trains and trucks do not buy goods and serv-
ices. They certainly do not increase demand for
goods and services. Workers and their families
do. Pensioners and the unemployed do. Their
incomes must be raised and prices reduced.

Continued on page 2
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Abolish the PHI rebate

Last week the government finally got its private health insur-
ance (PHI) legislation through the House of Representatives — by
one vote. The Greens supported means testing of the PHI rebate
and an increase in the tax surcharge on higher income earners who
do not have PHI. The government in return agreed to spend $165
million on dental care (over three years) for those on low incomes.
Senator Doug Cameron defended the government’s means testing
of the PHI rebate: “I think it’s a deal where we should hopefully
get some fairness and equity in the private health fund system so
that people on a couple of hundred thousand of dollars a year, on
a million dollars a year, are not getting subsidies from the poorest
workers in this country.”

“We have a health system that is universal, but with that comes an
obligation for Australians to contribute. We have an obligation to care
for our own health and we have an obligation to contribute through
our taxes,” Minister for Health Tanya Plibersek told Parliament.
Universal access is central to Medicare and the fee-free public hospital
system. So too is centralised funding through the taxation system.

The more progressive the tax system, the greater the fairness and
equity. Under a progressive tax system, those on higher incomes pay
a higher rate in the dollar, contribute a higher proportion of their
income to the public purse. The rate of taxation is based on ability
to pay and access to publicly funded services should be on the basis
of need. There is nothing fair or equitable about a two-tier system
in which the government’s PHI rebate subsidises the second, private
tier which Cameron’s poorest workers cannot afford to use.

The Howard government introduced the 30 percent PHI rebate
to try to make PHI premiums affordable to more people. It later
increased it to 35 percent for people aged 65-69 and 40 percent from
age 70. Labor’s means test cuts the rebate in half for singles on
$80,000 to $124,000 and families on $160,000 to $248,000. Those on
higher incomes receive no rebate.

“Our public system gives high-quality and accessible care — securi-
ty for every Australian that, should the worst happen, they will receive
the care they need. Our private systems offer choice and flexibility
and provide competition and comparison, contributing to continued
improvements,” Plibersek said. The private system is not universally
accessible; it offers “choice” to those who can afford it. Even by the
government’s own criteria, it is hardly “fair and equitable”. It is
heavily subsidised out of taxes paid by Australian taxpayers, including
many who have no choice but the public hospital system. Plibersek’s
claim that “We will no longer see poorer Australians subsidising the
health insurance of wealthier Australians,” is not true.

The means testing is set to commence from July 1, with predicted
savings of $2.4 billion over four years. If the government were serious
about fairness and equity, it would abolish the PHI rebate. This would
save more than $20 billion in the next four years — money that could
be better spent on improving preventative health care, the public
hospital system, Indigenous health services and providing universal
access to dental care under Medicare.

Claims that the increase in the tax surcharge from 1 percent to
1.5 percent on higher incomes will see a mass exodus from PHI are
nonsense. The reduction in or loss of rebate (depending on income)
will in most instances be less than the increase in the surcharge. But
this is not the main issue. The key issue is to defend universal access
to the public hospital system and Medicare. This is under attack. Once
the PHI is means tested, it will not be long before the government
returns with the same arguments about “equity and fairness” line
to introduce means testing of fee-free access to public hospital beds,
bulk billing and Medicare rebates.

As Plibersek says, “... the greatest contribution should come from
those who are most able to contribute.” The best way to do that is
for the government to expand the public hospital system using the
$20 billion saved by abolishing the PHI rebate, take over the private
hospitals that collapse, and reverse the recent the corporate and
personal income tax cuts to marginal tax rates to make the system
more progressive. That way the rich and corporate sector would
make a far larger contribution to the public health system. Means
testing the rebate means the rich make a larger contribution to the
private health system.

PRESS FUND

Ah, statistics! The Liberal/National NSW government is claiming
that 25 percent of Sydney ferry passengers have incomes above
$75,000 per annum, so they could afford to pay higher fares under
a privately-run ferry service. But of course, the 75 percent who
earn less than $75,000 would be penalised for their ferry trips. The
privatisation proposal has nothing to do with improving transport
for passengers; it’s just an excuse for enriching mates of the
Liberal/National coalition government. In comparison with these
devious politicians, we’re quite open about our financial intentions.
We need your help, by way of contributions to the Press Fund. So
please, if you possibly can, send us in something for the next issue.
Many thanks to this week’s supporters for their very generous
contributions, as follows:

Marie Kiek $50, Brian Lowe $12, Mark Manion $10,
Fr G Theodories’ kids $1,000, “Round Figure” $18

This week’s total: $1,090 Progressive total: $1,350

Welfare Rights welcomes
landmark Law Reform report

Maree O’Halloran, President of the
National Welfare Rights Network
(NWRN) has welcomed a landmark
report of the Australian Law
Reform Commission (ALRC) on
Family Violence & Commonwealth
Laws.

“This is a landmark report. We
hope this report represents a turn-
ing point in the way that our social
security system, Centrelink and other
government agencies treat people
experiencing or subject to family vio-
lence. NWRN calls on the government
to accept the recommendations and
to move quickly to implement them.

“This ALRC report demonstrates
that our social security system in both
its design and execution is failing
some of the very women who are in
the greatest need of its protection,
those who are experiencing or have
been subjected to family violence.”

Ms O’Halloran said the ALRC
is to be commended on the detailed
research and consultation undertaken
in its inquiry. She said stakeholders
including Welfare Rights were given
the opportunity to contribute based
on our first-hand experience of the
harshest and most unjust aspects of
our social security system for people
experiencing family violence. The
end result is a report which provides
the government with a clear roadmap
for action and there is now no excuse
for delay.

Key recommendations include
amending social security legislation
or policy:

that the availability of crisis

payment be expanded to be

available to persons who are
otherwise not eligible for income
support and be provided to any
person suffering severe financial
hardship who is “subject to” or

“experiencing” family violence;

* to ensure that a person or persons
experiencing family violence
are not subject to Compulsory
Income Management;

« that harsh debt provisions be
modified to ensure that a person
who has been subject to family
violence is not penalised when
acting under the duress of a
violent partner;

* that New Zealand residents who
have rights to work and reside in
Australia have access to Special
Benefit, a safety net payment,
where there has been a substantial
change of circumstances beyond
their control such as family
violence, and

« that Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace
Relations review periods
of exemption from activity
requirements to ensure a long
enough time for victims of family
violence.

“Compulsory income manage-
ment is not beneficial for anyone;
however, it is definitely inappropriate
for women experiencing domestic
violence,” said Ms O’Halloran.

“The ALRC has supported
amending the social security

legislation to make allowance for
situations where women have been
pressured by an abusive partner to
claim a social security payment as
a single person or not to declare the
correct amounts of their earnings.

While the numbers affected are
small, the impact of the existing harsh
rules is devastating on women who
have suffered at the hands of their
partners.

“This is also an interesting report
in the wake of comments about social
security made by the New Zealand
Prime Minister when he met with
our Prime Minister. The report notes
that New Zealanders, unlike other
migrants, have indefinite work rights,
and the right to remain here indefi-
nitely, contributing to compulsory
superannuation and tax while working.

However, even if their circum-
stances change, such that they face
destitution, New Zealanders are not
eligible for Special Benefit, unlike
other newly arrived residents.

“Centrelink has indicated in dis-
cussions with NWRN on the report
that Centrelink’s response will depend
on whether it is adequately resourced
to make the changes necessary.

“The Australian government has
a responsibility to act without delay
on the recommendations set out in
the report. Every day that is wasted
on implementing this report is a
day in which women and children
experiencing family violence may be
further put at risk and victimised by
the system.” &

Employers' “solution” fo crisis
More job cuts,
Increased exploitation

Continued from page 1

Yet individual employers, nar-
rowly focused on their own profits
continue down the economically
and socially disastrous path of cost-
cutting — sacking workers, increasing
workloads, speeding up production,
reducing wages, casualising work-
forces, reducing working hours and
increasing prices. Those that can are
shutting plants and moving offshore
to cheaper labour and less regulated
labour (including health and safety)
environments. Construction and
resource companies are looking to
import non-unionised labour to work
under slave conditions at $3 an hour.

This compounds the crisis, reduc-
ing demand for goods and services
and resulting in more sackings. Itis a
downward spiral, with innocent, hard
working people and their families the
victims. Every dollar extra in profits
results a dollar less in wages and
salaries, in a dollar less to spend on
what is produced.

At the same time, the retail,
manufacturing and hospitality sectors
are crying out for people to spend
more. Manufacturing and hospitality
are also affected by the higher value
of the Australian dollar, a direct result
of neo-liberal financial deregulation
and lifting of tariffs under free trade
agreements.

Qantas claims it has to make
“hard decisions” to stay “interna-
tionally competitive”. As a privately
owned, profit-driven corporation
that has some validity as an argu-
ment looking at it from the interests
of shareholders. And that is the

problem: private ownership and the
drive for private profits — the system
of capitalism.

The private sector, for all of its
opposition to government regulation
and public ownership, is not adverse
to assistance from the public purse.
According to Gary Bracks, chairman
of the Productivity Commission, the
government spent $8.5 billion in sub-
sidies on the manufacturing sector in
2009-2010. The car manufacturers are
lined up for more corporate welfare.
There is no certainty that Holden or
Toyota will remain in Australia in
the longer term, even with handouts.

The Rudd government during
the financial crisis seemed to realise
the need to stimulate demand in the
economy to stave off a recession.
But this approach has been replaced
by one of achieving a budget sur-
plus while reducing corporate taxes

regardless of the social land economic
consequences.

Instead of corporate handouts
and “hard decisions” (budgetary cuts,
sackings, etc), the federal and state
governments should be embarking
on job creation programs through the
public sector, in such areas as housing,
transport, alternative energy sources,
education, health, aged care, com-
munity services and infrastructure.

The economy should be planned,
with the government, not the “mar-
kets” determining the future of
Australia’s manufacturing base and
other industry development. Central to
this is the expansion of the public sec-
tor and where necessary the take over
of private corporations or establish-
ment of new public ones in key areas
such as banking, insurance, the airline
industry and communications. &
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Farmers and the supermarkets

Peter Mac

Australian shoppers have experi-
enced a significant drop in fresh
food prices over the past year.
Fruit prices fell 13.4 percent in
the last quarter of 2011, with
vegetables 5 percent cheaper. The
average price for groceries fell
4.1 percent in the three months to
December.

The reductions have resulted from
good weather, and from a year-long
price war on milk, bread, cereals and
eggs between supermarket chains
Woolworths and Coles, who control
80 percent of Australia’s groceries
market. Last week Coles promised
half-price deals on food staples every
week.

Despite the price war, both
companies are doing very well.
Woolworths increased its sales 5.6
percent between June and December
last year.

Part of the reason is that cost
reductions were passed on to suppli-
ers. As a result, some farmers have
gone out of business and others are
facing bankruptcy.

The Gillard government doesn’t
seem worried. Competition spokes-
man David Bradbury acknowledged
that “Producers and farmers are also
entitled to get a fair price for their
produce”, but added: “... the govern-
ment has confidence that farmers and
supermarkets will continue to work
together to ensure the viability of
primary production”.

