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There was no end of horror stories from 
ABC radio listeners last week recounting 
experiences of patients and staff at the Royal 
North Shore Hospital (RNSH) in Sydney 
and raising serious concerns about hygiene, 
patient transportation and security there. 
Callers provided details of fi lthy toilets, 
incontinent patients left lying for hours in 
urine, patients picking up infections. Parents 
spoke of mopping fi lthy fl oors, of blood 
and dressings on the fl oor. Staff reported 
that they hardly had time to wipe down 
beds let alone clean the surrounding area 
or bathroom between patients. There were 
stories of patients being left in corridors, 
long ambulance queues waiting for patients 
to be taken in, and one patient that went 
missing. Overwork has resulted in injuries 
and stress-related problems for staff.

Doctors and nurses raised concerns that 
the hospital is not being cleaned properly, that 
patient care is being compromised. But still, 
the NSW state government refused to inter-
vene as the crisis continued. The NSW Nurses 
Association said a patient with the highly 
infectious superbug golden staph was left in a 
corridor at RNSH because no clean single room 
was available.

The RNSH “public private partnership” 
between the government and the InfraShore 
consortium is one of a long string of disastrous 
PPPs but with potentially far more serious 
consequences than tunnel-related traffi c jams, 
failed public transport or government bailouts 
when private companies go bust. It is the lives 
and health of people that are at risk.

After 12 weeks in dispute of staff shortages 
with the private subcontractor ISS Services, the 
cleaning staff, members of the Health Services 
Union, decided that they would walk out for two 
hours on Friday May 4. The NSW Industrial 
Relations Commission called a compulsory 
arbitration session. At the hearing the union 
agreed to hold off industrial action until June 1 
and IRC president Justice Roger Boland prom-
ised the Commission would inspect the hospital. 
A workplace consultative group will be set up.

The RNSH is a major public and teaching 
hospital in Sydney. Under the PPP signed with 
the former Labor government, the InfraShore 
consortium won a $1.1 billion contract to build 
new facilities; run maintenance; and provide 
security, patient services (portering, cleaning, 
food, linen, etc) and retail services at RNSH.

ISS blames the govt
InfraShore subcontracted cleaning, porter-

ing, security and other ancillary patient services 
to consortium member ISS Services. Under the 
contract, the monthly government payment for 
its services can be adjusted if the workload rises 
or falls by fi ve percent or more. NSW Health 
can also make deductions if InfraShore fails to 

meet specifi ed performance standards – these 
are believed to be relatively trivial amounts, but 
as with other details of PPP contracts are not 
publicly available.

InfraShore claims the number of beds has 
increased by over 20 percent from 600 to almost 
740. They say they took on 80 extra casual staff, 
to supplement the 243 permanent staff who are 
employed by NSW Health but managed by ISS 
under a labour service agreement. For 12 months 
ISS has been at loggerheads with the government 
over its refusal to increase payments in line with 
the extra beds. In January, it reduced the number 
of casual staff from 80 to 45, saying it was not 
profi table to continue employing them without 
the additional income from the government. 
This placed intolerable pressure on remaining 
permanent and casual staff.

Last month the Industrial Relations 
Commission ordered ISS to employ 20 more 
casual staff for cleaning and portering.

Govt passes the buck to ISS
The government refused repeated requests 

to intervene, claiming staffi ng levels were not 
its concern and that NSW Health has a contract 
with ISS to provide the service.

It was only after the politically embarrassing 
exposures on ABC radio and threat of a walk 
out by cleaning staff, that the health minister 
Jillian Skinner showed her face. When Skinner 
did fi nally agree to answer questions on ABC 
radio, on Monday this week, she disputed claims 
by InfraShore that bed numbers had increased, 
saying there had been some “restructuring”. She 
blamed the problems on an old building which 
is diffi cult to clean – the new building is still 
under construction.

As with all PPPs, the details are shrouded 
in secrecy.

PPPs
The Infrashore consortium includes ABN 

AMRO, since taken over by the Royal Bank 
of Scotland (for fi nance), Thiess (design and 
construction), Thiess Services (facilities manage-
ment and maintenance), ISS Facility Services 
(hospital security, food, laundry, portering of 
patients), Zouki (retail outlets) and Wilson 
Parking (car parking services). The former Labor 
government awarded the $1.1 billion contract in 
2008 and it runs to 2036 – 28 years – at which 
time the assets transfer to the public sector.

This is typical of a PPP consortium, cover-
ing fi nance, design, management, construction 
and service provision companies. They borrow 
heavily to fi nance the project and have huge 
interest bills. They also expect to make a large 
profi t, and to ensure this, governments usually 
guarantee a minimum rate of return on their 
investment. After a certain period the assets and 
responsibility for management and maintenance 
revert to the government.

For example, for public transport or a 
tollway, the government might top up income 

where usage and fares or fees fall short of 
agreed amounts. These have usually been 
overestimated during the tendering process 
and governments end up paying out millions 
of dollars to subsidise the profi ts.

In other types of contracts, such as the 
RNSH, which is a non-fee charging, public 
hospital, the government pays agreed amounts 
for the services provided. The details are “com-
mercial in confi dence”.

Pro-privatisation governments and private 
operators claim that cash-strapped governments 
cannot afford the capital to provide public 
infrastructure and services; that the private 
sector takes all the risks and the outcome will 
not only be cheaper but better.

But in reality, they deliver poorer serv-
ices, result in fewer jobs, undermine wages 
and working conditions, and end up costing 
government more as the motive for service 
provision becomes private profi t not the service 
being provided. If the private consortium goes 
bust, then it is the government that picks up 
the pieces and foots the bill.

It costs the government far less to provide 
infrastructure because it can borrow at lower 
interest rates and does not have to make huge 
profi ts to satisfy shareholders. Some companies 
tender too low just to win the contract, then 
come back to government asking for more.

If the government borrows the money, 
carries out the construction and manages the 
facilities and provided all the services it costs 
less, the quality of service improves, workers 
have greater protection and it is clear where 
blame lies if services are under-funded or of 
poor quality.

With PPPs there is no public accountability. 
Everything is shrouded in secrecy. The lines of 
responsibility are blurred. The buck is passed 
and, in the case of the RNSH the patients and 
staff suffer. Patient care is coming a poor last 
behind corporate profi ts.

The cleaning crisis at RNSH is frightening 
patients away. Some have just gone home or 
looked for another hospital. Some, who have 
private health insurance cover, have turned to 
the private North Shore Hospital which is on 
the public hospital’s grounds.

Public health services should not be compro-
mised by private, for-profi t outfi ts. The present 
situation cannot wait until the Commission car-
ries out inspections. Urgent action is required 
immediately. The government should step in, 
employ the necessary staff to provide top quality 
services and cancel the PPP with InfraShore. All 
other PPPs should be reviewed and their terms 
made public. There should be full accountability 
for all public spending. 
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PRESS FUND
Last week the anger of farmers and people from rural communities 
boiled over with a 4,000-strong protest outside NSW parliament 
against coal seam gas mining. The state government’s strategic 
land use guidelines put forward as a “balanced” way of managing 
mining and farming wasn’t fooling anyone. It will open the door 
to open slather for mining companies. The protest included a 
combination of groups and organisations, such as the state’s 
Farmers’ Association and the farmers and community group Lock 
the Gate, who would not usually be on the same political page. 
And thanks to donations to the Press Fund The Guardian is able to 
continue coverage of such important developments (see story this 
week on page 3). Many thanks to this week’s  contributors who are:
Robert $10, Mark Manion $5, Pio Paglivea $60, Carlos $15, 
Anne Junor $12, Les Perkis $100.
This week’s total: $202 Progressive total: $1,662

Capitalism is on the nose
The media campaign against the federal government is hitting 

fever pitch. An unrelenting barrage of US-style hate politics is being 
directed towards Julia Gillard and most pundits are predicting a 
wipeout for Labor at the next federal election. That’s precisely 
what media corporations hiring the commentators want – an Abbott 
government with untrammelled power to chart an even more reac-
tionary course than the ALP.

Workers are right to be angry with Labor. In 2007 they voted 
for change – an end to WorkChoices, action on climate change, 
no more women and children behind razor wire in immigration 
detention centres. A lack of meaningful action on these and other 
priorities left voters frustrated. The coup against Rudd, clearly 
carried out to placate the big mining corporations unwilling to pay 
even a token super profi ts tax, showed just how unprincipled the 
ALP’s parliamentary leadership really is.

Labor was returned – but not in its own right – at the 2010 
federal election. A precarious minority government was cobbled 
together. The slender margin was always going to be a temptation 
for the Coalition parties and the big business forces that play “both” 
sides of parliament to their advantage. Abbott would squeeze the 
most out of every blunder on the part of the Gillard government.

And, unfortunately, the Opposition leader has been given lots 
to work with. The ongoing Craig Thompson affair is a disaster for 
Labor even while he sits on the cross-benches. The image of the 
trade union movement has taken a massive hit, also. The fall from 
grace of tactically appointed Speaker of the House, Peter Slipper has 
cemented a “scandal-ridden” reputation for the Gillard government.

Unfortunately, the most likely result of these developments and 
the hysteria being whipped up around the woefully inadequate 
revised mining super profi ts tax and the do-nothing carbon tax 
is that the Coalition will romp home at the next federal election. 
The “revolving door” of the two-party parliamentary system will 
be given one more turn as a result of workers’ determination to 
“punish” Labor.

The whiff of scandal and corruption surrounding the current 
government won’t be “solved” by giving an Abbott Coalition licence 
to restore widespread individual workplace contracts, do less than 
nothing about the unfolding climate emergency and to hasten the 
privatisation of the last remaining areas of government responsibility 
in areas like health and education. The Liberal and National parties 
are not without their own long record of corruption.

Too many lessons from history have been left unlearned. The 
problem is not just the leadership of the Tweedledum-Tweedledee 
major parties at any given stage. It is deeper than that. It is the 
cynical control of the political process by the capitalist ruling class. 
The same cynicism and manipulation can be seen in virtually every 
aspect of society. Profi ts surge but the cost of vital services continues 
to go up. Interest rate cuts are not passed on to families struggling 
to keep a roof over their head. Transnational car manufacturers get 
huge taxpayer handouts – ostensibly to keep jobs in Australia – but 
sack their workers, anyway.

People are incensed but do not know what to do about it. A 
viable alternative does not appear to be available so an attitude of 
voting for the “lesser of two evils” at election time sets in. Apathy 
is not a neutral force; it actively assists the capitalist ruling class 
to keep control of Australia’s very limited democratic institutions.

A new political force uniting left and progressive parties and 
other organisations with a clear pro-people agenda is needed ur-
gently. The Communist Party is convinced of the centrality of this 
task and is working hard towards that end. But the message is not 
getting out far enough and the process is way too slow. The mem-
bership and resources of the Party need to be built substantially to 
ensure the success of a coherent, genuine alternative to the disastrous 
political course the country is currently headed down.

The best thing angry workers can do about the present very 
parlous state of the economy and the political scene is not to hurl 
cheap insults about the Prime Minister or the ALP. The most con-
structive thing a worker could do to build the political alternative 
and, ultimately, a more just society is to join the Communist Party.

General Secretary on 
the road to recovery
Dear Comrades and Friends,

I would like to thank everyone for 
all the fl owers, cards and other gifts 
and messages that I have received 
over the past few months. I am sure 
that all this encouragement and sup-
port has contributed to my recovery.

To recap: I was diagnosed with 
bowel cancer in October last year 
and undertook a course of chemo 
and radiation treatment which ended 
in February with a major operation.

I have been recovering from that 
operation ever since and am gradually 

regaining my strength. The special-
ists advise that all cancer has been 
eliminated and seem pleased with my 
progress. However, they have warned 
me that it might take up to six months 
for me to get back my usual energy 
and capacity.

