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“You can take me on trust,” Coalition leader
Tony Abbott keeps telling us. The election
is about “trust” and who is “more fair
dinkum”. Abbott says he wants “Australian
workers to be amongst the best paid in
the world.” And how will he do this? Just
trust him! It is clear that the Coalition have
plans to cut the minimum wage, cap wage
rises, give employers more flexibility in the
workplace, reduce or abolish penalty rates,
sack 12,000 public servants and clobber
trade unions and workers with a more toxic
version of WorkChoices.

In fact neither Liberal nor Labor have
pushed industrial relations as an issue for
“debate” in the lead-up to the September 7
federal elections. They both say a lot about
boosting productivity, making Australia inter-
nationally competitive, creating prosperity and
helping families.

Most of the Coalition’s industrial relations
policy is being kept under wraps, for fear of
almost certain electoral defeat if details were
released prior to voting. This is what Campbell
Newman did to win the Queensland state elec-
tions and how John Howard won the 1996
federal elections.

There is no doubt that the push is on from
employers to slash wages and working condi-
tions. They are making the most of deteriorating
economic conditions to pressure workers into
making sacrifices to keep profits flowing in.

Holden assembly workers in Adelaide are
the latest to be confronted with the threat of
losing their jobs if they did not accept cuts. Last
week, they voted to accept a three-year wage
freeze and other changes to avoid their plant
being closed in 2016. These sacrifices include
a reduction in break time from 40 to 25 minutes
and greater flexibility for management in relation
to overtime and working hours.

Holden’s US parent company General
Motors, had issued a similar threat in Hochum,
Germany, and decided to go ahead with its threat
to close the plant in 2014, following rejection
by workers of the changes being demanded.
So the threat was taken seriously by the 1,500
Adelaide workers.

Asylum seekers:
A national moral crisis

It was a difficult decision for the union,
the Australian Manufacturing Workers Union,
and the workers involved. There are still no
guarantees that the plant will remain open
until 2022. It also depends on government
assistance, which Labor promised, but Abbott
so far has not.

Ford will cease production in Australia in
2016. Toyota will be the only other remain-
ing car manufacturer in Australia. Instead of
the government taking over the plants and
converting them to the manufacture of other
vehicles such as buses and train carriages
for public transport, Australia’s skill base is
being lost.

It is not just in the car industry that down-
ward pressure is being exerted on wages and
working conditions. Employer bodies are
lobbying on all fronts, determined to use the
developing economic crisis and a Coalition
government to destroy the union movement and
take back more than a century of gains won in
hard struggle.

The mass media, in particular, the Australian
Financial Review and The Australian, run with
employer wish lists almost on a daily basis.
The Business Council of Australia, Rio Tinto,
McDonalds, the hospitality industry, Chevron,
INPEX, construction companies, Gina Rinehart,
are just some of those on the war path against
trade unions and Australian labour standards.
They have a class ally in Abbott.

Workers feel the brunt

Workers face job losses in other sectors of
manufacturing. For example, Brad Teys, CEO
of Teys Australia, one of Australia’s largest
meat processing plants joined the fray last week,
complaining about “archaic labour attitudes”,
and blaming trade unions for the demise of
manufacturing in Australia.

Teys compares the cost of processing
beef in Australia at $300 a head with Brazil at
$100. Those comparisons give some idea of his
expectations! The company threatened to close
its Beenleigh plant in Queensland, if its 800
workers did not accept cuts. The Australasian
Meat Industry Employees Union is still fighting
the company over an EBA.

Continued on page 2

May Day in Adelaide earlier this year.
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Issue 1608
Parental leave — who pays?

Tony Abbott is desperate to reverse his misogynist reputation
and increase support from women voters. He is looking to his
parental leave policy to do just that, even though there is consider-
able opposition to it within Liberal Party ranks and ruling class
circles. One parent or partner will be entitled to paid parental
leave at their current wage or salary rate up to $150,000 per an-
num plus superannuation payments for six months (i.e. maximum
payment of $75,000). If a male takes the leave, and his income is
higher than the mother’s, he will be paid the lower female wage.
Apparently child rearing is only worth a lower “woman’s wage”!

Labor introduced paid parental leave in January 2012; prior
to that it was mostly limited to public sector employees and “white
collar” employees through awards and employment packages. Its
scheme only provides 18 weeks at the minimum wage (at present
$622 per week) and the combined family income must be less than
$150,000 to be eligible. The maximum payment over 18 weeks is
$11,200, but the net gain is $6,200 because Labor cut the $5,000
baby bonus for families receiving paid parental leave. There is
an additional provision for two weeks’ leave for the other parent,
also on the minimum wage.

Labor’s scheme is inadequate both in terms of dollars and
length of leave. It compares poorly with Canada’s 50 weeks’ paid
leave, the UK’s 39 weeks, or the 18 months on full pay in France,
Sweden and Estonia. It does not cover parents or partners who
have not worked at least 330 hours in the paid workforce for ten
of the 13 months prior to the birth or adoption. There are no
entitlements prior to birth.

Abbott’s proposal has come under attack from all directions.
Progressives object to its unfairness, as it favours those on higher
incomes. Australia’s largest employers are screaming as they look
set to be charged a 1.5 percent levy on taxable income over $5
million to help fund the scheme. This is despite the fact they have
been promised a reduction of 1.5 percent in the corporate tax rate.
What the government hasn’t revealed yet is how many public
servant jobs will be lost or hospital beds closed to fund the loss of
taxation revenue — at this stage estimated at $4.3 billion.

