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Fight to defend
living standards

Anna Pha

“Brace for falling living standards”, we
are heading for an extremely painful
“economic adjustment” when the resources
boom turns to bust warns Professor Ross
Garnaut, former economic adviser to the
Hawke Labor government. Living standards
are falling and are certainly set to decline
dramatically if action is not taken to defend
them. But the main threat to living standards
is not from the next bust in the resources
sector. It is from the concerted attack on
the living standards of ordinary working
people being waged by financial institutions
and big business, with the assistance of state
and federal governments.

“| think we’re going to have a very difficult
time adapting to the decline in living standards
that’s going to be a necessary part of the adjust-
ment to the end of phase one and two of the
[mining] boom,” Garnaut told a conference on
the rise of Asia.

Garnaut might think that a decline in living
standards is necessary, that it is needed by the
mining corporations. But the working class of
Australian do not need it. It is not necessary.

Yes, the mining corporations are suffering
from a plunge in commodity prices from record
heights and from the relatively high value of
the Australian dollar which makes their exports
more expensive on international markets. Rather
than copping the downside of the boom-bust
cycle, the mining corporations are attempting to
make workers and governments foot the bill. But
they are only one component of the big picture.

The attack on living standards is part of
the same offensive by global capital that is
taking place in Greece and other European and
industrialised nations that we see expressed in
the austerity measures being imposed there.
The aim is to take back more than a century of
gains made in hard won struggles by workers
and their trade unions.

The pain that Garnaut refers to will be felt
by workers, students, the unemployed, age pen-
sioners and other welfare recipients. It is their
living standards that are under attack, not those
of the CEOs of the financial institutions, the
transnational corporations or mining magnates.

The aim of the attack on living standards is
to increase the share of wealth pocketed by the
big end of town and to reduce the share going
to working people and their families. It is about
a race to the bottom, a global levelling of living
standards at the lowest possible denominator.

The attack on living standards takes many
forms.

Attack on workers
Big business is on the offensive over “high
labour costs” and “excessive government
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regulation”. Gina Rinehart was honest enough
to indicate her (and not hers alone) aim of
importing African workers on $2 an hour. Other
corporate bosses are calling for a return to the
Howard Coalition government’s individual
contracts (AWAs) or complete deregulation with
employers freed of any obligations regarding
wage rates, hours of work, workers’ entitlements
and health and safety.

The abolition of penalty rates is high on
their agenda. So too is the aim of union-free
workplaces. Workers’ compensation is also
under attack meaning lower living standards
for injured workers.

The Australian Building and Construction
Commission (ABCC) continues to do its dirty
work, albeit under a new name, hounding inno-
cent trade unionists and their unions, attempting
to bankrupt unions with millions of dollars in
fines. The aim is to deunionise the industry
so that employers can drive down wages and
working conditions and import labour at $2 or
$3 an hour.

Destruction of

welfare state

It is not just in the workplace that the
capitalist class is making demands for a mas-
sive take-back of past gains by workers and
their trade unions — for a bigger share of the
wealth created. This offensive is reflected in
the criminal pursuit of budget surpluses by
state and federal governments and privatisation
programs. The pursuit of budget surpluses has
become a holy grail pursued by the federal and
state governments as an excuse to slash social
spending and sack tens of thousands of public
sector workers.

At the same time as pursuing cuts to corpo-
rate taxes and maintaining billions of dollars in
corporate welfare, governments are crying poor
when it comes to people’s needs. At best there
are distant promises for people with disabilities,
for carers, for dental treatment.

Meanwhile, aged pensioners, the unem-
ployed and other welfare recipients are falling
further and further behind on starvation incomes.
There is a deliberate, punitive drive to force
many welfare recipients, in particular single
parents and the unemployed, off benefits. The
more governments cut welfare payments, the
more they can cut corporate taxes and the larger
the pool of reserve labour desperate for any job
under any conditions.

The unemployment benefit is deliberately
kept lower than other payments forcing recipi-
ents into absolute poverty or dependency on
charity and family. Apart from its punitive
side, the aim is to reduce the dole so that the
minimum wage can be reduced.

Continued on page 4

Thalidomide | Palestinians fleeing Culture & Life What would
apology cold Syria denied help Terrorists and the legalisation of
comfort to mum in Lebanon corporate media drugs look like?

Professor Ross Garnaut.

Elected to Council
Battler’s 12 years of activism bears fruit

In the local council elections on September 8 Tony Oldfield was
elected to the Auburn City Council in the Second Ward. Tony is a
union activist and a member of the CPA; he has been an active
campaigner in the Auburn area for many years. He was elected
on a community ticket called the Battler, a group that includes a
wide range of people from a number of different backgrounds.

See story page 3
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Imprisoned for
seeking our help

Last week two groups of asylum seekers were flown to Nauru.
Six Iragis and 90 Sri Lankans are now accommodated in tents
within the former Howard government’s detention centre.

Ninety-six men, locked in a compound bounded by chain wire
fences and patrolled by armed guards. By anyone’s definition,
that’s a jail. The Nauruan leader says he understands the gates
will eventually be opened, and the detainees allowed to roam the
island. But will they, and if so when?

And what is the future for women and children asylum seekers
on Nauru? Approximately 900 unaccompanied minors arrived
in Australian waters by boat last year, and until recently the
government accepted responsibility for their welfare.

However, not long after the government returned to the infa-
mous “Pacific solution”, the parliament quietly passed legislation
absolving the immigration minister of responsibility to act as
official guardian for unaccompanied minors in offshore locations.

Richard Towle, regional representative for the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees, pointedly remarked that the wel-
fare of these children on Nauru was “a matter for Australia’s
responsibilities under the [UN] refugee convention”.

Under that convention Australia is obliged to ensure the wel-
fare of all asylum seekers, including children. UNICEF Australia’s
Tim O’Connor says that children shouldn’t be sent to Nauru at
all, but the government hasn’t ruled it out.

According to Nauruan Justice Minister Lisa Lo Piccolo,
Australian personnel will act as guardians for unaccompanied
minors on Nauru, but the government hasn’t confirmed this.

The terrible effect of long-term detention on asylum seekers
is well-documented. The government will provide psychiatric
counselling for detainees showing signs of mental breakdown,
but Nauru has no resident psychologist, and counselling will be
conducted partly by phone.

In any case, the source of the problem lies not in the victim’s
head but in the practice of prolonged detention. The rate of de-
tainee suicide and self-harm increases dramatically after three
years, but under the “no advantage” strategy detention could
last between five and 75 years. The “no advantage” practice is,
in effect, a recipe for progressively driving people mad.

Last Friday 16 Christmas Island detainees refused to go
to Nauru and chose instead to return to Sri Lanka. A former
Australian ambassador to Sri Lanka recently described the treat-
ment of the Tamil minority as similar to South African apartheid.

The returning Sri Lankans were almost certainly Tamils, and
it appears they considered the terrible risks they now face to be
a lesser evil than slow mental death, possibly over decades, on
Nauru.

The government has forced them to return to a country which
offers Tamils grinding poverty and persecution. What a wonder-
ful achievement! And what a total sellout of the government’s
obligations to human rights and the refugee convention.

The government declared that the return of the Sri Lankans
demonstrated the success of the new offshore policy, and the
defeat of the people smugglers. However, since then other asylum
seeker boats have been intercepted on their way to Christmas
Island.

Offshore processing was supposed to “stop the boats” and
thereby eliminate the risk of further deaths at sea, but it has
been a spectacular failure.

The federal opposition’s position is even worse. They have how
indicated that if returned to office they will treat all Sri Lankan
asylum seekers as “economic refugees” and forcibly return them
to Sri Lanka.

For its part, the Gillard government has fallen into a policy
“black hole” by following the opposition’s lead and pursuing the
redneck vote. They must reverse their stand on asylum seekers
otherwise Australia will become a human rights pariah. If they
don’t, they must be replaced.

PRESS FUND

The days are warming up, but lots of people are worried about the
climate, and the influence of big business on it. That’s one reason
for The Guardian to continue providing news coverage based on a
concern for the interests of ordinary working people. In order to
do that we need your help, particularly regarding our September
Press Fund appeal, which will help us move towards a better
publication. September’s running out, so please dig deep and send
us a contribution for the next edition. We offer our sincere thanks
to this week’s generous supporters as follows:

In memory of Mick Power, from Dimitra and Peter Serelas $10

Kerry Kalen $100, KM $10, Mark Mannion $10,
“Round Figure” $15

This week’s total: $145 Progressive total: $8,005

Event celebrates success
of Cuban literacy campaign

An enthusiastic crowd of around
70 people gathered at the offices of
the CFMEU in Sydney on Saturday
night to hear from Cuban literacy
advisor José Chala. The function,
organised by the Communist Party
of Australia, was an opportunity
for local people to hear about the
ground-breaking Yo Si Puedo (Yes
| Can) literacy program that traces
its origins back to the early days
of the Cuban Revolution.

The first batch of students from
the Aboriginal community in the
NSW town of Wilcannia recently
graduated from the course facilitated
by the community itself with advice
from Chala (see Guardian #1548).
People attending the CPA function
saw some of the materials used, which
were adapted to suit the needs of
the Aboriginal participants. Positive
messages and a teaching environment
suited to the local community were
developed. Chala’s presentation was
enthusiastically received and sparked
a string of questions including from
people with backgrounds teaching
in Aboriginal communities. They
noted the contrast between the
Cuban methods and the top-down,
bureaucratic style of “service
delivery” practised in Australia.

Chala will return to Cuba shortly
but it is hoped that the work can be
continued in other communities in
Australia. @

José Chala.

Guardian Special Appeal

Ray Gillespie $20,

Alan Kenley $50,

Terry Sharman $100, Sharyne
Talbot $100,

Don Mudie $40,

Bob and Joy Brown $1,000.

The Guardian is running a special appeal during September.
The price charged for The Guardian does not cover the full
cost of production. In addition we do not charge community
and other progressive organisations for advertising. It is one
means by which we support their struggles. But we do rely
on our readers for additional financial support. At present
we are working on improvements to the paper including the
introduction of colour. The target for the appeal is $10,000.
We are still some way off that target. We urge readers to dig
deep. We know times are tough and you are not overpaid
by generous capitalist bosses or on multi-million dollar
pensions! That's why we need The Guardian, to improve the
conditions of working people and to build the movement for
the social transformation of society to a socialist one.

All contributions, no matter how large or small, are welcome.
Special thanks to this week’s generous contributors:

This week’s total: $1,310.

Cummulative total: $1,735
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| would like to contribute $ to the Guardian Special Appeal

Return contributions to: Special Guardian Appeal, 74 Buckingham St, Surry Hills NSW 2010
Cheques and money orders should be made out to “The Guardian™.
Fill out credit card details below or you can phone them up on 02 9699 8844
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Elected to Council

Battler’s 12 years
of activism bears fruit

Peter Jarvis

In the local council elections on
September 8 Tony Oldfield was
elected to the Auburn City Council
in the Second Ward. Tony is a
union activist and a member of
the CPA; he has been an active
campaigner in the Auburn area
for many years. He was elected
on a community ticket called the
Battler, a group that includes
a wide range of people from a
number of different backgrounds.