Last week Coles representative
Jon Church declared, with benevolent
concern: “By giving growers a com-
mitment that we will take as much
of their crops as we possibly can,
we have provided them certainty that
they have a market for their product.”

However, the supermarkets
haven’t promised to take all that the
farmers produce, just “as much as
we possibly can”, and the farmers
will still have to take whatever the
supermarkets offer to pay them for it.

Agriculture’s anarchy
of production

Farmers have no depend-
able guarantee that the market
will adequately compensate them
for their investment in labour and
capital, and they are dependent on
good weather conditions for a good
harvest. Consequently, when good

weather arrives, as it did recently,
with excellent rainfalls and much
of the agricultural areas spared from
flooding, farmers will strive to pro-
duce as much as possible.

Logically, this should also serve
the national interest. Modern storage
equipment enables fresh fruit and
vegetables to be stored for very long
periods, potentially avoiding food
shortages during poor weather and
wastage during good periods.

But that’s not quite how the
system operates. The supermarkets
will pay the farmers a reduced price
per unit, arguing that because of the
increase in supply relative to demand
prices must fall. However, they will
store the fruit and veggies for as
long as possible in order to restrict
supply to consumers and maximise
their returns.

Prices will certainly fall if a
price war breaks out, as is happening
at the moment between Coles and
Woolworths. However, the intention
of each of the supermarkets is not to
benefit the customers, but to seriously
damage the profitability of its rival
and gain market predominance.

If one of them manages to do so,
it will be able to set prices to maxim-
ise its profit level, regardless of the
public interest. And prices will then

rise! The losers will be the consumers
in the long term, and the farmers in
both the long and short term.

The supermarket monopolies
have an interest in retaining access
to supplies from local farms, but
only at minimum cost, and only to
fill gaps in the quantities they can
derive from cheaper markets overseas.
They wouldn’t worry if the entire
Awustralian agricultural industry was
closed down, as long as their profit
levels were maximised.

An undesirable
harvest

The world is facing catastrophic
problems in feeding its rising human
population, particularly because of the
threats posed by climate change. The
“dog eat dog” ethos of capitalism is
the worst possible system to deal with
these problems.

Auwustralia’s agricultural industry
has played a major role in meeting
the global demand for food. However,
our relative production level has fallen
and we’re now a net food importer.
Many farmers are abandoning agri-
culture and seeking employment in
other areas.

Some politically short-sighted
consumers have welcomed the price

reductions. One Twitter correspond-
ent sneered:

“Canadian farmers have no
trouble competing. The labour costs
aren’t as ridiculously high as they are
here. Farmers will ... bring in cheap
third-world labour from Mexico, the
Caribbean and Latin America to work
on Canadian farms for $6 per hour,
plus room, board and return flights. ...
It’s ridiculous that tropical fruits like
bananas, pineapples and mangoes ...
cost half than it does in Oz, despite
these products being grown here.”

This argument overlooks the fact
that Canadian agricultural workers
simply can’t afford to work for third
world rates. The logic of the argu-
ment is that any Australian industry
should use imported labour paid at
third world rates because we’d all
be better off — despite most of us
being unemployed. There’s to be no
agricultural industry, as well as no
manufacturing. What a great solution!

In Australia, good agricultural
land is being threatened by other
industries, particularly gas and coal
mining. At the same time, the level
of food production in third world
countries is actually falling, not only
because of weather problems, but
also because of declining petroleum
reserves.

Rather than developing renew-
able energy sources and an electric
vehicle industry, the powerful
petroleum and auto industries have
promoted the use of maize and other
crops for production of bio-fuels,
rather than food.

A recent BBC documentary
revealed that in Britain a third of all
fresh supermarket food is thrown out,
and other crops are rejected en masse
because they have minor blemishes
or aren’t the size required. The same
is probably true here.

With regard to the current price
war, some federal MPs have called
for a review of competition laws
and have even predicted the end of
Australian agriculture.

Bruce Bilson, opposition spokes-
man for small business, says assur-
ances are needed that price cuts are
not an attempt by big operators to
control supply chain.

But of course they are! These
demands are totally inadequate. The
only counter to the current trend
towards a food crisis is a boycott
of supermarket products, and/or
the introduction of market controls.
Even that may prove inadequate.
The only effective solution may turn
out to be replacement of the system
itself. &
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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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Roebourne community
demands apology
Statement, Yindjibarndi Aboriginal Corporation, Roebourne, WA

On Four Corners (“lron &
Dust” 18 July 2011) Andrew
Forrest [head of mining company
Fortescue Metal) told a story about
“little” Aboriginal girls approach-
ing him late at night in Roebourne
to offer sex for cigarettes:

“If you want to join me one
evening after 11 o’clock at night and
walk down the streets of Roebourne
and have little girls come up to you,
like they have to me, and offer them-
selves for any type of service, | don’t
want to mention on television, for the
cost of a cigarette, then you know you
have come to the end of the line. The
social breakdown is complete.”
www.abc.net.au/4corners/
special_eds/20110718/mining/

In fact, this story seems to be a
favourite because, in May this year,
Mr Forrest claimed to have had
exactly the same personal experi-
ence, at three and four o’clock in
the morning, with Aboriginal girls
in Halls Creek trying to bribe him:
“with whatever they could, for a
cigarette, and you know, etcetera,
you can imagine what a child will try
and bribe an adult with. When you
hear ‘smoke for a poke” you know
you are dealing with the depths of
depravity of a society that is com-
pletely broken.”
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ouWyVmtdifk)

Of course what Mr Forrest
neglected to mention is that it serves
the interests of Fortescue’s (FMG)
shareholders to assert the complete
social breakdown of Aboriginal
societies because, under the native
title law, remnant members of
such societies are not entitled to
legal recognition (in a native title
determination) of their traditional
property rights; so, FMG can exploit
the mineral wealth of their traditional
lands with a clear conscience. FMG
can even look good by offering the
poor blackfellas “training and jobs”

and thus create a local workforce for
FMG’s mines and save the cost of a
“fly in-fly out” workforce.

Indeed, 40 years ago in the early
1970s during the pitch of mining
development when Roebourne was
invaded by thousands of heavy drink-
ing construction workers, and when
the bulk beer sales at the Victoria
Hotel put it amongst the top five
hotels in the state, young girls were
taken advantage of. But this is defi-
nitely not the Roebourne of today. Mr
Forrest’s statement about the “little
girls” in Roebourne is deeply hurtful,
especially to the women and girls of
the community.

What makes this even more
offensive is the link Andrew Forrest
made between the alleged “deprav-
ity” of the Roebourne girls and
his rejection of a fair and equita-
ble agreement with Yindjibarndi
Aboriginal Corporation (YAC),
because, as he stated, “I am not going
to encourage with our cash that kind
of behaviour.”

Mr Forrest apparently wishes to
persuade the Australian public that
payment of proper compensation,
to YAC — the chosen representative
institution and the corporate trustee
of the Yindjibarndi People — will
somehow result in the exacerbation
of the “depraved” behaviour he alleg-
edly encountered in the streets of
Roebourne. Nothing could be further
from the truth, and Mr Forrest knows
this, because YAC has written to him
directly to express the community
purposes to which all compensation
would be directed by YAC, namely:
long-term, autonomous self-devel-
opment, not just in resources, but in
“for-community-benefit” businesses;
and in diverse commercial enterprises
to fund health and housing, education,
training and employment, in ways that
promote the long term survival of the
distinct culture of the Yindjibarndi
People.

Yindjibarndi elder Ned Cheedy with his great grandson.

Mr Forrest’s double standards
are plain when he calls payments to
other, non-Indigenous, landholding
interests, a “royalty” or “license fee”,
but payments to Aboriginal people
is “mining welfare”. With regard
to under-employment of Aboriginal
people, Andrew Forrest has said,
“We have to stop this racism of low
expectations” (Yakety Yak). The
slur about how Yindjibarndi would
misuse royalty payments is Andrew
Forrest’s “racism of low expecta-
tions” — a racism of low expectations
that he wishes to formalise in an
“agreement” that will be binding on
all future generations of Yindjibarndi
people.

Mr Forrest’s self-serving stories

do not rest with his reference to
Aboriginal girls in Roebourne. His
repeated assertion that the majority of
Yindjibarndi support his agreement is
another falsehood; as was his asserted
“duty, to negotiate with the majority
of the Yindjibarndi community”. Mr
Forrest’s duty, under the native title
law, was to ensure FMG negotiated
openly and fairly with YAC, as the
authorised representative institution
of the Yindjibarndi People.

Instead, under his watch, FMG
encouraged dissent by misleading
some Yindjibarndi members into
believing that they would be entitled
to nothing if YAC did not accept
what FMG was offering; and then
assisted and funded those members

to establish a splinter corporation
(which owes no fiduciary obligations
to the Yindjibarndi People) to take the
benefit of the annual cash payments
under the proposed agreement to
which it is not even a party.

It seems Mr Forrest needs to tell
stories of “depravity” in Aboriginal
communities, so he can put himself
forward as the “humanitarian” philan-
thropist who will rescue Aboriginal
people from themselves — all the
while dispossessing traditional owners
of the rights they are due from their
ancestral lands.

The community of Roebourne
deserves a fair go, and demands an
apology. &

“Everything on
the line” in Newcastle

Newecastle fitters working for a rich
global mining equipment manu-
facturer will this week intensify
industrial action as they maintain
their battle to achieve pay equality.

Australian Manufacturing
Workers’ Union (AMWU) delegate
Benn Billingsley said the mem-
bers from German owned Schenck
Process, were determined not to
back down despite being locked out
by their Australian management in
December.

“They’ve put everything on
the line and I’m really proud of
them. It’s been tough for some
of them with young families and
some being on single incomes. But
they’re holding out strong.”

He said members from both the
AMWU and Australian Workers’
Union were unhappy at receiving
significantly less than their col-
leagues in Queensland and had
asked to be paid equally.

“The company want to pay

more money to another guy, in
another state for the same job
and the same skills,” said Mr
Billingsly. “We disagree with that
whole-heartedly.

“Our pay rate doesn’t reflect the
industry we work in. Management
are happy to send us onto mine
sites and we believe that our pay
should more accurately reflect pay-
ment of the mining industry.”

Both unions have repeatedly
asked to see profit and loss state-
ments for the company’s Australian
operations — only to be denied
access. Last year the Schenck
reportedly made a global profit of
$640 million.

AMWU site organiser Jim
O’Neill said members would
selectively exercise their protected
industrial action options through-
out the coming weeks until the
company reconsidered the union’s
proposal. &

More jobs to go as Qantas
wields the axe

Qantas has announced that it
is axing 500 jobs from various
locations. These operational and
support roles are vital to maintain-
ing smooth passenger services and
support for various maintenance
functions, and will impact on the
quality of Qantas’ overall service.

Victoria will be the hardest hit
by the job losses, with the majority
of job cuts likely to be white collar
jobs at the Tullamarine maintenance
base.

The Australian Services Union
(ASU) has condemned Qantas’
announcement of job cuts as unnec-
essary and short-sighted, sacrificing
livelihoods and the long-term effi-
ciency of the airline for short-term
cost-cutting.

Denying Qantas management’s
claim that the job cuts are neces-
sary, the union pointed to:

* Profit of $202 million in the

half-year to 31 December, despite
the damage to the brand caused
by management’s decision to
ground the airline.