If the Coalition scheme is introduced, trade unions will have
a job on their hands to protect existing provisions in awards and
EBAs and have them included as extensions to the new scheme.
This is permissible at present under Labor’s scheme. They will
also need to be protected in the event that funding for the scheme
is unwound in the future. If the present outcry from large employ-
ers is anything to go by they plan to pull the plug on paying any
parental leave.

The Coalition has foreshadowed a taxation review. Don’t be
surprised if the review finds the levy to be anti-competitive and
recommends its abolition. Such a review might opt for a levy in true
neo-liberal style on those who benefit directly — workers — along
similar lines to the Medicare levy which is only paid by individu-
als, not companies. Or it might advocate an “income contingent
loan”, along similar lines to HECS. Parents or partners would
begin repayments when back in the workforce and their income
(or the combined family income) has reached a certain amount.

Governments and employers have been forced by trade union
and public pressure into accepting paid parental leave as a right,
the precedent that was set in the former socialist Soviet Union and
East European countries. Whether or not the Coalition implements
Abbott’s scheme if elected, the question of who funds paid parental
leave remains. It is a class question. By employers such as through
a levy? Through central revenue which is raised by the taxation
of individuals and corporations? Or directly by workers?

The proper funding of parental leave for all families should
be through central revenue, but not as a result of budget cuts to
jobs and services. The taxation system is in need of urgent reform
along progressive lines, with higher marginal rates on rich indi-
viduals and higher taxes for the corporate sector. There are also
areas of spending which can be cut, such as the bloated military
budget and fossil fuel subsidy to mining companies. It should be
fully funded, for at least six months and at a higher rate than the
minimum wage.
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Sometimes big issues are revealed in small, off-the-cuff statements.
Last week to the dismay of his colleagues, Liberal Senator Eric
Abetz let slip that a coalition government would introduce
legislation to allow it to overturn industrial agreements in cases
where the government thought the agreement was over-generous to
employees. Former Liberal leader Malcolm Turnbull also admitted
casually that the asylum seeker policies of both major parties are
“harsh — cruel, in fact”. Ten marks for honesty, at least! We try

to keep you up to date with these important snippets, but we need
your support in the form of contributions to the Press Fund, so
send us something for the next issue, please! Many thanks to this
week’s contributors, as follows:

“Mad Dog”, SA $20, Mark Mannion $5, B Miller $10,
“Round Figure” $15

This week’s total: $50 Progressive total: $5,560

Guardian

Congress Appeal

From October 4-7 this year, elected
delegates representing Communist
Party organisations from all over
Australia will gather in Sydney for
the 12th National Congress of the
Party. There will be an opening
on the Friday night to which all
Guardian readers, their families
and friends are invited. (Details
will be provided in a future issue
of the Guardian.)

Over the following three days,
delegates will discuss the work of the
Party, make any final amendments to
and adopt a Political Resolution. In
the lead-up to the Congress, Party
members have been discussing

Credit Card minimum $20

Card Number

Name on the card ...........

and submitting amendments to the
Political Resolution.

Congress will elect a new Central
Committee to lead the work of the
Party over the next four years until
the 13th National Congress. As the
highest body of the Party it can also
amend the Constitution and Program,
and adopt other resolutions as its
delegates may determine.

In last week’s Guardian we
launched a Special Appeal to help
defray the considerable cost for trans-
port of delegates and accommodation
during the Congress. Delegates will
be coming from as far away as Perth.

We are appealing to Party

| enclose a Cheque/Money Order/Cash for that amount(made out to “CPA”).

Payment may also be made by Credit Card by filling the information below:

] Visa

| agree/disagree to having my name published in The Guardian in acknowledgement of my contribution.

Send to 74 Buckingham St, Surry Hills, 2010 or phone through on 02 9699 8844

to the above Appeal.

[ Mastercard

Expiry Date /

members and organisations and all
friends and supporters of the Party
and Guardian readers to help fulfil
our $10,000 target as soon as possible.

To contribute, please fill in the
form below or write your details
on a separate piece of paper to send
with your contribution. Payment by
credit card can also be phoned in on
02 9699 8844.

All contributions will be acknowl-
edged in the Guardian, with the
names of contributors unless oth-
erwise requested. We look forward
to your support for this important
occasion. &
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Continued from page 1

Blaming workers for the
decline in the manufacturing sector
in Australia is an all too familiar
refrain in the corporate media and
from bosses seeking concessions
from workers. It is a refrain that is
music to Abbott’s ears.

There are many factors behind
the decline in manufacturing,
including competition policy, pri-
vatisation, tariff reductions, lack
of commitment to Australia and
poor investment decisions by the
private sector, lack of government
planning, which have been added to
by competition from industrialisa-
tion in lower wage countries. Car
companies and other manufactur-
ers have drained every dollar they
could out of governments while
failing to invest in future, green
products.

Government policy and capital-
ist greed are to blame, not “greedy”
workers and their trade unions.
Blaming workers for not being
internationally competitive diverts
blame from where it should be
directed and serves as an excuse
to slash wages, increase working
hours and cut conditions.

Employer wish list

A group of around 100 CEOs
from some of the largest compa-
nies operating in Australia includ-
ing Rio Tinto, BHP Billiton and
McDonald’s have called for a
review of the Fair Work Act. Abbott
has agreed; it will be conducted by

the neo-liberal, pro-big business
Productivity Commission.

Their wish list includes reduc-
ing the already limited statutory
rights of trade unions, in particular,
denying union officials access to
workers in the workplace, outlaw-
ing “protected” industrial action,
getting rid of the requirement to
bargain in good faith, and the aboli-
tion of penalty rates.