My daily regime is to exercise 
and to gradually increase my fi tness 
and regain muscle tone. Careful and 
gradual increases in physical activity 
are the order of the day. Diet and rest 
are also required to help me regain 
my strength.

I still tire easily and quickly but 
this will gradually get better. I have 
begun to work a little at my compu-
ter at home and have begun to have 
visitors.

At present it appears that I will be 
out of action until about July. If all 
goes to plan, I hope to start working, 
possibly part-time initially, in the 
Party headquarters around that time.

Hannah Middleton
General Secretary, CPA

Serious questions from 
council elections
Last month elections for local gov-
ernments were held in Queensland. 
Unlike in the rest of Australia local 
government areas are more akin 
to regional elections. Brisbane city 
has a budget bigger than Tasmania 
and an electorate across the whole 
city. The council election is as 
signifi cant as state elections. The 
Liberal National Party under the 
Mayor Graham Quirk has control 
of 17 wards so far with Labor 
having fi ve and remaining fi ve 
undecided. The Greens candidate, 
former Democrat Andrew Bartlett, 
ran a credible third. The shift 
against the Labor Party continued 
and seems certain to be sustained 
into the next federal election.

This raises serious issues for 
the progressive and left movements 
and for the people’s struggle against 
the dominance of the monopoly 
corporations.

These elections have continued 
to show the shift in the political 

centre away from the dominance 
of agriculture and towards industry 
and fi nance. The reorganisation of 
the Liberal Party and the National 
Party into the Liberal National 
Party is the result of a shift in the 
ruling class forces and refl ects 
the dominance of mining and the 
banks; this has had an effect on 
all political parties, including the 
Labor Party.

Working farmers are being 
pushed towards struggle by the 
dominance of miners and monopo-
lies. The working people are angry 
about the sale of assets and the car-
bon tax has resonated as a potential 
cause of infl ation of costs, electric-
ity rates and many other essentials 
of local government have risen.

This saw changes in local gov-
ernments throughout Queensland 
but populist rhetoric has seen that 
the Ipswich Mayor Pascale has 
retained his position.

The confusion and disarray 

caused by asset sales has had an 
effect in the organised working 
class and Labor is “on the nose”.

The performance of the Labor 
administrations in threatening and 
carrying out privatisations has 
undermined the support that has 
been given by the organised work-
ing class to Labor.

There is now a constant striving 
to fi nd a way to end what is grow-
ing pain and poverty amongst the 
people. This refl ects in the growing 
swings in political changes and 
will increase. Unemployment is on 
the rise; the increase in the aged 
workforce and the youth of unem-
ployment is a major factor in the 
conservative approach developing 
amongst the population.

The weakness is emphasised by 
no can didates advocating a change 
of system. The Communist Party 
must fi nd a way to change this 
position. 

The repression of the Patriotic March 
movement in Colombia
The Communist Party of Australia 
protests in the strongest possible 
terms the violence unleashed 
against the Patriotic March move-
ment launched in Bogotá at mas-
sive events on April 22, 23 and 24.

Even before the march which 
attracted over 80,000 participants, 
the state moved to intercept buses 
carrying representatives of rural 
communities across the country. 
Hernán Henry Díaz was to lead a 
group of 200 peasant farmers from 
the province of Putumayo but was 
kidnapped on the eve of the event 
by the army of the Colombian 

terror state and has not been seen 
since. We join the thousands of 
people demanding his immediate 
release.

On April 27, Daniel Aguirre, 
the general secretary of the cane 
cutters union Sinalcorteros was shot 
and killed by persons unknown. 
On the same day, the bodyguard 
of Carlos Lozano, editor of the 
Communist Party’s weekly news-
paper La Voz was assassinated.

Mao Enriquez Rodríguez was 
the latest victim in a dirty war of 
intimidation against the Patriotic 
March movement.

We take this opportunity to 
express our sympathies for the fam-
ilies and comrades of these fallen 
fi ghters for social justice and to 
voice our confi dence that the people 
of Colombia will not be cowed by 
these atrocities but will fi ght harder 
to achieve a society of peace and 
social justice.

In solidarity,
Bob Briton

Secretary
International Department

Communist Party of Australia

Don't forget to get those Guardian ti ns 
sent in. They should be cut open and the 

money collected sent into the party for 
The Guardian. If you live near the party 

offi  ce, drop the ti n off  with your name on 
it and we will count it and acknowledge it 

in the Press Fund. If you cannot visit the 
party offi  ce convert the contents of the ti n 

into a cheque made out to The Guardian 
but menti on it is from a Guardian ti n.
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Campaign aimed at justice for our youth
Kirstie Parker

During the past decade, Aboriginal 
imprisonment rates across 
Australia have skyrocketed by 
more than 50 percent – to a point 
where Aboriginal Australian 
adults are 13 times more likely to 
end up in jail than the rest of the 
population.

And Aboriginal Australians now 
account for about a quarter of the 
nation’s overall adult prison popula-
tion, despite making up less than three 
percent of the broader population.

The situation is so dire that advo-
cates have pleaded for the reduction of 
Indigenous incarceration to be added 
to offi cial close-the-gap targets.

So what’s to be done to arrest 
the current shameful state of affairs?

High-profi le Australians including 
leading lights from sport, the arts and 
the legal fraternity are now putting 
their shoulders to the wheel, pledging 
to use their infl uence to bring about 
change.

They say it’s time governments, 
including the NSW government, spent 
less on putting people in prison and 
more on prevention, early intervention 
and treatment for Aboriginal young 
people. Unless a fresh approach is 
taken, they say, Australia is in danger 
of throwing away another Aboriginal 
generation.

At Government House in 
Sydney last week, NSW Governor 

Marie Bashir launched the Justice 
Reinvestment Campaign for 
Aboriginal Young People.

The campaign will highlight that 
in NSW Aboriginal young people 
(who make up just 2.2 percent of the 
population) are now 28 times more 
likely to end up in juvenile detention 
than non-Aboriginal young people at 
an annual cost of more than $230,000 
per young person.

“Aboriginal young people surely 
need our help and our support to 
address the circumstances that lead to 
prison,” Professor Bashir said.

Make a difference
“Communities need more help 

to support Aboriginal young people. 

More programs indeed are required 
that can make a real difference and 
positively engage Aboriginal young 
people who may be at risk of offend-
ing. Incarceration is not the solution.  

“More community cohesion, 
more hope and a better future for our 
valuable young people are required.”

Campaign organisers point out the 
NSW government was elected with 
a justice policy that clearly contains 
the principles of justice reinvestment 
whereby funds are diverted away 
from prison into prevention programs 
that address the underlying causes of 
crimes in communities.

In 2011, strategic management 
and knowledge consulting fi rm the 
Noetic Group recommended in a 
NSW review of the juvenile justice 
system that a “justice reinvestment 
model” be adopted.

The campaign is specifi cally call-
ing on the NSW government to imple-
ment a justice reinvestment policy and 
is seeking a commitment to establish 
a Justice Reinvestment Advisory 
Group to oversee the process. This 
group would then provide input into 
the development and implementation 
of justice reinvestment policies, moni-
tor the proportion of funds redirected 
from corrections and detention over 
the next fi ve to ten years and monitor 
the levels of Aboriginal young people 
in detention.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Social Justice Commissioner 
Mick Gooda described the current 
situation of over-incarceration of 
Indigenous people as “totally unac-
ceptable and shameful”.

National Indigenous Drug and 
Alcohol Committee (NIDAC) chair-
person Associate Professor Ted Wilkes 
said substantial money had been 
invested in the correctional system 
but had made no headway in reducing 
the Aboriginal over-representation 
in prison.

“Aboriginal Australians are 
increasingly fi lling our prisons and 
juvenile detention centres at alarm-
ingly disproportionate rates,” he said. 
“We need treatment services and 
rehabilitation services. Not bloody 
prisons.

“We’ve simply had enough of 
seeing Aboriginal people locked up 
in increased numbers. The current 
justice system is not working for 
Aboriginal people. It’s a national 
disgrace.”

Sally Fitzpatrick, from Australians 
for Native Title and Reconciliation 
(NSW), said that locking up people 
was an expensive way to deal with 
crime and didn’t work, given that 
70 percent of people who have been 
imprisoned re-offend.

Executive director of the 
Australian National Council on Drugs 
Gino Vumbaca said it was time to stop 
talking about being soft or tough on 
crime and instead talk more about 
being smart or dumb on crime.

Champions
“Then we might start making the 

changes that are needed to make a 
difference in the community,” he said.

Other campaign “champions” 
include Sydney Swans captain and 
Brownlow Medallist Adam Goodes, 
acting legend Jack Thompson, retired 
High Court Justice Michael Kirby, 
former NSW Director of Public 
Prosecutions Nicholas Cowdery, 
La Perouse Local Aboriginal Land 
Council chairperson Marcia Ella 
Duncan, St Vincent de Paul CEO 
Graham West, 2009 Australian of 
the Year Mick Dodson and former 
Federal Home Affairs Minister Bob 
Debus.

Recent comments from NSW 
Attorney-General Greg Smith suggest 
the state government will be receptive 
to the campaign.
Koori Mail 

Lock the Gate Alliance President 
Drew Hutton has labelled the NSW 
Legislative Council Report into 
Coal Seam Gas a clear statement 
that the coal seam gas industry is a 
risk to our agricultural land, water 
and environment.

Mr Hutton said, “This report is 
an amber light at best for the coal 
seam gas industry and recognises 
that signifi cant work needs to be 
done to clear up uncertainty sur-
rounding groundwater, fugitive 
emissions and land use impacts.

“The O’Farrell government 
should implement most of these 
recommendations immediately but 
that would not clear the way for the 
industry in NSW.”

Mr Hutton said it was also clear 
from the Protect Our Land and 
Water Rally in Sydney last week 
that the community is convinced 
Mr O’Farrell’s land use policy is 
not a suitable regulatory response to 
the risks of coal seam gas.

The report also recognises the 
“defi ciencies” in the land use policy 
with signifi cant areas of agricultural 
land as well as urban and coastal 
areas impacted by CSG exploration 
being left out completely.

“Lock the Gate takes particular 
exception to the rejection by the 

majority of the committee members 
to a good suggestion by the Greens 
in the committee to require a full 
cost benefi t analysis of a project 
before any approval is considered.

“This should be a minimum 
standard and if the government is 
so convinced of the benefi ts of this 
industry, let them show that through 
a cost benefi t analysis.”

The Alliance noted the failure 
to introduce a moratorium, given 
the risks identifi ed in the report, is 
“a slap in the face” to a community 
who put thousands of hours into 
meetings and research to prepare 
detailed responses to the inquiry 
and in making representations at 
meetings around the state.

“Clearly this industry does not 
have a social licence to operate and 
I am confi dent this report will not 
be seen by the community as a jus-
tifi cation to support this industry.

“The Community will recog-
nise the report raises many serious 
questions about the ability for this 
industry to operate safely and will 
no doubt continue to impose a com-
munity moratorium on this industry 
in NSW and keep their gates locked 
until the government delivers their 
response to the report,” Mr Hutton 
said. 

Australia

Pete’s Corner

Part of the crowd at the No Gas Rally in Sydney last Tuesday (May 1).

Report confirms 
Coal Seam Gas a risk

Photo: Denis Doherty
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Commitments given by the federal 
government to TAFE as recently 
as a month prior to the meeting of 
Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG) were overturned, setting 
the government on a course of 
privatising vocational education 
and training programs.