« Eight percent increase in
passenger traffic at Melbourne
airport, or 2 million more
passengers assisted by customer
service staff, reflected in
increased passenger revenue for
the half-year.

e Continuing high performance,
quality of service and improved
staff efficiency.

“This business success reflects
the efforts of Qantas workers to
improve efficiency and quality of
service,” said Victorian ASU branch
secretary Ingrid Stitt.

“These workers have contrib-
uted to sustained profits, but still
they’re being thrown to the dogs
by Qantas. This is clearly not about
efficiency. It’s not about growing

a sustainable business, because

our members are doing that, and
they’re being punished for it. It’s
about Qantas executives in a deter-
mined effort to shift the economic
benefit of the national carrier out of
Victoria.”

The ASU also pointed to the
lack of action by the Victorian gov-
ernment in the loss of more jobs
from Qantas’ Victorian operations.

“[Premier] Mr Baillieu said the
other day - before any workers had
been told that they might lose their
jobs - that he doesn’t want to get
involved because it’s a matter for
Qantas bosses to do as they wish.
Well | think most Victorians do
expect government to take action
to protect jobs and the Victorian
economy,” said Ms Stitt.

The ASU will be seeking
urgent meetings with Qantas
management. &
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Our uranium fuelled
Fukushima

David Noonan

Australian uranium fuelled the
Fukushima nuclear disaster yet our
governments have just approved
the world’s largest uranium project
in BHP Billiton’s proposed new pen
pit mine at Roxby Downs.

“We can confirm that Australian
obligated nuclear material was at the
Fukushima Daiichi site and in each
of the reactors — maybe five out of
six, or it could have been all of them;
almost all of them”.

This frank smoking gun admission
by Dr Floyd, the Director-General of
the Australian Safeguards and Non-
Proliferation Office (ASNO) in the
Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade came some seven months after
the Fukushima crisis had started to
unfold. It is quite likely this Australian
uranium came from Roxby Downs
in SA.

Denial runs deep in the nuclear
industry. The nuclear utility TEPCO
and the Japanese government lacked
capacity and preparedness to respond
to the inherent nuclear risks that
reactors imposed on their society. Fire
fighters from Tokyo had to risk their
lives and health to try to control the
failing Fukushima nuclear reactors
as they exploded and burnt and the
reactor cores melted down spewing
radiation over nearly 10 percent of
Japan.

Uranium mining companies in
Australia are in denial. They cited
“commercial in confidence” so as not
to disclose their contracts and not to
reveal which reactors were fuelled
with their uranium.

The radioactive tailings produced
by uranium miners need to be isolated
from the environment for far longer
than recorded human history — in
effect forever.

However, Olympic Dam mine is
a dam designed to leak an average
of three million litres of liquid
radioactive waste a day from the
tailings storage facility through
decades of mining up to 2050.

The federal and SA governments
agreed to surface dumping of the
tailings rather than to require best
practice disposal into the pit.

They agreed that the company
does not have to rehabilitate the
proposed one kilometre deep pit that
will be left to form a hyper-saline
contaminated lake of some 350 metres
in depth as a permanent scar on the
landscape. Some 3.5 million litres
a day of saline groundwater will be
lost to the pit in perpetuity as it cuts
through the local aquifers.

The world’s largest and richest

mining company has been allowed
to avoid paying for environment
protection measures and mine
rehabilitation costs of some many
hundreds of millions of dollars.

The federal government gave
election policy commitments that they
have failed to deliver:

“Labor will accordingly only
allow the mining of uranium under
the most stringent conditions”.

And: “Ensure that Australian
uranium mining, milling and
rehabilitation is based on world’s best
practice standards”.

How did the SA government
perform in exercising their
responsibilities after Fukushima?

Indigenous people bear a
disproportionate burden of impacts
from uranium mining and this will
certainly continue to be the case in
SA under the Roxby Indenture deal
“negotiated” by the state with BHP
Billiton that is being pushed through
Parliament with bi-partisan support.

BHP Billiton is not bound by
the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1988 in
the “Stuart Shelf Area” of some 1.5
percent of the area of SA around the
Olympic Dam mine.

Aboriginal heritage obligations
that apply to every other miner or
developer do not apply to the Big
Australian for the 70-year extended
period of the Roxby Indenture, and
the state further agreed that this can
only be changed in future with the
agreement of the company.

In response to a question by
Mark Parnell, Greens MLC in the
Legislative Council, a Minister
acknowledged that:

“l have been advised that BHP
insisted that the current arrangements
continue and they were not prepared
to consider changes to that ... and the
government did not consult further
than that”.

Olympic Dam has an option to
produce and trade in copper and gold
and leave the uranium and the rest
of the radioactive wastes at the mine
site and not fuel further nuclear risks
around the world.

The state owns the minerals but
chose to approve a project that seeks
to lock in uranium sales. In 2007,
BHP Billiton proposed a switch from
processing a copper product on the
mine site, as has been the case at
Roxby since 1988, to the new open
pit mine producing a uranium-infused
bulk copper concentrate for direct
sale to China.

This precedent sale of uranium in
concentrates is not sanctioned under
any of Australia’s nuclear treaties and
bilateral uranium sales agreements

and BHP Billiton’s plan requires a
new or amended nuclear treaty with
China that would further undermine
our so-called “nuclear safeguards”.

Federal Environment Minister
Tony Burke signed off on the
company’s plans and granted
approvals for the proposed
infrastructure, processing and
transport for the concentrate, pre-
empting the negotiation and signing
of a nuclear treaty, its presentation
to the Federal Parliament and a
required inquiry by the Joint Standing
Committee on Treaties, and a
subsequent decision on whether to
ratify, to amend or to reject the treaty.

Commercial vested interests
of uranium mining companies are
writing the script for Australia’s
uranium sales deals under both Liberal
and now ALP federal governments.

Now Prime Minister Julia Gillard
wants to write down Australia’s
commitments to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (the NPT) to sell
uranium to India — locked in a nuclear
arms race with Pakistan and facing
the rise of nuclear terrorism.

India has an ongoing nuclear
weapons program, has failed to sign
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty
and reserves a right to further test
nuclear weapons, and its so-called
civilian nuclear sector has extensive
military links.

A nuclear deal with India would
suit BHP Billiton’s interests in
potentially providing a second market
country for the uranium-infused
bulk copper concentrate from their
proposed new open pit mine, and
to allow them to lay off some of
the increased uranium yellowcake
production from the pit onto one of
very few remaining potential nuclear
markets in the shadow of Fukushima.

The illusion of protection in
uranium sales will further unravel as
the book-keeping exercise in ASNO’s
so-called “nuclear safeguards” may
fail to track uranium in concentrates
in non-transparent China, as the
developing world struggles with
nuclear risks that Japan was unable
to contain, and as Australian uranium
continues to fuel nuclear insecurity
across the world.

It does take some five to six
years to dig the pit just to reach the
radioactive ore at Roxby.

South Australia should come
to its senses and recognise our
society’s responsibilities to get out
of the uranium trade and not be made
complicit in nuclear risks for BHP
Billiton’s vested interests.

Source: Adelaide Voices &

Melbourne

Public Forum
Fair Trade or Free Trade?

Thursday 1st March — 6:00-8:00pm

Room 81, Corner of Queensberry and
Lygon Sts. Entrance on Queensberry St.

Speakers include: Ged Kearney
(Australian Council of Trade Union),

Prof Jane Kelsey (Uni of Auckland),

Dr Kyla Tienhaara (Australian National
Uni), Dr Deborah Gleeson (Public Health
Association Australia). Facilitator:

Dr Patricia Ranald (AFTINET).

RMIT City Campus, Building 56, Level 4,

Fair Deal or No Deal
In Trans-Pacific Free Trade Agreement

Public Forum
TPPA and Access to Medicines

Monday 5th March - 6:00-7:30pm

University of Melbourne, Executive
Lounge, 1st Fl, Alan Gilbert Building,
161 Barry St, (Grattan St corner),
Melbourne.

Speakers include: Ms Sanya Reid-Smith
(Third World Network), Mr John Rock (APN
+ People Living With HIV in the Asia Pacific
Region), Mr Matt Cleary (Medecins Sans
Frontieres).

Lunch Time Rally
Fair Deal or No Deal

Thursday 8th March — 12:30 to 1:15pm

Forecourt of the Melbourne
Entertainment and Exhibition Centre,
enter from the Convention Centre Place
or from Clarendon Street, Melbourne.

Further details closer to the event.

For more information see
www.aftinet.org.au
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The latest figures in the Productivity Commission’s report on
government services show that nearly nine percent of patients
deferred seeing their GP last year because of the out-of-pock-
et expense. It is a significant jump from 2009, when about six
percent of Australians held off a visit to a doctor because
of the cost. As a result, many people go to get free treat-
ment in overcrowded public hospitals. In 2010, more than 2.1
million patients turned up at public hospital emergency depart-
ments with conditions that a GP could handle, the commission
report says. Bulk billing rates remain quite high, which means
that about 80 percent of GP visits are free to the patient.

Australia is the only country in the world which has limited its
humanitarian intake of refugees by creating a numerical link with
asylum seekers arriving by boat. Tens of thousands of residents
trying to bring persecuted family members to Australia on spe-
cial humanitarian visas stand practically no chance of doing so
because of the program cut to just 750 places. Only 149 places
are left for the next six months, despite the backlog of 20,500
people with family links to Australia, including 12,000 hus-
bands, wives or children seeking resettlement. The cut in special
humanitarian places is dramatic — 3,000 visas were granted last
year in this category and 9.000 in 2003. The Refugee Council
of Australia wants the government to scrap its linking of the two
programs, whereby each visa granted to a boat arrival causes
one place to be lost from the special humanitarian program.

Tony Abbott said he wanted to introduce a Medicare-funded
scheme providing universal, non means-tested dental care as
an “aspirational” target when the federal budget returns to a
strong surplus. His costing for the scheme was $4 billion a year.
Nobody can deny the importance of affordable dental schemes.
It is believed that 35 percent of the population is not getting
adequate dental care because of the costs involved. 7.5 mil-
lion Australians say they delay or go without dental treatment
because of financial reasons or lack of access. Australian Dental
Association president pointed out that Mr Abbott’'s costings are
way off target and about $13 billion is needed for the scheme
to work. The ADA wants the government to consider a targeted,
means-tested scheme with funding directed to the 35 percent
of the population which does not get adequate dental care.

Political expenditure by lobby groups is fascinating. Tobacco
retailers and companies spent $13 million in donations to the
Coalition parties and campaigning against plain packaging.
The Coalition accepted donations from cigarette makers British
American Tobacco ($185,000) and Philip Morris ($79,000).
The Greens and the ALP do not accept tobacco industry dona-
tions. The resources sector fought against a modified mining
tax with $6 million spent on anti-tax campaign. Registered
clubs spent $1m lobbying against anti-pokies legislation.
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Australia’s policies failing long te
Jobless and people with disabilitie

Bernadette Smith

As part of Social Inclusion Week 2011,
the then Minister for Social Inclusion,
Tanya Plibersek, outlined the Australian
government’s social inclusion agenda in
its “Foundations for a Stronger, Fairer
Australia” report. It includes improving
outcomes for people living with disability
and helping jobless families with children
to “increase work opportunities, improve
their parenting and build their capacity”.
This will be achieved through partnerships
between government, business and the not-
for-profit sector targeting disadvantaged
groups such as the long term jobless and
Indigenous Australians. Curiously there’s no
mention of providing secure, remunerative
employment for targeted groups through
actual job creation or affirmative action.