Abbott has already indicated
that the Australian Building and
Construction Commission (renamed
under Labor) will be restored and
have its powers strengthened and
coverage extended to cover the
Maritime Union of Australia, as
well as building and construction
unions.

The Coalition policy includes
subjecting EBAS to examination by
the Fair Work Commission, which
will be required to reject agree-
ments where wage rises above CPI
are not fully paid for by productiv-
ity gains — i.e. by workers’ sacrific-
ing manning levels, cutting paid
breaks, losing penalty rates, speed-
ing up work, etc.

In other words, under a
Coalition government real wage
rises will be outlawed unless work-
ers make trade-offs and sacrifice
other conditions or jobs to fund
them.

The Coalition will make it more
difficult for trade unions to negoti-
ate greenfield agreements for new
sites, prior to work commencing.

The Productivity Commission

inquiry will lay the basis for “trust
me” Abbott to reveal the Coalition’s
real agenda, after they are elected.
The CEO wish list is a good indica-
tion of what lies ahead.

Senate balance
of power

If the Coalition is elected, then
it is vital that it does not control
both Houses of Parliament as the
former Howard government did.

The CPA recommends putting
Coalition candidates last on their
ballot papers along with other reac-
tionary candidates including those
from the Rise Up Australia Party,
Family First, Katter’s Australian
Party, Democratic Labor Party,
One Nation, Christian Democrats,
Palmer United Party and so on. We
recommend a vote for Labor ahead
of these reactionary groupings.

The Australian Greens are
the only progressive, pro-worker,
pro-environment political force in
a position to hold the balance of
power. It is vital that the Greens
build their numbers in the Senate,
so the CPA recommends voting for
the Greens in the Upper House to
prevent the Coalition obtaining an
absolute majority.

Regardless of which of the two
major parties comes out on top on
September 7, the struggle to protect
and improve workers’ rights will
continue. The work of building a
strong left and progressive alterna-
tive will still be on the agenda. &
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The Liberal Party’s $185 million
regional deterrence framework
includes a bizarre scheme to buy
fishing boats that might be used
to transport asylum seekers to
Australia. The Liberals have not
indicated how the boats would be
identified from among the 750,000
Indonesia fishing boats.

Opposition immigration spokes-
man Scott Morrison has admitted he
has not yet discussed the regional
deterrence arrangement with the
governments of Indonesia, Malaysia
or Sri Lanka.

The Rudd government sent seven
asylum seeker families to Manus
Island last week, including 12 children
aged between 5 and 15 years of age.
Unaccompanied children will also be
sent there soon, and to Nauru.

Immigration Minister Tony Burke
recently declared: “People will be
sent to Manus Island when | am
confident they will be safe and there
is appropriate accommodation and
services in place.”

However, the island has endemic
rates of malaria, and eight months ago
the government was warned that preg-
nant women and children under five
years of age should not be sent there.

Asylum seekers are offered anti-
malaria medication, but pregnant
women are at risk of dying, suffering
miscarriage or stillbirth, or bearing
low birth-weight babies with an
increased risk of neonatal death, if
they take anti-malaria drugs. Children
who take the drugs are at risk of kid-
ney failure, allergy and psychiatric
conditions.

Six women asylum seekers were
recently moved from Manus Island
after it became evident that they were
pregnant, but three miscarried. The
government moved women and chil-
dren to the mainland in June and July,
but the Department of Immigration
has now confirmed that women and
children are to be sent to Manus Island
in the future.

Last week Sophie Peer, campaign
director for refugee advocate group

ChilOut, said: “We are appalled that
this government is sending families
and children to conditions that pose a
health risk, are likely to cause mental
harm and where there is not even a
functioning hospital”.

Exhibiting disturbing evidence of
invasion phobia, Burke replied defen-
sively: “If | carved out children of a
particular age it would take about a
fortnight ... before we saw boatloads
of children being pushed across the
Indian Ocean ...”.

Trouble in the region

The prime minister of Papua New
Guinea has admitted that he agreed to
the PNG “solution” on the assumption
that the flow of asylum seeker boats
would soon cease.

However, the agreement is already
under challenge in a PNG court, and
is likely to collapse because the flow
is continuing, and Manus Island will
not be able to accommodate them.

The Australian government has
agreed to provide assistance to PNG
to resettle refugees, and $495 million
for major works projects. However,
civil disturbance is likely if asylum
seeker detainees receive health and
education services at the standard
required under the UN Refugee
Convention, which is better than local
citizens receive.

Ten Iranian men are also on
hunger strike on Christmas Island.
They’re part of 69 people who
left Indonesia by boat before the
PNG scheme was announced, but
reached Christmas Island afterwards.
They now face the prospect of
being detained in PNG and denied
Australian citizenship.

On Nauru 30 asylum seekers who
rioted against their indefinite deten-
tion face sentences of life imprison-
ment with hard labour and possibly
solitary confinement under Nauruan
law. Claims for refugee status are
now being processed on the island,
but in future no verified refugee will
be entitled to Nauruan citizenship.

The Rudd government has agreed
to pay $17 million for upgrading the
local prison to the Nauru government,

Australia

Asylum seekers:
A national moral crisis

which recently prevented the local TV
company from broadcasting concerns
about a new asylum seeker arrange-
ment with Australia.

Polarised positions

The conservative coalition led by
Tony Abbott wants to deny permanent
residency in Australia to 31,986 asy-
lum seekers who have been waiting
since last August to have their claims
processed.

