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Traffi c was brought to a halt and 
one of Sydney’s main arterial 
routes out of the city closed last 
Tuesday (November 27) morning 
as the cabin of a crane on a Lend 
Lease construction site at the 
University of Technology Sydney 
(UTS) burst into fl ames. As the 
crane heated up, the cables gave 
way and the arm of the crane (jib) 
came crashing down. No lives were 
lost and no one was injured, thanks 
to the courageous actions of the 
crane driver. The incident raises 
serious questions about workplace 
safety and is a reminder of the 
importance of trade unions.

When the cabin of the crane 
caught fi re, Glen, the driver, attempted 
to put it out but it needed more than a 
fi re extinguisher. According to reports 
from the scene, fl ames rose 60 metres 
high. Glen remained in the small, 
intensely hot cabin and swung the 
crane around over form work before 
climbing down.

The jib itself was 70 metres long 
and weighed around one tonne. It 
could have taken the lives of hundreds 
of workers, students or motorists and 
passers by in the busy street, depend-
ing on which direction it fell.

“The crane driver showed remark-
able courage in ensuring as far as 
he could that the jib did not come 
down over the street or over work-
ers. So he really did put the safety of 
the site fi rst,” state president of the 
Construction Division of the CFMEU, 
Rita Mallia told The Guardian.

Further the Union delegates on 
site worked with the dogman and 
others to evacuate the site. It is under-
stood there were some issues over 
whether or not to allow evacuation 
but in the end project management 
worked with them to clear the site to 
prevent any deaths or injury.

“The crane driver, the dogman 
and the union delegate on the site – 
we consider them heroes. They did 
save lives on that day and we are pro-
posing to give them a bravery award 
from the union for their efforts,” Ms 
Mallia said.

“They really did put the safety 
of the workers on site and the public 
fi rst before themselves.”

A few weeks ago, there was a 
four-day stoppage over maintenance 
and safety issues. There had been 
problems with the crane. Workers 
below it had complained about 
hydraulic fl uid dripping down on 
them.

At this stage it is not clear if that 
is part of the problem. “There were 
still ongoing concerns over the man-
agement of crane safety on that job,” 
Ms Mallia noted.

“As a result of this incident we 
are pushing very hard for improve-
ments in pre-erection crane clearance 
and maintenance checks. We want to 
see a system in which cranes prior to 
their erection are cleared and properly 
assessed as being fi t for their purpose. 
We also want more robust assessment 
of cranes as they are being used to 
ensure they are being properly main-
tained and that all that could possibly 
go wrong does not go wrong.

“We think that there is room for 
a lot of improvement in crane main-
tenance and ensuring the condition of 
these cranes before they are even put 
up on a building site.”

The cause of the fi re is under 
investigation and WorkCover is hold-
ing a meeting with relevant parties 
this week. The crane was removed 
over the weekend to enable work 
to resume this week. It is not clear 
whether it is due to negligence by 
Lend Lease, or the fault of the owner 
it is leased from or the manufacturer.

The fi re comes under new state 
legislation that had been drafted by 

Labor and made even weaker by the 
Liberal-led O’Farrell government. 
The new Act reverses onus of proof, 
removes the old regime of strict liabil-
ity where it was up to the employer to 
prove they had not breached the Act.

Now the prosecutor has to show 
they did not do what was reason-
ably practical, which makes it more 
diffi cult to obtain decisions against 
employers.

There are three levels of penalties 
under the Act, all of them fi nes. The 
Act does not provide for loss of build-
ing licences, to the extent they apply, 
or jail sentences for those responsible, 
even if there were loss of life.

The CFMEU has had ongoing 
issues with Lend Lease over the 
years, particularly at Barangaroo 

over asbestos and the management 
of safety issues on that site. 

“We think they have a lot of work 
to do to improve standards. A builder 
of this size should be taking the great-
est precautions and ensuring that what 
happens on their site is best practice. 
There’s been plenty of incidents,” Ms 
Mallia said.

Union role critical
The construction industry has one 

of the highest rates of fatalities and 
serious injuries in Australia. There 
have been around fi ve or six fatalities 
this year on construction sites in NSW 
alone. The last fatality was about a 
month ago in Newcastle where due to 
a load shifting on a forklift a worker 
was killed.

There have also been a signifi cant 
number of fatalities in the ACT.

“We need to increase our vigi-
lance on safety and we need a proac-
tive regulator. We need subcontractors 
and builders to recognise the legiti-
macy of the unions to be involved in 
raising and resolving safety issues 
and also at the end of the day rec-
ognising that workers need to be 
empowered to raise safety issues, and 
withdraw from unsafe situations, not 

be intimidated into not complaining 
about bad safety,” Ms Mallia said.

Many workers are very worried 
about their jobs and work under what-
ever conditions the boss metes out 
to them for fear of losing their jobs.

“We really need to get back to 
a situation where workers can feel 
confi dent, safe and protected and also 
be able to raise safety issues and have 
them acted upon.”

Workplace accidents have been 
on the rise in the industry since the 
Australian Building and Construction 
Commission (ABCC) began its 
intimidation of workers and pursuit 
of unions attempting to defend work-
ers’ rights.

Injuries and fatalities are more 
likely to occur on sites run by 
anti-union builders who feel pro-
tected by the recently rebranded, new 
ABCC, the Fair Work Building and 
Construction (the FWBC).

In September there was a near-
fatal crane accident at the new 
Children’s Hospital in Perth being 
built by multinational John Holland 
(JH). A two-tonne block fell 50 metres 
off a tower crane narrowly missing 
workers. 
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“We need subcontractors and builders to 
recognise the legitimacy of the unions to be 
involved in raising and resolving safety issues.”
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PRESS FUND
Last week Australian foreign minister Bob Carr took Israel to task 
for extending its settlements in the West Bank, in retaliation for 
UN recognition of the Palestinian people as a non-member state. 
“It complicates things enormously”, he declared sternly, wagging 
his index finger. It’s good that the government has at least (and 
at last) offered some criticism, but we don’t intend to be so polite. 
The settlement policy is a blatantly racist act of land theft and a 
crime against the Palestinian people, and that’s how we intend to 
describe it. If you agree, we’d appreciate your support by way of a 
contribution for the next edition – the last one for the year! Many 
thanks to this week’s contributors, as follows:
Mark Mannion $5, Natasha’s dinner club (Guardian tin) $59.55, 
National Organiser (Guardian tin) $28.90, “Round Figure” $21.55
This week’s total: $115 Progressive total: $11,150

Palestine’s birth certifi cate
On November 29, the United Nations General Assembly voted 

to upgrade the status of the Palestinians to that of a “non-member 
observer state”.

The overwhelming vote of 138 to nine with 41 abstentions clearly 
demonstrated the support for the upgrade in status. The move was 
strongly opposed by the United States and Israel but the only coun-
tries which joined them in the “no” vote were Canada, the Czech 
Republic (the only European country to do so), the Marshall Islands, 
Micronesia, Nauru, Palau and Panama.

 Australia abstained as did Great Britain and Germany among 
other countries.

Addressing the General Assembly, the head of the Palestinian 
Authority (PA), Mahmoud Abbas said: “Sixty-fi ve years ago on this 
day, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 181, 
which partitioned the land of historic Palestine into two states and 
became the birth certifi cate for Israel. The General Assembly is called 
upon today to issue a birth certifi cate of the reality of the State of 
Palestine.”

The change in the status allows the Palestinians to participate in 
UN General Assembly debates. It greatly improves the Palestinians’ 
chances of joining UN agencies and the International Criminal Court 
(ICC). These processes will not be automatic or guaranteed but if the 
Palestinians are allowed to sign the Rome Statute, the ICC founding 
treaty, then the ICC prosecutors will be able to investigate war crimes 
and crimes against humanity presented by the Palestinians.

This prospect decidedly worries the US secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton who was quoted as warning the Palestinians “not to even go 
there…” Israeli authorities are also worried by the prospect of being 
called into the ICC to answer for their actions on occupied territories.

The upgrading of the Palestinians’ status was joyously welcomed 
by Palestinians and many people round the world who want to see 
the end of the confl ict. However, the belligerent attitude of the Israeli 
government is not helping. Bitterly complaining about the UN move, 
the Netanyahu government is escalating the situation by taking a 
number of punitive steps.

Hours after the UN vote it announced construction of new homes 
in the occupied territories in the West Bank, the territory controlled 
by Fatah. The development, if it goes ahead, would affect the lands 
east of Jerusalem. It also withheld US$120 million worth of taxes it 
collected from Palestinians last month. The money would normally 
go to the Palestinian Authority and constitute a major portion of the 
Abbas government’s budget.

However, these punitive measures are seemingly backfi ring. Israel 
is holding elections at the end of January and Netanyahu’s prospects 
have taken a knock, after the lift in his popularity following the recent 
attack on Gaza. In a most unusual step, the former Israeli Prime 
Minister Ehud Olmert said that there was no reason to oppose the 
recognition of Palestine as a non-member, observer state and that it 
laid the foundation for negotiations on a two-state solution.

There will no doubt be different opinions expressed on the impor-
tance of the UN vote. However, as the senior Palestinian offi cial Hanan 
Ashrawi pointed out “… [the vote] constitutes a historical turning 
point and opportunity for the world to rectify a grave historical 
injustice that the Palestinians have undergone since the creation of 
the state of Israel in 1948”.

Australia was under tremendous pressure to vote against the 
Palestinians gaining observer status. Prime Minister Julia Gillard 
had previously expressed the view that support for Israel was a key 
foreign policy priority and last year overruled former foreign minister 
Kevin Rudd, directing Australia to reject Palestinian membership 
of UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientifi c and Cultural 
Organisation). When Palestine was accepted into UNESCO, the US 
retaliated by withholding its contribution to the organisation. Both 
Israel and the US were frantic in their efforts to pressure as many 
countries as possible to vote against the Palestinians. However, Ms 
Gillard was warned by her colleagues that she would face a caucus 
revolt should Australia say “no”. It is not that Ms Gillard’s colleagues 
have turned anti-Israel all of a sudden. Bob Carr is a founder of 
Labor Friends of Israel, for instance. There are divisions in the ruling 
class and the UN vote was one example of that.

Australia sat on the fence as far as the vote went. But it should 
be recognised that it was a slightly better position than the one Ms 
Gillard initially insisted upon – to be in the same boat as Israel, US, 
Canada, the Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, Panama and the Czech 
Republic and swimming against the tide.

Another Nauru 
hunger striker 
hospitalised
Jamal, a 35 year-old Ahwazi 
Iranian asylum seeker on Nauru 
has been taken from the detention 
camp to the Nauru hospital on 
Sunday morning.

Jamal has been on hunger strike 
for 28 days, and for the last few days 
has been refusing water. It is believed 
Jamal has kidney failure.

Before he left the camp, Jamal 
repeated that he was on hunger strike 
to close Nauru, and “for this I die.”

Another hunger striker, Mehdi, 
has been on hunger striker for 32 
days.

It is believed that Omid, who is 
now in a Brisbane hospital after being 
evacuated from Nauru, also remains 
on hunger strike for his 52nd day.

There are around 25 asylum 
seekers on hunger strike on Nauru, 
after another fi ve began a hunger 
strike following Omid’s transfer to 
the Brisbane hospital. And there 
have been several more incidents of 
self-harm.

The 170-odd non-Sri Lankan 
asylum seekers are also maintain-
ing their boycott of entry interviews 
which are falsely being portrayed as 
the beginning of refugee processing 
on Nauru.

“The desperate conditions on 
Nauru are going from bad to worse. 
The Minister has a callous disregard 
for those he has condemned to Nauru 
and Manus Island. He is directly 
responsible for the lives of Omid and 
Jamal and the other asylum seekers 
who are hunger striking for justice,” 
said Ian Rintoul, spokesperson for the 
Refugee Action Coalition.

“Shifting Omid to Australia has 
not ended the crisis on Nauru. But 
it has shown how simple the solu-
tion could be – shift all the asylum 

seekers to Australia and let them make 
application on the mainland like the 
other 8,000 asylum seekers who have 
arrived since August 13.”

