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Bob Briton

It was left to the US media to tell 
Australians about the war preparations 
being made above their heads by the 
Gillard Government. The Washington Post 
broke the story last week that US and 
Australian offi cials have been discussing 
the rapid expansion of the US military 
presence in South-East Asia and the Indian 
Ocean including the stationing of pilotless 
drones on the Cocos Islands. The move to 
the Australian territory midway between 
Australia and Sri Lanka will relieve con-
gestion for US military aircraft on Diego 
Garcia – a British island possession in the 
increasingly strategic Indian Ocean.

The news coincided with PM Gillard’s pres-
ence at a forum comprising representatives of 
53 countries – ostensibly to consider measures 
to keep any nuclear capabilities out of reach 
of terrorist organisations. The choice of South 
Korea as the venue for such a summit was not 
accidental. Neither was the fact that it clashed 
with scheduled testing by the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) of 
rocket technology.

The Australian media slavishly rehashed 
the US’s disinformation campaign – a missile 
that could carry a satellite could just as easily 
carry a nuclear weapon. The missile was to 
be launched in the direction of Australia! US 
President Obama warned the DPRK of further, 
crushing economic consequences if the tests 
were to proceed. Mission accomplished – ten-
sions in the region were increased and a country 
refusing to tow the US economic and strategic 
line was further isolated and punished.

The Cocos announcement was embarrassing 
and Defence Minister Stephen Smith weighed 
in quickly to say that the plan was “long term”. 
Opposition spokesman (and likely defence min-
ister before too long) David Johnston “absolutely 
supports” the proposal. “I am very keen that we 
welcome the Americans in any shape or form 
that they want to come and work with us in our 
region,” he told the ABC’s Lateline program.

During Obama’s visit to Australia last 
November, Prime Minister Gillard proudly 
declared Darwin would host a new base for 
2,500 US Marines and the transport of war 
fi ghting materiel. Prior to the visit, the US had 
announced that it will have to cut military spend-
ing worldwide and that its allies would have to 
take up the slack. New tactics involving “lily 
pad” operations like that carried out in Libya 
were the way of the future but the US needed 
more willing “partners” for this new approach.

A Defence Posture Review released earlier 
this year showed just how eager the Australian 

government is to help out. The military top 
brass would like to see the following laid on 
for US forces:
• Upgrades to RAAF bases at Tindal (NY), 

Learmonth (WA), Pearce (WA), Townsville 
(QLD) and Edinburgh (SA)

• A new air force base at Pearce
• Huge upgrades for navy bases at Cairns 

and Darwin
• Amphibious mounting base capacity for 

27,000 tonne vessels out of Brisbane and 
Adelaide

• Learmonth to get an extension to its 
runway to allow Airbus KC130s, Boeing 
P-8 surveillance aircraft and the massively 
expensive F-35 Joint Strike Fighter to 
access the base

• Expansion of Fleet Base West at HMAS 
Stirling near Perth to accommodate US 
nuclear attack submarines.

In 2014 there will be a new Defence White 
Paper. The last one, released in 2009, saw 
Australian taxpayers committed to sharply 
increased “defence” budgets and multi-billion 
dollar weapons acquisitions like the Air Warship 
Destroyers with their $8 billion price tag. The 
announcement of the intention to station drones 
on the Cocos Islands (without even consultation 
with local inhabitants) indicates that the depths 
of the forced generosity of the Australian people 
to US war planners are likely to be plumbed 
further.

Trouble with the neighbours
The justifi cation for this dramatic build up 

is thin and contradictory. Sometimes the devel-
opment of a capability to respond to increas-
ingly dramatic natural disasters is emphasised. 
Sometimes the need to secure trade routes 
from all sorts of sinister threats is put front 
and centre. Increasingly, the need to defend 
Australia from an un-named expansionist power 
is hinted at. The Defence Posture Review cited 
above advances the idea that the resource-rich 
north of the Australian continent needs to be 
defended, presumably from an invader that, 
without a formidable deterrent, would simply 
descend on the region of the country and steal 
its mineral wealth.

People aren’t stupid. The suggestion is that 
China’s infl uence will continue to grow to such 
a point that it would consider a blatant grab for 
resource-rich territory. Longstanding disputes 
between China and its neighbours are trotted 
out by way of justifi cation. Unfortunately for 
the propagandists, China does not have a record 
of acting forcefully on these matters. The coun-
try with the most notable record of invading 
relatively defenceless countries to monopolise 
their resources is Australia’s ally – the United 

States. Australia is often directly or indirectly 
involved. The international community is well 
aware of this fact.

Australia’s neighbours are not happy with 
developments. Many of them have come under 
pressure to join the “contain” (i.e. confront 
and ultimately dismember) China strategy of 
the US. The Philippines is experiencing heavy 
persuasion to play host to US forces once more 
following the closure of the Clark air force and 
Subic Bay naval bases.

Indonesian Minister Marty Natalegawa 
phoned newly appointed Foreign Minister Bob 
Carr recently to express his concerns that the 
Cocos Islands spy plane proposal would “disturb 
the region”. An Indonesian defence ministry 
spokesman Brigadier-General Hartind Asrin 
said, “If we spot one and it has no permit, our 
fi ghter jets will intercept it”.

PM Julia Gillard and Foreign Minister 
Bob Carr will continue to ignore such signals. 
They will press on and sacrifi ce relations with 
our near neighbours and major trading partners 
at the altar of the US alliance. Bob Carr is an 
enthusiast for all things American including its 
particularly aggressive form of capitalism. He 
is well suited to his new job.

Another faded Labor luminar y, Kim Beazley, 
has similar passions. He was rewarded for his 
loyalty as defence minister and Opposition 

leader with an appointment to the position of 
Australian ambassador in Washington. Before 
President Obama’s visit last November he 
gushed in the US media about the likely recep-
tion for the US head of state:

“He’ll arrive in a country that truly loves 
him,” Beazley said. “He represents what we 
think the US has become. He speaks in a 
language easy to understand; his values are 
closer to the way ... Australians see the world. 
Australians respect the United States, what the 
United States stands for. They respect what the 
United States does for the world.”

Oh really? According to all the polls 
taken on such matters, a solid majority of the 
Australian population would prefer the federal 
government to cut back on “defence” spending 
in the cause of US geo-political objectives and 
for more to be spent on what they still consider 
are the core responsibilities of the Australian 
government – health, education and other 
aspects of social wellbeing. New groups are 
coming together under the slogan “Keep War 
From Our Door – Wave of Hope”. They are 
preparing protests for the Global Day of Action 
Against Military Spending on April 17. These 
efforts deserve our full support.
To send a protest and expression of 
concern to Prime Minister Gillard go to 
cpa.org.au/peace for a pro-forma letter. 
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PRESS FUND
Last week the shipping industry announced that new passenger 
liners couldn’t fit under the Sydney Harbour Bridge. They 
therefore laid claim to part of the Australian Navy’s wharf at 
Sydney’s Garden Island, declaring that it didn’t just belong to 
the Navy, that it actually belonged to the Australian people – i.e. 
themselves! They were really annoyed when Defence Minister 
Stephen Smith rejected their claim. In comparison, The Guardian 
makes no claim at all on its readers. We do however, appeal to you, 
the reader, to make a Press Fund contribution for the next issue, 
which we really rely on to meet our operating costs. Many thanks 
to this week’s contributors, as follows:
Mark Manion $30, “Round Figure” $10
This week’s total: $40 Progressive total: $2,240

Dump the budget surplus
It is that time of the year again, the razor gang is working 

overtime and Treasurer Wayne Swan is trying to soften public 
reaction with warnings that “we will need to cut and cancel 
existing programs if we are to meet our targets … .” Previous 
optimistic forecasts of economic growth and taxation revenue 
are being downgraded. Swan and Gillard remain determined to 
return the budget to a surplus and win the praise of their patrons 
from the big end of town and the private ratings agencies. The 
targets of the cuts will be those most in need. The benefi ciaries 
will be the big banks and big business.

The Australian government is following the same neo-liberal 
script as other social democrat and conservative governments 
in Europe. The pace and form the cuts take may differ, but the 
essence is the same – winding back the “welfare state”, privatisa-
tion, corporate tax cuts, and bailing out the corporate sector at 
taxpayers’ expense. The tragedy is these policies not only hurt 
their victims – the low paid, welfare recipients, workers and their 
families – but also have a contractionary effect on the economy at 
a time when demand for goods and services needs to be increased.

It is scandalous that the unemployed are expected to live on 
$34 a day. The NewStart allowance of $237.45 per week is only 
40 percent of the minimum wage and $133 a week less than the 
aged pension. The lack of public housing is another crime, with 
waiting lists of up to 20 years. The government’s response is to 
suggest people move to regions where the waiting list is only two 
years long (and lose your job or NewStart) or enter the private 
market! Moving is no solution; it does not create one additional 
residence. Nor is private rental of $400 or $500 a week. We need 
more affordable public housing.

The Australian Council for Social Service (ACOSS) has 
launched a campaign for an immediate increase of $50 a fortnight 
in NewStart, Parenting and other welfare payments. Even this 
extremely modest claim is unlikely to be listened to in Canberra. 
The government’s response to calls for increasing NewStart pay-
ments is people are only out of work for a short time. According 
to ACOSS, two in three NewStart recipients receive the benefi t 
for more than a year. Fifty-two percent of “jobless families” were 
persistently jobless for the three years to March 2010. It is the 
children of “out of work” parents and sole parent families who 
suffer most – their diet, health, school and social activities are 
affected.

The ACTU is arguing for an increase of $26 a week in the 
minimum wage to bring it to $615.30. Their claim hardly keeps 
up with infl ation and looks set to be undermined by employer and 
government demands to discount it for an increase in superan-
nuation contributions. Wages need to be increased, as do social 
security payments if millions of Australians are to be lifted out 
of poverty and live with dignity.

There is no economic argument, let alone a humanitarian 
one, to justify subjecting hundreds of thousands of Australians 
to poverty. There is no shortage of money; it is a question of 
distribution.

What would be of most benefi t to the people and the economy: 
$5 billion in diesel fuel subsidies OR job-creating development 
of alternative renewable energy sources? The $5 billion private 
health insurance rebate (subsidy to private hospitals) OR a 
comprehensive dental scheme under Medicare and well funded 
public hospitals? The $30 billion plus preparing to fi ght US 
imperialism’s wars OR slashing military spending, a genuine 
defence policy based on peaceful coexistence and the money to 
fund public housing and public education? More corporate tax 
cuts OR increase the aged pension, NewStart and other welfare 
payments? Higher profi ts and lower wages OR higher wages 
and lower profi ts?

These are political and ideological choices based on class 
interests. It comes down to which side are you on? The side of 
the big banks and corporations or the side of the people? The 
Treasurer may be in for a rude shock come the next elections 
when the working class of Australia are not as impressed with a 
budget surplus as the IMF and ratings agencies are!

On Syria
While I agree with much of what 
Finian Cunningham says in his 
article about the Arab League and 
the Western powers (Guardian
March 21), I think there are 
further important issues that 
need to be raised about Syria. 
Despite the meddling of the US 
and its western and Arab allies it 
still does not alter the reality that 
the regimes in Syria and Iran are 
tyrannical and very repressive. 
Syria strictly controls its people 
through fear, which is backed up 
by the sort of brutal army crack-
down we have witnessed the past 
year or so. That they have opposed 
the USA and other western powers 
and supported the Palestinians 
and Lebanese resistance (at times) 
doesn’t change that.

This support depended mainly on 
pursuing Syrian interests at a specifi c 
period and it didn’t stop Syria bargain-
ing and cooperating with the USA, 
the West and Israel when it suited its 
government’s interests. For instance 
during the fi rst Gulf war against Iraq 
and maintaining a passive situation 
in the Golan Heights.

Furthermore, Syria has also 
continually meddled in the affairs of 
the Palestinian and Lebanese move-
ments. Moreover the support of the 
Syrian government has mainly been to 
pro-Syrian factions of the Palestinian 
and Lebanese Resistance and Syria 
has used its aid to constantly try to 
weaken and defeat the independence 
of these movements.