The power of big business which 
lobbied the government in the lead-up 
to the COAG meeting was evident in 
the government’s about-turn on train-
ing. The government’s blueprint for 
training is Skills for All Australians. 
The Skills for All Australians policy, 

which was publicly released on March 
19, was quite categorical in its sup-
port of the public sector and TAFE 
in particular:

“Governments need to ensure 
that TAFEs are able to operate 
effectively in an environment where 
some states and territories choose to 
move to a more contestable train-
ing market. It is in the public and 
taxpayer interest to ensure that the 
long term investment of public funds 
in a strong TAFE sector continues 
to be productive and contributes 
further to the skilling task facing the 
nation. Building a skilled economy 
and society must rest on a bedrock of 

public institutions committed to the 
long term advancement and capacity 
of citizens.

“The states and territories will 
be asked to agree on strategies with 
the Commonwealth government to 
continue to support and strengthen 
their public providers of vocational 
education and training over the next 
five years. These could include 
recognition of the additional costs 
that public providers incur as the 
key provider of capital intensive 
training and the support services 
required for disadvantaged stu-
dents and for students in regional 
Australia.”

The federal government did not 
call for support for public providers. 
As seen from the COAG decision, 
it threw to the wind any concerns 
about the impact on TAFE of “a more 
contestable training market” or the 
importance of investing public funds 
“in a strong TAFE sector”. It is a 
neo-liberal recipe for the destruction 
of TAFE and the promotion of second-
rate private training institutions.

The aim of the COAG decision 
is to develop a highly competitive 
training market, one where private 
institutions will be eligible on the 
same basis as public TAFE colleges 
to subsidised student places up to 
Diploma III level and for HECS type 
loans for students doing higher levels 
of study.

It leaves it to the states to decide 
whether to apply commonwealth 
funding to public or private colleges 
or both.

The private sector lobby group, 
the Australian Council for Private 
Education and Training said the 
COAG agreement marked “a fun-
damental day in the history of the 
Australian vocational education and 
training sector.” It is right. It is an 
historic decision that lays the basis 
for the privatisation of the important 
and quality training presently being 
carried out by TAFE.

States with pro-privatisation gov-
ernments and strapped budgets will 
put training programs out to tender to 
the cheapest (private sector) bidders. 
It will put pressure on salaries, job 
security, class sizes, resources and 

quality of teaching in TAFE colleges 
attempting to compete with unregu-
lated private operators.

As TAFE secretary of the 
Australian Education Union (AEU), 
Pat Forward said, “This agreement 
will give the green light to unscrupu-
lous private providers to fl ourish … 
with no protection for students who 
will have only one chance to access 
a government-funded place up to 
certifi cate III.”

The Spring 2011 edition of the 
AEU’s The Australian TAFE Teacher, 
reports that training under recent 
reforms in Victoria “has been skewed 
towards high volume, low cost areas 
in private providers, leaving TAFEs 
with the high cost, low volume voca-
tional education required to overcome 
skills shortages.”

In a period of less than two years, 
in Victoria:
• The number of private for-profi t 

providers has grown from 225 to 
528

• TAFE share of the market has 
dropped from 75% to 52%

• Private provider share of the 
market has grown from 14% to 
32%.

This is what lies ahead for the 
rest of Australia if the federal gov-
ernment’s emphasis on “contestable 
markets” and its “equal playing fi eld”, 
deregulated approach to public and 
private as adopted by COAG goes 
ahead. Starving TAFE won’t solve 
the skills shortages or result in quality 
training. The private, for-profi t sector 
is incapable of doing it. 

Toxic threat looms again 
for Newcastle
Newcastle and the waters beyond 
face a looming toxic threat, with a 
dangerously sub-standard vessel 
entering Australian waters for the 
fi rst time last month to take on 
some of Orica’s excess ammonium 
nitrate, the Maritime Union of 
Australia (MUA) has warned.

Orica is permitted to store 
a certain quantity of toxic and 
explosive ammonium nitrate at 
its Newcastle berth. However, the 
company has overproduced and 
now plans to load the excess onto a 
sub-standard Flag Of Convenience 
vessel MCP Kopenhagen and send 
it to sea while the supply is cleared.

However, MCP Kopenhagen 
has recently been the subject of 
inspections by the Australian 
Maritime Safety Authority and the 
International Transport Workers’ 
Federation, which indicate abhor-
rent conditions on board as well as 
serious safety defects.

MUA assistant national sec-
retary Warren Smith has warned 
that it is unacceptable for Orica to 
load a volatile and highly danger-
ous substance like ammonium 
nitrate onto a vessel like the MCP 
Kopenhagen in Australian waters.

“The MCP Kopenhagen is one 
of the worst vessels the MUA has 
ever seen. Recent inspections found 
eight serious safety defects includ-
ing faulty sewage, faulty radio, 
faulty electrics and a faulty naviga-
tion system,” Mr Smith said.

“The crew on board are treated 
abhorrently. Some have not been 
able to leave the vessel for over 15 
months. When inspectors boarded 
the ship recently they found the 
food locker full of rancid meat and 
rotting vegetables – it was simply 
disgusting. You would not treat ani-
mals the way the MCP Kopenhagen 
crew are treated.”

He said the crew have even 
been rationed to 300 millilitres of 
water a day while carrying this 

incredibly toxic and explosive load 
from Orica. “I sincerely doubt 
whether the people of Newcastle 
want a vessel like this loading 
ammonium nitrate on board and 
then occupying Australian waters 
for ten days with its deadly load.

“Orica has a long and sordid 
history of environmental breaches 
in Newcastle and it seems they 
have no intention of changing their 
modus operandi now. They are cur-
rently looking all over the Hunter 
for a permanent home for their 
oversupplies of ammonium nitrate, 
when they could simply use a safe, 
Australian-licensed ship to look 
after it and transport it safely.

“Using a German-owned ship, 
operating under a Maltese fl ag, 
managed by a Greek company 
with offi ces in the Marshall Islands 
designed to avoid appropriate 
regulation is to treat the people of 
Newcastle and their environment 
with disdain. There is a real and 
frightening risk of something going 
wrong on a vessel like the MCP 
Kopenhagen. The Pasha Bulker 
incident * was bad enough – I shud-
der to think what would happen if a 
similar accident were to occur with 
this ship.”
*Early on the morning of June 8, 
2007, Newcastle Port Corporation 
radioed the 56 moored ships 
waiting off the coast to load coal 
to warn them to move out to 
sea to escape the approaching 
storm. The Pasha Bulker – a Flag 
of Convenience vessel – along 
with 10 other ships did not heed 
the warning. As the storm hit the 
Pasha Bulker could not clear the 
coast and it became beached. 
The ship never called for tug 
boat assistance, ran aground 
with a fully operational engine 
room and still had both anchors 
stored in the hawse pipe leading 
maritime experts to believe that 
proper precautions were not 

taken by the ship’s captain.
After the Pasha Bulker ran 
aground the 22 Filipino and 
Korean crew members aboard 
were successfully rescued from 
the vessel, however it remained 
grounded about 30 metres from 
the shore at the popular Nobbys 
Beach. The ship contained 
around 700 tonnes of fuel oil, 38 
tonnes of diesel and 40 tonnes of 
lube oil, which if released could 
have caused a major ecological 
disaster. 

Some of the many books available at Shop@CPA

JOHN BROWN: The Cost of Freedom by Louis A DeCaro Jr
$20 plus $6 p&p International Publishers, NY, 2007, 185 pp

The Man Who Cried Genocide: An Autobiography by William L Patterson
$15 plus $6 p&p International Publishers, NY, 1991, 234 pp

Paul Robeson: The Great Forerunner from the Editors of Freedomways
$25 plus $10 p&p International Publishers, NY, 1998, 396 pp

If purchasing two books, include $10 p&p.
Special offer: All three books including p&p $65

74 Buckingham Street, Surry Hills, NSW 2010 Ph 02 9699 8844 shop@cpa.org.au
All payments by Cheque or Money Order to “CPA”. Credit Card – min purchase $20 (incl card type, name, number & exp date).
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Paul Ham is a distinguished 
Australian military historian who 
has written important books about 
Kokoda and Vietnam1 before his 
latest on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 
This book is excellently researched 
and well worth reading for those 
interested in the closing days of 
the war with Japan. Anti-nuclear 
weapons campaigners will also fi nd 
much valuable information in this 
impressive book.

The dominant but false perception 
that the US dropped the two bombs to 
save Allied lives is carefully examined 
and dismissed. The truth is nearer to 
what the CPA and the peace move-
ment have always asserted – that a 
key factor was consideration of post 
war geo-strategic advantage, in other 
words to intimidate the Soviet Union.

The other reason for unleash-
ing atomic bombs on the people of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki was callous 
inhumane scientifi c experimentation. 
These features are outlined well in 
Ham’s book.

Victims of the bombs were incin-
erated. Many thousands of others were 
maimed and scarred. Thousands were 
exposed to carcinogenic substances 
from the initial blast and the subse-
quent fallout.

US doctors who knew how to 
treat radiation sickness did not share 
this knowledge with their Japanese 
colleagues and instead studied the 
victims as scientifi c specimens, on 
occasions even snatching bodies from 
grieving relatives at funerals.

Post war Japanese society 
shunned the victims, the Hibakusha, 
and left them without medical atten-
tion or compensation for over 40 
years.

None of the main players in this 
terrible, heart wrenching tragedy 
showed much humanity or honour. 
The US scientists, military and 
politicians come out as heartless and 
cruel, while the Japanese military and 
political system was no better in the 
dying days of WW2.

The then US President, Harry S 
Truman, and the coterie of politicians 
around him are distinguished by their 
cold heartedness and lack of remorse.

Some scientists do come out bet-
ter. Scientist Leo Szilard organised a 
petition urging the President not to 
use the bomb on Japan after the tests 
in Nevada. However, the numbers 
who signed were small and it was 
quickly dismissed by the military and 
the Truman administration.

Some US military commanders 
also had reservations. Ham mentions 
Halsey, Leahy and even Macarthur. 
Macarthur’s aide Brigadier General 
Bonner Fellers described US con-
ventional and atomic bombing as 
“one of the most ruthless and barbaric 
killings of noncombatants in all his-
tory.” [p482]

Ham shows how the Japanese 
administration was wracked with 
internal confl icts and, although faced 
with inevitable defeat, was unable 
to move decisively to protect their 
citizens and negotiate peace.

Ham argues that there were no 
villains in this episode, just good hon-
est people coping as best they could 
with the hand that life had dealt them 
at that time.

There is clearly a counter view – 
that the dropping of the bombs is a 
crime against humanity and in a just 
world the perpetrators would have 
been prosecuted. President Truman 
and his Secretary of State James 
Byrnes would be singled out, as the 
decision to drop the bombs was their 
ultimate responsibility.

Ham does comment: “Taken 
together or alone, the reasons offered 
in defence of the bomb do not justify 
the massacre of innocent civilians. We 
debase ourselves, and the history of 
civilization, if we accept that Japanese 
atrocities warranted an American 
atrocity in return.” [p487]

Paul Ham’s drawback is that 
he accepts Western views of Stalin 
and the Soviet Union. For exam-
ple, he writes: “Stalin’s aggression 

and indifference to the right of self 
determination of nations caught in 
Soviet-occupied territory forced a 
tougher line from Truman; the bomb 
raised the President’s volume, a little 
more.” [p237] 

This implies that Stalin was 
responsible for Truman’s use of 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki which is utter nonsense. 
Truman was determined to use the 
bomb regardless and was determined 
not to share US nuclear secrets.

Despite this weakness, Paul Ham 
offers a detailed account of both the 
US and Japanese sides of the dropping 
of the atomic bombs which is com-
prehensive and readable and provides 
a good understanding of the issues.

He also provides an excellent 
summary of the steps that led to mak-
ing of the bomb, the breakthroughs 
in physics, mathematics and related 
fi elds as well as the huge technical 
advances that were achieved through 
the concentration of some the great-
est minds of the 20th Century in the 
Manhattan project.