In the March quarter, court
appeals raised the number of asylum
seekers granted refugee status from
65.3 percent to more than 90 percent.

However, if elected the coalition
wants to deny asylum seekers the
right to appeal under the legal system,
which has existed since Magna Carta.

The coalition would have all
applications for asylum dealt with
by a single case worker, and would
penalise all asylum seekers who
arrived without passports or identity
papers. Those with verified refugee
status would be denied permanent
visas, and would receive only tem-
porary visas.

Finally, the coalition wants all
asylum seekers who are found to be
genuine refugees to be forced to work
for the dole indefinitely. The denial
of normal paid employment would in
effect create a new economic category
of dole slavery.

A moral crisis

Australia is heading towards
a federal election with both major
parties adopting a morally bankrupt
stand over the rights and treatment of
asylum seekers. And they are leading
many of the nation’s citizens along
the same path.

Tony Burke said that the govern-
ment can deal with asylum seekers
who test the government’s resolve
by continuing to arrive. But the vast
majority of asylum seekers come to
Australia to escape danger or perse-
cution, not to test the government’s
resolve.

Former Liberal leader Malcolm
Turnbull said last week: “All of the
policies to deal with asylum seekers
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and people smugglers are harsh, cruel
in fact. But the problem is the status
quo is cruel. ... You have to work
out the least cruel, most effective,
most efficient means of depriving the
people smuggler of a product to sell”.

He’s right that the policies are
cruel, but they’re not intended to be
cruel in order to be kind. They’re just
intended to win anti-asylum seeker
votes; they won’t lead to a beneficial
outcome for asylum seekers or the
Auwustralian public.

The solution lies in offering the
asylum seekers a helping hand, and
Malcolm Fraser’s recommendation
for processing applications in tran-
sit countries is the right way to do
it — simple, quick, humanitarian and
economical.

Henry Gallagher, a student from
a wealthy Sydney private high school
has written an open letter to former
students who are now federal MPs,
including Tony Abbot, Barnaby
Joyce and Bill Shorten, asking them
to return to humanitarian values with
regard to asylum seekers.

His letter reads: “... we see only

Septen_lber 11

allegiances to parties that trade human
lives for political expediency, that
choose the lowest common denomi-
nator to woo the populace, and that
speak of economic problems rather
than the dignity of the human per-
son, especially the most vulnerable.
... (The policies of the parties) lack
moral courage and, in the light of
our international obligations, may
be illegal”.

Two weeks after Henry sent his
letter, no replies had been received.
But it is a hopeful sign that the
Australian people will refuse to be
led into a moral abyss by the two
major parties.

But that’s not the end of the mat-
ter. Lawyers representing one asylum
seeker sent to Manus Island have
challenged the government’s decision
in the Federal Court, and there is a
strong possibility that the court will
reject the government’s case.

And the movement of the Greens,
the CPA, the asylum seeker advocacy
groups will continue to fight for a just
resolution to this crucial human rights
struggle. &

Sydney

Chile 1973

2013 marks tha 40th anniversary of the coup In Chile which inaugurated
a reign of lerror in which tens of thousands ol oppoenents of the military
dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet were imprisoned, lodured, exiled,

disappeared and murdered.

The world was juslifiably outraged by the lerronst attack upon the United
States In New York and Washingion on September 11 2001, However, 30
years earller the democratically elected soclalist government of Dr Salvador
Allende was overthrown by a United Stales supporied military coup.

A broad coalition of community, rade union, church and Latin American
Solidarity Groups are organising commemaration activities for Sapt 1.

Wednesday September 11

11:00am

5:00pm
6:30pm

Commamaoration - Salvador Allende Monument
Fairfield Park

Rally and Vigil - Martin Place
The Shock Doctrine-The Rise of Disaster

Capitalism by Maomi Kiein

Food and Refreshmeants Provided
Parliament House Theatrette,
Macquarie S Sydney - 520 (515 concession)

Friday September 13
5:00pm

Exhibition - The Villa Grimakdl Torture Cantre

Casa Latinoamaricana, 142 Addison Road

Marrickvillie

Saturday September 14
T.00pm

Justice for Victor Jara Concert

Casa Latinoamericana, 142 Addison Road

Marrickville

]
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Oil and gas industry
misinformation has

Last week Maritime Union of Australia national secretary Paddy
Crumlin had an opinion piece in the Australian Financial Review that
addresses false claims made by the oil and gas industry companies.

A partially edited version of the article follows.

Executives in the oil and gas
industry are currently advancing
a raft of false claims that cloud a
more fundamental choice: should
Australian workers now and into
the future live in a sustainable
society for all like the Australia
of today or, as the industry and its
Coalition allies appear to desire,
some more degraded version?

On behalf of my members, | make
no apologies for establishing a decent
standard of living for workers in the
oil and gas sector who often work
up to 14 hours per day in physically
challenging and high-risk occupations
that are compounded by the stringent
emotional demands of almost total
isolation from their families. Those
decent standards don’t just mean
wages, which, by way of accuracy,
have averaged a modest five percent
increase over the last decade. In fact,
wages for MUA members have risen
10 percent less than the increases in
average Western Australian wages
(covering all industry sectors and
occupations) over the last decade.

In the same vein, we seek to
establish safety standards. Our
inspections, unseen to the public,
work to ensure vessels are seaworthy
and safe to operate. Cranes, alarm
systems, navigation equipment, life
saving equipment, communications
equipment, and health and hygiene
in galley are among the many issues
reviewed. Inspectors check to make
sure workers are not exposed to the
asbestos on imported vessels. The so-
called costs under attack as excessive

equally apply to maintaining those
standards of risk mitigation.