Omid, the 35 year-old Faili Kurd 
hunger striker on Nauru was put 
aboard a Carefl ight plane to be fl own 
from Nauru to Australia. Omid was 
taken by ambulance from the Nauru 
hospital to meet the Carefl ight plane 
which landed and refuelled. He was 
put on board around 5pm Sydney 
time.

Omid’s condition is not known.
“We do not know what Omid has 

been told. From the beginning of his 
hunger strike he has stated that he 
wanted Nauru closed and for himself 
and all the asylum seekers on Nauru 
to be taken to Australia and processed 
in Australia,” said Ian Rintoul.

“The hunger strikes and protests 
on Nauru became more desperate 
following Chris Bowen’s announce-
ment that asylum seekers in Australia 
who arrived after August 13 would be 
released from detention on bridging 
visas, while those on Nauru face years 
of uncertainty.

“At least another 18 people 
remain on hunger strike on Nauru, one 
of them for 30 days. There are around 
377 lives on Nauru, and around 40 
on Manus Island, that are directly 
in Chris Bowen’s hands. Howard’s 
Pacifi c Solution 1.0 collapsed under 
the weight of protests and its own 
contradictions.

“It’s time for Chris Bowen to shut 
down the Pacifi c Solution 2.0 before 
any more lives are put at risk.” 

Continued from page 1
The builder failed to cooperate 

with construction unions over the 
incident and workers took industrial 
action over fears the site was unsafe 
to return to work.

The new ABCC’s response was 
to send in inspectors during the 
workers’ assembly, take photos and 
record everything they could. JH 
made a statement saying they had 
lodged complaints with the Fair 
Work inspectorate to investigate the 
“unlawful industrial action”.

In the last day of protest 800 
workers walked from different 
sites to express their solidarity with 
the JH workers who were still off 
the job. It is the workers and their 
unions who are risking heavy fi nes 
for demanding a safe workplace, 
not JH for its failure to provide one.

More recently on Friday 
November 30, two CFMEU offi -
cials not only witnessed a major 
incident but had to help rescue a 
worker who was buried alive under 
a load of scaffolding gear that fell 
from a tower crane. The site was 
run by residential builder Gransden 
in South Perth Esplanade near the 

Perth CBD. The worker suffered 
serious injuries to his legs and 
upper body and is very lucky to 
have survived.

In another incident in the same 
week an 80-tonne mobile crane 
came into contact with a tower 
crane which again could easily 
lead to a fatally or serious injury to 
workers on the site.

A report by Work Safe Australia 
states in its summary that “On aver-
age a person is killed in WA as a 
result of a traumatic work-related 
incident every 19 days”. 

In 2011, 17 workers died in 
work accidents in WA including a 
death on the last day of the year at 
a John Holland site in the Perth city 
link project.

In 2012 workers on construc-
tion sites continue to be killed and 
with the increasing attacks on the 
trade union movement that prevent 
union organising and input on 
OH&S the risk just increases.

If this situation is to end, it 
requires the repeal of all legisla-
tion, including the abolition of 
the new ABCC, that restrict the 
rights of trade unions and workers 

to organise and to take industrial 
action.

The penalties are a farce. The 
CFMEU has paid penalties of over 
$6 million in just two years for 
actions to protect the health and 
safety of workers and their rights. 
The employers remain largely unin-
spected, any fi nes are peanuts, and 
they continue to act with impunity.

Fines do little to deter life-
threatening risk-taking, short-cuts 
and criminal negligence. The large 
builders operate on the basis of 
“affordable safety”, carrying out 
risk assessments and doing what-
ever it takes to maximise profi ts.

Until such time as offending 
companies lose their licences, are 
shut down and directors and other 
management responsible are jailed, 
the carnage will continue.

Extensive policing of work-
places to check for safety breaches 
is also required. It should not be 
forgotten that the courageous action 
of trade unionists, not the com-
pany, saved hundreds of lives last 
week. 

Unions, health and safety 
and great courage
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Bob Briton

The enormity of the task before 
the child sex abuse royal com-
mission is becoming clearer by 
the day. Decades of criminal acts 
and cover-up are not going to be 
exposed and considered quickly 
or easily. Commissioners on the 
royal commission announced by 
Prime Minister Gillard will have 
to confront thorny questions of 
the meddling power and infl uence 
of large religious organisations 
like the Catholic Church in 
modern-day Australia. Lawyers 
and insurers are moving to protect 
their clients as thousands of victims 
prepare to recount their harrowing 
experiences in the care of once-
trusted institutions.

A week set aside for public com-
ment on the proposed terms of refer-
ence has concluded. Attorney-General 
Nicola Roxon received 33 formal 
and 270 email responses. Many 
complained that the time allowed for 
submissions was too short and that the 
original terms of reference were too 
restrictive. Ms Roxon would rather the 
inquiry didn’t emphasise the exposing 
of past abuse. “Our real focus is to 
make sure that we can identify what 
is in our institutions, or our systems, 
our laws, or our public service … 
that has made it diffi cult for people to 
make complaints,” she said recently. 
“What might have made it easy for 
perpetrators to actually commit these 
offences?”

A continuing stream of media 
reports suggests that the answers to 
those questions will be relatively easy 
to fi nd in the culture of cover-up in 
the hierarchies of churches and the 
various state and federal police forces. 
The real question before the royal 
commission is not so much “what is 
it?” but “who was it?”.

For example, who authorised or 
recommended the transfer of former 
St John of God (SJOG) brother 
Bernard McGrath from church-run 
institutions in the Newcastle-Maitland 
diocese to be a teacher and dormitory 
master at the SJOG boarding school 
at Marylands near Christchurch in 
New Zealand? He also worked at 
the Hebron Trust, which is a learning 
centre for street kids.

In the Newcastle-Maitland dio-
cese McGrath was alleged to have 
repeatedly raped and molested dozens 

of young boys in his charge during 
the 1970s and ’80s. He had 252 abuse 
charges laid against him in Newcastle 
on June 27. He fi nally spent two years 
in prison in New Zealand following 
conviction in 2006 for sexually abus-
ing boys in that country.

McGrath is reported to be living 
in Sri Lanka, which has a reputation 
as a haven for paedophiles with an 
annual traffi c of prostituted children 
estimated at between 10,000 and 
12,000. Fairfax Media discovered that 
a formal request for the extradition 
of McGrath to Australia was only 
received by New Zealand authorities 
on November 15. This delay allowed 
McGrath to fl ee.

Marist brother Ross Murrin was 
treated by the Catholic Church’s 
now defunct Encompass Australasia 
program for clergy with psycho-
sexual problems. He was known to 
have abused students in Queensland 
schools during the 1970s and ’80s. It 
is claimed that the former headmaster 
of St Augustine’s boarding school in 
Cairns, Brother Gerald Burns, gave 
circus tickets to two boys as a result 
of “all the bother” caused by brother 
Murrin. Brother Burns was awarded 
the Order of Australia in 2003 for 
“services to youth welfare, particu-
larly through the development of the 
innovative services and programs of 
Marist Youth Care.”

From 1997 to 2008 Encompass 
sought to rehabilitate the clergy 
referred to it but did not meet its 
legal obligation to report acts of child 
sexual abuse to the police. A “well-
placed source” told Fairfax Media 
that several of the referred clergy 
members bragged to others of their 

exploits. “Some of these people were 
not mentally ill, in my opinion. They 
were criminals who knew exactly 
what they had done and were proud 
of their achievements,” the source 
said. “People who should have been 
in Long Bay Jail were still living in 
the community.”

The long history of cover-up is 
embarrassing for church and state 
authorities and will take a lot of 
time and care to tease out. It has 
been suggested that 6 to 10 commis-
sioners examining separate areas of 
child sex abuse could be required. 
The inquiry could take so long that 
the age of judges being considered 
could be an issue. The federal gov-
ernment will have to step delicately 
around the question of the religious 
affi liations of commissioners – the 
Constitution bans religious tests for 
public offi ce. It will also have to work 
with inquiries announced by some 
state governments and sidestep the 
lack of interest of others. It looks as 
thought the Commonwealth will have 
to foot the entire bill.

Expectations for the outcomes of 
the royal commission vary throughout 
the community. The position of the 
Communist Party was made clear in a 
recent article demanding prompt jus-
tice for the victims. “The Commission 
should be given all the staff and other 
resources it requires, the time it needs 
so that all voices can be heard. At the 
same time, it should be able to provide 
interim reports and recommendations 
for the government and other institu-
tions to act on. In particular, questions 
of compensation of victims should not 
be held up.” 

Australia

Child sex inquiry beset by 
thorny problems

Call for World 
Heritage Status 
for Parramatta 
Female Factory
The Parramatta Female Factory 
commenced in 1818 is not on the 
National Heritage List and is wor-
thy of a world heritage site status. 
This historic Governor Macquarie 
commissioned and Greenway 
designed site is the earliest female 
convict site still in existence and 
is older than all but three World 
Heritage Convict Sites in Australia. 
There were over 9,000 female 
factory women – approximately 1 
in 5 Australians. It is a part of all 
Australian’s identity, our children’s 
heritage.

This site holds the stories of the 
women, men and children – stories 
of hardship, migration, survival, 
winning against the odds and going 
on to become the mothers, teachers, 
farm workers and businesswomen 
of the nation.

Through their lives they have 
become the silent revolution as the 
mothers, sisters, aunts, grandmoth-
ers, friends that contributed to the 
change in colonial thinking to what 
we know now as Australian values, 
including: fairness, mateship, sense 
of humour, survival and making the 
most of life and opportunity. The 
stories have resonance today and 
can provide experiences that can 
spark meaningful connection and 
change for individuals.

The site is currently used for 
training, storage, offi ces, paper 
storage, client consultation, credit 
union or lies vacant. These could all 
be transferred elsewhere.

The Parramatta Female Factory 
Site needs to be protected, pre-
served, conserved, interpreted 
historically and made accessible to 
all Australians present and future 
through World Heritage Site Status.

The Parramatta Female Factory 
Site includes the Convict Female 
Factory site footprint which is the 
1818 Governor Macquarie site, 
the 1820s Governor Brisbane third 
class additions and the Governor 
Gipps courtyard and cells additions.

Conservation Priorities
This site needs to be preserved 

intact in its entirety, just as it is 
with Port Arthur and Hyde Park 
Barracks. The architecture and 
architectural elements are of critical 
historical value.

Future reuse of the Parramatta 
Female Factory site:

Future reuse as a World 
Heritage Site – national resource 
and learning centre, research, edu-
cation, museum, leisure and tourism 
activities focused on the Female 
Factories period with reference 
to the subsequent histories of the 
female factory footprint.

Get involved. Help us to bring 
the Parramatta Female Factory to 
all Australians.

Yours in community
Gay Hendriksen

President – Parramatta Female 
Factory Friends – Parramatta 
Female Factory Action Group

pmattafemalefactoryactiongroup.wordpress.com

DO YOU 
HAVE 
SOMETHING 
TO SAY?

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

Pete’s Corner
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Peter Mac

Last week a University of 
Melbourne survey revealed that 
implementation of the National 
Assessment Program – Literacy 
and Numeracy (NAPLAN) was 
affecting the health of many 
students, as evident in episodes of 
vomiting, sleeplessness, crying and 
absenteeism.

The survey, which involved 
interviews with 8,353 teachers and 
principals, found that the program 
had adverse side effects. Thirty-nine 
percent of the teachers said they held 
practice NAPLAN tests at least once a 
week for fi ve months prior to the tests, 
and seven percent held them daily. As 
a result, maths and English teaching 
tended to be narrowed down to the 
test parameters, while time spent on 
other subjects was reduced, and staff 
morale fell.

In a scathing critique of 
NAPLAN, teacher Christopher 
Bantick, who taught under a similar 
system in Thatcher’s Britain, says 
NAPLAN was originally intended to 
test students but is now being used to 
test schools, a practice he describes 
as ethically corrupt.