In Jordan in the 1970s Syria did 
nothing while the Jordanian army 
massacred the Palestinian people and 
fi ghters. This led to the defeat of the 
Palestinian resistance in Jordan and a 
secure eastern front for Israel.

Later, in civil war in Lebanon, 
Syria used its army and proxies, such 
as Amal to besiege and bombard the 
Palestinian refugee camps and attack 
the Lebanese and Palestinian national 
movements. The military intervention 
of Syrian forces came at a crucial 
time in the war, when the Lebanese 
left and progressive forces and their 
Palestinian allies were on the verge 
of winning the war against the fascist 
Phalange forces, armed and backed 
by Israel.

This Syrian invasion not only 
killed many hundreds of Palestinians 
and Lebanese people, but also forced 
the leftist forces to fi ght on another 
front. This took the pressure off the 
Phalange and saved them from utter 
defeat. In this situation the Lebanese 
and Palestinian national movements 
were battling on several sides and 
became severely weakened.

Faced by being crushed by supe-
rior forces the war bogged down 
into a stalemate and the Syrian army 
imposed a “peace” on Lebanon. The 
direct result of this was the chance 
to install a truly progressive gov-
ernment in Lebanon was lost. And 
in areas under their control of the 
Phalange and Syrian forces the people 
suffered a lot and thousands more 
Palestinians and Lebanese civilians 
were displaced.

Syria used various means to 
pacify Lebanon and enforced restric-
tions on the Lebanese and Palestinian 
national movements’ political and mil-
itary activity. This included destroying 
the Lebanese left and other dissidents 
by arrests, jailing and killings and the 
suppression of Arab nationalist and 
leftist groups. The War of the Camps 
was another vicious attempt by Syria 
to crush the independent Palestinian 

resistance by using the Syrian-backed 
militia Amal to overrun the Palestinian 
refugee camps. The heroic struggle of 
the united Palestinian forces foiled 
this, but the Palestinian resistance and 
Lebanese left were further weakened 
and hundreds more Palestinians and 
others were killed.

While Syria has at times played a 
progressive role, such as its support 
of Hezbollah, its policies have been 
very inconsistent, depending on the 
regime’s desires and interests. In 
the succession of Israeli invasions 
of Lebanon the Syrian army either 
stood by and watched or withdrew, 
leaving the Palestinian and Lebanese 
resistance to fi ght on alone against the 
might of Israel.

The Syrian regime is not progres-
sive or left, its corrupt and cruel. And 
despite many years of talk Assad has 
done nothing to change the situa-
tion and give his people the human, 
political and civil rights they want and 
deserve. While we should oppose the 
meddling of the Western countries in 
Syria and the Middle East, let’s not 
take the side of the Syrian regime 
against its people.

The government of Syria won’t 
stop the peoples yearning for real 
change by brutal force or massacres. 
In fact this policy is alienating more 
people and turning them against the 
regime. And the longer the Assad 
regime continues to resist the will 
of its people the more Syrians may 
turn towards the West for support. We 
ought to oppose the Syrian regime’s 
policies and US meddling and seek 
to encourage the left and progres-
sive parties in Syria; they represent 
the hope of a positive change for 
Syria. 

Support the Party’s May Day 
guessing competition
The CPA May Day guessing 
competition ticket books are being 
distributed this week. The proceeds 
will go to the Party’s trade union 
work.

“We expect that our members, 
supporters and union members get 
behind this fund raising effort as 
the importance of the union move-
ment becomes even more evident 
as it faces escalating employers’ 
attacks,” said Vinnie Molina, Party 
President and convenor of the 
Party’s Trade Union Committee.

In Greece and now in Spain it is 
the workers and their trade unions 
who are under attack to repay debts 
that don’t belong to them.

The ruling class in those 
countries and here in Australia are 

dodging their responsibilities and 
are making workers pay for the fail-
ures of capitalism and their fi nan-
cial excesses.

To be effective we need to edu-
cate our Party cadres and interested 
trade union activists with an under-
standing of political economy and 
equip them with the skills to carry 
out what will be an essential fi ght 
for the future. The gains workers 
have achieved over 150 years of 
struggle are being eroded at a rapid 
rate and it won’t ever again be 
restored under capitalism.

On March 18 the Central 
Committee held a special session 
on industrial relations attended 
by Party members and other trade 
union activists. It was decided that 

an open trade union school will be 
held on the Queen’s Birthday week-
end in Sydney.

Key issues that emerged from 
the IR session were that a prior-
ity for the trade union movement 
should be the right to strike and the 
fi ght for full and secure employ-
ment and against casualisation 
and full right of entry for union 
organisers.

The Guessing Competition 
2012 has magnifi cent prizes which 
will mean that sellers will have no 
problem selling tickets to all our 
supporters. The fi rst prize is a digit-
al camera valued around $400. The 
second prize is a framed lino-cut 
print of New Zealand workers shak-
ing hands and showing solidarity in 
combined struggle. The two hands 
shaking belong to a white worker 
and a Maori worker. The combina-
tion of these workers together in the 
struggle is a powerful image which 
will decorate any wall in any home 
in Australia. This print framed and 
printed on special paper is valued 
also in excess of $300.

The Party President urges all to 
get behind this guessing competi-
tion to help make our trade union 
school a huge success.
Guessing competition books are 
available at 
74 Buckingham Street, 
Surry Hills. 
Phone 02 9699 8844 

Taking Issue – Steven Katsineris
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Peter Mac

Last year, after the News of the 
World scandal erupted, media 
baron Rupert Murdoch declared 
that phone hacking did not hap-
pen in his Australian businesses. 
However, evidence is now emerging 
that corrupt practices, including 
phone hacking, have been used by 
Murdoch’s fi rms in many countries 
– including Australia.

The News of the World revela-
tions resulted in closure of the paper 
and enormous damage to News 
Corporation’s reputation. Recent rev-
elations about pay TV corruption may 
actually destroy the Murdoch empire.

Last week The Australian 
Financial Review (AFR), published by 
Fairfax Media, revealed the results of 
a four-year investigation into NDS (a 
News Corporation subsidiary formerly 
known as News Datacom Systems), 
and Operational Security, a secretive 
unit operating within NDS.

The global pay TV industry is 
worth billions of dollars. However, 
from its inception it has been suscep-
tible to the illegal reproduction of the 
smart cards that decrypt satellite mes-
sages for pay TV program broadcasts. 
As the AFR points out:

“High-tech pirates, or hackers, 
try to break the encryption coding 
by … disassembling [the cards] to 
… crack the software coding. … 
There is a multi-million dollar black 
market for pirated smart cards that 
enable buyers to access pay TV for 
nothing other than the $100 or so for 
the dodgy cards – no monthly fees, 
and unlimited access to all channels, 
including premium services.

“Once a broadcaster’s encryp-
tion system has been hacked, there’s 
a race between the pirates and the 
broadcaster. The pirates produce and 
sell as many of the corrupted cards as 
possible before the broadcaster can 
fi x the problem, either by replacing 
the cards or by disabling the pirate 
cards with a software patch. As soon 
as a new card or patch is issued, the 
game begins again.”

In 1988 News Corporation estab-
lished News Datacom Systems in 
Israel, to produce smart cards, which 
were sold to News Corporations 
rivals. It was run by Reuver Hasak, 

former director of Shin Bet, the Israeli 
domestic security service.

Operational Security was later 
formed with a staff of former police 
and intelligence personnel, to prevent 
fraud within News Corporation’s 
ranks, identify anyone making pirate 
smart cards and take legal action 
against them.

A trail of destruction
According to the AFR evidence, 

NDS carried out a labyrinthine series 
of global double deals, to severely 
damage News Corporation’s rivals in 
the battle for pay TV control.

News Corporation has always 
denied that NDS or Operational 
Security engaged in criminal activ-
ity. Criminal charges against News 
Corporation in the US failed, and 
there were no Australian laws against 
the activities in which these fi rms 
were engaged, at least during the 
early days of pay TV. Civil actions 
taken against the company in Australia 
were dismissed, and in one case heavy 
damages were awarded against the 
plaintiff.

However, the AFR now has access 
to a huge archive of 14,400 emails 
originally owned by Ray Adams, a 
former London Metropolitan Police 
commander, who acted as Operational 
Security’s European chief between 
1996 and 2002.

The Financial Review claims that:
“NDS encouraged and facilitated 

piracy by hackers not only of its com-
petitors but also of companies such as 
Foxtel, to whom NDS provided TV 
smartcards. The [email] documents 
show NDS sabotaged business rivals, 
fabricated legal actions and obtained 
telephone records illegally.”

The AFR emails indicate that 
NDS issued smartcards that were 
capable of being quickly or easily 
pirated. Some of News Corporation’s 
pay TV competitors were so fi nan-
cially damaged by smartcard piracy 
that they were sold, in many cases to 
the Murdoch empire, at knock-down 
prices.

ONdigital collapsed in 2002, 
owing more than a billion dollars. 
While News Corporation was pre-
paring to launch Skyglobal, its own 
pay TV fi rm, NDS is said to have 
deliberately delayed supplying a News 

Corporation competitor, DirecTV, 
with “silver bullet” software to protect 
its smartcards from piracy. DirecTV 
subsequently incurred losses of $120 
million and was fi nally sold off to 
News Corporation.

Dirty digger 
in the dock

In the 1960s Murdoch earned the 
nickname “dirty digger” because of 
the muck-raking, salacious, inaccurate 
and viciously right-wing editorial 
policy of his tabloid newspapers. 
Later he incurred the hatred of his 
employees by sacking his entire 
workforce, shutting down his London 
Fleet Street headquarters, immediately 
opening up a new printery and only 
rehiring employees he approved of, 
with reduced pay rates and working 
conditions.

The Murdoch empire has been 

revealed as murky, treacherous and 
really nasty if you annoy or oppose it. 
Six years ago, Telstra backed out of a 
civil action against News Corporarion, 
even though it had signifi cant new 
material on which to build its case.

The then Telstra boss Ziggy 
Zwitkowski blamed “emotion and 
ferocity” during pay TV negotiations 
for his decision, but it was undoubt-
edly the ferocity of News Corporation 
which resulted in withdrawal of the 
case.

Murdoch is a friend of Gina 
Rinehart, the mining magnate seeking 
a seat on the Fairfax Media board. 
They would both like to alter the edi-
torial policies of Fairfax publications, 
including The Australian Financial 
Review.

However, Murdoch now has other 
things on his mind. In Britain and 
Australia regulators are questioning 
whether fi rms associated with the 

Murdoch family should be permitted 
to hold broadcast licenses.

Given the detailed information 
provided by the Financial Review 
emails, it’s also likely that News 
Corporation will face many civil 
actions, with potentially devastating 
results.

Finally, British and Australian 
police are examining the new AFR 
evidence, with a view to laying crimi-
nal charges. Murdoch is said to have 
taken a particularly close interest in 
the activities of Operational Security 
and NDS. It will be hard for him to 
say “I didn’t know”, as he claimed 
during the investigation into the News 
of the World phone hacking scandal.

It is entirely possible that he 
will end up in the dock on criminal 
charges, and a great many people 
around the world would say that was 
no bad thing. 

Australia

Pete’s Corner

Rupert Murdoch.

Corruption, commercial 
espionage in Murdoch’s empire
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CFMEU: Put Australian workers 
and youth first
The Construction, Forestry, 
Mining and Energy Union 
(CFMEU) WA says governments 
and employers must get serious 
about putting Australian workers 
and young people fi rst in line for 
jobs and training opportunities 
in WA.

Mick Buchan, WA branch sec-
retary CFMEU (Construction and 
General) was responding to recent 
government announcements that make 
it easier for WA employers to sponsor 
foreign workers under the Regional 
Skilled Migration Scheme (RSMS). 
In March 2012:
• The WA state government 

completely removed the 
requirement for “labour market 
testing” whereby employers had 
to advertise the job for three 
months before being eligible to 
sponsor a foreign worker on an 
RSMS visa.

