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“The worst 
is on the way”

Anna Pha

Last week was one of the darkest in 
Australia’s history since colonial invasion. 
The Labor Party and Coalition joined 
forces to rush through both Houses of 
Parliament the most appalling, inhumane, 
fascistic legislation for the mandatory and 
indefi nite detention of innocent people, 
including children, whose only “crime” 
is to seek our assistance. Despite all the 
government talk about protection, which 
is not provided for in the legislation, 
thousands of people face years in offshore 
concentration camps and denial of their 
right to natural justice. The legislation 
tears up Australia’s obligations under UN 
Conventions on the Rights of the Child 
and on Refugees, as well as the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.

“The passing of off-shore processing legis-
lation allowing asylum seekers to be expelled 
to Nauru and Manus Island will go down as a 
day of shame in Australia’s history,” said Ian 
Rintoul, spokesperson for the Refugee Action 
Coalition.

The government claims it will save lives 
because its treatment of asylum seekers is so 
harsh that people will stop coming to our shores.

“The same navy ships that the government 
will use to take asylum seekers thousands of 
kilometres to Nauru could be used to bring asy-
lum seekers safely from Indonesia to Australia. 
But the government is not really interested in 
saving lives,” Rintoul said.

“Indefi nite detention damages children, 
indefi nite detention violates children’s rights 
and indefi nite detention kills people. This leg-
islation will not save lives; this legislation will 
kill people. It will send brave, courageous and 
resilient people insane. We know it will because 

it did last time,” Senator Sarah Hanson-Young 
warned the Senate.

UN General Secretary Ban Ki-Moon has 
reminded Australia that its obligations to refu-
gees are not optional.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
Antonio Guterres said, “Our preference is always 
that these situations are solved in Australia 
itself” – in other words that processing takes 
place in Australia. Guterres emphasised the 
requirement that “people … have humane 
reception conditions, they will not have arbitrary 
detention, that they have access to education 
systems and employment….”

“Detention is the area in which we would 
like improvements to be made in the sense that 
detention should be more an exception and less 
a rule and that of course detention conditions 
should be improved,” he said.

The legislation goes further than arbitrary 
detention, detention is mandatory and indefi nite. 
Their release is arbitrary!

Nowhere does the government acknowledge 
its legally binding international or moral obliga-
tions, let alone the part it plays in contributing 
to what is a growing global humanitarian crisis.

Whether it be Vietnam, Yugoslavia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Somalia, Sudan, Libya, Syria, 
Iran, each new imperialist intervention or war 
adds to the millions of desperate people fl eeing 
for a safe haven.

“You invade our country, reduce it to rubble, 
cause sectarian divisions, and when some of us 
manage to escape and come to your country for 
shelter you turn us away or lock us up as though 
we are criminals,” Ahmed, a Middle-Eastern 
political refugee told The Guardian.

Loan voices of sanity
The Australian Greens and Independent 

Andrew Wilke were the only MPs and Senators 

to take a principled stand and vote against the 
legislation. Liberal MP Judi Moylan abstained. 
Even attempts by the Greens to amend the 
legislation to limit detention to 12 months and 
to provide some limited protections were ruth-
lessly rejected.

Not a single ALP parliamentarian had the 
moral courage to take a principled stand against 
the denial of the most basic of human rights to 
people fl eeing persecution, torture and the threat 
of death. Not one. Not even those calling them-
selves “Left”. Several MPs had “heavy hearts”, 
but opportunism stood in the way of them taking 
a stand to defend human rights and save lives.

The Australian Greens did an amazing job 
in their exposure of the bill and the govern-
ment’s lies surrounding its contents during the 
parliamentary debate. The Opposition blurred 
the issue by focusing on the government’s 
change of heart.

Humanitarian crisis
“This is not a border security problem. This 

is a humanitarian crisis. It escapes me how 
anyone in this place could seek to implement 
any solution not underpinned by our lucky 
country’s moral framework and our obligations 
both written and implied as one of the original 
signatories to the United Nations Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees,” Wilke told 
the Senate.

Wilke reiterated his opposition to mandatory 
detention and offshore processing. He asked: 
“How can we as a nation and as a parliament 
accept an immigration detention regime which 
we know makes people mentally ill and for 
some to attempt suicide….?

“When people’s lives are at stake, I will not 
put my support behind legislation that takes us 
back to the time of the Howard-era Pacifi c solu-
tion with some modifi cations that make it even 

worse. The Australian public unambiguously 
rejected the Pacifi c solution at the 2007 federal 
election. How quickly we have forgotten.”

Populist
The legislation will not stop people attempt-

ing to come to Australia by boat. As Hanson-
Young pointed out, it will not save lives. It is a 
callous, hard-hearted political manoeuvre to try 
to neutralise Opposition leader Tony Abbott’s 
populist “stop the boats” line in next year’s 
federal elections. It even removes some of the 
protections legislated by Howard in 2001.

When the Rudd Labor government was 
elected in 2007, it promised to bring an end 
to the “Pacifi c Solution” and abolish offshore 
processing of asylum seekers. Labor strongly 
opposed the inhumane system and turned policy 
around. Last week the Coalition taunted Labor 
with earlier quotes from Gillard damning the 
indefi nite detention of refugees in the hell-
holes of Nauru and Manus Island in Papua 
New Guinea.

Gillard’s “Malaysian Solution” for offshore 
processing and imprisonment of asylum seekers 
was thwarted by a High Court challenge. The 
government had been trying to get legislation 
since September 2011 through Parliament seek-
ing to get around the Court decision. With the 
additional Houston proposed amendments, the 
Coalition came on board.

Not so 
“independent” review

Gillard appointed an “independent” panel on 
June 28 this year, to carry out a hurried review to 
provide an excuse to run with the Opposition’s 
Nauru and Manus Island “solutions” as well as 
other locations.

Continued on page 4
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PRESS FUND
The NSW O’Farrell government is removing the four century old 
right to silence when arrested. The caution police give you: “You 
are not obliged to say or do anything unless you wish to do so, but 
whatever you say or do may be used in evidence.” Added to this 
will be: “But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when 
questioned something you later rely on in court.” Your best position 
if you are in police custody is to keep mum until you have a lawyer 
present to advise you. But we at The Guardian won’t be silenced 
under any circumstances, and we thank the following contributors 
who this week have helped us keep the voice of struggle and unity 
ring out, as follows:
MUA retired member – In memory of Anne Duffy $100.
Michael Smith $20, Eileen Whitehead $20, Garry Speirs $50.
This week’s total $190
Progressive total $6,780

Cold hard fact: Smoking kills
“Tobacco kills around 15,000 Australians a year – more than 

the combined death toll from road accidents, alcohol, illicit drugs, 
all homicide, HIV, diabetes and skin cancer. Tobacco smoking 
is the biggest single preventable cause of both cancer and heart 
disease – our two leading causes of early death; and is linked 
with the seven diseases causing most deaths.” Those are the 
cold hard facts about smoking in Australia from the website of 
anti-smoking organisation Action on Smoking and Health (ASH) 
Australia. The public is well aware of the dangers of smoking 
and overwhelmingly supportive of measures to reduce it. It is 
also familiar with the tactics of tobacco companies to thwart 
government efforts to that end. The decision of the High Court 
to dismiss an appeal from big tobacco transnationals against 
federal plain cigarette packaging is a victory for public health 
policy and the demands of the people for a smoke-free future.

The appeal against the legislation was mounted by four 
companies led by British American Tobacco. They argued that it 
infringed their intellectual property rights to put their trademarks 
on cigarette packets and was unconstitutional. Of course, the 
public relations campaign they waged claimed that they were 
taking the step because there is no evidence that it would work; 
that it won’t prevent people taking up the habit. Companies made 
the same claim about television and other broadcast and print 
media advertising and sport sponsorship. The tobacco industry 
has a long-standing problem with the truth going back to the 
days when it denied the link between smoking and cancer.

British American Tobacco spokesman Scott McIntyre was 
disappointed with the High Court decision and threw in another 
“reason” why the government shouldn’t have taken the stand 
against cigarette advertising. “Although the (law) passed the 
constitutional test, it’s still a bad law that will only benefit 
organised crime groups which sell illegal tobacco on our streets 
... The illegal cigarette black market will grow further when all 
packs look the same and are easier to copy,’’ he said.

The decision has been hailed internationally and welcomed by 
the World Health Organisation (WHO). The UN body hopes it will 
set off a “domino effect” for similar legislation around the world. 
“Plain packaging is a highly effective way to counter industry’s 
ruthless marketing tactics,” WHO chief Margaret Chan said.

No doubt tobacco companies will respond with new, more 
subtle marketing ploys to boost their profi ts but the legislative 
cordon is tightening. State and territories are moving to ban 
smoking in more and more public places. Much remains to be 
done to get Australia to quit its smoking habit. That objective 
would be reached quicker if the last of ASH’s nine point plan 
could be achieved: “End organisational donations to political 
parties and candidates, cap individual donations and electoral 
expenditure by parties and candidates.”

The Liberal and National parties can be expected to fi ght that 
tooth and nail. The same day the High Court released its plain 
packaging judgement, NSW Premier Barry O’Farrell announced 
that the high rollers’ room at Sydney’s casino will continue to 
allow smoking. James Packer had pleaded for the exemption. The 
decision shows that the fi ght to rid society of smoking addiction 
is far from over. Some further statistics from ASH underscore 
just how urgent this task is. Tobacco is also responsible for:
•  56 percent of total drug abuse costs in Australia – more than 

alcohol and all other drugs combined;
•  Over $15 billion in workplace costs – twice as much as alcohol 

and all other drugs combined;
•  Over 750,000 hospital bed days – around 8 percent of them 

occupied by children under 15;
•  Over $600 million hospital costs.
By 2030, the World Health Organisation expects worldwide 
smoking-related deaths to top 8 million a year.

Wimmer rocks Perth
Vinnie Molina

During his two-day visit to Perth from August 16-18 
Comrade Carolus Wimmer rocked the city. Addressing 
a public meeting at the MUA Hall in North Fremantle 
on Thursday August 16, Carolus was welcomed by 
Chris Cain, the MUA state secretary who gave him 
a message of solidarity on behalf of the MUA.

Carolus Wimmer gave a well thought out and informa-
tive presentation to the enthusiastic meeting. Later the 
opportunity was taken by those attending to ask ques-
tions on Venezuela today and the upcoming presidential 
elections.

The public event was organised by the Perth branch of 
the CPA and attracted lots of interest by different groups 
who supported the event. The meeting was attended by 
a delegation from the Socialist Alliance, the Australia-
Venezuela Solidarity Network, the RSP and trade unionists.

The Communist Party of Australia and the Communist 
Party of Venezuela issued a joint statement last week 
strengthening its international relations. Both parties 
support the Bolivarian revolution and its president Hugo 
Chávez. Hugo Chávez is also the presidential candidate 
of the CPV and all polls indicate his winning position in 
the upcoming elections of  October 7. We wish the CPV 
and the Venezuelan people a great success in their struggle 
for self-determination and the deepening of the socialist 
path of the Bolivarian Revolution.

A recording of his public address can be found fol-
lowing this link: youtube.com/watch?v=8kTeLjR3Ai8

Included in his busy itinerary were visits to building 
sites organised by the CFMEU, where Carolus was able to 
directly address young workers on the site who responded 
enthusiastically by giving him a black hard hat, a symbol 
of union militancy. A joint meeting of the CFMEU/AMWU 
was also held at the CFMEU offi ce in East Perth and was 

well attended by union offi cials and a delegation from 
the CFMEU Young Activists Committee (YAC). Finally 
he was invited by the organisers of the Latin American 
Film Festival to greet and meet the community in Perth.

Dr Carolus Wimmer continues his Australian tour until 
August 23 with organised visits to Adelaide, Melbourne 
and Canberra. 

Ecuador defends Assange’s human rights
CPA statement
The Communist Party of Australia 
(CPA) welcomes and congratulates 
the government of Ecuador on 
its principled decision to grant 
political asylum to Julian Assange.

We acknowledge the courage of 
the Ecuadorian government in fac-
ing down immense pressure and the 
bully-boy tactics from Britain and the 
United States.

We support wholeheartedly 

Ecuadorian government statements 
that Assange’s human rights may be 
violated if he is sent to Sweden to be 
questioned over sex assault claims and 
that his fears of political persecution 
are legitimate.

Julian Assange has championed 
people’s right to know and has chal-
lenged governments that try to keep 
the public in a state of ignorance. 
He has provided a massive public 

service by, among other things, 
revealing truths about murders by 
US military.