The book is a great resource 
for all those interested in the issues 
around the fi rst and hopefully last 
dropping of atomic bombs on innocent 
civilians.
1. A recent documentary on 
the ABC TV based on his book 
was a measured assessment of 
Australia’s involvement in the 
Vietnam War. It was sufficiently 
objective for Gerard Henderson, 
the well known right-wing 
columnist, to condemn Ham as a 
“lefty”.
* Denis is the National Organiser 
for the CPA. He is a well known 
anti-nuclear activist and has been 
a member of Sydney’s Hiroshima 
Day Committee for around 30 
years.
Hiroshima and Nagasaki by 
Paul Ham is available at most 
good bookshops. It is not 
currently available at the CPA 
bookshop. 

Making millions on the plight of refugees is nothing new. Leeches 
attach themselves to lucrative business schemes. Refugees 
coming to Christmas Island have to be processed there and the 
Immigration Department sends its public servants and contrac-
tors to do their jobs. They need accommodation and nearly $9 
million is to be spent on it over the next 12 months. Two fat con-
tracts were given to a Sydney businessman David Kwon. The 
contracts did not go out to public tender. The locals on the Island 
are not happy as in the early 2000s Kwon’s company bought the 
local casino and accommodation apartment from liquidators and 
took years to re-open the venue. However, Kwon is known as 
a generous donor to political parties – both Labor and Liberal. 
Maybe that explains his good fortune in obtaining the contracts. 

Just over a month after a spectacular victory in Queensland 
the new Campbell Newman Liberal National government was 
rocked by the resignation of Police Minister David Gibson. He 
had been caught driving while his licence was suspended. 
Campbell Newman campaigned on the lack of accountability 
of the Labor government and the fact that no minister was dis-
missed or resigned despite scandals. It will be interesting to see 
if this practice will continue or will be quietly dropped in time.

Welfare group Anglicare SA says that demand for emergen-
cy help and other assistance in South Australia is growing and 
more of the need is going unmet. The organisation did a sur-
vey of its operations in one week in March and said it turned 
away 325 people, a 35 percent increase compared to a simi-
lar survey six months ago. There are two particular areas of 
need: emergency assistance and housing assistance. “We 
are creating a permanent disconnected fringe in our society, 
disconnected from employment opportunities, disconnected 
from health lifestyle choices, disconnected from support ser-
vices,” said Anglicare SA’s CEO Lynn Arnold. “The low rate 
of the Newstart allowance ($35 a day) condemns these peo-
ple to housing stress, an inability to obtain even the most 
basic dental care, the inability to buy books and clothes 
and the inability to pay utility accounts on time,” he stated.

The Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Union (CFMEU) 
is urging its members to leave the big four banks and look for 
a better deal elsewhere. The national president of the CFMEU, 
Michael O’Connor, said the union would urge its 106,000 mem-
bers to “send a message” to the big four banks that they were 
to account for their actions. “We think their behaviour is not 
acceptable, from their hesitation at times in passing on the 
lowering of the interest rates by the Reserve Bank, to the sal-
aries they pay, to the way they shed jobs at the same time 
as they’re gouging their customers,” Mr O’Connor said.

Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki
by Paul Ham
Published by Harper Collins 2011

Book review by Denis Doherty *

Last Week for May Day Guessing Competition
The May Day Guessing Competition has had a good response so 
far. The money and books have been rolling into the party offi ce at 
a great rate. However, we still have time to make better use of the 
competition so we ask everyone to make a fi nal round of selling and 
to raise money for the Party’s campaign on union rights.

The prizes are excellent and the cause is great, the tickets sell 
easily and there are more available should you need them.

All our ticket sellers are urged to get the tickets butts back to the 
offi ce by Friday May 11. This week!

One Adelaide branch is showing the way with their ticket sellers 
being active in both Adelaide and Alice Springs. This is the kind 
of the initiative we can all should show, especially since the 
competition helps swell Party campaign coffers and also makes a 
mighty contribution to branch fi nances.

Results will be published in The Guardian the following week 
and the winners will be notifi ed directly after the drawing of the 
competition.
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Victor Grossman

BERLIN: It’s rare that poems 
cause such anger and excitement. 
The only other case I can recall 
was Walt Whitman’s “Leaves 
of Grass” which once “awoke 
a perfect storm of derision and 
abuse”. That was a century and a 
half ago, but somehow Grass still 
awakens “derision and abuse”. But 
this time it’s Günter Grass, a Nobel 
Literature Prize winner, with his 
poem What Must Be Said. And the 
subject matter is war and peace.

Grass denies the right of any 
country – and he is courageous 
enough to include Israel – to wage 
a heavily armed fi rst strike against 
Iran based on the possibility that Iran 
might also acquire atomic weapons.

What is said in 
What Must Be Said

He neither praises the Iran 
government in any way nor does he 
speak in any way against the people 
of Israel, for whom he stresses his 
lasting sympathy, but he does indeed 
warn of the terrifying imminence of 
war and points out that Israel already 
has atomic bombs, while Iran does 
not. He also denounces Germany’s 
sales of potentially atomic-armed sub-
marines, one after the other, to Israel 
and calls for international inspection 
and control of all atomic weapons in 
the area, whether present Israeli ones 
or possible future Iranian ones, in the 
hopes of saving the entire region – or 
far more – from catastrophe.

In a personal note, he admits 
his hesitance in issuing this warning 
earlier because of his own biography 
and because of the danger of being 
accused of anti-Semitism. But in his 
waning years, with his “last ink”, as 
he puts it, he fi nds it impossible to 
keep silent in the light of so much 
hypocrisy – and such a menacing 
situation.

Attacks on the poem 
and the poet

Immediately after the poem was 
published, virtually the entire German 
media jumped on him – before some 

critics even bothered to read it. This 
ignorance of its contents or, more 
likely, an unwillingness to discuss 
them with a shred of open-mindedness 
or even fairness, led to attacks on 
both the poem and the poet for three 
main reasons:

Reason one: Grass is an old man
His last best seller was some 

years ago; he now putters about with 
arts and crafts. He should sit by his 
hearth and mind his own business. 
His best days are past. A response 
to this is obviously diffi cult; he is 
undeniably 84.

Reason two: (which recalled the 
old attacks against Walt Whitman) 
The poem was not really poetry; 
without either rhyme or meter it was 
really disguised prose.

As if lyric quality really mattered 
– it was the content which counted. 
After all, Grass had already received 
the Nobel Prize and many other prizes 
(mostly for his prose) and was seeking 
no additional laurels for timeless lit-
erature. But he had something to say!

Reason three: constantly alluded 
to, was his participation during World 
War II in a unit of the Waffen-SS, a 
particularly nasty section of Hitler’s 
military forces.

Most critics disregarded or 
dismissed the fact that he was only 
17 when he was assigned to this 
military unit and was in it only from 
November 1944 until he was wounded 
in April 1945. He claims that he never 
fi red a shot himself but did help load 
artillery shells. Frequently mentioned 
is the fact that he kept this secret 
until late in life, most probably due 
to shame.

But it must be asked: Did this 
past secret disqualify him from utter-
ing any political view for the rest of 
his life? Or didn’t his writings, most 
notably his famous novel The Tin 
Drum (fi lmed by Volker Schlöndorf), 
a dramatic, deeply engaged attack on 
the entire fascist structure and crimes 
of the Nazis, make good for those 
juvenile fi ve months?

A little West German 
history

Then too, during all the decades 
since 1945 the very same media now 

attacking him so self-righteously 
almost totally “neglected” the fact 
that all West Germany was dominated 
to an amazing extent by former Nazi 
bigwigs – up until they fi nally died 
out. And not by such young recruits 
but by the bloodiest of generals who 
completely built and commanded the 
new army.

A host of incriminated ex-Nazi 
diplomats represented the Bonn 
government abroad; the police depart-
ments, secret services, courtrooms, 
academic lecture rooms and govern-
ment positions up to the topmost 
heights were heavily laden with truly 
guilty men.

Indeed, the mighty giants behind 
the swastika fl ags, those who profi ted 
from the conquests and the slave 
labour, not the individuals but banks 
and corporations with names like 
Krupp, Siemens, Bayer, BASF and 
Deutsche Bank, still dominate the 
scene today.

And many newspapers currently 
attacking Grass were built up after 
1945 by editors who won their spurs 
as propagandists for Hitler. Unlike 
Grass, few of all these men ever con-
fessed their former sins – or publicly 
regretted them.

Cynical use of 
“anti-Semitism”

Except in one question. The new 
ruling powers in West Germany found 
very quickly that all those sins, not 
just those of the past but present and 
future ones, were mildly overlooked if 
they loudly and stoutly rejected open 
anti-Semitism while embracing any 
and all policies of the Israeli govern-
ment. This rule, carefully watched 
over, provided the entrance ticket 
for an ascent into the so rewarding 
ranks of the western democracies. 
And this strategy, at fi rst more a mask 
than anything else, soon developed 
into a close bond between all ruling 
parties in Germany and the far right 
forces in Israel, up to and including 
the openly racist Foreign Minister 
Avigdor Lieberman and Premier 
Benjamin Netanyahu.

This largely one-legged posture 
explains why any questioning of the 
top-level German-Israeli alliance 

represents an earnest threat and must 
immediately be squelched. Over the 
years the taboo was rarely violated; 
this explains the malevolence of the 
attacks against Grass.

But there is now a new worrisome 
element explaining the vigour of such 
attacks against anyone undermining 
this status quo. In the face of recent 
Israeli actions – the terrible civilian 
casualties in the attack on Gaza, the 
fearful attack on the Mavi Marmara 
in the Mediterranean, a seepage of 
information about the oppression of 
Palestinian villages in the occupied 
areas, the refusal to suspend the 

expansion of Jewish settlement in 
these areas and, indeed, the construc-
tion of a Wall reminiscent of Berlin, 
have been having an effect on public 
opinion and, much delayed, even on 
a few public fi gures eager to win 
votes – or becoming simply honest.

Germany and Israel 
today

Shortly before the Grass poem, 
Sigmar Gabriel, head of the Social 
Democratic Party, wrote in Facebook 
after a visit to the West Bank city 
of Hebron that there was no justice 

Günter Grass.

Germany aggrieved abou

Massive demonstrations of support 
for the Revolution and commit-
ment to socialism took place 
on May Day in all of Cuba’s 15 
provinces. Workers and the entire 
people carrying banners and post-
ers fi lled Plazas and avenues across 
the country.

President Raúl Castro presided 
during Cuba’s national May Day 
march in which 500,000 par-
ticipants celebrated International 
Workers’ Day, in Havana’s José 
Martí Plaza de la Revolución.

The march began with a speech 
by Salvador Valdés Mesa, Secretary 
General of the Cuban Workers 
Federation (CTC) and a member 
of the Party’s Political Bureau. He 
described the mobilisations across 
the country as genuine expressions 
of the workers’ and the people’s 
support for the Revolution and their 
commitment to socialism.

He said, “We are celebrating a 
day of reaffi rmation and commit-
ment to the fulfi lment of the Social 

and Economic Policy Guidelines 
approved at the 6th Communist 
Party of Cuba Congress.”

Valdés added that workers and 
the trade union movement are the 
principal protagonists in efforts to 
perfect Cuba’s economic model, 
acknowledging that the current 
economic battle is not without 
obstacles and hardship. He called 
for increased production, improved 
discipline on the job and greater 
productivity.

Workers from the health sec-
tor carrying an enormous banner 
reading “Preserve and perfect 
socialism” led the march, in which 
leaders of the Party, government 
and mass organisations also par-
ticipated. Health workers were 
awarded the honour of leading the 
march this year in recognition of 
the importance of their work to the 
country and the role they play in 
Cuba’s international collaboration, 
currently working in 66 nations 
around the globe. 