• The federal government 
announced that employers 
sponsoring foreign workers on 
RSMS visas would have no 
obligation whatsoever to train 
young Australians as apprentices 
or indeed perform any training, 
as a condition of using the RSMS 
visa.

“It is not good enough that Perth 
and WA employers can now sponsor 
foreign workers on RSMS visas, 
without having to fi rst offer the jobs 
to Australian workers or train any 
apprentices”, Mr Buchan said. “It is 
an essential protection for Australian 
workers that employers should be 
able to recruit foreign workers on 
employer-sponsored visas like the 
RSMS visas, only when no Australian 
workers are available to do the work”, 
Mr Buchan said.

“That means having some test 
of the local labour market fi rst, not 
necessarily the same test for all types 
of jobs, but certainly not the “open 
door” we’ve got now. Australian 
workers in WA and other states have 
a right to these jobs, and their rights 
must be protected”, Mr Buchan said. 

“Certainly some skills are in short 
supply in WA, but the total situation 
is nowhere near as drastic as some 
are making out – there is certainly 
no shortage of ‘hype’ about skills 
shortages.”

The fact is that employers like 
foreign workers on RSMS visas 
because they are captive labour – their 
so-called “permanent” visas can be 
cancelled if they leave their employer 
within two years. Busselton Chamber 
of Commerce CEO Ray McMillan 
let the cat out of the bag last year 
when he said:

“Many businesses think migra-
tion is too long a process, but what 
it does is allow employers to secure 
an employee for a number of years, 
as a result of the application,” Mr 
McMillan said.

No training obligation
Mr Buchan said it was astounding 

that the federal Immigration Minister 
would not require any training com-
mitment at all from employers granted 
the privilege of hiring foreign workers 
on RSMS visas.

“This means that employers who 
have never trained an Australian 
apprentice can be rewarded with 
access to foreign workers on these 
visas; and that employers can bring 
in as many foreign workers on RSMS 
visas as they like, without having to 
train any Australian apprentices in 
return”, Mr Buchan pointed out.

“This is crazy and bad policy – it 
rewards employers who have done 
nothing for young Australians, and 
have no intention of doing anything 
for them.”

The CFMEU WA Branch believes 
that if the WA government is serious 
about looking after young Australians 
searching for apprenticeships in WA, 
it should be in there lobbying the 
federal government to reverse its 
shameful decision and require ALL 
employers of RSMS visa holders 
to do their share of training young 
Australians. 

Taser death toll mounts
Bob Briton

The death of Brazilian student 
Roberto Laudisio Curti a fortnight 
ago has thrown the spotlight back 
on police use of Tasers. The victim 
was allegedly fl eeing the scene of 
a crime – the theft of a packet 
of biscuits from a convenience 
store. Roberto was also capsicum 
sprayed. Over the years, media 
reports have created the impres-
sion that the targets of this type of 
weaponry are people presenting a 
danger to others in their vicinity 
or to police.

The 21-year-old Brazilian did 
not fi t this frequently invoked pro-
fi le. He was reported to be running 
away from police when shot in the 
back. It is unclear how many times 
he was Tasered. A witness reported 
a female offi cer kicking the student 
while he was being held on the 
ground.

The Brazilian government has 
protested the tragic incident and 
demanded the most thorough inves-
tigation. Friends deposited hundreds 
of packets of biscuits at the door-
step of the Australian Consulate in 
the Brazilian city of Sao Paulo as a 
protest against the actions of NSW 
police. Members of Roberto’s fam-
ily have travelled to Australia to try 
to get answers about his death.

The involvement of a foreign 
government and the intervention 
of a well-placed billionaire family 
appear to have had an effect. The 
NSW Ombudsman’s offi ce will 
oversee the police investigation of 
the death. In other cases the police 
have usually been left to probe their 

own actions. This dubious situation 
is also the subject of renewed pub-
lic debate.

The NSW Council for Civil 
Liberties has called for a mora-
torium on the use Tasers pending 
the results of the investigation. 
Hopefully, police actions will be 
examined in light of guidelines 
that stipulate that the weapons may 
only be used to “protect human 
life… where violent confrontation 
or resistance is occurring or immi-
nent; protect offi cer(s) in danger 
of being overpowered or to protect 
themselves or another person from 
injury.”

Police forces in Australia have 
imported over 7,000 Tasers from 
the manufacturer in the US over the 
past several years. Each is capable 
of infl icting a 55,000-volt shock 
to a targeted person. The UN has 
labelled the use of Tasers as torture. 
While authorities continue to claim 
that they are an effective alterna-
tive to the use of deadly force, the 
use of Tasers in Australia has been 
mired in controversy and associated 
with several deaths.

Civil liberties groups point out 
that police are tending to misuse 
Tasers simply to get compliance. 
They spend less time “talking 
people down” when the weapon is 
available. The most shameful case 
to come to the public’s attention 
took place in WA in 2010. Scenes 
captured on closed circuit TV in 
an East Perth police watchhouse 
showed an Aboriginal man being 
stunned 13 times by police. While 
Kevin Spratt was writhing in agony 
he was yelled at by offi cers intent 

on administering a strip search. 
“Stop fucking around!” “Do you 
want to go again?”

The premier described the 
spectacle as “disgusting”. The 
Greens called for a review of the 
use of Tasers and a toughening of 
the guidelines for their deploy-
ment. The public was reassured 
that this type of outrage would not 
be allowed to happen again. But it 
has with the very latest case being 
that of Roberto Laudisio Curti in 
Sydney. It shows that the police are 
not getting or are not being given 
the message of restraint.

The NSW police force claims 
the use of Tasers has prevented a 
far worse scenario – the shooting of 
individuals with guns. The number 
of incidents where fi rearms have 
been used has declined very slightly 
since the introduction of Tasers 
but the number of incidents where 
Tasers and/or fi rearms have been 
deployed has been rising sharply 
since 2008 giving rise to criticisms 
that the force  is becoming “trigger 
happy”.

Tasers have been added to an 
arsenal of weapons for police to use 
in circumstances of crime preven-
tion and harm minimisation. They 
can also be applied simply to gain 
compliance or punish a perceived 
lack of respect or cooperation. 
That abuse must be exposed and 
stamped out. The very real potential 
for these weapons and others to be 
used for social control as protest 
fl ows from the deepening global 
economic crisis must also be held 
in check. 

BHP takes negotiations 
backward
Queensland’s Bowen Basin coal-
miners last week took strike action 
after BHP management tried to 
destroy several months of progress 
at the negotiating table.

Workers at BHP’s central 
Queensland mines proceeded with 
industrial action in response to 
management going back on in-
principle clauses previously agreed 
to with its workforce.

CFMEU Mining Division 
district president Stephen Smyth 
said workers were shocked and 
appalled by BHP’s tactics during 
union efforts to resolve the dispute 
over a new Enterprise Bargaining 
Agreement.

“The representatives from the 
Single Bargaining Unit went to the 
negotiating table with the aim of 
discussing with the company how 
to end this dispute,” Mr Smyth said.

“Instead management pre-
sented workers with clauses that 
take negotiations back months by 
attempting to force employees into 

family-unfriendly rosters. Publicly 
management continue to parrot 
lines that they want to resolve this 
dispute, that they’re prepared to 
listen after 16 months of failing to 
do so.

“But today they offered no 
progress on matters in dispute and 
instead went back on their word, 
screwing up clauses that were 
already agreed to in-principle.

“The level of contempt they’re 
showing for their workers is truly 
astonishing.”

The CFMEU has submitted 
notices advising the company of 
protected action stoppages.”

“It’s now very clear that BHP’s 
corporate headquarters are calling 
the shots and they seem uncon-
cerned about safety or family-
friendly rosters.

“For them it’s just ensuring 
they can squeeze all they can from 
this mining boom ahead of all 
else.” 
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Rudi Maxwell

The Western Australian govern-
ment announcement that it will 
give $2,000 or less to Aboriginal 
people who had past earnings 
stolen has been condemned by 
Aboriginal leaders as cruel, heart-
less and misleading.

Between 1905 and 1972, thou-
sands of Aboriginal workers had up 
to three-quarters of their earnings 
quarantined under legislation allow-
ing money and property belonging 
to Aboriginal people to be put into a 
complex network of trust accounts, 
without their permission.

Much of this money has never 
been paid to the people who earned 
it and is now known as Stolen Wages.

Aboriginal Legal Service Western 
Australia (ALSWA) CEO Dennis 
Eggington said the government’s 
one-off offer of a maximum of $2,000 
was a “slap in the face and a cruel and 
heartless offer which offends the very 
notion of recompense”.

“These people worked all of their 
lives, worked for years, for nothing 
but a bit of fl our and tea, with a little 
bit of offal thrown in from the cattle 
barons, and they’re being offered 
probably a fortnight’s pay for an entire 
lifetime of work,” Mr Eggington said.

“It is a compete denial of the 
contribution these people made to the 
development of WA and it reinforces 
the stereotypical view that Aboriginal 
people aren’t worth anything and 
aren’t worth investing in.

“One of the outcomes of the 
Stolen Wages debate was a chance 
to rewrite history in WA and write 
back into the history the contribution 
these people made at a time when WA 
needed resources for farming and for 
developing rural WA.

“This sends a very clear message 
that it doesn’t matter what Aboriginal 

people do, that we’re not worth 
investing in.”

WA Indigenous Affairs Minister 
Peter Collier said he understood there 
would be some people who were 
disappointed.

“But I really did want a resolution 
and I’d like to think that this does now 
provide solace,” Mr Collier told the 
Koori Mail newspaper.

The 2008 West Australian of the 
Year, Mark Bin Bakar, is the found-
ing member of the Kimberley Stolen 
Generation Aboriginal Corporation, 
a group that helps stolen children 
reconnect with their families.

His alter-ego Mary G usually 
brings laughter and empathy to dif-
fi cult subjects, but on the day the 
Koori Mail spoke with Dr Bin Bakar 
he was saddened by the WA govern-
ment’s actions.

“It’s disgraceful, disrespectful and 
hurtful to Aboriginal people because 
it shows there is still a mentality that 
reigns that believes we should still be 
considered under the fl ora and fauna 
act,” he said.

Minister Collier said that sum 
had been arrived at after an “ardu-
ous” process, with the Department 
of Indigenous Affairs doing exten-
sive investigation and interviewing 
a number of people who had their 
wages stolen.

“In terms of ascertaining an 
appropriate amount, it’s important to 
remember that it’s based on fi gures 
from records that don’t exist,” he said.

“For some people it will be too 
much, for some it won’t be enough, 
and there will be people who are 
legitimately disappointed, but there is 
nothing tangible on which we could 
base an assumed amount.”

Senior researcher at the Nulungu 
Centre for Indigenous Studies at 
the University of Notre Dame, 
Broome, Steve Kinnane comes 

from Mirruwong country in the east 
Kimberley.

He has been researching the 
state’s recent Aboriginal history 
for more than 20 years, and a book 
he co-authored, Ghost Files: The 
Missing Files of the Department of 
Indigenous Affairs archives, was used 
as a reference in the previous WA 
government’s Stolen Wages Taskforce 
report, released in 2008.

“I don’t understand it, there’s 
plenty of evidence – including 15,000 
personal fi les – that clearly indicates 
exactly how wages were spent, on 
what, and how much went into trust 
accounts,” Mr Kinnane said. 

“The idea that there’s not enough 
information or evidence is wrong and 
misleading, and goes against what’s 
clearly stated in the government’s own 
report. It’s completely ridiculous as a 
response; it’s insulting and misleading 
as to what actually took place and 
what their own Inquiry found.”

WA is the third state to offer com-
pensation for Aboriginal stolen wages. 

In 2002, the Queensland gov-
ernment offered $4,000 and $7,000, 
provided people waived the right to 
further compensation.

NSW formed the Aboriginal Trust 
Fund Repayment Scheme (ATFRS) 
in 2004, which was supposed to 
repatriate in full all the wages stolen 
from Aboriginal workers to surviving 
people and their families. It commit-
ted to paying $3,521 for every $100 
stolen, but has been criticised for 
not following through properly with 
descendants and for the conditions 
for payment being too strict.

