
Chávez and 
the road ahead
Bob Briton

“Do you want to know who Hugo Chávez 
was? Look at who is crying over his death 
and look at who is celebrating.” That was 
the very astute observation made by Fidel 
Castro following the death of his close friend 
and epoch-making Venezuelan president. 
There has been a huge outpouring of emo-
tion across the globe at the comandante’s 
passing. The scenes on the streets of Caracas 
with masses of ordinary people showing their 
grief but, at the same time, celebrating the 
gains made by the revolution that came to 
be identifi ed with the charismatic leader, 
summed up the feelings of the formerly 
dispossessed, disadvantaged people of that 
country and the poor of many others.

Of course, the world’s corporate media 
were not grieving. Hardly any reference to the 
late president could be made without the words 
“controversial”, “divisive”, “strongman” or even 
“dictator” being thrown in to make the editorial 
attitude perfectly plain. Weight was often given 
to sources claiming that Chávez had ruined the 
presumably sound economy he and his comrades 
found at the onset of the Bolivarian Revolution. 
Economic data in no way confi rms these gloomy 
assessments of the Venezuelan economy.

Chávez allegedly “wasted” Venezuela’s oil 
wealth on programs designed to win favour 
with the poor and ensure that they would keep 
returning him to offi ce. US President Obama 
said that he hopes that the event would signify a 
new chapter in the relationship between the US 
and Venezuela, as if Chávez were responsible for 
the strains that developed following outrageous 
meddling by the US, including support for a 
coup in 2002.

That was the reaction among the more 
“respectable” commentators on the right. A 
column in The Australian pointed to an uglier, 
even more misanthropic strain. The Strewth 
section couldn’t resist a combined swipe at 
Chávez and the CPA for good measure. “Press 
release headline of the day: ‘Communist Party 
of Australia deeply saddened by passing of 
Hugo Chávez.’ Meanwhile, in Capitalism ...”. 
The piece went on to record the scenes of 
wild celebration among right-wing expatriate 
Venezuelans and Cubans on the streets of Miami 
at the news of Chávez’ death.

That just about says it all about the very 
real ideological divide in the world today. On 
one side is the mocking celebration of death, 
alliance with the military aggressors of this 
world, narrow pursuit of personal gain and 
luxury, disdain for the exploited and their efforts 
to create a new era of peace with social justice. 
On the other is the life-affi rming celebration 

of collective effort, gratitude at outstanding 
contributions to the common good such as those 
of Chávez, a desire for relations with other 
nations on the basis of friendship and mutual aid.

Lessons for Australia
Not all the column inches devoted to Chávez 

in the capitalist press have been written with 
poison ink. Last month, UK Guardian columnist 
Seumas Milne wrote an insightful piece about 
the enduring leftward trend in Latin American 
politics in the light of the re-election of 
Ecuador’s president Rafael Correa the weekend 
before. It is worth quoting at length:

“So what should we make of a part of the 
world where governments have resolutely turned 
their back on that [neo-liberal] model, slashed 
poverty and inequality, taken back industries 
and resources from corporate control, massively 
expanded public services and democratic 
participation – and keep getting re-elected in 
fi ercely contested elections?

“That is what has been happening in Latin 
America for a decade. The latest political leader 
to underline the trend is the radical economist 
Rafael Correa, re-elected as president of Ecuador 
at the weekend with an increased 57 percent 
share of the vote, while Correa’s party won an 
outright majority in parliament.

“But Ecuador is now part of a well-
established pattern. Last October the much 
reviled but hugely popular Hugo Chávez, who 
returned home on Monday after two months 
of cancer treatment in Cuba, was re-elected 
president of Venezuela with 55 percent of 
the vote after 14 years in power in a ballot 
far more fraud-proof than those in Britain 
or the US. That followed the re-election of 
Bolivia’s Evo Morales, Latin America’s fi rst 
Indigenous president, in 2009; the election of 
Lula’s nominated successor Dilma Rousseff in 
Brazil in 2010; and of Cristina Fernandez in 
Argentina in 2011.

“Despite their differences, it’s not hard to see 
why. Latin America was the fi rst to experience 
the disastrous impact of neo-liberal dogma and 
the fi rst to revolt against it. Correa was originally 
elected in the wake of an economic collapse so 
devastating that one in 10 left the country. Since 
then his ‘citizen’s revolution’ has cut poverty 
by nearly a third and extreme poverty by 45 
percent. Unemployment has been slashed, while 
social security, free health and education have 
been rapidly expanded – including free higher 
education, now a constitutional right – while 
outsourcing has been outlawed.”

The contrast between the level of respect 
shown by the people of Latin America for this 

generation of left-leaning presidents and that 
which exists in developed countries for their 
leaders could not be more stark. Governments 
in the strongholds of imperialism are committed 
to new wars and other attacks on the sovereignty 
of other countries, the wiping out of what 
remains of public enterprise, greater wealth 
for the already wealthy and increasingly harsh 
“austerity” for working people and pensioners. 
The people’s distaste for these leaders is such 
that barely half of US citizens bother to vote. 
In Australia, voters strongly disapprove of both 
the Prime Minister and her opposite number, 
Tony Abbott. They are both on the nose and 
speculation persists that their parties would 
be better off without them, at least until their 
replacements suffer their own, inevitable fall 
from favour

The people of Latin America and leaders 
like Hugo Chávez have shown the way. The 
lesson is there for us to learn – that we’d don’t 
have to be resigned to governments taking back 
the gains of decades of struggle. We don’t have 
to make nonsensical “choices” between parties 
driving down expectations for our future; that 
we can strike out in a new direction towards 
socialism. The road is long but the journey 
won’t be made any shorter by continuing in the 
wrong direction. 
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PRESS FUND
The months before the next federal election are already starting to 
roll by fast, and we have a heavy work load ahead of us if we are 
to prevent the Liberal/National Party coalition taking control of 
government under its ultra-reactionary leader Tony Abbott. The 
Guardian is determined to reveal the coalition’s real agenda and 
raise popular resistance. But we need your help, and the Press 
Fund is already a long way behind where it should be for this time 
of year. So please send us something for the next issue. Better still 
make it a regular event by using a Guardian tin or arranging for 
regular automatic account deductions! We extend our thanks to the 
following, for their support this week:
 K M $20, Mark Mannion $5, Natasha (Guardian tin) $29.20, 
“Round Figure” $10.80, S Talbot $50.
This week’s total: $115 Progressive total: $880

Stop blaming teachers
The huge gap in academic outcomes between students from differ-

ing socio-economic backgrounds continues to widen. Clearly there are 
serious shortcomings with the education system that require urgent 
attention. But will restricting entry to university education courses 
to top students solve the problem? Before rushing in to blame poor 
quality teaching, the government would do better to take a serious 
look at the evidence. Why is it very few students with outstanding 
results in year 12 are turning to teaching? Why is it that somewhere 
between 25 and 40 percent of teachers leave the profession within fi ve 
years of starting? Where is the evidence that illiterate and innumerate 
teachers are the problem?

If there are so many teachers lacking basic numeracy and literacy 
skills, why not point the fi nger at the universities who pass them as 
qualifi ed? Some, by no means all, universities are now accepting stu-
dents with quite low Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) 
scores (based on year 12 studies). This is a direct result of government 
policy. Universities have been turned into corporations, competing for 
students (dollars) and this year the cap on entry numbers has been 
completely lifted. According to researchers there is little correlation 
between ATAR scores and university performance. It is well known 
that a student from a disadvantaged public school will outperform 
a student with the same ATAR score from an elite private school. 
The 80 percent mark being set by the NSW Liberal government as 
a requirement for Maths and English disadvantages poorer working 
class students.

In fact, teachers in public schools and the most wealthy, “high 
performing”, private schools were educated in the same universities, 
met the same entry and graduation requirements and just as many 
or more top students sought employment in public schools. Close to 
half of students studying to be teachers are doing a post-graduate 
qualifi cation or have entered university later in life after workforce 
experience without brilliant ATAR scores. Mature age students bring 
a wealth of experience to teaching and make excellent teachers.

If the government is serious about improving the quality of educa-
tion in the public education system, then it needs to address funding, 
teaching conditions, salaries, resources, support staff and the status 
of teaching as a profession as well as university standards. It takes 
extreme dedication and commitment for a student with a high ATAR 
score to consider teaching with the prospects of a starting salary af-
ter four or more years of university studies of $45,000 (62 percent 
average ordinary full-time weekly earnings), if they are lucky. The 
overwhelming majority of education graduates face years of casual or 
temporary work. In NSW between 300 and 500 graduates can expect 
a full-time permanent position out of 5,500 new graduates every year. 
In Queensland, around seven out of eight teaching graduates secure 
a permanent job.

Teachers require many skills beyond those of teaching – dealing 
with a multitude of social and behavioural problems, special needs, 
with parents, endless paperwork, additional individual assistance, and 
some even providing resources for students out of their own pocket in 
cash strapped schools. Add to that the marking and lesson prepara-
tion that is taken home. It is one of the most highly stressful jobs and 
made more stressful by poor working conditions and lack of back-up 
staffi ng. According to numerous surveys by the education union and 
education academics, the high level of exodus is because of low pay, 
excessive workloads, and lack of school support structures in line with 
increasing demands of the job.

State governments have starved public schools of funds for decades, 
and the Australian Education Union has a constant battle on its hands 
to even maintain pay rates and class size. Successive federal govern-
ments have steadily increased funding to private schools, denying the 
starved, run-down public system of much needed funding. How can a 
public school where $11,500 is spent per student, 80 percent of students 
come from  the lowest quarter of socio-economic disadvantage and 
84 percent have non-English speaking background (NESBs) compete 
with a private school which spends $24,500 per student, 80 percent 
of its students are from top socio-economic quarter and 14 percent of 
students from NESBs? (See Guardian, 12-09-12, “Tale of two schools”). 
Why does the government continue to give rich private schools mil-
lions of dollars every year and blame poor quality teaching for the 
growing inequalities.

If Australia is to achieve Prime Minister Gillard’s aim of put-
ting Australia in the top fi ve globally, then it must phase out funding 
to private schools and redirect funds to improving the pay, working 
conditions, staffi ng and resourcing of public schools in line with needs.

The best interests of Australia’s children lie in a free, universal, 
secular public education system.

Western Australian 
Labor Party routed 
in state election

Richard Titelius

On Saturday March 9, it took 
less than one and half hours 
after the close of the polls in 
Western Australia for the Liberal 
party to acquire the 30 seats in the 
Legislative Assembly to govern in 
their own night. The Australian 
Labor Party is set to win 18-19 
seats and the Nationals 6-7 seats.

However, the Premier Colin 
Barnett indicated in his victory 
speech on the night that the victory 
was a great one for the Liberals and 
Nationals indicating initially he 
would be forming a government of 
both parties. This may have more 
than a little to do with the Nationals 
retaining up to seven seats in a 
majority of the regional seats in the 
state-including the National Party 
leader Brendan Grylls who decided 
to contest the Pilbara seat on the 
strength of his Royalties for Regions 
program.

There was a 9% swing towards 
the Liberals in which they gained 
seven seats while there was a swing 
against Labor of 2.3%. The Greens 
suffered a swing of 4% against 

them and this was most noticeably 
felt in the voting for representation 
in the Legislative Council, where 
they acquired only two seats; sit-
ting member Alison Xamon of East 
Metropolitan and Cameron Poustie 
who ran in the North Metropolitan 
seat. The most senior and experi-
enced Greens, Giz Watson, took 
the bold gamble of running for the 
Upper House seat in the South West 
and narrowly lost that contest to the 
Nationals candidate. The Liberals/
Nationals are tipped to win 21 seats in 
the Upper House and the ALP 11 with 
the Shooters and Fishers and Family 
First tipped to take one seat each.

Progressive politics in WA has 
taken a signifi cant step backwards 
in this election while big money 
has delivered a slick and powerful 
electoral victory, like the landslide 
victories which have occurred in 
recent times in Queensland and 
NSW. Those campaigns delivered 
governments that do the bidding of 
the forces which paid for the cam-
paigns to deliver on the policies they 
want. That is privatisation and sale 
of state assets.  