Companies like Chevron, and its
Coalition allies, talk a good game
of “family values” but, then, attack
basic standards in place for years.
Our members often work 35 days at
sea without a break; sometimes, four
grown men share a cabin half the size
of an ordinary bedroom. Those men
simply want up-to-date technologies
on board to communicate, in the
few hours open to them at sea, with
loved ones.

Tony Abbott’s attack on the
swing shift is another example of
his ignorance about workers’ lives
in this and other isolated mining and
construction sectors. Offshore workers
are at sea for five weeks. Ships aren’t
prisons. They come off in what occu-
pational therapists and psychologists
have identified as advanced states of
accumulative physical and emotional
fatigue.

They switch with other workers,
ensuring a fresh, efficient workforce
who are forced to fly many hours to
get to their jobs where they labour
under arduous conditions. These
standards apply not only to seafar-
ers, but all workers in these types of
isolated operations, including offshore
management who, in most cases work
much lesser intervals, some as little
as two weeks at a time.

So, where do the costs really
come from? Unsurprisingly, in an
echo of mismanaged industries glo-
bally, lets take a peak at the pockets
of a few executives.

Pick any company — ExxonMobil,
Chevron or Royal Dutch Shell —
and you will find pay and benefits
packages that make every CEO a
fabulously rich man, at least by ordi-
nary Australian standards. Chevron
Chairman and CEO John Watson
raked in a heart stopping $3.5 mil-
lion cash bonus for the oil company’s
big profit in 2012 — $26.2 billion in
2012, the second-largest profit in
company history. Last year, Woodside
Petroleum CEO Peter Coleman took
home $7.2 million in compensation.
Mr Abbott would have more cred-
ibility if he announced an overview
of their wage increases over the last
10 or 20 years instead.

By comparison, the workers who
beaver away at the core operations
receive comparatively microscopic
financial returns, but, given Mr
Abbott’s comments, they are in for
another round of political bashing and
bullying under a government led by
him. Deja vu of the Howard era for
Australian workers.

Since union density on the

Gorgon project is under 20 percent,
and MUA members account for just
10 percent of the 5,000 workers, it’s
not credible to blame labour’s wages
and conditions for high costs. It’s just
another cheap shot by a corporate elite
growing immune from criticism them-
selves. A cheap shot charged with the
political opportunism of the election.

As president of the International
Transport Workers Federation, | regu-
larly deal with companies that trade
in the offshore oil and gas industry
globally. They do business here in
Australia because they have access
to resources they can’t easily find
elsewhere, and can employ skilled,
trained workers.

Those businesses choosing to go
other places do so based on other,
non-labour cost development strate-
gies or they simply aren’t considered
good enough to win tenders based
on rules put in place by the major
oil companies. Ironically Chevron’s
senior management has been the only
one that refuses to talk to me other
than by press release.

Guardian

So, when the Australian
Petroleum Production & Exploration
Association, the Australian Mines and
Metals Association and Tony Abbot’s
wingmen rant about high costs using
false claims, make no mistake about
it: the goal is for all Australians,
not just my members, to be paid at
degraded levels and work under safety
and other conditions conducive to the
risk that spewed oil at some of their
companies’ operations in the Gulf of
Mexico and off the Brazilian coast.

It’s perplexing when senior
executives call on more transpar-
ency and balance in our IR system,
backing that call with spurious facts
and distortions of what their workers
earn and how they really work. The
conclusion must be drawn that this
plea is really a highly political play
about preserving their own personal
and special elitism while decreas-
ing corporate accountability for the
national assets Australians own and
they manage. Hardly a basis for
much maturity and balance going
forward. &

WA government axes
500 jobs from education

The National Tertiary Education
Union (NTEU) has condemned the
decision by the Western Australian
government to axe 500 jobs from
education — 150 jobs from the
central office, 150 specialist ana-
phylaxis assistants and another
200 education assistants.

“These cuts will adversely
impact on students across the
board but will be particularly felt
by those students with special
needs who rely on the support
of education assistants,” Gabe
Gooding, NTEU WA Division sec-
retary, said.

“To add insult to injury, when
the Minister for Education, Peter
Collier, was challenged on his
statement of four days ago that
education job losses were not on
his agenda, he said he *was think-
ing about teachers’.

“We at the NTEU know only
too well that tertiary education
is not just about academics but

depends on the incredible work of
general and professional staff so
we recognise that schools can’t run
without education assistants and
support staff. It is outrageous that
a state government minister would
completely disregard the value of
these workers,” Gooding said.

Gooding said that at the very
same time that the WA government
continues to refuse to participate in
the federal government’s (Gonski)
schools reform package, claim-
ing that the $920 million on offer
is not enough, it is slashing the
capacity of the education depart-
ment to deliver quality education
in WA.

Hundreds of university staff
and students rallied in Forest Place
in Perth last week to protest the
fact that the schools reform pack-
age is to be funded in part by cuts
to universities.

“In WA that will mean $155
million lost to higher education,

plus higher student debt for WA
students and their families, but we
have heard not one word from the
Premier in support of WA universi-
ties and their staff,” Gooding said.
“It is shameful that the WA
government has ignored the plight
of the state’s universities and it’s
made all the worse by the fact that
the Premier is, at the same time,
slashing schools staff. This is more
evidence that the Coalition cannot
be trusted on education”.
Meanwhile, the NTEU last
week joined forces with the
National Union of Students (NUS)
and the Council of Australian
Postgraduate Associations (CAPA)
for a National Day of Action on
August 20 to champion the cause
of publicly-funded and properly-
funded higher education in the
lead-up to the Federal election.
Seven out the 10 NTEU
Branches that took industrial
action over stalled enterprise

bargaining are in Victoria: Deakin
University, La Trobe University,
RMIT, Swinburne University,
Victoria University, University

of Ballarat and University of
Melbourne.