The report foreshadows private sector
outsourcing of government programs designed to
address disadvantage. This risks commodifying
society’s most vulnerable, particularly where
public accountability is lacking and perverse
profit incentives exist. Instead of protecting end
users from endemic exploitation in the privatised
job service and charity sectors, the government
ostensibly is moving towards deregulation
with planned reforms to “cut red tape”. Their
consultation process seems limited to business
and non-government stakeholders despite the
report’s stated aim of helping clients “Have a
voice so that they can influence decisions that
affect them”.

The government’s agenda seems less
about alleviating poverty than delegating non-
government organisations to act upon a mute,
deficient other. Instead of empowering the
disadvantaged the government will outsource
supervisory control over them by private
agencies that are mainly answerable to their
shareholders. Rather than being informed by an
evidence-based approach, the report’s blanket
value judgement that jobless families with

Australia’s underclass has grown
significantly along with rising inequality since
the ascendant global influence of economic
rationalists such as Milton Friedman from the
mid 1970s. The dominant economic paradigm
now dictates that it is harder to control inflation
if unemployment falls below 4.5 percent.
To ensure constant downward pressure on
consumables and labour costs, the bottom third
in our society or Fourth World must be denied
any kind of disposable income beyond the basic
necessities of life. Hence our governments
have sustained policies of economic apartheid
to produce a permanent class of marginalised
unemployed and underemployed Australians.

Controlling the power of unions,
casualisation of the workforce and privatisation
of state infrastructure, essential services and
public enterprises brought this about. Import
tariff reductions have caused most of our
manufacturing industries to be outsourced
offshore and what remains is a tenuous labour
market.

Labour hire is now a market driven
commodity generating a stressful, lack of
control over the lives of jobseekers forced to
eke out a precarious existence on the margins
of our economy. This “flexible” workforce is a
revolving door of untenured, low paid and under/
unemployed workers lacking job security and
protection. They belong to what Noam Chomsky
calls a “precariat” (dependant on chance) and
Australia’s disadvantaged target groups are at
the very bottom of this precariat.

This is why social inclusion initiatives
simply cannot work without the government
undertaking full employment through public
sector expansion as happened in the 30 years
following World War I1. The Local Government
Association alone has identified enough jobs
needing to be done that if funded could provide
long term employment for all Australia’s
unemployed. Never mind the abundance of jobs
which could be funded in the creative industries,
health, education and new green enterprises if

electorate and as a person living with disabilities.
I also spoke to her office staff and contacted
the Australian Social Inclusion Board through
the Department of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet website. | proposed that the government
as part of its social inclusion initiatives establish
affirmative action for taxpayer funded service
providers to ensure people with disabilities
are given priority in employment within these
organisations.

As a first step whenever government
departments issue new service provision
contracts they should include contractual
obligations to employ suitably qualified
disadvantaged jobseekers such as those with
disabilities and the long term unemployed.
This may require employment quotas of at least
10 to 20 percent and a compliance regime of
issuing exemplary damages against companies
and NGOs that fail to comply.

Independent oversight could be provided
with a well-resourced Ombudsman to defend
the rights of people with disabilities seeking
part-time work. It could be financed by a levy
on private sector organisations that benefit from
taxpayer funding. Current anti-discrimination
and equal opportunity laws are too onerous for
jobseekers with disabilities; instead the onus
of proof should be on government-subsidised
employers to prove that they are employing
enough Australians with disabilities through
positive discrimination.

Publicly financed charities and non-
profit groups should not be exempt from the
requirement to provide affirmative action in
their internal hiring practices. The government
is already talking about a regulator and
reform of publicly funded non-profits so it
wouldn’t involve much more effort to ensure
disadvantaged jobseekers are given every
opportunity to participate as paid workers within
them rather than as volunteers. | also asked if
there have been any costings done around such
proposals before or whether there had been any
cost/benefit analysis for implementing such a

The Local Government Association alone has identified
enough jobs needing to be done that If funded could provide
long term employment for all Australia’s unemployed.

children need help to “improve their parenting”
smacks of class paternalism. Its underlying
assumption is not far removed from Opposition
leader Tony Abbot’s assertion that lowly paid
workers and the unemployed are only in that
position because of individual character flaws.

Peddling a myth

With the ink barely dry on parliament’s
apology to the Aboriginal Stolen Generation
and British child migrants the government and
often self-serving church-based service providers
are again peddling the myth that disadvantaged
families are somehow dysfunctional and
in need of intervention. Since the Northern
Territory Intervention affecting Aboriginal
communities began, reported rates of suicide
and self-harm have more than doubled and
indigenous incarceration has increased by 40
percent (“Closing the Gap Monitoring Report™).
Ominously, social security amendments will
spread dehumanising intervention measures
such as compulsory income management to
Centrelink recipients throughout Australia
starting with ten priority sites like Bankstown,
Sydney. Future parliaments may well have
to apologise for another shameful chapter in
Australia’s history while business, church and
state seem set to ride the next new wave of
institutional abuse of our nation’s vulnerable
underclass.

the benefits of Australia’s resources boom were
spread more evenly. As Nugget Coombs had
observed this would be more in keeping with the
spirit of legislation which reserves underground
minerals for the benefit of the whole nation or
Commonwealth of Australia.

In addition the nature of work itself needs
to be re-defined to recognise the underpaid
contributions of Australia’s cultural workers.

The only other possible alternative to
maintaining a society underpinned by social
exclusion without creating full employment
is to share the burden of inflation-controlling
policies among all sections of Australian society.
This means rationing the decent jobs so that
even the socially privileged receive their turn of
unemployment. Then the precariat would have
social mobility ensuring no one suffers economic
hardship from underemployment for more than
a few months in their lifetime. This way the
adverse effects of managing inflation wouldn’t
only fall on those without class connections but
be rotated equitably.

Social inclusion

A more practical way to bring about social
inclusion would be to employ Australia’s
disadvantaged within all publicly funded private
enterprises and the public service. To this end
I wrote to then Minister for Social Inclusion,
Tanya Plibersek, both as a member of her

proposal.

At the time of writing | am still waiting
to hear back from either the Social Inclusion
Board or my parliamentary representative
regarding this proposal for affirmative action.
Although there has been a dearth of official
information on truly effective ways to bring
about social inclusion a relevant online article
was published in Cathnews in April last year by
Frank Quinlan, head of Catholic Social Services.
He suggested one place to start employing
people with disabilities was in the Australian
public service and seemed to shift the blame
for the lack of employment opportunities for
the disadvantaged on to the public sector.
However in my experience the biggest barriers
to employing people with disabilities lie in the
ever expanding private sector.

Private and public

At least in the public service there is
an independent public service exam and
government departments are required to publicly
advertise job vacancies. Whereas private sector
service providers funded by the public purse
have no requirement to ensure merit-based
employment in their internal hiring practices and
nepotism is rife. People with disabilities have no
recourse to freedom of information laws in that
regard as commercial confidentiality clauses are
inevitably invoked to avoid scrutiny.

Rather than a mature age teacher, retrenched
office worker or qualified jobseeker with
disabilities being given a chance at these jobs
you are more likely to find a well connected
Young Liberal gap year kid working as a client
supervisor in the privatised job or disability
service sector. Often sham job training for clients
is provided in-house by staff who are not even
required to have teaching qualifications while
jobseekers that do are denied the opportunity
to work there.

Frank is right on the money though when
he informs us: “Like other major employers,
the Catholic Church could also lead the charge
to ensure there are opportunities for those
experiencing disabilities and other barriers.”
There are perhaps hundreds of thousands of
adult survivors of clergy abuse in Australia most
of whom are given very little help to move on
with their lives.

Former Catholic survivors are left with
debilitating traumas yet face discrimination
in employment at Catholic schools. Any job
applicant must show their academic and school
record as part of the selection process and former
Catholic school pupils identified as “Catholic”
on their school record are automatically expected
to supply a reference from their parish priest
showing they are in good standing within the
church. For survivors of clergy abuse who have
been sexually assaulted as children by their
parish priest or figures of authority within the
church, obtaining a reference is too traumatic
and raises an impossible bar.

Paradoxically a jobseeker brought up
as a Protestant or Muslim stands a better
chance of being employed within Catholic
institutions than abused former Catholics, as
they are not required to provide a reference
from their parson or imam. This accounts for
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why Catholic schools have never before had
such a high proportion of non-Catholic staff
because a generation of clergy abuse survivors
are effectively locked out.

After the Pope’s World Youth Day apology
one such survivor asked a local bishop to exempt
clergy abuse survivors from the requirement to
provide a reference from their local parish priest
when seeking employment at diocesan schools.
Since his diocese was one of Australia’s clergy
abuse epicentres it would have been a practical
gesture of reconciliation but his answer was:
“Well go to Job Network!” (Or to be precise
Centacare job agency). But Centacare, like most
other job service providers, is making headlines
for all the wrong reasons for using jobseekers as
pawns in their game of rorting taxpayer funds.
Cold Comfort Farm there.

Relying on the charitable instincts of
churches, charities and businesses is not
a particularly effective way of employing
disadvantaged groups. So rather than self-
regulation, the government must ensure
publicly funded institutions don’t discriminate
against people living with disabilities and
others. Public subsidies for non-government
service providers should be tied to affirmative
action obligations to employ the disadvantaged
within their organisations. Australia will never
be an inclusive, fair society without equitable
distribution of paid, secure employment for
people living with disabilities and the long term
underemployed.

Bernadette Smith is an artist, writer and
educator living with disabilities. She is also
a media producer of online content and
former Vice President of Octapod, a not
for profit independent arts and new media
organisation.

bemadettesmithwriting.blogspot.com &

Rich London, poor London
— a tale of two cities

What would Charles Dickens, born 200
years ago this year, make of Britain’s
inequality in the 21st century wonders
David Hewitt?

As Britain celebrates the bicentenary of
Charles Dickens, born February 7, 1812,
his works have arguably never been more
popular. Book sales are soaring, big-budget
TV adaptations are drawing in millions of
viewers, and specially themed exhibitions
are being held in museums up and down
the country. At the same time, it could also
be argued, the central themes of his works
have never seemed more relevant.

Driven by his own experiences of child-
hood poverty, the writer rallied against
inequality, using his work to bring attention
to what he regarded as some of the key social
issues of his time: childhood poverty, rising
inequality and high levels of unemployment.
Given that these very same issues still domi-
nate the news agenda in modern-day Britain,
it’s only too tempting to speculate what
Dickens would have made of London today.
Is the city, heralded as the finance capital of
the world, still home to children living in
“Dickensian” conditions on the margins of
society?

My guess is that Dickens would be sur-
prised at today’s level of inequality.

Certainly, the situation has improved
since the Hungry Forties, as the 1840s were
known, when children were quite literally
starving on the streets of London, or else
living miserable lives in workhouses or as
child prostitutes. As Alex Werner, curator of
the Dickens and London exhibition at the
Museum of London, notes: “Unemployment
benefit, old age pension, a national health
service and compulsory education for all
children would seem to Dickens a great step
forward from what he had experienced dur-
ing his lifetime in the Victorian period.”
Nevertheless, he adds, “My guess is that
Dickens would be surprised at today’s level
of inequality.”