Mr Eggington said Aboriginal 
workers would have been better able 
to provide for their families had they 
been paid their proper wages.

“For families who have been 
fi ghting for so long, it’s a kick in 
the guts,” he said. “It’s like double 
jeopardy. Firstly there was a complete 
denial of what could have been an 
existing basis for steady family life, 
could have meant better education, 
housing, and health, and now they’re 
being denied a second time.”

Mr Eggington said ALSWA had 
boxes of documentation detailing 
people’s pensions being taken without 
their permission and records from 
cattle stations that withheld money 
detailing names and amounts in some 
cases. “If there are people who can’t 
prove their wages were stolen then 
there needs to be a different approach, 
but records do exist, in some cases 
they’re quite rigorous,” he said.

Mr Eggington said it was typical 
of the attitude of the WA government 
to Aboriginal people, when a state that 
was doing so well out of the resources 
and mining boom refused to do the 
right thing by its Indigenous people.

“In WA, we have booming min-
ing towns alongside poverty-stricken 
deplorable shanty towns,” he said.

“It just reinforces that attitude that 
we’re worthless, and don’t matter.”

The 2008 WA Stolen Wages 
Taskforce recommended a formal 

apology to Aboriginal people for 
income control and the effects on 
Aboriginal people; public recogni-
tion of the substantial contribution 
Aboriginal people have made to the 
social, economic and cultural devel-
opment of the state, and those who 
served in, or assisted, the armed forc-
es; recognition of Aboriginal people in 
the Constitution of WA; implementing 
a formal policy of welcome to coun-
try at all public events; recognising 
Aboriginal people by encouraging the 
use of the Aboriginal fl ag on govern-
ment buildings; and a community fund 
to encourage economic growth and 
recognise the broader implications of 
stealing Aboriginal people’s wages.

Mr Collier said his government 
would not be doing any of those 
things, because they were outside 
the terms of reference of the task-
force. “We, as a government, have 
responded to stolen wages as required. 
That report went beyond the confi nes 
of stolen wages,” he said. “I can 
appreciate there will be some disap-
pointment but, having said that, we 
did have to fi nd a resolution. We could 
have ignored the issue completely but 
it was the decision of this government 
to go down this path.”

Australians for Native Title and 
Reconciliation (ANTaR) WA’s John 
McBain said the WA government 
offer was “grossly inadequate” and 
“in clear confl ict with the legal and 
moral standards of our nation”.

“The proposed WA scheme falls 
far short of comparative schemes in 

NSW and Queensland, excluding 
descendants from compensation 
and delivering less compensation,” 
he said.

“West Australians should be 
ashamed of this government’s mean-
spirited offer.”

Dr Bin Bakar said the govern-
ment’s actions forced people to relive 
their pain.

“If you give people a sense of 
hope, that people feel the government 
is going to do a good deal, about 
redress, native title, stolen wages, 
and they do something like this very 
patronising attempt at reconciling the 
past, then that sense of hope just goes 
and it breaks your heart,” he said.

“Our people are in trauma as it is, 
and the government keeps dangling 
a carrot, or throwing burley to mul-
lets, and you know, mullets just go 
mad. They’re laughing at our people, 
making a mockery of us, and it’s not 
Australian, not Australian at all.

“The truth of the matter is the 
government had the opportunity to 
do the right thing, to deal with the 
past with Aboriginal Stolen Wages, 
to really change people’s lives for 
the better, to reconcile, move on, so 
people could say ‘I suffered but my 
country loved me, my country looked 
after me’.

“But not the way Aboriginal peo-
ple are being treated. There’s a stake 
in the heart of Aboriginal people; they 
move it and we bleed a bit more.”
Koori Mail 

WA $2,000 offer 
“a slap in the face”

Bin Bakar.

DO YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY?

Write a letter to the Editor
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David Swanson 

In her spare time, between non-stop 
peace activism and leading international 
exchanges, Medea Benjamin has somehow 
managed to write the best book yet on the 
most inhuman form of war yet. The book 
is called Drone Warfare: Killing by Remote 
Control.

Even if you’ve been reading everything you 
could about drones, attending peace conferences, 
and protesting in the lobbies of drone companies 
like General Atomics, you will learn a great deal 
from this book. In fact, I’m willing to bet that 
even if you “pilot” drones from a desk for a liv-
ing, you will learn a great deal from this book. 
And if you have not been paying attention to 
drones, then you really need to read this book.

Many Americans first heard about 
“unmanned aerial vehicles” as weapons when 
then Secretary of State Colin Powell told the 
United Nations in 2003 that Iraq might use them 
to attack the United States. This turned out to be 
a projection as well as a lie. It was, of course, 
the United States that used drones, among other 
weapons, to attack Iraq for nine years, and the 
US drones are still in the skies of Iraq today, 
as well in the skies of many other countries.

Killing individuals (and whoever is near 
them) has become the primary substitute in US 
public policy for capture/imprisonment/torture. 
Torturing someone to death is not what former 
CIA General Counsel John Rizzo calls “clean.” 
Blowing them and anyone near them into little 
bits is “clean”. As Medea Benjamin documents, 
the United States has avoided detaining people, 
only to murder them with a drone days later. 
And, as with other innovations in lawlessness, 
it didn’t take long for this one to come back and 
bite US citizens. Obama has now used drones 
to kill Americans in Yemen, including a drone 
strike on Anwar al-Awlaki, and a later strike 
that killed his teenage son.

Neither of them was ever charged with a 
crime, and neither was holding a weapon on 
a battlefi eld. Yet, somehow, as Eric Holder 
explained at Northwestern University Law 
School this month, through an alchemical 
combination of law enforcement and war it 
is perfectly OK for a president to kill anyone 
anywhere. And drones allow a president to 
do this without any supposed risk to what US 
newspapers treat as constituting the complete 
category of human beings; namely, members of 
the US military. Benjamin’s book establishes 
that drones do not live up to their advertising.

Falsely marketed
Drones turn out to have been falsely mar-

keted as a humanly cheap way to make war. 
In February 2002, a drone pilot thought he’d 
killed Osama bin Laden, but it turned out to be 
an innocent man. Expert observers, including 
Shahzad Akbar, a Pakistani lawyer represent-
ing drone victims, believe the vast majority of 
drone victims are not the individuals who were 
targeted  – which is not to suggest any moral 
or legal case for killing those who are targeted. 
Often victims are not counted as “civilians” 
because they were carrying guns, but in some 
areas all men carry guns. Noor Behram, who 
photographs drone victims, says, “For every 
10 to 15 people, maybe they get one militant.” 
Benjamin tells some of the stories of the fami-
lies shattered by drones and the hatred created 
by the constant buzzing sound that the drones 
make in the skies above the homes of people 
who know that at any instant they can be killed.

President Obama has instructed the gov-
ernment of Yemen to keep a reporter locked 

up whose crime appears to be having reported 
on the victims of a US drone strike. When the 
drones strike in Pakistan, local death squads 
swoop down on the area to grab anyone whom 
they suspect of having collaborated with the 
Americans. Families live in fear of both the 
drones and the raids that follow. Over a million 
people, by Amnesty International’s estimate, 
have fl ed the areas of heavy drone bombing.

Drones have killed Americans in “friendly 
fi re,” including on April 6, 2011, in Afghanistan. 
Afghans have killed CIA drone pilots and other 
US offi cials inside their offi ces. Even drone 
“pilots” working in the United States can com-
mit suicide. They are suffering extremely high 
rates of stress and burnout, according to the Air 
Force. Pilots who actually fl y in planes often do 
not see what they kill. Drone pilots sometimes 
watch a family for days, feel like they’ve gotten 
to know the people, and then blow them all up, 
and watch the suffering. A Pakistani who tried 
to blow up a car in Times Square in 2010 said 
it was revenge for drone attacks. In the fall of 
2011, a Massachusetts man, Rezwan Ferdaus, 
was arrested and accused of plotting to attack 
the Pentagon and the US Capitol with drones 
that would crash themselves into the buildings.

The Obama Administration claims to have 
limited its drone strikes in Somalia so as to 
avoid turning a regional threat into a group with 
the determination to attack the United States. 
As Benjamin points out, this shows awareness 
that there is not a current threat to the United 
States.  Ironically, such a threat could come 

from drones. US companies sell drones to 
democracies and dictatorships alike. Al Qaeda 
stole a crashed US drone from Yemeni police 
in February 2011. And in December 2011, Iran 
captured a US drone a decade after the CIA had 
given Iran plans to build a nuclear bomb, any 
possible progress on which the drone was no 
doubt supposed to be spying on.

Going rogue
While initially cheaper than manned planes, 

unmanned drones of the sort used now tend to 
require many more personnel: 168 people to 
keep a Predator drone in the air for 24 hours, 
plus 19 analysts to process the videos created by 
a drone. Drones and their related technologies 
are increasing in price rapidly. And to make 
matters worse, they tend to crash. They even 
“go rogue,” lose contact with their “pilots” 
and fl y off on their own. The US Navy has a 
drone that self-destructs if you accidentally 
touch the space bar on the computer keyboard. 
Drones also tend to supply so-called enemies 
with information, including the endless hours 
of video they record, and to infect US military 
computers with viruses. But these are the sorts 
of snafus that come with any project lacking 
oversight, accountability, or cost controls. The 
companies with the biggest drone contracts did 
not invest in developing the best technologies 
but in paying off the most Congress members.

Drones turn out to have the power to 
eliminate the Fourth Amendment. The way this 
works, of course, is that fi rst people who don’t 

look or talk like us lose their rights, and then 
we do too. “From 8,000 miles away in Nevada,” 
writes Benjamin, “a drone pilot can watch an 
Afghan as he lights up cigarettes, sits talking to 
friends on a park bench, or goes to the bathroom, 
never imagining that anyone is watching him.” 
Meanwhile, Congress has approved 30,000 
drones for US skies. So, we’ll be able to hide 
inside as the NSA records our phone calls and 
emails, or get offl ine but have our actions vide-
otaped by drones. What a choice!

Drones turn out to be very costly to the 
rule of law. My only quibble with Medea’s 
book, other than an occasional use of the term 
“defence” for things that aren’t defensive, is the 
sort of language used in the early chapters to 
distinguish between targeted victims of drones 
and victims who were in the wrong place: 
“when the target is falsely identifi ed, even the 
most accurate bombs will result in tragedy.” 
Only when the target is falsely identifi ed? Of 
course not. Killing is always a tragedy, even if 
the victim is guilty of something. But none of 
these victims are being given trials.

Judge, jury, executioner
The person choosing to use the drone is 

judge, jury, and executioner. As Benjamin 
points out, just two months before September 
11, 2001, the US ambassador to Israel said, 
“The United States government is very clearly 
on record against targeted assassinations. They 
are extrajudicial killings, and we do not support 
that.” Benjamin also points out that the majority 
of strikes are not even meant to be targeted at 
known individuals. Rather, they are targeted 
at unknown people whose “pattern of life” 
appears to fi t that of “militants” in the eyes of 
the drone operator. And, as Benjamin further 
notes, even actual militants are usually trying 
to drive foreign forces out of their countries, 
not launching attacks abroad.

Obama claimed that air war on Libya was 
not war, and was not even “hostilities”, because 
US troops were not on the ground in large 
numbers. But murder on a larger and more 
haphazard scale is not more legal than “targeted” 
killings. The CIA, the Joint Special Operations 
Command, and Blackwater (or whatever that 
mercenary company calls itself this month) 
are used to keep drone wars more secretive 
and less accountable. But do we really need all 

Robots kill, but the blood is on our

Families live in fear of both the drones and 
the raids that follow. Over a million people, 
by Amnesty International’s estimate, have 
fled the areas of heavy drone bombing.
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the details to know that wars are illegal? War 
violates Kellogg-Briand, in most cases the UN 
Charter, and when not declared by Congress the 
US Constitution. War is not made legal by mak-
ing it resemble assassination. And assassination 
is not made legal by calling it war. Nor is killing 
a legal alternative to law enforcement. Should 
we ban, as some propose be done before it’s too 
late, the creation or use of automated drones that 
kill on their own without human interference? 
Or should we ban all drones that kill? Or should 
we ban all drones that kill or spy? Should we 
seek to treat drones that kill as a particularly 
offensive and unfair type of weapon, along the 
lines of land mines or cluster bombs? But the 
rest of the world has banned those weapons; 
the United States has not. The United States 
has also refused to ban weapons in space or to 
work for the elimination of its nuclear arsenal. 
How far does getting the rest of the world to 
turn against a type of weaponry get us?