His challenge to government 
secrecy explains their desire for 
revenge.

The CPA believes that everyone 
who supports freedom of the press, 
freedom of speech and the values 
associated with diplomatic immu-
nity should publicly insist that the 
Ecuadorian decision to give asylum 
to Assange should override any other 
consideration.

The Australian government 
should stand up for the rights of an 
Australian citizen and make clear its 
commitment to freedom of political 
communication, to democratic prin-
ciples and the rule of law.

The CPA demands respect for 
international law and the sanctity of 
diplomatic missions.

While calling for protection for 
Julian Assange’s rights, the CPA 
also demands justice for Bradley 
Manning, the former US soldier 
accused of leaking government 
material to WikiLeaks, who has been 
detained without trial for well over 
two years. 

Venezuelan visitor warmly 
received in Adelaide
Carolus Wimmer, visiting interna-
tional secretary of the Communist 
Party of Venezuela, was warmly 
received at the CPA’s fi fth annual 
“Curry with Comrades” held in 
Adelaide on Saturday night. About 
70 guests heard his first-hand 
account of the intense political 
struggles taking place in Venezuela 
as the opposition continues its no-
holds-barred campaign to unseat 
popular president Hugo Chávez.

Carolus also explained the 

meddling of the US in the affairs of 
Latin America and the threat it contin-
ues to pose to left-leaning governments 
in the region. He thanked progressive 
Australians for their continued support 
and expressed the hope for increased 
contact. Several members of previ-
ous Australian solidarity brigades to 
Venezuela were at the dinner.

Also present at the curry night 
was visiting Cuban education 
adviser José Chala who described 
the world renowned Cuban “Yo 

sí puedo”(Yes You Can) literacy 
campaign being trialled in the 
Aboriginal community of the NSW 
town of Wilcannia. He explained 
that the Aboriginal people involved 
manage the project and have already 
achieved outstanding results. José 
lived in the community and is 
grateful for the experience and the 
acceptance of the Aboriginal people. 
The event raised funds for the 
campaigns being waged by the CPA 
in South Australia. 

CPA condemns shooting of 
South African miners
The Communist Party of Australia 
condemns the shooting of striking 
miners by police in South Africa. 
The CPA mourns the loss of life 
and expresses its sympathy to the 
families of the miners. The Party 
supports calls by progressive forces 
for a commission of inquiry to 
get to the bottom of the matter 
and bring those responsible for 
the deaths to justice. While the 
circumstances of the tragic incident 

are complex and unclear at the 
time of publication of this week’s 
Guardian, there can be no justifi -
cation for the use of deadly force 
against workers. The Guardian will 
carry a full report in an upcoming 
issue.

Bob Briton
Secretary

International Department
Communist Party of Australia

Photo: Alex Bainbridge of Socialist Alliance



3The Guardian
August 22 2012

Peter Mac

Earlier this month Prime Minister 
Julia Gillard accused state govern-
ments of jacking up electricity 
prices for services associated with 
distribution networks (known 
as the “poles and wires”). She 
threatened to introduce stricter 
regulatory powers and to get 
the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission and the 
Australian Energy Regulator to 
restrict prices charged by state-
owned distribution corporations.

Within the last four years demand 
for power has actually fallen, as 
consumers struggled to minimise 
their energy use. Yet state electric-
ity charges have risen by 48 percent 
on average, with a 68 percent rise 
in NSW.

Under electricity pricing regula-
tions the dividend which the state-
owned distribution corporations can 
return to their governments is based 
on the infrastructure’s assessed value.

According to the Prime Minister, 
some state governments have been 
carrying out excessive works to their 
infrastructure, (“gold-plating” them) 
and using the unnecessarily increased 
capital value to justify raising the rates 
and maximising the dividends.

Behind the spin
The NSW and Queensland gov-

ernments blame the carbon tax for 
their rate rises. “The best way to 
stop prices from rising is to scrap the 
carbon tax”, thundered NSW energy 
minister Chris Harcher recently.

This is nonsense. The rises were 
imposed over the last four years but 
the tax was only introduced seven 
weeks ago. This fi nancial year the 
carbon tax will be equivalent to only 
about half the foreshadowed 18 per-
cent rate increase in NSW.

The current pricing arrangements, 
which were entered into in 1995 under 
state and federal agreements, allow 
state governments that still own dis-
tribution networks to rort the system 
as Gillard has described.

The federal electricity regulatory 
authority has complained it can’t 
restrain price hikes because of the 
current legislation which enshrines 
the relationship between dividends 
and infrastructure value.

The legislation certainly needs 
to be amended, but it’s not the only 
problem.

In South Australia and Victoria 

the distribution networks have already 
been sold. The NSW and Queensland 
governments still own the distribution 
networks, but the NSW Premier Barry 
O’Farrell says he will privatise them 
if returned to offi ce at the next elec-
tions. The Newman government will 
doubtless do the same in Queensland.

By jacking up the rates the NSW 
and Queensland state governments are 
preparing the ground for privatisation 
of the distribution networks.

By increasing the rates prior to the 
sale of the assets, the state government 
can provide prospective purchasers 
with crucial information on profi t-
ability, for example the tendency of 
consumers to defer expansion plans, 
use power more economically, or 
obtain energy from other sources.

Moreover, by blaming rate rises 
on the carbon tax the state govern-
ments are supporting the federal 
opposition’s ambition to block any 
climate change initiative the Gillard 
government might make that would 
adversely affect the coal industry.

The grand shemozzle
The current row over electricity 

rate rises has highlighted, among 
other things, the ineffectiveness of 
the carbon tax. Its imposition will 
simply be accepted with a grumble 

by the energy corporations as part 
of their operating costs – just as the 
tobacco companies do with regard to 
taxes imposed on them.

The tax alone will certainly not 
stimulate state governments to lower 
energy rates. Moreover, imposition of 
the tax has been accompanied by a tax 
reduction for low and middle income 
earners. Although understandable, this 
is self-defeating, since it effectively 
invites the corporations to jack up 
the rates as compensation for the tax.

Another problem is the massive 
complexity of the current nationwide 

electricity arrangements. Reaching 
agreement on the national grid and 
electricity pricing was difficult 
enough, given the different objectives 
and programs of the state and federal 
governments. However, allowing pri-
vate fi rms to enter the industry while 
simultaneously attempting to regulate 

their activities has complicated mat-
ters to the nth degree.

Fairfax columnist Michael West 
declared:

“The industry structure is a she-
mozzle. Deregulation has spawned a 
confusing array of corporatised and 
sometimes privatised bureaucracies 
– power generators, distributors, 
transmission providers and planning 
bodies – empires within empires.”

He could also have mentioned 
the regulatory authorities, state and 
federal, and the private corpora-
tions. Australia’s massively complex 

arrangements have been a total failure 
at providing power for energy con-
sumers at minimum cost. They now 
receive the most expensive power 
bills in the world.

Referring to the situation that 
prevailed in NSW prior to deregula-
tion, West commented:

“In the old days, the bigwigs of 
the State Electricity Commission 
would trudge up to State Parliament 
to be questioned by an economics 
committee over a fi ve percent rise. 
They would be responsible. There is 
no way they would have presided over 
18 percent price rises two years in a 
row. But who is responsible now?”

Electricity is crucial for national 
sustenance and development, but is 
fraught with problems of confl ict-
ing state ambitions and the private 
sector which sees each of them as a 
cash cow.

Cameron O’Reilly, CEO of 
the private lobby group the Energy 
Retailers Association, blames the 
problems of the electricity industry on 
“regulatory intervention such as price 
capping”, “an array of climate change 
policy measures”, the Renewable 
Energy Target and “generous state 
and federal subsidies for technologies 
like roof-top solar”.

O’Reilly claims that Victoria 
has benefi ted by the sell-off of its 
energy industry, which has resulted 
in “the most competitive retail energy 
market in the world”, in which 
“households have the choice of a 
dozen suppliers competing largely 
on price”. He didn’t mention that 
Victoria has had both price hikes 
and power failures.

Despite these failures, the private 
sector is calling for total electricity 
deregulation. Martin Ferguson, the 
federal minister for energy, has joined 
them, calling on state governments to 
sell off all their remaining state-owned 
electricity assets.

What the federal government 
should do is take over the whole 
electrical generation and distribution 
industry, evict the private profi teers, 
eliminate state wrangles and steer the 
industry towards a renewable energy 
future, based on the best technology 
with the least cost for consumers.

Alas, neither of the current major 
parties will do so. We will have to 
look to a coalition of left and progres-
sive forces for that to happen. 

Australia

Behind the skyrocketing 
electricity prices

Pete’s Corner

Martin Ferguson, the federal minister for 
energy, has joined them, calling on state 

governments to sell off all their remaining 
state-owned electricity assets.
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Australia’s 
asylum seeker shame
Indefi nite mandatory detention
Continued from page 1

The terms of reference were extremely nar-
row, essentially limiting their focus to “stopping 
the boats”. They made no reference to address-
ing the interests or needs of asylum seekers, 
instead focusing on such issues as Australia’s 
right to maintain its borders (not that these have 
been threatened) and the costs involved.

The government offi cially received the 
report on Monday August 13, put its legislation 
before Parliament the very next day, and by the 
end of the week it had passed both Houses. It 
was rushed through before the public could 
become fully aware of its contents and implica-
tions. The mass media faithfully repeated all the 
government’s lies about “fairness”, protection 
of people and saving lives.

The review panel was carefully selected. Its 
chair is former head of the Australian defence 
forces Air Chief Marshal Houston (Ret’d). The 
other members are professor Michael L’Estrange 
and Paris Aristotle.

L’Estrange is director of the National 
Security College at the Australian National 
University. He served under Liberal prime 
minister John Howard as secretary to cabinet 
and head of cabinet policy unit and then later as 
secretary to the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade.

Aristotle, the token “humanitarian” on the 
panel, is director of the Victorian Foundation 
for Survivors of Torture. He has considerable 
experience working with refugees and had pre-
viously rejected indefi nite detention on Nauru 
(which he visited) during the Howard years. 
His about turn has surprised many.

He says that “it is different to the past. I 
don’t believe that people are going to be there 
for those lengths of time.” It is different; it is 
worse.

The government emphasises that there can 
be no “cherry picking” of the Houston report’s 
recommendations. They are a package – all 
or nothing. But it fails to legislate for the few 
safeguards that are in the report, adopting only 
its draconian provisions.

“No advantage”
The centrepiece of the Houston report and 

government’s bill is the so-called “no advan-
tage” principle “to ensure that no benefi t is 
gained through circumventing regular migration 
arrangements” and to provide “incentives for 
asylum seekers to seek protection through a 
managed regional system.” The “no advantage” 
line is based on the old “queue jumping” myth 
dressed up in new language where new arrivals 
go to the end of a mythical queue (see page 6).

They will be incarcerated for around the 
same time as other refugees in Indonesia or 
Malaysia. They could even be sent to one of 
those countries. And what does that mean in 
practice?

“People live in those processing facilities 
in limbo. They cannot work, they cannot go to 
school and they have no entitlement to health 
care. They are in absolute limbo and sometimes 
with no prospect of being resettled for 20 years,” 
Greens Senator Larissa Waters pointed out, 
referring to the conditions of people being held 
in Indonesia and Malaysia.

The “no advantage” principle is based on the 
lie that there are regular migration arrangements 
open to the asylum seekers who risk their lives 
by boat. These people should have come through 
non-existent “regular” channels!

Greens Senator Penny Wright summed up 
the intention of the bill: “… we are being asked 
to compromise so that we can treat some people 
so harshly that it will send a message of punish-
ment and deterrence to others contemplating 
making the journey. We will have to treat them 
so harshly that it compares with the situations 
they are fl eeing from…”

When eventually freed, the plan is to send 
them anywhere but Australia.

Immigration Minister Chris Bowen is quite 
adamant that “people who arrive here by boat 
should receive no advantage in their processing.” 
Referring to people he and other MPs have seen 
in their travels, Bowen unfl inchingly continues 
the lie: “We have seen the extended and diffi cult 
situations that those people are in and want to 
give them an even chance.”

Punishing desperate people, including 
children, who risk their lives to fi nd asylum, 
gives nobody “an even chance”. It denies them 
a chance.

There are promises, but no action, to 
increase Australia’s intake of refugees and 
better resource UNHRC processing facilities. 
According to Labor minister Kate Lundy, 
the government is proposing to increase its 
refugee intake to 20,000 as part of a regional 
approach which has still to be agreed to by 
the governments involved. How many years 
will that take?