Workers and communities 
were organised into 23 blocks, 
each assigned a place within the 
march, and carried an incredible 
variety of banners, posters and 
photographs of Fidel, Raúl, Che 
and revolutionaries from around 
the world, including Karl Marx 
and VI Lenin.

Most evident were images of 
the Cuban Five, unjustly convicted 
for their anti-terrorist activities 
in the United States: Gerardo 
Hernández, Ramón Labañino, 
Antonio Guerrero, Fernando 
González and René González. 
Posters and banners called for their 
immediate release and defi nitive 
return to Cuba.

Witnessing the event from a 
tribunal in the Plaza were 1,900 
special guests, trade unionists and 
members of solidarity groups from 
117 countries. 
Granma
Local May Day roundup next 
week. 

Cuban workers celebrate May Day, united and determined 
to defend the Revolution and perfect socialism in Cuba
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for Palestinians there, that it was an 
“apartheid regime” for which there 
could be no justifi cation. He, too, 
was immediately attacked but at least 
partially stood his ground. No, he 
had not meant to equate Israel and 
its government with the old apartheid 
regime in South Africa, he wrote, he 
was a friend of Israel, but he consid-
ered the Israeli settlement policy to be 
wrong. “The humiliating treatment of 
Palestinians in Hebron ... is a cause of 
really great anger, even with someone 
like myself who supports Israel. This 
is what I tried to express.”

Such open sentiments are on 
the increase. What makes this issue 
so much more complicated here is 
of course Germany’s unparalleled 
guilt against the Jewish people. This 
demands that any criticism of Israeli 
policy must scrupulously avoid any 
implied equation of the Netanyahus 
with the Jewish people, in Israel or 
anywhere else, especially since there 
is a numerically small but potentially 
dangerous pro-Nazi element eager to 
take advantage of any feelings against 
Israel to rationalise Hitler’s genocide.

At the same time the present lead-
ers of the Jewish community (or the 
offi cial ones, in any case), while nec-
essarily opposing real anti-Semitism, 
also use that same label in attacking 
any and every form of criticism of 
Israeli policy, especially if it comes 
from the left – or from even mildly 
leftish people like Günter Grass. 
(Strangely enough, some far-right 
Netanyahu fans suddenly fi nd them-
selves on the same wagon with some 
neo-Nazis, who are down-playing 
anti-Semitism in order to attack the 
much larger, more vulnerable and 
far more easily identifi able target, 
the allegedly common enemy, the 
Muslims.)

At least one important Israeli 
fuelled the fi res in such an arrogant 
manner that they soon backfi red. 
Interior Minister Eli Yishai pro-
claimed Günter Grass persona non 

grata and said he would not be 
welcome in Israel. This riled many 
in both countries who otherwise 
denigrated the Grass poem. Some 
journalists noted that Grass had no 
such travel plans anyway.

Opposing views
Others, in Israel, pointed out that 

the very same views, the rejection 
of any “pre-emptive” military strike 
against Iran, have been stated over and 
over by many Israelis, including Meir 
Dagan, the former head of the Mossad 
espionage organisation. Others wor-
ried that while someone like Grass or 
Noam Chomsky is barred from the 
country, vicious racists like the Dutch 
rabble-rouser Geert Wilders or the 
French neo-fascist presidential can-
didate Marie Le Pen are welcomed. 
And for German leaders, who have 
always demanded freedom of speech 
and press in Russia, East Germany 
and currently in Syria or Iran, such a 
ban because of a poem is embarrass-
ing to say the least.

While some noted personali-
ties, especially those who have been 
waving the anti-Muslim banner most 
fervently, continue with their attacks, 
his clear and quite moving words have 
undoubtedly had an effect. His books, 
though usually best-sellers, were not 
too easily digestible except for intel-
lectuals, but a recent poll showed that 
well over 50 percent of the population 
now support him, with a large number 
stating that they do not consider his 
words to be anti-Semitic. It seems 
undeniable: his poem has led not only 
to much controversy but also with it to 
wide-spread thinking and re-thinking.

Postscript on May 
elections

Although they tend to stress local 
issues, elections in May in Schleswig-
Holstein and the key state of North-
Rhine-Westphalia are already affected 
to a degree by the poem.

Social Democratic leaders, with 
a few notable exceptions, have said 
they no longer wish any support 
from Grass, who in earlier years 
was a favoured campaign speaker on 
their behalf. The other big party, the 
Christian Democrats, certainly will 
have nothing to do with him.

But, aside from such leaves – or 
sharp blades – connected with Grass, 
both elections will be of special 
importance to the four smaller parties 
for other reasons.

The Free Democrats, still mem-
bers of Angela Merkel’s national 
coalition but internally split, are 
virtually fi ghting for their political 
survival. The Greens, though certain 
of remaining in the legislatures in 
both states, face the possibility that 
they will be shoved under the table 
at a wedding of the two main parties, 
as in Saarland after a recent election 
there. They may even be overtaken 
by the young new party, the Pirates, 
which hopes to break its way into 
both state legislatures and has good 
chances of becoming a new political 
factor nationally, although – aside 
from free internet use and political 
transparency – it remains vague on 
almost all major issues, national or 
international.

The Left Party, which has some 
seats in both legislatures, may well 
miss the fi ve percent hurdle and lose 
them all due in great measure to its 
diffi cult internal situation in the past 
year – now complicated by the deci-
sion of Gesine Loetzsch to resign as 
co-president because of the illness 
of her husband and remain only as 
Bundestag delegate from her East 
Berlin election district. The Left too 
is affected by the Grass poem, for 
some leading members are basically 
pro-Netanyahu, while others active 
support secular and democratic 
Palestinian positions. One drama 
follows the other, in Germany as 
elsewhere.
People’s World 

Magazine

ut Günter Grass
What Must Be Said
Why have I kept silent, held back so long,
on something openly practised in
war games, at the end of which those of us
who survive will at best be footnotes?

It’s the alleged right to a fi rst strike
that could destroy an Iranian people
subjugated by a loudmouth
and gathered in organized rallies,
because an atom bomb may be being
developed within his arc of power.

Yet why do I hesitate to name
that other land in which
for years – although kept secret –
a growing nuclear power has existed
beyond supervision or verifi cation,
subject to no inspection of any kind?

This general silence on the facts,
before which my own silence has bowed,
seems to me a troubling, enforced lie,
leading to a likely punishment
the moment it’s broken:
the verdict “Anti-semitism” falls easily.

But now that my own country,
brought in time after time
for questioning about its own crimes,
profound and beyond compare,
has delivered yet another submarine to Israel,
(in what is purely a business transaction,
though glibly declared an act of reparation)
whose speciality consists in its ability
to direct nuclear warheads toward
an area in which not a single atom bomb
has yet been proved to exist, its feared
existence proof enough, I’ll say what must be said.

But why have I kept silent till now?
Because I thought my own origins,
tarnished by a stain that can never be removed,
meant I could not expect Israel, a land
to which I am, and always will be, attached,
to accept this open declaration of the truth.

Why only now, grown old,
and with what ink remains, do I say:
Israel’s atomic power endangers
an already fragile world peace?
Because what must be said
may be too late tomorrow;
and because – burdened enough as Germans –
we may be providing material for a crime
that is foreseeable, so that our complicity
will not be expunged by any
of the usual excuses.

And granted: I’ve broken my silence
because I’m sick of the West’s hypocrisy;
and I hope too that many may be freed
from their silence, may demand
that those responsible for the open danger
we face renounce the use of force,
may insist that the governments of
both Iran and Israel allow an international authority
free and open inspection of
the nuclear potential and capability of both.

No other course offers help
to Israelis and Palestinians alike,
to all those living side by side in enmity
in this region occupied by illusions,
and ultimately, to all of us.

Günter Grass
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Amy Goodman with 
Denis Moynihan

Three targeted Americans: A 
career government intelligence 
offi cial, a fi lmmaker and a hacker. 
None of these US citizens was 
charged with a crime, but they 
have been tracked, surveilled, 
detained – sometimes at gunpoint 
– and interrogated, with no access 
to a lawyer. Each remains resolute 
in standing up to the increasing 
government crackdown on dissent.

The intelligence offi cial: William 
Binney worked for almost 40 years 
at the secretive National Security 
Agency (NSA), the US spy agency 
that dwarfs the CIA. As techni-
cal director of the NSA’s World 
Geopolitical and Military Analysis 
Reporting Group, Binney told me, 
he was tasked to “see how we could 
solve collection, analysis and report-
ing on military and geopolitical issues 
all around the world, every country 
in the world.”

Throughout the 1990s, the NSA 
developed a massive eavesdropping 
system code-named ThinThread, 
which, Binney says, maintained 
crucial protections on the privacy 
of US citizens demanded by the US 
Constitution. He recalled, “After 9/11, 
all the wraps came off for NSA,” as 
massive domestic spying became 
the norm. He resigned on October 
31, 2001.

Along with several other NSA 
offi cials, Binney reported his concerns 
to Congress and to the Department 
of Defence. Then, in 2007, as then-
Attorney General Alberto Gonzales 
was being questioned on Capitol Hill 
about the very domestic spying to 
which Binney objected, a dozen FBI 
agents charged into his house, guns 
drawn. They forced aside his son and 
found Binney, a diabetic amputee, in 

the shower. They pointed their guns 
at his head, then led him to his back 
porch and interrogated him.

Three others were raided that 
morning. Binney called the FBI raid 
“retribution and intimidation so we 
didn’t go to the Judiciary Committee 
in the Senate and tell them, ‘Well, 
here’s what Gonzales didn’t tell you, 
OK.’ ” Binney was never charged with 
any crime.

The fi lmmaker: Laura Poitras 
is an Academy Award-nominated 
documentary filmmaker, whose 
recent fi lms include “My Country, My 
Country”, about the US occupation 
of Iraq, and “The Oath”, which was 
fi lmed in Yemen. Since 2006, Poitras 
has been detained and questioned at 
airports at least 40 times. She has had 
her computer and reporter’s notebooks 
confi scated and presumably copied, 
without a warrant. The most recent 
time, April 5, she took notes during 
her detention. The agents told her 
to stop, as they considered her pen 
a weapon.

She told me: “I feel like I can’t 
talk about the work that I do in my 
home, in my place of work, on my 
telephone, and sometimes in my 
country. So the chilling effect is huge. 
It’s enormous.”

The hacker: Jacob Appelbaum 
works as a computer security 
researcher for the non-profi t organisa-
tion the Tor Project (torproject.org), which 
is a free software package that allows 
people to browse the Internet anony-
mously, evading government surveil-
lance. Tor was actually created by the 
US Navy, and is now developed and 
maintained by Appelbaum and his 
colleagues. Tor is used by dissidents 
around the world to communicate 
over the Internet. Tor also serves as 
the main way that the controversial 
WikiLeaks website protects those who 
release documents to it. Appelbaum 

has volunteered for WikiLeaks, 
leading to intense US government 
surveillance.

Appelbaum spoke in place of 
Julian Assange, the WikiLeaks found-
er, at a conference called Hackers 
on Planet Earth, or HOPE, as people 
feared Assange would be arrested. He 
started his talk by saying: “Hello to 
all my friends and fans in domestic 
and international surveillance. I’m 
here today because I believe that we 
can make a better world.” He has 
been detained at least a dozen times 
at airports: “I was put into a special 
room, where they frisked me, put me 
up against the wall. ... Another one 
held my wrists. ... They implied that 
if I didn’t make a deal with them, that 
I’d be sexually assaulted in prison. ... 
They took my cellphones, they took 
my laptop. They wanted, essentially, 
to ask me questions about the Iraq 
War, the Afghan War, what I thought 
politically.” 

I asked Binney if he believed the 
NSA has copies of every email sent 
in the US He replied, “I believe they 
have most of them, yes.”