The Battler received 9.6 percent
of the vote, a total of 1,438 votes.

The work that led to the elec-
toral success in 2012 started almost
12 years earlier with a community
campaign to stop the Clyde Rubbish
Dump being imposed on the Auburn
community by Collex and the Carr
state Labor government.

This campaign involved a
cross section of the local Turkish
Community, small business, the
largely Turkish, Gallipoli Mosque
and left activists in a successful legal
challenge that was won in the Land
and Environmental Court. Let’s put
that in perspective: the community
activists who stood up in the court
were not lawyers, they “learned” the
law during the case. And they won.

This was followed by the Carr
Labor government passing an act of
Parliament to override the court’s
decision. Angry residents started to see
that the Local Council and Parliament
were actively colluding with Collex to
impose the waste dump.

In the 2004 local council elections
Tony and a group of the local activists
organised the No Dump Group and
won a seat on Auburn Council in the
First Ward. Tony ran on a ticket in the
Second Ward and received a modest
460 votes.

The group continued to campaign
and Tony more than doubled his votes
in the 2008 elections. The group
began to put out a locality bulletin
called the Battler that campaigned
around specific local issues and

regularly informed the residents of the
skulduggery of many of the elected
Councillors.

The Battler gained a reputation of
telling it “how it was” and was fear-
less. The Battler and Tony became the
target of a law suit for slander. Which
by the way we won with “costs” being
awarded against the other side.

Eventually the group of activists
renamed themselves the Battler and
campaigned in the Berala, Regents
Park and Lidcombe areas. They
built a network of local support-
ers prepared to letterbox regularly.
The Battler is now distributed to
the whole of the Second Ward area
including Newington, Silverwater and
Wentworth Point. A general Battler is
delivered to nearly 15,000 letterboxes.

The Battler group built a solid
community base in the Berala area
campaigning to stop demolition of
local shops to be replaced by high-
rise and then when the developer
went bust in the global financial crisis
(GFC) leaving residents a massive
hole in the ground, the Battler cam-
paigned for the shops to be rebuilt.
We called for the Council to use their
powers to compulsorily purchase the
land and critically during the GFC we
called on the Council to reach out to
the Rudd government for funding to
help rebuild Berala.

The credibility and respect won
for this style of campaigning allowed
the Battler to spread into other town
centres and build its influence.

The Battler campaigned against
rezoning in Regents Park for hi-rise,
bad development in Lidcombe and is
campaigning against nuclear waste
being transferred from Hunters Hill
(a posh North Sydney suburb) to the
top end of Lidcombe for storage. The
Battler’s slogan is “not near our home,
not near anyone’s home”.

The Battler’s anti-nuclear waste
placards are visible throughout the
suburbs of Regents Park and Botanica
(a new up-market suburb) in shop
windows and front-yards.

In the recent council elections

Tony Oldfield.

the Battler focused on specific local
issues, traffic problems, high-rise
development, rezoning, local services,
a community centre, a library service,
the need to look after small business
and no nuclear waste, tailoring dif-
ferent messages for different suburbs.

Our overriding message is always
democracy, accountability, transpar-
ency and the need for residents to
always have a say about what happens
in their local area.

Importantly the Battler always
draws a class line about the interests
of residents, the big political parties
and their connections to big business
and property developers. Battler sup-
porters hope that the analysis goes

Pete’s Corner
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beyond left-wing sloganeering and
introduces class politics in a fresh and
concrete way. The Battler is gradually
spreading its influence; we believe it’s
a good model for the left.

Really it’s all about winning
respect and credibility from working
class people.

It’s about meeting the issues that
working people face front on. It’s try-
ing to connect the bigger issues like
environment, democracy, workers’
rights and the economy to the daily
and local issues that impact on people.

The Battler is not a Left Front
or, as opponents would like to paint,
a Communist Front. It is inclusive
and involves people from religious

CHECK OUT

backgrounds, different ethnic back-
grounds, small business, many ex-
Labor Party members, but generally
people who are active and concerned
about their community.

Our targets for the future are to
build the influence of the Battler,
get positive change on our local
council where Councillors work in
the interests of ordinary residents.
We want our council to give a lead
and advocate for our local residents.
Our aim is to become the first place
working class residents go to when
there is an issue in our communities.

We have a big challenge and
hope to spread the ideas of our little
project. &
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Muslim protests,

the reaction and the

Bob Briton

Calm prevailed on the streets
of Melbourne and Sydney over
the weekend despite predictions
of more “violent protest” from
“Muslim extremists”. Small
protests did take place in Sydney
and Melbourne but peace prevailed
despite provocative counter-
demonstrations by anti-Muslim
groups, some members of which
wore Nazi SS insignia. The topic of
worldwide Muslim outrage at the
circulation of a cheap and nasty
15-minute film entitled Innocence
of Muslims has dominated opinion
pages in the press ever since it went
viral on the internet.

According to the YouTube notes
for the drama: “The anti-Islam video
claims Islam is a lie and Mohammed
was a paedophile.” Self-serving
arguments about “freedom of speech”
and a “clash of cultures” mask deeper
issues and agendas that are being
pursued to the great cost of Muslim
communities.

This type of controversy
is not new. Salman Rushdie’s
novel The Satanic Verses sparked
protests across the Muslim world
following its publication in 1988.
Just prior to that, American artist
and photographer Andres Serrano
exhibited a photograph of a crucifix
submerged in a glass of his own
urine. The intervening years have

been peppered with similar events
and insults to religious believers with
predictable results.

Small “I” liberals argue that
freedom of expression demands
that people should be able do or
say things the wider community
might find offensive. The right-
wing is latching onto incidents at
the protests by members of Muslim
communities to say that it shows
the difference between the social
mores of Islam and the rest of the
community, particularly those of
faiths from the *“Judeo-Christian”
tradition. Disgraced SA Senator Corey
Bernardi, who heads up a group for
aspiring conservative youth, claims
the demonstration held in Sydney
the weekend before last underscores
the failure of multiculturalism. Many
reactionaries are pressing for policies
to enforce “assimilation”.

The stereotyping spray from the
critics of Islam doesn’t stand up to
examination. Imams from Mosques
in Sydney and Melbourne advised
those attending morning prayers
during last week to stay away from
the protests that had attracted such
notoriety. Community leaders were
at pains to distance themselves from
the views expressed outside the US
Consulate in Sydney. They point to
programs for religious counselling of
men convicted of planning terrorist
attacks to turn them from the path
of extremism. The investigation

of the fundamentalist al-Furquan
Islamic Centre in Melbourne formed
a menacing backdrop to the media
debate raging about the Sydney
protest.

The defensive posture of the
Imams shows just how severe the
attacks on their congregations have
become. They could have pointed to
the extremely heavy handed response
of the police to the protesters but
chose not to. In fact, their stance drew
criticism from some of the youths that
were drawn to the demonstration and

Fight to defend living standards

Continued from page 1

The public sector sackings, the
cuts to services, privatisation, and
the failure to adequately fund public
services including education, housing
and health, all take their toll on living
standards.

The driving of people into private
health insurance cover because of long
waiting lists for public hospitals, the
shortage of bulkbilling doctors, the
insidious annual increase in the cost
of prescriptions all undermine living
standards. They leave people with
less money to foot the bill for rent or
mortgage repayments, for escalating
electricity bills, petrol and other ris-
ing costs. These costs are not met by
increases in benefits.

Students have been hit by higher
university and TAFE fees and inade-
quate income to support them through
their studies.

On every front the working class
is confronted with rising costs and
erosion of their income. Bit by bit,
what is commonly referred to as the
welfare state is being wound back,
dismantled or privatised. Services
disappear or become too expensive.

There are struggles on many
fronts: public sector unions to save
public service jobs; building and
construction unions for trade union
rights and jobs; manufacturing
unions to save jobs and the future of
the manufacturing sector; maritime
workers against the full automation
of their work and a share of the
increased productivity from automa-
tion; firefighters, ambulance officers
and police are in a struggle to defend
their services; teachers in defence of
public education; nurses in defence
of the public hospital system; and so
on. There are also ACTU campaigns

for secure jobs and to defend penalty
rates.

There are many individual strug-
gles that all affect the jobs of workers,
their incomes and the services that
people receive. Behind all of these
struggles, is the struggle between
labour and capital, whether people
and their living standards or profits
come first.

The only way to defend and
improve living standards is for a
united fight-back against the current
corporate offensive and policies of
state and federal governments.

There is an urgent need to unite
these struggles through joint trade
union actions, through community
involvement and development of alter-
native policies that put people first.

People first policies

Such a change in economic and
social policies can only be won and
defended by the united actions of the
working class, all progressive forces
and others such as small business peo-
ple and farmers who share an interest
in bringing an end to the domination
of the transnational corporations and
financial corporations.

It involves real change in govern-
ment policies.

The Communist Party of Australia
has put forward a number of policies
towards improving the living stand-
ards of the people. These include:

» immediate rise in wages, in
pensions, unemployment and
other social welfare benefits

* increasing corporate taxes and
marginal rates on higher incomes,
slashing corporate welfare
including the fossil fuel rebate

* enactment of job security

* a shorter working week with no
loss in pay

* a halt to privatisation of essential
services and a start to reversing
the process

promotion and development of
the public sector

immediate slashing of ten percent
of the military budget freeing up
$3 billion for health, education,
pensions, etc

increase in spending on public
services and infrastructure —
health, education, housing,
pensions, as well as infrastructure
for improved public transport,
an expanded rail freight

system, improved urban and
rural water supply system and
alternative sustainable energy,
drawing heavily on a national
superannuation fund

state control of the financial
sector, including re-regulation of
interest rates and currency and
tighter regulations

laws guaranteeing basic trade
union and workers’ rights
including

the right to strike

repeal of all legislation curbing
trade union and democratic
rights, including abolition of the
ABCC and repeal of the ASIO
and terrorism legislation.

Neither major party is prepared
to abandon its neo-liberal policies
and make the necessary, far-reaching
changes in policy direction to protect
living standards. It will require the
building of a broad movement and
alternative political force uniting left
and progressive forces. This includes
trade unions, the Communist Party of
Australia, the Greens, other left and
progressive parties, environmentalists,
peace activists and other community
groups and individuals. &

agendas

I
i e

those who believed the participants
were making a valid point. Many
comments on the social media
noted that the passions on display
were about more than an insult to
Mohammed, though that certainly
provided the straw that broke the
camel’s back.

This demonising of people based
on their religion means that all are
caught up in the discriminatory
net, though the great overwhelming
majority of them are hard working,
law abiding citizens.