Campaign
I think what’s needed is a campaign that 

seizes on the particular horror of life under a 
sky of drones and pivots from there to enforc-
ing the ban on war that was put in place among 
mostly wealthy nations in 1928 and violated by 
World War II. That ban needs to be applied to 
wars waged against poor nations. As long as 
it is not, we go on losing morality, becoming 
less human, less empathetic, more violent, and 
more bigoted. Back on September 4, 1804, as 
John Feffer points out in his excellent new book 
Crusade 2.0, suicide bombing was introduced 
to the world of warfare, and it was the United 
States that came up with it.

Commodore Edward Preble sent the USS 
Intrepid into the bay at Tripoli with 10,000 
pounds of gunpowder, 150 shells, and US 
sailors who died in the explosion. Now the 
US military is busy creating suicide-bombing 
drones, with full awareness that people enraged 
by the crimes of the US military will inevitably 
possess that same technology shortly after the 
United States does.

The cycle of violence can become a spiral of 
violence. As Dr King said, there is such a thing 
as being too late. There is an urgency to acting 
now. Medea’s book documents the activism that 
is underway. Join it.
Information Clearing House 
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Bernard Keane

Well, we never found out why, and now 
we’ll never know. The bill to signifi cantly 
expand ASIO’s powers to spy on Australians 
sailed through the Senate with the support 
of Labor and the Coalition.

Just when we needed a bit of that mind-
less negativity for which the Abbott-era 
Coalition has become famous, they fell into 
line with Labor. The Greens, in the form of 
Scott Ludlam, were the only ones asking 
questions.

And the key question remains unan-
swered: what exactly is it that ASIO cannot 
currently do that it could do under the bill’s 
amendments to the circumstances in which it 
can gather foreign intelligence?

An offi cial of the responsible department, 
the Attorney-General, struggled to answer 
that question at the brief committee hearings 
the bill received a fortnight ago as part of the 
unseemly rush to get it through Parliament. 
He claimed activities associated with weap-
ons proliferation was an example, only to 
be brought up short by a Labor senator who 
noted that was already covered under ASIO’s 
power in relation to Australia’s security.

Afterward, the Attorney-General’s 
Department produced a bizarre third submis-
sion to the committee claiming illegal fi shing 
was an example of an activity currently out-
side the scope of ASIO’s powers.

The real answer of course has always 
been in plain sight: the amendment is 
designed to enable ASIO to spy on people 
involved with WikiLeaks, which currently 
falls outside the defi nitions of foreign states, 
people connected with a foreign state or for-
eign political organisations. The amendment 
is informally known within the Attorney-
General’s Department as “the WikiLeaks 
amendment”.

But the Department’s offi cial line is that 
it has nothing to do with WikiLeaks and was 
developed long before WikiLeaks began 
releasing diplomatic cables.

So Ludlam returned to the issue, ask-
ing the government’s duty minister – the 

minister or Parliamentary Secretary rostered 
on to carry legislation through the chamber – 
repeatedly to explain what it was that ASIO 
couldn’t investigate that it could under the 
amendments.

In such circumstances, a duty minister 
is supported by Departmental offi cials and, 
usually, an adviser from the offi ce of the port-
folio minister, who sit in the “adviser’s box”, 
the desks tucked up at the very end of the 
chamber on both sides. When you go into the 
adviser’s box, you should be fully across the 
legislation in question and have a full array 
of Q&A-type briefs for the duty minister to 
read from, addressing every single possible 
question that could be asked. You need to be 
ready to spring a response out to the minister 
in a matter of seconds.

As it was, given Ludlam had already 
identifi ed his concerns at the inquiry hearing, 
it should have been straightforward to furnish 
the duty minister with some clear responses.

Instead, offi cials put in a shocker, and left 
David Feeney, in particular, looking silly as 
they served up wholly inappropriate mate-
rial that frequently had nothing to do with 
what Ludlam had asked. It led to this brilliant 
moment from Feeney in response to a fur-
ther demand by Ludlam that the government 
explain what the bill would permit ASIO to 
do that it couldn’t currently do:

“Two points, Senator. The fi rst is that 
ASIO’s mandate, if you will – and that is my 
word – is set out in the section I am looking 
at here, which is where ‘security’ is defi ned. 
It is part I, section 4. There we see the defi ni-
tion of security: ‘security’ means’: and then 
it is set out in paragraphs (a), (aa) and (b). I 
think we see there a codifi cation of some of 
the issues that you are looking for. I guess 
that when one contemplates the Cold War one 
is contemplating an environment that is dra-
matically transformed today.

“We are obviously not today working in 
an environment where there is something of 
a global contest between two clearly discern-
ible ideologies and constellations of nation 
states. What we are looking at today is, 
fi rstly, a multipolar international environment 

where non-state actors are particularly rel-
evant and, secondly, an environment which 
has been transformed by technology.

“So the sorts of materials you were 
talking about and the sorts of tools that are 
required to monitor the movement of those 
materials, I think, have greatly changed, and 
as legislators we need to make sure that that 
is something we remain abreast of.”

As Ludlam later said, it was rather like 
Feeney was pouring a bag of cement into 
Hansard.

This wasn’t Feeney’s fault, but that of the 
offi cials nearby who clearly hadn’t prepared 
a proper answer even to questions that knew 
were coming, let alone providing a minister 
from outside the portfolio with a clear grasp 
of the rationale for the bill.

Liberal George Brandis briefl y joined the 
debate, and demonstrated a far more coherent 
grasp of what was going on than Feeney, but 
that’s only to be expected from the shadow 
minister. Brandis was there to report that the 
Coalition would be joining Labor in blocking 
the Greens’ amendments and passing the bill, 
but he felt suffi ciently galled by Ludlam’s 
efforts to question the bill to plead that he, 
too, was concerned about encroachments on 
civil liberty and he, too, was sceptical about 
calls to increase the powers of intelligence 
agencies.

But as with his failure to object to the 
former Howard government’s systematic 
assaults on civil liberties in the name of coun-
ter-terrorism, plainly Brandis wasn’t con-
cerned quite enough – not even to participate 
in the committee inquiry into the bill. He left 
it all to the now-departed Russell Trood.

The Greens’ amendments to restrict the 
effect of the expansion of ASIO’s powers 
were defeated 34-9. As the numbers suggest, 
a large number of senators couldn’t be both-
ered turning up to vote.

Still, at least ASIO can now spy on Julian 
Assange and Attorney-General’s bureaucrats 
can stop making up stuff about illegal fi shing 
as a cover story. 

r hands ASIO gets its new 
powers — and no one 
will tell us why

Scott Ludlam of the Greens.
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Tom Gill

Two months ago almost to the day 
Spanish PM Mariano Rajoy was 
caught telling other EU leaders 
that his labour reform plan “is 
going to cost me a general strike.” 
Well, if he’s been wrong on most 
things since being elected in a 
landslide victory over the Socialists 
in November last year, he’s right 
on this one.

Industrial action on March 29 was 
a massive show of resistance to his 
moves to slash employment rights, 
and a more general rejection of aus-
terity policies that even mainstream 
supporters of neo-liberal ideas think 
are half mad.

Earlier on the strike day the 
Comisiones Obreras trade union 
central, which together with the UGT 
called the general strike, reckoned on 
an 85 percent turnout among Spain’s 
10 million or so permanent workforce, 
once emergency cover agreed by 
unions is factored into the equation. 
For the UGT the fi gures were about 
77 percent, with as high as 95 percent 
participation in construction and 
manufacturing. 

Another measure of success was a 
20 percent fall in electricity consump-
tion to levels typical of a non-working 
day, a sure sign that the economy 
had stopped. And it hasn’t only been 
workers taking part.

Students started blockading roads 
and universities in the early hours. 
The indignados or 15-M movement, 
meanwhile, has been engaging in a 
“consumer strike” against the few 
shops that have remained open, join-
ing pickets and generally adding a 
carnival atmosphere to the day. An 
assembly was planned at 9pm in the 

symbolic centre of the movement, 
Puerta del Sol.

The central trigger for the strike 
action is Rajoy’s legislation that 
makes it easier for fi rms to lay off 
workers, cut their wages, or change 
their working conditions, if they 
can claim they need to boost their 
productivity.

Unions argue that this will sim-
ply result in more job losses, with 
estimates, one issued by a think-tank 
close to the Socialists earlier this 
week, of an additional 170,000 more 
unemployed this year alone.

And longer term, the reforms will 
mean the next generation of Spaniards 
will be completely deprived of per-
manent work - a throw-back to the 
19th century. Women will be badly 
hit too, as advances in rights linked to 
maternity and caring for dependants 
are rolled back with fl exibility becom-
ing a tool uniquely at the disposal of 
employers.

Under the right-wing leader of the 
Popular Party, Spain is heading into a 
perfect storm that many commentators 
reckon will result in a “lost decade” 
of stagnation akin to that experienced 
by Japan in the 1990s.

Cuts demanded for the next two 
years by the EU and accepted by 
Rajoy are deeper than those being 
pushed through in Greece, Ireland 
and Portugal, the countries that had 
to be “bailed out” by the EU-IMF-
ECM Troika and which are now under 
foreign “surveillance” by technocrats.

Portugal and Ireland had to cut 
their defi cits by three (GDP) percent-
age points over the past two years. 
Greece, less than fi ve percent. Spain 
has to cut the defi cit by 5.5 points over 
the next two years. That’s apparently 
the biggest cuts any rich country has 

made in recent history. In money 
terms the fi gures are huge - a cut in 
spending up to 64 billion euros. An 
“impossible” task Luis Garicano of 
Fedea, a Spanish think tank has said.

And it will be regional health 
and education budgets, already under 
massive pressure, that will bear the 
brunt of these cuts, with devastating 
short and longer term effects on the 
population, especially vulnerable 
children and the elderly.

Spain is already in a massive 
mess, economically speaking. It ended 
2011 with a shrinking economy. GDP 
fell by 0.3% in the fi nal three months 
of the year, and it is forecast to drop 
by another 1.7 percent during 2012.

The country now has one of the 

weakest employment markets in the 
eurozone. Unemployment broke 
through the fi ve million mark in 
January, putting the jobless rate at 
almost 23 percent. More than half 
of all young people are out of work.

Fundamental to the country’s 
problems now is a collapse in domes-
tic demand caused by spending cuts, 
unemployment and reductions in 
wages. At the end of last year, the 
newly installed Spanish government 
announced that public sector work-
ers, who took a fi ve percent pay cut 
in 2010 and a pay freeze in 2011, 
would have their wages frozen again 
in 2012. The labour reforms, by giv-
ing employers carte-blanche over 
their workers, will only accelerate the 
downward push on wages.

The general strike follows a ris-
ing tide of protests in Spain against 
the economically suicidal policies 
of Mariano Rajoy. Most recently 
as many as 1.5 million marched on 
February 29. And on February 25 in 
the Valencia region alone 300,000 
took to the streets.

For the government there’s no 
turning back. For the millions who 
oppose Rajoy, there is. It’s not just 
about slowing down and writing off 
some of Spain’s debts and refocus-
ing on policies that provide growth 
and employment, including quality 
public services.

It’s also about reversing years of 
pandering to corporations, especially 
fi nance. While it’s been austerity 
for the majority, the banks have 
received 110 billion euros from the 
government since 2008. And they 
are about to get another 50 billion 
euros plus bail-out from European 
citizens via the European Stability 
Mechanism, if reports in recent days 
are confi rmed.