Victorian Division secretary,
Dr Colin Long, said: “Universities
have been riding on the backs of
staff, with big increases in student
numbers. This is causing great
strain in the sector. Our members
have had enough.

“We want manageable work-
loads and improved career paths,
as well as more secure work.
Education quality will decline if
classes sizes keep increasing and if
we don’t turn around the level of
casualisation. The Labor govern-
ment cuts are making a bad situa-
tion worse.”

Higher education in Australia
stands at a tipping point, according
to Jeannie Rea, national president
of the NTEU.

“Over the past three years,
the Labor government has slashed
over $4 billion from higher edu-
cation with the complicity of the
Coalition,” she said.

“This cannot go on. Properly
funded universities and properly
supported students are essential for
a smart future for Australia.”

Rea said the NTEU, NUS
and CAPA were also calling on
the school and TAFE teachers
and students, parents, employers,
unionists and other members of the
community to join the campaign to
make education, including higher
education, a big issue in this year’s
federal election.

“When we call for educa-
tion for all — we mean from
early childhood to higher degrees.
Higher education should be avail-
able regardless of background
or circumstance, but the costs of
education keep increasing,” Rea
said. @
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The siruggle for

Richard Titelius

On July 19 Prime Minister Kevin
Rudd announced his government’s
solution to the “refugee crisis”, the
now appalling Papua New Guinea
policy, whereby all refugees seeking
asylum in Australia by boat would
be transferred there.

It is a vindictive scheme which
seeks to abdicate Australia’s obliga-
tion under international treaties to
offer assistance to people who come
to Australia to seek asylum.

Since July 20, five refugee rights
rallies have been held in Perth with
the most recent last Saturday in the
Hay Street Mall which was attended
by about 300 people.

The rally was organised by the
Refugee Rights Action Network
(RRAN).

The first speaker was Sandra
Bartlett who is a member of RRAN
at Murdoch University where she is
studying the effects of the Australian
governments’ refugee policy on refu-
gees. Bartlett said there was no need
for these harsh policies as refugees
enriched our life in Australia.

The next speaker was Kate
Davis a lawyer and candidate for the
Greens who spoke of the perilous
journeys that refugees often make to
leave their countries only to spend
time in isolated and harsh detention
centres for months and years at a
time awaiting the outcome of their
applications for asylum. Davis sug-
gested that refugees are not a threat
to our national security, yet we are
spending exorbitant sums as if they
were. This includes $1.2 billion to
reopen Manus and Nauru Islands
as detention centres — pursuing this
option for their (ALP/Liberal Party)
own political purposes.

Manicka Vasagar of the
Transnational Government of Tamil
Eelan addressed the rally about the
civil war which ended in May 2009
and which had resulted in war crimes
against the Tamil people and the kill-
ing of 40,000 people, mostly Tamils.

The north and east of Sri Lanka
had now become High Security Zone
resulting in the restriction of access
and movement within this zone and
the diminished economic livelihoods
of the Tamils who remained.

Vasagar added that 146,000
people remain unaccounted for and
the conflict had left 60,000 children
without parents. Australians needed

b

to convince the Australian govern-
ment to make Sri Lanka conform to
acceptable international standards of
behaviour. Vasagar also called on the
Australian government to withdraw
their support/legitimacy by boycotting
this year’s CHOGM meeting in the
capital Colombo, to not play cricket
with Sri Lanka and to stop tourism
to the country.

Vasagar concluded by saying,
“We don’t need to turn the boats
around, we need to stop them leaving
in the first place by taking action on
human rights violations in Sri Lanka.”

Rikki Hendon, the assistant
secretary of the Community and
Public Sector Union/Civil Service
Association addressed the rally, saying
that the executive of her union had
recently passed a motion of concern
over the government’s treatment
of refugees and called for a more
humane solution on the issue of the
detention of refugees.

“Unions are about more than
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defending our rights, they are about
standing up for what is right”, added
Hendon and that, “Unions stand in
solidarity with those people seeking
asylum.”

The final speaker was Sam
Wainright, the Socialist Alliance
candidate for Fremantle, who made
the salient point about the refugee
stands of the conservative parties:
“Stopping the boats does not stop the
flow of refugees from these war torn
and repressive corners of our globe.”

The rally then marched to spread
its urgent and compelling message
to Saturday afternoon shoppers and
vowed to return again the Sunday
after the election.

The Communist Party of
Australia calls on the Australian
government to abandon its cruel
and expensive offshore processing
of refugees and instead process
claims for refugees in Australia and
to address the push factors in their
countries of origin. &

Commit to safe practices

The transport Workers’ Union
(TWU) says its dispute with coal
giant Port Waratah Coal Services
(PWCS) in the port of Newcastle
has created an alliance of unions
which have taken protected indus-
trial action to fight for a fair union
agreement.

The unions — the Transport
Workers’ Union, Maritime Union of
Australia, Australian Manufacturing
Workers’ Union, Electrical Trades
Union and Australian Workers’
Union have formed a united front
which is known as the Single
Bargaining Unit.