Labor punters in working class 

seats have indicated that while they 
were prepared to vote for Labor in 
the state election they would vote 
against Julia Gillard in the federal 
election in September.

The union movement which ran 
an anti-privatisation campaign also 
learned that their Save our Services 
campaign had little or no effect on 
election day.

Now that the Liberals have won 
we can expect to see a giant sports 
stadium to be built at Burswood, 
a pond on the Perth foreshore at 
Elizabeth Quay, more freeways and 
overpasses and no Metronet to ease 
traffi c congestion in metropolitan 
Perth. Gas and electricity prices will 
continue to soar, GM crops will con-
tinue to grow and invade the non-GM 
crops of farmers, uranium mining 
will continue, gas fracking will be 
open slather while the holy cow of 
the resources sector will continue to 
be favoured or fettered.

We can raise our voices and 
take to the streets to protest, send 
letters and otherwise contact our 
local representatives for a sustainable 
and productive future for all Western 
Australians. 

No science to support 
recreational hunting
Scientists delivered a comprehen-
sive “No!” when answering the 
question “Is recreational hunting 
defensible?” in a recent talk at the 
University of Technology Sydney.

The 2013 UTS “Science in 
Focus” lecture series began with an 
examination of the validity of rec-
reational hunting as a conservation 
tool to control introduced species in 
NSW, by Emeritus Professor Marc 
Bekoff and Dr Daniel Ramp.

“One of the big questions 
this lecture addressed is ‘Does 
the reported conservation gain 
outweigh the animal welfare 
cost?’” said Dr Daniel Ramp, 
Senior Lecturer, School of the 
Environment, UTS Sydney.

“After analysing the data on 
recreational hunting, we have 

concluded that it is not an effective 
tool for dealing with introduced 
animals.”

If the number of animals shot is 
too small to impact on populations, 
the killing of animals, often in cruel 
circumstances, simply cannot be 
ethically justifi ed.

“Research shows that to reduce 
the density of pigs, for example, 
70 percent of the population must 
be killed in order to start see-
ing an overall decline over time. 
Recreational hunters are simply not 
getting those kinds of fi gures,” said 
Dr Ramp. Information from the 
Invasive Species Council presented 
at the lecture revealed that the cull-
ing of one pig by a recreational 
hunter carries a cost of $180 per 
animal for taxpayers.

“The claims that recreational 
hunting comes at ‘no cost’ is utterly 
false,” says Justin McKee, National 
Parks Association of NSW.

“To impact introduced animal 
populations, we need a far broader 
reach and a steep increase in effort 
and recreational hunting won’t cut 
the mustard.

“A signifi cant investment from 
the state now in professional, inte-
grated and humane strategies will 
yield a decline over time. This 
ad-hoc approach the Coalition is 
endorsing and funding will cost us 
signifi cantly in dollars and animal 
welfare but will have no impact 
on conservation outcomes for 
national parks,” concluded Justin 
McKee. 

Unions WA conducted a 
public sector Save our Services 
campaign with the slogan “Colin 
Barnett Bad Decisions Wrong 
Priorities” and the Liberal Party 
brought out a much more lavishly 
funded campaign which said that 
Colin Barnett was the opposite 
and they turned the Unions WA 
campaign on its head.
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Steven Spielberg’s fi lm concerns 
Abraham Lincoln’s campaign 
to gain congressional approval 
for the 13th amendment to the 
United States constitution, which 
abolished slavery but went within 
a whisker of rejection by Congress 
in the last month of the Civil War.

The fi lm’s strength lies in its 
meticulously-detailed examination of 
that month. However, it lacks atten-
tion to the previous period, exami-
nation of which casts Lincoln and 
the wartime Union government in a 
different light compared with the fi lm.

Slavery was brought to northern 
America by Britain. The colonists 
threw off British rule in the War 
of Independence, but slavery was 
retained as a central element in the 
US Constitution.

The southern states remained 
predominantly agricultural and 
dependent on slavery. In contrast, 
slave labour was inappropriate for 
the north’s burgeoning secondary 
industries, which required a literate, 
numerate and mobile workforce, free 
to sell its labour.

Slavery was rejected in some 
northern states, and a deep antago-
nism developed between them and 
the south. The northern industrialists 
viewed the southern black workers as 
a highly valuable potential source of 
labour unjustifi ably held captive by 
the southern governments.

The southerners in turn hated 
the northern states, which provided 
a refuge for escaping slaves. When a 
slave escaped the slave owner lost not 
only a worker who could be subjected 
to maximum exploitation but also a 
highly valuable commodity, since 
slaves themselves could be bought 
and sold.

A failed slave rebellion led by 
emancipist John Brown in November 
1857 caused deep alarm in the south. 
In late 1860 Lincoln, who had 
expressed anti-slavery views, was 
elected president, bringing the north/
south antagonism to boiling point.

At that stage there were 33 states 
in the United States, with Tennessee 
about to join, However, on December 
20, 1860 South Carolina seceded 
from the union, followed by six other 
southern (confederate) states. On April 
12, 1861 the war began with an attack 

by confederate artillery on Union 
forces in Fort Sumner in Charleston 
Harbour. In the following weeks 
another four southern states seceded 
from the Union.

The war policy of the Union 
government was complicated by the 
fact that fi ve slave-owning states had 
remained loyal to the union. These 
states, which now provided a border 
between the southern confederacy 
and the northern states, were crucial 
to Lincoln’s campaign.

As the fi lm explains, Lincoln 
knew that if slavery was abolished as 
soon as war started, the border states 
would immediately secede, the union 
would lose the war and slavery would 
become the dominant socio-economic 
form of the entire nation.

Lincoln was determined to keep 
the border states onside and reunite 
the union. In his March 1861 inaugu-
ral speech he appealed to the southern 
states to seek peace, but in vain.

He also told the border states that 
slavery could remain where it existed. 
However, this promise was virtually 
impossible to keep after black workers 
deserted the border state plantations 
and joined the Union army in the 
fi rst major battlefi eld. They were 
welcomed by many of the offi cers, 
and union troops passively resisted 
orders to return them to their owners.

In July 1862 Congress forced 
Lincoln’s hand by declaring that all 
slaves whose owners had supported 
the rebellion would be freed, and 
also by authorising the recruitment of 
black escapees into military service.

In August 1862 Lincoln stated: 
“If I could save the union without 
freeing any slave I would do it. If I 
could save it by freeing all the slaves 
I would do it, and if I could save it 
by freeing some and leaving others 
alone I would also do that.”

Nevertheless, that month he was 
forced to decree that slaves in territory 
taken from the confederacy would 
be set free, a position formalised in 
his Emancipation Proclamation fi ve 
months later.

Lincoln  knew that  the 
Proclamation was only applicable 
under martial law and that if slavery 
was to be abolished the Constitution 
had to be amended. The possibility of 
the border states seceding diminished 

as the Confederate forces began to 
crumble, but Lincoln was still eager 
to appease the border states, and in 
December 1862 he unsuccessfully 
proposed an amendment to the con-
stitution to postpone the abolition of 
slavery until 1900.

However, the course of the war, 
and particularly the participation of 
the black soldiers in it, was demon-
strating unequivocally that reunifi ca-
tion could not be achieved without 
emancipation.

Once again Lincoln’s hand was 
forced, when the Senate passed the 
13th Amendment bill to abolish 
slavery in April 1864. But the bill 
still required approval by an absolute 
majority in Congress.

If a vote on the bill was deferred 
until after the war, its acceptance 
would depend on the southern states, 
who would vote against it, and the 
Amendment would be lost.

With the surrender of the south 
imminent, Lincoln and his support-
ers decided to attempt to get the 
Amendment passed before the end 
of January 1865. They calculated 
they were 20 votes short of an abso-
lute majority in Congress, so they 
subjected a number of congressmen 
to intimidation, blackmail, bribery, 
and/or appeals to their better nature, 
in order to win their vote.

In the meantime Lincoln secretly 
invited the Confederacy to send a 

delegation to Washington to discuss 
armistice terms. It was a big mistake. 
Many congressmen opposed the 
Amendment. Its support by others 
was paper-thin, and after four years 
of slaughter they wanted a rapid fi nish 
to the war, even if that meant making 
major concessions over emancipation.

As rumours spread that a del-
egation had arrived in Washington, 
Congress erupted with demands for an 
indefi nite deferral of the Amendment 
vote, in order to expedite armistice 
negotiations. Lincoln therefore 
arranged for the delegation to be 
delayed en route, and then  wrote a 
carefully-worded note to Congress 
denying that the delegation was in 
Washington.

The subsequent debate and voting 
on the Amendment make fascinating 

viewing in Spielberg’s fi lm. The 
Amendment did not grant the slaves 
equality, as they and the Congress 
emancipists demanded. Nevertheless 
it constituted a qualitative leap in US 
politics because it outlawed slavery, 
that most horrible institutionalised 
violation of human rights.

Daniel Day Lewis certainly 
deserves his best actor Academy 
Award as Lincoln. There were other 
terrifi c performances, including Sally 
Field as Mary Lincoln, and Tommy 
Lee Jones, who relished his role and 
was perfectly cast as the irascible, 
loud-mouthed but fi ercely-committed 
emancipist, Thaddeus Stevens.

This fi lm is well worth seeing.
Reference: Geoffrey C Ward, 
Ric Burns, Ken Burns, 
The Civil War. 

Australia

Lincoln

Sally Field as Mary Lincoln, Daniel Day Lewis as Abraham Lincoln.

Pete’s Corner

Sydney

Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a 
punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been 
fully convicted, shall exist within the United States, or any 
place subject to their jurisdiction

Thirteenth amendment to the US Constitution

Film review by Peter Mac
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The Australian Manufacturing 
Workers’ Union (AMWU) and 
asbestos community groups are 
urging members to help pressure 
the federal government to commit 
Budget funds so the massive task 
of clearing Australia’s buildings 
of the deadly substance can be 
started.

The union and asbestos diseases 
groups in every state want guaranteed 
funding in the 2013-14 Budget so 
a National Asbestos Authority can 
be quickly set up, with resources to 
immediately begin removing asbestos 
from all government and commercial 
buildings.

AMWU national secretary Paul 
Bastian said funding is also needed 
to ensure the new Offi ce of Asbestos 
Safety can run publicity campaigns 
warning home renovators of the 
continuing danger of asbestos sitting 
in the roofs and walls of up to two 
thirds of houses built between WW2 
and 1983.

He said that if the urgent recom-
mendations of last year’s Asbestos 
Management Review Report were 
to be given meaning in safeguarding 
Australians, then politicians on both 
sides of parliament had to make good 
on statements of support by commit-
ting future Budget funding.

Mr Bastian was speaking after 
launching the new “Asbestos Free 
Future” website with co-sponsor 
the Construction, Forestry, Mining 
and Energy Union (CFMEU) and 
campaigners Serafina Salucci 
and Pat Rogan, who are battling 
mesothelioma.

The site asbestosfreefuture.com.au tells 
their stories and makes it easy for 
AMWU members to sign a letter 
to the federal Cabinet’s powerful 
Expenditure Review Committee and 
their local federal MP pressing for 
funding to implement the National 
Asbestos Strategy.

“We have the highest rate of 
asbestos-related diseases in the world 

on a per capital basis and unfortunate-
ly the death rate will continue to rise 
through this decade,” Mr Bastian said.

“This is not a problem of the past 
that ended with James Hardie ceas-
ing production because this lethal 
hazard still lies in thousands of older 
buildings in almost every suburb in 
Australia.”