War and prejudice

The presence of US and NATO
troops in Afghanistan and the neo-
colonial subjugation of predominantly
Muslim countries in the Middle East
certainly rankles. The abuse of the
rights of those seeking refuge from
those conflicts rubs salt into the
wound. The reactionary policies of
successive Australian governments
have been built on and excused by
an artificially created fear of the
“other”. It is an age-old technique of
governments seeking to drag their
populations to war to de-humanise
their “enemies”. The process is
ongoing as imperialism has not
finished with its drive to redraw the
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map of the Middle East and to bend
it to its will. Pressure for an attack on
Iran is reaching bursting point as it is
for intervention in Syria.

Another closely-linked factor
in the intensity of feeling among
some Muslim youths is the lack
of understanding from the wider
community. They often live in
neglected suburbs with slim prospects
for decent work. They share that
situation with non-Muslim working
class youths but the predicament for
Muslims is exacerbated by the bigotry
spreading through society. Some fall
victim to right-wing fundamentalist
influences in the same way non-
Muslims do. This type of situation
is heaven for recruiters to those
organisations.

The real enemies of workers
and other exploited people from
the Muslim community, Christian
denominations and non-believers
are the same. Those enemies are
capitalism and imperialism. They
are skilful opponents who recognise
that the unity of the oppressed spells
its demise. The task of progressive
people is therefore to build unity and
understanding and to stand up to the
hate mongers. &

Grocon brings
damages against union

The CFMEU (construction and
general division) has broken its self-
imposed Victorian Supreme Court
ban and will now defend contempt
charges laid against it by Grocon
and the Victorian government.

The union has engaged experi-
enced senior criminal barrister Peter
Morrissey SC, and was successful
in delaying the contempt hearing
until September 26 in the face of
stiff opposition from the company
and the state government.

Grocon lodged a 130-page
statement of claim which details its
allegations that the union and eight
officials have committed breaches
of the torts of public nuisance, pri-
vate nuisance, inducing breach of
contract and intimidation.

Grocon estimates its losses at
four Melbourne projects at $10.5
million, including $8.8 million
at the Emporium site in the CBD
which has been the centre of the
dispute.

The other sites are the McNab
Avenue project in Footscray, 150
Collins Street and the Victorian
Comprehensive Cancer Centre in
Parkville.

The company is also seeking
exemplary damages for alleged
breaches of court orders made on
August 21, 22 and 28. The damages
case is unlikely to be heard until
next year. CFMEU construction and
general division national secretary
Dave Noonan said it would be “vig-
orously defended.”

The statement of claim alleges
that since October 2011, the union
has been demanding that it “should
have an entitlement or right to
determine who will be employed in,
appointed to or alternatively nomi-
nated to the role of employee rep-
resentative (howsoever described)”
of Grocon employees at the four
sites. @
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Thalidomide apology
cold comfort to mum

Alf Wilson

News that German drug manufac-
turer Grunenthal, which produced
Thalidomide, has apologised to
victims is little comfort for Murray
Island woman Margaret Tapau.
In fact it has reinforced her belief
that families affected by the drug
should be compensated.

The use of thalidomide in the
1950s, *60s and *70s led to a phar-
maceutical disaster which resulted in
babies being born with severe defects.
Thalidomide was marketed for a wide
range of ailments, and was touted as
safe to use during pregnancy.

But the manufacturers and sell-
ers had never tested its effects on
the unborn child, and thousands of
babies suffered after their mothers
took the pills.

Many of the victims have never
been able to pursue compensation
claims.

Some could never produce the
evidence that their mothers took
the pills. Doctors at that time often
provided patients with samples, and
pharmacists commonly did not record
the name of the medication on the
containers.

Thalidomide was marketed under
a wide variety of names, but never
as thalidomide. In Australia it was
chiefly sold as Distaval, but also
as Tensival, Asmaval, Valgris and
Valgraine.

Defects

Thalidomide drugs were strong
sellers. It was not until 1961 that two
independent doctors — one Australian,
one German — connected the drug to
defects which were presenting at birth.

Margaret Tapau, 63, had nine
children. Her oldest, Bai, had defects
at birth. Mrs Tapau has no doubt
that Bai’s were the result of being
prescribed thalidomide for morning
sickness when she was pregnant.

“None of my other children had
the disabilities, and the time has come
for compensation to be paid,” Mrs
Tapau told the Koori Mail this month.

Mrs Tapau’s late husband Wilfred
was a Torres Strait Elder who died
in 2007.

Bai Tapau, now 38, is an artist
who lives in Townsville. She was
born in the north Queensland city with
shortened arms and only one finger
on each hand.

“My mother said she had been
prescribed thalidomide for morning
sickness whilst she was pregnant
carrying me and that is why this hap-
pened,” Bai said.

“My four brothers and four sisters
are normal.”

Mrs Tapau still lives on Murray
Island, but is in Townsville for medi-
cal treatment. She became emotional
as she spoke of thalidomide and the
effect it has had on her family.

“Back in 1974 when | was

pregnant carrying Bai | went to a
private doctor and was given seven
different medications for morning
sickness, and one had thalidomide,”
she said.

“l then switched to the hospital
and | was taken off them with three
months to go.

“Wrong”

“l knew something was wrong
when | was in labour for 36 hours at
the hospital.” Mrs Tapau said she was
told just after Bai was born that she
had disabilities, and authorities recom-
mended she be offered for adoption.

“l considered Bai a blessing
and wouldn’t do that, but there was
another baby born in the hospital
who had effects of thalidomide and
he was,” she said.

Mrs Tapau said she didn’t receive
a disability pension until Bai was 18
months old. “I don’t want compensa-
tion for me but for my Bai, who has
been through so much,” she said.

Quietly spoken Mrs Tapau said
some years back authorities had vis-
ited Torres Strait Islands to interview
family who had been affected by
thalidomide.

“But we never heard anything
more about it,” she said.

Mrs Tapua is looking at joining
other victims in a class action against
the drug company.

Koori Mail &

The use of thalidomide in the 1950s, ’60s and '70s
led to a pharmaceutical disaster which resulted
in babies being born with severe defects.

Redneck tendencies

Former Howard government
minister Mal Brough has been
slammed for his “redneck tenden-
cies” and has been accused of
racism following his comments
about Australia’s leading indig-
enous affairs newspaper. Some
have called for the newly endorsed
candidate for Fisher’s resignation
from the LNP and investigation by
the Human Rights Commission and
Equal Opportunities Commission.

The Daily was contacted by
journalist Gerry Georgatos, who
was with a group of 10 elders in
Perth, including activists Marianne
Mackay and Maureen Culbong.

They were furious at Mr
Brough’s comment, reported in The
Daily, that the National Indigenous
Times was a “rag run out of a base-
ment in Canberra”.

Mr Brough had been respond-
ing to quotes, reported in the
National Indigenous Times, by 30
indigenous leaders who were angry
at his preselection. Mr Brough told
The Daily he did not believe they
represented the views of Indigenous
people.

National Indigenous Times edi-
tor Stephen Hagan sent The Daily
a statement saying Mr Brough was
displaying “redneck tendencies
by rejecting the comments of the
30 highly regarded and respected
Indigenous leaders”.

He said Mr Brough’s remark
that the leaders did not represent
the views of Indigenous Australia
was patently wrong and it was dis-
respectful for him to comment that
way.
He rejected the suggestion that
the newspaper was run out of a
basement in Canberra.

“The National Indigenous Times
operates from registered business
premises in Canberra and has done
so for more than 10 years,” Mr
Hagan said.

Mr Georgatos, who is also a
PHD researcher in racism, said the
subject had gone viral across the
country as it had offended a lot of
people. He said Mr Brough should
have known better.

“The language used by a person
of the stature of Mal Brough who
has entertained a ministerial portfo-
lio in Indigenous Affairs — his use
of language is indicative of racism
and of discrimination and is utterly
inexcusable,” he said.

“He shouldn’t be representing
any person in parliament.”

Mr Georgatos said he would
complain to the LNP as well as the
Human Rights Commission and
Equal Opportunities Commission
and had invited Mr Brough to a
debate in the electorate of Fisher.

Ms Mackay said she was
disgusted with Mr Brough

Mal Brough.

and called for his immediate
resignation.

She said the majority of the 30
Aboriginal figures, many of them
elders, were well known, many
highly qualified with an academic
background and stature.

She said the National
Indigenous Times represented the
voice of the people.

“That’s our people in that
newspaper. The comments against
the National Indigenous Times are
comments against all of us involved
in the process,” Ms Mackay said.
Mr Brough said he had no plans to
retract his statements and they were
of “no concern”. &
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In the face of many pundits writing off the Greens following the NSW
local government elections, it turned out that the party has retained
the directly elected Mayoralty of Byron Shire, which the Greens point
out, indicates they are still standing strong in local government. The
Greens got the highest primary vote with a solid margin of 800 votes.

Unions have condemned the organisers of a conference aimed at
teaching employers how to casualise and contract out their work-
force. The conference in Sydney considered how employers might
“reduce employment costs” and “avoid the legal risk of a contingent
workforce”. A flyer advertising the event says: “By reducing total reli-
ance on permanent workers, an organisation can cut costs more
quickly during a down market”. With about 40 percent of Australian
workers in insecure work and lacking job and income security of
permanent employers the bosses are revealing their class position.

The Queensland Newman government has seen the state become
the first to consider easing gun-licensing controls. The gov-
ernment last month set up a six-member Ministerial Weapons
Advisory Panel, all of them with links to the gun lobby, includ-
ing Australia’s leading firearms importer, Robert Noia. The panel
will advise the government on “how to reduce the red tape, delays
and bureaucracy” when applying for a gun licence. In response the
Queensland Police Union pointed out that all gun control bureau-
cracy and restrictions were vital to community and police safety.
In a statement the union said: “Red tape in this instance means
risk-mitigation and having appropriate safeguards. A reduction
in red tape around gun ownership will mean more people will die.”

Findings from research commissioned by the federal govern-
ment show one in ten Australians on the dole are unable to obtain
a substantial meal each day, one in eight are unable to buy pre-
scribed medicines, and one in 20 cannot heat their homes.

A Sydney doctor who is a member of the fundamentalist
Exclusive Brethren Christian sect has been banned from prac-
tising as a GP after he prescribed chemical castration as a
“cure” for an 18-year-old’'s homosexuality. The doctor gave
him — also a member of the Brethren - a script in his home when
he came out as gay, saying “there’s medication you can go on”.