The review panel and government support, 
in principle, Abbott’s call to turn back the boats 
when the “appropriate regional and bilateral 
arrangements” are in place.

Asylum seekers are legal
As Senator Lee Rhiannon pointed out dur-

ing the Senate debate, “It is not illegal to seek 
asylum, regardless of how someone arrives in 
this country. The term, if you come by boat, is 
‘irregular maritime arrival’.”

The turning back of asylum seekers or 
the mandatory, indefi nite detention is illegal 
under international law to which Australia is 
a signatory.

Article 14 (1) of the UN Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights states: “Everyone 
has the right to seek and to enjoy in other coun-
tries asylum from persecution.” That includes 
in Australia.

Denial of natural justice
The legislation provides that the rules 

of natural justice do not apply. The minister, 
as Greens leader Christine Milne points out, 
“personally determines what is in the national 
interest, and he is then exempted from provid-
ing natural justice to a person seeking asylum.” 
As previously stated, there is nothing in the bill 
about the interests of the asylum seeker, only 
what is in “the national interest” which the 
minister can arbitrarily determine.

Lundy, speaking on behalf of Bowen, said, 
“The exemption from natural justice provides for 
an environment which we believe is necessary 
to make the legislation workable. Not to have 
that exemption would mean that any asylum 
seeker could challenge the designation of a 
given country, for example.”

Perhaps more seriously, they might try to 
exercise their democratic rights under Australia’s 
justice system and be allowed to remain in 
Australia in line with international law.

Article 16 of the refugee convention states: 
“A refugee shall have free access to the courts 
of law on the territory of all contracting states.”

The bill does not provide for legally binding 
provisions covering the treatment of asylum 
seekers in other countries. Despite claims to the 
contrary by the government, the minister is not 
obliged to provide parliament with details of 
any verbal or written agreement (if one exists) 
with a country taking and incarcerating asylum 
seekers from Australia.

Senator Hanson-Young summed it up: 
“The whole point of this legislation is to have 
as little scrutiny as possible, as little regard 
to people’s rights as possible, to write out of 
current legislation any legal obligation that 
we have under the UN convention and to put 
precisely in the legislation that none of these 
documents that the Houston report says are 
important and that the government and the 
minister here tonight continue to rabbit on 
about even have to exist.”

The bill does not provide the protections rec-
ommended in the Houston report. There are no 
obligations to provide access to basic services, 
for adequate accommodation, legal assistance 
or safety of those locked up indefi nitely.

The government admits that the asylum 
seekers will initially (no one knows how long 
for) be housed in tents, behind barbed wire 
fencing, drop pits (toilets) and bucket showers, 
and limited power on Nauru. Apart from the 
primitive facilities and lack of services, people 
held on Manus Island face the additional risk 
of Malaria.

They could also be forcibly transferred to 
centres in Indonesia, Malaysia or elsewhere, to 
even more appalling conditions and no guarantee 
of basic human rights.

No protection for children
The bill provides for mandatory detention 

of children, absolves the minister of previous 
responsibilities as guardian of unaccompanied 
children when in detention and provides no 
guarantees of their protection.

It also removes restrictions on the invol-
untary removal of unaccompanied children 
to detention centres in other countries, which 
the High Court objected to when planned for 
Malaysia.

“For all their lives all these children will 
know is poverty, desperation and in many situ-
ations cruelty. They will not be afforded basic 
human rights,” Greens Senator Rachel Siewert 
told the Senate.

“It will allow the transfer of child asylum 
seekers from Australia and the transfer of unac-
companied minors, who will not necessarily 
have a guardian to act in their best interests – in 
breach of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child,” Wright said. “It will allow banishment 
to Nauru, or Manus Island or, essentially, any-
where but here.”

The bill abolishes special family reunion 
provisions for refugees. This is cruel and totally 
unwarranted. The most likely outcome is that 
instead of one adult family member attempting 
the voyage, more families including children 
will risk their lives.

The adage goes “judge a country by its 
treatment of children”. Australia cannot sink 
much lower.

Act now
“We can be doing things now to save peo-

ple’s lives. Those who submitted to the Houston 
panel said it very clearly: increase the ability 
to assess people’s claims and give them an 
opportunity to apply for protection in Australia 
in the places where they are. We know they are 
in Malaysia and we know they are in Indonesia; 
commit to doing that there and bring them safely 
to Australia…,” Hanson-Young said.

“If we were saving lives at sea we would 
be bringing these people safely to our shores.”

The Refugee Action Coalition said: “The 
only way to save lives at sea is to decriminalise 
people smuggling, to open Australian processing 
centres in the region, and to massively increase 
our humanitarian intake without making vulner-
able boat arrivals pay for it.”

Money would be far better spent on humani-
tarian programs than locking people up and 
destroying their lives.

The Guardian urges readers to lobby MPs 
and Senators. To use talkback media, letters 
to the editor columns and the various social 
media outlets to expose the true nature of this 
legislation and to build opposition to it. Send 
messages of support to the Australian Greens 
and Andrew Wilke for their principled stand 
and attempts to defeat the bill.

Write to the Governor General asking her 
not proclaim the legislation, pointing out that it 
is unconstitutional, and breaches international 
law and human rights.

This legislation and collaboration by the 
two major parties brings home just how urgent 
it is to build a left and progressive alternative 
in Australian politics – both inside and outside 
Parliament. Onshore processing and placement 
in the community of asylum seekers is not only 
the most humane and effective response to those 
seeking our assistance, it is our moral and legal 
obligation to do so. 
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Aboriginal politicians and aspir-
ants are gearing up for a hard-
fought contest as the Northern 
Territory barrels towards its next 
general election later this month. 
The poll will be held on Saturday 
August 25 and the number of 
Aboriginal candidates looks like 
exceeding 20.

Paul Henderson’s Labor govern-
ment will be hoping for a fourth term.

The 25-seat Parliament has been 
close since the 2008 election, when 
Territory Labor won 13 seats to the 
Country Liberals’ 11. That lead nar-
rowed last year after former Labor 
Minister and then independent Alison 
Anderson joined the Country Liberals, 
giving both parties 12 seats each and 
forcing Labor to rely on the support 
of a sole independent, Gerry Wood, 
to govern.

Nominations for the elections 
have closed, but both major parties 
had unveiled their candidates and 
those of the fl edgling First Nations 
Political Party were fi rming up. The 
Greens had yet to reveal theirs when 
the Koori Mail went to print.

The NT Intervention and its new 
incarnation Stronger Futures, with 
income management, alcohol bans, 
and push for community leasing, 
is expected to infl uence the votes 
of many Aboriginal Territorians. 
Indications are that the future of 
homelands and outstations, the new 
“super shires” and what many see as 
a corresponding loss of community 
autonomy, employment, and law and 
order could all impact on the outcome 
in electorates with sizeable Aboriginal 
constituencies.

With the retirement of Tiwi 
Islander Marion Scrymgour, Labor 
will have two Aboriginal MPs hoping 
to hang on to their seats – Indigenous 
Development Minister Malarndirri 
McCarthy in the bush seat of Arnhem, 
and Minister for Central Australia 
Karl Hampton who holds Stuart, 
around Katherine.

The party is fi elding another six 
Indigenous candidates: Dean Rioli 
in Marion Scrymgour’s old seat of 
Arafura; Des Rogers running against 

Alison Anderson in Namatjira (for-
merly known as MacDonnell); Cerise 
King in Katherine; Ken Vowles in 
the Darwin seat of Johnston; Russell 
Jeffrey in the outer Darwin seat of 
Brennan, and young Damien Smith 
in Goyder, also outer Darwin.

The Country Liberals also have 
two incumbent Aboriginal MPs – 
Shadow Minister for Indigenous 
Policy Adam Giles and Parliamentary 
Secretary to Shadow Cabinet Alison 
Anderson in Central Australia.

The party is fi elding three other 
Aboriginal candidates: Larissa Lee 
in Arnhem; staunch NT Intervention 
supporter Bess Price in Stuart; and 
Francis Xavier Maralampuwi in 
Arafura.

The First Nations Political Party 
(FNPP) is expected to fi eld eight 
or nine candidates, two of them 
non-Indigenous.

Party co-founder and Alice 
Springs-based cross-cultural consult-
ant Ken Lechleitner was still deciding 
whether to run, but other likely FNPP 
candidates include activist Maurie 
Japarta Ryan in Stuart; Bill Risk 
in Daly; Valda Shannon in Barkly; 
Daniel Fejo in Blain; and popular 
country singer Warren H Williams 
in Namatjira.

Aboriginal author Yvette Holt had 
been expected to stand for the FNPP 
against Adam Giles in Braitling but 
has withdrawn for family reasons.

The Koori Mail asked the NT 
Greens for details of their candidates 
but, aside from a suggestion that sev-
eral would likely be Indigenous, had 
not heard back at the time of printing.

Elected unopposed in 2008, 
Malarndirri McCarthy’s seat of 
Arnhem has been considered a very 
safe Labor seat, but she thinks that’s 
changed.

“I don’t think anything is safe 
anymore,” she told the Koori Mail. 
“The political landscape has changed 
quite signifi cantly across the bush and 
no seat is being taken for granted. 
We’ve had our ups and downs – with-
out a doubt – but Labor has a genuine 
interest in improving the lives of the 
country’s most disadvantaged people, 
Aboriginal people.”

On the largely unpopular NT 

Intervention and the shift to super 
shires, Ms McCarthy said the govern-
ment was conscious that there was “a 
fair bit of discontent”.

Fighting
“But we’re also conscious that 

people know that we are the ones 
who are there with them all the way 
and we’re not going to give up. We’re 
fi ghting for them,” she said.

She said the Intervention had 
magnifi ed the Constitutional vulner-
ability of the people of the NT, in 
particular Indigenous people, but 
the Henderson government was 
determined to work through that. 
“We know that federal decisions can 
always override our decisions, but 
knowing that doesn’t mean we give 
up,” she said. “Knowing that means 
we fi ght harder.”

One example of “a massive win”, 
Ms McCarthy said, was the federal 
government’s promise in March of 
$200 million over ten years for NT 
homelands and outstations. That will 
be further bolstered by the Henderson 
government’s own announcement 
that it would provide $100 million 
in homelands support.

Ms McCarthy said improved co-
ordination across government agen-
cies, a high proportion of Aboriginal 
employment in shire councils, a 
push for greater fi nancial stabil-
ity of shire councils on Aboriginal 
land, and implementation of the 
federal Building the Education 
Revolution had all benefited 
Aboriginal Territorians under Labor.

Country Liberal MP Adam Giles 
enjoyed a 20.3 percent margin in 
the 2008 election. While not tak-
ing anything for granted, he said he 
expected his party to take Aboriginal 
votes off Labor.

“I think Aboriginal Territorians 
are pretty unhappy with being tricked 
over by Labor for many years and I 
expect more and more people will 
vote with their feet,” he told the 
Koori Mail.

“Everyone knows that Labor has 
just announced their second interven-
tion and people are unhappy about 
that. There are some elements like 
welfare reform that some people see 

as a positive thing but not others. And 
the consultation has provided a great 
level of dissatisfaction. We’re seeing 
billions of dollars being spent but the 
tangible results on the ground are not 
being seen as much as we’d like.”

Mr Giles said that, while former 
PM John Howard had the Intervention 
for four months, “Labor have had it 
for fi ve years and the results haven’t 
been as substantial as we’d like to 
have seen”.

“And there are some clear 
disincentives to progress in the 
Intervention, such as welfare quaran-
tining for CDEP participants,” he said.

Mr Giles listed the Country 
Liberals policy of “giving people 
their voice back” by moving away 
from super shires towards regional 
councils, a promise of $50 million 
over four years for outstations, greater 
support for bilingual education, rigor-
ous support for mining expansion, and 
a yet-to-be released roads package for 
Aboriginal communities would all 
benefi t Aboriginal Territorians.

The First Nations Political Party’s 
performance at the ballot box will also 
be keenly watched.

Co-founder Ken Lechleitner is 
hoping the FNPP’s ideas around 
replacing NT super shires with more 
culturally appropriate structures, a 
shake-up of alcohol management 
that would enable people to drink 
responsibly, structured community 
work and proper rehabilitation for 

Aboriginal prisoners, and ways to 
allow Aboriginal people to leverage 
their communal ownership of land for 
greater development would resonate 
with Aboriginal voters throughout 
the Territory.