That Dickens would be surprised is,
in itself, hardly surprising. In a year when
London is to host the Olympics — at a report-
ed cost of up to US$38 billion — and with a
select few in the banking sector continuing
to be rewarded with substantial salaries and
bonuses, levels of relative child poverty in
England are worse than they are in every
other developed country in Europe. Quite

living in the capital are being disproportion-
ately damaged by poverty and inequality.

Moreover, despite the rhetoric of politi-
cians, prospects for many of those at the bot-
tom rung of the social ladder look set to get
bleaker rather than brighter as they are hit by
a perfect storm of economic challenges. Just
recently, the Institute of Fiscal Studies esti-
mated the number of children living below
the poverty line will rise by 800,000 by 2020.
And again, it will be those living in London
who will suffer worst from a combination of
rising unemployment, increased living costs
and welfare cuts.

Already, charities working with local
communities within London have seen a
marked rise in families making use of soup
kitchen and food banks. However, a return
to the realities of Victorian London, when

According to the Campaign to End Child

Poverty, four in ten London children now live in
households where there is just US$16 per person
per day to cover everything, including utility bills.

simply, even the briefest of looks at London
in 2012 reveals a tale of two cities.

A socially segregated
country

According to the Campaign to End Child
Poverty (ECP), four in ten (or 650,000)
London children now live in households
where there is just US$16 per person per day
to cover everything, including utility bills. In
Tower Hamlets, the local authority set to host
the 2012 Games, 52 percent of children live
in poverty just a stone’s throw from the riches
of the City, while in the borough of Islington,
the figure stands at 43 percent. Compare this
to child poverty levels of just seven percent
and five percent for the constituencies of
Prime Minister David Cameron (Whitney)
and his deputy Nick Clegg (Sheffield Hallam)
respectively and the image you get is of a
socially segregated country where children

Dickens and his contemporaries could not
have failed to see poor children on the streets
of London, is unlikely. Rather, campaign-
ers warn, severe poverty can manifest itself
in different ways and can often be hidden.
So, while some children will live in obvious
squalor, others may look like they are fine,
even though their parents are struggling to
buy food or clothing. Others still could be
racking up significant levels of debt on credit
cards or payday loans while managing to
keep up the appearance of getting by.

A lost generation

However it manifests itself, childhood
poverty can cause lasting damage, both to
individuals and whole communities. Just a
few days after his 12th birthday, with his
father struggling under the weight of the fam-
ily debts, Dickens was sent to work in a shoe
polish factory on the banks of the Thames. “It
was wonderful to me,” he would write, “how

I could have been so easily cast away at such
an age.” It is this “casting away” of a whole
generation of Londoners that many charities
fear will be the ultimate result of rising levels
of child poverty in the capital. “Living below
the poverty line can trap children into a cycle
of poor performance at school and reduced
job prospects,” explains Sally Copley,

UK head of poverty at Save the Children.
“Education is the best route out, but at every
stage there is a huge divide between how
those from poor backgrounds perform in rela-
tion to their peers.” Moreover, early year’s
poverty has also been linked with a range of
mental and physical health problems, again
exacerbating the problem and casting the
future of a whole generation of Londoners
aside.

Rather than being simply an observer of
London in his day, Dickens was also a cam-
paigner for change, believing that, through
his journalism, novels and stories he could
be a force for good by encouraging his read-
ers to think about those less fortunate than
themselves. “In some cases, he was trying to
persuade government to intervene, for exam-
ple in relation to poor housing, sanitation and
education,” says Alex Werner. “In other areas
he was hopeful that wealthy people would
contribute generously to charities to help and
alleviate the condition of the poor.”

However, while relying on the wealthi-
est few to have their own Ebenezer Scrooge
moment and act according to their conscience
is all well and good, many campaigners
believe that the government needs to take
the lead. Just as the Coalition government’s
policies are driving an ever-widening wedge
between the richest and the poorest, it is
Westminster that needs to take the lead in
addressing both the root causes of child pov-
erty and the social and economic inequality
that exacerbates it, they argue. “It is wrong
that more than one child in four lives in
poverty in the seventh richest country in the
world,” says Sally Copley. “Obstacles like
high childcare costs, high energy prices and
a lack of jobs that pay a living wage make it
hard for parents to provide for their children
as they should. Tackling these three areas
would help the government to meet its target
of ending child poverty by 2020.”

New Internationalist &
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It’s time we recognised the
Blair government’s criminality

John Pilger

In the kabuki theatre of British
parliamentary politics, great
crimes do not happen and crimi-
nals go free. It is theatre after all;
the pirouettes matter, not actions
taken at remove in distance and
culture from their consequences. It
is a secure arrangement guarded
by cast and critics alike. The
farewell speech of one of the most
artful, Tony Blair, had “a sense of
moral conviction running through
it”, effused the television presenter
Jon Snow, as if Blair’s appeal to
Kabuki devotees was mystical.

That he was a war criminal was
irrelevant.

The suppression of Blair’s
criminality and that of his administra-
tions is described in Gareth Peirce’s
Dispatches from the Dark Side:
on torture and the death of justice,
published in paperback this month
by Verso. Peirce is Britain’s most
distinguished human rights lawyer;
her pursuit of infamous miscarriages
of justice and justice for the victims
of state crimes, such as torture and
rendition, is unsurpassed.

What is unusual about this
accounting of what she calls the
“moral and legal pandemonium” in
the wake of 9/11 is that, in drawing
on the memoirs of Blair and Alistair
Campbell, Cabinet minutes and MI16
files, she applies the rule of law to
them.

Advocates such as Peirce, Phil

Shiner and Clive Stafford-Smith have
ensured the indictment of dominant
powers is no longer a taboo. Israel,
America’s hitman, is now widely
recognised as the world’s most lawless
state. The likes of Donald Rumsfeld
now avoid countries where the law
reaches beyond borders, as does
George W Bush and Blair.

Deploying sinecures of “peace-
making” and “development” that
allow him to replenish the fortune
accumulated since leaving Downing
Street, Blair’s jackdaw travels are
concentrated on the Gulf sheikhdoms,
the US, Israel and safe havens like
the small African nation of Rwanda.
Since 2007, Blair has made seven
visits to Rwanda, where he has access
to a private jet supplied by President
Paul Kagame. Kagame’s regime,
whose opponents have been silenced
brutally on trumped-up charges, is
“innovative” and a “leader” in Africa,
says Blair.

Peirce’s book achieves the impos-
sible on Blair: it shocks. In tracing
the “unjustifiable theses, unrestrained
belligerence, falsification and wilful
illegality” that led to the invasions
of Afghanistan and Iraq, she identi-
fies Blair’s assault on Muslims as
both criminal and racist. “Human
beings presumed to hold [Islamist]
views were to be disabled by any
means possible, and permanently...
in Blair’s language a ‘virus’ to be
‘eliminated” and requiring ‘a myriad
of interventions [sic] deep into the
affairs of other nations’.” Whole

Fight for Honduras
workers supplying
UK supermarkets

honoured

A woman union leader has won a
prestigious award for her struggle
to support workers in Honduras
supplying bananas to British stores
for as little as £5 a day.

Iris Munguia, a former banana
worker herself, will next month
in Brussels receive a Silver Rose
prize from SOLIDAR, a network
of 56 non-governmental organi-
sations in over 90 countries that
promote social justice in Europe
and worldwide. The presentation
ceremony on March 6 will coincide
with events to mark International
Women’s Day.

Members of SOLIDAR in
Britain, the not-for-profit coopera-
tive Banana Link and the anti-pov-
erty charity War on Want expressed
delight at the award.

SOLIDAR secretary general
Conny Reuter said: “Iris Munguia
embodies what it means to be a
SOLIDAR Silver Rose Awards win-
ner. She is a worker who has strug-
gled for more solidarity and social
justice, who has paved the way
for a whole generation of woman
banana workers fighting for the rec-
ognition of their rights.”

Women workers in the Latin
American banana industry are often

victims of sexual harassment and
labour discrimination. Iris has cam-
paigned for decades for the rights
of workers, particularly women, in
the Chiquita packhouse where she
worked in La Lima, Honduras. She
has helped ensure wages for work-
ers on plantations which recognise
collective bargaining are higher

— £7 a day — than elsewhere. Last
year Iris was voted in as the first
female coordinator of COLSIBA,
the Coordinating Body of Latin
American Banana and Agro-
industrial Workers. This repre-
sents a major breakthrough within
the Latin American trade union
movement and a move that no
women banana workers would
have dreamed possible in previous
decades.

Banana Link and War on Want
are calling on the British govern-
ment to ensure that a bill is includ-
ed in the next Queen’s Speech to
create a watchdog in the UK to stop
supermarkets bullying their sup-
pliers. They say the regulation of
supermarket buyer power is vital to
the continuing international struggle
of Iris and the plantation workers
she represents for decent work and
an end to poverty. &

societies were reduced to “splashes
of colour” on a canvas upon which
Labour’s Napoleon would “re-order
the world”.

The very concept of war was
wrenched from its dictionary mean-
ing and became “our values versus
theirs”. The actual perpetrators of the
9/11 attacks, mostly Saudis trained to
fly in America, were all but forgotten.
Instead, the “splashes of colour” were
made blood-red — first in Afghanistan,
land of the poorest of the poor. No
Afghans were members of al-Qaeda;
on the contrary, there was mutual
resentment.

No matter. Once the bombing
began on October 7, 2001, tens of
thousands of Afghans were punished
with starvation as the World Food
Program withdrew aid on the cusp of
winter. In one stricken village, Bibi
Mahru, | witnessed the aftermath of
a single Mk82 “precision” bomb’s
obliteration of two families, including
eight children. “TB,” wrote Alistair
Campbell, “said they had to know
that we would hurt them if they don’t
yield up OBL.”

The cartoon figure of Campbell
was already at work on concocting
another threat in lIrag. This “yielded
up”, according to the MIT Centre
for International Studies, between
800,000 and 1.3 million deaths:
figures that exceed the Fordham
University estimate of deaths in the
genocide in Rwanda.

And yet, wrote Peirce, “the
threads of emails, internal government
communiqués reveal no dissent.”
Interrogation that included torture was
on “the express instructions... of gov-
ernment ministers”. On January 10,
2002, Foreign Secretary Jack Straw
emailed his colleagues that sending
British citizens to Guantanamo Bay
was “the best way to meet our counter
terrorism objective”.

He rejected “the only alter-
native of repatriation to the
United Kingdom”. (Later appoint-
ed “justice secretary”, Straw
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Tony Blair.

suppressed incriminating Cabinet
minutes in defiance of the Information
Commissioner). On February 6, 2002,
Home Secretary David Blunkett noted
that he was in “no hurry to see any
individuals returned to the UK [from
Guantanamo]”.

Three days later, Foreign Office
minister Ben Bradshaw wrote, “We
need to do all that we can to avoid
the detainees being repatriated to
the UK.” Not one of the people they
refer had been charged with anything;
most had been sold as bounties to the
Americans by Afghan warlords. Peirce
describes how Foreign Office officials,
prior to an inspection of Guantanamo
Bay, “verified” that British prisoners
were being “treated humanely” when
the opposite was true.