Mining billionaire Gina Rinehart has a $2-a-day vision for north-
ern Australia. In an address earlier this month to a mining group
she attacked Australia’s global competitiveness, called the econo-
my “sluggish” and that mining investment would become squeezed
as mining transnationals invested in West African nations,
where labour costs were as low as $2 a day. Her plan? “We need
to create a large special economic zone in our north, stretch-
ing across northern Queensland, northern Western Australia
and the Northern Territory, with fewer regulations and taxes.”
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Palestinians fleeing Syria

Moe Ali Nayal

“If 1 wasn’t running for my life I would
never set foot in Lebanon,” said Um Ahmad.
“We Palestinians are treated by the Lebanese
as if we are not human. But we’ve learned to
cope, breathe hope and live in the hope that
we will finally return to our land in Palestine
and experience how it feels to live in dignity
in our own country. Dignity is something we
have not been able to experience since 1948.”

A few weeks ago Um Ahmad, 52, fled
Germana camp in the Sit Zaynab neighbourhood
of Damascus and is now taking refuge at Burj
al-Shamali camp in Tyre, Lebanon.

According to the UN agency for Palestine
refugees (UNRWA), there are more than 470,000
Palestinian refugees in Syria. Palestinian refu-
gees fled to Syria after they were pushed out of
their homeland in 1948 during the establishment
of the State of Israel.

Denied their right of return, Palestinians
have held refugee status for nearly 65 years.
Palestinian camps in Syria were still considered
a safe haven until three months ago when they
began to be affected by the clashes between
Bashar al-Assad’s regime and opposition
fighters.

The UN refugee agency UNHCR recently
published estimates that 43,760 Syrian refugees
have taken shelter in Lebanon since last year.
The Lebanese government has a flexible entry
policy for Syrians seeking refuge in Lebanon.
A Syrian refugee is allowed to enter Lebanon
without entry fees and can stay for a period of
six months, or longer, subject to renewal.

Discrimination

But the situation changes when a Palestinian
refugee is fleeing the same precarious circum-
stances and areas as Syrian nationals. Palestinian
refugees fleeing to Lebanon from Syria are only
permitted to stay for one week; after that, they
have to renew their permits which cost US$33
for each person above the age of 10. The fee, as
little as it may be, is difficult to come up with
in a place like Lebanon where Palestinians are
banned from work.

Mahmoud, 23, recently arrived to the
Shatila refugee camp in Beirut. Until then, he
had been living in the Yarmouk refugee camp
in Damascus, which has been hit by shells on
a number of occasions. More than 20 persons
were reported to have been killed in an attack
on Yarmouk in early August.

“We had to flee the violence surrounding the
Yarmouk camp. My aunt lives here in Shatila,
but her house is too small to fit our family and
her family. We just moved to a one-room apart-
ment two days ago. It’s in the building right
next to my aunt’s.

“The owner, a Palestinian, will rent it for
$250 a month but we don’t have to pay him now.
To tell you the truth, I don’t have that kind of
money at the moment. When we left our home
in Yarmouk we left with the clothes we had on
us. My mother had $300 saved but we spent it
all on transportation and food.”

“No phone number,
no entry”

Not every Palestinian refugee fleeing Syria
can get into Lebanon. The Lebanese border
control authorities demand an address and a
phone number of a relative or friend residing
in Lebanon.

While crossing to Lebanon, Um Ahmad
was confronted by a security guard: “He said, if
there is no phone number you need to go back
to where you came from in Syria. | told the
security officer, you should have some mercy,
you know that we are running away from war,
we are not here on a vacation. He replied: no
phone number, no entry.”

Luckily, Um Ahmad was able to provide a
phone number, but the story doesn’t end there.
“We had to bribe the Syrian border control secu-
rity officer to be allowed crossing to Lebanon,”
she said. “We had to pay US$15 each. When
we reached the Lebanese border they made us
pay a fee of 50,000 Lebanese pounds [US$33]
for each one of the five of us. | have been here
for 14 days.

“When we went to renew our one-week
permit from the Lebanese authorities, we were
told there is no renewal for Palestinians. The
Lebanese authorities informed us that when
we exit Lebanon we will have to pay US$33
because we stayed more than the one week
period they gave us upon entry. Until now
they have refused to renew our permit to stay
in Lebanon as refugees.

“l left my husband, my three sons and
their wives behind in the camp. They said, at
least here we have our own place, where are
we going to stay in Lebanon? I’m staying at
my sister’s; unlike my family 1’m used to the
situation in Lebanon. | grew up in Burj al-
Barajneh camp. My married sons didn’t want
me to leave but | couldn’t remain for one more
day in Syria.

“My sister who has a house here in Lebanon
called from Benghazi [Libya], her permanent
residence, and told me, you better leave Syria
now. My sister in Libya told me about her
experience during the time [Muammar] Gaddafi
was shelling areas that were revolting, and sug-
gested Assad will do the same. In the camp our
cars were hit and torched, bombs sometimes
fell next to our building, and sniper bullets hit
our balconies. Our daily life became full of
fear and we were worried we might get killed
accidentally; that’s why we had to flee.

“Two days before we decided to leave we
were at our relatives’ house when a bomb fell
on the building next to us. We felt the bomb; it
felt as if the apartment fell on us. Unconsciously,
we found ourselves among others on the street
running in all directions. The building was
chopped in half by the bomb; it was a miracle
that saved us, and after that night | decided to
escape to Lebanon.

“Our camp became empty of all the basic
necessities: UNRWA shut down the clinic and
the doctors who used to operate there disap-
peared. Food stores are full of empty shelves.
We were left with nothing but fear.

“There was only one good man, a phar-
macist, he took his stock from the pharmacy
and set up a first-aid station in a room in his
apartment. He was treating people from his
own supplies, and he gave us formula milk for
our six-month-old girl and a few diapers. But
it was only so much this pharmacist could do;
there were severe cases he couldn’t treat — like
broken bones or shrapnel wounds. These had to
be attended to at a hospital; many injured people
refrain from going to governmental hospitals.

“At one point aid was delivered to us by
some political factions from the camp: bread,
grains and lentils, but it stopped. Water stopped
running in our taps and electricity has been
completely cut off for two months.”
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Palestinian refugees fled to Syria after they were pushed out of their homeland in 1948 during the establishme

Back to Syria

The Massnaa crossing point, on the
Lebanese-Syrian border, has been a hectic spot
for refugees. In recent days, the border security
authorities have called on the Lebanese army
for reinforcement to control the refugees flee-
ing Syria.

Although most of the minivans here are
bound for Lebanon, some are packed with
Palestinians travelling back to refugee camps
in Syria. These Palestinians have been unable
to find assistance in Lebanon, so they have no
option than to return to Syria, despite the ongo-
ing violence there.

The Electronic Intifada approached one
Palestinian family at the Massnaa crossing
point; a father, his wife and their 10-year-old
daughter. The father, who was in his 30s, said:
“We are going back to Yarmouk [in Syria]. We
stayed for 15 days with relatives and had to pay
US$33 each. While we were in Lebanon we
went to the UNHCR office and they told us it’s
not their responsibility to aid us. The UNHCR
said, go to UNRWA.

“When we did they [UNRWA] said we have
to register and wait: after we registered, we
were told there is not enough money to cover
Palestinian refugees who are not from Lebanon.
At the UNRWA office it was clear that they were
telling us we were on our own.

“Inside Yarmouk, there is no fighting but

we get shelled from both sides fighting in the
surrounding districts. 1 left my grocery store
with empty shelves and spent all the money we
had in Lebanon: an expensive place where we
can’t afford to stay any longer. It’s better for me
and my family to return to Yarmouk; there we
might sleep with the sound of explosions and
with empty stomachs but we know our dignity
is untouched.”

No funding

An UNRWA employee, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity, said: “Through my work
assessing the situation of the Palestinian refugees
from Syria | came across an incident three days
ago. There was a new wave of refugees from
Syria who settled in a school in the border vil-
lage of Majdal Anjar. At the school there were
families of Syrian refugees and three Palestinian
families from Syria.

“l was at the school when a Danish NGO
arrived to distribute aid to the refugees; to each
Syrian family they gave a relief kit made from
food items, mattresses, blankets and US$300.
When the NGO workers started to leave the
three Palestinian families from Syria asked why
they didn’t get any of the aid that the Syrians
got. The answer was, you are Palestinians,
there is no aid for you in our campaign. The
Palestinian families protested and said that
they had run away from the same violence and
bombing that the Syrian families escaped.

When the NGO workers started to leave the three
Palestinian families from Syria asked why they didn’t get
any of the aid that the Syrians got. The answer was, you
are Palestinians, there Is no aid for you in our campaign.
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lenied help In Lebanon

nt of the State of Israel.

“Our UNRWA office is not able to aid the
Palestinians from Syria because we only have
a general fund for the Palestinians in Lebanon.
The problem is when we appealed for the
UNHCR to give us a special fund to aid the
Palestinians from Syria, we know they have
money at the moment, the UNHCR ignored
our call.

“When | realised that the UNHCR had no
intentions of aiding the Palestinians from Syria,
I started advising the community leaders in the
Begaa region [of Lebanon] to call for dona-
tions directly from the people. We phoned rich
businessmen and local NGOs and asked them
to donate the bare minimum. We managed to
gather enough for a one-time donation of food
items, blankets and cooking pots.

“The only help the Palestinians from Syria
are getting is from a few personal initiatives.
The general picture is clear to see: the Syrian
refugees are being taken care of on arrival by
various NGOs and Lebanese political parties,
but when the refugees are Palestinians they
are left alone and this is because the case of
the Palestinian refugees cannot be invested in
politically.

“The discrimination is coming directly
from the top, from the UNHCR which is
the umbrella to the rest of aid agencies.
Being an insider | know that the UNHCR at
the moment has enough funds to cover the
Palestinians from Syria: their ongoing refusal

to allocate funds for the Palestinians is obvi-
ous discrimination.”

The Electronic Intifada contacted the
UNHCR’s Beirut office but the agency declined
to comment. UNRWA was also asked for an
official comment but the agency did not respond.
Living in a
boy scouts’ storeroom

Below the three-floor building of a
Palestinian cultural centre in Saad Nayel, a
town in the central Begaa region, a small room
previously used for storing boy scouts’ equip-
ment, two families from Yarmouk camp have
made their temporary home.

The cement floor of the room is covered
with a thin blue plastic sheet to prevent Wakel
and Ahmad, aged four and six, from cutting
their bare feet while running around. In the
small room there is a tiny bathroom being used
as a kitchen as well. Sitting on a plastic chair
in the dim storage room Khaledah Debsi, 46, a
wife, mother and grandmaother, greets us with a
smile. With bitterness Debsi shares her story of
being a refugee coming from a refugee camp.

“I’m originally from Akka [Acre] and my
husband is from Haifa, Palestine,” she said.
“It’s been one month since we left our house in
Yarmouk camp. The situation was getting tense
and dangerous when we left the camp. We left
because the camp was dragged into the conflict

and we were being harassed and provoked daily.
Since we are Palestinians we had to pay a US$12
exit fee, call it a bribe, at the Syrian border and
a US$33 entry fee at the Lebanese border. Add
all this to the pricey transportation charges in
these urgent times.