Mr Lechleitner said he thought 
the FNPP had good electoral pros-
pects. Five seats would give the party 
the balance of power, he said, but 
“even just two or three would be good 
because it’d be saying we’re here and 
this is how we want to do business”.

“In the whole of Australian his-
tory, this is a fi rst,” he said. “This 
process has been waiting for the host 
(Aboriginal) people to lead the way 
and this is what we’re doing; leading 
a change to a new direction but in an 
inclusive manner.”

Last month, the Greens received 
a major reputational boost when 
Arnhem Land Elder and fi erce NT 
Intervention critic Reverend Dr 
Djiniyini Gondarra encouraged 
Aboriginal people to abandon Labor 
and vote Green instead.

The Greens have been strident 
opponents of the NT Intervention and 
have called for greater support for 
Aboriginal homelands and outstations. 
They have also backed traditional 
owners of Muckaty Station against 
a push for the site north of Tennant 
Creek to be considered for a nuclear 
waste dump.
Koori Mail 

Candidates gear up 
for Territory election

Northern Territory Parliament House.
Photo: Koori Mail

Housing Action election campaign launch
A soup kitchen was held to launch 
the Housing Action team campaign 
for votes for Mayor and Councillors 
in the September 8 local government 
elections in Sydney.

Mayoral candidate Denis Doherty, 
Communist Party member and well 
known peace and social justice activ-
ist, said: “We have already had an 
impact on the electorate as we see 
candidates competing to show how 
concerned they are about housing and 
housing stress in our area.

“This is too little too late as the 
Clover Moore team, the ALP and the 
Liberals have been voting in favour 
of policies that undermine public and 
affordable housing for years.”

Council candidate Raul Bassi, 
a member of the Socialist Alliance, 
stressed the importance of two left par-
ties and independent activists working 
together.

Professor Hal Pawson from the 
University of NSW gave the keynote 
address at the launch.

He pointed out that local govern-
ment could by example encourage 
other levels of government to reject 
neo-liberalism and instead return to the 
principle that governments should be 
involved in the provision of housing.

He went onto to say: “The big-
ger picture here is the lack of political 
commitment to government action to 
ensure affordable housing provision... .

“Public housing has been in sus-
pended animation now for 30 years 
and the commitment to not-for-profi t 
housing as an alternative has been half 
hearted, at best.

“Underlying government policy at 
state and federal level, there has been 
a usually implicit consensus that … 
housing can be left to the market.”

The launch was well attended and 
funds were raised for the campaign.
The Housing Action team appeals 
for CPA members and supporters to 
help with letter boxing leaflets and 
on polling day, September 8. Please 
contact Denis on 0418 290 663. 

Professor Hal Pawson addressing the launch of the Housing Action Team on August 19 at the Gaelic Club, 
Surry Hills.
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The circulation of myths and misinformation 
is one of the biggest barriers to understand-
ing the issues affecting refugees and asylum 
seekers. Myths create confusion and can fuel 
confl ict, resentment and disharmony. The 
Refugee Council of Australia dispels some 
of the most common myths:

“Asylum seekers who 
arrive by boat are illegal 
immigrants.”

Asylum seekers who arrive in Australia by 
boat are neither  engaging in illegal activity, nor 
are they immigrants.

The UN Refugee Convention (to which 
Australia is a signatory) recognises that refugees 
have a right to enter a country for the purposes 
of seeking asylum, regardless of how they arrive 
or whether they hold valid travel or identity 
documents. The Convention stipulates that what 
would usually be considered as illegal actions 
(e.g. entering a country without a visa) should 
not be treated as illegal if a person is seeking 
asylum. This means that it is incorrect to refer to 
asylum seekers who arrive without authorisation 
as “illegal”, as they in fact have a right to enter 
Australia to seek asylum.

In line with our obligations under the 
Convention, Australian law also permits unau-
thorised entry into Australia for the purposes of 
seeking asylum. Asylum seekers do not break 
any Australian laws simply by arriving on boats 
or without authorisation.

Australian and international law make 
these allowances because it is not always safe 
or practicable for asylum seekers to obtain 
travel documents or travel through authorised 
channels. Refugees are, by defi nition, persons 
fl eeing persecution and in most cases are being 
persecuted by their own government. 

It is often too dangerous for refugees to 
apply for a passport or exit visa or approach 
an Australian Embassy for a visa, as such 
actions could put their lives, and the lives of 
their families, at risk. Refugees may also be 
forced to fl ee with little notice due to rapidly 
deteriorating situations and do not have time 
to apply for travel documents or arrange travel 
through authorised channels. 

It is also incorrect to refer to asylum seekers 
as migrants. A migrant is someone who chooses 
to leave their country to seek a better life. They 
make a conscious choice to leave and they can 
return whenever they like. Refugees are forced 
to leave their country and cannot return unless 
the situation that forced them to leave improves. 
Some are forced to fl ee with no warning; sig-
nifi cant numbers of them have suffered torture 
and trauma. The concerns of refugees are human 
rights and safety, not economic advantage.

“Asylum seekers are 
queue jumpers.”

Applying for protection onshore is not a 
means of “jumping the queue” or bypassing the 
“proper” process of applying for protection. In 
fact, applying onshore is the standard procedure 
for seeking protection. According to the defi ni-
tion in the UN Refugee Convention, refugees are 
persons who are outside their country of origin. 
This means that you cannot apply for refugee 
status if you are inside your own country. In 
order to be recognised as a refugee, you must 
leave your country and apply for refugee status 
onshore in another country. Every refugee in the 
world – including those who Australia resettles 

from overseas – has, at some point, entered 
another country to seek asylum.

The vast majority of the world’s refugees 
either return home once conditions which 
forced them to leave have improved; or settle 
permanently in their country of fi rst asylum.

The UN resettlement system does not work 
like a queue. The term “queue” implies that 
resettlement is an orderly process and, if you join 
the end, you are guaranteed to reach the front 
within a certain amount of time. In reality, the 
UN resettlement system works more like a lot-
tery than a queue. Many refugees lack access to 
UNHCR’s [United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees] resettlement processes altogether 
and therefore simply do not have resettlement 
available to them as an option. Furthermore, 
refugees are prioritised for resettlement accord-
ing to need, not according to how long they 
have been waiting. These needs fl uctuate and 
are continuously reassessed.

“Asylum seekers who wish to 
seek protection in Australia 
should apply through the 
proper channels, rather than 
applying onshore.”

All human beings have a right to seek and 
enjoy in other countries asylum from persecu-
tion, which makes refugee protection a universal 
and global responsibility. As a signatory to the 
UN Refugee Convention and as a member of 
the international community, Australia shares 
in this responsibility. There is no reason why 
Australia should be exempt from receiving and 
processing onshore asylum claims while expect-
ing other nations to fulfi l this responsibility. As a 
developed nation with well-established systems 
for refugee status determination and strong 
settlement support infrastructure, Australia is 
well-placed to play a leading role in refugee 
protection, both within our region and at a 
global level.

A person experiencing persecution who 
wished to seek protection in Australia could not 
apply for refugee status through the UNHCR 
offi ce or the Australian consulate or embassy in 
their own country. They would have to travel to 
Australia and seek protection after arriving here.

A common misconception about refugee 
protection is that applying for resettlement from 
overseas is the “proper channel” for seeking 
protection. In fact, resettlement of refugees 
in third countries is the exception rather than 
the rule. Out of the world’s 15.2 million refu-
gees, UNHCR has identifi ed around 800,000 
(approximately fi ve per cent) as being in need 
of resettlement in coming years. In 2009, just 
112,000 refugees (less than one per cent of the 
world’s refugees) were resettled.

In the 10 years to December 2009, an aver-
age of 81,000 refugees were resettled annually. 
At this rate, it would take 188 years for all of 
the world’s refugees to be resettled. 

“Asylum seekers take places 
away from refugees in 
overseas camps.”

The myth that asylum seekers take places 
away from refugees who are resettled from over-
seas does have some basis in truth. However, 
this is not because asylum seekers are trying 
to rort the system or “jump the queue” – they 

have a right to seek asylum and Australia has 
a legal and moral obligation to process their 
claims. Rather, it is the direct result of Australian 
government policy.

Australia’s refugee program has two com-
ponents – the onshore component, for people 
who apply for refugee status after arriving in 
Australia; and the offshore component, under 
which Australia resettles recognised refugees 
and other people in need of protection and 
assistance. The onshore and offshore compo-
nents are numerically linked, which means that 
every time an onshore applicant is granted a 
Protection Visa, a place is deducted from the 
offshore program.

The linking policy blurs the distinction 
between Australia’s legal obligations as a sig-
natory to the Refugee Convention (addressed 
through the onshore component) and our volun-
tary contribution to the sharing of international 
responsibility for refugees for whom no other 
durable solution is available (addressed through 
the offshore component). The perception that 
there is a “queue” which onshore applicants 
are trying to evade is actually created by a 
policy choice which could easily be changed. 
No other country in the world links its onshore 
and offshore programs in this way.

“Tough border protection 
policies will stop people 
smugglers and prevent 
asylum seekers from 
making risky journeys.”

Refugee fl ows are primarily affected by 
war, unrest, violence and human rights abuses. 
Most people do not wish to leave their homes, 
families, friends and everything they know and 
hold dear. They do so as a last resort, to escape 
persecution and fi nd safety and security for 
themselves and their families.

Everyone agrees that we should stop people 
smuggling ventures which exploit asylum seek-
ers and place them in danger. No one wishes 
to see asylum seekers board unreliable vessels 
and make risky journeys to Australia. However, 
penalising desperate and vulnerable people – 
who have committed no crime and are in need 
of protection and assistance – is not the answer. 
Policies which infl ict serious harm on asylum 
seekers or deliberately impede access to effective 
protection are not acceptable ways of addressing 
the problem. Policies based on deterrence also 
fail to address the root cause of the problem, as 
they do nothing to resolve the conditions which 
force refugees to fl ee their homes and undertake 
risky journeys in the fi rst place. A more humane, 
sustainable and constructive approach would be 
to work with other countries in the region to 
address protection issues in refugee-producing 
countries and improve standards of refugee 
protection in countries of asylum.

“If we want to establish an 
orderly asylum process, we 
must discourage irregular 
movement.”

The idea that there is, or can be, an entirely 
orderly process for seeking asylum ignores the 
reality that forced displacement is anything but 
orderly. Refugees are fl eeing persecution, vio-
lence and human rights violations, often against 

a backdrop of confl ict and insecurity, and in 
most cases are being persecuted by their own 
government. In circumstances such as these, it 
is both naïve and unreasonable to expect that 
refugee fl ows will be orderly, or that refugees 
will always be able to obtain travel documents 
or arrange travel through authorised channels.

“Asylum seekers who arrive 
by boat present a security 
threat to Australia.”

The majority of asylum seekers who have 
reached Australia by boat have been found 
to be genuine refugees. Between 70 and 90 
percent have typically been found to be refu-
gees, compared to around 40 to 45 percent of 
asylum seekers who arrive with some form of 
temporary visa (e.g. tourist, student or temporary 
work visa). In the 2009-10 fi nancial year, the 
primary recognition rate for asylum seekers 
who arrived by boat was 73 percent, compared 
to 44 percent for asylum seekers who arrived 
on a temporary visa.

It is also improbable that a criminal or 
terrorist would choose such a dangerous and 
diffi cult method to enter Australia, given that 
asylum seekers who arrive without authorisation 
or without valid travel documents undergo more 
rigorous security and identity checks than other 
entrants to Australia.

“Mandatory detention of 
unlawful asylum seekers 
is an essential security 
measure”

Australia is one of few nations in the world 
which imposes mandatory detention on asylum 
seekers who arrive without visas. In North 
America and many European nations, most 
asylum seekers – regardless of how they arrive 
in the country – are allowed to live in the com-
munity while their applications are processed. 
Only those individuals deemed to be a high 
security risk are detained.

Myths about refugees and 

In 2009, of the 10.4 million refugees 
under the mandate of UNHCR, 
8.3 million or 80 per cent 
were hosted by developing countries.
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Australian practice has shown that asylum 
seekers allowed to live in the community while 
their asylum claims are processed are highly 
unlikely to abscond. This is because they have 
a vested interest in cooperating in order to gain 
full protection rights. Treating people with dig-
nity and presuming innocence rather than guilt 
helps to reinforce their trust in the system. In 
2005, Australia introduced a community-based 
detention system which allowed a small number 
of asylum seekers to live unsupervised in the 
community, supported by the Red Cross. Of 
the 244 people placed in this program between 
July 2005 and May 2009, the Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship reports that only 
two (less than one percent) had absconded.