Binney said two senators, 
Ron Wyden and Mark Udall, have 
expressed concern, but have not 
spoken out, as, Binney says, they 
would lose their seats on the Senate 
Select Committee on Intelligence. 
Meanwhile, Congress is set to vote 
on the Cyber Intelligence Sharing and 
Protection Act, or CISPA. Proponents 
of Internet freedom are fi ghting the 
bill, which they say will legalise what 
the NSA is secretly doing already.

Members of Congress, fond 
of quoting the country’s founders, 
should recall these words of Benjamin 
Franklin before voting on CISPA: 
“They who can give up essential lib-
erty to obtain a little temporary safety, 
deserve neither liberty nor safety.”
Information Clearing House 

The NSA Is watching you

“I feel like I can’t talk about 
the work that I do in my home, 
in my place of work, on my 
telephone, and sometimes 
in my country. So the chilling 
effect is huge. It’s enormous.”
The filmmaker Laura Poitras

Vita Cortex workers 
vow to sit in until paid

Rupert Murdoch 
“not fit to run a company”

IRELAND: Vita Cortex workers 
continue their fi ve month sit-in 
despite unanimously accepting 
a compromise redundancy offer. 
They said their sit-in at the 
Cork plant will continue until 
the money actually reaches their 
accounts.

The redundancy offer – tabled 
by company owner Jack Ronan and 
the fi rm’s shareholders – fell short 
of the package demanded by the 32 
workers but represented a substan-
tial improvement on the €180,000 
settlement tabled in March.

Staff members have occupied 
the Kinsale Road plant in Cork 
on a shift basis since then. Under 
the terms of the deal, workers will 
now maintain a sit-in presence at 
the plant until the company has 
processed the agreed redundancy 
settlement.

Services Industrial Professional 
and Technical Union’s Gerry 
McCormack said everyone was 

delighted that the long-running dis-
pute was fi nally over.

“The workers are satisfi ed that 
these proposals, which were agreed 
following direct talks between 
SIPTU representatives and the own-
ers of Vita Cortex in Cork, provide 
the basis for the full and fi nal settle-
ment of this dispute,” he said.

“The workers are very pleased 
that, after months campaigning to 
secure equitable and fair redundan-
cy payments, which take account of 
their long years of service at Vita 
Cortex, they can now return to their 
normal lives satisfi ed they achieved 
their objective.”

The deal came after Vita Cortex 
had rejected an outline settlement 
proposal from the Labour Relations 
Commission.

The sit-in reached its 140th day 
as workers demanded that the com-
pany honour a disputed promise to 
pay 0.9 weeks’ wages per year of 
service. 

Roger Bagley

News Corporation chief Rupert 
Murdoch has been branded by 
MPs as “not a fi t person” to run 
a major international company. 
This was the dramatic conclusion 
of a report on phone hacking from 
the Commons culture, media and 
sport committee.

But Tory members of the cross-
party committee fought tooth and 
nail to stop such a ringing condem-
nation of Murdoch. Voting was six 
to four in favour of the report’s 
conclusion that “Rupert Murdoch 
is not a fi t person to exercise the 
stewardship of a major international 
company.”

Lib Dem MP Adrian Sanders 
broke ranks with the Tories, join-
ing anti-Murdoch campaigner Tom 
Watson and four other Labour MPs 
in voting for the crucial fi nding.

The majority also found that 
the whole hacking affair demon-
strated “huge failings of corporate 
governance” at News International, 
publishers of the Sun and News of 
the World.

Mr Murdoch had shown “wilful 
blindness” about what was going 
on, and his son James Murdoch had 
shown “wilful ignorance.” Tory 
members did endorse another fi nd-
ing that it was “simply astonishing” 
that the Murdochs only realised 

as late as December 2010 that the 
company’s line about “one rogue 
reporter” was untrue.

The committee also united in 
concluding that it had been “mis-
led” by evidence from former News 
of the World editor Colin Myler, 
former News Group Newspapers 
legal manager Tom Crone and 
former News International execu-
tive chairman Les Hinton.

A Commons motion will be 
tabled condemning the trio for giv-
ing misleading evidence after the 
committee found that witnesses had 
demonstrated “blatant” contempt.

MPs will decide whether a 
contempt of Parliament has been 
committed and what punishment 
would be imposed. The three could 
be called to the bar of the House to 
explain themselves and in theory 
they could be imprisoned in Big 
Ben tower – a punishment not used 
since 1880.

Mr Watson declared that pow-
erful people had “corrupted our 
country.” 

He told a Commons press con-
ference: “They lied and cheated 
and blackmailed and bullied.” He 
also called for leading politicians 
– including Tony Blair and Gordon 
Brown as well as David Cameron 
and George Osborne – to reveal all 
their email and text message con-
tacts with the Murdoch empire. 

But Tory committee member 
Louise Mensch claimed that fi nding 
Rupert Murdoch “not a fi t person” 
was “wildly outside the scope of 
the select committee.”

She explained that four Tory 
members had refused to vote for 
the report as a whole because it 
was “partisan.” Mr Sanders insisted 
he had voted simply on the basis 
of the evidence presented to the 
committee.

Tory committee chairman John 
Whittingdale emphasised that mem-
bers had been united in concluding 
that they had been misled by wit-
nesses. The committee is composed 
of fi ve Labour members, fi ve Tories 
and one Lib Dem. 

The report deliberately avoided 
conclusions about the evidence 
of people arrested during ongo-
ing police inquiries, who may face 
future criminal trials. 

Labour member Jim Sheridan 
said: “The committee has shed 
light and exposed criminal activity 
within our Establishment press and 
media. That has led to the Leveson 
inquiry, which would not have hap-
pened but for this committee.”

The last MP to be imprisoned 
briefl y in Big Ben tower was radi-
cal atheist Charles Bradlaugh, who 
refused to swear the oath of alle-
giance to the monarch in 1880.
Morning Star 

DO YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO SAY?
Write a letter to the Editor
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Venezuela’s new labour law 
“first in transition to socialism”

International

Pedro Conceicao

In what Venezuela’s government 
described as the “fi rst law in the 
transition to socialism,” President 
Hugo Chávez has signed into 
law new comprehensive labour 
legislation. Hundreds of thousands 
of Venezuelans marched through 
the streets of Caracas on May 1, 
International Workers’ Day, to 
commemorate the signing of the 
historic document.

“The triumph of the people, of 
the workers, has never come about 
without a long process of resistance, 
of struggle, suffering even. This law, 
which I will have the honour of sign-
ing ... is the product of a long process 
of struggle,” said President Chávez.

The legislation reduces the work 
week to 40 hours and seeks to abolish 
private sub-contracted labour in the 
country, which the state views as an 
exploitative practice and relic of neo-
liberal policies of the 1990s.

Women’s rights groups hailed the 
law as a big step forward for gender 
equity in the workplace by increasing 
post-natal maternity leave from 12 to 
25 weeks and protecting new parents 
from dismissal for up to two years 
after the child’s birth.

One of the greatest victories cited 
by workers’ collectives is the rein-
statement of specifi c workers’ rights 
dismantled by the Rafael Caldera 
administration under pressure from 
the International Monetary Fund and 
corporate interests in 1997.

Along with the re-establishment 
of the retirement bonus – a worker’s 
last monthly wage multiplied by 
their years of service – the new law 
requires that employers compensate 
workers who are unfairly dismissed 
by an amount double their retirement 
bonus.

A government agency will be 
established to monitor employers’ 
compliance with the new law, which 
will be implemented in 12 months. 
Workers will now have the option 
of having their retirement processed 
in a private bank, a public bank, or 
the new state-owned national retire-
ment fund.

Earlier this year, Chávez 
announced a 32.5 percent increase 
in the monthly minimum wage, to 
be carried out in two phases. The 

fi rst phase took effect on May 1 
with an increase from 1,548 boli-
vares (US$360) to 1,780 bolivares 
(US$413.90). In September, it will 
increase another 15 percent to 2,047 
bolivares (US$476).

Foreign Minister Nicolas Maduro 
called the labour law “an instrument 
for constructing the highest stage of 
socialism,” and contrasted it with 
the anti-worker laws that are being 
enacted in Spain where a quarter of 
the labour market is unemployed.

Venezuelan lawmakers began 
discussing labour reform nearly 
nine years ago, but it only gained 
momentum when Chávez promised 
to address the issue last November 
after receiving calls from workers’ 
groups to “revolutionise” current 
labour laws.

“We are re-affi rming our will-
ingness to ... move on from capital-
ist relations of production, which 
condemn workers to exploitation, 
to socialist relations of production, 
which allow us to construct a new 
order of labour in freedom, solidar-
ity and participation, with absolutely 
no exploitation,” said Pedro Eusse, 
general secretary of the Venezuelan 
Communist Party.

The government used grass-
roots institutions established by the 
Chávez administration over the past 
decade to collect input from a large 
cross-section of society. During the 
fi ve-month consultation process with 
communal councils, trade unions, 
and political parties, the government 
received 19,000 proposals, 90 percent 
of them from workers themselves.

According to International 
Consulting Services, an international 
polling agency, over 80 percent of 
Venezuelans hold a positive view of 
the law, compared to 13 percent who 
do not. The new law replaces the 
original labour law that was enacted 
in 1936 amid rising tension between 
workers and foreign companies, an 
event which sparked the nation’s 
labour movement.

Some organisations have empha-
sised that the struggle continues and 
called on people to remain combat-
ive. Questions remain about the role 
of the informal sector, the strength-
ening of socialist workers’ councils, 
and the transfer of decision-making 
over management and production 
to workers.
People’s World 

Hundreds of thousands 
of Venezuelans 

marched through the 
streets of Caracas.

Bahrain struggle continues
Emile Schepers

Dissidents continue to organise 
protests against the government of 
Bahrain, a Persian Gulf kingdom 
known for its pearl fi sheries but 
also for its large scale oil produc-
tion and its hosting of the US Fifth 
Fleet.

Bahrain is an island of 1.2 
million inhabitants off the north 
coast of Saudi Arabia, to which it 
is connected by a causeway. The 
tiny kingdom has been the focus 
of a power struggle between its 
two important neighbours, Iran and 

Saudi Arabia, with the latter being 
backed by the United States.

To understand what’s going on, 
a little history is important.

Bahrain has been overwhelm-
ingly Muslim since its leaders 
were converted by emissaries of 
the Prophet Mohammed more than 
1,300 years ago. Since Iran (then 
called Persia) to the north opted for 
Shia Islam as its offi cial religion in 
the early 16th century, Bahrain has 
been majority Shia. But in 1793, a 
Sunni clan from the Arabian main-
land, the Al Khalifa, conquered the 
Island and have ruled it ever since.

During the 19th century, the 
United Kingdom became the main 
military power in the Persian Gulf, 
and the rulers of Bahrain found 
themselves increasingly subordinate 
to the British. Persia/Iran made 
periodic efforts to assert control 
over Bahrain, continuing into the 
20th century.

After the warships of the 
world’s navies were converted 
from coal to oil during World War 
I, the Gulf states, formerly sleepy 
backwaters, were destined to gain 
importance beyond their small size. 
After that war, the Al Saud fam-
ily conquered most of the Arabian 
Peninsula, naming it after them-
selves: Saudi Arabia. This country, 
too, has acquired importance vastly 
out of proportion to its small popu-
lation, because of its massive oil 
production and reserves.

In Bahrain, the Al Khalifa 
family found itself in the diffi cult 
situation of being absolute Sunni 
monarchs ruling over a major-
ity Shia population. Unrest was 
inevitable. 

It has come from the socialist, 
communist and liberal secular left, 
from workers, the Shia leaders and 
masses, and from some Sunnis who 
either disagree with the regime on 
principle, or who feel they have 
been left out of the prosperity gen-
erated by Bahrain’s oil.