Immersed in its misadventure
and lies, listening only to their
leader’s crooned “sincerity”, the
Labour government consulted no
one who spoke the truth. Peirce cites

one of the most reliable sources,
Conflicts Forum, run by the former
British intelligence officer Alastair
Crooke, who argued that to “isolate
and demonise [Islamic] groups that
have support on the ground, the
perception is reinforced that the
west only understands the language
of military strength”. In wilfully
denying this truth, Blair, Campbell
and their echoes planted the roots of
the 7/7 attacks in London.

Today, another Afghanistan and
Iraq beckons in Syria and Iran, per-
haps even a world war. Once again,
voices such as Crooke’s attempt to
explain to a media salivating for
“intervention” in Syria that the civil
war in that country requires skilled,
patient negotiation, not the provo-
cations of the British SAS and the
familiar, bought-and-paid-for exiles
who ride in Anglo-America’s Trojan
Horse.
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Greek steel
celebrate 100 days

Steel workers of “Greek
Steelworks” celebrated 100 days
on strike and “We steelworkers
will be here till the victory”. This
clear and absolute promise was
made by the workers of “Greek
Steelworks”. They honoured their
strike once again with a concert
organised by the union. Militant
and working class songs, dancing
and enormous solidarity from
workers, farmers, students, young
people and ordinary people from
the popular strata marked the
concert.

They celebrated each day of the
100 days of strike against the cruel
and ruthless employer who had fired
65 workers, used blackmail for
the acceptance of the anti-worker
measures, reduced their wages by
50 percent and enforced a regime
of employment by rotation. From
the first moment of this magnificent
struggle PAME (All Workers Militant
Front) has been their firm support. In
these 100 days the strikers have had
the support and solidarity from the
popular strata throughout the country
and the entire world.

At the celebration of the 100 days

of the strike, the strikers witnessed the
strengthening of the practical solidar-
ity with their struggle. They received
important practical assistance, money,
food, household goods. In addition,
solidarity was expressed through
the presence of crowds of people
and representatives of class-oriented
trade unions of PAME, who gathered
outside the gates of the factory from
early on.

The solidarity with the heroic
strikers of “Greek Steelworks” is
not restricted by borders. Parties
and organisations, responding to the
call of the KKE (Communist Party),
PAME and the World Federation
of Trade Unions for international
solidarity supported the struggle with
statements, resolutions, mass demon-
strations, protest rallies outside Greek
embassies and consulates, visits to
Greece and expression of solidarity
at the gates of the factory, while they
offered important practical financial
assistance from their meagre resources
to the strikers. The value of this mas-
sive solidarity is inestimable.

Girogos Sifonios, president of
the union, stressed in his speech at
the rally: “100 days ago we began

workers

a big heroic struggle. We said no
to the blackmail of the employers
and chose, as we were obliged to
as workers, the path of honour and
decency, the path of struggle.” In
reference to the conclusions to be
drawn from the 100 days of the strike
he noted: “Our struggle constitutes
a major legacy for the labour move-
ment of our country and a glorious
page in its history.

“The hundred days of strike is
already a major victory for the striking
steelworkers and the solidarity of the
working class. It constitutes a major
victory against employer intimidation,
fatalism, class peace, the logic of the
lesser evil, the compromised logic of
employer and government-led trade
unionism, the multi-faceted pressure
to split us, to disorient us. It high-
lighted the strength of the workers, the
fact that without us nothing operates,
that we produce the wealth and the
employers appropriate it.”

He continued: “The steelworkers
acquired greater experience from the
100 days on strike. We are more expe-
rienced and stronger so as to continue
our struggle. We will continue to
convey the message to other factories

A protestor from the steel workers union shouts out slogans.

and companies. We are determined,
there is no other way.”

A similar solidarity concert is
scheduled at the second front which
has been opened in the region of the
other two factories of the company
“Greek Steelworks” in \Volos.

The following countries expressed
their solidarity:

Algeria, Argentina, Australia,
Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile,
Colombia, Costa Rica, Denmark,
France, Germany, Great Britain,
Honduras, India, Iran, Italy, Mexico,
The Netherlands, Lithuania, Pakistan,
Palestine, Panama, Peru, Portugal,
Russia, South Africa, Spain, Sweden,
Turkey, Venezuela, USA. &

Olympics tainted by BP, Dow

critics charge

Paddy McGuffin

The London Olympics risks being
toxically tainted by its links to
companies responsible for global
pollution, environmentalists and
human rights campaigners have
warned.

Games organisers have rejected
grave concerns over the involve-
ment of Dow Chemicals and oil
giant BP in the 2012 Olympics.

Amnesty International
condemned the International
Olympic Committee’s (I0C) deci-
sion to reject the India Olympic
Association’s call to terminate Dow
Chemicals’ sponsorship deal with
the London Games.

A toxic gas leak at the Union

Carbide plant in Bhopal in 1984
led to massive contamination and
the exposure of thousands of peo-
ple to methyl isocyanate and other
chemicals.

Some estimates put the death
toll as high as 25,000 and the
Bhopal factory site continues to
be heavily contaminated to this
day. Union Carbide denied it was
at fault, claiming that its factory
equipment had been sabotaged.

Dow bought Union Carbide in
2001 and while Amnesty does not
suggest they were directly culpa-
ble it argues that Dow has overall
responsibility.

Amnesty International head of
business and human rights Seema
Joshi said: “When Dow bought

Union Carbide, it bought liability
for the Bhopal disaster. As the 100
percent owner of Union Carbide,
Dow has the power to force its
subsidiary to face justice and has
responsibility for the cleanup of the
Bhopal site.

“Unbelievably the 10C says
Dow is committed to ‘good corpo-
rate governance’ — shocking when
you consider all the facts and that
the company denies liability for a
corporate disaster on the scale of
Bhopal, creating a toxic legacy for
London 2012.”

She said Olympic organisers
had repeatedly refused to meet
them to discuss their concerns. And
environmentalists including the UK
Tar Sands Network, Greenpeace

Eternit owners sentenced
to 16 years of prison

In a trial in Turin, Eternit own-
ers have been found guilty of
thousands of deaths and have been
sentenced to 16 years of jail. The
case is unprecedented and can be
exemplary for other producers
and distributors of deadly asbestos
worldwide.

On February 13 the Italian court
in Turin put a final dot in the case of
Eternit Group. The owners and man-
agers of the Group, Swiss billionaire
Stephan Schmidheiny, 65 years, and
Belgian Baron Louis de Cartier de
Marchienne, 91, have been found
guilty of ecological disaster entailing
deaths of thousands of workers and
members of the community of Casale
Monferrato in province of Piemonte,
Italy where a large enterprise of the

Group was located. Multimillion fines
have been imposed on the defendants.

The court accepted the prosecu-
tor’s charges against the asbestos
magnates for wilful and deliberate
environmental disaster by polluting
and scattering the asbestos killer
fibres and deliberate and wilful fail-
ure to implement precautions in the
work place.

The prosecutors Raffaele
Guariniello, Gianfranco Colace and
Sara Panelli during 62 hearings since
2009 showed how the defendants,
despite their clear understanding of
asbestos’ deadly consequences for
people and nature, chose to maintain
operation of Eternit factories for the
sake of profits. Relatives of almost
3,000 dead and ill victims exposed

to asbestos from 1952 until 1986 at
Eternit Group enterprises, welcomed
the guilty verdict with tears and
applause.

Pursuing a global ban on
asbestos for many years in partner-
ship with the global trade union
movement including the Building
Workers’ International (www.bwint.org),
the International Metalworkers
Federation and the International
Centre for Environmental
Management welcomed the deci-
sion of the court of Turin and hope
it will serve as a clear warning for
all producers, exporters and import-
ers of the deadly substance to stop
immediately all production and use
of asbestos all over the world. &

Involvement,

and Green London Assembly
member Jenny Jones have written
to Olympic organisers raising con-
cerns over BP’s role as a “sustain-
ability partner” to the forthcoming
Olympics.

They argue that the Deepwater
Horizon disaster, BP’s fossil fuel
extraction activities and involve-
ment in tar sands extraction mean
it is “one of the least sustainable
companies on Earth.”

UK Tar Sands Network co-
founder Jess Worth said: “The
choice of BP as Sustainability
Partner for the London 2012
Olympics sounds like a sick joke
considering its record of environ-
mental devastation around the world.

“There’s clearly an urgent need

for the Olympics organisers to
broaden their definition of ‘sustain-
ability’ and start applying it to their
choice of sponsor.”

Green MLA Jenny Jones told
the Morning Star: “It looks as if the
Games organisers are selling their
feel-good brand name to anyone
with a big check book.

“Companies like Dow
Chemicals and BP are hoping to
benefit from people’s positive
feelings towards the Olympics,
but there is a real danger that the
Olympics are being tainted by
association.”

The 10C and London Olympic
organisers Locog did not respond to
requests for comment.

Morning Star @

Perth
Australia-Cuba Friendship Society public meeting

EDUCATION FOR
LIBERATION

Behind Cuba’s education success

Speaker Nick Everett will examine Cuba’s
revolutionary education system, addressing the
question, What can we learn from Cuba’s example?

The public meeting will also hear from participants
of the 29th annual Southern Cross work/study
brigade to Cuba, held in January this year.

Saturday 10 March 2pm

State School Teachers Union
150 Adelaide Tce, East Perth

For more info, visit: www.acfs-perth.blogspot.com
Email: acfsperth@gmail.com Mobile: 0419 812 872
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China and India

India and China are very easy to
compare and contrast, both having
gigantic populations and both are
breaking at a similar period of
history from the underdevelopment
that imperialism had forced on
them up until the late 1940s. India
is the world’s biggest “democracy”
and so for propaganda purposes it
must be good and China is run by
evil communists with no freedoms
for the bourgeois to dictate and
for that reason it is portrayed
negatively.

We are so bombarded by images
of the middle-class and bourgeois
enjoying the good life in India that
most people believe that this is India
and hence this is only achieved by the
“freedoms” of a capitalist democracy
but the propaganda does not tell the
real story. In India there is outrageous
wealth sitting next to mass poverty
and the statistics of poverty prove this.

Half the population live below the
poverty line; this is more poverty than
all of Sub-Saharan Africa combined.

43 percent of India’s children under
five are underweight and this is the
largest number in the world. Only
money guarantees a right to have
access to a predominantly private
doctor sector in India so a lot miss
out with 50 percent of women going
through birth without any contact with
trained health workers.

There is an estimated 70 to 80
million child labourers, more than
anywhere else in the world. Pro
capitalist argue but the trickle down
affect will mean that one day into the
future all India will be middle-class
but since the Soviet Union collapsed,
all capitalist countries are now “demo-
cratically” reverting to more poverty
because poverty is a better option than
capitalists paying any tax.

China is a long way short of
what is acceptable from a communist
perspective but the point is that its ide-
ology is about a better future for all.

H Patterson
Vic

Climate denial bribery

The Sydney Morning Herald (Feb
16, 2012) ran a front-page story of
a US-based wealthy think-tank The
Heartland Institute paying money
to scientists to promote doubts
about climate change science.
Funds are provided by companies
that have financial interest in
continuing release of greenhouse
gases and do not appreciate any

government interference into their
activities.