“At the moment we are illegally staying in
Lebanon because our one-week permit is fin-
ished. If we decide to go back to Syria we will
have to pay US$33 penalty for each person, the
six of us. Luckily we found this cultural centre
that took care of us and gave us this room, and
two mattresses. Until now we have not seen any
aid from any relief organisation, but the kind
people in the neighbourhood gave us some help.

“Invisible” agencies

“There is a big shortcoming from the
UNRWA, and the UNHCR, they have been
invisible,” Debsi said. “There are Syrian fami-
lies taking shelter at a public school: last week
they received a complete aid portion and pocket
money from an NGO but we were overlooked.
| was refused aid, because I’'m Palestinian.
Clearly it’s discrimination against us, but we
still cannot figure out why.

“As Palestinians from Syria our life was not
easy but in the end we worked hard and made
a living, and never felt the need for charity. |
keep telling my grandkids and my son’s wife
that this will end soon but time is passing by.

“My daughter-in-law is pregnant and the
conditions we are living in are not fit for a
pregnant woman. We still have relatives and
family in Syria but they cannot afford to come
to Lebanon. The past year has been a tough one
because many people in the camp lost their jobs,
and the few working are working to buy food
for each day — if they don’t work they don’t eat.

“A month ago before we left the camp
there was shortage in bread and vegetables and
it was Ramadan. A week passed by without a
crumb of bread. Shops had empty shelves; life
became difficult.

“At first the camp stayed neutral. We didn’t
want to take part in what was happening around
us, but in the last three months the regime
started harassing and attacking us in the camp.
Therefore people in the camp had to defend
themselves. Yesterday there was shelling on
the camp; my sister sent me a message saying
we are living a disastrous life.”

Abdullah Kamil, an organiser with the
cultural centre in Saad Nayel, said the plight
of the Palestinian refugees from Syria has been
overlooked by the media.

“According to our surveys we have 235
Palestinian families in central Begaa — around
3,000 people. There are 250 families in al-Jalil
camp, Baalbek; in the whole of Begaa, there are
500 families. Our personal initiative is limited,
more Palestinian families from Syria are arriving
every day, and our modest efforts cannot cope
with the growing numbers.

“Our one demand for the Lebanese authori-
ties is to treat the Palestinians escaping from
Syria just as they treat the Syrians fleeing to
Lebanon. The Syrian is allowed to work, stay
for six months for free, and it’s renewable. Why
is this not the case for Palestinians?”

Living on crumbs
“Things are going to get worse for the
refugees because winter is coming and it will
be freezing cold in Beqaa,” Kamil explained.
“Buying diesel for heating is already expen-
sive for us residing here. The few local NGOs

that responded to our call gave us crumbs: we
asked for 200 aid portions and we only received
50. We are trying to help these families but it’s
only a little we can do, and the biggest player
who is absent in these circumstances is the
UNRWA. The only thing the UNRWA did was
to count the numbers of refugees.

“This humanitarian case has been ongoing
for two months, since Yarmouk was bombed,
but the UNRWA are still counting numbers. We
have been living in Lebanon for 65 years and
we still have no recognition and rights from the
Lebanese state.

“With regard to the Syrian issue we are
being punished because we didn’t take sides
and decided to stay out of the conflict. We
learned from our bitter past not to get involved
in internal Lebanese politics and conflicts.
There are two main camps who are giving
aid at the moment: the 14 March camp led by
the Future party and the 8 March camp led
by Hizballah, and we know in order for us to
get aid we have to submit to the politics of
these parties; we don’t want to affiliate with
them. We know that once we sell ourselves
to a political camp we will get aid, but it will
come with a price.

“Each time we go to UNRWA they sing the
same old song: there is no budget. Our next
move is going to be a protest; we are going
to gather the families, tell them to bring their
mattresses and we’ll start sleeping outside
the UNRWA office, maybe the problem will
become visible to them, and they might start
doing their job.

“We have sheltered two families in our
cultural centre, but we could only fit two fami-
lies in the storage room. So far we have been
managing to keep people calm and hopeful but
when people get hungry and the cold winter hits
we won’t be able to keep people sane.”

“No rights”

In the same dim room, Nisreen, the mother
of Wakel, sits on a thin sponge mattress. Nisreen
is expecting another child.

“My husband came to Lebanon before
we did, he made sure he found a job then we
followed after,” she said. “When we used to
live in Yarmouk, | worked and my husband
used to be an accountant for a company, but
now he is working on a construction site. His
boss knows that my husband is staying and
working in Lebanon illegally so he pays him
less than the normal wage that builders get,
and this is the only source of living we’ve got
at the moment.

“He is able to support us with 10,000
Lebanese pounds [US$6] per day to buy bread,
yogurt and eggs: meat and chicken are luxuries
to us at the moment. In Syria we had some
dignity since we could work in all sectors and
we were able to buy our own apartment but we
are shocked to find out that here in Lebanon,
Palestinians have no rights and cannot work in
any sector.”

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have always
envied the “privileges” that their compatriots in
Syria enjoyed. The “privileges” that Palestinians
in Syria enjoyed were basic human rights: the
ability to work, own houses, equal access to
healthcare and education, something Palestinians
in Lebanon have been denied.

With the appalling situation in Syria,
Palestinians are caught in crossfire and forced
into displacement yet again.

The Electronic Intifada &

We have been living in Lebanon for
65 years and we still have no recognition
and rights from the Lebanese state.
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Volatile confrontations
over 1slands

Ben Chacko

Major protests have rocked cities
across China over the past week
in response to a controversial bid
by Japan to buy an island chain
claimed by both countries, known
as the Diaoyu in China and as the
Senkaku in Japan.

Demonstrations outside the
Japanese embassy and consulates
have seen fruit, eggs and water bottles
hurled at the buildings, while violent
attacks on Japanese businesses have
forced some to shut down.

Island disputes in the seas off east
Asia are not uncommon. The Spratly
Islands are claimed by China, Taiwan,
Vietnam, Malaysia, the Philippines
and Brunei, making the Diaoyu/
Senkaku dispute look rather simple.
Protests periodically flare up over
those islands. So what has made this
issue so volatile?

Territorial claims relating to unin-
habited territory are rarely clear-cut.
In the case of the Diaoyu/Senkaku
chain, China’s claim is certainly older
— they were used for naval defences
against Japanese-based pirates in
the Middle Ages, formally claimed
by the Ming dynasty from 1534 and
marked as Chinese territory in both
Chinese and Japanese maps into the
18th century.

Japan took control of the islands
in 1895, when imperial powers were
seizing territory across the board in
the “scramble for China.” It maintains
that since the islands were uninhabited
and Japan had never formally recog-
nised them as Chinese, they were a
no-man’s-land up for the taking. Since

then it has administered the islands
except between 1945 and 1972, when
after Japan’s defeat in World War 11
they were occupied by the United
States. It also argues that China’s
claim is simply knee-jerk anti-Japan
posturing as China did not raise the
issue of their sovereignty between
1945 and 1972 - although the fact
that the People’s Republic was not
recognised by the US or Japan until
that year might have something to
do with that. Taiwan also claims the
islands — indeed, the Republic of
China based in Taipei and the main-
land both agree that they are part of
Taiwan province, to which they are
much closer than to Japan.

So much for the claims. But
China has rarely suggested that resolv-
ing the dispute is a priority, while
Japan does not even acknowledge that
a dispute exists. So what has caused
this month’s explosion of anger?

Japan’s purchase of three of the
islands from the private owner — as
recognised by Japan — is seen by the
Chinese as a deliberate provocation.
Japan itself has hinted that it was
forced to make the purchase to head
off an even more provocative bid by
Tokyo Governor Shintaro Ishihara to
buy the islands and “develop” them.
But the Chinese Foreign Ministry has
dismissed this as an excuse, accus-
ing the governor and Prime Minister
Yoshihiko Noda of an elaborate
“duet” with the aim of obtaining the
islands for development.

What “development” means has
been left vague. There are valuable
fish stocks around the islands, and
Japan and China are the world’s

Cartoon fans
the flames of
Middle Eastern
Muslim protests

Pakistanis clashed with police in
the capital Islamabad last week
over the vulgar depiction of Islam’s
prophet Mohammad in a US-made
film.

Over 1,000 protesters tried to
make their way to the US embassy
inside a guarded enclave that
houses embassies and government
offices.

Riot police used tear gas and
batons to keep stone-throwing dem-
onstrators away and hundreds of
shipping containers were lined up
to cordon off the area.

More demonstrations are
expected in Pakistan tomorrow as
the government has called a nation-
al holiday so that people can dem-
onstrate against the film. Smaller
demonstrations also occurred in
Indonesia, Iran and Afghanistan.

And in France, Paris police
banned a planned demonstration in
front of the city’s Grand Mosque.

But social networks have been
awash with appeals for Muslims
in France to defy the ban and hold
fresh protests.

Tensions were heightened when
the satirical magazine Charlie
Hebdo published obscene cartoons
that mocked both the film and the
prophet.

Violence over the film has left
at least 30 people in seven countries
dead, including the US ambassador
to Libya.

Meanwhile, in the US, a
pro-lsrael group won its fight to
run provocative adverts in New
York subway stations referring
to some Muslims as “savages.”
The American Freedom Defence
Initiative has taken out ads that
read: “In any war between the civi-
lised man and the savage, support
the civilised man. Support Israel.
Defeat jihad.”
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Chinese protesters march and display anti-Japanese banners during a protest over the Dicoyu islands issue in
Chengdu, southwest China’s Sichuan province.

largest consumers of fish. The seas
are also thought to contain mineral
reserves.

Most commentary in the West has
focused on this aspect of the affair,
and holds that China is becoming
more assertive as its economy grows
in fighting for its interests. A number
of Western commentators have also
argued that it is useful for the Chinese
leadership to whip up nationalism
after the embarrassment surrounding
the disgrace of former Chongging
Communist Party leader Bo Xilai.

These interpretations ignore the
fact that the current escalation of
the dispute has been entirely pushed
by Japan, with its purchase of the
islands. Sensitive timing has also
contributed — many have noted that
this month was the anniversary of
the Manchurian Incident, the faked
bombing of a Japanese railway that
was used to justify Japan’s invasion

of Manchuria. History certainly mat-
ters and the memory of that invasion
contributes to popular outrage over
Japanese occupation of what hardly
anyone in China doubts is Chinese
land.

But there are other reasons for
China to fear the islands’ “develop-
ment” by Japan — with Ishihara having
suggested building ports, and some
even talking of airfields.

One island, Kuba, has been rented
by Japan’s Ministry of Defence for
years, and is used by Japan’s ally
the US as a practice bombing range.

The past year has seen the US
state openly that it wishes to “re-
pivot” its foreign policy focus away
from Europe and towards the Far
East. Both in China and the US this is
widely seen as an attempt to contain
China’s rise.