“Australia is being swamped 
by asylum seekers.”

Compared to other refugee-hosting coun-
tries, Australia receives a very small number of 
asylum applications. In 2010, Australia received 
8,250 onshore asylum applications, just 2.2 
percent of the 358,840 applications received 
across 44 industrialised nations.

In the fi ve years to December 2010, 9,630 
asylum seekers arrived in Australia by boat. 
Over the same period, over 6,000 people arrived 
by boat in Malta, a country of 420,000 people 
(compared to Australia’s 22.3 million); and at 
least 185,000 people arrived by boat in Yemen, 
a developing country with a GDP per capita of 
just over US$1,200 (compared to Australia’s 
GDP per capita of over US$54,000). Statistics 
on boat arrivals to Yemen are unavailable for 
2010; however, even excluding 2010 arrivals, 
the number of people arriving by boat in Yemen 
over the past fi ve years was almost 20 times the 
number arriving in Australia.

“Australia takes more than 
its fair share of refugees.”

The overwhelming majority of the world’s 
refugees are situated in the developing world 
in countries neighbouring their own. In 2009, 
of the 10.4 million refugees under the mandate 
of UNHCR, 8.3 million or 80 per cent were 

hosted by developing countries. Only 17 per 
cent of the refugees under UNHCR’s mandate 
live outside their region of origin.

At the end of 2009, Pakistan was hosting 
over 1.7 million refugees and asylum seekers. 
Syria and Iran each hosted more than a million 
refugees and asylum seekers. Germany was the 
only developed nation to host in excess of half 
a million refugees. At over 590,000, Germany’s 
refugee population dwarfed Australia’s total of 
around 22,500.

Source: UNHCR’s “Global Trends”.

“Australia’s refugee 
program must have strict 
limits, otherwise we will 
end up hosting millions of 
refugees.”

There are only three countries in the world 
– Pakistan, Iran and Syria – which host more 
than one million refugees. The high numbers of 
refugees in these countries are largely the result 
of major and prolonged confl icts in Afghanistan 
(bordering Pakistan and Iran) and Iraq (border-
ing Syria and Iran).

Worldwide, the most common way that 
refugees travel to a country of asylum is over-
land, not on planes or boats. Overland arrivals 
are impossible in Australia because, being an 
island, it has no land borders with any other 
country. This factor, combined with Australia’s 
geographical isolation, makes Australia one of 
the most diffi cult countries in the world for 
asylum seekers to reach.

“These situations don’t go 
on forever. Refugees should 
be granted temporary 
protection until they can go 
home.”

The majority of the world’s refugees do 
eventually return home. This is the most durable 
solution for the largest number of refugees, both 
in terms of what is feasible and what is desired 
by the refugees themselves. UNHCR participates 

in the voluntary repatriation of thousands of 
refugees each year, assisting people to return 
home once conditions in refugee-producing 
countries have improved and people are no 
longer at risk of persecution.

For many refugees, however, this is not 
possible. In the world’s top fi ve source countries 
for refugees (Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo and Burma), 
conditions are characterised by protracted con-
fl icts, ongoing insecurity and widespread viola-
tions of human rights. There are often limited 
prospects for signifi cant improvement in these 
conditions in the near future, seriously limiting 
opportunities for refugees to return home in 
safety. Additionally, certain ethnic or religious 
groups, for example the Hazaras in Afghanistan, 
have a long history of persecution in the home 
countries. A change in government or an end to 
general hostilities may not be enough to ensure 
their safety.

Past temporary protection policies have 
been proven to extremely damaging to refugees, 
notably the Temporary Protection Visa (TPV) 
regime introduced by the Howard government 
in 1999. Under the TPV regime, refugees who 
arrived without authorisation were only granted 
protection for three years, after which time 
they had to reapply for protection. Refugees on 
TPVs were unable to apply for family reunion, 
did not receive adequate settlement assistance 
(for example, they were ineligible for the free 
English language classes available to other 
humanitarian entrants) and were deprived of the 
stability and security of permanent protection. 
The psychological damage caused by TPVs due 
to these factors has been well documented by 
medical experts. Furthermore, most TPV holders 
came from countries such as Afghanistan and 
Iraq where there was no prospect for safe return 
in the foreseeable future. Almost all TPV holders 
were eventually granted permanent protection 
when their claims were later reassessed.

There is also evidence to suggest that TPVs 
may have actually encouraged some asylum 
seekers to undertake risky journeys to Australia. 
Because TPV holders could not apply for family 
reunion, their family members facing persecu-
tion overseas – the majority of whom were 
women and children – were driven to under-
take the same dangerous journey to Australia. 
After TPVs were introduced, the proportion of 
women and children amongst asylum seekers 
arriving by boat more than tripled, from 12.8 
percent of boat arrivals in 1999, to 27.6 percent 
in 2000, to 41.8 percent in 2001. Among the 
353 people killed when the unauthorised vessel 
SIEV X sank in 2001 were 142 women and 146 
children – several of whom were attempting to 
reunite with husbands and fathers already in 
Australia on TPVs.

“If someone can afford to 
pay a people smuggler 
thousands of dollars to 
travel to Australia, they 
cannot be a ‘genuine’ 
refugee.”

Economic status has no bearing on refugee 
status. A refugee is someone who has a well 
founded fear of being persecuted because of 
their race, religion, nationality, membership of 
a particular social group or political opinion. It 
makes no difference whether a refugee is rich 
or poor – the point is that they are at risk of, or 
have experienced, persecution. Many refugees 
who come to Australia are educated middle-class 
people, whose education, profession or political 
opinions have drawn them to the attention of 
the authorities and resulted in their persecution.

“Refugees and asylum 
seekers receive higher 
social security payments 
than Australian aged 
pensioners.”

A refugee who has permanent residency 
in Australia receives exactly the same social 
security benefi ts as any Australian resident in 
the same circumstances. Refugees apply for 

social security through Centrelink like everyone 
else and are assessed for the different payment 
options in the same way as everyone else. There 
are no separate Centrelink allowances that one 
can receive simply by virtue of being a refugee.

Centrelink payments are calculated at 
exactly the same rate for both refugees and 
non-refugees. A single person with no depend-
ent children applying for Special Benefi t or the 
Newstart Allowance (whether or not he or she 
is a refugee) will receive $469.70 per fortnight, 
whereas a single person on an Age Pension 
payment will receive a fortnightly payment 
of $658.40. A single age pensioner therefore 
receives over $180.00 more per fortnight than 
a single refugee (or a single Australian citizen 
or permanent resident) who qualifi es for Special 
Benefi t or Newstart.

Asylum seekers are not entitled to the same 
forms of fi nancial support as citizens or perma-
nent residents. The Asylum Seeker Assistance 
(ASA) Scheme provides assistance to some 
eligible asylum seekers who are in the process 
of having their refugee status determined. The 
ASA Scheme offers income support to cover 
basic living expenses, at a rate below Centrelink 
benefi ts.

Please note that the fi gures on Centrelink 
payment rates quoted above are current as at 
February 2011 and are subject to change. For 
the latest payment rates, visit www.centrelink.gov.au

“Refugee camps are 
perfectly safe. Why can’t 
these people just go there?”

The majority of the world’s refugees live 
in countries bordering their own. Some refugee 
camps can hold hundreds of thousands of people, 
in conditions that are, at best, very diffi cult. 
For the six million refugees in what UNHCR 
classifi es as “protracted situations”, the average 
length of time spent in a refugee camp is 17 
years. Food and water supplies are unpredict-
able and refugees are often not allowed to leave 
or work outside the camp. Violence, especially 
rape, is common.

A growing number of refugees are unable 
to reach refugee camps or seek asylum in areas 
where there are no camps. UNHCR estimates 
that more than half of the world’s refugees live 
in urban areas, while around a quarter live in 
camps.

“Refugees don’t contribute 
to Australian society in any 
meaningful way.”

By defi nition, refugees are survivors. They 
have survived because they have the courage, 
ingenuity and creativity to have done so. These 
are qualities which we value in Australia. The 
challenge for Australia is to assist newly arrived 
refugees to process the experiences of their past 
and rebuild their lives in Australia. If we do this 
we will reap the benefi ts of the qualities and 
experiences they bring to Australia.

Research carried out by the Refugee Council 
of Australia has shown that refugees make 
important economic, civil and social contribu-
tions to Australian society. Australia’s refugees 
and humanitarian entrants have found success 
in every fi eld of endeavour, including the arts, 
sports, media, science, research, business and 
civic and community life.

Just some of the many Australian high 
achievers who once were refugees include scien-
tists Sir Gustav Nossal and Dr Karl Kruszelnicki, 
2009 Victorian of the Year Dr Berhan Ahmed, 
painter Judy Cassab, comedian Anh Do, fi lm-
maker Khoa Do, author Nam Le, academic 
Associate Professor My-Van Tran, Dr Anita 
Donaldson, poet Juan Garrido-Salgado, painter 
and restaurateur Mirka Mora, actor Henri Szeps, 
broadcasters Les Murray and Caroline Tran, 
Australian Rules footballer Alex Jesaulenko, 
footballer Atti Abonyi, swimmers John and Ilsa 
Konrads, newspaper editor Michael Gawenda, 
architect Harry Seidler, business people Sir Peter 
Abeles, Larry Adler, Ouma Sananikone and Judit 
Korner, public servant Tuong Quang Luu and 
politicians Jennie George and Nick Greiner.
For more information: 
www.refugeecouncil.org.au 
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Daniel Kovalik

The cover of Colombia’s Semana 
magazine depicts a photo which 
should warm the cockles of any 
decent heart: the Indigenous 
people of Cauca carrying an 
armed soldier, one of many who 
had invaded their land, away from 
their town.

The story of the resistance in 
Cauca was simply amazing, as 
Indigenous people, armed with 
nothing more than sticks, chased 
away the US-funded military and 
physically dismantled the barracks 
they had just set up. Yet, the editors 
of Semana were not overjoyed with 
this scene, instead referring to it as a 
“tragedy”, and asking how it could be 
that Indigenous peoples would drive 
out the very military which purports 
to protect them.

Of course, the question answers 
itself. The Indigenous people do not 
see the military as their protectors; 
rather, they see them for what they 
are – invaders come to take their 
ancestral land from them as they 
have taken it away from hundreds 
of thousands of others indigenous 
peoples who disproportionately make 
up Colombia’s over fi ve million 
internally-displaced peoples – the 
largest internally displaced popula-
tion on the face of the earth.

And, the Obama administration 
itself – which is funding the mili-
tary’s counterinsurgency campaign 
in Colombia, very well knows the 

feelings of the Indigenous people on 
this subject.

Thus, as the US Embassy 
acknowledges in a February 26, 
2010 Embassy Cable released by 
WikiLeaks, Indigenous tribes have 
asked that the Colombian military 
withdraw from their land because it 
is the military’s very presence which 
“brings the confl ict to the backyard 
of the Indigenous,” thereby putting 
their lives and very existence at risk.

Yet, in this same cable, entitled 
“Violence Against Indigenous Shows 
Upward Trend”, the Embassy char-
acterises this request for military 
withdrawal from Indigenous land, 
which the Embassy acknowledges 
is “sacred to their [the indigenous’] 
cultural identity,” as “impractical.”

And, the US Embassy explains 
why this is so, stating that “capital 
investments in the mining of hydro-
carbons sectors” as well as “invest-
ments in rubber [and] palm oil” – that 
is, the very investments which US 
military policy is designed to promote 
– demand that this land be subdued 
by the military.

The fact that, as this Embassy 
cable acknowledges, 34 Indigenous 
groups are being driven to the point of 
extinction as a result, does not change 
this game plan. (Of course, given 
the US’s effi cient genocide which 
tried to wipe out its own indigenous 
population – much more thoroughly, 
it should be noted, than the Spanish 
did in Latin America – this should not 
be surprising).

In the case of Cauca, the military, 
ejected by the Indigenous people with 
minimal violence (no military person-
nel were killed though the military 
itself killed two Indigenous people 
in fi ghting expulsion), re-captured the 
area with the overwhelming force of 
28,000 troops.

And, the Colombian govern-
ment, as it is of wont to do, vilifi ed 
the Indigenous uprising, claiming 
that it was somehow inspired, if not 

instigated, by the left-wing FARC 
guerrillas – this, despite the fact that 
the Indigenous spokespeople called 
for the FARC to leave their area as 
well. And, it should be noted that the 
FARC agreed to withdraw from the 
land if the military and paramilitaries 
removed themselves too.