The National Asbestos Strategy 
goals include:
• prioritising the audit and 

removal of asbestos from all 
government and commercial 
buildings by 2030

• introducing Asbestos Content 
Reports on all homes and 
fl ats built before 1987, to be 
administered by councils, to 
alert all owners or buyers to the 
dangers

• introducing Asbestos Safety 
certifi cates for residences to 
further alert householders

• adopting new national standards 
for licensed operators to handle, 

remove, transport and dispose of 
asbestos safely in approved sites

• asbestos education courses 
for those working with the 
substance

• enacting a national set of laws 
on standards for asbestos waste 
disposal sites and to assist 
residents with safe disposal

• Asbestos awareness campaigns 
for the public that are targeted 
and evaluated

• establishing a National Asbestos 
Authority to oversee the work.

Mrs Salucci said it was deeply 
disturbing to hear amateur home 
renovators considering removing old 
asbestos sheeting, which indicated 
wide community ignorance of the 
continuing dangers.

The 43-year-old mother of four 
is among a “third wave” of people 
suffering from mesothelioma due to 
domestic use of asbestos products, a 
legacy of her dad building a garage 
when she was a child.

“While asbestos is still in our 
older buildings, like houses, hospitals, 
schools, there’s a risk of exposure if 
fi bres become airborne, so we must 
work to safely get rid of it,” said Ms 
Salucci.

Former Member of NSW 
Parliament Pat Rogan said funds were 
urgently needed for both prevention 
and research. He wants a safer envi-
ronment for his grandchildren.

“I’m a Labor man and I think 
it’s great the Gillard government are 
committed in principle to getting rid 
of asbestos in buildings, but it is a 
mammoth task with the thousands 
of homes built with asbestos sheeting 
they have to make a start,” he said.

“Awareness is terribly important, 
it has to be a priority because today’s 
younger people have to know to leave 
it alone, not to try and renovate or 
work on it because the danger is still 
there.” 

New asbestos website steps 
up funding pressure

Many 
apprentices 
live below 
poverty line
Independent research has revealed 
that many trade apprentices are 
living below the poverty line, with 
low pay a crucial tipping point that 
deters people from entering trades 
or leads to them dropping out of 
their training.

Apprentice wages have also 
failed to recognise shifting demo-
graphics, with more than a quarter 
of those entering trades now aged 
over 25.

Produced by Professor John 
Buchanan from the Workplace 
Research Centre at the School 
of Business at the University of 
Sydney, the report was released 
at the Electrical Trades Union’s 
National Apprentice Conference in 
Sydney last month.

Electrical Trades Union assistant 
national secretary Allen Hicks said 
that with fi rst year apprentices now 
earning barely over half the pay of 
an unskilled burger-fl ipper at a fast-
food retailer, it was no surprise that 
completion rates for apprenticeships 
were critically low.

“The current system is from the 
1950s, when apprentices were 15 
years old and lived at home with 
mum and dad,” Mr Hicks said.

“It has failed to address the fact 
that many people who want to enter 
trades in 2013 are aged in their 20s 
and 30s, and often have children 
and mortgages.”

He said that the system also 
ignores the fact that many modern 
apprentices are independent adults 
who start their trade having com-
pleted Year 12 and even holding 
vocational education and training 
qualifi cations.

“This report has revealed that 
even living an extremely frugal 
lifestyle, it is physically impossible 

for a fi rst or second year appren-
tice to live independently away 
from the parental home in cities 
such as Sydney, Perth, Darwin or 
Canberra.”

In addition, low pay rates are 
putting many apprentices below the 
poverty line, which the report has 
confi rmed is a crucial tipping point 
impacting on the take up and com-
pletion of apprenticeships.

“If it’s hard for a 17-year-old 
apprentice to survive, imagine 
what it is like for a 35-year-old 
with a wife and kids. It’s no sur-
prise we are failing to entice more 
Australians into these vital skill 
areas.”

Professor Buchanan’s report 
includes worrying fi ndings about the 
impact of current wages on meeting 
Australia’s ongoing skills needs.

“Financial incentives often 
become the tipping point which 
encourage young people not to take 
up a trade,” the report states.

“The wages and conditions of 
electrical apprentices are a critical 
factor in the recruitment and reten-
tion of apprentices, and apprentices 
are critical for the future skill base 
of Australia’s economy.”

The report is an important step 
in identifying how retention rates 
could be substantially improved.

“Adult apprentice pay rates 
have not even been included in all 
modern awards, which only exac-
erbates the drop in wages older 
apprentices often experience when 
they start their training,” Mr Hicks 
said.

“The end result is that fi nancial 
constraints make it at best unattrac-
tive, and for many people impos-
sible, to commence and complete 
apprenticeship training.” 

Part of the International Women’s Day march in Perth, March 8, 2013. (Photo: Dave Fox)

Northam conversion
Over the weekend of April 26-28, 
2013, refugee rights activists from 
all over the country are converging 
on Western Australia, to Perth and 
the Northam detention centre, as 
part of a nationwide weekend of 
action against mandatory detention 
and offshore processing of asylum 
seekers and refugees.

Both major parties are engaging 
in a race to the bottom in refugee 
policy, with the situation in Nauru and 
Manus Island becoming increasingly 
worse. The mainland detention centre 
network has also expanded. Northam, 
1.5 hours outside of Perth, opened in 
June last year. Close to 600 asylum 
seekers have been detained there 
since. Northam is part of a group of 
detention centres isolated from the big 
population centres, meaning asylum 
seekers are kept “out of sight, out of 
mind”. We will converge on Northam 
to protest in solidarity with detainees 

and show the support that exists for 
asylum seekers. The convergence 
will feature three days of protests, 
discussions and forums, and visiting 
of detainees.

Refugee Action Coalition is 
organising a contingent from Sydney. 
Join us for a weekend of protest 
against the regime of mandatory 
detention and offshore processing.

How do I get there? Activists 
from Sydney are fl ying to Perth on 
either Thursday April 25 or Friday 
April 26. Buses will leave from Perth 
to Northam, which is a 1.5 hour drive.

Where will I stay? Some billeting 
in Perth will be available, and there 
will be camping in Northam.

How much will it cost? Flights 
start at $370 return with JetStar. 
Qantas and Virgin Blue also fl y to 
Perth. Some subsidies are available. 
Please get in touch if money is an 
obstacle. Most food will be provided. 

The cost of the convergence, which 
will cover buses and food and so on, 
will be $25 unwaged, $40 waged and 
$100 solidarity.

What do I need to bring? A pillow 
and sleeping bag and anything else 
you’ll need for the weekend. Tents 
and other camping equipment can be 
co-ordinated as a group.

Interested? Get in touch with us! 
Call Amy on 0430 554 263 or email 
amyclairethomas@gmail.com 

If you would like to help fund 
refugee activists to get to the con-
vergence, please consider making a 
solidarity donation to the Refugee 
Action Coalition. Any amount is 
helpful. Make a direct deposit to BSB: 
062018, Account Number: 10118562, 
Account name: RAC, and send an 
email to refugeeactionsyd@gmail.com to let 
us know you’ve donated to help the 
convergence. 
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Some Aboriginal people opposed 
to the federal government’s Act of 
Recognition have warned they will 
begin a hunger strike to protest 
what they say is an attack on their 
sovereignty.

Sovereignty campaigner Alice 
Haines told of drastic measures to 
raise awareness of their objections 
to the Bill.

“I oppose it because it doesn’t 
have the consent of Aboriginal peo-
ple,” the Gomeroi woman said. She 
said the process was being used to 
nullify the effects of the Mabo deci-
sion, which recognised Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ 
connection to their lands.

“It is an attempt to override our 
sovereign status.”

In another act of defi ance, mem-
bers of the Sovereign Union of First 
Nations and Peoples in Australia 
disrupted parliamentary proceedings 
to “serve” Prime Minister Julia Gillard 
with their formal objections to the Act 
of Recognition.

Governor-General Quentin Bryce 
was also “served”.

Aboriginal Sovereign Union 
“diplomat” Graham Merritt described 
the Act of Recognition as a sleight of 
hand, which bypassed proper recogni-
tion of “our continued sovereignty”.

“Now that the Crown and 
Commonwealth government have the 
Sovereign Union’s written objections 
they cannot claim ignorance of the 
signifi cance of our Sovereign posi-
tion, nor do they have the free, prior 
and informed consent of Aboriginal 
Nations and Peoples to usurp our 
sovereignty,” he said.

“Even more insulting to me as 
a member of the Stolen Generations 
is that the federal government is 
doing this on the fi fth anniversary of 
the Apology. Since the Apology the 
Commonwealth government has fur-
ther stripped back our human rights.

“True ownership”
“Now they want to use the Act of 

Recognition to achieve the legislative 
equivalent of constitutional reform, 
usurping our sovereignty in a way that 
attempts to undermine our inalienable 
connection to country and our true 
ownership of the land and waterways 
that are so signifi cant to us: the rocks, 
the hills, the rivers that will always 
be a part of our culture and traditions.

“Sovereignty is the most impor-
tant issue today in this country they 
now call Australia. The Gillard gov-
ernment may be educated, but we as 
an Aboriginal sovereign peoples are 
smarter and are here to stay.

“Our proposed solution is the 
negotiation of sovereign treaties, or 

other instruments under international 
supervision such as a peace accord.”

During a forum at the Sydney 
Opera House last year, the subject 
“Does constitutional recognition 
negate Aboriginal sovereignty?” was 
discussed by a panel of Aboriginal 
and other experts.

Constitutional authority Professor 
George Williams maintained that 
constitutional recognition would not 
compromise Aboriginal sovereignty.

He said constitutional recognition 
and Aboriginal sovereignty were like 

two pieces in a larger puzzle, and 
argued that recognising Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
in the Constitution would be a step-
ping stone to opening up a larger 
conversation about sovereignty and 
other topics.

Aboriginal lawyer and member 
of the Expert Panel on Constitutional 
recognition Megan Davis also 
said recognition did not negate 
sovereignty.

“The legal advice that we received 
in the context of sovereignty was 

that recognition of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples in the 
Constitution as equal citizens could 
not foreclose on the question of how 
Australia was settled,” Professor 
Davis said.

“Nor should Constitutional 
Recognition in general have any 
detrimental effect beyond what may 
already have been suffered on future 
projects aimed at greater place for 
customary law in the governance of 
Australia.”
Koori Mail 

Australia

Opponents warn of 
hunger strike

Re Culture and Life – 
“Dumb and Dumber”
Richard Titelius

Recently on a fl ight to Australia 
following a four week visit to 
Cuba where I participated in the 
Southern Cross Brigade, I had the 
opportunity to watch the Steven 
Spielberg directed fi lm, Lincoln.

The movie may have dwelt 
on noble sentiments such as 
13th Amendment to the US 
Constitution to ensure that slavery 
was abolished in all American 
states. And while the movie 
showed the fortitude and sacri-
fi ces which the 16th president 
of the US expended to achieve 
these aims, it all becomes a touch 
sanctimonious when one consid-
ers that less than 40 years later 
it tried to screw over the Cuban 
people who had essentially and 
valiantly been fi ghting for the 
same thing – to be independent 
from a colonial power, to free 
their slaves and become an inde-
pendent republic.

In the late 1890s Cuba was 
engaged in a battle of inde-
pendence with its then colonial 
masters Spain and at the time it 
looked like Cuba could win this 
war and gain its independence. In 
the book, “Guantánamo – why the 
illegal US base should be returned 
to Cuba”, Fidel Castro argues 
that the US interest in going to 
war against Spain to liberate 
Cuba, “was simply an expression 
of its determination to keep the 
island from becoming independ-
ent and to sweep Spain out of the 

Caribbean and seize that area of 
infl uence for itself. On February 
15, 1898, the blowing up of the 
US battleship the Maine was 
engineered as a pretext to inter-
vene in the war.”

Earlier on October 10, 1868, 
the lawyer and landowner from 
Bayamo in Granma province in 
Cuba’s east, Carlos Manuel de 
Cespedes, had freed his slaves 
and asked them to join him in 
a war of independence against 
Spain. Though the struggle lasted 
ten years and was eventually won 
by the Spanish it did achieve 
freedom for some slaves and lit 
a  long burning fuse that was to 
ignite next in the 1890s led by 
Cuba’s most luminary hero, Jose 
Marti.