He notes that “usual curricular 
content is suspended once NAPLAN 
practice commences”. The narrowly-
based NAPLAN tests in effect sup-
plant maths and English exams, and 
students are forced to resort to “a kind 
of minimalist rote learning that was 
dismissed in the 1960s as a desirable 
education outcome”.

Concerning the scope of the 
tests, Barrick asks: “Why is problem-
solving not included, why is logic 
not included? Why is the ability to 
work in teams not included to meet 
a pursued goal?”

He is highly critical of the 
Australian Curriculum Assessment 

Reporting Authority (ACARA), 
which has issued a statement that 
the tests “are not something students 
can prepare for”. However, a range of 
businesses providing special advice 
on passing the tests has now sprung 
up. Barrick caustically describes 
this service as “a nice little earner 
capitalising on the anxiety of students 
and parents”.

He also observes that the most 
vocal supporters of NAPLAN “have 
little sympathy for the daily run-
ning of a classroom, nor do they 
realise how disruptive NAPLAN has 
become”.

NAPLAN fails the test
NAPLAN tests have been con-

ducted nationwide on year 3, 5, 7 
and 8 year students since 2008. The 
program has been criticised because 
it is based on competition between 
schools, rather than on providing 
equity by assisting needy schools.

Some parents use the school 
league tables which are published 
after the tests to “shop” for the best 
schools. Conservative governments 
are also likely to close down poorly-
performing schools rather than pro-
vide the assets needed to boost their 
results. 

In poorly-performing schools, 
morale of both students and teachers 
is likely to suffer, making it all the 
more diffi cult to achieve better results, 
and making NAPLAN test time all the 
more traumatic. The survey noted: 
“some students have a belief that they 
are considered dumb by the rest of the 
community.” More than 2,200 teach-
ers said they were aware of students 
who had changed schools because of 
poor NAPLAN results.

Nevertheless, some 48 percent of 
teachers, and more than 67 percent of 
principals thought that the NAPLAN 
information was useful. The survey’s 

lead researcher, Nicky Dulfer, com-
mented: “We are narrowing the 
curriculum in order to test children. 
(However) there are ways we can sup-
port literacy and numeracy learning 
without limiting children’s access to 
other subjects like music, languages 
and art”. 

The problem lies not just in the 
information, but in the way it is 
gathered and utilised, particularly the 
tendency to treat the availability of 
information as “an exploitative mar-
keting opportunity”, as Christopher 
Bantick described it.

Unfortunately, the survey’s con-
clusions have been bluntly rejected 
by Peter Garrett, federal Minister 
for School education. Seizing on 
the report’s few positive comments, 
and ignoring the criticism offered 
by its 8,353 respondents, he snorted 
defi antly: “… principals and teachers 
tell me that NAPLAN has proven a 
really valuable tool to track student 

performance and direct attention and 
resources where they are needed.”

However, the tests aren’t being 
used to track student performance, 
but rather the performance of schools, 
effectively in a “survival of the fi ttest” 
contest. Garrett also indicated that 
the tests involved nothing more than 
what was already in the curriculum. 
However, the problem is not the 
introduction of extraneous material, 
rather the narrowing down of what’s 
already in the curriculum.

Finally, Garrett declared “there is 
no reason that the teaching of other 
subjects should suffer or that students 
should feel stressed”. However, other 
subjects really are suffering and stu-
dents are feeling stressed, because 
of the way the tests are implemented 
and used. The fi rst step in dealing 
with any problem is to admit that it 
exists, Mr Minister.

An invitation to 
corruption

Parents are entitled to withdraw 
their children from the NAPLAN 
tests. When this happens ACARA 
assigns the student a mark based on 
their anticipated performance and 
their personal circumstances. This 

speculative approach weakens the 
reliability of the test results.

Moreover, since the schools 
provide the evidence for ACARA to 
assign marks for withdrawn students, 
the temptation arises for schools to 
encourage the withdrawal of poorly-
performing students from the tests, 
and to then credit the student with 
an unrealistically high anticipated 
performance level. Absent students 
don’t register a score at all, so there is 
an additional temptation for schools to 
encourage some students to be absent 
at the time of testing.

The system is therefore open to 
abuse by school authorities who want 
to maximise their NAPLAN results. 
Rumours abound that this is happen-
ing already, and the NSW government 
is arguing that it is borne out by the 
rapidly increasing rate of withdrawals 
in other states.

But the rate of withdrawals will 
probably increase even more rapidly, 
because parents are now questioning 
the worth of NAPLAN, given the 
adverse impact on the health of their 
children. If this happens in suffi cient 
numbers, the whole NAPLAN system 
may crash.

And many people would say that 
was no bad thing. 

NAPLAN proving to be 
a real headache

Decision to axe ABC 
Tasmania production 
must be reversed

SA and NT ports a NO GO 
for Toro’s WA uranium

The move to close down the ABC’s 
Hobart television production unit 
would be “grossly unjust for the 
people of Tasmania”, an Australian 
Greens statement says.

Greens communications spokes-
person Senator Scott Ludlam said 
closing the Tasmanian unit would 
“violate the spirit and the letter of 
the national broadcaster’s charter – 
which stresses the need to represent 
voices from across the nation.

“We don’t want to see 17 jobs 
disappear, and we don’t want to 
see less local content on our ABC. 
An ABC that sources its Australian 
content exclusively from two cities 
would not be a real national broad-
caster; it wouldn’t fulfi l the role the 
ABC was established to fulfi l.”

Greens leader and Senator for 

Tasmania Christine Milne said: “By 
further centralising its operations 
in Sydney and Melbourne, this 
move will deny rural and regional 
Australia its stories. Tasmania’s 
production facilities and skilled 
people are second to none. This 
decision is short sighted and must 
be reversed”.

Greens Senator for Tasmania 
Peter Whish-Wilson said the deci-
sion made “no economic or cultural 
sense.”

“We should be supporting and 
promoting smart service industries 
in Tasmania, not cutting them back. 
With the roll-out of the NBN we 
could be exporting digital produc-
tions to the world in a cost competi-
tive environment.” 

Community groups from the 
Darwin and Adelaide Ports last 
week took action against uranium 
mining company Toro Energy. 
Toro plans to establish WA’s fi rst 
uranium mine at Wiluna, north 
of Kalgoorlie, and ship dangerous 
uranium oxide (yellowcake) over 
2,000 kilometers for export via 
Port Adelaide or Darwin ports.

Bob Briton, Port Adelaide 
district resident and spokesperson 
from the Communist Party in SA 
said local people have not been 
consulted and are concerned at the 
number of environmental hazards 
being imposed on their community.

“There are plans to increase 
uranium exports out of Port 
Adelaide from 5,000 tonnes a 
year to 37,000 tonnes. The risks 
of spillage will increase and there 
is no plan to deal with such an 
event. The container terminal 
at Outer Harbour stands beside 
residential areas already suffering 
heavy truck traffi c on local roads. 
There’s no planning going on here, 
just unbridled profi t-making,” Mr 
Briton said.

The community groups have 
also expressed concerns with Toro’s 

promotion of the discredited notion 
that low-level ionising radiation is 
actually benefi cial to human health.

“We also note that Toro has 
no proven corporate experience in 
mining and understand that over 
2,000 submissions were lodged 
to the EPA raising concerns and 
opposition against their Wiluna 
proposal,” Mr Briton said.

A spokesperson from the 
Darwin based Anti-Nuclear NT 
groups Justin Tutty said, “We 
have seen accidents happen at 

our wharfs before and it is only a 
matter of time before there is one 
involving uranium. Toro’s shipping 
of yellowcake through Darwin is 
increasing that risk and we are just 
not comfortable with that.
“This is just one of many uranium 
exploration projects underway 
across the country – we want to 
send a message to Toro and other 
uranium hopefuls that Darwin port 
is closed for your business,” Tutty 
added. 
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Thank you for the opportunity 
to speak to you today regarding 
the dangers associated with coal 
seam gas (CSG) mining, not only 
in Gippsland but across Australia.

Exploration of CSG began in the 
Bowen Basin Queensland, in 1976, 
but it was not until the 1990s that 
production wells began to operate. It 
is estimated that there will be 40,000 
wells just in Queensland by 2030 and 
16.3 million tonnes of LNG/CSG will 
be exported during 2014/15.

In Victoria, CSG mining and 
exploration licences have been issued 
from the shores of Westernport Bay 
down to Wilsons Prom (not on the 
Prom) up to Warragul in the north and 
across to Sale in the East. This region 
comprises some of Australia’s highest 
food producing areas and hence local 
communities and farmers are involved 
in what a local newspaper described 
as an “uprising against CSG mining”.

You are probably aware that 
the Port of Melbourne is Australia’s 
largest shipping port. What you may 
not be aware of is that the biggest 
single exporter at this port is Murray 
Goulburn Cooperative, recognised 
as a world-class supplier of dairy 
products. On the latest figures I 
have, Gippsland produces 30% of 
Victoria’s dairy products and 25% of 
beef production. 

A key element of this question has 
to be about food security and local 
food production. Do we want to have 
to import our food over thousands of 
kilometres from places like China and 
India because our local food bowl has 
been destroyed by mining interests?

Fracking
Coal seam gas is extracted by 

the process of hydraulic fracturing or 
fracking. Fracking is not drilling: it is 
the process utilised to release gas once 
the well has been dug. This entails 
forcing enormous quantities of water, 
sand and so-called fracking fl uid down 
a borehole at extremely high pressure 
to create a series of mini earthquakes 
under the ground. Fracking fl uid is 
a complex cocktail of toxic chemi-
cals. Of the substances used in CSG 
mining, 25% are carcinogenic, 37% 
effect the endocrine (gland hormone) 
system, 52% the nervous system and 
40% the immune system. 

Health and safety 
David Shearman is a physician 

and Emeritus Professor of Medicine 
at Adelaide University. He has also 
served on the faculty of Edinburgh 
and Yale Universities. Professor 
Shearman has outlined his concerns 
on CSG. “Only a minority of the 

chemicals used in fracking have been 
assessed by the National Industrial 
Chemical Notifi cation and Assessment 
Scheme”. 

Professor Shearman goes on ... 
“My assessment is that state 

and federal regulations have been 
inadequate to deal appropriately with 
the inevitable demands of industry 
and from the need for royalties by 
the states.

“Some unassessed chemicals may 
be carcinogenic ... Studies from the 
US suggest that some contamina-
tion of water sources for human and 
agriculture use is inevitable and the 
concerns over this are evident in a 
report from the US Congress. In addi-
tion, there are reports that abandoned 
wells continue to be a health hazard”. 

Miners and polluters 
About half what goes down the 

bore hole stays underground and 
half gushes back up as contaminated 
wastewater. In theory, the wastewater 
is supposed to be directed into hold-
ing ponds for removal at a later date. 
Giant evaporation ponds more than 12 
hectares in size contain millions of 
litres of highly toxic “product water” 
– a mixture of fracking chemicals and 
toxic CSG water. In practice, spills 
happen or unscrupulous operators 
have been known to dump toxic 
wastewater directly onto paddocks or 
into local creeks and rivers. 

In July this year the NSW 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) issued fi nes to Eastern Star 
Gas (now Santos) after pollution was 
found in Bohema Creek, next to a 
CSG drilling site in the Pilliga Forest 
of northwest NSW. The pollution had 
been detected by local environmental-
ists and farmers in 2010 who paid for 
their own independent tests. At the 
time, the company denied any pol-
luted water had been released.

But the results on water samples 
from the creek were subsequently 
confi rmed by a government investi-
gation. The EPA issued Santos with 
a formal warning following high 
ammonia discharge in December last 
year. These offences are in addition to 
14 pollution incidents discovered at 
the site. Both companies were found 
to have breached their environmen-
tal protection licences. However, 
they were fi ned a paltry $3,000. The 
pathetic nature of the fi ne contrasts 
with paying a typical land holder 
between $200 and $1,500 per well 
and the company making a million 
dollars per well.

Chloe Monroe, the chief adviser 
to the National Water Commission, 
has spoken in terms of the damage to 
the water table to be fi xed in millennia 
i.e. millions of years.