In response to industrial action,
PWCS management replaced union
members with inexperienced work-
ers: resulting in serious safety haz-
ards. On July 18, the company’s use

of inexperienced workers caused a
coal spillage, with tonnes of coal
spewing from a coal loader onto the
wharf and the deck of the ship — the
Pacific Triangle. The trimming plate
on the coal loader was badly dam-
aged after it collided with the ship,
which caused delays up to 12 hours.

This serious accident could
have had far worse consequences
had there been workers standing
nearby.

This is what happens when you
have inexperienced workers who
have little, if any training on how to
handle specialised machinery and
equipment that weighs in excess of
some 300 tonnes.

The unions say the PWCS man-
agement ought to know better about
the real dangers and risks that can

arise in relation to workers’ health
and safety.

Any minor collision can cause
serious injury, death and/or dam-
age to vital machinery which can
cost PWCS customers and shipping
companies thousands of dollars per
hour.

On its website, PWCS prides
itself on taking precautionary
measures to ensure workers’ safety
in a potentially dangerous work
environment.

If PWCS is serious about
maintaining safe work practices,
then it should put its money where
its mouth is and get real about its
commitment to safe work practices
and the health and safety of work-
ers, the Single Bargaining Unit
said. &
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Capitalism and
the environment

Helen Brown

Everywhere around the world
there are people fighting capital-
ism’s environmental attack on the
planet. Unfortunately they look
to fight their own individual fight
such as fracking rather than take a
scientific approach to understand-
ing the common thread which
runs through every environmental
disaster that is now in the process
of threatening the planet, so not
really addressing the root cause of
the problem. As a member of the
CPA back in the 1960s, Australia’s
greatest social realist painter Noel
Counihan tried to highlight the real
problem by a series of paintings
labelled the “Good Life”

He articulated this as “The
Consumer Society” which was a
“euphemism for monopoly capital-
ism, with its emphasis on vulgar
materialism, its obsession with
comfort, gluttony and the acquisi-
tion of property”. The capital-
ist’s consumer society demands
sell: sell the planet for short term
profit as if there is “no tomorrow”.
Unfortunately this famous capitalist
saying is so true because there will
be “no tomorrow” for a lot of the
world’s species, including ourselves
if we allow their dictatorship to
continue.

Counihan could see that capi-
talism was winning people to its
ideology based on the false premise

that everyone on the planet could
enjoy its consumption society of
digging up the world’s resources
from one hole and then digging
another hole to bury the same
resources as an “out-dated” manu-
factured product. The reality some
45 years later means that the planet
is one degree hotter and rising. This
means that millions of people are
already dying due to some parts of
the world’s population no longer
being able to grow food because
the weather has changed negatively
while a minority are enjoying its
throwaway consumption society.

The answer to this consumption
society is not an abstract theoretical
solution but is based on the great-
est ever living example that was
practised for 70 years in the Soviet
Block, the command economy. A
system of planning every adequate
need of its population but also
future populations.

The command economy is the
same logic as road laws; we all
have to drive at 60 kilometres per
hour, the rich cannot drive at what-
ever speed they wish because it will
lead to mayhem and anarchy on the
roads, exactly what the capitalists
are doing to our economy. Until the
individual environmentalist under-
stands the need to replace capital-
ism with a command economy,
the capitalist will continue to have
free reign over destroying the
planet. &
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Cuba drawn in a softer light -

When artist, writer and former Australian
Labor politician Joan Coxsedge visited
Cuba 20 years ago she was fascinated by the
Island’s historic architecture and prepared
a series of pen and ink sketches as a record
of her stay.

The sketches caught the eye of the Eusebic
Leal, Chief Historian of the City of Havana,
and he invited her to hold an exhibition of her
work at the Palace of the Captains General
in Old Havana, which houses the Museum
of the City.

At that stage she didn’t have enough paint-
ings to mount an exhibition. However, as she
observed in her book Old Cuba, World Heritage:
“I’d well and truly caught the Cuban bug and
decided to return ... 12 months later | joined
the Southern Cross Work Brigade ...”

By then the collapse of the Soviet Union was
causing terrible damage to the Cuban economy.
Ms Coxsedge noted: “[This next trip] gave me
a chance to see Cuba from an entirely different
perspective and appreciate what Cubans were
up against after they’d lost more than 80 per-
cent of trade in one fell swoop, made infinitely
worse when Washington dramatically tightened
its economic stranglehold by punishing any

individual or business that continued to do busi-
ness with Cuba, despite being in clear breach
of international law”.

A less familiar history

Cuba lies just 170 kilometres off the Florida
coast, and has a population of 11 million people.
The colourful and often bloody history of this
small island nation, in particular its long struggle
for national independence, is described vividly
in Ms Coxsedge’s “potted history” of Cuba,
which is accompanied by a detailed description
of the role the building, street or locality played
in Cuban history.

The image of Cuba in the eyes of most
westerners is dominated by the major episodes
in its history since 1959, including the Cuban
Revolution, the abortive Bay of Pigs invasion,
the Cuban missile crisis, and in recent years the
horrific treatment of inmates at the infamous US
prison at Guantanamo Bay.

Author Ernest Hemingway’s fondness for
Cuba and its people is well known, and in an
ironic twist of history, the revolutionary Che
Guevara’s handsome, enigmatic features have
also become a fashion icon on many a T-shirt
around the world.

Looking across Central Park to the capitolio
Nacional, Gran Teatro de Havana and the

Inglaterra Hotel

Parque Central runsalong the centre of the Paseo de
Marti (Prado) and divides Old and Central Havana.