The fact is it was the bankers and 
their gambling on the housing market 
that caused Spain’s crisis in the fi rst 
place, when the bubble burst in 2007. 
It is time to end the billions for the 
banks and to listen to the millions on 
the streets.
People’s World 

Spaniards in mega-strike 
over attack on labour

Guatemalan union leader 
assassinated
Members and the leadership of the 
Guatemala Peace and Development 
Network (GPDN/RPDG) fully 
identify with the words of Erick 
Valdez, one of our colleagues, 
who affi rms: “My heart is full of 
indignation.” 

Paid assassins took the life of 
Luis Ovidio Ortiz Cajas on March 
24, precisely when the national health 
workers trade union to which he 
belonged, supported by the National 
Front for Struggle (Frente Nacional 
de Lucha, FLN), was about to cel-
ebrate minimum gains for those 
workers. 

It happened during the period of 
the march of peasants, Indigenous 
peoples and grass-root organisations 
that is taking place and is becoming 
stronger each day, moving from the 
rural areas to Guatemala City.

It is not a coincidence. It was a 
clear message of intolerance com-
ing from powerful persons who fear 
social organisation and mobilisa-
tion. This crime, despite the fact 
that the media has paid little atten-
tion to it, continues the traditional 
practice by those with power in our 
country: beheading the trade-union 
movement every time it advances 
and obtain gain with its actions. 
Newspapers presented this assas-
sination as a senseless attack by 
violent criminals; but there is no 

explanation of why Luis Ovidio 
was hit by more than 30 shots, as 
denounced by URNG-MAÍZ, the 
leftist party he belonged to. It is 
clear that he was the target of the 
attack, following the abhorrent 
practices used during the days of 
the internal armed confl ict. This 
crime is similar to the situation 
faced by the popular and trade 
union movement in Honduras, long 
suffering after the coup in that 
country.

Our own popular and trade 
union movement unanimously 
condemns this crime and we add 
our voice to those political forces 
that nationally and internation-
ally denounce it. All organisations 
urge the Guatemalan government, 
presided over by Otto Pérez, to 
investigate this crime in depth and 
promptly capture and prosecute its 
perpetrators. We also urge the gov-
ernment to fi nd those responsible 
for ordering the crime. All persons 
both ordering and perpetrating this 
assassination should be put to trial 
no matter how powerful they may 
be. According to his electoral cam-
paign promises, President Pérez 
must show now “zero tolerance” 
vis-à-vis violence, particularly 
regarding politically-motivated kill-
ings. We fi rmly demand immediate 
responses.

We express our deepest condo-
lences to our friend Luis Ovidio’s 
relatives; his loss is irreplaceable. 
We also send our sorrow and 
solidarity to his colleagues in the 
national health workers trade union 
and workers in general, particu-
larly those within the FNL, who 
always benefi ted from his enormous 
efforts, as well as the leaders and 
militants of URNG-MAÍZ and 
other progressive social and politi-
cal forces. 

We all have lost a social fi ghter 
and a defender of human rights, 
especially the rights of vulnerable 
and marginalised people. However, 
we are certain that his example 
will result in the rise of thousands 
of leaders like him, who will also 
have Luis Ovidio’s vision and 
commitment. 

Today, we are mourning. We 
feel the pain for the death of a com-
rade who was in the words of Erick 
Valdez: “A totally committed trade-
unionist and active social fi ghter.” 
Nevertheless his death will not be 
in vain, nor will his life, because 
we will continue our process of uni-
fi cation and consolidation until we 
reach total and decisive transforma-
tions of the conditions under which 
people live in Guatemala.
Executive Committee of the Peace 
and Development Network 

Sydney
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Gazan man killed in protests
International

Israeli soldiers fired tear gas, 
rubber bullets and water cannons 
at Palestinians at Land Day ral-
lies last week, killing a man and 
wounding scores.

The young Gazan was killed 
in clashes between stone-throwing 
protesters and security forces at the 
Erez checkpoint which left at least 
fi ve more people seriously injured, 
including a journalist.

Progressive Palestinian MP 
Mustafa Barghouti was rushed to 
a Ramallah hospital after being hit 
in the head by a tear gas canister at 
Qalandia checkpoint in the occupied 
West Bank, where youths threw stones 
and petrol bombs at Israeli security 
forces.

Police used ear-splitting sirens 
and water cannon fi ring foul-smelling 
liquid to break up their demonstration.

Palestinians who live in Arab 
east Jerusalem waved their national 
fl ag outside Jerusalem’s walled Old 
City, chanting: “One, one homeland.”

Supporters in neighbouring Arab 
countries also staged marches near 
the Israeli border, but organisers kept 
protesters away from the frontier.

In southern Lebanon more than 
3,000 Lebanese and Palestinian people 
gathered outside the Crusader-built 
Beaufort castle 18 kilometres from 
Israel. Lebanese security forces kept 
them from moving any closer to the 
border.

Sobhiyeh Mizari, 70, said she 
always taught her 12 children “never 
to forget Palestine.”

“We will liberate our land against 
the will of Israel and its backers,” 
said Ms Mizari, whose husband was 
killed in Israeli shelling of Lebanon 
in 1978.

Last year, Israeli troops opened 
fi re on demonstrators from Lebanon 
and Syria who tried twice to break 
across the borders into Israel, killing 
at least 38 people.

The annual Land Day rallies 
commemorate six Israeli Arabs who 
were gunned down by Israeli soldiers 
on March 30, 1976 as they demon-
strated against the Israeli expropria-
tion of Arab-owned land in Galilee 
to build Jewish-only settlements.

Palestine Liberation Organisation 
offi cial Saeb Erekat said the ongo-
ing expansion of such settlements in 
the West Bank and east Jerusalem 
remains “at the heart of the confl ict.

“For 44 years this policy of colo-
nialism has been the main source of 
violence in the region and the single 
most menacing threat to the two-state 
solution,” Mr Erekat said.

“The freedom defenders are 
marching for dignity toward 
Jerusalem. Together with them, 
Palestinians will continue their 
certain path toward national 
independence.”
Morning Star 

Israeli soldiers cover their eyes after fi ring tear gas at Palestinian and international activists.

Maude faces calls 
to go after burns horror

Ports of Auckland 
lockout notice 
lifted

Paddy McGuffin

Britain: Tory Minister Francis 
Maude faced calls last week from 
opposition MPs for his resignation 
after a woman set herself alight 
decanting petrol in her kitchen.

The woman suffered 40 percent 
burns in the horrifi c incident after her 
clothing caught fi re as she poured 
petrol from a container to a glass jug 
while cooking dinner.

She was taken to Pinderfi elds 
hospital in Wakefi eld. 

The incident, which occurred 
in the Acomb area of York, follows 
advice issued by Mr Maude for people 
to stockpile petrol in view of potential 

strike action by tanker drivers. The 
Cabinet Offi ce Minister was forced 
to apologise after his comments were 
condemned by fi refi ghters and safety 
experts.

The coalition continued to advise 
the public to top up their tanks causing 
widespread chaos at fi lling stations 
across the country.

The Fire Brigades Union called 
on the government to make an urgent 
public safety announcement highlight-
ing the dangers of petrol in the home.

While not specifi cally linking the 
incident to Mr Maude’s comments, 
FBU general secretary Matt Wrack 
said: “We do not know the details 
of this tragic incident which will be 

of concern to everyone in the fi re 
service. Any fi refi ghter hearing what 
happened will be deeply concerned for 
the woman involved and her family.

“What this incident shows are the 
dangers of handling petrol, especially 
in the home. Petrol is highly fl amma-
ble, highly explosive, easily ignited 
and toxic and that message needs to 
be sent out loud and clear.

“The public do not understand 
the extreme dangers posed by petrol 
handling or storage and they must be 
advised as a matter of urgency. It is 
particularly critical at this time when 
we are entering a period when kids 
are off school.”
Morning Star 

Ports of Auckland has cancelled 
the lockout that was due to start 
next month. 

The cancellation is on the 
basis that the parties return to the 
bargaining table, and then use the 
facilitation process set out in the 
Employment Relations Act.

Ports of Auckland CEO Tony 
Gibson says the company is 
acutely aware that its customers 
and all those in the supply chain 
are severely affected by this dispute 
and in order to lift pressure on the 
supply chain it is lifting the lockout 
to get goods moving.

Ports lawyer John Haig QC said 
“for the benefi t of both parties” the 
port has agreed to the following:
• The current “health and safety” 

lockout is now lifted by Ports of 
Auckland.

• The lockout notice for April 6 is 
lifted by Ports of Auckland.

• The port has said workers will 
be returned to work as soon as 
possible, and no later than April 
6.

• Union workers will be paid from 
today until April 6 (that is on 
top of the earlier decision to pay 
them from last Thursday to today, 
March 30).

• The port will take all reasonable 
steps to get the Maersk Southern 
Star service returned to Auckland 
(it lost the contract to Tauranga).

• Parties will return to negotiating 
a new collective employment 
agreement through mediation and 
facilitation sessions.

Auckland port workers this 
week won a court injunction against 
having their jobs contracted out 
until mid-May.

Ports of Auckland Limited has 
since undertaken to pay eight days’ 

wages to permanent staff who voted 
last Thursday to end a four-week 
strike.

Last week International 
Transport Federation president 
Paddy Crumlin in Auckland said, 
“Today marks the fi rst day for fi ve 
weeks that workers will get a pay 
packet in their hand.”

He said that Ports of Auckland 
management was clearly running 
the port into the ground through 
their fl awed industrial strategy and 
that it was only because the court 
forced them into action that work-
ers were paid.

“The ITF fi rmly believes that 
the Ports of Auckland Limited 
board – chairman Richard Pearson 
and CEO Tony Gibson in particular 
– has a lot to answer for.

“The whole world is watch-
ing the Auckland dispute, which is 
already affecting the maritime com-
munity and has serious ramifi ca-
tions for world trade.

“It’s imperative to try to insert 
some common sense into the debate 
with the Mayor of Auckland Len 
Brown and POAL management. 
The ratepayers of Auckland are 
demanding answers to this situation 
from Len Brown.

“It appears that Ports of 
Auckland management never 
intended to negotiate in good faith. 
To go even further and lock the 
gates of the port when workers are 
legally entitled to return to their 
jobs is morally reprehensible, if not 
illegal. Board members must be 
held accountable for this.

“The Mayor needs to fi nd a way 
to replace the Board with a group 
who will run the port for the benefi t 
of Auckland residents and New 
Zealand citizens.” 

Pope visits Cuba
Barbara Russum

Pope Benedict XVI recently 
made an “Apostolic Journey” to 
Mexico and the Republic of Cuba. 
According to news reports, the 
Pope visited Cuba in the hopes of 
reviving the Catholic faith there 
and to press for greater freedoms 
for his church.

The Pope visited the Basílica 
Santuario Nacional de Nuestra 
Señora de la Caridad del Cobre 
(National Shrine of Our Lady of 
Charity) in El Cobre. At the church 
is a statue of Mary holding a baby 
Jesus in a depiction called Our 
Lady of Charity also known as 
Our Lady of Cobre. The statue was 
found by two men and their slave 
around 1612 and is elaborately 
adorned in gold cloth and jewels.

In 1998, Pope John Paul II, on 
his visit to Cuba, crowned the small 
statue and named Our Lady of 
Cobre as the patroness and “Queen 
of Cuba” during a papal Mass.

The current Pope’s visit takes 
place as part of the Jubilee Year to 
celebrate the 400th anniversary of 
the discovery of the statue. During 
the Pope’s visit to the statue he 
prayed:

“I have entrusted to the Mother 
of God the future of your country, 
advancing along the ways of renew-
al and hope, for the greater good of 
all Cubans,” the Pope said. “I have 
also prayed to the Virgin for the 
needs of those who suffer, of those 
who are deprived of freedom, those 
who are separated from their loved 
ones or who are undergoing times 
of diffi culty.”

Cuban President Raul Castro 
attended the two masses offered by 
the Pope.