The state government has tempo-
rarily banned fracking and the use of 
some chemicals used in the process 
known to be carcinogenic. This is a 
short-term measure, a holding action, 
and ignores other problems with this 
mining, such as water tables dropping, 
24-hour-per-day compression station 
activity and damage to land from 
heavy vehicles in South Gippsland, 
an area notorious for landslips.

The state government has been 
criticised given that 24 existing CSG 
licence holders were still able to 
continue exploration in Victoria as 
long as it does not involve fracking. 
Friends Of The Earth’s Cam Walker 
who has worked with us in Gippsland, 
describes it as a “partial moratorium” 
and “window dressing”. 

Fire danger
Tight gas extraction is similar to 

CSG mining and is also a problem 
for the community because it uses 
the injection of nitrogen under very 
high pressure. Tight gas exists in rock 
pores that have very low permeability. 
Fracking is still used in the process. At 
the Wombat 2 Gippsland drilling site, 
Halliburton has brought in huge bulk 
storage nitrogen trucks to achieve this 
purpose. During a test burn on this 
well, the fl are that points horizontally 
into a fi re pit jumped the fi rewall and 
set pastures alight. In Queensland 
there have been numerous examples 
of CSG infl ammable gas leaks through 
rivers and creeks. In one case, a well 
burned out of control for weeks. We 
can only speculate about the impact 
of CSG mining in such a fi re-prone 
state as Victoria.
Next week: Not just a Nimby 
issue 

Gippsland not Gasland (Part 1)
A talk given at the church by Burt Blackburne, Uniting Church member

There is an acute shortage of doctors prepared to deal with 
drug addicts and a lack of treatment programs. Drug policy 
agencies say that the situation is so critical they are urging the 
federal government to list “drug addiction” as a specifi c item 
for the Medicare rebate. They are also warning that the com-
plexity of the problem and time needed to treat those patients 
meant that doctors were increasingly staying clear of the area.

Glen, the operator of the collapsed crane on the University 
of Technology site in Sydney has been a real hero who had 
prevented the collapse of the crane onto workers or the traf-
fi c below by moving the crane boom to a safer position while 
the cabin was on fi re. WorkCover is investigating the col-
lapse which caused the evacuation of hundreds of people 
from the site and surrounding buildings. The National Tertiary 
Education Union (NTEU) called for a public inquiry into the 
cause of the crane collapse, pointing out that university staff 
and students were among those at risk. “Our union, like oth-
ers, has been concerned to learn that Lend Lease, which is 
responsible for the construction site, may have failed to pri-
oritise safety,” said Simon Wade, from the UTS NTEU branch.

The World Bank has warned that the planet is on track to warm 
by four degrees this century – and it is not good news. “Turn 
Down The Heat” is the title of the report which says that the con-
sequences of the 4 degree warming up would: see a 150 percent 
increase in ocean acidity, which will lead to the extinction of some 
sensitive coral reef ecosystems; result in sea-level rise of 0.5 to 
1 metre by 2100, with more to follow, affecting low-lying islands 
and coastal communities; lead to more extreme heat waves, 
reduced run-off into major rivers and a signifi cant decline in biodi-
versity, all resulting in disrupting the support systems of humans.

The report says that the full impact on human development is 
unknown but “it is likely that the poor will suffer most and the 
global community could become more fractured, and unequal 
than today”. The World Bank has been creating poverty for many 
countries through its capitalist policies and activities. No won-
der it does not see any prospect of humanity to organise itself 
into equal societies without exploiting the poor and the weak.

Back in the 1950s the USA had to compete with the Soviet Union 
in space exploration. The launch of the Soviet Sputnik was a 
body blow to the American establishment and as a way of boost-
ing confi dence it was planned to detonate a nuclear bomb on the 
Moon. The secret project was titled “A Study of Lunar Research 
Flights” and fortunately was never carried out. Seeing a nuclear 
fl ash on the Moon was supposed to intimidate the Soviet Union.

Setting up the Port 
Jackson Branch stall at 

the annual Glebe Street 
Fair on November 17. 
The fair was visited by 

thousands of people and 
the Branch raised nearly 

$500 and distributed 
Party literature and 

hundreds of Guardians.  
Many political 

discussions were held 
and the “Revolutionary 
Jams and Pickles” were 

as popular as ever, 
selling out by 1 pm!
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James Petras

The headline stories claim that CIA Director 
General David Petraeus resigned as head of 
the CIA because of an adulterous relation 
with his young biographer and that General 
John Allen, Supreme Commander of US 
troops in Afghanistan, was under investiga-
tion and his promotion to top commander of 
US troops in Europe was on hold, because, 
we are told, of his “inappropriate” comments 
in the exchange of e-mails with a civilian 
female friend.

We are told that a ”hard-charging” local FBI 
agent, Frederick Humphries, Jr, had uncovered 
amorous e-mails sent by General Petraeus 
to his girlfriend-biographer in the course of 
investigating a complaint of “cyber-stalking”. 
Out of concern that the General’s “adulterous 
behaviour” posed a risk to US national security, 
Florida-based FBI Agent Humphries handed the 
evidence over to one of Washington, DC’s most 
powerful Republican, Congressman Eric Cantor, 
who in turn passed them on to the Director of 
the FBI … leading to Petraeus’ resignation.

In other words, we are asked to believe that 
a single, low-ranking, zealous FBI agent has 
toppled the careers of two top US Generals: 
one in charge of the principle global intelligence 
agency, the CIA, and the other in command of 
the US and allied combat forces in the principle 
theatre of military engagement – on the basis 
of infi delity and fl irtatious banter!

Nothing could be more far-fetched simply 
on prima facie evidence.

In the sphere of tight hierarchical organisa-
tions, like the military or the CIA, where the 
activity and behaviour of subordinate functionar-
ies is centrally directed and any investigation is 
subject to authorisation by senior offi cials (most 
especially regarding prying into the private 
correspondences of the heads of the CIA and of 
strategic military operations), the idea that a lone 
agent might operate free-lance is preposterous. A 
“cowboy” agent could not simply initiate inves-
tigation into such “sensitive” targets as the head 
of the CIA and a General in an active combat 
zone without the highest level authorisation or 
a network of political operatives with a much 
bigger agenda. This has much deeper political 
implications than uncovering a banal sexual 
affair between two consenting security-cleared 
adults despite the agent’s claim that fornication 
constitutes a threat to the United States.

Clearly we are in deep waters here. This 
involves political intrigue at the highest level 
and has profound national security implica-
tions, involving the directorship of the CIA 
and clandestine operations, intelligence reports, 
multi-billion dollar expenditures and US efforts 
to stabilise client regimes and destabilise target 
regimes. CIA intelligence reports identifying 
allies and enemies are critical to shaping global 
US foreign policy. Any shift at the top of the 
US empire’s operational command can and does 
have strategic importance.

The “outing” of General Allen, the mili-
tary commander in charge of Afghanistan, the 
US main zone of military operations occurs 
at a crucial time, with the scheduled forced 
withdrawal of US combat troops and when the 
Afghan “sepoys”, the soldiers and offi cers of 
the puppet Karzai regime, are showing major 
signs of disaffection, is clearly a political move 
of the highest order.

What are the political issues behind the 
beheading of these two generals? Who benefi ts 
and who loses?

At the global level, both Generals have been 
unfl inching supporters of the US Empire, most 
especially the military-driven components of 
empire building. Both continue to carry out and 
support the serial wars launched by Presidents 
Bush and Obama against Afghanistan and Iraq, 
as well as, the numerous proxy wars against 
Libya, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, etc. But both 
Generals were known to have publicly taken 
positions unpopular with certain key factions 
of the US power elite.

Proxy wars
CIA Directorl Petraeus has been a major 

supporter of the proxy wars in Libya and Syria. 
In those efforts he has promoted a policy of 
collaboration with right-wing Islamist regimes 
and Islamist opposition movements, including 
training and arming Islamist fundamentalists in 

order to topple targeted, mostly secular, regimes 
in the Middle East. In pursuit of this policy – 
Petraeus has had the backing of nearly the entire 
US political spectrum. However, Petraeus was 
well aware that this “grand alliance” between 
the US and the right-wing Islamist regimes and 
movements to secure imperial hegemony, would 
require re-calibrating US relations with Israel.

Petraeus viewed Netanyahu’s proposed 
war with Iran, his bloody land grabs in the 
Occupied Territories of Palestine and the bomb-
ing, dispossession and assassination of scores 
of Palestinians each month, were a liability as 
Washington sought support from the Islamist 
regimes in Egypt, Tunisia, Turkey, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, the Gulf States, Iraq and Yemen.

Petraeus implied this in public statements 
and behind closed doors he advocated the 
withdrawal of US support for Israel’s violent 
settler expansion into Palestine, even urging 
the Obama regime to pressure Netanyahu to 
reach some settlement with the pliable US client 
Abbas leadership. Above all, Petraeus backed 
the violent jihadists in Libya and Syria while 
opposing an Israel-initiated war against Iran, 
which he implied, would polarise the entire 
Muslim world against the Washington-Tel Aviv 
alliance and provoke the US-proxy supplied 
Islamist fundamentalists to turn their arms 
against their CIA patrons.

The imperial policy, according to the 
General Petraeus world view, was in confl ict 
with Israel’s strategy of fomenting hostility 
among Islamist regimes and movements against 
the US. Especially the Jewish state’s promo-
tion of regional confl icts in order to mask and 
intensify its ethnic cleansing of the Palestinians. 
Central to Israeli strategy and what posed the 
most immediate threat to the implementation 
of a Petraeus’ doctrine was the infl uence of the 
Zionist power confi guration (ZPC) in and out 
of the US government.

As soon as General Petraeus’ report naming 
Israel as a “strategic liability” became known, 
the ZPC sprang into action and forced Petraeus 
to retract his statements – at least publicly. But 
once he became head of the CIA, Petraeus con-
tinued the policy of working with right-wing 
Islamist regimes and arming and providing 
intelligence to jihadi fundamentalists in order 
to topple independent secular regimes, fi rst in 
Libya, then on to Syria.

This policy was placed under the spotlight 
in Benghazi with the killing of the US ambas-
sador to Libya and several CIA/Special Forces 
operatives by CIA-backed terrorists leading to 
a domestic political crisis, as key Republican 
Congress people sought to exploit the Obama 
administration’s diplomatic failure. They espe-
cially targeted the US Ambassador to the UN, 
Susan Rice, whose maladroit efforts to obscure 
the real source of the attacks in Benghazi , have 
undermined her nomination to replace Hilary 
Clinton as Secretary of State.

‘Fessed up
General Petraeus, faced with mounting pres-

sure from all sides: from the ZPC over his criti-
cism of Israel and overtures to Islamist regimes, 
from the Republicans over the Benghazi debacle 
and from the FBI, over the personal investiga-
tion into his girlfriend and hyped up media 
smear, gave in. He “fessed up” to a “sexual 
affair”, saluted and resigned. In so doing, he 
“sacrifi ced” himself in order to “save the CIA” 
and his strategy of long-term alliance-building 
with “moderate” Islamist regimes while forming 
short-term tactical alliances with the jihadists 
to overthrow secular Arab regimes.

The key political operative behind the 
high-level FBI operation against Petraeus has 
been House Majority leader Eric Cantor, who 
cynically claims that the General’s romantic 
epistles represent a national security threat. 
We are told that Congressman Cantor gravely 
passed the e-mails and reports he had received 
from the “Lone Ranger” FBI agent Humphries 
to FBI Director Mueller ordering Mueller to 
act on the investigation or else face his own 
Congressional inquiry.

Washington-based Representative Cantor 
is a zealous lifetime Israel-fi rster and has been 
hostile to the Petraeus report and the General’s 
assessment of the Middle East. Florida-based, 
Agent Humphries was not just any old conscien-
tious gum-shoe: He was a notorious Islamaphobe 
engaged in fi nding terrorists under every bed. 