This type of vilifi cation – desig-
nating any political opposition, even 
if peaceful, as somehow linked to the 
guerrillas – is a long-standing tactic of 

the US and Colombian governments 
to justify their own brutality.

And, sadly, this tactic is quite 
effective even at misleading the 
US left and progressive forces, and 
in convincing them to refrain from 
supporting struggles which deserve 
to be supported.

An example of this phenomenon 
which I have personal knowledge 
of involves the peasant union in 
Colombia known as FENSUAGRO, 
the second largest union in Colombia. 
FENSUAGRO has a long and proud 
history of peaceful resistance in 
Colombia and is one of the most 
outspoken groups in support of a 
negotiated peace process with the 
guerrillas. And, FENSUAGRO has 
paid dearly for its activism.

Thus, fi ve out of the 11 unionists 
killed this year in Colombia have 
been from FENSUAGRO. One of 
these unionists, Herman Henry Diaz, 
was disappeared, only his clothes 
found on a road connecting two dif-
ferent military bases. FENSUAGRO 
believes that Mr Diaz was killed by 
the military which controls the area 
in which he was taken, but, without 
a body, the truth will probably never 
be known.

On my recent visit to Colombia, 
the President of FENSUAGRO, 
Eberto Diaz Montes, talked to me 
about the violence against his union. 
He explained that FENSUAGRO 
has lost 1,500 members to murder 
– almost exclusively at the hands 
of the Colombian military and its 
paramilitary allies.

As for the paramilitaries, Eberto, 
in agreement with former Colombian 
Attorney General Mario Iguaran, 
attributes their rise and domination 
of large swaths of Colombian ter-
ritory to the support they received 
from Chiquita Bananas from 1997 
to 2004 – support which totalled 
US$1.7 million and included 3,000 
kalashnikov rifles. These same 
Chiquita-sponsored paramilitaries 

murdered and displaced scores of 
FENSUAGRO’s members who were 
living and working in the banana 
region which Chiquita forcefully 
took over in the late 1990s.

The number of killings suffered 
by FENSUAGRO is staggering, 
accounting for around half of all 
unionists killed in Colombia (over 
2,900 since 1986). And, given that 
Colombia leads the world in trade 
union killings, it is fair to say that 
FENSUAGRO is the most endangered 
union in the world.

Crematoria
Eberto also talked about the 

phenomenon of individuals such as 
Herman Henry Diaz being disap-
peared in Colombia. In this regard, 
he mentioned something which I had 
heard before but which is shocking 
to believe – that, as some captured 
paramilitaries have admitted, the 
disappeared are many times disposed 
of without a trace through Nazi-like 
crematoria.

Indeed, the Colombian state has 
been quite effective in its disappear-
ances. According to the Colombian 
government itself, as reported by the 
Latin American Working Group, there 
are 51,000 registered disappeared in 
Colombia – a fi gure which makes 
Colombia the historic leader in this 
hemisphere for disappearances.

However, there are credible 
claims that this fi gure, obscured by 
the active concealment and destruc-
tion of bodies, is much higher. For 
example, according to the Colombian 
reporter Azalea Robles, as cited in the 
book, Cocaine, Death Squads, and 
the War on Terror: US Imperialism 
and Class Struggle in Colombia,
250,000 Colombian civilians have 
been “disappeared” in the last two 
decades in Colombia.

Eberto also lamented a fact which 
I already knew all too well – that 
FENSUAGRO is one of the most 
stigmatised social organisations in 
Colombia, constantly being accused 
by the government of having ties to 
the FARC. FENSUAGRO offers a 
convenient target for such slander 
given its roots in the peasantry and its 
demands for land reform – demands 
which are at the root of the confl ict 
in Colombia.

Historically, such accusations 
have had the intended effect of 
convincing some progressives in the 
US to refrain from having anything 
to do with FENSUAGRO. And, this 

is particularly sad given how much 
FENSUAGRO could use the help.

For me, this is heartbreak-
ing. Here is a legitimate union, 
and a prominent voice of peace in 
Colombia, which is accused of being 
part of an armed group. Of course, in 
Colombia, those who call for a peace-
ful dialogue with the FARC and for a 
political solution to the confl ict with 
them, are invariably accused of being 
supporters of armed struggle.

In other words, peace = war and 
dissent = terrorism according to those 
governing Colombia as well as its US 
backer. And, sadly, many on the left 
accept this doublespeak as truth, with 
dire consequences.

Happily, this is starting to 
change, with unions such as the 
United Steelworkers, which signed 
a joint working agreement with 
FENSUAGRO last year, seeing 
through the lies and offering the 
solidarity FENSUAGRO so desper-
ately needs.

The other individual I met with 
from FENSUAGRO was Aidee 
Ibague who heads FENSUAGRO’s 
Human Rights Department. I found 
Aidee to be a bubbly, happy and quite 
humorous soul who gently helped 
me with my defi cient Spanish during 
our chat.

Her gregarious personality is sur-
prising given her tragic background. 
Aidee lost her husband to assassina-
tion when she was pregnant with their 
second child. Later, her mother was 
killed in front of her child’s eyes. 
She then lost her brother and niece 
to political violence, and her entire 
family was forcibly displaced from 
their town of Meta.

She remains under threat by 
right-wing paramilitaries aligned 
with the Colombian state because 
of the very fact that she defends the 
rights of FENSUAGRO’s members 
and denounces state violence. How 
astounding then, that this victim of 
Colombia’s violence must defend 
herself against the slander that her 
organisation is somehow a part of 
that violence.

It is for people like Aidee that we 
must struggle every day to see through 
the lies of the US and its compliant 
media which have decided that they 
are the arbiters of who are legitimate 
activists and revolutionaries who 
should be supported, and who are 
terrorists who must be scorned and 
persecuted.
Counterpunch 

Colombia’s disappeared

The Indigenous people of Cauca carrying an armed soldier, one of many who had invaded their land, away from their 
town – the photo from the cover of Colombia’s Semana magazine.
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FENSUAGRO has lost 1,500 members to murder 
– almost exclusively at the hands of the 
Colombian military and its paramilitary allies.
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L Michael Hager

Now that negotiations with Iran 
over its nuclear program are at an 
impasse, we are once again hearing 
that Israel, with or without US 
participation, is about to bomb 
Iran.

Last week, Israel’s Deputy 
Foreign Minister Danny Ayalon 
called for an international declara-
tion that the diplomatic efforts to halt 
Tehran’s enrichment of uranium “have 
failed”. Such a declaration, he went 
on to say, would make clear that “all 
options are on the table” for Israel, 
the United States, and NATO. Other 
news reports say that Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has 
“all but made the decision” to attack 
Iran this fall.

What is now at stake is not only 
a threat of a major war in a volatile 
region, but more importantly for the 
long run, the future of the interna-
tional peacemaking process itself.

Responding to the horrors of 
World War 2, countries sought to 
build an international order that would 
ensure and maintain international 
peace and security. Signed on June 
26, 1945, the United Nations Charter 
stated that all members shall refrain 
from “the threat or use of force against 
the territorial integrity or political 
independence of any state.” At the 
same time, the Charter recognised as 
an exception the right of self-defence. 
Article 51 provides:

“Nothing in the present Charter 
shall impair the inherent right of 
individual or collective self-defence 
if an armed attack [italics added] 
occurs against a member of the United 
Nations, until the Security Council has 
taken measures necessary to maintain 
international peace and security.”

The Charter established peace-
making procedures to prevent 
international disputes from becom-
ing armed confl icts, mandating that 
parties to disputes seek a solution 
by negotiation, mediation, or other 
peaceful means.

Under the strict wording of the 
Charter, neither Israel nor the United 
States would have a legal right to pre-
emptively launch a military strike on 
Iran. Moreover, if the US were to par-
ticipate in such an attack without the 
approval of Congress, the president 
would violate US law as well as the 
UN Charter, which by treaty became 
part of US law.

Because international law is most-
ly defi ned by international practice, 
the so-called “Bush Doctrine” of pre-
emptive attack has seriously compro-
mised Article 51. Nothing in the UN 
Charter would justify a pre-emptive 
strike, yet George W Bush proceeded 
with the 2003 “shock and awe” strikes 
on Iraq, based on faulty intelligence 
reports that Saddam Hussein had 
weapons of mass destruction.

Recall Colin Powell’s speech to 
the UN on February 5, 2003 in which 
he insisted that Iraq was harbouring 

weapons of mass destruction, and 
implied that weapons capacity alone 
was enough to justify a pre-emptive 
strike. In the wake of 9/11, the Iraq 
war planners simply disregarded 
Article 51 as outmoded.

No wonder that Israeli planners 
think they have a legal carte blanche 
to bomb the Iranians, even if their 
rationale for attack rests only on an 
assumption that Iran is developing 
a nuclear bomb capacity and does 
intend to use it against Israel.

A key question is whether the 
strict “armed attack” limitation on 
national self-defence will remain as 
an effective check on governments. 
More fundamental is whether the 
UN Charter will endure as a viable 
mechanism for the maintenance of 
international peace.

To put these questions in practical 
terms: Do we want a world in which 
leaders are free to launch military 
attacks on other countries simply on 
an assumption of hostile intent and 
military capacity? Are we content 
with a lexicon that clothes aggres-
sion with the mantle of “pre-emptive 
self-defence?”

It is time for President Obama 
to say “No” to the Israelis – no more 
military aid (now amounting to more 
than US$3 billion a year) if they 
launch a military strike on Iran. He 
should publicly and defi nitively rule 
out the possibility of US participation 
in a military attack on Iran.
Information Clearing House 

Why the 
world can’t 
tolerate a 
pre-emptive 
Israeli 
attack on 
Iran
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Secret trials to 
cover up Britain’s 
role in torture

Mutated butterflies: 
Fukushima aftermath continues

Paddy McGuffin

Government plans to introduce 
Kafkaesque secret trials could in 
themselves be kept secret under 
legislation before the Lords, it 
has emerged. Under the Justice 
and Security Bill, the govern-
ment would be able to apply to 
the courts for a case to be held 
in closed material proceedings 
(CMP) on the grounds of “national 
security”.

Under CMP the government 
could present evidence to a judge 
without the defence being able to 
challenge it or even being aware 
of the nature of the evidence. 
The plans have been widely con-
demned by civil liberties groups 
and human rights lawyers as an 
attempt by the government to put 
itself and the security services 
above the law.

However this week it was 
revealed, in a deeply sinister 
development reminiscent of the 
now infamous super-injunctions, 
that the very fact that the govern-
ment has applied for a court case 
to be held in secret may itself be 
kept secret.

A super-injunction is a gag-
ging order which prohibits the 
reporting of an issue but also 
the reporting of the fact that the 
order exists. Notable examples 
include one obtained by Dutch 
commodity trader Trafi gura in 
2009 to prevent publication of 
comments made in Parliament 
about waste dumping.

They have also been used 
by sports stars and celebrities to 
prevent details of their private 
lives being published. During 
debates in the Lords on the Bill 
last month, the details of which 

have only just come to light, 
government minister Baroness 
Stowell stated that “in some 
instances the fact of the applica-
tion (for CMP) will not be made 
public.”

Lord Falconer questioned the 
minister further, asking “whether 
it is envisaged that the fact of 
an application being made for 
a closed material proceeding 
should be kept secret.”

The minister responded: “If 
the knowledge that the applica-
tion has been made could give 
rise to concern about national 
security, it would not be made 
public.”

Legal action charity 
Reprieve, which has opposed the 
introduction of secret trials, con-
demned any suggestion that CMP 
applications could be kept secret. 

Executive director Clare 
Algar said: “This is a deeply dis-
turbing development, reminiscent 
of super-injunctions in its exces-
sive secrecy.

“Yet instead of merely cover-
ing up footballers’ indiscretions, 
these courts could be used to 
sweep serious state human rights 
abuses - such as torture – under 
the carpet. If this Bill passes, it 
will badly damage centuries of 
British legal tradition and make 
it far harder for the citizen to 
hold the state to account.”

A Ministry of Justice spokes-
woman told the Star: “Nothing 
currently heard in open will go 
into closed session. Allegations 
will still be public, but these 
reforms will enable the media to 
report on the judgements in cases 
which currently receive no media 
or judicial scrutiny.” 
Morning Star 

Blake Deppe

The ripple effect of the Fukushima 
nuclear disaster in Japan in 
March 2011 has still not been 
fully understood, but another 
part of the aftermath has fallen 
into the spotlight. Scientists there 
have connected abnormalities in 
butterfl ies to radioactive fallout, 
confi rming that the Fukushima 
Daiichi power plant disaster caused 
“physiological and genetic damage 
to pale grass blue butterfl ies.”