The disrespect and utter 
contempt shown towards Cuba 
after the US won the war against 
Spain was shown in the manner in 
which they set up the Cuban state 
on their terms.

Firstly by setting up the 
Treaty of Paris on December 10, 
1898, which set up the conditions 
of the surrender of Spain to the 
US and ignored the sovereign 
wishes of the Cuban people.

Secondly, the US established 
the Platt Amendment to ensure 
that the US could meddle in the 
affairs of the island so that the 
national security, commerce and 
health of the US were guaranteed. 

Thirdly it established the 
Agreement on Coaling and Naval 
Stations to ensure a military 

presence on the island so that 
it had a permanent presence on 
the island. This presence has 
remained ever since through 
the 117 square kilometre exci-
sion of Cuban territory to create 
the notorious US Naval Base at 
Guantánamo Bay.

Fourthly, in this century the 
US has used the naval base at 
Guantánamo Bay to establish a 
prison camp to hold prisoners in 
their so called “war on terror” and 
use torture and interrogation tech-
niques that would not be tolerated 
by human rights monitors in their 
own mainland USA.

As I watched the fi lm and 
how it tried to portray the noble 
and democratic ambitions of 
Lincoln, and any other number of 
movies which seek to glorify the 
moral and democratic virtues of 
President Abraham Lincoln, I was 
struck by how captivated the US 
state and its governments have 
become by vested interests.

In Lincoln’s day capitalism 
was in its ascendant phase and 
needed cheap labour to fuel its 
growth.

Today and after 50 years of 
maintaining an economic and 
fi nancial blockade against Cuba, 
the US government still shows 
a lack of respect to Cuba and its 
people and system of government. 
Movies such as Lincoln, Birth 
of a Nation and Pearl Harbour 
ring hollow in such a scheme of 
things. 

A new mural for the Nurses and Midwives’ Association was 
recently hung on a wall of the Waterloo offi ces of the NSWNMA. 
Created by a well-known Blue Mountains artist Birgitte Hansen, 
it shows the history of nurses and midwives in union activ-
ism in NSW. Commissioned by the Association and measuring 
1.5 by 3 metres, the mural is a mixture of old photographs and 
hand-done paintings based on historic photos. There are 56 
separate pictures in the mural plus the Association’s logo, most 
done in colour but some in black and white. The mural is the 
latest addition to the proud working class tradition of record-
ing workers’ history of struggle for future generations. Birgitte 
Hansen’s work includes many outstanding trade union banners.

“It’s like withdrawing a robbery. The crime has been commit-
ted now the city should prosecute”. That was a comment in 
regards to fracking lobbyists in the USA who tried to “with-
draw” their fraudulent petition. This is the gist of the story. A 
petition urging Colorado offi cials to allow fracking inside city 
limits was voted down. The petition was fi led by the Colorado 
Oil and Gas Association (COGA) and signed by 55 local busi-
ness owners – or so it was claimed. However, it turned out that 
most of the signatories did not even know that their names 
were on the petition. The lobbyists behind the bid are now try-
ing to remove the petition from public record and avoid the 
consequences of their action. Goes to show how vigilant 
everybody should be when dealing with corporate crooks.

The CFMEU has launched a campaign called “Let’s Spread 
It Around” in Western Australia in support of Australian jobs. 
CFMEU national secretary Michael O’Connor said “Creating 
jobs and training opportunities for Australians in a state over-
fl owing with large projects but which has a 28.1 per cent of 
youth unemployment rate should be a top priority for our 
decision-makers. Instead we have seen the number of tem-
porary foreign workers on 457 visas in trades occupations rise 
by 25.9 per cent a year. In addition, mining communities are 
coping with inadequate social infrastructure to cope with sud-
den increases in population and the high costs of living”.
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James Hansen’s eye-opening article, Game 
Over for the Climate, brought widespread 
attention to the Alberta Tar Sands in Canada 
as a source of carbon which, if tapped, would 
lead to irreversible global warming. There is 
another climate bomb in the United States, 
shale gas hydraulic fracking, which emits 
methane, more dangerous than CO2. While 
many rhetorically call natural gas a bridge 
to the clean energy future, new information 
is showing the opposite; natural gas will 
hasten climate change, poisons the air, land 
and water, and carries unacceptable risks 
to our health.

We spoke with experts – Cornell engineering 
professor Dr Anthony Ingraffea and biologist 
and author Dr Sandra Steingraber – to explore 
what the newest studies show and to bust com-
mon myths about gas shale hydraulic fracking. 
The path out of this situation is a combination of 
promoting sound science, ending the extraction 
economy and employing direct action to weaken 
the stranglehold of industry on the political 
process. It is time to end the “all of the above” 
energy strategy which ensures going over the 
climate tipping point and instead commit to a 
carbon-free, nuclear-free energy economy.

Creating 
the fog around fracking

Extraction of oil and natural gas trapped 
in shale rock far below the earth’s surface 
is an attempt to collect the last fragments of 
hydrocarbons for fuels and manufacturing. As 
fossil fuels dwindle, the methods of acquiring 
them are becoming more extreme. In addition to 
hydrofracking, others are deepwater oil drilling, 
mountaintop removal, uranium mining and tar 
sands excavation.

Industry is going to great lengths to hide the 
impact of these extreme methods and to promote 
them as safe and necessary energy sources, even 
falsely calling them “clean.” The American 
Petroleum Institute created multimedia public 
relations campaigns with innocuous names such 
as Energy Tomorrow and Energy Citizens to 
provide a green-washed image of the industry 
as one that is concerned about the environment 
and health and that is creating jobs and energy 
security. And President Obama has aided and 
abetted this effort with his advocacy for “all of 
the above” energy, while taking large donations 
from energy industries.

Credible institutions are also used to pro-
mote the oil and gas industry’s agenda. One 
attempt was the Shale Resources Sustainability 
Institute opened at State University of New York 
Buffalo. Fortunately, their ties to the industry 
were discovered and when media exposure after 
their fi rst study was released demonstrated clear 
bias, the program was closed by the university.

The Susan G Komen Foundation has been 
infl uenced by an industry representative, Jane 
Abraham, wife of Spencer Abraham, who was 
George W Bush’s energy secretary and who 
serves on the board of Occidental Petroleum, 
a major fracker. In addition, Komen’s “million-
dollar council” includes Koch Industries’ 
subsidiary, Georgia-Pacifi c, as well as General 
Electric – all fracking profi teers. Perhaps this 
explains why the foundation is reluctant to link 
chemicals such as benzene, which is released 
during fracking, to breast cancer, despite evi-
dence of a connection.

The industry has also infi ltrated government 
advisory panels in order to advance their agenda. 
A group of scientists from 22 universities sent 
a letter to the Secretary of Energy, Dr Steven 
Chu, because of their concern that six of the 
seven people appointed to his Natural Gas 

Subcommittee had signifi cant ties to the oil 
and gas industries. With Dr Chu’s resignation, 
the next Secretary of Energy is Ernest Moniz, 
whose work at MIT is funded by Big Oil and 
who is a strong proponent of natural gas. At 
present, the fracking industry is exempt from 
seven federal laws, including the Clean Water 
and Safe Water Acts and the Superfund Law 
regarding pollutants.

Partnerships
Partnerships have even been formed 

between the oil and gas industry and major envi-
ronmental groups to promote “safe fracking.” A 
Critical Path Energy Summit was held in 2011 
at the Aspen Institute to promote natural gas as 
a “bridge fuel.” Attendees included top repre-
sentatives from the Natural Resources Defence 
Council (NRDC), Environmental Defence Fund 
and Sierra Club, as well as members of the 
government and the oil and gas industry. The 
summit report states, “NGO, government and 
Industry leaders recognised that there is tre-
mendous value in working together to fast track 
increased demand for natural gas in the power 
and transportation sectors through federal, EPA 
and state by state initiatives.” Environmental 
groups argue that it is important to be “at the 
table,” but these types of partnerships bring 
legitimacy to the industry under the guise of 
accepting some, usually inadequate, regulation.

The cost of “being at the table” and taking 
donations from the industry is the credibility 
of big environmental groups. The Sierra Club 
learned a painful lesson after taking US$26 mil-
lion from Chesapeake Energy, a gas company 
involved in fracking, while using the rhetoric 
of gas as a clean fuel. Their new executive 
director, Michael Brune, refused a US$30 mil-
lion donation from the corporation because it 
undermined Sierra Club’s credibility. After the 
donation was made public, Brune wrote, “We 
need to leapfrog over gas whenever possible in 
favour of truly clean energy.” But the reality, 
as we see in Illinois and possibly in New York, 
is that by being part of the process to develop 
regulations for fracking, big environmental 
groups make it more likely that legislation 
will pass and fracking will move forward. And 
they come into confl ict with local grassroots 
organisations who are instead fi ghting for a ban 
on fracking in their communities.

In Illinois, the Hydraulic Fracking 
Regulation Act (HFRA) has a section on the dis-
closure of fracking chemicals that uses language 
written by Exxon and promoted by the American 
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) which 
has turned up in other state legislatures. The 
language would allow disclosure to be overseen 
by a front group for the oil and gas industry. 
The HFRA was endorsed by the local chapters 
of the NRDC and Sierra Club, who helped to 
write the industry regulations. However, regula-
tions only work when they are enforced. The 
number of regulators in the Illinois Department 
of Natural Resources has been cut by more 
than half to such an insuffi cient level that they 
cannot enforce regulations adequately. Similar 
lack of regulation enforcement is becoming 
frighteningly common in other states as well.

In New York, Governor Cuomo created a 
Hydrofracking Advisory Panel which included 
many of the same environmental representatives 
from the Aspen Summit, like the Sierra Club, 
and excluded the many citizen groups from 
New York that are opposed to fracking. This 
partnership has raised concerns from many of 
the grassroots organisations in New York that 
question whether there is such a thing as safe 
fracking and whether natural gas is a bridge fuel. 

Finally, when confronted by grassroots 
groups and communities opposed to fracking, 
there is evidence that the oil and gas industry 

resorts to military tactics to cause division and 
disruption.

Clearing some fog
First, it is important to point out that despite 

industry claims that hydraulic fracking for 
natural gas has been in practice since 1947, the 
type of fracking used now is a new entity alto-
gether. Ingraffea refers to it as unconventional 
hydraulic fracking because it combines four 
types of relatively new technologies to unlock 
unconventional gas shale.

Traditional hydraulic fracking involved one 
well that was drilled straight into the ground to 
tap a pocket of natural gas. The gas was trapped 
in a relatively permeable material such as sand 
or limestone. The new type of hydraulic fracking 
is trying to extract gas located in microscopic 
pockets and joints within relatively imperme-
able shale rock. In order to do this, there are 
two types of drills for each well: one that goes 
straight down for fi ve to ten thousand feet to 
reach the shale, and another that drills horizon-
tally through the shale for another fi ve to ten 
thousand feet in multiple directions. 

Unlike traditional gas fracking, shale gas 
fracking requires many wells and much larger 
areas of land. Ingraffea states that traditional 
hydraulic fracking required clearing a small 
area of land and drilling one well. But shale 
gas fracking must drill into as much of the 
shale in the area being extracted as possible. 
This means bulldozing an area of 10 to 20 acres 
and drilling 8 to 20 wells on that pad of land. 
This is repeated at other locations throughout 
the shale area. The Marcellus Shale Basin alone 
is expected to contain 400,000 wells.

Shale gas fracking requires substantially 
more energy and resources than conventional 
gas wells, too. In addition to the drilling rigs, 
each well requires a large generator to run 
the hydraulic pump, hundreds of truckloads 
of water and chemicals to provide 5 to 10 
million gallons of fracking fl uid, and traincar 
loads of sand. Each well consumes ten times 
the amount of water and produces ten times as 
much waste as a conventional well. When this 
is multiplied by the number of wells on a pad 
and the number of pads required to fully extract 
gas in an area, it becomes clear that the use of 
resources is exponentially greater in shale gas 
drilling – and waste continues to be produced 
over the multiple-year active life of the well.