His claim to fame (or infamy) was that he had 
arrested two Muslims, one of whom, he claimed, 
was preparing to bomb the Los Angeles airport 
while the other allegedly planned a separate 
bombing. In a judicial twist, unusual in this era 
of FBI sting operations, both men were acquitted 
of the plots for lack of evidence, although one 
was convicted for publishing an account of how 
to detonate a bomb with a child’s toy! Agent 
Humphries was transferred from Washington 
State to Tampa, Florida – home of the US 
military’s Central Command (CENTCOM).

Despite their clear differences in station 
and location, there are ideological affi nities 
between House Majority Whip Cantor and 
Agent Humphries – and possibly a common 
dislike of General Petraeus. Concerns over his 
Islamophobic and ideological zealotry may 
explain why the FBI quickly yanked Agent 
Humphries out from his mission of “obsessive” 
prying into CIA Director Petraeus and General 
Allan’s e-mails. Undeterred by orders from his 
superiors in the FBI, Agent Humphries went 
directly to fellow zealot Congressman Cantor.

Who benefits?
Who would have benefi ted from Petraeus 

ouster? One of the top three candidates to 
replace him as head of the CIA is Jane Harmon, 
former California Congresswomen and Zionist 
uber-zealot. In another twist of justice, in 2005 
the Congresswoman had been captured on tape 
by the National Security Agency telling Israeli 
Embassy personnel that she would use her infl u-
ence to aid two AIPAC (American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee) offi cials who had confessed 
to handing classifi ed US documents to the Israeli 
Mossad. This would happen if the AIPAC could 
round up enough Congressional votes to make 
her Chairwoman of the US House Committee 
on Intelligence, an act bordering on treason, for 
which she was never held to account.

If she were to take his position, the ousting 
of the CIA Director could represent  the greatest 
“constitutional coup” in US history: the appoint-
ment of a foreign agent to control the world’s 
biggest, deadliest and richest spy agency. Who 
would benefi t from the fall of Petraeus? – fi rst 
and foremost – the State of Israel.

The innuendos, smears and leaked investiga-
tion into the private e-mails of General Allen 
revolve around his raising questions over the 
US policy of prolonged military presence in 
Afghanistan. From his own practical experience 
General Allen has recognised that the puppet 
Afghan army is unreliable. Hundreds of US and 
other NATO troops have been killed or wounded 
by their Afghan counterparts, from lowest foot 
soldiers to the highest Afghan security offi cials, 
“native” troops and offi cers that the US had sup-
posedly trained for a much ballyhooed “transfer 
of command” in 2014.

General Allen’s change of heart over the 
Afghan occupation was in response to the grow-
ing infl uence of the Taliban and other Islamist 
resistance supporters who had infi ltrated the 
Afghan armed forces. They now had near total 
control of the countryside and urban districts 
right up to the US and NATO bases. Allen 
did not believe that a “residual force” of US 
military trainers could survive, once the bulk of 
US troops pulled out. In a word, he favoured, 
after over a decade of a losing war, a policy of 
cutting the US’ losses, declaring “victory” and 
leaving to regroup on more favourable terrain.

Civilian militarists and neo-conservatives in 
the Executive and Congress refuse to acknowl-
edge their shameful defeat with a full US retreat 
and a likely surrender to a Taliban regime. On 
the other hand, they cannot openly reject the 
painfully realistic assessment of General Allen, 
and they certainly cannot dismiss the experience 
of the supreme commander of US ground forces 
in Afghanistan.

When, in this charged political context, the 
rabidly Islamaphobic FBI agent Humphries 
“stumbled upon” the affectionate personal 
correspondences between General Allen and 
“socialite” femme fatale Jill Kelly, the neo-cons 
and civilian militarists whipped up a smear 
campaign through the yellow journalists at the 
Washington Post, New York Times and Wall 
Street Journal implying another “sex” scandal 
– this time involving General Allen.

The neocon-militarist-mass media clamour 
forced the spineless President Obama and 
the military high command to announce an 

investigation of General Allen and postpone 
Congressional hearings on his appointment 
to head the US forces in Europe. While the 
General quietly retains his supreme command 
of US forces in Afghanistan, he has become a 
defeated and disgraced offi cer and his expertise 
and professional views regarding the future of 
US operations in Afghanistan will no longer be 
taken seriously.

Key unanswered questions
Given that the public version of a lone-

wolf, low ranking, zealously Islamophobic 
and incompetent FBI agent who just happened 
to “discover” a sex scandal leading to the 
discrediting or resignation of two of the US 
highest military and intelligence offi cials is 
absurd to any thinking American, several key 
political questions with profound implications 
for the US political system need to be addressed. 
These include:
1. What political offi cials, if any, authorised 

the FBI, a domestic security agency, to 
investigate and force the resignation of 
the Director of the CIA?

2. Have the current police state structures, 
with their procedures for widespread and 
arbitrary spying led to our spy agencies 
spying on each other in order to purge 
each other’s top personnel? Is this like the 
sow devouring her own offspring?

3. What were the real priorities of the 
political power-brokers who protected the 
insubordinate FBI agent Humphries after 
he defi ed top FBI offi cials’ orders to stop 
meddling in the investigation of the CIA 
Director?

4. What were FBI Agent Humphries 
ties, if any, to the neo-con, Zionist or 
Islamophobic politicians and other 
intelligence operatives, including the 
Israeli Mossad?

5. Despite Obama’s effusive praise of 
his brilliant “warrior-scholar” General 
Petraeus in the past, why did he 
immediately “accept” (aka “force”) 
the CIA Director’s resignation after 
the revelation of something as banal in 
civilian life as adultery? What are the 
deeper political issues that led to the pre-
emptive purge?

6. Why are critical political issues and 
policy disputes resolved under the guise 
of blackmail, smears and character 
assassination, rather than through open 
debates and discussions, especially on 
matters pertaining to the nation’s choice 

Elite intrigues and military purges

General David Petraeus.
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of strategic and tactical “allies” and the 
conduct of overseas wars?

7. Has the purge and public humiliation 
of top US military offi cers become 
an acceptable form of “punishment 
by example”, a signal from civilian 
militarists that when it comes to dealing 
with politics toward the Middle East, the 
role of the military is not to question but 
to follow their (and Israel’s) directives?

8. How could a proven collaborator with 
the Israeli-Mossad and Zionist zealot 
like Jane Harmon emerge as a “leading 
candidate” to replace General Petraeus, 
as Director of the CIA, within days of his 
resignation? What are the political links, 
past and present between Congressman 
Eric Cantor, (the fanatical leader of 
the pro-Israel power bloc in the US 
Congress, who handed Agent Humphries’ 
unauthorised fi les on Petraeus over to 
the FBI Director Muellar) and Zionist 
power broker Jane Harmon, a prominent 
candidate to replace Petraeus?

9. How will the ouster of Director Petraeus 
and Jane Harman’s possible appointment 
to head the CIA deepen Israeli infl uence 
and control of US Middle East policy and 
the US overtures to Islamist countries?

10. How will the humiliation of General 
Allen affect the US “withdrawal” from 
the disaster in Afghanistan?

Conclusion
The purge of top-level generals and offi -

cials from powerful US foreign policy and 
military posts refl ects a further decay of our 
constitutional rights and residual democratic 
procedures: it is powerful proof of the inability 
of leadership at the highest level to resolve 
internecine confl icts without drawing out the 
“long knives”. The advance of the police state, 
where spy agencies have vastly expanded their 
political power over the citizens, has now 
evolved into the policing and purging of each 
other’s leadership: the FBI, CIA, Homeland 
Security, the NSA and the military all reach 
out and build alliances with the mass media, 
civilian executive and congressional offi cials 
as well as powerful foreign interest “lobbies” 
to gain power and leverage in pursuit of their 
own visions of empire building.

The purge of General Petraeus and humilia-
tion of General Allen is a victory for the civilian 
militarists who are unconditional supporters 
of Israel and therefore oppose any opening 
to “moderate” Islamist regimes. They want a 

long-term and expanded US military presence 
in Afghanistan and elsewhere.

The real precipitating factor for this ugly 
“fi ght at the top” is the crumbling of the US 
Empire and how to deal with its new challenges. 
Signs of decay are everywhere: Military immo-
rality is rampant; the be-medalled generals treat 
their subordinates with contempt and amass 
wealth via pillage of the public treasury and 
military contracts. Politicians are bought and 
sold by millionaire fi nancial donors, including 
agents of foreign powers.

The disrepute of the US Congress is almost 
universal – over 87 percent of US citizens 
condemn “the House and Senate” as harmful 
to public welfare, servants of their own self-
enrichment and slaves of corruption. The eco-
nomic elites are repeatedly involved in massive 
swindles of retail investors, mortgage holders 
and each other. Multi-national corporations 
and the fabulously wealthy engage in capital 
fl ight, fattening their overseas accounts. The 
Executive himself (the ever-smiling President 
Obama) sends clandestine death squads and 
mercenary-terrorists to assassinate adversaries.

Cronyism is rife: there is a revolving door 
between Wall Street and US Treasury and 
Pentagon offi cials. Public apathy and cynicism is 
rife; nearly 50 percent of the electorate doesn’t 
even vote in Presidential elections and, among 
those who do vote, over 80 percent don’t expect 
their elected offi cials to honour their promises.

Aggressive civilian militarists have gained 
control of key posts and are increasingly free 
of any constitutional constraints. Meanwhile 
the costs of military failures and burgeoning 
spy, security and military budgets soar while 
the fi scal and trade defi cit grows. Faction fi ghts 
among rival imperial cliques intensify; purges, 
blackmail, sex scandals and immorality in high 
places have become the norm. Democratic dis-
courses are hollowed out: democratic state ideol-
ogy has lost credibility. No sensible American 
believes in it anymore.

Is there a broom large enough to clean 
this fi lthy Augean stable? Will a “collective 
Hercules” emerge from all this intrigue and 
corruption with the strength of character and 
commitment to lead the revolutionary charge? 
Surely the sell-out and crude humiliation of 
American military offi cials on behalf of the 
“chicken-hawk” civilian militarists and their 
foreign interests should make many an offi cer 
re-think his own career, loyalty and commitment 
to the Constitution.
globalresearch.ca 
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Felicity Arbutnot.

It was that “pinpoint accuracy”, 
“surgical strike” stuff again, there 
were “unavoidable tragic errors,” 
and “mistakes,” with “scrupulous 
efforts made to avoid” etc., blah. 
And as Britain’s Colonel Richard 
Kemp declared that of the 1,400 
dead in the Christmas and New 
year onslaught on Gaza in 2008-
2009: “Mistakes are not war 
crimes.”

Colonel Kemp, with impeccable 
ties to British Intelligence Services, 
spoke to the BBC from Jerusalem in 
a similar sanguine vein on November 
21 of the then latest 24-hour bombard-
ment of the tiny, walled in Gaza Strip, 
where over half of the population 
are children. But Colonel Kemp has 
seen a fair amount of carnage in his 
time, from Belfast to the Balkans, 
Iraq, Afghanistan and elsewhere. 
Seemingly after a while the dead 
and dismembered are just part of the 
day job.

This eight-day blitz killed 163 
Palestinians in what were merciless 
attacks on families with nowhere to 
hide. Nine hundred and ninety-nine 
were injured. Eight hundred and sixty-
fi ve houses are damaged or destroyed.

Six health centres are damaged, 
30 schools, two universities, 15 NGO 
offi ces, 27 mosques, 14 media offi ces, 
11 industrial plants, 81 commercial 
stores and a UNRWA food distribu-
tion centre.

In addition, seven Ministry 
offi ces, 14 police or security stations, 
fi ve banks, and two youth clubs were 
destroyed. The sports complex where 
the Palestinian athletes and paralym-
pians trained for the 2012 London 
Olympics is reduced to rubble, as is 
the beautiful and most necessary Gaza 
Interior Ministry.

On Universal Children’s Day, 

November 20, an air strike destroyed 
the Oxfam-supported Al Bajan kin-
dergarten school and damaged the Al 
Housna kindergarten. Oxfam’s Sara 
Almer commented that more than 150 
children attended these kindergartens. 
“The children are safe, but the places 
where they learned and played are 
now in ruins.” This in an area “where 
they already suffer a high level of 
trauma ...”