The tracking of common but-
terfl ies around the plant began two 
months after the worst nuclear 
disaster since Chernobyl. About 
121 insects were collected – 12 
percent of which had peculiarly 
small wings. Then those irradiated 
butterfl ies had offspring, and the 
percentage increased. Now that 
number is something in the ballpark 
of 56 percent.

“At the time of the accident,” 
wrote the researchers in their study, 
“the populations of this species 
were overwintering as larvae and 
were externally exposed to artifi cial 
radiation. It is possible that they 
ate contaminated leaves during the 

spring, and were thus also exposed 
to internal radiation.”

The butterfl y deformities seen 
included dented eyes, bent wings, 
malformed antennae, and abnormal 
colour patterns.

Seventeen months after the 
Fukushima disaster, the word is 
that the effects on people have been 
minimal. No deaths or illnesses 
directly related to the accident 
seem to have been reported. But the 
long-term effects – on both people 
and the environment – are still 
unknown.

Traces of radioactive cesium, 
however, have been found in more 
than a dozen bluefi n tuna caught 
in August 2011 in San Diego, 
California. Though the cesium 
levels were not considered very 
harmful, they still exceeded “gov-
ernment safety levels.” The incident 
was just one of many, and served as 
a reminder that the damage caused 
by the Fukushima incident is not 
yet done, and that it may continue 
to crop up in the smallest and most 
subtle of ways.

Amidst concern that people 
would begin exhibiting physi-
ological effects from the fallout, 

Joji M Otaki, the head scientist on 
the study, explained, “Humans are 
totally different from butterfl ies, 
and they should be far more resist-
ant.” However, he suggested it 
remains to be seen if aftereffects 
will be seen in other organisms.

On the other hand, the 
Fukushima disaster has changed 
people in another way: This past 
July, more than 100,000 peo-
ple gathered in Tokyo to protest 
nuclear power. The demonstration 
was a response to Prime Minister 
Yoshihiko Noda’s decision to restart 
two of Japan’s nuclear reactors (the 
other 52 remain idle).

“After the Fukushima disaster,” 
said protester Miho Igarashi, “I 
thought that the government and 
vested interests were telling us lies 
about nuclear power being safe. We 
have to raise our voices against the 
danger of atomic power.”

Meanwhile, for those who con-
tinue to argue that nuclear energy 
is both feasible and safe, protesters 
may have a new, compelling argu-
ment: “Tell that to the butterfl ies.”
People’s World 
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“The worst 
is on the 
way”
It doesn’t take much for right-wingers to 
drop any pretence of being civilized, does 
it? Really, all it takes is the chance to make 
some money and they will give up the trap-
pings of civilization with alacrity. In a section 
of Palestine beyond the so-called Green Line, 
a section illegally-occupied by Israel, tourists 
are encouraged to enjoy the thrilling sport of 
pretending to shoot Palestinian “terrorists” 
with real guns.

After its illegal takeover by Israel, the area, 
now featuring a settlement known as Gush 
Etzion, in 2002 became the site of the Calibre 
3 shooting school, a training camp for Israeli 
“security professionals including soldiers and 
bodyguards”. The private company that operates 
the facility, however, was not content with the 
income from solely that line of business and 
accordingly three years ago opened its services 
to civilians, drawing its customers from two 
countries whose populations are encouraged 
to take similar pleasure in using guns: Israel 
and the USA.

According to US news outlet Common 
Dreams, “The company says it offers ‘the values 
of Zionism with the excitement and enjoyment 
of shooting which makes the activity more 
meaningful’.”

The company offers a two-hour “tourist 
course”, in which tourists and family groups 

(including children) are taught about guns using 
wooden replicas, meet local residents of the 
Israeli settlements and hear exciting tales of 
“encounters on the battlefi eld”, watch a simu-
lated assassination of “terrorists” by guards, then 
are upgraded to real weapons and take turns 
shooting at photos of “terrorists”, identifi ed 
by their wearing the Palestinian keffi yeh scarf.

The Calibre 3 website promotes the expe-
rience as a “special encounter that can not be 
experienced anywhere else except on the bat-
tlefi eld.” Gosh! Doesn’t it sound great?

And for people who presumably do not have 
much grasp of the reality of current affairs, the 
company’s line is apparently successful: “It’s 
a fun experience for the whole family,” Rachel 
Frogel, a young mother holding a baby in her 
arms, told Agence France-Press at the Calibre 
3 school.

Now that the Olympics are over and with it 
the fl ag-waving rhetoric, it may be opportune 
to look beyond some of the spin-doctoring 
indulged in by the organisers of the Games 
and their equally shallow media mouthpieces, 
and look at the reality of life in Britain today.

At the end of June, fi gures released by 
Britain’s Department for Communities and Local 
Government showed a whopping 16 percent 
increase in homelessness when comparing the 
fi rst quarter of 2012 with the same period last 
year. No amount of bike riding around the Queen 
Victoria Monument and up past Buckingham 
Palace will make that shocking fi gure shrink, 
especially since the homeless will see precious 
little of the billions of pounds allegedly brought 
into the British economy by the Games.

Instead, the charity Oxfam says Britain 
could return to Victorian levels of inequality, 
where having a job is no longer enough to 
save workers from hunger and homelessness as 
workers are caught between falling incomes and 
rising costs. The Tory-led British government is 
making huge cuts to welfare support for people 
on low incomes and claiming that this will give 
those people the “incentive” to go out and get 
jobs. But the fi gures show that the majority of 
people living in poverty actually do have jobs 
already: those jobs just don’t pay enough.  As 
Chris Jones, Oxfam’s Director of UK Poverty 
(now there’s a job title no one would want) 
says: “there simply aren’t enough decent jobs 
available”.

Britain’s capitalists, however, instead of 
unzipping their wallets and creating jobs, are 
putting their money elsewhere – anywhere it 
might make some more money for them. Some 

of them are also putting money into a corporate-
backed faction within the Labour Party with the 
misleading name “Progress”. This faction was 
established by Lord Sainsbury with a dona-
tion of over £2 million. Paul Kenny, general 
secretary of the general union GMB (one of 
the three largest affi liates of the Labour Party), 
characterises the Progress faction as “an organi-
sation funded by external vested interests who 
seek to gain infl uence over candidate selection 
and in internal elections”. In other words, it’s a 
well-heeled group that is trying to gain control 
of the Labour Party.

And although the record of the last Labour 
government was pretty dismal from a working 
class viewpoint, victory for the backers of the 
Progress group would push the country even 
further to the right. If the British people are suf-
fering now, they would soon be a lot worse off. 
And while some might think that will “hasten 
the revolution”, what it will really hasten is the 
spread of right-wing extremism.

Already, the present government’s constant 
attacks on welfare recipients as “scroungers” is 

encouraging an upsurge in hate crimes against 
people with disabilities (presumably seen by 
fascist thugs as a legitimately sanctioned tar-
get with the added benefi t that they can’t fi ght 
back). But the outlook for British capitalism is 
as gloomy as for the rest of Europe: Germany’s 
Chancellor Merkel is in deep trouble, France is 
still rent with unrest, Spain and Portugal are in 
crisis, the Eurozone continues to totter on the 
brink of collapse and disintegration.

Franco-German capitalism is still pursuing 
the same goal of Continental domination through 
the creation of a European super state, but the 
two European powers are following different 
paths to get there. They may be allies but they 
are imperialist rivals too.

After the victory of social democracy and 
right-wing scaremongering in the recent Greek 
elections, many commentators heaved sighs of 
relief that “the worst of the crisis was over”.

But the Greek Communists, the KKE, 
looked to the future for Europe and the Greek 
people and said “The worst is not over … the 
worst is on the way.” 

Letters / Culture & Life

NO to super trawler

Right now one of the world’s most 
notorious fishing vessels – the 
FV Margiris – is on its way to 
Australian shores. From Europe 
to Africa and across the Pacifi c, 
super trawlers have crashed fi sh 
stocks and robbed fi shermen of 
jobs around the world. Its next 
target is Australia – and it is due 
to arrive here any day now.

At 142 metres long, the Dutch-
owned vessel is the second largest 
super trawler in the world. These 
super trawlers vacuum up whole 
schools of fi sh, and catch other 
marine life like seals and dolphins, 
leaving behind devastated ecosys-
tems unable to recover.

Fact: The Margiris is twice the 
size of any fi shing vessel that has 
ever fi shed in our waters. Senegal 
has banned it, but not Australia. 
We know you share our passion for 
protecting the world’s oceans and 
its inhabitants. Can you help us stop 
these ocean destroyers?

The history: Super trawlers, 
including the Margiris, reduced jack 

mackerel stocks in the South Pacifi c 
by 90 percent – contrary to scientifi c 
predictions.

Since super trawlers started fi sh-
ing off West Africa, most fi sh stocks 
have plummeted. Senegal has since 
banned Margiris and other super 
trawlers fi shing in its waters.

The Margiris and other super 
trawlers were ordered out of Western 
Sahara waters after they were found 
fi shing in breach of international law 
in 2011.

Earlier this year Greenpeace 
activists confronted it pillaging 
waters in Mauritania and just last 
month we obstructed it in the 
Netherlands for six days as it was 
attempting to depart for Australia.

We are now working with local 
community, environmental and fi sh-
ing groups to pressure the Australian 
government to turn the Margiris 
back.

And we don’t want the gov-
ernment to stop there. This is not 
the only super trawler with eyes on 
Australian fi sh.

We are calling on the Prime 
Minister to ban the Margiris and 
every other super trawler from fi sh-
ing in Australian waters, now and 
forever.

Global fi sh stocks are in rapid 
decline because of fi shing vessels 
like the Margiris. Help us stop this 
pillaging factory coming to Australia 
and campaign for an end to destruc-
tive fi shing practices. The health of 
our oceans depends on it.

Nathaniel Pelle
Oceans Campaigner

Greenpeace Australia Pacifi c

The eruption of anti-
refugee policies in 
Australia

It was in the fi res of World War 
II that we, the Allies in the war 
against Fascism, learned the 
crucial importance of keeping open 
all and any avenues of escape that 
could be made available to the 
desperately endangered civilians 
of many, many nations. 

It was in the painful reconstruc-
tion of the world after the War that 
those refugees proved themselves to 
be the most essential of assets in the 
successful regeneration of our socie-
ties -- their salvation contributed quite 
enormously to the ultimate recovery 
of us all -- and we the children of 
those allies must never forget that, in 
offering asylum to our fellow human 
beings, our forebears did more to 
protect the future of their world than 
all the barbed wire on Earth could 
ever provide to anybody.

Today we fi nd ourselves in the 
midst of a third word war, dirtier and 
more insidious than any war that has 
gone before it, a status of perpetual 
war masquerading as peacetime pol-
icy, upon which Hitler would have 
smiled approvingly. 

The fear of global mutually 
assured destruction may have faded 
from our horizons, yet the stakes 
are still higher than they have ever 
been. All humanity now stands upon 
the edge of a knife. Shall we save 
ourselves all together, or fi ght one 
another like frightened savages while 
sinking back into the pit, and dragging 

all the world down with us into the 
bargain?

Today, just as it was in the last 
great holocaust, only our humanity 
to one another can possibly save us. 
And only in that manner will any of 
us become worthy of being saved. 
While bombs continue to fall upon 
schools, while peace-workers continue 
to be murdered in their homes, while 
terrorist rebels continue to put a knife 
to the throat of whole cities full of 
frightened, shaking fathers, mothers, 
sisters and brothers, we must commit 

ourselves again, and as never before, 
to the constructive task of rescuing 
one-another.

While people all over our planet 
fear increasingly that there is no 
escape at all to be had from this 
nightmare that’s become their very 
real world, all of us must commit to 
want, cherish and defend the follow-
ing: an open gate, an open heart, and 
an open hand.

Brent Maximilian Gowland
Sydney

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au
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Rob Gowland

At the end of June, fi gures released by Britain’s Department for Communities and Local 
Government showed a whopping 16 percent increase in homelessness when comparing the fi rst 
quarter of 2012 with the same period last year. 
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When the BBC fi rst com-
missioned Dara Ó Briain, 

Rory McGrath and Griff Rhys Jones 
to replicate the boat trip that is the 
subject of writer and humorist Jerome 
K Jerome’s most famous work Three 
Men in a Boat (To Say Nothing of 
the Dog), published in 1889, they 
could not have foreseen that it would 
become so popular that it is now in 
its seventh incarnation. 