In the 1990s, there were strong 
protests against the monarchy, 
which were savagely repressed with 
at least 40 fatalities and many com-
plaints of torture and other atroci-
ties. At the end of that decade, the 
new ruler, Hamid bin Isa al Khalifa, 
made some liberal concessions to 

the opposition. In 2002, he changed 
his title from Emir to King.

But when the Arab Spring of 
2011 toppled the governments of 
Tunisia and Egypt, and put major 
pressure on all Arab states, Bahrain 
became a focus of large-scale pro-
tests demanding more democracy 
and social and political justice. 
Huge demonstrations took place at 
the Pearl Roundabout (traffi c circle) 
in the capital, Manama.

The government, which likes to 
present itself as an enlightened con-
stitutional monarchy, was divided 
as to how to respond, but fi nally 
cracked down, with tear gas, torture 
and prosecution of 21 opposition 
leaders plus 20 doctors and nurses 
who had treated injured protest-
ers. Between the outbreak of the 
protests and the beginning of this 
year, some two dozen people have 
died from tear gas inhalation alone, 
and there are widespread reports 
of vicious torture at the hands 
of the authorities. Troops from 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates were brought across the 
Kin Fahd Causeway to help crush 
the protests.

The government has proposed 
reforms, which were passed in the 
parliament and endorsed by the 
king this week, but these are con-
sidered cosmetic by the opposition. 
This year once more, despite gov-
ernment promises, demonstrations 
have been going on not only in the 
capital but in villages too.

Meanwhile, the government 
tore down the Pearl Roundabout 
and is replacing it with an inter-
section named for Umar, Second 
Caliph of Islam under whose rule 

Bahrain became Muslim but who 
is viewed negatively by Shiites 
and who was assassinated by an 
Iranian in 644 AD. The government, 
perhaps not coincidentally, accuses 
the protesters and oppositionists of 
being supported by Shiite Iran. In 
fact, the opposition includes Shia 
Islamists in Al Wefaq, communists 
in the Democratic Progressive 
Tribune (political parties are not 
allowed), ex-Maoists in National 
Democratic Action, and others.

The Bahraini opposition 
continues to call for the democ-
ratisation of the upper house of 
the Parliament (the members are 
currently appointed by the king), 
for the release of prisoners includ-
ing human rights campaigner 
Abdulhadi Al Khawaja, who is on 
a prolonged hunger strike, and for 
release of the medical personnel 
arrested for treating injured protest-
ers last year. The courts ordered a 
new trial for some of the prisoners, 
but they are still behind bars.

On April 22, Bahrain hosted its 
annual Formula One Grand Prix 
auto race. In the week leading up 
to the race, the opposition man-
aged to put on a show of its own, 
with widespread protests designed 
to capture the attention of foreign 
reporters.

The continued turmoil in 
Bahrain is a worry for the US 
government, because of ongoing 
tensions with Iran and especially 
because of the large US military 
presence in the area. As home base 
for the US Fifth Fleet, it is a poten-
tial staging area for any military 
action directed at Iran.
People’s World 
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On the mark

Mark Window’s objection to Mr 
Katsineris’ take on the present 
fi ghting in Syria (Guardian, April 
4), expresses my own opinion 
to the letter. When all the front 
men of capitalist imperialism i.e. 
journalists and statesmen, line up 
to propagate the lies and distor-
tions, they should be treated with 
the contempt they deserve.

After all, it does not take much 
intelligence to ask why these gentle-
men are always quartered with the 
insurgents, never with supporters of 
the government. We now have Kofi  
Annan dug up to put forward a dubi-
ous peace plan obviously designed 
to give the terrorist bandits time to 
regroup. And now we have UN troops 
and observers to watch and hamstring 
the Syrian army.

Remember the KLA in Kosovo? 
The intervention and bombing of 
Belgrade, to save them from defeat.

On TV we see so-called shell 
explosions from tanks. It is then 

blamed on Assad, but it should not 
escape the attention of the careful 
observer that at the moment of the 
explosion, shouts of “Allah Akbar” 
(God is great) can be heard.

I for one am not convinced that 
tank crewmen are going to climb out 
to render that cry.

I enclose a cheque for $100.00 
for Mark’s letter and the press fund.

Les Purkis
SA

Hype and hypocracy
The key words for the USA, its 
poodle states and the western 
media it controls are “dissident”, 
“Chinese”, “blind” and “lawyer”, 
the latter being an interesting 
choice for a nation which controls 
the Guantanamo Bay concentra-
tion camp which provides an exam-
ple of human rights abuses, breach 
of every fi bre of international law 
and common decency.

The western media machine is 
rolling out another story, this time 
composed by various fl ash words 
strung together, such as “Blind 
Chinese lawyer”, “Chinese dissident 
lawyer” or “Blind Chinese dissident” 
to create an image in the hearts and 
minds of readers and viewers, inform-
ing them that there are dangerous 
“regimes” out there where “human 
rights” are abused but their own “gov-
ernments” will provide protection.

Remember Abu Ghraib concentra-
tion camp anyone, where prisoners 
were tortured, where they were set 

upon by dogs, where their food was 
urinated on, where they were sodo-
mised and where they were forced 
to commit deviant sexual acts by US 
guards?

And here we have the US of A 
interfering in the internal affairs of 
the PR China when the Guantanamo 
Bay concentration camp, a US-run 
detention centre where people are held 
without any pretence of access to due 
legal process, stands out like a fester-
ing wound, an insult to international 
law and a shining example of human 
rights abuses.

This, after the wanton slaughter 
of hundreds of thousands of children 
in Iraq through inhumane blockades 
and subversive tactics – among these 
the burning of grain fi elds – and after 
the lies and skulduggery leading up to 
the illegal invasion of Iraq, in which 
a sovereign state was attacked, in 
which military hardware was purpose-
fully used against civilian structures. 
Hundreds of thousands of civilians 
were murdered, in which citizens 
were snatched from their homes in 
acts of kidnapping, illegally detained, 
tortured and killed.

This, after Libya, the worst trav-
esty of international justice, in which 
the UN was yet again insulted and in 
which war crimes were committed by 
armed terrorists goaded on by the US 
paymasters.

So Washington and poodle states, 
you were saying? In fact, what moral 
right do you have to opine on anything 
whatsoever?

Timothy Bancroft-Hinchey
Moscow

Letters to the Editor
The Guardian
74 Buckingham Street
Surry Hills NSW 2010

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

Let them eat 
pink slime
Under capitalism, the supply of food and 
water to a country’s citizens is big business. 
Properly handled, it can be very big business 
indeed. To keep it that way, corporations in 
the food industry sector strive very hard 
to free the sector from what they regard as 
“restrictive” government regulation.

You know the kind of “restrictive” 
regulations they mean: the ones that protect 
the health of workers and consumers. Left 
to themselves, corporate bosses will happily 
cut costs by removing or bypassing industrial 
safety measures, cutting corners on safeguarding 
consumers’ health, using the cheapest quality 
ingredients they can get away with, and so on.

In the USA – richest country in the world, 
allegedly – the meat packing industry is huge 
(over 9 billion animals are slaughtered annually). 
It is also notorious – and has been for many 
years. Meat supplied to supermarkets in well-
off neighbourhoods but unsold, is returned to 
the supplier, relabelled and sent on to markets 
in poorer areas of the country. By the time this 
has been done twice, the meat is often green 
when it reaches stores in the poorest districts.

This unhealthy situation has prevailed 
for many years, but did not stop the Bush 
and Obama administrations from slashing 
the budgets of the relevant federal regulatory 
authorities. In 2005, of the 34 million cows 
slaughtered annually in the US, about 500,000 
were routinely tested by USDA (Department of 
Agriculture) for Mad Cow disease (AKA bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy – or BSE). Today, 
only about 40,000 are being tested – about one 
tenth of one percent.

That would not be so bad if the country 
was actually free of the disease. But it is not. 
In mid April, a California dairy cow destined 

for a rendering plant that makes pet food was 
found to have the disease. There have been three 
other cases of BSE in the USA. Enough for 
the tabloid media – who do not normally care 
what the poor eat or even if they have enough 
to eat – to raise a scare campaign around BSE, 
its grotesque nature and grisly consequences.

The media ran photos of human sufferers 
of BSE who had contracted “the lethal prion, 
an infectious agent that degenerates the brain. 
The disease takes years to show up, and 
looks somewhat like an accelerated version 
of dementia, making it more diffi cult to trace 
– and adding to the public fear factor,” (Paul 
Crossfi eld, Civil Eats).

US consumer groups were cheesed off with 
the nine day media coverage, for while BSE 
is relatively rare in the US, there are plenty 
of other diseases and infectious agents that 
the profi t-driven and largely self-regulated US 
food industry airily ignores and dismisses in 
its quest for greater market share. Sarah Klein, 
of the consumer advocacy group Centre for 
Science in the Public Interest told Associated 
Press, “What we know is that 3,000 Americans 
die every year from preventable food-borne 
illnesses”, none of which (she pointed out) are 
linked to mad cow disease. “Things like E coli, 
salmonella – that’s where we should be focusing 
our attention, outrage and policy.”

But that would require more government 

health inspectors and scientifi c teams. The beef 
industry and the other corporate food entities 
are dead against such “interference” in their 
business activities.

Cattle evolved as an effi cient machine for 
converting grass into meat and milk. When BSE 
fi rst appeared it was initially a mystery, until 
its origin was traced to corporate agriculture or 
agribusiness producing “cattle feed” containing 
not grass but ground up parts of sheep and cattle, 
grotesquely turning cows from herbivores into 
unconscious carnivores. Where the dead animals 
ground up for this “stock feed” had suffered 
from BSE, the disease was passed to the herds 
that fed on their processed remains.

What made the scare over BSE in the US 
even more alarming to American consumers was 
that it followed hard on the heels of another food 
scandal: the discovery that the less desirable 
parts of cows were being made “safe to eat” 
with the addition of ammonia. Although the 
industry calls the resultant product “lean fi nely-
textured beef” (!) the public and others call it 
pink slime, and were shocked to discover that 
it is “a regular ingredient in the hamburgers 
used in school lunches and in 70 percent of the 
ground beef sold in supermarkets” (Sarah Klein). 
[Let’s ignore the propriety of routinely feeding 
hamburgers to school-children – no wonder the 
US has an obesity problem.]

The USDA, clearly in damage control mode, 

assured US consumers that no harm could have 
come to humans should the latest infected cow 
have gone undiscovered. It was a dairy cow, 
so the USDA also stated that it couldn’t have 
transmitted the disease through its milk. An 
interesting assertion contested by Tom Philpott 
in Mother Jones, who drew attention to a study 
in which a similar prion was transmitted from 
sheep to sheep through milk.

“In addition,” writes Paula Crossfi eld, “Dr 
Michael Hansen, PhD, a senior scientist at 
Consumers Union, told me that some of the 
practices that led to the mad cow epidemics of 
the past are still being employed, like ‘feeding 
cows’ blood back to cows, feeding chicken 
litter to cows and allowing ground up cows 
to be fed to pigs and chickens, then allowing 
ground up pig and chickens to be fed back to 
cattle’.” Crossfi eld notes that “These practices 
are banned in Europe, Japan and Canada.”

More than half a decade ago, in 2005, a 
team of scientists including the former head 
of surveillance at USDA, Linda Detwiler, 
recommended that the US government stop 
“allowing ruminant protein to be fed back to 
ruminants”. But Bush was in the White House 
then and agribusiness could not have asked 
for a more sympathetic President or one less 
likely to uphold consumer interests over those 
of business. Except perhaps for President 
Obama. 

Culture
&Lifeby

Rob Gowland
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There was a time, quite a few 
decades ago now, when the 

ABC had a perceived mission: in the 
broadest sense, it was to educate the 
Australian people and to raise their 
cultural level. To this end, “Auntie 
ABC” strove for excellence and qual-
ity in the presentation of its various 
program strands.