The Oxfam project was as a 
result of the devastation caused by 
“Operation Cast Lead” between 
December 27, 2008, and January 17, 
2009, when they also repaired the 
now re-fractured water and sanitation 
facilities.

There is a shortage of 230 schools 
in Gaza, the Agency points out – and 
a ban on importing construction 
materials, which means the further 32 
damaged, the two universities and all 
else may well stay that way.

Ironically, on the day of the nurs-
eries’ destruction, the UN Secretary 
General announced, that to mark 
Universal Children’s Day, a major 
UN initiative would be launched: 
“Education First.” The day com-
memorates the adoption of the UN 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child 
of 1959 and the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child in 1989. The 
1989 Convention entered into force 
on September 2, 1990, under a month 
after the UN embargo on Iraq, with 
even baby milk formula importation 
denied.

“The child ... needs special safe-
guards and care, including appropriate 
legal protection before, as well as after 
birth” is included in the preamble to 
a fi ne document.

Four-year-old twins, Suhaib and 
Muhammed Hijazi will never learn 
of the “protection” they are entitled 
to by the United Nations. They were 
killed when their home was bombed 

as the dawn of Universal Children’s 
Day approached. Their parents, Fouad 
and Amna died in hospital.

Saraya, 18 months, won’t grow to 
read the fi ne words either. She died 
of a heart attack, literally frightened 
to death by the bombardment.

As the lights went off in Gaza’s 
hospitals, and their generator fuel 
hovered on empty, Gilad Sharon – 
youngest son of 84-year-old former 
Israeli Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon, 
who has benefi ted from Israel’s fi ne 
health services and been on life sup-
port systems since 2006 – stated: “We 
need to fl atten entire neighbourhoods 
in Gaza. Flatten all of Gaza. The 

Americans didn’t stop with Hiroshima 
– the Japanese weren’t surrendering 
fast enough, so they hit Nagasaki too.”

Israel’s Interior Minister, Eli 
Yishai, stated that the goal of the 
attacks were to “ ... send Gaza back 
to the Middle Ages.”

Palestine has no army, navy, air 
force, no heavy weaponry. Israel is an 
undeclared nuclear power, regarded as 
having the fourth strongest military 
on earth.

Gaza was, of course being 
bombed by American supplied F-16s 
and a variety of American weaponry. 
But as Gaza grieved, America had 
parades across the land, ate turkey, 

prayed over their festive dinners on 
Thanksgiving Day, November 22.

Reality would have had them 
burning, city to city, the UN 
Declaration and Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, the UN 
Declaration on Human Rights, the 
Geneva Convention, the Nuremberg 
Principles and making a pyre of all 
the fi ne, meaningless words which do 
not end or mask international lawless-
ness and inhumanity. A bonfi re which 
might light the lie of the whole mur-
derous hypocrisy of self proclaimed 
“democratic” nation states.
Pravda.Ru 

Gaza: The “international 
community” also lies buried

Colonel Richard Kemp.

Steelworkers 
defeat lockout

Torture case highlights 
dangers of “Kafka” law

Mark Gruenberg

KANSAS CITY: A week-long 
company lockout at Milbank 
Manufacturing, a Kansas City, 
Missouri, electrical parts producer, 
ended November 26 when its 194 
steelworker members overwhelm-
ingly ratifi ed a new three-year 
contract, the United Steal Workers 
said.

Jubilant workers marched back 
into the plant having won a raise, 
three days of back pay for the time 
managers locked them out, and 
having pushed Milbank to back 
down from a health care premium 
payment plan that would have taken 
25 percent – US$620 – of workers’ 
monthly paycheques, USW Local 
13-07 said. The pay increase is 
US$1.10 per hour.

In return, the Local dropped 
unfair labour practices charges it 
had fi led against the fi rm after the 
lockout began one week before. A 
federal mediator helped “bring this 
company to its senses” and back to 
bargaining, chief union negotiator 
John Wiseman said.

Local President Janet Kirk, 
a Milbank worker, said “union 
membership solidarity against the 
employer lockout said ‘enough 
is enough.’ We were not going to 
accept another increase of our con-
tributions for a family healthcare 
plan. So we won our position and 
we even got paid for most of our 
wages lost due to the lockout.”

The lockout drew wide public-
ity, and support for the workers 
from consumers and other workers, 
in the Kansas City area. Locked out 
workers holding signs along major 
roads were greeted with a chorus of 
supportive honks.

Milbank workers manufacture 
electrical meters and circuit-breaker 
boxes, and union offi cials said it 
was particularly ironic that the 
fi rm tried to impose a US$620-per-
worker monthly health care pre-
mium at a time when it was making 
money and had a huge backlog of 
orders due to power breakdowns as 
a result of Hurricane Sandy.
People’s World 

Paddy McGuffin

A government admission that it 
has secret information relating 
to its handover of suspects to 
Afghan security forces would 
not have come to light if the 
Kafka-esque Justice and Security 
Bill was already law. Lawyers 
for Defence Secretary Philip 
Hammond revealed the existence 
of the unknown material in a case 
brought by Serdar Mohammed, 
who is currently in a Kabul jail and 
alleges he was tortured after being 
handed to the Afghan National 
Directorate of Security (NDS) by 
British forces.

“The Secretary of State for 
Defence has received new infor-
mation that will require consid-
eration by him and reassessment 
of his position in relation to this 
case,” James Eadie QC told a 
High Court adjournment hearing.

Mr Eadie argued for the full 
hearing of the case to be put back 
to an unspecifi ed date. Dinah 
Rose QC, appearing for Mr 
Mohammed, objected saying that 

her client was currently in jail in 
Kabul having been convicted on 
the basis of a confession alleg-
edly obtained under torture.

However the hearing was 
adjourned while issues relat-
ing to the new information are 
considered.

Mr Eadie said that a public 
interest immunity certifi cate 
would be needed to keep the 
material confi dential as there 
could be no secret court hearing 
to consider the “closed material.”

This was a reference to 
the controversial Bill currently 
going through Parliament which 
would allow secret court hear-
ings in cases involving “national 
security.” The case is signifi cant 
because it is currently hold-
ing up attempts by the govern-
ment to allow British troops in 
Afghanistan to pass prisoners 
into local hands.

Lawyers for the Defence 
Secretary, who had previously 
agreed to a moratorium on such 
transfers following Mohammed’s 
allegations in 2010, decided last 

month (October) that it was safe 
to resume.

But the High Court ruled that 
the Mohammed case should be 
heard before consideration was 
given to the ban being lifted. Mr 
Mohammed’s legal representa-
tives argue that Asadullah Khalid, 
the head of the NDS, is known to 
be personally involved in the tor-
ture of detainees and accuse the 
British government of failing to 
question assurances he gave.

Leigh Day & Co’s 
Richard Stein, who represents 
Mohammed, said the hearing 
illustrated the negative impact 
the Justice and Security Bill 
would have on open justice if it 
becomes law.

“If the Bill had been law 
today the Defence Secretary’s 
application for an adjournment 
would have been heard in secret, 
and it is likely that the adjourn-
ment would have been granted 
without the claimants ever know-
ing why,” he explained.
Morning Star 
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Emile Schepers

Late last month the trial of no less than 68 
former military and civilian offi cials of the 
1976-1983 Argentine military dictatorship 
began in Buenos Aires. They are accused of 
a wide variety of crimes against humanity, 
including as many as 800 instances of mur-
der and torture of the political opposition.

Featured in the trial will be the “death 
fl ights”, which took place between the dictator-
ship’s “Dirty War” against leftist political dis-
sidents. In these fl ights, prisoners were drugged 
and tossed from aircraft into the estuary of the 
Rio de la Plata and the Atlantic Ocean. The idea 
was to make them “disappear” completely, so 
that nobody could ever be held accountable 
for their fate. The main organising centre for 
the death fl ights and many other atrocities is 
believed to have been the Navy Petty Offi cers’ 
School of Mechanics (ESMA), with which 
several of the accused pilots were associated.

The “Dirty War” began when President Juan 
Peron died in 1974 and was succeeded by his 
second wife, Isabel Peron. Fighting between 
the Montoneros, an armed group coming out 
of the left-wing of the Peronist movement, and 
security forces gave a pretext for Mrs Peron to 
decree special repressive powers for the latter. 
The military took this as a signal to grab power 
for itself, deposing Mrs Peron in 1974 and set-
ting up its own dictatorship under the Orwellian 
name of “National Reorganisation Process”. The 
military, aided by the extreme rightist Argentine 
Anticommunist Army (AAA) moved savagely to 
crush not only the Montoneros and other armed 
groups but all opposition to the Argentine ruling 
class and political right. Under the military dicta-
torship headed by General Jorge Videla, as many 
as 30,000 labour, peasant, student, and human 
rights activists were hunted down and killed or 

“disappeared,” with many others imprisoned or 
driven into exile.

The Videla regime cooperated in this with 
a number of other forces. Allied in “Operation 
Condor” with like minded dictatorships in 
neighbouring countries, it connived in the 
murder of many fi gures of the Latin American 
left, including former President Juan José Torres 
of Bolivia and the former head of the Chilean 
armed forces, General Carlos Prats, who had 
gone into exile in Argentina when socialist 
President Salvador Allende died in the military 
coup of September 11, 1973.

Also into the mix came French advisors, at 
least one of whom had been part of the Secret 
Army Organisation (OAS) which had tried to 
stop the independence of Algeria. They are 
believed to have helped the Argentine military 
develop the use of torture in interrogations. 
This knowledge was later used by Argentine 
advisors to develop similar skills on the part 
of “Contra” forces in Central America. There 
were also Italian fascist connections.

The United States under the Nixon, Ford and 
Reagan administrations was heavily involved 
in supporting Operation Condor in Argentina 
and its neighbours. Then US Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger was revealed in 2004 to have 
given the green light to the horrors being carried 
out by the Argentine military regime. Rejecting 
warnings from US diplomats about what was 
going on, Kissinger told the Argentine Foreign 
Minister Augusto Guzzetti in 1976 that the US 
understood what the Argentines were trying 
to do but that they should do it quickly so as 
not to risk a cut off of US aid to their country. 
Kissinger has never been prosecuted for these 
actions.

After the Videla dictatorship was pushed 
from power in 1983, various attempts were made 
by its civilian successors to bring the murderers, 

torturers, and rapists to book. However, opposi-
tion within the armed forces on several occasions 
threatened to bring about new military coups if 
the prosecutions were not dropped. And in 1986 
and 1987 President Carlos Menem, connected 
with the right wing of the Peronists, got the leg-
islature to issue sweeping amnesties. However, 
this was reversed by legislative action in 2003 
and since then, under left-wing President Nestor 
Kirchner and his wife and successor, incumbent 

President Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, there 
have been numerous prosecutions of individuals 
involved with repressive actions of the dictator-
ship. This year, General Videla himself, along 
with several other individuals, was found guilty 
of kidnapping the minor children of people his 
regime had “disappeared” and sentenced to 50 
years in prison, on top of long sentences he is 
already serving for crimes committed as dictator.
People’s World 

International

Huge Argentina 
human rights trial begins

A protest against Argentina’s military regime in 1976.

Islamists defy courts to rush 
through draft constitution

Eurozone jobless total hits new high

Open letter to 
Barack Obama

Islamists rushed through a draft 
Egyptian constitution last week 
ahead of a court ruling that might 
have dissolved the constitutional 
panel.

The vote – taken without the 
participation of the secular or 
Christian members of the body – 
risks further infl aming the confl ict 
caused by President Mohammed 
Morsi gifting himself a raft of pow-
ers beyond judicial oversight.

Hundreds of thousands have 
mounted street protests over the 
“power grab” and thousands have 
rallied in Cairo’s Tahrir Square to 
oppose the draft. 

The assembly has advanced 

a charter that rights experts warn 
could give Islamist clerics oversight 
over legislation.