In an Associated Press article 
on the Pope’s visit, some Cuban’s 
are quoted as expressing dissatis-
faction on the hoopla surrounding 
the visit and their being encouraged 
to participate. “I’m here to sup-
port the leaders of our government, 

to support our revolution,” said 
Dioleisis Fontela, a university 
professor.

Fidel Castro met with the Pope 
in Havana. He said he decided on 
the meeting after hearing from 
Cuban Foreign Minister Bruno 
Rodriguez about the Pope’s willing-
ness to meet.

In his recent refl ection entitled 
“The Hard Times of Humanity” 
the leader of the Cuban Revolution 
talked about the meeting with the 
head of State of the Vatican.

“I will happily greet His 
Excellency Pope Benedict XVI, as I 
did with Pope John Paul II in 1998, 
a man for whom contact with chil-
dren and the humble raised feelings 
of affection.”

Before arriving on his trip to 
Mexico and Cuba, the Pope said 
that Marxism as it was originally 
conceived is irrelevant for today’s 
reality.
People’s World 
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Lets really Occupy – 
A call for effective, 
direct action
Please, I’ve had enough, no more 
ineffective rallies in parks and 
isolated corners of the city. And 
no more marches around the 
town. I’m really sick of them. I’m 
getting old and have marched and 
rallied so many, many times with so 
little result. Let’s take some really 
effective actions. Let’s occupy the 
city streets.

Most people know what’s wrong 
with the system, it’s the corrupt 
corporations, conniving politicians, 
CEOs and bureaucrats raking in the 
huge profi ts, while injustice, inequal-
ity and poverty is rampant and people 
want to do something effective to 
stop the rot.

When they’re destroying our for-
ests, let’s not protest any more hidden 
away in the distant bush, unseen by 

the media and hence the people, who 
need to know what’s going on. Let’s 
blockade the places where the trucks 
and tractors and other machines come 
from. And let’s blockade the state 
parliament too.

If the Americans jail Julian 
Assange, let’s blockade the US 
embassy, US bases and boycott US 
businesses. We’ve had enough of 
their deceptions, lies and human rights 
abuses. No more foreign wars for US 
national interests. And let’s occupy 
the centre of the cities. Let’s bring 
the country to a standstill.

Let’s occupy the inner city and 
blockade the banks and the corporate 
offi ces. They can’t go on looting and 
destroying the planet and carrying 
on their futile wars, destruction and 
carnage, if we stop their businesses 
from functioning.

No more protests in parks and 
gardens or other out of the way places. 
Let’s blockade the federal and state 
parliaments, occupy the streets and 
let’s just stay there, until they listen 
and give the people want they want. 
People want genuine change and want 
to see it happen soon. Let’s resolve to 
meet in the city next time a glaring 
injustice happens, or when a protest 
is organised and let’s take effective, 
direct action.

Let’s take our protests into the 
city; the people are there and will join 
us. Let’s really occupy and blockade 
and change things for the better. 
Let’s not let the rich go on pillaging, 

polluting and profi teering from our 
planet and its people any longer. 
Together we can make a difference 
and act to save the world.

Steven Katsineris
Vic

International 
solidarity

I fi nd Cuba’s willingness to assist 
countries which suffer natural or 
man-made disasters one of its most 
endearing features. Many poor 
nations are grateful for medical 
assistance and Cuba’s clinics are 
extremely well regarded in the 
region.

It is not that Cuba is a rich coun-
try – it certainly isn’t but international 
cooperation is high on its agenda. A 
year ago the devastating earthquake 
and tsunami in Japan caused a nuclear 
disaster in Fukushima. A Japanese 
non-governmental organisation Cruise 
for Peace is seeking Cuban help 
in treating children affected by the 
nuclear leakage in Fukushima.

Cuba has practical experience in 
dealing with such patients as back 
in 1986 it had treated children from 
Chernobyl. It is good to know that 
the illegal blockade against Cuba 
does not frighten people who wish 
to cooperate with each other despite 
all the obstacles.

T Southern
Brisbane

Capitalist myths

I found “Ten myths of capitalism” 
(Guardian, March 28) very inter-
esting. There are probably many 
more that could be exposed. Indeed 
I thought of one myself.

Myth 1: The boss pays your 
wages. 

The boss does not pay your 
wages; it’s the people who pay the 
boss that pay your wages. It’s true 
that the boss employs a clerk to put 
money into a packet; or more likely 
today pays money into your key card 
account at the bank. But that is only 
one part of paying wages. It’s where 

the boss gets the money from that is 
the most important part.

The boss gets the money through 
the workers buying back with their 
wages, the things they produce. The 
boss is a totally unnecessary interme-
diary, or put in stronger terms parasite 
between the workers who produce 
the wealth and those who consume 
it when they can afford to.

For a more scientifi c explanation 
of this, see the chapter “Wages and 
Currency” in Marx’s Work Wages 
Price and Profi t.

Ron Barrett.
Sydney
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The burial 
of our 
species
This Refl ection could be written today, 
tomorrow or any other day without the 
risk of being mistaken. Our species faces 
new problems. When 20 years ago I stated 
at the United Nations Conference on the 
Environment and Development in Rio de 
Janeiro that a species was in danger of 
extinction, I had fewer reasons than today 
for warning about a danger that I was see-
ing perhaps 100 years away. At that time, 
a handful of leaders of the most powerful 
countries were in charge of the world. They 
applauded my words as a matter of mere 
courtesy and placidly continued to dig for 
the burial of our species.

It seemed that on our planet, common 
sense and order reigned. For a while economic 
development, backed by technology and sci-
ence appeared to be the Alpha and Omega of 
human society.

Today, everything is much clearer. Profound 
truths have been surfacing. Almost 200 states, 
supposedly independent, constitute the politi-
cal organisation which in theory has the job of 
governing the destiny of the world.

Approximately 25,000 nuclear weapons 
in the hands of allied or enemy forces ready 
to defend the changing order, by interest or 
necessity, virtually reduce to zero the rights of 
billions of people.

I shall not commit the naïveté of assigning 
the blame to Russia or China for the develop-
ment of that kind of weaponry, after the mon-
strous massacre at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
ordered by Truman after Roosevelt’s death.

Nor shall I fall prey to the error of denying 

the Holocaust that signifi ed the deaths of mil-
lions of children and adults, men or women, 
mainly Jews, gypsies, Russians or other nation-
alities, who were victims of Nazism. For that 
reason the odious policy of those who deny 
the Palestinian people their right to exist is 
repugnant.

Does anyone by chance think that the United 
States will be capable of acting with the inde-
pendence that will keep it from the inevitable 
disaster awaiting it?

In a few weeks, the US$40 million President 
Obama promised to collect for his electoral 
campaign will only serve to show that the cur-
rency of his country is greatly devaluated, and 
that the US, with its unusual growing public 
debt drawing close to US$20 quadrillion, is 
living on the money it prints up and not on the 
money it produces. The rest of the world pays 
for what they waste.

Nor does anyone believe that the Democratic 
candidate would be any better or worse than his 
Republican foes: whether they are called Mitt 
Romney or Rick Santorum. Light years separate 
the three characters as important as Abraham 
Lincoln or Martin Luther King. It is really 
unheard-of to observe such a technologically 
powerful nation and a government so bereft of 
both ideas and moral values.

Iran has no nuclear weapons. It is being 
accused of producing enriched uranium that 
serves as fuel energy or components for medical 
uses. Whatever one can say, its possession or 
production is not equivalent to the production 
of nuclear weapons. Dozens of countries use 
enriched uranium as an energy source, but this 
cannot be used in the manufacture of a nuclear 
weapon without a prior complicated purifi ca-
tion process.

However, Israel, with the aid and coopera-
tion of the United States, manufactured nuclear 
weaponry without informing or accounting 
to anybody, today not admitting their posses-
sion of these weapons, they have hundreds of 
them. To prevent the development of research 
in neighbouring Arab countries, they attacked 
and destroyed reactors in Iraq and Syria. They 
have also declared their aim of attacking and 
destroying the production centres for nuclear 
fuel in Iran.

International politics have been revolving 
around that crucial topic in that complex and 
dangerous part of the world, where most of the 
fuel that moves the world economy is produced 
and supplied.

The selective elimination of Iran’s most 
eminent scientists by Israel and their NATO 
allies has become a practice that motivates 
hatred and feelings of revenge.

The Israeli government has openly stated 
its objective to attack the plant manufacturing 
Iran’s enriched uranium, and the government 

of the United States has invested billions of 
dollars to manufacture a bomb for that purpose.

On March 16, 2012, Michel Chossudovsky 
and Finian Cunningham published an article 
revealing that “A top US Air Force General has 
described the largest conventional bomb – the 
re-invented bunkers of 13.6 tons – as ‘fantastic’ 
for a military attack on Iran.

“Such an eloquent comment on the mas-
sive killer-artefact took place in the same week 
that President Barack Obama appeared to warn 
against ‘easy words’ on the Persian Gulf War.

“…Herbert Carlisle, deputy chief of staff 
for US Air Force operations added that probably 
the bomb would be used in any attack on Iran 
ordered by Washington.

“The MOP, also referred to as ‘The Mother 
of All Bombs’, is designed to drill through 60 
metres of concrete before it detonates its massive 
bomb. It is believed to be the largest conven-
tional weapon, non-nuclear, in the US arsenal.

“The Pentagon is planning a process of 
wide destruction of Iran’s infrastructure and 
massive civilian victims through the combined 
use of tactical nuclear bombs and monstrous 
conventional bombs with mushroom-shaped 
clouds, including the MOABs and the larger 
GBU-57A/B or Massive Ordnance Penetrator 
(MOP) that exceeds the MOAB in destructive 
capacity.

“The MOP is described as ‘a powerful new 
bomb that aims straight at subterranean Iranian 

and North Korean nuclear facilities. The giant 
bomb – longer than 11 persons shoulder to 
shoulder, or more than 6 metres from end to 
end’.”

I ask the reader to excuse me for this com-
plicated military jargon.

As one can see, such calculations arise from 
the supposition that the Iranian combatants, 
numbering millions of men and women well-
known for their religious zeal and their fi ghting 
traditions, surrender without fi ring a shot.

In recent days, the Iranians have seen how 
US soldiers occupying Afghanistan, in just three 
weeks, urinated on the corpses of killed Afghans, 
burned copies of the Koran and murdered more 
than 15 defenceless citizens.

Let us imagine US forces launching 
monstrous bombs on industrial institutions, 
capable of penetrating through 60 metres of 
concrete. Never has such an undertaking ever 
been conceived.

Not one word more is needed to understand 
the gravity of such a policy. In that way, our 
species will be inexorably led towards disaster. 
If we do not learn how to understand, we shall 
never learn how to survive.

As for me, I harbour not the slightest doubt 
that the United States is about to commit and 
lead the world towards the greatest mistake in 
its history.
Information Clearing House 
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When the former Cassius 
Clay embraced Black 

Power, became a Muslim, changed 
his name to Mohammed Ali and 
refused to fi ght in Vietnam, the shady 
“fi ght promoters” who had been his 
backers for his heavy-weight boxing 
career were decidedly upset. Boxing 
was big business, not just for the 
thousands who attended the big title 
fi ghts but the much greater numbers 
who bet on the outcome of each and 
every fi ght.

In the USA in particular, boxing 
was viewed as a way for a talented 
black kid to escape from the ghetto. 
Parasitic fi ght promoters had a steady 
stream of black kids willing to risk 
brain damage for a chance at “the big 
time”, a chance to be famous, to “be 
a contender”.

When Ali put principle fi rst and 
refused to take part in the USA’s 
dirty war in Vietnam, his actions 

threatened the very basis of a lucra-
tive industry. The US government, 
organised crime, the boxing estab-
lishment and racists generally all 
united to vilify Ali and to teach him 
and anyone who might be tempted 
to emulate him, a lesson.

For using his high-profi le status to 
protest the war, Ali was stripped not 
only of his world-heavyweight title 
but also of his license to box. It was 
a deliberate attempt to prevent him 
from earning a living. The similari-
ties with the US authorities’ treatment 
of another black peace activist, Paul 
Robeson, is striking.