China already has reason to feel
surrounded by US forces — tens of

thousands are stationed in South
Korea and Japan, the occupying
armies in Afghanistan are still there
and military bases are dotted through-
out central Asia. With Japan home to
30,000 US soldiers, the potential use
of the islands as a military base has
not escaped Beijing’s notice.

The barracking of those soldiers
in their country is not popular in Japan
either, and the crass timing of the
purchase could even be a deliberate
attempt to stoke up a nationalist fear
of China, justifying the “protective”
presence of the US.

Calls by the US and others for
both sides to calm down and show
restraint are all very well. But the
anger on the streets of China is real
— and its government’s anxiety over
what use the Japanese intend to make
of the islands is justified.

Morning Star @

Families pay tribute
to dead miners

Peter Lazenby

Two hundred miners, fam-
ily members and friends have
gathered at a Yorkshire colliery
for an annual memorial event to
honour men killed over the pit’s
lifetime. Kellingley colliery, outside
Pontefract in West Yorkshire, is
one of the country’s last three
working pits and employs 500
miners.

The event included the lay-
ing of wreaths by relatives of men
killed at the pit, which is now oper-
ated by UK Coal. Kellingley was
sunk between 1958 and 1965 and
three men were Killed during its
development.

A further 14 have been killed
since it began producing coal
in 1965, including three deaths
since 2008 - one of them last year.
Miners in their pit gear were among
those who gathered to honour the
dead.

Kellingley’s National Union
of Mineworkers secretary Keith
Poulson spoke movingly to the
assembly about the men who had
been killed, the most recent of
whom had been popular comrades
of men working at the pit.

Mr Poulson attacked the gov-
ernment for its attempts to wreck
health and safety provision in
British workplaces, with 35 percent
cuts in the funding of the Health
and Safety Executive, and Vince
Cable’s review of health and safety
legislation.

“Vince Cable’s review points
to one thing - trouble,” he said.
Among those laying wreaths were
Betty Cook, Glyn Cook and Anne
Scargill.

Betty and Ms Scargill were
founders of Women Against Pit
Closures movement during the epic
1984-5 miners’ strike against pit
closures. Common wisdom has it
that the strike would have ended

months earlier than it did - almost
a year after it began - had it not
been for the mobilisation of women
across the coalfields.

Betty’s son Donny, Glyn’s
brother, was killed in a roof fall in
September 2008.

Donny’s death inspired the
miners and their families to cre-
ate the memorial to all the dead.
The bronze sculpture of a miner
with a pick-axe kneeling at the pit
face, created by sculptor Graham
Ibbeson, was created at the pithead
two years later.

Tragically two more men died
before it was inaugurated.

The recent deaths led to the
union and UK Coal initiating a
Critical Safety Review. Injuries at
the pit have since been reduced by
66 percent.

Morning Star @
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Chicago teachers
educate the nation

It was nine days that shook
Chicago — and the nation. Twenty-
five thousand public school
teachers, guidance counsellors,
speech-language pathologists,
social workers, nurses and other
professionals, members of Chicago
Teachers Union Local 1, stood up
and said with one voice, “Enough!”

Left with no other choice by an
intransigent Board of Education and a
politically ambitious mayor, teachers
took to the picket line, declaring that
the strike was for the kids, the profes-
sion and public education everywhere.
This was a strike that changed the city.

This red sea
would not be parted

For those nine days, the city went
red, symbolising solidarity with the
union. Mass protests felt like festivals
with clever, and often funny signs
(Rahm likes Nickelback), musicians
— teachers and high school marching
bands — playing drums, brass and
woodwinds through the streets of
downtown Chicago, chants and sing-
ing, passionate speeches describing
the corporate-created problems in
detail — and offering realistic alterna-
tives, generations marching together
from Kids in strollers to elders with
canes or in wheelchairs, banners from
other unions, community organisa-
tions, parent and student groups
waving to show solidarity.

This was a red sea would not be
parted.

Picket lines were spirited with
parents, students and neighbours
stopping by, offering home-baked
cookies, picking up a sign for a while
and cheering at each of the numerous
honks and waves from passing cars,
trucks and buses.

The famed Chicago “EI” would
fill up with red-shirted supporters
and strikers on their way to a mass
demonstration. “Are you a teacher?

Where?” would be some of the many
conversation-starters.

From YouTube videos of “When
there’s a contract, then call us maybe”
and other clever creations to tweets
with #custrike, social media helped
create a movement.

It’s not about
the money

This was not about the money,
the teachers said, but about work-
ing conditions. The teachers refused
to be reduced to a standardised test
number and they refused to let their
students be reduced to that same
number. Following the corporate game
plan, Mayor Rahm Emanuel and his
appointed school board demanded
job evaluations be pinned to students’
standardised test scores, a dubious
method for determining student
progress and learning.

The teacher’s response: Education
is about learning, not “teaching to
the test!”

Teachers refused to be held
hostage to the unrelenting school
closings and so-called turnarounds,
both nothing more than giveaways to
charter school operators, often aiming
for nothing more than profits.

School closings have not only
caused mass layoffs and great
hardship for teachers, but have
thrown families and communities
into turmoil, leaving kids in dan-
ger as they are forced into distant
neighbourhoods.

Newer, lower-paid teachers
replace higher-paid, more experienced
ones. Left without support, newer
teachers get burned out, leave and
the revolving door continues, leaving
insecurity and instability in its wake.

The union members, not satisfied
with this direction in which the mayor
was taking the schools, forged another
vision for public education. Instead of
a longer school day, forced through

without much thought — or resources
— the teachers said let’s have enrich-
ment classes, music, art, dance, and
world languages, instead of test prep,
test prep, and more test prep.

Starving
public education

Most Chicago public schools
have no music and art programs. One
hundred sixty are without libraries.
Air conditioning is not the norm.
Two hundred and five social workers
have to service 675 schools. These
are examples of the working — and
learning — conditions that the teachers
fought to change.

But the union didn’t stop there.
Class size — while by law not a con-
tract issue — became an issue in the
strike. Stories of more than 40 kids
to a class came pouring out. Even
the mayor said 55 in a class could
happen — although he doesn’t send
his kids to a school with 55 kids in a
classroom. Not even close, try more
than half of that.

40,000 young Africans
trained In Cuba

Roberto Salomon

HAVANA: Close to 40,000 young
Africans have studied various
specialties in Cuba, a country
which collaborates with 50 nations
on this continent, Kenia Serrano,
president of the Cuban Friendship
Institute (ICAP) informed Prensa
Latina. She also emphasised the
importance of the 4th African
Solidarity with Cuba Conference,
which takes place in Ethiopia,
September 21-23.

Organisations from 28 countries
— including Cuba and Ethiopia —
and invitees from the region have
confirmed their attendance, with
emphasis on the participation of
graduates from Cuban educational
institutions.

Serrano noted that 8,000-plus
Ethiopians were trained in Cuba
and are now integrated in the eco-
nomic and social life of their coun-
try, in the health, agricultural and
sports sectors, among others.

There are more than 1,100
friendship associations with Cuba
worldwide, of which a large number
are African, given the country’s

strong links in terms of roots and
nationality, she confirmed.

Africa is a very important conti-
nent and part of the forum’s work is
to learn about the Ethiopian experi-
ence and diversify cooperation.

The ICAP president stressed
that, since the early years of the
Revolution, the leader of the
Cuban Revolution Fidel Castro
has been the principal inspirer of
friendship and solidarity, together
with President Raul Castro and
the legendary Argentine-Cuban
Comandante Che Guevara.

Serrano expressed the value
of African nations’ support for the
struggle against the US blockade
of Cuba, which comes both from
governments and civil society,
particularly within the UN General
Assembly.

In her opinion, it is in these
meetings, first in South Africa, then
in Ghana, moving on to Angola and
now in Ethiopia, that the solidar-
ity with Cuba movement is best
expressed.

She recalled that this year
marks the 49th anniversary of
Cuban internationalist cooperation

with other nations, which began
with the first medical brigade’s
presence in Algeria in 1963.

Cuba currently has cooperative
relations with 51 of the 54 countries
on the African continent. According
to official sources, projects under-
way are mainly focused on public
health, with a highly positive
impact on indicators in the field
and attention directed to the most
needy population sectors in receptor
countries.

Work is also underway to estab-
lish cooperation agreements with
African regional and sub-regional
agencies, as a way of complement-
ing bilateral collaboration, as well
as the support of third countries or
international agencies for projects
on the continent through triangular
cooperation.

Finally, Serrano stated that
African participants in the 4th
Conference will reiterate their
condemnation of the blockade and
demand the liberation of the five
Cuban anti-terrorists imprisoned in
the United States since 1998.
Granma @

It was the teachers’ union — with
a powerful, united voice — that finally
got through to the media that there are
larger factors at work in the short-
coming of public education. Poverty,
racism and discrimination, violence,
and the ensuing greater needs that
come from these issues, are at work
and must be addressed. Something on
which the corporate reform agenda is
entirely silent.

The union’s fight for a holistic
approach to public education, one
that would benefit all students and
all schools won the overwhelming
support among working-class parents
with children in CPS, especially Black
and Latino parents whose kids make
up the majority of public school
students.

Emanuel’s choice

Emanuel said the strike was one
“of choice” by the teachers. But
Chicagoans didn’t buy it. A majority
supported the strike, and most put
the blame squarely on the mayor.
Well they should. Perhaps it was
using the “f-bomb” at a meeting with
the union’s indomitable president,
Karen Lewis, or perhaps it was lob-
bying with the notorious anti-teacher

&

T aod thair stn{liin.

group Stand [on] Children to pass an
anti-union law, or perhaps it was the
bullying and blustering around the
longer school day that convinced
Chicagoans that the mayor had made
a choice — his way or the highway.
His way was the one of chaos and
corporate reform. The teachers were
forced to take the “high way” and
fight for the common good.

Teachers were happy to end the
strike after winning a number of
concessions. After the strike, teachers
— and their union leadership — have
been hailed as heroines and heroes.
Rightly so. At one high school, the
first day back from the strike, teach-
ers marched in together as students
cheered. (Make that into a movie,
Superman-waiting folks!)

The Chicago teachers’ strike of
2012 changed the national conversa-
tion on public education. Nothing will
be the same again. Like Wisconsin,
Ohio, Occupy Wall Street or justice
for Trayvon Martin, the mass struggle
has influenced the nation. Its implica-
tions reach beyond Chicago, some-
thing of which the US Department
of Education and its secretary, former
Chicago school boss Arne Duncan,
are sure to be taking heed.
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Greed fuels
urban spread

The Victorian government’s
proposed planning changes to the
Green Wedge will adversely affect
the region, spreading the urban
growth problems further into the
rural areas. These policies and atti-
tudes are the same old, flawed and
increasingly unsustainable ways
of solving development dilemmas.
These proposals will be good for
a few developers, but not for the
communities or the environment
of the outer fringe suburbs.