Human Rights Watch warned 
that it “protects some rights but 
undermines others.” The draft must 
be put to a referendum within 30 
days.

The Islamist-dominated panel 
voted article by article on the 
draft’s more than 230 articles for 
more than 16 hours.

Voting had not been expected 
for another two months, but the 
assembly abruptly moved it up in 
order to pass the draft before the 
Supreme Constitutional Court rules 
on whether to dissolve the panel.

The court’s decision to rule on 
the legitimacy of the assembly was 
in direct defi ance of the presidential 
edicts. Most of the nation’s judges 
are on indefi nite strike to protest 
against the decrees.

The draft says citizens are equal 
under the law but an article specifi -
cally establishing women’s equality 
was dropped because of disputes 
over the phrasing.

As in past constitutions, the 
new draft said the “principles of 
Islamic law” will be the basis of 
law but a new article explains that 
these would be interpreted accord-
ing to Sunni teachings.
Morning Star 

Figures released by the European 
Union’s statistics offi ce show that 
the recession in the eurozone 
pushed unemployment up to a 
record 11.7 percent in October. 
Eurostat said 18.7 million people 
were out of work across the euro-
zone, an increase of 173,000 on the 
previous month.

Spain and Greece have the 
region’s highest unemployment rates 
– both over 25 percent, with youth 
unemployment levels heading towards 
60 percent. 

Both countries are in recession 
and struggling to get a grip on their 
debts. 

And both have introduced tough 
austerity measures, such as cutting 
spending and raising taxes.

However, reducing wages and 
pensions has lowered demand in 
the economy to the detriment of the 
labour force.

“Labour market conditions in the 
single currency area are clearly deteri-
orating and indicators of employment 
intentions point to worse to come,” 
said chief European economist at 
Capital Economics Jonathan Loynes.

At present, the fi ve eurozone 
countries at the forefront of the debt 
crisis – Greece, Spain, Italy, Cyprus 
and Portugal – are in recession.

Others, like the Netherlands 
and Austria could offi cially fall into 
recession after posting declines in 
third-quarter economic output. The 
eurozone’s powerhouse economies, 
such as Germany and France, have 
also seen growth levels fall in the 
last year, which is ratcheting up the 
pressure on their economies.

Germany’s unemployment rate 
stood at 5.4 percent in October, but 
France’s was nearly double that at 
10.7 percent. Despite the decline, 
infl ation is still above the European 
Central Bank’s target of two percent.
Morning Star 

Respectful greeting,
The Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia, People’s Army 
(FARC-EP), in our condition of 
political organisation in confronta-
tion with the Colombian state, at 
this moment carrying out a peace 
process in Havana (Cuba), aimed 
at resolving the long-lasting politi-
cal, social and armed confl ict in 
our country, welcome the recent 
presidential elections in your 
country and your re-election as 
president of the United States of 
America.

We highly value the ability of 
the American people in defi ning 
their destiny through elections, and 
we hope you succeed in determin-
ing policies, which we hope will 
lead to worldwide peace.

Some days before your re-elec-
tion we listened carefully and with 
expectation to your words about 
peace in Colombia, according to 
which you ask for agreements and 
political participation of the FARC-
EP, which we appreciate immense-
ly, since the purpose you stated has 
been our constant yearning.

It has always been diffi cult to 
justify the right to resist tyranny to 
obtain justice and democracy, as 

wisely expressed in the Declaration 
of Independence of the United 
States, 1776: “That whenever 
any form of government becomes 
destructive of these ends, it is the 
right of the people to alter or to 
abolish it, and to institute new 
government, laying its foundation 
on such principles and organising 
its powers in such form, as to them 
shall seem most likely to effect 
their safety and happiness”.

Our commitment to peace 
urges us to resolve the reasons for 
our uprising through dialogue, for 
which we ask for your participa-
tion. In this regard we request the 
President of the United States to 
use the power to pardon and to 
allow Simon Trinidad, member of 
the peace delegation of the FARC-
EP, to be physically present at the 
Havana peace conversations. The 
government of the United States 
would make an immense contribu-
tion to peace in Colombia with such 
a gesture of humanity.

Sincerely, 
Peace Delegation of the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia People’s Army 

FARC-EP 
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The capitalist mass media must be a hellish 
milieu in which to work, mustn’t it? After 
all, most of the men and women journalists 
who work for the mass media are normal 
people: they are not a collection of unprin-
cipled fools and scoundrels – although when 
you look at what they produce you could be 
readily forgiven for thinking so.

We must bear in mind however the limited 
opportunities for employment in their chosen 
fi eld, and the necessity to keep on the right side 
of the boss unless one wants to return to the 
ranks of the unemployed.

And who determines editorial policy any-
way? Not the lowly journo, but executive editors 
who know what alienates advertising revenue 
and what does not.

At the beginning of the Second World War, 
many among the capitalist class saw the target 
of the war as that “abomination”, the world’s 
fi rst socialist state – the USSR. They diligently 
pursued a policy of appeasement, granting all 
of Hitler’s demands as the price of getting Nazi 
Germany to spearhead an attack on the USSR.

Germany would need to clear a path through 
Poland if it were to attack Russia, but France and 
Britain had treaty obligations with Poland that 
they could not simply ignore. So when Germany 
invaded Poland they dutifully declared war on 
her and then did so little about it that it quickly 
became dubbed the “phoney war”. Meanwhile 
they stonewalled any attempt to forge a real 
defence agreement with the USSR.

In 1940, Hitler’s ally and admirer, the gov-
ernment of Finland, rejected Soviet overtures 
to exchange a strip of Finnish territory on the 
outskirts of Leningrad for a much larger chunk 
of Soviet territory in Karelia, and instead 
went ahead with plans to provide the German 
Luftwaffe with landing sites in Finland.

The subsequent war between the USSR and 
Finland became notorious for the extraordinary 
level of false reporting that was passed off over 
the by-lines of “foreign correspondents” from 
all manner of Western media. According to 
these experts, most of whom got no closer to 
Finland than non-combatant Poland, the Red 
Army was caught by surprise at the onset of 
winter. Its troops froze without gloves or boots, 
etc, etc. These were the same Russians who had 
coped with the Russian winter for hundred of 
years, remember.

The reports on the progress of the war were 
taken from Anglo-French press releases put 
out in the name of Finland. They were crude 
anti-Soviet propaganda, written hundreds, even 
thousands of kilometres away from the fi ght-
ing. In Australia, the left fumed helplessly over 
the parade of transparent lies being foisted on 
the public as “the latest war news” direct from 
the Front (much as we do today over the gross 
distortions of the true situation in Libya and 
now Syria).

Then The Sydney Morning Herald appointed 
a new war correspondent to go to cover the war 
in Finland. He was known to be progressive and 

fair-minded, and the Left in Sydney heaved a 
sigh of relief: now we will get some honest 
reporting!

But when his stories began appearing 
they were identical to the nonsense that had 
preceded them. When he returned to Australia 
he was tackled about his reporting of the 
Russo-Finnish War. At fi rst he was just bewil-
dered – he couldn’t make head or tail of their 
complaints, weren’t they pleased with what 
he’d written? So he was shown some of his 
reports – which increased his bewilderment 
even more: “That’s not what I wrote! That’s 
the opposite of what I wrote.”

His stories had not fi tted into the agreed 
propaganda line being pursued by the bosses 
of the media, so they had simply changed his 
stories to fi t their line. And what could he do? 
Quit? Go into another line of work? Grumble 
to his colleagues in private and exercise self-
censorship in what he wrote in future, which is 
what most of them do.

Capitalists call it the “free press” which 
means free from public (i.e. government) scru-
tiny and control, but not free from corporate 
control. Think how different this country would 
be if our mass media actually got stuck into the 
Gillard government over its slavish support of 
the murderous, racist Israeli government. If 
papers like the Daily Telegraph went after the 
causes of the infl ux of refugees from South East 
Asia, if those same papers took a pro-worker 
stand over the shootings and lockouts in South 

Africa as miners fi ght to defend their jobs and 
their wages.

What a difference it would make to the 
coverage of the crises in Spain and other 
European countries if unemployment was 
dealt with seriously as it deserves and not 
skimped as just an unfortunate fact of life. Or 
if demonstrations were reported in terms of 
the numbers who demonstrated and the issues 
they were demonstrating about, such as in the 
mass demonstration in October by thousands of 
Greeks against the visit to Athens of German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel.

Instead, our mass media chooses to give 
maximum screen space to stage-managed 
actions by right-wing provocateurs, rather than 
to the mass of determined demonstrators. This 
policy is no accident: it is intended to feed the 
illusion that all demonstrations are violent and 
dangerous, and hence best avoided.

The Australian mass media gave the mini-
mum scant coverage to the killing by South 
African police of 46 striking miners at the 
Marikana platinum mine. They gave virtually 
no coverage at all to the fact that the striking 
miners later returned to work having won a 22 
percent wage increase.

Like the murder of trade union activ-
ists, workers’ victories in the course of class 
struggle are rarely reported in our capitalist-
controlled mass media. Now why would that 
be, I wonder? 

Letters / Culture & Life

Attempt to remove 
scrutiny of the church
Australia’s most senior nun, 
Philippa McDonald, has announced 
the clergy will step aside to allow 
lay experts to speak for the 
church in the upcoming Royal 
Commission. In an interview 
screened on ABC television she 
says this is so “those doing good 
work for the poor and disadvan-
taged can hold their heads up high 
again.” (abc.net.au/lateline/content/2012/
s3643334.htm)

Clergy abuse victims see this as 
designed to remove scrutiny of the 
church hierarchy and to draw attention 
away from the plight of survivors. 
This would certainly benefit the 
church but how will it help clergy 
abuse victims or stop the tsunami of 
suicide and drug overdoses among 
adult survivors of Catholic clergy 
abuse?

Do nuns expect to receive acco-
lades for helping African refugees fi nd 
housing and jobs for example while 
ignoring the traumatised victims of 
their church? After the government, 
the Catholic Church is Australia’s 
biggest employer yet it discriminates 
against clergy abuse victims needing 
employment.

Adult survivors of Catholic clergy 
abuse are locked out of jobs such 
as teaching in Catholic institutions 
because they can’t provide priestly 
references to prove they are in good 
standing within the church while oth-
ers with non-Catholic backgrounds are 
exempted from this requirement. The 
Catholic Church’s most senior woman 
needs to put victims fi rst and help the 
Royal Commission focus on assisting 
survivors not applauding charities.

Name withheld on request

Ethnic cleansing by 
any other name

Zionism, right from its inception 
by Theodore Hertzl, believed 
in ethnic cleansing. It was then 
called transferring but whatever 
name is used it meant the expul-
sion of Palestinians to make way 
for Jewish settlement and Zionist 
sovereignty.

The constant conflict, since 
the Balfour Declaration of 1917, 
can be traced to this source. It was 

naïve to believe that by expelling 
the Palestinians persecuted Jewish 
people could have a safe and perma-
nent home in Palestine. The current 
confl ict in Gaza is a continuation of 
the fi rst uprising that took place in 
1922. At fi rst British Imperialism 
sponsored Zionism. Since 1948, the 
United States has supported Zionism 
fi nancially and militarily; not for 
altruistic considerations but for its 
own political pursuits and economic 
aggrandisement.

The best exposé of Zionism are 
the books of persecuted historian 
Professor Ilan Pappe. Two of his 
books are The Ethnic Cleansing 
of Palestine and The Forgotten 
Palestinians.

Israeli governments have ignored 
United Nations directives to repatriate 
the Palestinians. Until this takes place, 
confl ict will continue to erupt.

Jewish people in Israel and 
throughout the world must eventually 
realise that they cannot eliminate the 
evil of anti-Semitism at the expense 
of the Palestinian people.

Bernie Rosen and Raul Bassie
NSW

Justice for Palestine
What country would put up with 
rockets being fi red at it, Israel 
asks? Well, what nation would 
put up with its people being 

dispossessed, displaced, disin-
herited, occupied, oppressed and 
massacred without resisting and 
using rockets, bullets, bombs, rocks 
and fi ghting back by any other 
means necessary.