However, broadcasting – whether 
radio or television – can be a very 
profi table adjunct of the advertising 
industry, and the publicly-owned 
ABC was and still is perceived by the 
leaders of capitalism as an affront to 
their view of the rightness of things.

After years of sniping and 
sneering at the ABC, commercial 
broadcasting turned to a full frontal 
assault under the very reactionary 
Howard government. While media 
magnates applauded, Howard pushed 
his own people into the leadership 
of the ABC, with a consequent 
sharp shift away from excellence 
towards lowest-common-denominator 
programming. The ABC began to 
abandon its mission statement in 
favour of imitating the commercial 
networks, with its driving force being 

not the pursuit of excellence (still less 
the raising of cultural standards) but 
the pursuit of ratings.

Ratings are touted by commercial 
broadcasters as some sort of measure 
of excellence, but in fact they are 
merely a measure of the success or 
otherwise of a program’s publicity, 
since they measure only the number 
of people who tune in to a program, 
with no regard for its actual quality.

Ratings are designed to allow 
advertisers to gauge how many 
households an ad on a particular 
program might reach. Nothing else.

Programming on the ABC 
should ignore ratings – as it did 
in its heyday – and concentrate on 
quality. However, looking at what is 
on offer these days makes you realise 
just how successful the combined 
assault by the Howard government 
and the commercial broadcasters was: 
so much dross, so much that could 
never be accused of trying to “raise 
the educational or cultural level of 
the Australian people”.

Howard was simply pursuing the 
interests of capitalism, and subsequent 
Australian governments have merely 
followed suit. After all, a well-
respected and well-funded national 
public broadcaster would be too much 
of a loose cannon to be tolerated by 
capitalism for long.

And so, to a few of the programs 
for this week, such as they are.

It is an axiom that the British 
ruling class is extremely canny. 

They have weathered numerous social 
upheavals and survived a variety of 
scandals. They know the value of PR 
and “image” all too well.

Among themselves, the British 
queen and her family call themselves 
“the Firm”, a very apt term for it 
is indeed a business, and a very 

lucrative one at that. They are paid a 
huge wad of money from the public 
purse for giving British imperialism 
a “human face”. Clothed and housed 
and entertained at outrageous expense, 
the royal family is there to promote 
British trade abroad and to divert the 
British people’s attention at home 
away from their declining purchasing 
power, their longer working hours 
and job shortages, the drop in their 
pensions and the rise in their rents, 
and most recently the attack by the 
Tory government on the national 
health scheme.

Ruthless in the defence of their 
extremely privileged position, and 
bolstered by the knowledge that 

Capitalism in Britain needs them, 
the Royals do whatever they have to 
in order to retain their rank and the 
multitude of benefi ts it brings them.

The present Queen has been on 
the throne for 60 years and still smiles 
benignly on people whose annual 
income probably wouldn’t buy one 
of her elaborate frocks.

Her 60-year reign is certainly 
a cause for celebration (or at least 
relief) by British capitalism, but the 
ABC has decided to join in.

According to the ABC, The 
Diamond Queen (ABC1 Sunday 
May 13 at 7.30pm) is a “landmark 
documentary series” in which Royalist 
historian Andrew Marr “observes 
the day-to-day duties of the Royal 
Family and hears from the Duke of 
Cambridge (Prince William), Prince 
Harry, the Earl of Wessex (Prince 
Edward), the Princess Royal (Princess 
Anne) and Princess Eugenie about 
the remarkable skills the Queen has 
acquired in 60 years of walkabouts, 
state visits and receptions.”

Gosh, how does she cope with 
such a hard life? I’ll bet she would 
rather be a washerwoman working 
in a laundry, or a salesgirl on her feet 
all day every day. Sure she would! 
According to the program, she has a 
private motto: “I have to be seen to 
be believed”, which says more about 
“the Firm” than the program’s makers 
probably intended.

The Hollywood Complex 
(ABC2 Sunday May 13 

at 8.30pm) looks at a few of the 

thousands of children (and their 
mothers) who fl ock to Hollywood 
every year for “pilot season”, the 
three-month casting window for new 
television shows. They are there in a 
desperate search for fame and con-
sequent fortune, suckered in by the 
“glamour” of Hollywood.

As the ABC’s publicity notes 
point out: “Families can easily run 
through many thousands of dollars 
each month [each month!], paying 
for rent, for headshots, for private 
coaching, for classes, and the list goes 
on and on. … The path to success 
is littered with broken marriages, 
neurotic stage moms, and fi nancial 
ruin.” Hoorah for Hollywood!

Time Team is back (ABC1 
Tuesdays at 6.00pm) with 

its silly three-day limit on its archaeo-
logical activities. If there was one 
branch of science where time surely is 
not a problem, it must be archaeology. 
And yet Time Team is forever under 
these artifi cial constraints that the dig 
must be over in three days. What if it 
takes four? Or three months, or three 
years? No, only three days and then 
they move on. This strange practice 
turns what can be a very interesting 
scientifi c program into a curious sort 
of game show, except that there does 
not appear to be a prize after the 
three days.

I am sure viewers would rather 
see what historical fi nds they uncover, 
regardless of how long the “dig” took, 
rather than dig for three days like a 
dilettante and then buzz off. 

Rob Gowland
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Contributed by 
Hannah Middleton and 
Eddie Clynes

It is with sadness that we announce 
the death of Erna Bennett, who 
died in January this year, aged 86. 
Erna was active in our party in the 
1990s, during her stay in Australia.

Comrades will remember Erna 
as passionate, knowledgeable and 
incisive, someone who made a sub-
stantial contribution to our party’s 
work. Erna’s hatred of capitalism, 
with its exploitation of people and 
nature, was pervasive.

Erna was born in Derry, Ireland 
and grew up in Belfast. Her father 
was a civil servant. During the Second 
World War she served in the Middle 
East and Greece, in the intelligence 
service and in other roles. This 
experience added to her conviction 
that socialism was the system for 
the future.

Erna Bennett was one of the pio-
neers of plant genetic resources con-
servation. In her early postgraduate 
years she taught in England, and was 
engaged in cytogenetic research there 
and in Ireland for a number of years.

Working at the Scottish Plant 
Breeding Station with JW Gregor in 
the mid-1960s, she returned to her 
early interest in micro-evolution and 
the origins of genetic diversity, and 
began what was then to become a 
long series of expeditions collecting 
genetic diversity of mainly forage and 
cereal crops. At this time she wrote 
her 1964 paper warning of the need to 
conserve and protect genetic resourc-
es, Plant Introduction and Genetic 
Conservation: Genecological aspects 
of an urgent world problem, which 
was widely read and translated into 
a number of languages, as was her 
other paper Historical Perspectives 
in Genecology. Both papers are “full 
of valuable insights which can still 
guide us today”, remarked one of her 
colleagues.

Erna joined the United Nations’ 
Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) in 1967, where she succeeded 
in mobilising the FAO to become 
involved directly in collecting the 
genetic resources of crop plants in 

many countries, while there was 
still time. She was responsible for 
coordinating national and interna-
tional exploration and genetic con-
servation programs in the countries 
of the Mediterranean Basin and 
Southwest and Central Asia as a far 
as Afghanistan, and travelled very 
widely in the course of her work.

She also initiated the fi rst world 
survey of crop germplasm collections, 
which yielded invaluable information 
that has been drawn on widely over 
the years. At this time she co-authored 
and edited the first classic book 
on genetic resources with another 
early campaigner, Sir Otto Frankel. 
Published in 1970, Genetic Resources 
in Plants helped to convince the 1972 
Stockholm Conference on The Human 
Environment (a predecessor of the 
1992 Earth Summit) to call for the 
fi rst global program on the conserva-
tion of crop genetic resources.

Her work on the conservation of 
plant genetic resources in the 1960s 
and 1970s always carried with it an 
enduring commitment to the farm-
ers who maintained and used those 
resources. The FAO acknowledged 
her contribution with the award of 
the Meyer Memorial Medal in 1971.

While at FAO, Erna became 
increasingly concerned that the 
immense efforts to collect and 
conserve the world’s precious and 
irreplaceable germplasm in which she 
was involved stood in grave danger 
of being hijacked by powerful private 
interests. She observed the initial 
moves towards fi rst covert, then overt 
and massive privatisation of genetic 
resources and the increasingly domi-
nant role of corporations determined 
to usurp control of immensely valu-
able agricultural germplasm. 

Having battled within the FAO for 
many years to keep corporations out 
of the UN system, she was eventu-
ally forced to resign from the UN in 
1982. To her credit, she stayed active 
on these and other issues, lecturing, 
writing and advising, but outside 
offi cial circles.

Erna Bennett was not alone in 
the fi rst turbulent years of campaign-
ing for programs on genetic ero-
sion. She always remembered with 
great warmth and affection many 

of her early fellow pioneers. As Pat 
Mooney and Cary Fowler highlight 
in their book Shattering (University 
of Arizona Press, 1990), “...it was 
the colourful, outspoken Ulster-born 
Irish revolutionary who fi rst coined 
the phrase ‘genetic conservation’ and 
brought substance and strategy to the 
term for the world community.”

For most of her life, Erna was a 
member of a communist party, be it in 
Ireland, Italy, Greece, Australia, wher-
ever she lived. She spoke and wrote a 
number of languages, including Irish 
Gaelic, English, Italian and Greek.

While here, she joined the 
Socialist Party of Australia (now the 
Communist Party of Australia) and 
was elected a Central Committee 
member. She was also on the Editorial 
Board of the Australian Marxist 
Review. She was a prolifi c writer, con-
tributing regularly to The Guardian
and the AMR.

Erna wrote a history of modern-
day Ireland especially since the 1916 
Easter uprising. It was entitled Class 
Struggle and National Liberation 
– Counterrevolution in Ireland and 
was published in November 1993 as 

a special issue of the AMR. (Available 
online at www.cpa.org.au/amr/31)

In October 1994 Erna presented 
a seminal report to the SPA Central 
Committee. The environmental 
crisis: past the point of no return,
sketching the historical phases of the 
environmental crisis, analysing global 
warming, toxic waste, radiation, ozone 
depletion and outlining what must 
be done. This laid the foundation for 
the Party’s ongoing commitment to 
environmental issues and subsequent 
important CPA publications in this 
fi eld.

She had a towering intellect 
which she directed towards every 
political issue that arose, contributing 
signifi cantly to the Party’s debates 
and policy making. She was incisive, 
witty and passionate in discussion 
and had a ferocious temper at times. 
She had wide experiences from many 
countries, using them to illuminate 
her arguments and also to amuse and 
entertain guests at her Blue Mountains 
home.

She was a delightful host, together 
with life long companion Pru whose 
commonsense and warmth contributed 

so much to their hospitality. Evenings 
and weekends were crammed with 
political debate, discussions about 
poetry, food, literature and much 
more. Their home was always open 
to comrades and friends.

Erna had a keen interest in and 
love of poetry, its translation and 
production. One special delight was 
sitting on her balcony on cool Blue 
Mountains evenings, listening to her 
read aloud some of her favourites. 
She wrote many poems herself, 
expressing her love of humanity, her 
hatred of injustice and her hopes for 
a better world.

Party members and friends were 
saddened when Erna and Pru decided 
to move to Italy and were deeply 
grieved by the news of her death. 
The working class movement has 
lost a singular, signifi cant fi ghter and 
a wonderful personality. She is and 
will be sorely missed but her writing 
and her memory will live on.
Acknowledgements to Peter M 
Jackson (in The Guardian, Britain) 
and Platform for Agrobiodiversity 
Research for material used in this 
tribute. 

Erna Bennett receives the Meyer Medal.
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