The liveability of Melbourne is
intimately connected to the environ-
mental health and protection of the
region’s green spaces, forests, grass-
lands, rivers, creeks, wetlands and
farms. The Green Wedges forests and
water sources filter the water and air
providing the city with its fresh, clean
water and air to drink and breathe.

The region also supplies healthy,
unpolluted vegetables, fruits, wine,
cheese, eggs, meat, honey and other
food to Melbourne. As well as provid-
ing for the wellbeing of the people
of Melbourne through a multitude of
recreational activities in its mountain
forests, rivers, country towns, parks
and gardens. The region’s wild places
are also vital habitat for a variety of
species of wildlife, including various
threatened animals that need protec-
tion. The presence of this diversity
of wildlife provides valuable contact
between humans and wild animals.
It is very important that the peo-
ple of Melbourne remind the state’s
politicians clearly and strongly that
we must conserve what’s left of our
precious and unique natural envi-
ronment around Melbourne. It is an
irreplaceable asset to the city and the
region and worthy of our protection.
Steven Katsineris
Vic

Movement against
US forces in Australia

Peace groups around Australia
are gearing up to resist the threat
from the presence of US Marines
on Australian territory. The
United Nations International Day
of Peace (September 21), is the
appropriate day to raise the issue

of the US military presence on our
sovereign soil. We see the presence
of US forces here as a threat to
the nation’s security, making us a
target for any party with a griev-
ance against the US.

What is more, as part of this
process, our pristine wilderness of
jungles, savannah woodland and the
Great Barrier Reef may be put at the
disposal of the US military through
more extensive military exercises.

In fact all of Australia has been
laid open to US military interests.

Groups from all states came
together as a national network under
the banner of the Independent and
Peaceful Australia Network. The
network was launched on September
21, the United Nations’ International
Day of Peace.

From our perspective, inviting US
military forces to maintain a lasting
presence in Australia is tantamount
to encouraging the US to further its
own economic, strategic and political
interests through its military might.
This is against the long-term interests
of an independent Australian people.

US military posturing, whether
through containment or adventurism,
is a handicap to our relationships
with trading partners, costing us in
financial, social and environmental
terms. We do not need to jeopardise
our future for the benefit of the US.
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As a decision with the potential
to significantly affect our country’s
security, public scrutiny should have
been part of the decision-making
process.

But the decision was effectively
rammed down the throats of the
Australian people, despite it being
indigestible for the bulk of us.

As a consequence a great many
citizens now have a sense of having
been presented with a fait accompli
and of being denied their rightful
opportunity to influence the course
of events.

We ask why this issue has never
been put to the community, through
their representatives in the parliament.

The Prime Minister appears to
be unwilling to answer some very
reasonable questions about the mat-
ter that we have put to her. We wrote
to her in April but have received no
acknowledgement.

We ask why this is happening. We
ask all Australians to consider who
really stands to benefit.

Nick Deane
Independent and Peaceful
Australian Network
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Terrorists and
the corporate
media

The pundits who are in charge of the US
empire’s many and varied wars in this 21st
century have given a new — and almost
contradictory — meaning to the old adage
“The pen is mightier than the sword”. They
have added the pen to their arsenal, joined
it to the sword, you might say, to make their
warfare even harder to resist.

They can do this only because they have at
their disposal the highly potent weapon called
“the corporate-controlled mass media”. They
long ago recognised the truth of another popular
adage: “You can fool some of the people all the
time but you can never fool all the people all the
time.” Early in the last century they discovered
the handy truth that you don’t need to fool all
the people all the time. You only need to fool a
significant number at any given time. The rest
don’t matter.

In fact, leaving a relative few “unfooled”
is a useful tool in itself: it allows the lying,
uncaring, ignorance-peddling corporate mass
media to pose as “free” since its capitalist bosses
tolerate “rival” media and alternative views — if
you know where to look for them.

As long as corporate mouthpieces dominate
the corporate mass media, the minority media
can be left to say whatever it likes: it will be
drowned out by the corporate media’s co-
ordinated, orchestrated tumult, all relentlessly
plugging the same line and thereby apparently
confirming its truth.

Imperialism, whether British, French,
Belgian, US or any other, has long used the
concept of “divide and rule” to thwart the peo-
ple’s aspirations for freedom and their natural
tendency to unite in a common cause. Whether
it was the Indian independence struggle or that
of the people of the Belgian Congo, the struggle
of the people of Ethiopia or of Rhodesia, one

Rob Gow

way or another imperialism would find a way
to split, divide, delay or divert that struggle to
keep its profits rolling in.

And in every case, the corporate mass media
would malign the victims of imperialism, not
the imperialists.

When the Afghan revolution tossed the
country’s venal king out on his ear, US impe-
rialism backed the feudal beys as they fought
to protect their privileges. When the USSR
intervened to help the Afghan people against
these reactionary throwbacks to feudalism, the
USA sought out religious fanatics to launch a
“holy war” against the Soviets. Al-Qaeda was
created and armed by the US.

And for all its tough talk about “the war on
terrorism”, the US is still arming and helping to
create organisations of terrorist religious funda-
mentalists, for use against perceived opponents
of US policy. Tony Cartalucci, in a September
12, 2012, article for Global Research, suggested
the offensive film from California that was used
to provoke riots in many countries including
Australia, was in fact “a false pretence for
violence long-planned”.

The film, he noted, resembled the type of
anti-Muslim propaganda produced by the US
think-tank the Clarion Fund, a source of “neo-
conservative” agitation. “The Clarion Fund
regularly produces anti-Muslim propaganda ...
specifically to maintain a strategy of tension
using fear and anger to drive a wedge between
Western civilization and Islam to promote per-
petual global wars of profit.”

To overthrow Libya’s leader Gaddafi and to
seize the country’s oil, the US used a murderous
NATO bombing campaign that killed thousands,
and armed terrorist gangs in the guise of “pro-
democracy fighters”. US Senator John McCain
came out and supported the terrorists: “I have
met with these brave fighters, and they are not
Al-Qaeda. To the contrary: They are Libyan
patriots who want to liberate their nation. We
should help them do it.” Unfortunately for
McCain’s credibility, the US Army’s own reports
state that Benghazi’s terror brigades officially
merged with Al-Qaeda in 2007.

When the US invaded Iraq, it produced a
united Sunni-Shi’ia resistance to the US troops
riding rough shod over their country. The US
response was again to send in religious fanatics
to wage terror war against the united resistance
in both Iraq and Afghanistan. These foreign
fighters fuelled a destructive and divisive sectar-
ian war that undermined any united resistance.

A disproportionately high percentage of
these terrorist fighters are volunteers from Libya,
members of the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group
(LIFG) who played a major role in overthrowing
the secular government of Gaddafi. The LIFG
is linked directly to Al-Qaeda according to West
Point Reports and is listed to this day by the
US State Department, the UK Home Office and
the UN as a “foreign terrorist organisation.”

Cartalucci makes the point that “Despite a

mainstream
media
at work

concerted effort by Western media houses to
portray Libya as in the hands of progressive
democratic secularists, the country was inten-
tionally handed over [by NATO] to extremists
to serve as a base of militancy to destabilise
and destroy targets of Western interest around
the word....

“These same terrorists are now not only the
defacto rulers of much of Libya, but are lead-
ing death squads in Syria and arming militants
in Mali.”

Even Reuters news-agency, in its coverage
of the fighting in Syria, concedes that the ongo-
ing battle has nothing to do with democracy, but
instead is purely a sectarian campaign aimed at
“pushing out” Syria’s minorities, perceived to be
“oppressing Sunni Muslims.” This, of course,
is not a serious claim: it is a propaganda ploy
designed to facilitate US intervention.

Cartalucci again: “With Libya’s ‘demo-
cratic progress’ exposed as only tenuously
covering up NATO’s creation of a nation-wide
safe haven for Al-Qaeda terrorists to subse-
quently be deployed against the West’s political
enemies across the Arab World and beyond, it
will be even more difficult, if not impossible
to continue promoting this same “change” in
Syria. Libya, through direct action of NATO,
has been overrun by terrorists. Syria’s govern-
ment is desperately trying to prevent its people
from being likewise overrun. And even as the
US buries its own ambassador, killed by terror
brigades it itself armed and thrust into power
through covert and direct military intervention,
in a nation now wrecked by sectarian and tribal
infighting, it insists on replicating its ‘success’
in Syria.” &



The Guardian
September 26 2012

Worth Watching 11
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Rob Gowland
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ABC & SBS

Public Television

Sunday 30 September -
Saturday 6 October

Satu rday last week saw the start
of two admirable new series:
Ken Burns’ latest documentary series,
the five-part Prohibition (Saturdays
SBS ONE at 8.30pm), and the
extraordinarily well-filmed drama
series, Boardwalk Empire. In a shrewd
piece of programming, Prohibition is
being screened immediately preceding
the drama series Boardwalk Empire,
which is set during Prohibition, giv-
ing the drama series some invaluable
context. Well done, SBS!

The Ken Burns documentary
series is in his now familiar style and
well up to the standard he set with
his earlier series, on baseball, the
Civil War, the National Parks, etc.
Relevant historical quotes are read by
a wide range of actors, each of whom
identifies the person being quoted by
name at the end of the quote. It is a
method that has become so successful
it has now spread to other American
documentary film makers.

This is an informed and informa-
tive series, thoughtful and not at all
sensational, showing the role of reli-
gion as well as politics and business
in bringing about the social disaster
of Prohibition. If nothing else, the
first episode tells you the curious
origin of the word “teetotal”. Like
all Burns’ work, Prohibition is well
worth watching.

Saturday September 29 will

also see the telecast here

of the first double episode of the
big-budget drama series Boardwalk
Empire (SBS ONE Saturdays at
9.30pm and 10.30pm) from US cable
channel HBO about the growth of
organised crime during Prohibition in
the USA. Based on part of the non-
fiction book Boardwalk Empire: The
Birth, High Times and Corruption
of Atlantic City by Nelson Johnson,
this outstanding series is shot, acted,
scored and edited like a feature movie,
and because each season is spread
over 12 episodes, the scriptwriter
(Emmy award winner Terence Winter)
has time to develop both plot and
character.

The first episode, effectively the
pilot, had a budget of $US18 million,
and it shows, in the meticulous atten-
tion to detail in the costuming, the
large ensemble of character actors,
and the enlisting of people like Oscar-
winning director Martin Scorsese to
direct the first episode and oversee the
“look” of the whole series.

With a lengthy strip of coastline at
its doorstep, Atlantic City — already a
playground for pleasure seekers — was
also rife with gambling, prostitution,
and other forms of profitable vice,
together with the corruption that
always accompanies large amounts of
“black” money. In every way it was
ideally placed to become a hub for the
illegal importation and distribution of
booze once it became illegal to make
or sell it in the USA.