It is the right and duty of the 
occupied people to struggle against 
the Israeli repressive system and 
the massive military might of the 
occupying power. Security and 
peace for Israel cannot ever come 
without justice, security, and peace 
for Palestinians and the acceptance 
of the legitimate human, national, 
civil, social and political rights of the 
Palestinian people.

Steven Katsineris,
Vic
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The mass 
media – not 
your best 
career choice

Rob Gowland

’Tis the season!
This is the season when Guardian ti ns should be cut 
open and the money collected sent into the party for 

The Guardian. If you live near the party offi  ce, drop the 
ti n off  with your name on it and we will count it and 
acknowledge it in the Press Fund. If you cannot visit 
the party offi  ce convert the contents of the ti n into a 
cheque made out to The Guardian but menti on it is 

from a Guardian ti n. 

Compliments of the season
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Curiously, one area that has 
benefi ted enormously from 

space-age technology is the explora-
tion of ancient Egypt. That may sound 
odd at fi rst hearing, but it turns out 
that satellite images are revolutionis-
ing archaeology. Satellites have the 
ability to not only view large areas 
of the Earth at any one time, but 
they can see those areas in infra-red 
and other related spectra, revealing 
hitherto unseen features.

The feature-length documentary 
Egypt What Lies Beneath (SBS ONE 
Sunday December 9 at 7.30pm) 
follows American Egyptologist Dr 
Sarah Parcak from the University of 
Alabama as she unearths structures 
buried beneath the sand for thousands 
of years. The work of Dr Parcak and 
her team in peering beneath the sand 
in Egypt is sponsored by NASA, so 
presumably NASA hopes to use the 
same technology to search for signs 
of life (past or present) on Mars.

Whatever NASA’s reasons, their 
state-of-the-art technology means Dr 
Parcak can identify sites along the 
Nile where settlements existed once 
but which today are simply denuded 
fi elds or even desert. With the help 
of this ultra-modern technology, Dr 
Parcak has been able to map all of 
ancient Egypt, discovering thousands 
of settlements that were previously 
unknown. However, as she says her-
self, identifying a site by satellite is 
one thing; to confi rm it one must do 
so on the ground, by digging.

But at least the satellite images 
show where to dig. 

Dr Parcak’s research raises the 
tantalising possibility that as little 

as one per cent of Ancient Egypt’s 
amazing cities, palaces, temples and 
pyramids may have been unearthed so 
far, leaving a wealth of exciting poten-
tial discoveries yet to be explored. In 
the program Dr Parcak shows her cut-
ting edge satellite technology, using 
both high res and infrared imagery, 
to Egyptologist colleagues – seeking 
their opinions and insights, and must 
have been delighted at the reception 
her work receives. The impression 
given by other workers in the fi eld is 
that her technique will take years off 
the search for historic sites and will 
expand our knowledge of ancient 
Egypt exponentially.

Like most serious archaeology 
programs, Egypt What Lies Beneath 
is dry, but fascinating. Using excel-
lent data-driven CGI, the program 
reveals the birth and development of 
ancient Egypt as a process that took 
place over thousands of years and 
also relates it to climate change. It 
also hints at the amazing scope for 
this new technology to enhance our 
knowledge of other “lost” or buried 
civilisations, opening up exciting new 
prospects for archaeology.

The latest instalment of Louis 
Theroux’ reportages is Louis 

In Hell (ABC2 Monday December 
10 at 8.30pm). In this episode, he 
pays a return visit to ‘”America’s most 
hated family”, the Phelps, who make 
up the congregation of the Westboro 
Baptist Church. These Christian 
fanatics demonstrate holding up 
signs saying “God Hates Fags” and 
the somewhat obscure “Soldiers Die 
God Laughs”. They believe the world 
is about to end and are busy burning 
copies of the Koran in anticipation of 
the victorious Second coming.

Louis fi rst met them in 2007, but 
fi nds them now more vengeful and 
more full of hate than ever. They have 
a problem, however: their family is 
splitting up. Some of the younger 
members have had enough and have 
left the family, knowing they will 
never be allowed to return.

Jesus would not have been 
impressed with this bunch, I suspect, 
despite the cavalier way they toss his 
name around.

The new six-part documentary 
series about space exploration 

is called When We Left Earth: The 

NASA Missions (SBS ONE Fridays 
from December 14 at 8.30pm). You 
might think that the “we” in that 
title referred to the human race, but 
you’d be wrong. In this series “we” 
means “America”. It cannot avoid 
acknowledging that the fi rst man-
made object in space was Sputnik, but 
it is a grudging admission. “How can 
they put a satellite in orbit?” says one 
Yank space scientist recreating their 
feelings at the time: “They can’t even 
build a fridge!”

There is a similar grudging 
acknowledgement that Yuri Gagarin 
was the fi rst to fl y in space. The pro-
gram, however, is not terribly inter-
ested in Russian space achievements: 
it is all about how we the Americans 
conquered space. You have no doubt 
that if the producers had thought they 

could get away with not mentioning 
USSR at all then that is what they 
would have done.

Middle class Americans, in the 
grip of the extreme paranoia that their 
government fostered relentlessly to 
keep its citizens fearful and willing 
to support US capitalism’s relentless 
diversion of public funds into war 
preparations, had been badly shaken 
by the launch of Sputnik, followed 
by Gagarin’s fl ight. The US was in 
danger of losing its status as world 
bully. President Kennedy set a new 
innocent-sounding goal, behind 
which a massive armaments drive 
could take place: to be fi rst to place 
a man on the moon. How much of 
America’s disastrous economic situ-
ation today can be traced back to that 
huge diversion of funds from socially 

productive manufacture and scientifi c 
development to the colossal waste 
of seemingly bottomless military 
expenditure?

Any program about such a major 
subject as the conquest of space is 
bound to be interesting, but the Cold 
War attitudes evident in this series’ 
fi rst episode do not augur well for 
the rest of it. You would think they 
would be content with showing off 
their actual achievements but it seems 
that is not enough: a series made by 
NASA apparently is obliged to try to 
belittle the USSR’s contribution if it 
can’t ignore it altogether.

The result is a strange distortion 
of the history of humanity’s conquest 
of space, which ironically makes the 
USA look small for undeservedly 
claiming so much credit for itself. 

Rob Gowland
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Developing world has 80% of 
tobacco-related deaths
The health impact of tobacco use has been “devastating” to the world economy, 
particularly in respect of health and development in developing countries, says a new health report
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Carey L Biron

Tobacco use led to almost six mil-
lion deaths in 2011, according to 
new research, of which nearly 80% 
were in low- and middle-income 
countries.

Such trends, fuelled by tobacco 
industry tactics, are having a “devas-
tating” impact on the global economy, 
health and development workers 
warned at the Washington launch 
of a new report tracking tobacco 
use worldwide. The fi ndings are the 
results of nascent research into the 
links between development, economic 
growth and tobacco use.

“We have more and more data on 
these links,” Hana Ross, one of the 
lead authors of the new Tobacco Atlas, 
told Inter Press Service (IPS). “For 
instance, it appears that in Russia, 
gross domestic product would have 
grown by 1.0 to 1.5% faster over the 
past three decades if it weren’t for 
the tobacco-related costs. Once you 
start to accumulate over time, these 
numbers become huge.”

The tobacco industry’s products 
and “spurious legal challenges,” Peter 
Baldini, the CEO of the World Lung 
Foundation, said, “hurt economies as 
much as they hurt people”.

According to the fourth edition 
of the Tobacco Atlas, put out by the 
American Cancer Society and the 
World Lung Foundation, tobacco use 
is the single most preventable cause 
of death in the world. It is also the 
only risk factor common to the four 
most signifi cant non-communicable 
diseases, heart disease, cancer, res-
piratory disease and diabetes.

Smoking related 
diseases

Several diseases exacerbated 
by smoking also inordinately affect 
developing countries. Between 2010 
and 2050, for instance, 40 million 
smokers with tuberculosis are expect-
ed to die, with smoking estimated to 
directly cause 20% of all cases of TB 
worldwide.

“While smoking rates have been 
slowly declining in the United States 
and many other high-income nations 
during the past 25 years,” Baldini and 
John R Seffrin, CEO of the American 
Cancer Society, write in the Atlas’s 
foreword, “they have been increasing 
in low- and middle-income nations, 
which are the least prepared to deal 
with the effects of tobacco-related 
disease.”

Overall, a billion people are 
expected to die due to tobacco use 
over the course of the 21st century. 
That fi gure includes a signifi cant 
proportion of victims of second-hand 
smoke, 75% of whom are women 
and children.

The tobacco industry’s role in 
dragging down health indicators 
weighs heavily on national and inter-
national efforts at strengthening health 
systems, experts warn. In the United 
States alone, cigarette smoking has 
been directly blamed for around $193 
billion in annual health-related costs 
(in 2000-04), half in lost productivity.

With healthcare costs already 
unsustainably high in many Western 
countries, the future impact of smok-
ing on the developing world is now 
increasingly worrying those in the 
development sector.

China is a case in point, not only 
due to its massive population but also 
for the uniquely high percentage of 
the population that smokes. Although 
the Chinese government has moved 
to cut down on smoking in recent 
years, Chinese men, more than 60% 
of whom use tobacco, continue to 
smoke roughly a third of the world’s 
cigarettes.

And if Chinese women were to 
begin smoking at anywhere near that 
rate, the Atlas’s writers warn, “the 
country’s economy and health systems 
will be overwhelmed”.

“The World Bank is greatly 
concerned about tobacco because ... 
it is increasingly becoming largely a 
developing world problem at a time 
when the developing world can least 
afford to add another health problem,” 
World Bank offi cial Keith Hansen 

told journalists. “We need to all have 
a unifi ed message: Tobacco control is 
a development issue, and we will not 
lose revenue by addressing it.”

Significant steps
The Atlas was fi rst published a 

decade ago, in 2002, and over that 
period significant forward steps 
have been taken in the fi ght against 
tobacco use.

In 2003, the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) adopted the 
Framework Convention on Tobacco 
Control, which now covers 174 
countries and more than 87% of the 
global population. WHO has set a goal 
of a 40% reduction in daily smoking 
among adults by 2025.

A year ago, in September 2011, 
the United Nations held its fi rst-ever 
high-level meeting on non-communic-
able diseases, where world leaders 
unanimously agreed to a plan that 
calls for strengthened international 
anti-tobacco collaboration.

Despite such steps, today nearly 
90% of the world’s population remain 
unprotected by smoking-related 
legislation. And according to WHO 
Director-General Margaret Chan, 
“Measures to tackle the epidemic 
remain seriously underfunded.”

In fact, funding for tobacco 
control should have a signifi cant 
advantage in at least two regards, says 
Ross, the Atlas’s co-author.

First, it offers national govern-
ments a largely untapped opportunity 
for a massively increased tax base. 
WHO itself has recommended that 
tobacco taxes be placed at around 
70% of cigarette retail prices, 
although only fi ve countries have 
reached that target.

“In many cases, this is a simple 
matter of political will, as control 
measures are not necessarily expen-
sive – most countries already have 
some kind of tax system in place,” 
Ross says. “There is an opportunity 
for the international community to 

help in building that political will 
as well as to offer technical advice 
for setting up, for instance, effi cient 
taxation systems.”

In this regard, Ross says, positive 
examples are coming in particular 
from South-East Asia, where she 
highlights new government moves 
in Thailand, as well as in Laos and 
Vietnam.

Second, anti-tobacco funding 
offers something that many such 
public programmes do not: fast, 
measurable results.

“If you get people to quit smok-
ing, the impact on health is visible 
within the fi rst six months,” Ross 
says.

“Results are typically available 
very quickly, refl ected in specifi c 
and measurable data. For better or 
worse, that’s important to both the 
donor community as well as national 
policymakers.”
Third World Resurgence 

Demonstrators hold anti-smoking placards at a World No Tobacco Day rally in Pakistan.

“We need to all have a unified message: 
Tobacco control is a development issue, 
and we will not lose revenue by addressing it.”