One of the recipients of a monthly
payment is an Australian scientist who
is part of “high-profile individuals
who regularly and publicly counter
the alarmist anthropogenic global
warming message”. Corporations
will not stop at anything to make
sure their profits are intact. As to
those who serve as mouthpieces for
them — shame on you for selling out
your principles and integrity.

Mati English
Sydney

London, Melbourne
and riot police

The Victorian government is
planning to double its riot police
numbers because of rioting in
London last year. What? What
does Melbourne have to do with
London? It was not the numbers
of riot police that was a problem
in London anyway.

An independent panel set up after
London riots came to the conclusion
that it was police practices such as
”stop and search”, racial profiling
and general confrontational attitude
to communities that had “motivated”
some rioters. Besides, youth unem-
ployment is extremely high in Britain
and so you have a volatile mixture
ready to go off at a slight provocation.

Social problems of whatever ori-
gin cannot be solved by riot police.

DO YOU HAVE

SOMET

NGT0 SAY?

Uhcite a letter to the Editon

If anything, they will only aggravate
the problem. Jobs are being lost
every day now and Victoria is lead-
ing the way in this sad statistic. It is
the duty of the government to make
sure that people have decent jobs and
conditions. Money should be spent
on communities, not wasted on riot
police. Clearly, people with a job, a
home and a future don’t riot.
T Southern
Brisbane

Enough of the
teacher bashing

On Dr Ben Jensen’s report on
education, the problem with these
types of reports is that teachers
are rarely consulted regarding
education. When they are asked
to comment, it is often regarding

more localised issues.

What | believe Dr Jensen has
failed to take into account is the fact
that a large percentage of teachers
are either casual or temporary at
the moment. Many teachers are on
contract. The NSW Department of
Education and Training “Workforce
Plan” from last year states that they
employ around 49,000 permanent
teachers.

However, 33,000 people are cur-
rently “seeking permanent employ-
ment” as teachers. How can teachers
deliver quality lessons when they
don’t have any job security, nor even
know if they will be teaching the same
class again the next day? How can
they prepare their classes? What we
need is more permanent teachers not
more teacher bashing!

Brenda Kellaway
Newcastle
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Poor Barry O’Farrell! His years in the NSW
Opposition don’t seem to have taught him
anything. Now that he is in government, he
is behaving in exactly the same way as the
Labor party politicians he defeated.

Barry campaigned with vigour on the NSW
Central Coast where 1 live, no doubt made
aware by his staff that Labor’s kowtowing to
the coalmining companies had alienated support
from Labor almost everywhere on the Coast.

Driving through much of the lower Hunter
region for example is like taking a vacation on
the moon: a devastated landscape of discarded
topsoil and overburden, for kilometre after kilo-
metre. It is so unnatural and inimical to human
life that environmentalists take visitors up to
selected high points so they can look down on
the devastation for themselves. No arguments are
required: the sight alone is enough of a shock.

Activists have a surfeit of choice for issues
to campaign around. There is the Newcastle
coal loader (recipient of large amounts of public
money), a key component in making Newcastle
the world’s largest coal exporting port. Not a
claim one should actually want to be proud
of, considering the serious pollution that is an
inevitable concomitant of such operations.

There is the ever-present coal dust across
the Hunter Valley that covers everything from
washing to vineyards. Big billboards erected
by despairing vineyard owners proclaim: “If
we could eat or drink coal we’d be laughing!”

The vast increases in the number of coal
trains planned under Labor are set to continue
under O’Farrell and the Liberals. And why not?

The Libs are after all the party of big business
(and coal in NSW is definitely big business). The
ALP might have tried to usurp the Libs’ posi-
tion in this regard in recent years, but O’Farrell
knows that it rightly belongs to the Libs.

There is the threat to the Coast’s water sup-
ply from long-wall coal mining under the main
water catchment areas of the Central Coast.
Even Labor had to recognise the validity of that
particular threat, although they tried very hard
to fob it off, setting up a bogus “enquiry” that
sought no technical information from anyone
except the mining companies. When they did
not produce adequate information, the enquiry
shrugged and said, well, it’ll be all right anyway.

The enquiry panel was handpicked by devi-
ous Labor party heavyweight Frank Sartor and
chaired (a master stroke, this) by former Liberal
leader Kerri Chikarovski. To no one’s surprise,
the “enquiry” concluded that coal mining under
the Coast’s main water catchment valleys posed
no threat to any one or anything. Curiously, no
one gave it any credibility whatsoever.

But while campaigning for the NSW elec-
tions, Barry O’Farrell shamelessly courted the
disgruntled voters of the Central Coast, attend-
ing ant-mining rallies, posing for photographs
in the “Water Not Coal” tee-shirts of the main
anti-coal mining group, the Australian Coal
Alliance, and making promises.

At a rally held in Dooralong’s Woodbury
Park, Barry gave an absolute commitment that
under a Liberal government longwall coal
mining would not be allowed in the Wyong
water catchment valleys. “We will ensure

mining cannot occur here ... no ifs, no buts ...
a guarantee!”

This earned the Libs lots of favourable com-
ment in the region, and pushed the desperate
Labor government shortly before the election
to actually reject the proposal to develop the
longwall mine, known as Wallarah 2. But to
no avail: the Libs took the seat comfortably.

Once in office, however, it has been a dif-
ferent story. The owners of Wallarah 2, “Wyong
Areas Coal Joint Venture”, are in the process
of submitting a new application for the mine
to proceed. And where is “no ifs, no buts”
O’Farrell? Conspicuous by his silence.

This is not surprising to those of us who
were aware of O’Farrell’s class allegiances from
the off, but has come as a grave disappointment
to some of those who actually believed his
promises, who took him at his word (never a
wise thing to do with bourgeois politicians!).

The latest issue of our local community
Newsletter, The Rural Grapevine, contains a
plaintive letter from a local urging O’Farrell
to “Honour your promise Barry”. We can only
imagine the communications Barry O’Farrell
will have been getting from vested interests
with big budgets urging him in all manner of
sophisticated ways to do the right thing by the
big end of town.

The coal industry (in which we must include
the Coal Seam Gas industry) is a huge financial
bloc, commanding substantial advertising funds
as well as patronage and election funding.
Bourgeois politicians will not lightly gainsay
such a powerful lobby.

The proposed Wallarah 2 mine would pro-
duce coal for Kores, part of the South Korean
power industry. Our coal would be burned
overseas, but the greenhouse gasses produced
would affect us all.

Meanwhile, the fight goes on. Alan Hayes
of the Australian Coal Alliance, who became an
overt supporter of O’Farrell and the Libs after
Barry’s “no ifs, no buts” promise, now says
of the new proposal: “Nothing has changed!
Wallarah 2 are rolling out the same mishmash
with the hope that it will fly.

“There is no way the miners [mining
companies] can guarantee the security of the
water supply.”

He points out that the new $120 million
water transfer pipeline built to take water to the
Mangrove Dam for drought mitigation storage
draws its water from the Wyong water catch-
ment valleys where the proposed mine would
be situated!

The Rural Grapevine quotes “another Coast
resident” saying: “Coal mining is detrimental to
our health, air quality, quiet lifestyle, let alone
the impact it will have on our sensitive environ-
ment. Keep out, Kores, go back to Korea, we
don’t want you here!”

The same probably now applies to Barry
O’Farrell. And if it doesn’t, it will soon if
he continues his present policies. Of course,
he could always keep his promise. (Peals of
laughter offstage.)

I know, | know, | did not mean it to be taken
as a serious suggestion. | was just toying with
afancy. &
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here are two films this week

that are set in freezing cold
places where human life has only
a precarious foothold. The first is
Touching The Void (ABC2 Sunday
February 26 at 8.30pm), Kevin
MacDonald’s reconstructed docu-
mentary of a near-disastrous ascent
of a 21,000-foot mountain in Peru,
in 1985.

Made in 2003, MacDonald’s film
is based on the book of the same name
by Joe Simpson about his and Simon
Yates’ near fatal climb up the previ-
ously unclimbed West Face of Siula
Grande in Peru. They decide to do it
“Alpine style”, that is without a sup-
port team, no helicopters, no string of
supply dumps along the way, etc, just
the two climbers with all their gear
loaded in their back-packs.

They reach the summit OK, but
Simpson falls during the descent and
badly breaks his leg. Every move-
ment is agony, but Yates undertakes
to lower him 150 feet at a time rather
than leave him. An enormous storm
rages around them but they persevere,
until in the blinding blizzard, Simpson
eventually drops off a cliff and is sus-
pended by the rope in mid-air. Yates
arrests his fall, but cannot see or hear
him and waits for the signal to lower
him the next 150 feet, unaware that
Simpson is hanging over an enormous
crevasse.

After about an hour, Yates realises
that Simpson’s weight on the rope is

slowly pulling him towards the edge
too. Believing that Simpson must
already be dead, and expecting to die
himself, Yates cuts Simpson’s rope.
After surviving a subzero and stormy
night on the mountain, Yates descends
alone, looking for Simpson’s body
but cannot find it, because when he
cut the rope Simpson fell deep into
the crevasse.

Their base camp is manned by
Richard Hawking, a casual acquaint-
ance, a young tourist they met on
the way there who agreed to watch
their camp while they went up the
mountain. Devastated by the apparent
death of his partner, Yates staggers
in to the base camp alone, where he
stays to recover.

But Simpson is not dead, although
—lost in a deep crevasse with a broken
leg and no visible way out — he might
as well be. The re-enactment of his
escape from the crevasse, and his
subsequent crawling descent of the
mountain, spending days making his
painful way over rocks, almost dying
of thirst, and finally crawling into the
base camp the night before the day in
which the other two had decided to
leave, is a saga of physical and mental
courage and determination.

The film combines interviews
conducted with Simpson, Yates and
Hawking with extensive and very well
filmed re-enactments.

To my mind, the ambition to
be the first to climb a particular
mountain, or the first to scale one
particular side of some mountain, is
on a par with being the first to row an
aluminium bathtub across the Yangste.
What can it possibly contribute to the
progress or wellbeing of humanity?
Mountaineers, it seems to me, rec-
ognise the futility of their dangerous
pastime by their fatuous answer to the
question why do you want to climb
that mountain? “Because it’s there.”

he ABC’s strand of wildlife
documentaries screening
under the catchall title The Wild
Ones has so far dealt with sharks in
Sydney Harbour and Kangaroos in
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Canberra. Both have been interesting
and informative.

This week we travel further
afield, to Macquarie Island in fact,
to join Dr Dean Miller as part of the
61st Australian National Antarctic
Research Expedition in 2009.
Dr Miller would spend a year on
Macquarie Island as lead scientist on
the Fur Seal research team, studying
the return of the Antarctic fur seals
from the brink of extinction.

Conscious that this was a rare
opportunity, before he left home Dr
Miller bought himself the best high
definition video camera he could
afford. The result is the aptly titled
video documentary, Edge Of Nowhere
(ABC1 Tuesday February 28 at
8.30pm).

Macquarie Island is no ordinary
island: a tiny strip of land 35 kilo-
metres long and only five kilometres
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across at its widest point, it sits right
on the edge of Antarctica, battered
by freezing winds and huge seas.
There are no trees, just wind blown
grasses and small plants. And one of
the largest concentrations of wildlife
on the planet.