Waste
The waste comes in three forms: liquid, solid 

and gas. Water and chemicals are injected into 
the well and they return to the surface carrying 
heavy metals, organic compounds and radiation 
picked up from the shale. Ideally, the fracking 
fl uid is captured and safely transported to a 
storage facility. Mud from the well comes to 
the surface carrying toxins, too, and must be 
contained, transported and stored. Some of this 
waste is placed in open pools or landfi lls, or is 
spread on the land and roadways in areas that 
permit this. Some is injected into storage wells. 
And some is dumped into waterways illegally. 
Gas waste in the form of leakage to the atmos-
phere occurs. Ongoing research suggests that 3 
to 8 percent of the methane produced from each 
shale gas well is emitted into the atmosphere.

Shale gas drilling requires large areas of 
heavy industrialisation and huge amounts of 
water, chemicals and petroleum to run the pumps 
and transport materials and waste.

According to Ingraffea, it is true that natural 
gas produces less carbon dioxide than other fuels 
when burned. What is not talked about enough 
is how fracking unleashes methane, which has 
devastating effects on climate change. Natural 
gas is primarily methane, and when methane is 
leaked into the atmosphere, it is a more potent 

greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide by a factor 
of 30 to hundreds, depending on the time period 
over which it is emitted and other factors.

Leaks
Every gas well leaks to some extent, but 

the current industry standard is that one out of 
every 20 wells leaks large amounts of methane 
before it is discovered to be failing.

It is known that shale oil wells release over 
100 million of cubic feet of gas each day as 
the oil is collected. This gas is burned on site 
rather than captured because it does not make 
economic sense to capture it. Only recently 
have studies started to ask how much methane 
is leaking overall from shale gas fracking, and it 
looks like the answer is twice as high as initially 
anticipated. Rather than serving as a bridge to 
a clean energy future, Ingraffea states, natural 
gas will hasten climate change, and is a climate 
bomb with greater potential impact than the 
Alberta Tar Sands.

That brings the question: Is natural gas 
worth it because it will bring energy independ-
ence and security? The wars fought by the 
United States are largely over resources such as 
oil, and the US military is the worst polluter on 
the planet. So it would be a huge benefi t to the 
planet, not to mention our domestic spending 
needs, if the United States reduced its military 
carbon footprint. It turns out that the idea of 

Fracking: climate bomb is tickin

At present, the fracking industry is exempt from 
seven federal laws, including the Clean Water 
and Safe Water Acts and the Superfund Law 
regarding pollutants.
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natural gas as a real source of energy independ-
ence and security is false.

When shale gas fracking began, the price 
of natural gas was high and it seemed to be 
a wise investment. Most of the money for 
fracking comes from Wall Street investors 
looking for high returns. However, as the 
price of natural gas has fallen, these investors 
have started looking for better markets. They 
are currently pushing for laws that will allow 
them to export liquefi ed natural gas to Europe 
and Japan where the price is four to fi ve times 
higher, and some in Oregon and Texas have 
been successful. Industries that use natural gas 
in the US are fi ghting its exportation because 
that would drive prices up. 

Energy security could be achieved by invest-
ing in a more effi cient energy infrastructure and 
in sources of energy that do not require military 
confl ict or extraction. These sources are wind, 
water and sunlight. Multiple reports have put 
forward plans to create a carbon-free, nuclear-
free energy economy.

The risks of shale gas 
fracking

Studies on the environmental impact and 
health effects of shale gas fracking are in the 
early phases, but answers are starting to emerge. 
Over 25,000 unconventional shale gas wells 

exist in the United States. Shale gas fracking is 
what is known as a communal industry, meaning 
that it takes place within communities, close to 
homes and schools. In fact, public schools and 
universities are opening their land to fracking 
to gain income as public funding for education 
falls. In a communal industry, the people in 
the community are subjected to industry risks. 
Despite that, there are no federal rules govern-
ing fracking, and regulation varies from state to 
state. For communal industries such as bridges 
and airlines, the standard risk to the population 
must be on the order of one out of tens of mil-
lions. This means that shale gas fracking, at 1 
out of 150, falls in a completely unacceptable 
level of risk to the community, not to mention 
that it is common in the United States and other 
parts of the world for lower-income and minority 
communities to be at disproportionate risk as 
fracking and other dirty extraction operations 
are often sited near them.

The types of harmful environmental events 
are numerous. Ingraffea points out that there 
are many opportunities for things to go wrong. 
Toxic fracking fl uid routinely spills during 
transport. Wells can accidentally communicate 
underground, leading to a blowout of fracking 
fl uids through one well as they are pumped 
through another. Such a blowout occurred on 
Valentine’s Day this year in Colorado which 
sent 84,000 gallons of toxic fl uids fl ying into 

the air. Fracking fl uids and gas can migrate 
into the water table and contaminate the water 
supply. Methane in the water supply is believed 
to be the cause of spontaneous house fi res. The 
injection of fracking waste into storage wells 
causes earthquakes. Open pools that store frack-
ing waste can rupture and leak into waterways. 
Pipelines that carry the natural gas can rupture 
and leak or catch fi re.

Despite claims by the industry that the 
chemicals used in fracking are used in the 
food industry and Colorado Governor John 
Hickenlooper’s media stunt in which he told a 
Senate committee that he and industry repre-
sentatives drank what they claimed was fracking 
fl uid, the chemicals and contaminants in frack-
ing fl uid are known to cause signifi cant harm. 
In response to the media stunt, Ingraffea dares 
industry representatives to drink what comes 
out of fracking wells. Every shale gas well is 
injected with water and at least fi ve chemi-
cals including known carcinogens. Over 500 
chemicals are used in fracking, but the cocktail 
differs for each well depending on the specifi c 
circumstances. The industry has gone to great 
lengths to hide the identity of these chemicals 
as proprietary information, even going so far 
as to gag physicians in Pennsylvania from 
discussing the health effects of these chemicals 
with their patients.

Dangerous chemicals
According to Dr Sandra Steingraber, a 

biologist and author of Raising Elijah, among 
the chemicals known to be used in fracking, 
one third are known carcinogens and others 
are neurotoxins and reproductive toxicants 
which sabotage pregnancy and interfere with 
hormones. But this isn’t the whole of it: the 
fl uids that go down the wells also return to the 
surface carrying heavy metals, radiation, radon 
and organic compounds from the shale with 
them. Radon causes lung cancer, and benzene, 
an organic compound, causes leukemia. As 
Steingraber describes it, these substances are 
not a threat when they are locked deep in the 
ground, but fracking is “fracturing the lid on 
Pandora’s Box.”

Steingraber is founder of New Yorkers 
Against Fracking and serves as their scientifi c 
consultant, and is also a science adviser to 
Americans Against Fracking. The grassroots 
groups opposed to fracking in New York recently 
succeeded in halting the forward motion of shale 
fracking in the state when fracking was placed 
on hold so that the health department could 
study the health impact. 

This practice of conducting studies of a 
practice before allowing its implementation, 
part of a scientifi c approach known as the pre-
cautionary principle, is consistent with what 
is standard in other countries. It means that 
chemicals should not be used in public until they 
are known to be safe. Normally in the United 
States, industries are allowed to use chemicals 
without determining their safety and it is only 
later, if harm can be proven, that chemicals are 
banned. While Steingraber is pleased that the 
health department is conducting a study, she is 
concerned because the study is being conducted 
in private without public input.

Other health studies have been done and 
new studies will appear in the next issue of 
New Solutions: A Journal of Environmental and 
Occupational Health Policy. One study from 
Cornell’s veterinary school documented excess 
disease and death in livestock accidentally 
exposed to fracking fl uid. It reports, “In northern 
central Pennsylvania, 140 cattle were exposed 
to fracking wastewater when an impoundment 
was breached. Approximately 70 cows died, 
and the remainder produced only 11 calves, of 
which three survived.” 

An article by Dr Walter Tsou, past president 
of the American Public Health Association, 
describes the case of an emergency room nurse 
exposed for ten minutes to a driller who had 
fracking fl uids spilled on his clothes, which 
caused her to develop organ failure within a 
few days and nearly die. 

A Pennsylvania report documents some 
of the health effects, including those from air 
pollution caused by shale gas drilling. It shows 
the proximity of shale gas wells to homes, day 
care centres, schools and hospitals.

In March 2012, the Obama Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) shut down a Texas 
study that was researching the dangers of 
fracking to groundwater. The EPA refused to 
answer questions posed by Associated Press 
about the decision.

The EPA is conducting its fi rst scientifi c 
inquiry into the safety of fracking on water, 
but it will not be published until 2014. In the 
meantime, industry is pushing forward with mass 
fracking before that study is fi nished. 

The EPA doesn’t plan to address how often 
drinking water contamination might occur; 
that is, the agency won’t look into whether it 
occurs in 1 out of 100 or 1 out of 100,000 wells. 
In addition, the EPA had planned computer 
simulations as well as fi eld testing water from 
fracking wells, but has not been able to fi nd a 
drilling fi rm to partner with, so they may only 
be able to do computer simulations, a positive 
but inadequate step.

Responsibility 
to the children

Steingraber calls fracking the “single larg-
est environmental threat to children’s health” 
because of both the toxins and the increased risk 
of climate change. The proximity of fracking 
wells to children is of great concern because 
children are more vulnerable to the toxic effects 
of chemicals than adults. Steingraber states 
that parents have two responsibilities to their 
children: to keep them safe and to plan for their 
future, but parents cannot keep children safe 
if they are surrounded by toxins in their envi-
ronment and the future is uncertain if climate 
change accelerates.

At one time, Steingraber urged parents to 
invest in greening their homes, but now she 
believes that this is equivalent to building a 
“beautifully appointed bomb shelter.” Instead, 
parents must take a greater role in shaping public 
policy. As she says, “Parents are not a HEPA 
fi lter” (high-effi ciency particular air fi lter): they 
cannot prevent their children from being exposed 
to toxins in their environment. Thus, parents 
must prevent toxins from being allowed into 
the environment, and this includes greenhouse 
gases and toxins from fracking.

Steingraber realises that this responsibility 
means being engaged in the process of public 
policy using reliable science, but she also 
realises that it may be necessary to engage in 
acts of non-violent civil resistance to be effec-
tive. Steingraber believes we must draw from 
successful past human rights movements and 
create an abolition movement to put climate 
change on the policy table. More than 6,000 
New Yorkers have already signed a pledge to 
commit acts of non-violent civil resistance if 
their governor permits fracking. 

The way forward is through an immedi-
ate commitment to a carbon-free, nuclear-free 
energy economy. Science shows that within 20 
years, we can get off of fossil fuels. The transi-
tion to a clean energy economy would have the 
added benefi t of creating jobs.
Truthout 

ng

Shale gas drilling requires large areas of 
heavy industrialisation and huge amounts 
of water, chemicals and petroleum to run 

the pumps and transport materials and waste.
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On December 12 last year the 
DPRK legitimately and successfully 
launched a satellite for peaceful 
purposes, ensuring international 
transparency, going beyond prac-
tice, and choosing a comparatively 
mild situation for it.

Seizing the DPRK’s satellite 
launch as an occasion for stifl ing it 
from the outset, the US and its allies 
deliberately negated the DPRK’s 
sovereignty over its satellite launch. 
They fi nally prodded the UN Security 
Council into adopting a “resolution 
on sanctions” before opting for high-
handed hostile acts against the DPRK.

These hostile acts are still going 
on.

Under this situation the DPRK 
was compelled to take practical 
counteractions to defend the security 
and sovereignty of the country. On 
February 12 it successfully conducted 
the third underground nuclear test 
for self-defence as part of those 
counteractions.

However, the US imperialists and 
their allied forces including south 
Korea are making more persistent and 
desperate efforts to slap new tougher 
“sanctions” against the DPRK.