Ali pursued all the legal avenues 
for challenging his ban, and was sup-
ported by another prominent black 
boxer, his erstwhile rival Joe Frazier. 
Frazier was not concerned about 
opposing the Vietnam War: he and 
the gang of white businessmen who 
backed him knew that if Ali could 
get his licence back they could stage 
a Frazier Vs Ali match that would 
make a fortune.

Ali regained his licence in 1971, 
and “the Fight of the Century” was 
duly held in Madison Square Garden. 
Frazier won. Ali won the rematch on 
points. Frazier meanwhile lost his 
title to George Foreman, who in turn 
was beaten by Ali. By 1975, Ali was 
champion again having unexpectedly 
regained the title by beating Foreman, 
whereas Frazier was thought to be 
washed up. Ali’s camp decided to give 
Frazier a title shot as a fi nal payday 
for Joe before he retired. The stage 

was conveniently set for a third and 
fi nal Frazier-Ali rematch.

At fi rst, it was going to be held 
in Egypt, but President Marcos of the 
Philippines needed a distraction from 
the imposition of martial law at home 
and no doubt was also attracted by the 
money to be made from television 
rights. He offered to stage the bout 
in Manila, an offer the promoters 
were happy to accept. The Thrilla 
In Manila (ABC2 Sunday April 8 
at 8.30pm) was the result.

Since most of their money would 
be made behind the scenes, it probably 
didn’t really matter to the promoters 
where the actual bout took place. 
However, to maximise their returns, 
the bout was staged in the morning 
so that it could be broadcast live to 
the USA in prime time. The fi ght was 
a promoter’s dream: in a period of 
social unrest, Ali was a social phe-
nomenon who transcended boxing.

Despite Frazier’s earlier assist-
ance to Ali in getting his boxing 
licence back, Ali was acutely con-
scious of Frazier’s lack of any ideo-
logical conviction, describing him as 
an “Uncle Tom”, and a “white man’s 
champion”.

It was believed by Ali and his 
trainers that Joe Frazier was washed 
up after his devastating loss to George 
Foreman, and the relative ease with 
which Ali had defeated Frazier in their 
rematch after that fi ght seemed to bear 
this out. The general consensus was 
that Ali was doing Frazier a favour, 
giving Joe one last big payday before 
sending him off into retirement. 
However, the fi ght proved to be a 
brutal, slogging affair, with each man 
taking a lot of punishment. The fi ght 
fi nally ended when Frazier’s trainer 
Eddie Futch refused to let Frazier 
come out for the 15th round, meaning 
Ali won by TKO.

Frazier would later claim that he 
felt that Ali had betrayed him, point-
ing to his ardent support of Ali in 
his fi ght to have his boxing license 
restored. Ali in turn claimed that 
Frazier did so in an attempt to pro-
mote their fi ghts and increase the gate.

By the tenth round of the fi ght 
itself, the inherent brutality of profes-
sional boxing was very evident. “In 
the 11th round [Ali] used his speed to 
dance more, and to unload a series of 
fast combinations on Frazier, which 
severely bruised his face by the end 

of the round, swelling Frazier’s eyes 
to the point that nothing but a tiny slit 
remained open. Throughout round 12 
Ali continued to turn the momentum, 
increasingly overwhelming Frazier, 
and using the fact that Frazier could 
no longer see Ali’s right hand com-
ing to hit Frazier with one hard right 
after another.

“In round 14, Frazier was almost 
blind as he stepped in, and was met 
once more with punishing blows 
from Ali. With the punishment from 
Ali closing his right eye, Frazier was 
effectively fi ghting blind in the last 
rounds of the fi ght.” The punishment 
wasn’t one sided however: Ali later 
said that “Frazier quit just before I 
did. I didn’t think I could fi ght any 
more.” Ali would later claim that 
this was the closest to dying he had 
ever been.

In the USA today, bare-knuckle 
fi ghting, outlawed in the 19th century, 
is being revived (along with the bar-
baric “cage fi ghting”) to satisfy an 
audience that desires violence and 
blood as “entertainment”, clear evi-
dence of social decay and moral col-
lapse, the very things that Mohammed 
Ali so objected to. 

Rob Gowland
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Syria

West moves to kill off 
“Important first step”
Finian Cunningham

No sooner had Kofi  Annan, the 
special United Nations envoy to 
Syria, announced scoring “an 
important first step” towards 
implementing a peace plan in 
the war-torn country, the US and 
Western powers were scrambling 
to scupper the goalposts.

US secretary of state Hillary 
Clinton led Western efforts to under-
mine the peace bid by appearing to 
abandon recently agreed terms for a 
ceasefi re that would have included all 
parties in Syria.

In responding to the peace plan 
development, Clinton shifted the bur-
den of responsibility for violence on 
to the Syrian government and backed 
the demands of fractious “opposition 
groups” for Syria’s President Bashar 
Al Assad to step down.

After more than a week of shut-
tle diplomacy that fi rst began with 
Kofi  Annan winning the unanimous 
support for his plan at the United 
Nations Security Council, the former 
UN secretary general revealed that the 
government of Syria’s President Assad 
had accepted his six-point proposal to 
bring an end to the violence that has 
racked Syria for the past year.

The primary point of the peace 
plan is for all armed groups, including 
the Syrian state forces, to call a cease-
fi re to enable a process of dialogue. 
A previous resolution proposed last 
month at the UN Security Council 
by the Arab League and backed 
by the US, Britain and France was 
vetoed by Russia and China. Moscow 
and Beijing saw that move as “one-
sided” as it only called on the Syrian 
government forces to lay down their 
weapons. There was no reciprocal 
demand on armed opposition factions, 
who have been covertly supported by 
Arab and Western powers, to end their 
violence. Furthermore, that earlier 
resolution called on President Assad 
to quit power – a provocative and 
baseless demand.

By contrast, the latest peace plan 
outlined by Kofi  Annan does not make 
any implied pejorative ultimatums on 
the Assad government. It simply calls 
for all parties to the confl ict to imple-
ment a ceasefi re as a precondition for 
dialogue on future political reforms.

In backing the Annan package put 
forward on March 21 in New York, 
Britain’s UN ambassador Mark Lyall 
Grant, said the Security Council’s 
statement sends “precisely the strong 
and united message to the Syrian 
government and all other actors in 
Syria that they need to respond, and 
respond quickly and immediately, to 
the six-point plan”.

That endorsement of the Annan 
peace plan marked a shift by Britain, 
the US and France more towards the 
position of Russia, China and indeed 
tacitly towards that of the Syrian 
government in that it was accepting 
the reality that violence in Syria was 
emanating from “actors” other than 
just those of the state.

For that past year, the Syrian 
government has rejected allegations 
by the Western governments – allega-
tions constantly amplifi ed by biased 
reportage in the mainstream media – 
that it is unilaterally cracking down 
on a civilian Arab Spring-style pro-
democracy movement. (Echoes of 
Libya here.)

By contrast, the Syrian authori-
ties have claimed that the violence 
has been instigated and fuelled by 
foreign powers that are trying to 
engineer “regime change”. That claim 
is evidenced in recent declarations 
by Gulf Arab countries, primarily 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar, that they 
are sending weapons to so-called 
“Syrian opposition groups” – a 
damning admission of unprecedented 
interference in the internal affairs of 
a sovereign state.

In the past week too, the US has 
announced that it is sending “non-
lethal aid” to anti-government forces 
in Syria – supplies that will augment 
undeclared, but known, munitions 
from the US already in Syria. There 
have also been credible reports of 
special forces from Britain and France 
operating clandestinely in Syria 
along with mercenaries from Libya, 
Iraq and Lebanon. Major sources of 
weapons and logistical support fl ow-
ing into Syria are NATO allies Israel 
and Turkey.

These jig-saw pieces add up to 
one consistent picture: that violence 
in Syria is, as the Syrian government 
maintains, being fomented, fuelled 
and directed by Western powers and 

their regional allies with the view to 
overthrowing Damascus. The 40-year-
old rule by the Assad family in Syria 
may not be a model of liberal democ-
racy. But it has a reputable position 
with regard to standing up to decades 
of US, NATO, Israeli aggression in the 
Middle East. And its secular style of 
government tolerant to all religions 
and non-religions is streets ahead of 
the absolute Wahhabist monarchies 
of Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf 
dictatorships that the West comfort-
ably sponsor.

In other words, the Assad 
government is no vassal bending 
over backwards to accommodate 
Washington, London and Paris, as 
with so many other Arab tyrannical 
regimes. Syria’s close alliance with 
the Islamic Republic of Iran is a fur-
ther reason why the Western powers 
desperately want regime change in 
Damascus, and they are pushing that 
objective under the cynical cover of 
concern for democratic freedom and 
human rights.

There may be genuine grounds for 
political reform in Syria and a degree 
of popular discontent with the Assad 
government. But such demand for 
change is not represented by so-called 
opposition groups under the umbrella 
of the Western and Gulf Arab-backed 
Syrian National Council and Syrian 
Free Army. These “opposition” fac-
tions have acted from the outset with 
an armed subversive agenda that 
dovetails with their foreign sponsors’ 
wider agenda of precipitating regime 
change. Deadly car bombs and other 
terrorist atrocities killing hundreds of 
civilians are not the actions of groups 
interested in national dialogue and 
popular reform.

Notably, the so-called opposition-
ists gathering this week in Turkey 
for a “friends of Syria conference” 
supported by Western powers and 
Gulf Arab monarchies, rejected the 
Annan peace plan out of hand. They 
reiterated their demand for President 
Assad to step down.

Moving away from the UN 
Security Council endorsement of the 
Annan plan, Hillary Clinton poured 
scorn on the news that the Assad 
government had accepted it.

Speaking in Washington, she 
said: “Given Assad’s history of 

over-promising and under-delivering, 
that commitment must now be 
matched by immediate actions. We 
will judge Assad’s sincerity and seri-
ousness by what he does, not by what 
he says.” Clinton called on Assad to 
order his forces to cease fi re and start 
withdrawing from populated areas.

Pointedly, there was no demand 
from Clinton for other parties to end 
the violence or a rebuke for their 
out-of-hand rejection of the Annan 
peace plan. Instead, Clinton said that 
the US “would be pushing them [the 
Western-backed opposition] very hard 
to put forward a unifi ed vision [of 
regime change]”.

In other words, the US govern-
ment is signalling that despite the 
recent backing of the Kofi  Annan 
peace plan at the UN Security 
Council, Washington will make sure 
that there will be no ceasefi re to facili-
tate political dialogue in Syria. Rather, 
it is “regime change or nothing”.

The question is: why did the US 
and other Western powers endorse 
Annan’s peace proposal last week? 
Possibly, they believed their own 
propaganda about the “brutal Assad 
regime” and did not expect Damascus 
to accept the plan. Alternatively, it 

was just a ruse to get Russia and 
China onboard a consensus towards 
Syrian that can now be as twisted as 
the Assad government “acting in bad 
faith” because it won’t implement a 
ceasefi re (with impossible terms); thus 
paving the way for further Western 
interference to “protect civilians”.

Such cynical subterfuge has 
resonances with the earlier Arab 
League peace mission to Syria at 
the beginning of this year. That mis-
sion appeared to be initially backed 
by Western powers and their Gulf 
Arab proxies. However, when the 
League’s monitors reported that vio-
lence deployed by the Syrian state 
forces was much less than was being 
alleged by Western governments and 
mainstream media, and that there was 
credence to Syrian government claims 
of it fi ghting armed subversive groups, 
the Western powers immediately scup-
pered the observer mission, deleting 
it from the records.

In a nutshell, the Western policy 
towards Syria is: play by our rules, 
otherwise we vandalise the goalposts 
and walk off the fi eld with the ball. 
A no-win situation for any reasonable 
opponent. 
globalresearch.ca 

Kofi  Annan.

The 40-year-old rule by the Assad family in Syria may 
not be a model of liberal democracy. But it has a 
reputable position with regard to standing up to decades 
of US, NATO, Israeli aggression in the Middle East. 