The research scientists on
Macquarie Island share the island —
and their outbuildings, porches, stores
and equipment — with four and half
million penguins, seals, skuas, Killer
whales, and a even a handful of rab-
bits. The latter are the last remaining
remnants of the scourge that the seal-
ers unleashed on to the island when
it was a base for the seal skin and
blubber trade.

The sealers almost wiped out the
seals, then started on the penguins.
The island’s shoreline is dotted with
rusting tanks once used for boiling
down the carcases. The slaughter must
have been unimaginable.

Today, apart from poachers, this
destructive approach to the world’s
wildlife is fortunately confined to
those countries that still practice whal-
ing, long-line fishing and deep-sea

Dean filming King Penguins — Edge Of Nowhere (ABC1 Tuesday February 28 at 8.30pm).

shark fishing. Hopefully, they will be
persuaded or forced to stop before the
animals they prey on are wiped out.

In the meantime, thanks to the
ending of the seal skin trade, the fur
seals are making a comeback.

Dr Miller, who is a young man,
delivers his own commentary, which
gives the program a certain non-
professional charm, but he does like
to talk about himself almost as much
as (perhaps more than) the island and
the wildlife. And not all his comments
impress one with this maturity: “I get
a real kick going out in the foulest
weather possible — pushing myself
to the edge.”

For most of the film, Dr Miller
is accompanied by another expedi-
tion member, a young woman named
Tessa, also presumably a scientist.
Although she shares his solo trek to
the tip of the island, he never tells us
anything about her, she never gets to
share her thoughts or observations
with us or take part in the commen-
tary. Sometimes he doesn’t even
remember to say “we” instead of “I”.
Decidedly odd. &
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Why the Greens are winnin

Bob Treasure

When the dark side of Australian
politics fulminates and fumes and
foams against them; when the likes
of Alan Jones, Andrew Bolt and
Paul Sheehan wax rabid about
their “crazy” policies; when the
Pells and Fred Niles blather about
their “godlessness”; when the
number 1 priority for Murdoch’s
media is to sling mud and vilify
them, day in, day out; when the
mining barons and captains of
industry bemoan their “socialistic”
tendencies; when all the major
parties combine to put their prefer-
ences last, then...

...then you know for sure the
Greens are doing something right!

By “right”, of course, is meant
“correct”. Since their establishment
in 1992, arising out of the inspiring
Franklin River protests in Tasmania
and running parallel with similar radi-
cally inclined movements in Europe
and the Americas, the Australian
Greens have not only survived, but
prospered.

Green growth

With the calm, earnest, dignified
and apparently incorruptible Dr Bob
Brown at the helm the Greens Party
has steadily grown to become a major
force in Australian politics — they
simply cannot be dismissed or brushed
aside, as many have sought to do.

Nationally, the Greens vote has
grown spectacularly from 2.4 percent
in 1996 to 13.1% in 2010, the last
election—an improvement of more
than 400% overall. After the 2010
triumph, Brown was able to quantify
the Greens vote at an aggregate of 1.6
million Australians.

Interest in, and membership of,
the Greens spiked during the Tampa
crisis of 2001 and continued rising
fast, leading up to the joint invasion of
Irag. Since then, growth in member-
ship has been slower, but the current
level of 10,000 is admirable, given
that the “old” parties’ numbers have
been in constant decline over the past
30 years. Nowadays the major parties
seem more interested in the whole
question of donations (as in the US),
preferring to rely on money and mass
advertising as their political lifeblood.

Apart from federal success, the
Greens now have significant repre-
sentation in every State and Territory
of the Commonwealth. As well, they
have over 100 local government
Councillors in Australia including 75
across NSW.

What is most notable about this
growth in support, however, is that it
has “rusted on”. The Greens do not
appear to suffer the fluctuations of
voting loyalty, the ups and downs of
poll-driven populist politics afflicting
other parties. Their growth is steady,
conscious, loyal, and having a very
real impact. What’s their secret?

Principled policies
Greens environmental policies
have been around for decades and
are finally being addressed, because
they have to be. They had understood
the science of Global Warming long
before Rudd discovered it as “the

The Greens showing support for workers rights at a rally for Ark Tribe in Sydney, 2010.

most pressing issue of our time” (and
then, when it got difficult, promptly
dumped it).

The Greens have consistently
argued for a tax on polluters, and
showed “Realpolitik” maturity in
negotiating Carbon Tax levels with
Gillard. While the other parties have
flip-flopped, dithered and smoke-
screened, they have never wavered.
Their intent has been clear, honest
and consistent.

The Greens have avoided the
many scandals of business bribery
and corruption because they persist-
ently support the efficient provision
of Public Services: Public Education,
Public Transport, Public Health and
Public Welfare — all of which are sub-
ject to public scrutiny via the ballot
box. Not so the privatising favours
doled out by the major parties, with
their odour of cronyism, corruption,
elitism, taxpayer rorts, and with the
constant aim of avoiding the respon-
sibility of governance.

Who would pay for the “exorbi-
tant costs” of Public Service delivery?
It’s not complicated: the rich, those
that can afford to pay more tax such as
mining companies, banks, and big pol-
luters. Most Australians agree: a fair
redistribution of the nation’s wealth.
No wonder Gina Rinehart wants to
smother this eminently obvious truth.

Peace with national independ-
ence is a readily identifiable Greens
policy which both major parties
have proved incapable of providing.
Their craven adherence to the sacred
cow of the “US Alliance” means we
will continue to be mired in various
theatres of perpetual war, to preserve
the sanctity of the global American
Empire. Unsurprisingly, increasing
numbers of Australians are getting
sick and tired of this arrangement.

What a xenophobic notion is
“border security”! The Greens have
not had to justify the tortuous inhu-
manity of “turning boats back” or
detention centres because they have
never agreed with them. They have
consistently argued that Australia is
a wealthy country that can afford to
absorb large numbers of refugees,
the vast bulk of whom are genuine.
Simple observation of our immigra-
tion outcomes since WWII is surely
proof that the sky will not fall in with
such a policy — rather the nation and
the world both benefit.

Please share the memory of the
“Tampa Crisis” of 2001, when this
nation seemed to be going mad. The
sole reported public figure standing
fast and pointing to the barbarity of
government policy was Bob Brown.

Linkages with issues

The outstanding characteristic
of modern liberal democracies is
their rank opportunism, their lack of
vision and substance. Political leaders
cannot take the populace with them.
This is because they are divorced from
the people, shielded by bodyguards,
experts, image marketers and the
status of their hallowed position.

They understand issues through a
filter: usually the mass media. They
project into the media with “public-
ity grabs”: 30 second visuals of Tony
Abbott in a hard hat, and a one-line
sound bite.

Have you ever noticed how often
(sometimes, irritatingly so!) the
Greens are correct both in their under-
standing of an issue and their position
on it? This is simply because they
have people either directly involved in
the struggle in question, or they have
thoroughly communicated and shared
with the people actually involved.

In short, they are an “activist
party” and their politicians are activ-
ists too. They are not afraid to join
a protest demonstration or speak to
groups of people, regardless of their
past political stripe. Dr John Kaye,
NSW Greens Upper House MLC,
is the perfect example of an “activ-
ist politician”. He can speak with
authority on almost any political topic
with complete first-hand confidence
because he has made himself utterly
familiar with the issues.

Problems and
challenges

Yet the Greens are by no means
perfect. They are not a Marxist party
in that they do not see the working
class, that is to say, those people
who actually produce our goods and
services, as the core agency of power
and change in society.

Instead they have an idealist
perspective that places humanism
generally on an equal plane with the
natural environment. There are “good”
capitalists, notably those who engage
in “sustainable” industry, while “bad”

capitalists damage the global ecology.
Such a position can create dilemmas,
like the one surrounding the ethanol-
producing Manildra company on the
south coast of NSW — on that particu-
lar matter, apparently, “... we are still
awaiting the science ...”

There is still a widespread percep-
tion that the Greens are “anti jobs” —
that they destroy employment for the
sake of the environment. Of course,
that is not their intent but if they
are to win over the vast bulk of the
working class in Australia they must
develop a credible economic policy
that shows they have progressed
beyond “tree-hugging” towards a
broad vision of a future, harmonious
society, complete with fair wealth
distribution and varied, engaging
employment opportunities.

Green policy makers have, in
fact, been making real progress in
this direction in recent elections.
The problem, if there is one (and
remember, no other Australian party
can match their rate of growth over
the past two decades!), would appear
to be the medium rather than the
message itself. Too often the Greens
appear to be young, well-educated
smarty-pantsers telling the rest of
society how to suck eggs. Feasibly
this stereotype needs to be reviewed.

When the Zionist blowtorch was
applied to the Boycott Divestment
and Sanctions (BDS) policy of
Marrickville Council last year, cracks
appeared in the Greens’ resolve to
support the Palestinian cause, espe-
cially since the NSW elections were
looming and the stance may have
damaged fellow Greens’ electoral
chances. Clearly uncomfortable with
the situation, pressure emanated from
the leadership in Canberra and some
Green Councillors did a back-flip,
leaving the Green mayor, Fiona
Byrne, hung out to dry.

The result was an embarrassing
backdown from international solidar-
ity under the hue and cry of “getting
back to Council basics”: garbage
collection and library dues. Under the
circumstances, the Greens could have
sustained greater party discipline to
at least present a united front to their
constituency.

Like any party, the Greens inher-
ently have factional differences. Each
state “branch” is a party unto itself.
There are those who would prefer
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to remain in the pristine wilderness
of the environment, saving whales
and promoting motherhood social
issues, like putting cigarette-smokers
on the torture-rack. There are others
more prepared to engage in the rug-
ged hurly-burly of social democratic
struggle, ready to take on the mining
companies and their exorbitant profits,
as well as the privileges of private
schools.

Indeed, the Greens, to their eternal
credit, have done much to defend
and promote Public Education in
this country, while nonetheless there
are still those members of the party
having their children taught in “alter-
native” settings, or home-schooled.
These are the kind of tensions that
continue to exist.

The future

Mayhbe this is all being too criti-
cal: trying to fit the Greens into an old
20th century straight-jacket of “par-
ties”. In many respects the Greens are
an entirely different form of political
organization. They are more fluid, less
rigid, more informal and “approach-
able” than the institutional parties.
When controversial “punch-ups”
arise, supporters emerge from the
woodwork. When elections arrive,
an army of volunteer non-members
materialise to letterbox, distribute
leaflets and person the polling booths.

The Greens are wider than a spe-
cific national party — they are part of
a youthful global movement, and that
is what remains exciting about them.
If the future is to countenance global
cooperation, peace and sustainability,
Greens across the world will be part
of that equation.

One thing is for certain: the
Australian political landscape has
changed forever. The cosy locked-up
cage of “Tweedledum-Tweedledee”
electoral arrangements that continued
to siphon wealth to the upper levels
of society, no matter who is elected,
is being rattled. The very unpredict-
ability of Greens power has shaken
the complacency of the Big End of
Town, hence the unrelenting venom
spat towards them. The Right is wor-
ried. They should be. The rise of the
Greens is prising loose their grip over
Australian society, leaving us all with
wider possibilities.

The future is bright for even
greater change. &
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