Not content with this, they kicked 
off again the Key Resolve and Foal 
Eagle joint military exercises to 
stifl e the DPRK by force of arms 
by mobilising huge armed forces of 
aggression. They will reportedly last 
for two months from March 1.

Unlike last year the current joint 
military exercises will be participated 

in by a super-large nuclear-powered 
carrier task force carrying at least 100 
nuclear warheads, B-52H strategic 
bombers and other means of the US 
imperialist aggression forces for mak-
ing ground, sea and air nuclear strikes 
and its allied forces including south 
Korea, UK and Australia.

From this point of view, the exer-
cises cannot be construed otherwise 
than the most dangerous nuclear 
war manoeuvres targeted against 
the DPRK and the most undisguised 
military provocation to be made by 
a group of all hues of hostile forces.

This serious situation clearly 

indicates that the actions of the US, 
south Korea and other hostile forces 
to infringe upon the sovereignty 
of the DPRK are now leading to a 
military offensive for aggression, 
going beyond the level of outrageous 
economic “sanctions.”

Looking back on history, the 
Korean people have neither shot even 
a single arrow nor thrown a single 
stone at the land of the US.

Our choice has become clear now 
that the moves of all hostile forces to 
encroach upon the sovereignty and 
dignity of the DPRK are reaching a 
dangerous phase. 

Clarifying measures 
to be taken

The Korean People’s Army.

“Second-class” 
post offi ce staff 
back strike 
action

Failed banker handed 
£1.5m in bonuses

Paddy McGuffin

BRITAIN: Nearly 90 percent of 
Post Offi ce workers have voted to 
take strike action in a dispute over 
pay. The Communication Workers 
Union (CWU) said it balloted 
around 4,000 of its members who 
work in the Crown post offi ces – 
the larger sites, which are usually 
based in high streets.

There was an 88 percent major-
ity in favour, in a turnout of 75 
percent. 

CWU deputy general secretary 
Dave Ward said the workers were 
fed up “with being treated second-
class by the Post Offi ce” and want-
ed their concerns to be listened to.

He said: “Our Post Offi ce mem-
bers have spoken loud and clear in 
this ballot. 

“There hasn’t been so much 
as the pretence of negotiations 
from Post Offi ce Ltd and that must 
change if strike action is to be 
avoided.

“We are now asking the com-
pany to come to the table to discuss 
pay and job security for these work-
ers and avoid the need for strike 
action.”

CWU offi cial for Post Offi ce 
members Andy Furey added: “The 
Crown network brings signifi cant 
revenues into the business and is 
crucial to the effective delivery of 
many products and services.

“The company has given pay 
rises to other employees and now 
it’s time it played fair and awarded 
a pay rise to Crown offi ce staff. 
Job security and the future of the 
network are the elephant in the 
room here and we want to see the 
Post Offi ce acting as a responsible 
and fair employer, not treating parts 
of the workforce differently and 
gambling with services which com-
munities rely on.”

The Post Offi ce said its pay 
proposal includes a series of uncon-
solidated cash payments across 
three years, totalling up to £3,400 
with the second two payments 
being subject to meeting mod-
ernisation targets. It added that the 
proposal also provides for a con-
solidated pay rise in year four based 
on the Crown network breaking 
even by April 2015.
Morning Star 

Rory MacKinnon

British bank Lloyds boss Antonio 
Horta-Osorio is at the centre of a 
storm of criticism after the bailed-
out bank’s board handed him £1.5 
million in bonuses. The 39 percent 
state-owned bank posted losses of 
£570 million before tax for the last 
year, burning away £4 billion just 
in compensation for ripped-off 
customers who were missold pay-
ment protection insurance (PPI) 
and interest rate swaps.

Mr Horta-Osorio already enjoys 
a basic salary of £1.06 million each 
year on top of his “golden hello” 
of six million shares and more than 
half a million in cash in 2011.

But Lloyds’s remuneration 
committee have stuffed his pockets 
still further with new shares which 
will pay out after fi ve years on a 
73.6p share price - or if the gov-
ernment sells at least a third of its 
stake at a profi t.

The Unite union representing 
cashiers and other low-level fi nan-
cial workers voiced dismay at the 
payoff. National offi cer Dominic 
Hook said there was no justifi cation 
for Mr Horta-Osorio’s rewards when 
the bank was tainted by scandal.

“Customers and staff have 
a right to be angry. They won’t 
understand why those at the top 
are being rewarded,” he said. The 
announcement also followed reports 
the Con-Dem coalition was prepar-
ing to offl oad its 39 percent stake in 
Lloyds.

Mr Horta-Osorio himself 
declined to comment, saying only 
that he was “very confi dent” the 
government would recoup its 
investment. But left Labour MP 
Jeremy Corbyn accused the coali-
tion of kowtowing to the very bank-
ers taxpayers had bailed out.

“The government seems to be 
trying to engineer a share price 
rise as a hidden bonus,” he told the 
Morning Star newspaper.

The Islington North MP, who 
has long called for a state-owned 
bank as part of the People’s Charter 
campaign, said governments should 
not be looking to re-privatise banks 
at all.

“They should be publicly 
owned, with profi ts going to fund 
the public services people need,” 
he said.

The furore over Lloyds’s lar-
gesse came just a day after RBS 
(Royal Bank of Scotland) chief 

Stephen Hester announced £607m 
in bonuses after a “chastening year” 
detailing £5.2 billion in losses - 
including its own payouts over PPI 
and interest rate swaps. 

The 82 percent state-owned 
bank had been expected to award 
less than half that amount, with a 
widely circulating fi gure of £250 
million.

But it soon emerged the bonus 
pool had already been cut by £302 
million as a result of fi nes relating 
to the ongoing Libor-rigging inves-
tigation: the biggest scandal since 
the credit crisis itself.

Both Lloyds and RBS are 
among nearly two dozen banks 
under investigation. 

The inter-lending rate, which 
averages out the level of market 
confi dence shown by loan terms 
between banks, determines rates for 
derivatives and consumer and busi-
ness loans worldwide.

But Mr Hester confi rmed last 
month that for years RBS’s report-
ers colluded with their trader col-
leagues, falsely raising or lowering 
the fi gures hundreds of times in line 
with their trading positions.
Morning Star 

Pyongyang: A spokesman 
for the Supreme Command 
of the Korean People’s Army 
has issued the following 
statement:

Support Support The GuardianThe Guardian  
by donating to Press Fundby donating to Press Fund
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Yuri Skidanov

While Russian liberals are 
criticising the academic concept 
of Sergei Glazyev, intended to 
increase the government’s role 
in the crisis period and abandon 
the idea of privatisation, the ideal 
of free-market theoreticians, the 
US economy is showing signs of 
imminent collapse. Barak Obama 
has already acknowledged that the 
sequestration will adversely impact 
the quality of life.

This month (after a failed attempt 
of the Republican and Democratic 
wings of the Congress to agree on 
state expenditure), President Obama 
signed a decree to start the curtailment 
of the national budget. What are the 
implications of this unprecedented 
step?

Here are some specifi c numbers 
from the offi cial website of the White 
House and Research Centre Global 
Research: 600,000 people will lose 
their right to food stamps, 700,000 
jobs will be lost, 70,000 children 
will be excluded from the day care 
programs. The program of budget 
savings proposed by Barack Obama 
generally provides savings of about 
a trillion and two hundred million 
dollars, including $400 billion by cut-
ting back on health insurance plans, 
$130 billion – social security and, 
$35 billion – reduction of pensions 
for the retired federal employees, 
who, as a sign of discontent, could 
signifi cantly weaken the system of 
public administration.

In the fi rst fi nancial year that in 
the US ends on October 1, spending 

cuts in the federal budget will amount 
to $85 billion, with $50 billion in 
security agencies and defence.

Compared to the 16-trillion-dollar 
US debt, the savings do not look con-
vincing, but may lead to very negative 
consequences for American society. In 
the short term, the economic recov-
ery in the US will be slowed down 
(consider how growth is calculated 
with infl ated securities and distorted 
numbers of actual production). The 
quality of life of the working class 
who is mostly paying for these sav-
ings will be reduced.

The growth of nationalism will 
inevitably exacerbate separatist ten-
dencies in the United States that have 
been previously subdued by a high 
quality of life. First of all, it is a donor 
state, Texas with a 30 million-strong 
population where in the last four 
years 40 percent of all new jobs in the 
US were created. Every third Texan 
believes that the state has the right to 
self-determination, while 25 percent 
favour an immediate withdrawal from 
the US. The directive of the feds 
to tighten their belts is unlikely to 
reduce the number of supporters of 
independence. Furthermore, when in 
the 1930s the independent Republic 
of Texas signed a contract to join the 
United States, it was subject to the 
reservation that Texas could leave 
the federation at any time.

In the eight southern states, 
including Florida and Alabama, where 
a signifi cant part of the population is 
black, the movement for the proc-
lamation of a new African republic 
has been developing for many dec-
ades. In 1968 a temporary’’ black 

government’’ was created that was 
immediately dismissed by a powerful 
strike of the FBI, which, however, did 
not prevent the idea of withdrawal 
from the United States. There are 
separatists in California and Michigan, 
and, given the growth prospects of the 
minority population to 50 percent, it 
is clear that the tendency to separate 
will increase.

Another obvious thing is that 
the costly US policy of promotion 
and protection of its interests around 
the globe has exhausted itself. It has 
been replaced with other methods – 
fi nancing of colour revolutions and 

use of the information networks. 
Instead of costly air strikes and 
ground operations computers and 
psychological operations are used 
involving networks of activists. It 
is no accident that the US military 
created Cyber Command, and the 
documents on strategic geopolitical 
planning introduced a new term – 
“diffusive wars.”

The reduction in military spend-
ing should not deceive anyone, as 
spending on  war only moved into a 
different area. The well-known law of 
the American political establishment - 
“nothing personal, just the interests of 
the US” – does not change, regardless 
of the price to be paid.
Pravda.Ru 

International

US economy: Say goodbye 
to your expectations

“Neo-Nazism 
on the rise in EU”
The eurozone’s deep economic cri-
sis has radicalised Europe, spark-
ing a rising wave of Neo-Nazism 
across the union, Konstantin 
Dolgov, the Russian Foreign 
Ministry Commissioner for Human 
Rights told RT.

“More and more young peo-
ple fall under the infl uence of 
right-wing and extremist ideas in 
Europe. Neo-Nazism in on the rise 
– not only in the Baltic states, but 
also some other European states, 
which is a challenge especially in 
the prevailing economic conditions 
when quite a number of people 
cannot fi nd jobs and don’t have 
access to proper education.”

The comment came after 
Dolgov brought Russia’s report on 
human rights issues in the EU to 
Brussels. The document posits a 
sharp increase in xenophobia, rac-
ism, nationalism and neo-Nazism 
across the continent. European 
human rights organisations accept-
ed the 73-page document.

Dolgov said the worsening 
situation was partially due to the 
eurozone economic crisis and the 
political turmoil it has created. 
“The crisis is quite tough and we 
can witness it in almost all the 
EU countries. It has delivered a 
huge blow to the social level the 
Europeans have got used to. There 

is huge political dissatisfaction. We 
can see numerous demonstrations. 
And police at times act in a very 
tough way, including dispropor-
tionate use of force,” Dolgov said, 
referring to violent demonstrations 
and subsequent harsh crackdowns 
in crisis-stricken countries such as 
Greece or Spain.

Societies become radicalised 
under such pressure, Dolgov 
explained: Anti-immigrant web-
sites have been created in Belgium; 
a faction in the Hungarian parlia-
ment proposes identifying tags 
for the country’s Jewish minority; 
Anders Breivik kills 77 people, 
most of them teenagers, in a vow 
to “keep Norwegians ethnic purity 
clean.”

“Hopefully, EU governments 
and integrated institutions will 
fi nally be more effective in tack-
ling those issues. So far, they have 
not been,” Dolgov said. 