Johnson’s book is non-fiction, but
although many real historical figures
are characters in the story, the series
uses so many fictionalised incidents,
conversations, etc for dramatic effect
that some (‘though not all by any
means) have had their names changed,
presumably for legal reasons. Thus,
lead actor Steve Buscemi plays a
character named Enoch “Nucky”
Thompson, the corrupt treasurer of
Atlantic County and its most powerful
political figure. His character is based
on the real treasurer Enoch L Johnson.

Other historical personages who

Steve Buscemi plays Enoch “Nucky” Thompson, the corrupt treasurer of Atlantic County and its most powerful political
figure — Boardwalk Empire (SBS ONE Saturdays at 9.30pm and 10.30pm).

appear without their names being
changed include Arnold Rothstein
(played by Michael Stuhlbarg) — the
powerful New York kingpin of the
Jewish mafia at the time, Al Capone
(played by Stephen Graham) — at this
time a violent Italian-American low-
level Chicago gangster with ambitions
of entering the bootlegging trade,
Charles “Lucky” Luciano (played by
Vincent Piazza) — a Sicilian-American
New York gangster and at this time
an associate of Rothstein, and Albert
“Chalky” White (actor Michael
Kenneth Williams) — a powerful black
gangster in Atlantic City.

Two whose names have been
changed are Mieczyslaw “Mickey
Doyle” Kuzik (played by Paul
Sparks), based on real life Atlantic
City bootlegger Mickey Duffy, and
Commodore Louis Kaestner (played
by Dabney Coleman), Nucky’s mentor
and predecessor in Atlantic City. He is
based on German American hotelier
and Atlantic City political figure Louis
Kuehnle. Although set in Atlantic
City New Jersey, the series was shot
in New York. Atlantic City’s famous
Boardwalk, which gives the series its

name, was reproduced (or, at least,
91 metres of it was) in an empty lot
in Brooklyn.

The scriptwriter for the series,
Terence Winter, was the writer for the
highly regarded series The Sopranos.
Hired to adapt the non-fiction book
Boardwalk Empire on June 4, 2008.
Winter restricted his adaptation
of Johnson’s book to the *“corrup-
tion” part, the section dealing with
Prohibition.

Martin Scorsese had not directed
anything for television since 1986,
but said he had been tempted over
the years to be involved with HBO
because of the network’s support of
“long-form” television productions
and their development of character
and plot. “A number of the episodes,
in so many of their series, they’re
thoughtful, intelligent [and] brilliantly
put together .... It’s a new opportunity
for storytelling. It’s very different
from television of the past,” he said.

The soundtrack for the series
won a Grammy Award for Best
Compilation Soundtrack for Visual
Media. No original music score
was composed for the series: all the

music used is made up of authentic
musical compositions or recordings
of the period.

The series was acclaimed by crit-
ics in the USA. The American Film
Institute named Boardwalk Empire
one of the ten “best television pro-
grams of the year”, while Variety’s
Brian Lowry praised the show for
returning network HBO to top form,
saying “This is, quite simply, televi-
sion at its finest.” In 2011, Boardwalk
Empire won a Writers Guild of
America Award for Best Writing in a
New Series. In addition, the show won
a Golden Globe for best Dramatic
Series, Buscemi won Best Actor in
a Dramatic Series and the cast won
the Screen Actor’s Guild Award for
Best Ensemble in a Drama Series,
while Steve Buscemi won the Screen
Actor’s Guild Award for Outstanding
Performance by a Male Actor in a
Drama Series and Martin Scorsese
won the Directors Guild Award for
Outstanding Directorial Achievement
in a Dramatic Series.

Stylistically at least it is certainly
a cut above the average television
fare. &
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What would legalisation

of drugs look like?

Heroin in every lunchbox? Not quite. Medic Max Rendall answers your questions ...

Why do you believe that legalisation
might improve the current situation?

There is only one reason, and it is technical.
At present the market in illegal drugs is run,
worldwide, by criminals. They make unimagi-
nable sums of money, but they have no inter-
est in the strength or purity of their drugs, nor
the safety of the users. There would be great
advantages if the market were to be taken over
by national governments, who could set the
rules for its operation and regulate it in any way
which seemed desirable. But legalisation is a
necessary prerequisite for a regulated market.

There is also evidence that a legal market
would tend to move away from the most extreme
forms of drug taking towards something more
reflective. Evidence from Portugal, where all
drugs were decriminalised over 10 years ago,
suggests safer behaviour (fewer fatal overdoses
and cases of HIV), when the law is not breathing
down your neck so heavily.

As a medical doctor, aren’t you worried
that legalisation would lead to an increase in
the use of dangerous addictive drugs?

No. Dangerous hard drugs would be much
more difficult to obtain than from the existing
street black market. Legalisation would make
the subject of drugs much more open. It would
remove some of the taboos and the excitement
of indulging in an illegal and rebellious activ-
ity, which some find irresistible — drugs would
become less cool. Perhaps even those with real
problems would get the help they need quickly,
and treatment could be greatly extended from
the huge savings in the police, customs and
criminal justice system.

How would children and youth be
protected?

It would be illegal to sell any drug to anyone
under the designated age, perhaps 18. Anyone
caught doing so would lose their licence to
sell drugs, and with it a sizeable slice of their
business; they might go to prison. It would not
be worth the risk.

Once legalised, how would you regulate
or control drugs?

Drugs would only be available from certain
shops or other outlets, probably including pubs
for some drugs. These would be licensed by
the regulatory authority, and the licence holder
would have to have some special training, so
that they could give knowledgeable advice and
recognise potential trouble.

Drugs would be divided into perhaps five
categories, depending on the possible harm
they could cause. At one end, small quantities

of codeine tablets could be bought with no
restrictions from a licensed chemist (as now). At
the other end of the spectrum, heroin and crack
cocaine would only be available on a doctor’s
prescription, or possibly from special “consump-
tion rooms” where they could be used safely
but not taken away. In between, restrictions
could be placed on total quantities available,
and when and where they had to be picked up.
Drugs would never be sold to someone who was
“stoned”, and there would be restrictions on use
in public places. Details would be fine-tuned
in the light of experience, perhaps obtained by
running pilot projects.

Drugs would be available from certain shops
or other outlets. They would be licensed.

This would have many advantages. Quality,
strength, purity, sterility and labelling could
all be vigorously controlled, and hence safety
enhanced. Prices would fall because illegal
goods sold by criminals are always expensive.
The government could set the national prices
at which drugs would be sold, which would
include tax and the cost of the inspectorate
service. Since the government would be the
only seller it could maintain an absolute ban
on any advertising or other attempts to promote
drugs. It would obtain supplies from commercial
suppliers after a competitive tendering process.

sex unions and same sex marriage.

MARIELA CASTRO in SYDNEY

Sexual, gender and women’s rights in CUBA today

6:15pm to 8:30pm Tuesday, October 16
Eastern Avenue Auditorium, University of Sydney

Mariela Castro Espin, director of Cuba’s National Centre for Sex Education (CENESEX), will give a public lecture on
sexual, gender and women'’s rights in Cuba today. A well-known activist for LGBT rights and a strong defender of Cuba’s
socialist system, Mariela will be visiting Australia in October 2012 as an invited guest of the Australian Government,

to participate in two sexual health conferences to be held in Melbourne. In addition to delivering a guest lecture at

the University of Sydney, she will also travel to Canberra. The daughter of Cuban President Radl Castro and the late
Vilma Espin, founder of the Federation of Cuban Women (which set up CENESEX), Mariela has led campaigns against
homophobia and for the acceptance of homosexuality, bisexuality, trans-vestism, and trans-sexualism. She helped push
through a 2008 law which gives transgendered persons access to free sex change operations and campaigns for same

Because prices would be lower than now, there
would be less acquisitive crime committed to
pay for drugs.

Rather than legalise yet more addictive
and mind-altering substances, wouldn’t it be
better to aim to change attitudes?

If only it were that simple. Responsible
parents — and that is most of them — have always
been aware of the dangers and difficulties of
growing up, and have tried to steer their children
clear of drugs. But drugs have become a normal
part of growing up in today’s society. Some sort
of experience of drugs, often fleeting, is a rite
of passage for teenagers today. And we must
accept that most occasional recreational use of
drugs is harmless, certainly much less damaging
than the drinking and smoking of their parents
and grandparents.

Aren’t compulsive drug users deluded
by the substances they take, and don’t law
makers have a duty of care to protect people
from themselves?

Some drug takers do become obsessed, at
least for a time, and so behave foolishly or dan-
gerously. But most do not. The idea of protecting
someone from “themselves” is a slippery slope
which can soon erode hard-won freedoms. Such
behaviour has to be extreme before intervention
could be justified.

Does legalisation imply a privatised free
market in drugs?

Certainly not. Access to drugs would be
more difficult under the legalisation proposals
than it is now. There would be fewer drugs
around.

Wouldn’t hard drugs become cheap?

They would certainly become cheaper,
though this would be mitigated by the addi-
tion of tax. But it would be more difficult to
get access to hard drugs than it now is — you
would have to get a prescription, or find some
illegal source.

Aren’t there any drugs that should just
be illegal for health or social reasons? What
about crack cocaine, for example?

There is a good case for banning most drugs,
but that is the position now, and proscribing a
drug, if anything, makes it more attractive to
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some. Unless all drugs were available from a
legal market, those which were not available
would, once again, be supplied by the criminal
and uncontrolled black market.

Wouldn’t there still be a “black” or illegal
market, controlled by criminal elements, in
spite of legalisation?

There almost certainly would be, but what
would matter would be the relative prices, and
how big the illegal market is. Illegal drugs would
obviously be more expensive than on the legal
market, but there would be a few who would
wish to pay a premium for a variety of reasons.
It is unlikely that there would be much money
to be made, and the market is likely to be small.
For that reason, cheaper and legally obtained
drugs would dominate.

Is there anywhere that legalisation has
been tried successfully?

No, it has never been tried.

Would legalisation happen everywhere,
overnight? How do you envisage it would
be done?

In an ideal world, yes. There would have to
be strong leadership from the United Nations,
with suitable lead-up times, and commitment
by the majority of nations of the world. But
there would be non-compliers. However, if it
started to be obvious that there were benefits,
it is likely that the policy would quickly gain
acceptance. But nobody should ever think that
any policy will solve all the problems of drugs
and drug-taking, and few believe that legalisa-
tion is just around the corner.

Where can | find out more?

A drug policy charity called Transform
(tdpf.org.uk) has done a lot of good work looking at
how legalisation might work. Of especial inter-
est and relevance is “After the War on Drugs:
Blueprint for Regulation” and “A Comparison
of the Cost-effectiveness of the Prohibition and
Regulation of Drugs”.

Max Rendall is the author of Legalise:
the only way to combat drugs (Stacey
International, London, 2011).
Stacey-international.co.uk
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