Jerome’s account of a boating 
holiday on the Thames between 
Kingston and Oxford is delightfully 
humorous while being always good-
natured, you laugh with them as much 
as at them. The humour is never cruel 
or vicious. If you have never read 
it, do yourself a favour and borrow 
it from your local library; it is well 
worth the effort.

Choosing three good-natured 
comedians to re-enact Jerome’s 
journey by rowing a replica wooden 
skiff along the same route was an 
inspired decision, as the popularity 
of the numerous sequels has shown. 
Since then the same three men have 
sailed to or around Scotland, Ireland, 
Venice and elsewhere. The most 
recent edition is Three Men go to 

New England (ABC1 Tuesdays from 
28 August at 8.30pm), made last year. 
It is the seventh series of Three Men 
go to … and like most of the others 
features the music from the Pirates 
of the Caribbean fi lm series.

A two-parter, this latest instalment 
follows the three men as they journey 
along the New England coast to join 
the birthday party fl otilla celebrating 
the 125th anniversary of France’s gift 
of the Statue of Liberty to the USA.

Like the other episodes in the 
series, this one is essentially a glo-
rifi ed home movie (if you had a 
professional fi lm crew on hand while 
making your home movie), and the 
artlessness of it all borders on being a 
conceit much of the time. Sometimes 
you just wish the fi lm crew had been 
left to do their job and make an actual 
documentary about the event rather 
than this deliberately “amateurish” 
account.

However, in the end the good-
natured raillery, the sincerity of the 
three men and the genuine beauty of 
much of the scenery makes the series 
watchable after all.

Another series which as a rule 
I do not fi nd very watchable 

is Jennifer Byrne Presents (ABC1 
Tuesday 28 August at 10.00pm), 
chiefl y because of its superfi ciality. 
However, this week, Jennifer’s guest 
is American science writer Dava 
Sobel, and Jennifer rises brilliantly 
to the challenge. 

Dava Sobel has been a science 
journalist for 40 years and has won 
awards for her work popularizing 
science subjects. Her special sphere 
has been time, space, the stars and 
the planets, and she has successfully 
retained her scientifi c outlook while 
passing on to her readers the sense of 
awe and amazement at what nature 
has wrought.

Her most famous work is 

Longitude, her book about how the 
problem of determining longitude 
at sea was solved, a seemingly dry 
topic that became a moving book and 
an equally exciting fi lm. Her most 
recent book, A More Perfect Heaven, 
is about Copernicus and his revolu-
tionary idea that the universe did not 
revolve around the Earth. 

The half-hour interview between 
Jennifer Byrne and Dava Sobel is 
interesting, enjoyable, educational 
without ever being dull or dry. It is 
the epitome of what such an interview 
should be. 

By contrast, the feature-length 
program God Bless Ozzy 

Osbourne (ABC2 Wednesday 29 
August at 9.30pm) is a study in 
decadence and self-indulgence. The 
former lead singer with rock band 
Black Sabbath (until they fi red him), 
raddled by drug and alcohol abuse, 
Osbourne was a simple working class 
lad who made a fortune at an early 
age from rock-n-roll and became the 
victim of the pop-music culture that 
equated success with hedonism. 

After ten years of living the 
“high-life”, Ozzy had lost his wife, 
his family, most of his money and 
his band. Incredibly, he made it back, 
mainly with the help of his second 
wife (who became his manager). 
Forming a close bond with a new 
guitarist Randy Rhoads, Ozzy’s career 
once again took off and with it his 
fortunes, but Rhoads was killed in 
a plane crash and Ozzy went into a 
drug-fuelled tailspin that lasted almost 
30 years.

Today, Osbourne’s family can 
say proudly that he has been sober 
for fi ve years. He can speak lucidly 
about his past (at least the parts of 
it he can remember), and about the 
reality of pop music success in the 
USA. The fi lm is, at one and half 
hours, overlong, but it is a more 

revealing documentary about “the 
music scene” than one normally gets 
to see. Ozzy and his colleagues, sur-
rounded and exploited by a parasitic 
“industry”, were victims of a profi t-
motivated culture that puts a dollar 
value on absolutely every aspect of 
life. And just about the last thing you 
could say about that life is that it is 
“glamorous”.

I was raised on Z Cars, a “police 
procedural” written by two 

ex-coppers which was about appre-
hending villains, not about the private 
lives of the coppers themselves. And 
that was all right, because we were 
interested in who dunnit, not in which 
female copper was sleeping with 
which other copper.

Things continued in this man-
ner until the company that made the 
series, now called The Bill, got taken 

over by the company that made the 
hospital series Emergency. Now 
Emergency was largely a soap opera 
in a hospital setting, and soap opera 
was what its audience wanted and 
expected from it. Unfortunately, The 
Bill went down the same road, with 
disastrous results.

Today, with the possible exception 
of Taggart, police procedurals seem 
to spend more time on the emotional 
problems of the police than on solv-
ing the crimes which are supposedly 
the reason the program was made in 
the fi rst place.

This is very noticeable in the 
second series of Scott and Bailey 
(ABC1 Fridays at 8.30pm), an 
otherwise well-made series about 
two female DCs attached to the 
Manchester Metropolitan Police’s 
Murder Investigation Team. 

Rob Gowland
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Richard Titelius

In a church hall in Perth’s conservative 
western suburb of Floreat, on a Saturday 
afternoon on the penultimate day of the 
London Olympic Games, a less spectacular 
though far more poignant presentation 
attended by 60 people concerning the destiny 
of humankind was taking place.

The main organiser of this community 
forum on climate change and book tour was 
Anna Rose, author of Madlands, who came to 
prominence most recently as the spokesperson 
for the Australian Youth Climate Coalition when 
she went around the world with former Howard 
government Finance Minister, Nick Minchin, 
an acknowledged climate sceptic, and then was 
part of a Q&A panel on the ABC on April 26 
this year on climate change.

The second author was Naomi Oreskes, 
a science historian and writer based at the 
University of Southern California who has 
written a book, Merchants of Doubt about her 
experiences with the lobbyists of industry in 
the USA who make it their business to deny 
climate change, pump out misinformation and 
call for equal time or “balanced” debates on 
climate change. 

The third person on the panel as part of the 
climate change forum was Professor Stephan 
Lewandowsky, a cognitive scientist at University 
of Western Australia who specialises in how 
people remember with an emphasis on the role 
of scepticism in the updating of memories and 
the acquisition of knowledge.

Anna Rose commenced her talk with an 
overview of the origins of man-made climate 
change which included the observation that the 
theory of the greenhouse effect was raised in 
the early 1800s. The temperature of the earth’s 
atmosphere has continued to rise sharply since 
the Industrial Revolution in the mid to late 19th 
Century with consequences which we are now 
feeling at an increasing and alarming rate. This 
has begun to affect people all over the world 
and especially large numbers of people living 
in low lying coastal areas who often do not 
have access to resources to militate against the 

effects of climate change. 
Agricultural land is being lost not only by 

rising sea levels, but also by increased evapo-
ration of moisture from soils and fl oods which 
wash away irreplaceable top soil. This loss of 
moisture is also causing crop yields to decline 
by up to 10 percent.

However, Rose also pointed out that a 
developed nation such as Australia has also 
begun to feel the effects of climate change 
through more frequent and longer droughts, 
bushfi res and fl oods.

Climate change has also affected the PH and 
temperature of the world’s oceans causing them 
to become more acidic which in turn causes 
coral bleaching. The bleaching eventually kills 
the coral and has a negative effect on the plant 

and aquatic animal life which depend on it. The 
human being is one of these animals and it has 
diminished a signifi cant food source for them. 
At the northern extreme of our earth, increased 
global warming has caused the Arctic sea ice to 
lose 40 percent of its mass in 40-50 years and 
also started to thaw the permafrost which has 
begun to release large quantities of methane, a 
greenhouse gas that itself contributes to global 
warming.

However, continued Anna, as urgent as the 
risks to life on our planet are there is a concerted 
effort by a group of nuclear physicists and 
politicians to stymie debate of action to slow 
and avert climate change claiming, to do so, 
would impinge on civil liberties and freedom. 
To people who deny climate change she makes 
the simple analogy of doing something to halt 
climate change is akin to taking out insurance 
for a house, car or business; it is about manag-

ing the risk. These risks Anna advised were 
most important for three areas; food security, 
preparing infrastructure for the effects of climate 
change and the effects on the health of the most 
vulnerable in our society; the elderly, sick and 
the young.

Recently she attended the Rio summit on 
sustainability and there learnt that, “We have all 
the solutions now, what we lack is the political 
and social will to act on these solutions.”

Enter the next speaker Naomi Oreskes, an 
academic with a background in oceanography 
and the history of science who has written a 
book with an atmospheric scientist Eric Conway 
on their experiences with those lobbyists which 
also included a handful of scientists – who 
make it their job to cast doubt – deny and sow 

misinformation about climate change. These 
purveyors of doubt act in and for the interests 
of capital in the belief that the free market is the 
best way to organise a society as it gives people 
freedom of choice (that is often aided with liberal 
dollops of advertising to convince you of this 
so called freedom). However, for Oreskes and 
others, “because a response to climate change 
requires a change away from this world view, it is 
seen as threatening by the current world order.” 

Oreskes says that those who oppose the rule 
of the free market are seen as extremists and 
even labelled Communists which is probably 
the “worst” label one can have politically in 
the US. Individualism said Oreskes was also a 
deeply held belief in the US that was fostered 
by capital as it increased consumption and 
therefore profi ts whereas its opposite number, 
community, unity and working as a collective, 
was seen as something that worked against the 

profi t motive. Oreskes added that it is now too 
late in the piece to leave the development of a 
solution to climate change to individualism and 
free markets and that the longer we wait from 
here on, the more a government or centrally 
planned intervention will be necessary. (See 
also You Tube video clip, “Naomi Oreskes 
deconstructs Nick Minchin’s climate denial.”)

The presentation by the three speakers on 
climate change was followed by a lively Q & 
A which included many creative solutions to 
publicising climate action including the powerful 
antics of Anna Rose’s now global Youth Climate 
Coalition groups and the Naomi Oreskes’ tar-
geting of infl uential sectors of society to take 
the message to the board rooms of corporate 
America. In particular, the ski industry has in 

recent years felt the effects of low snowfall as a 
consequence of global warming. This has caused 
ski resorts and the 20 million skiers and snow 
boarders in the US to come on board. They 
are infl uential as they are well off, educated 
and vote.

Another solution was for proponents of 
climate change action to tell people that we have 
already started solving the problem and they can 
then see it is doable and come on board, such 
as solar panels for power generation, rainwater 
tanks at home, recycling and reusing goods and 
using public transport.

However, there is still much work to be 
done which Oreskes illustrated by the efforts 
which business, governments and even some 
scientists will go to, to coerce and marginalise 
opponents of shale gas and other forms of 
unconventional gas and oil in North America, 
such as tar sands in the north of Canada. “In the 
US many scientists are being pushed to accept 
coal seam and shale gas as a climate change 
solution.” This is “despite fugitive emissions 
being grossly underestimated, in fact so much 
so that as much methane gas escapes than is 
actually captured at the wellhead.”

“By developing shale gas and bitumen sands 
and other forms of non-renewable energy we 
(in the US and also in Australia) have stopped 
developing renewable energy, this and an over-
supply of gas have now put downward pressure 
on the price.” Oreskes concluded by saying that 
the problems caused by these forms of uncon-
ventional carbon illustrated that the bridge to a 
clean energy future argument was false.

The forum was a success as it demonstrated 
that once people have complete and true infor-
mation about climate change then they will feel 
empowered and compelled to act in their own 
lives and to share this information with others. 
Most importantly, it was shown that the major 
reason for resistance to change came from the 
belief that freedom and individualism will be lost 
through the actions required to address climate 
change. However, as argued by Oreskes in her 
deconstruction of Nick Minchin’s arguments 
against action on climate change – the longer 
you wait the worse the problem will become 
and the more inevitable will come the need for 
drastic action to do something. 

Stephan Lewandowsky, Anna Rose, and Naomi Oreskes (left to right).

Madlands and 
Merchants of Doubt Book Tour

“We have all the solutions now, 
what we lack is the political and social will 
to act on these solutions.”