He also expressed concern 
over declines in press freedom in 
Europe: “When European socie-
ties disclose facts of intrusion into 
private lives and manipulation of 
media, it is worrying,” Dolgov told 
RT, referring to “Murdochgate” 
in the UK and a recent scandal 
in Germany in which a spokes-
person of the CSU, the Bavarian 
sister party to Merkel’s Christian 

Democrats, was forced to resign 
over allegations he had tried to 
manipulate TV coverage of his 
party’s competitors.

Dolgov cited Reporters without 
Borders’ annual rating of mass 
media freedom for 2011 and 2012, 
which saw Switzerland drop 10 
points, descending to 12th place. 
Lithuania dropped to 30th place, 
Hungary to 40th, Latvia to 50th 
and Italy to 61st. Every EU nation 
has witnessed a decline in press 
freedom, Dolgov said.

Dolgov also marked a worry-
ing general tendency of Western 
countries attempting to force their 
own values on other nations, in 
disregard of whether such values 
are suitable for different peoples or 
cultures.

“Some of our partners, espe-
cially some Western countries, 
try very persistently to plant new 
liberal values into internationally 
recognised human rights. Those 
values may not be accepted by 
all societies, culturally, socially 
or historically,” he said. “Such 
values are not to be imposed on 
others, because this may provoke 
only further international prob-
lems. We only support a dialogue 
– intercultural, interreligious, 
interethnic.”
RT 

Syrian 
insurgents’ 
training at 
“Assad’s 
citadel”
Andrei Smirnov

American, French and British 
instructors are providing training 
to Syrian rebels at a camp in the 
Jordanian desert. Observers say 
that this camp can be used as a 
bridgehead for the activities of US 
special troops in Syria.

The training camp is located to 
the north from the Jordan capital 
of Amman, Corriere Della Sera 
newspaper reports. It is a mock-up 
of “Assad’s citadel”. There are 67 
buildings, an airport with a pas-
senger liner, an embassy mock-up, 
roads, a take-off strip and a fi eld 
fi ring range. There Western instruc-
tors teach the members of the Free 
Syrian Army how to fi ght with 
anti-tank fi re systems, to conduct 
battles in city conditions, to make 
ambushes etc.

According to Le Figaro news-
paper, the base in Jordan can be 
used not only as a training facility 
but also as a spring board for US 
servicemen from the Delta Force 
special unit. This unit is deployed 

not far from the Lebanese capital 
of Beirut and periodically conducts 
raids into Syrian territory under 
the veil of control over chemical 
weapons warehouses. But not all 
the experts believe that the camp in 
Jordan will be used as a bridgehead. 
According to independent military 
expert Anton Lavrov:

“It is more important as a 
training facility which enables the 
opposition to train hundreds and 
thousands of insurgents. If, as a last 
resort, Washington decides to inter-
fere it has more opportunities for 
invasion rather than to do this only 
from that camp.”

The reports about the Western 
coalition’s intention to switch to 
invade Syria have become more 
frequent recently. But they are 
not more than a component of the 
information war, political analyst 
Stanislav Tarasov says.

Any new training camps for 
insurgents near the Syrian border 
don’t match the picture of the con-
fl ict’s peaceful settlement.
Information Clearing House 
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I joined Baby Milk Action after return-
ing from a four-year stint with Voluntary 
Service Overseas in Malawi, Africa, in the 
1990s. One of my fi rst campaigns against 
the irresponsible marketing of baby milks 
prompted Nestlé to translate the labels of 
products sold in Malawi into the national 
language, as the government had also been 
demanding. Ten years later, we persuaded 
Nestlé to put an end to point-of-sale displays 
of formula such as the one I encountered 
in a rural area on a return visit to Malawi 
in 2009.

However, marketing malpractice contin-
ues. As a new report from Save the Children, 
Superfood for babies: How overcoming barri-
ers to breastfeeding will save children’s lives, 
documents, baby food companies continue to 
push their products in ways that endanger health. 
The report contains on-the-ground research; it 
is essential to look at what companies actually 
do, rather than just at what they say they do.

Nestlé claims to abide by World Health 
Assembly marketing requirements, but Save 
the Children found in Pakistan, for example, 
that 20 percent of health professionals surveyed 
reported gifts from baby-food companies – over 
half were Nestlé-branded. Danone, now second 

in the baby-milk market, is also criticised. The 
company is an increasing cause for concern as 
it tries to compete with Nestlé.

Over a decade ago, in 1999, I was privileged 
to work with Syed Aamir Raza, a former Nestlé 
medical representative from Pakistan, after he 
blew the whistle on how he was trained to bribe 
doctors. He took a stand after a four-month-old 
child died at a hospital he was visiting and the 
doctor blamed people like him for pushing 
formula feeding. Breastfed children are less 
likely to suffer short- and long-term illness 
and, in poor conditions less likely to die than 
formula-fed babies. Limited regulations were 
introduced following our work with Aamir, but 
they have not gone far enough.

When regulations are effective, the industry 
tries to weaken them. In the Philippines right 
now campaigners are trying to stop the Nestlé 
Monster Bill from replacing strong regulations 
introduced in 2007. This is their name for a 
draft law that will remove hard-won protection 
against the promotion of foods for children up 
to three years of age. At present labels have 
clear warnings, meeting Save the Children’s 
recommendation that these cover a third of the 
packaging.

If Members of Congress succumb to a threat 

that corporations will cancel US$400 million 
of investment if the law does not pass, the law 
will allow them to advertise milks for use from 
six months of age and target mothers directly as 
well as weakening the labelling requirements 
and other protection. The Department of Health 
has intervened, countering: “The draft House 
Bill ... aims to support multinational companies 
while damaging the Filipino society: families, 
the mothers and children.’

Nestlé is the target of a boycott as it is the 
worst of the companies, in terms of scale and 
type of violations, and this pressure has forced 
some changes in policies and practices. For 
example, Nestlé stopped claiming its formula is 
“The new ‘Gold Standard’ in infant nutrition” as 
a direct response to our last email campaign. The 
company has dismissed the Save the Children 
report, however, stating: “It is unfortunate that 
specifi c companies are singled out for criticism, 
yet none are given credit where it is merited.”

So what credit is Nestlé due? In response 
to the last global monitoring report from the 
International Baby Food Action Network 
(IBFAN), Breaking the Rules, Stretching the 
Rules 2010, Nestlé said it would act on just four 
of the 130 violations it counted in its profi le. 
That’s only three percent and includes the “Gold 

Standard” claim that we had already forced it to 
stop. Nestlé does not deserve praise: it deserves 
to be boycotted.

Rather than accepting our four-point plan 
for saving infant lives and ultimately ending 
the boycott, Nestlé executives continue with 
business as usual while trying to counter the 
boycott and sometimes investing in dirty tricks. 
In January 2013 a Swiss court ordered Nestlé 
to pay damages and costs to members of cam-
paign group ATTAC Switzerland after their 
spies infi ltrated the group as it was producing a 
book on the baby-milk issue and other concerns 
about Nestlé practices. Last year, the company 
opened a special centre monitoring billions of 
postings on the internet.

As for Danone: they have said new policies 
would stop 50 percent of the violations in the 
Breaking the Rules report, but it still rejects 
our call to stop them all. At present, we target 
Danone with exposés and shaming campaigns, 
but perhaps it is time to call a Danone boycott, 
too.

So we need the twin tracks of monitoring 
and public pressure on the one hand, and work-
ing for independently monitored and enforced 
regulations on the other.
New Internationalist 

Letters / Culture & Life

Defend the ABC

The Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation is as Australian as, 
well, the ABC. Millions of people 
rely on it for their news, on TV, on 
the radio and increasingly, online.

It’s a critical part of our media 
landscape – but a small number of 
media barons want to work with Tony 
Abbott to stop the ABC providing 
news online.

Communications Minister 
Stephen Conroy is putting the fi nal 
touches on a media reform package.

Already in Australia, only a tiny 
handful of media oligarchs own and 
control most of what we can watch, 
read and hear – one company alone 
controls 70 percent of our newspapers.

They know that a big part of the 
future of news is online, and they are 
challenging the right of our public 
broadcaster to be part of that. Worse, 
Tony Abbott is encouraging them.

The Coalition is opposed to any 
attempts to protect media diversity 
and federal Labor has been sitting on 
39 recommendations on media reform 
for more than a year.

Unless we act now to legislate 
protection for the ABC to give it the 
right to be online, if Tony Abbott wins 
the next election he will be able to gut 
key ABC services, including online 
news content.

Only the Greens have taken a 
strong and consistent stand against 
concentration of media ownership. 
In this term of government, we’ve 
secured the biggest funding increase 
for SBS in its history, campaigned 
for regional production centres for 
the ABC, and secured funding for 
independent Australian music to get 
airplay through AMRAP.

Real media reform needs to be the 
next step in securing a strong, inde-
pendent media – free from corporate 
vested interests.

Scott Ludlam
The Greens

Rainbow Warrior 
coming
I couldn’t wait to share this excit-
ing news with you: our brand new 
ship, the Rainbow Warrior, is on 
her way to Australia right now. 
She’s here to join the growing 
movement of tens of thousands of 
Australians taking action to save 
our beautiful Great Barrier Reef 
from destruction by the reckless 
coal industry.

After arriving at Port Melbourne 
next Tuesday, she’ll travel up the 
east coast all the way to Townsville. 
Our campaigners will stop at ports 
along the way to support community 
groups working hard to protect the 
Reef. The Rainbow Warrior is a 
globally recognised symbol of hope 
and courage.

The Rainbow Warrior could not 
have come at a more important time. 
The speed and scale of coal expansion 
in Queensland makes for distressing 
news. Decisions made right now could 
seal the Reef’s fate for good. Late 
last year, Environment Minister Tony 
Burke gave the green light to two 
massive coal projects in Queensland: 
the Alpha mega-mine in the Galilee 

Basin, and a large new coal export 
terminal on the Great Barrier Reef 
coast at Abbot Point. The Alpha mine 
is just the fi rst of nine proposed for 
the Basin.

If all go ahead, mining in the 
Basin could cause a staggering 215 
million cars’ worth of greenhouse 
pollution pumped into the atmosphere 
– which would be a disaster for the 
climate.

Under her 50 metre high sails, the 
custom-built eco-friendly Rainbow 
Warrior is an inspirational sight. 
Because Greenpeace is independent 

and we don’t accept any funds from 
governments or corporations, she 
was built entirely from donations by 
individual supporters.

You’ll be able to see the Warrior 
close-up during open days happening 
in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane. 
There’s no need to book - just come 
on down to the ship, bring your 
friends and family (don’t forget the 
sunscreen and camera!) and enjoy 
exploring the Rainbow Warrior.

Hope to see you on board.
David Ritter

Greenpeace Australia Pacifi c

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

Action in the Philippines for the promotion, protection and support of breastfeeding.

DO YOU HAVE 
SOMETHING TO SAY?
Write a letter 
to the Editor

More action 
needed on 
baby food 
marketing

Mike Brady
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This  week  on  David 
Attenborough’s Galapagos

(ABC1 Sundays at 7.30pm) we move 
on from the origins of the islands and 
their extraordinary wildlife to deal 
with the issue of adaptation and how 
the plants and animals of Galapagos 
did it. Some of the adaptations are 
truly remarkable and it is no wonder 
they made such an impression on 
Charles Darwin.

The islands’ unique black marine 
iguanas, Attenborough points out, 
are descendants of tree-dwelling, 
leaf-eating green iguanas from South 
America swept out to sea by storm or 
fl ood, and carried to the islands by the 
prevailing currents. But there are no 
jungle plants on Galapagos, so the 
iguanas took to eating the seaweed 
off the rocks on the shore, then to 
diving down into the ocean to obtain 
more seaweed from deeper down. 
Their claws adapted to hold them on 
the rocks while they fed, their nostrils 
adapted to sneeze out the excess salt 
they necessarily consumed with this 
diet, their skin scales turned black to 
absorb more heat when they came 
out of the water into the sun so that 
their body temperatures could be more 
easily controlled.

And that’s just the iguanas.

Isolated wildlife is not the only 
thing that changes over time. So 

does scientifi c knowledge, sometimes 
with unpredictable results. Four years 

ago, the scientifi c community voted 
to redefi ne “planet” so as to exclude 
Pluto, with its tiny size and eccentric 
orbit. This decision, which you would 
think only affected people whose job 
was classifying celestial objects, did 
not meet with universal acceptance. 
In America, primary school children 
rushed to defend Pluto, university 
students actually demonstrated, talk-
show hosts took sides and some emi-
nent scientists also cried foul.

After much argy-bargy – and 
the recent discovery of a clutch of 
similar-sized small planets – Pluto 
for most people has been redefi ned 
as a dwarf planet. That seems to tick 
most boxes, but some people still want 
Pluto reinstated as a planet. The Pluto 
Files (SBS ONE Sunday March 
17 at 8.30pm) with Neil deGrasse 
Tyson, Director of the American 
Museum of Natural History’s Hayden 
Planetarium, looks at this curious 
scientifi c (and community) wrangle.

The program is ultimately 
instructive but along the way one 
has to tolerate an excessively arch 
approach that strives so hard to 
avoid being dry and academic that it 
becomes downright annoying.

It was inevitable wasn’t it that 
a popular British documentary 

series about a lanky Australian bush-
man who rescues kangaroo joeys from 
their dead mothers’ pouches when he 
fi nds them by the roadside near Alice 
Springs would be called Kangaroo 
Dundee (ABC1 Thursdays from 
March 21 at 8.30pm)? 

At six foot seven inches, he is 
aptly known as Brolga. He has his 
own small property near the Alice 
and has turned it into a kangaroo 
sanctuary. His dream is to establish 
his own full-fl edged animal hospital. 
At present all he has is a tin shed with 
no modern conveniences, but people 
already bring him injured animals for 
rehabilitation.

The kangaroos on his property 
– some rescues, some naturally bred 
there – form Brolga’s very own mob, 
although he has to share the leadership 

with the alpha male, Roger who views 
Brolga as a rival for the female roos 
in their mob. The two-part series is 
a BBC/Animal Planet co-production 
and since its recent screening in 
Britain, Brolga has been inundated 
with offers of help and donations.

Britain might not have the 
highest mountains or the 

longest rivers or the like, but it 
does have a very pleasing variety of 
landscapes crammed into a relatively 
compact area. The Great British 
Countryside (SBS ONE Fridays 
from March 22 at 7.30pm) takes 
us on a tour of some of these in the 
manner of several other recent British 
travel programs (Coast, Britain from 
Above, Martin Clunes: Islands of 
Britain, This Green and Pleasant 
Land, Making Scotland’s Landscape).

Two things mark this series as 
different to those: there is a deliber-
ate emphasis here on geology and the 
primal forces that have shaped the 
rock beneath the land, and the two 
presenters have apparently been told 
to “keep it light”. Since one of them 

is comedian Hugh Dennis, he seems 
to have assumed that this means that 
he should strive continuously to be 
amusing, witty and facetious – which 
palls very quickly.

Although each episode is 
restricted to only one or two districts 
at a time (Cornwall and Devon in the 
fi rst one), the coverage within the 
episode is decidedly scrappy: a tin 
mine here, a fossilised ichthyosaur 
skeleton there, ponies browsing 
on the gorse that would otherwise 
overrun Dartmoor up there, daft thrill-
seekers cliff diving down here, and 
somewhere else a quarry for limestone 
for making the fancy parts of the best 
cathedrals.

The bits and pieces of information 
that accompany these scrappy scenic 
visits together with some stunningly 
beautiful photography is what makes 
the series watchable at all.

This week sees the return to 
our screens of Martin Shaw 

in the fourth series of Inspector 
George Gently (ABC1 Saturdays 
from March 23 at 8.30pm). Set in 

the 1960s, and based on characters in 
the Inspector Gently novels of Alan 
Hunter, this week’s episode was made 
in 2011. The fi fth series was shown in 
Britain last year, but I am sure it will 
arrive here sooner or later.

Set in the days before Britain 
was overrun with CCTV cameras 
and DNA was a sci-fi  concept, the 
investigations of Inspector Gently and 
his sidekick Sergeant John Bachus 
call for an old-fashioned cerebral 
approach. Like many policiers, this 
series sticks to a regular formula. 
That would be all right if Gently’s 
assistant wasn’t always jumping to 
hasty conclusions that are invariably 
wrong. Surely Gently would soon 
tire of the fellow?  And surely the 
programs would be a bit better if 
Bachus was just a wee bit less inclined 
to be wrong?

The series is at some pains to get 
its period atmosphere right, and does 
a good job here of showing the early 
days of what in Australia was the 
Bandstand era. Its English equivalent 
appears to have been identical. 

Rob Gowland
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March 15
THE CAMPAIGN TO STOP VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN – 
IS IT WORKING?
Kate Gleeson, Fellow, Macquarie University and Australian Research 
Council; 
Ludo McFerran, Project Manager of Safe at Home, at Work Program, 
Domestic Violence Clearing House UNSW; 

March 22
ARE WE WINNING THE WAR ON GLOBAL WARMING?
Andy Pitman, Professor, Director Centre of Excellence for Climate 
Change Science, UNSW; 
John Connor, Director Climate Change Institute;

March 29
NO MEETING
Good Friday, Easter Holiday; 

April 5
GILLARD GOVERNMENT’S URANIUM DEAL WITH INDIA – 
WHY IT IS SO DANGEROUS?
Richard Broinowski, former Ambassador Asian countries, author of 
Fact or Fission - The Truth about Australia’s Nuclear Ambitions; 
David Sweeney, National Nuclear Campaigner, ACF; 

April 12
PACKER’S NON-TENDERED BARANGAROO CASINO – 
LAS VEGAS IN THE PACIFIC?
Wendy Lang, Dr, Senior Pastor, Surry Hills Baptist Centre; 
John Kaye, MLC, NSW Greens;

POLITICSin the pub

Sydney

Martin Shaw in the fourth series of Inspector George Gently (ABC1 Saturdays from March 23 at 8.30pm).

Thu, 14 March 
7:00 pm - 9:00 pm, 
Trades Hall, 
377 Sussex St, Sydney

Fri, 15 March 
6:30 pm 
Max Weber Library 
Fluschcombe Rd, Blacktown

Sat, 16 March
1:30 pm 
MacKillop Hall 
St Aidan’s Catholic Church
Rooty Hill

Sat, 16 March
6:30 pm, 
Herb Greedy Hall 
Petersham Rd, Marrickville
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There is a mistaken view that 
Centrelink staff harasses the 
unemployed. This is not the case. 
Most Centrelink staff actually 
have sympathy for the unemployed 
because they know that if not for 
a little bit of luck it could be them 
on the dole line. This lack off 
harassment by Centrelink work-
ers was one of the reasons that 
the Howard government, more 
than any other government, fully 
“privatised” the harassment of 
the unemployed. The unemployed 
initially sign up at Centrelink but 
are immediately handed over to 
the private Employment Services 
Providers who now have govern-
ment approved control over you.

They can demand that you have 
to turn up to their offi ce whenever it 
suits them and even whether you will 

still get the dole or not.  Basically 
the arrangement is for these private 
employment providers to harass the 
unemployed off the dole and the 
incentive is that these private compa-
nies are then rewarded with payment 
by the government.

With greedy motivation these 
companies try every approach to 
harass their unemployed victim off 
the dole. If you continue on the dole 
they threaten that they will make 
you go to another one of their two 
week “motivation” course which is a 
course where in my case a man who 
conducted himself like a fascist with 
a big mouth, however without the 
uniform, abused all the unemployed. 
He yelled at a young woman that she 
was too fat and that is why she could 
not get a job.

When I protested he threw me out 

of the ‘course’ and threatened me with 
loss of dole payments. It was absolute 
abuse but the unemployed are a group 
of people that the capitalist system 
openly attacks and unfortunately there 
is no one out their supporting them.

These companies make it very 
clear to the unemployed that they 
are going to make your life hell, so 
get off the dole. Because there is 
not enough jobs to go around they 
demand that the unemployed go and 
“canvas”. This means knocking on 
doors and pleading for a job, getting 
your family to support you instead of 
being on the dole, sending out your 
personal details to all the companies 
in the yellow pages even if they are 
not looking for workers, just get off 
the dole so they can get their money 
from the government.

The system is highly ineffi cient 
because if you have signed up to one 
job provider, one of the other job 
providers might get a job vacancy 
from a company looking for a worker 
but the latter job provider is going 
to give it to its unemployed person 
over you. So if you are stuck with a 
job provider who does not get many 
job vacancies you, as an unemployed 
person, will miss out and also the 
company looking for a worker loses 

because they have not necessarily got 
the ideal worker to fulfi l their needs.

In some cases they also purposely 
keep people from getting a job for six 
months because they can get more 
money from the government after 
that period. However, the government 
would argue that private job providers 
are generally more effi cient because 
they certainly push people off the 
dole even if they become one of the 
hundred thousand homeless or beg-
gars on the streets.

If one wishes to officially 
complain about these Job Network 
Providers it is the Centrelink workers 
who, even though they are instructed 
not to give advice to the unemployed 
victim, do so. They cannot do 
much, other than give information 
on what arguments to put because 
these so-called Employment Service 
Provider companies are monitored 

by a “special” cosy government 
organisation also set up by Howard 
that automatically takes the position 
of the company.

The intention by Howard was to 
stop the unemployed moving to anoth-
er job provider which, if allowed, 
would lessen the ability of the initial 
job provider to be able to corner their 
victim and then suffi ciently abuse 
them enough to eventually harass 
them off the dole. The Centrelink 
worker told me her motivation for 
secretly helping the unemployed was 
because she cannot handle them cry-
ing in front of her.

Of course people like the ex-
prime Minister Rudd’s wife does not 
cry, she is always smiling probably 
because she has made her hundreds  
of millions from this sort of abusive 
industry.
Name of the author supplied. 

The Coal Seam 
Gas Protest Song
Lyrics by Ainslie Lamb.
Tune: Sing a song of sixpence.

Sing a song of profi ts, the miners now have found
Another way to exploit the coal that’s underground.
Taking out the coal gas and selling it abroad,
Another hefty bonus for the chairman of the board.

Chorus

Protest with your banners, protest with your feet,
Protest through the internet, protest with a tweet.
Write those e-mail letters, send one send them all
Let the politicians know we don’t want it at all.

Sing a song of danger, the process is quite fl awed,
Fracking causes toxins to leach into the soil.
It’s contaminated, then what do you think?
The water in the catchment isn’t fi t to drink.

Chorus

Sing a song of protest, the people must be heard.
It’s not just the Greenies, we all think it’s absurd.
Farmers in the country, city dwellers too
Would like to keep the environment from being completely –
(spoken) MUCKED UP.

Repeat chorus.

Poetry
And it was at that age...Poetry arrived
in search of me. I don’t know, I don’t know where
it came from, from winter or a river.
I don’t know how or when,
no, they were not voices, they were not
words, nor silence,
but from a street I was summoned,
from the branches of night,
abruptly from the others,
among violent fi res
or returning alone,
there I was without a face
and it touched me.
I did not know what to say, my mouth
had no way
with names
my eyes were blind,
and something started in my soul,
fever or forgotten wings,
and I made my own way,
deciphering
that fi re
and I wrote the fi rst faint line,
faint, without substance, pure

nonsense,
pure wisdom
of someone who knows nothing,
and suddenly I saw
the heavens
unfastened
and open,
planets,
palpitating planations,
shadow perforated,
riddled
with arrows, fi re and fl owers,
the winding night, the universe.
And I, infi nitesimal being,
drunk with the great starry
void,
likeness, image of
mystery,
I felt myself a pure part
of the abyss,
I wheeled with the stars,
my heart broke free on the open sky.

Pablo Neruda

Plight of 
the privatised 
unemployed