A marble statue of Jose Marti gleams in the dappled
light and takes pride of place in a shady plaza. On the
Prado’s west side sit the neo-baroque facade of the

Some Australians may know that actor
Errol Flynn made a documentary in praise of
the Cuban Revolution, and that Australian per-
maculture specialists played an important role
in helping Cuba adapt its agricultural practices,
after the bringing down of the Soviet Union
cut off access to heavy mechanical agricultural
machinery and fuel.

Far less well-known, however, is the fact
that Cuba is the oldest European landing spot
in the Americas, having been “discovered” in
1492 by Christopher Columbus, who described
it as the most beautiful land he had ever seen.

Cuba was invaded by an army led by
Don Diego Velasquez in 1511 and it became
a Spanish colony. In subsequent wars its
Indigenous inhabitants were almost completely
wiped out by Spain’s conquering armies. They
were then replaced by Indigenous people cap-
tured from other Caribbean islands and forced
into slavery, and afterwards by native Africans.
As Ms Coxsedge notes, Cuba became the
Spanish empire’s biggest slave-importing colony.

The island was soon famous for its sugar,
tobacco, rum, and other exports from its hideous-
ly oppressive slave plantations. The plantation
owners amassed immense wealth, but the Island

was frequently threatened with raids by pirates.
One of its smaller coastal islands, now known
as “the Isle of Youth”, is said to have been the
inspiration for Robert Louis Stevenson’s book
Treasure Island.

Spain did not abolish slavery until 1880.
Sixteen years later 60,000 Cubans defeated an
invading army of 200,000 soldiers sent to crush
a rebellion against Spanish rule. Cuba was then
invaded by US forces immediately afterwards,
on the pretext of protecting US citizens.

This triggered the Spanish American
war over Cuba, Guam, Puerto Rico and the
Philippines. Under the surrender terms of the
Platt Agreement, the victorious United States
was entitled to intervene in Cuba’s affairs at will,
and to construct a naval base at Guantanamo
Bay.

US President Roosevelt later revoked the
Platt Agreement, but retained control over the
Guantanamo Bay base, which now houses US
prisoners of war.

During the Great Depression strikes broke
out but were brutally repressed and followed
by savage reprisals. Cuba became a haven for
organised crime leaders, and a favourite retreat
for rich US citizens. The stage was set for the

that houses Cuba’s National Ballet and State Opera.
Dominating the entire area, the marble-covered

Capitolio Nacional, similar to the US Capitol building

in Washington D.C although richer in detail. Until

Hotel Inglaterra and the GranTeatro de la Habana, the
oldest operating theatre in the western hemisphere
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the theoretical centre of Havana and all distances are
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1953 raid on the Moncada Barracks and the
final victory of the communists led by Fidel
Castro six years later.

Revolution and architecture

Cuba’s post-revolutionary experience with
regard to conservation of culturally significant
buildings has been different from that of other
nations. The first decree of the Russian revo-
lutionary government, for example, concerned
the preservation of historic buildings and
monuments.

That was necessary because the initial
reaction of some revolutionary soldiers was
to attack structures associated with the Czarist
regime or with the Russian Orthodox Church,
which was seen as having been an ally of the
former ruling class.

In contrast, most of Cuba’s historic build-
ings have survived, particularly in old Havana,
Sancti Spiritus and Trinidad, its third-oldest city.
Ms Coxsedge notes:

“For many decades (Old Havana) lan-
guished, which turned out to be a blessing in
disguise because it was saved from the wanton
destruction and brutal redevelopment of many
cities around the world, including our own.”

Magazine

Cuba’s early towns were preserved after the
revolution, and their buildings have survived in
a remarkably intact state, although many require
urgent conservation work.

The Island’s oldest towns date back to 1514,
and its earliest remaining buildings include a
small church from 1519 and a house built in
1523. About 150 of its buildings date from the
16th and 17th centuries, and 200 from the 18th.
Cuba was accorded World Heritage status by
UNESCO in 1982.

The buildings depicted in Ms Coxsedge’s
book range from the grandest major public build-
ings, which proudly display the ornate Spanish
variations of 17th century baroque and 19th
century neoclassical design, to humble shelters,
some of which are historically significant for
their former use by guerrilla leaders prior to
the revolution.

Other architectural influences are evident,
including the Moorish designs of southern Spain,
and the architectural characteristics of its other
colonies, including the Canary Islands. Cuba has
its own vernacular style, and all of its national
groups have left their mark on the nation’s art
and buildings.

Ms Coxsedge’s sketches also illustrate the

Corner of the Paseo de Marti (Prado) and Calle San Lazaro

This corner is the entry point to Old Havana along the stately

Paseo de Marti. [tsconstruction started in 1770 but wasn't

completed until the mid-1830s. The lion statues dotted along
the length of the Prado were added in 1928. €
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historical elements of Cuban town planning,
including the early town squares (one of which
dates back to 1514), and the narrow mediaeval
lanes which branch off from its grand avenues,
curve away and disappear, tempting the visitor
to follow their circuitous routes.

A good read
Ms Coxsedge’s book is not heavy reading,
but is nevertheless enlightening because it brings
together the Cuban architecture represented in
her art, the history of the island and its buildings,
and her account of experiences in travelling to
the island and getting to know its inhabitants.
She found the Cubans very friendly, but
united in their opposition to the hostile demands
of successive US leaders. That hostility has been
echoed in other nations, including Australia.
Ms Coxsedge notes with regard to prepara-
tions for her exhibition: “Invitations were sent
out, including one to our embassy in Mexico
City, although no one bothered to respond or
send a message of support. No surprise there!”
Ms Coxsedge’s gently rendered sketches
lack the strong light, shade and vivid colours
usually associated with the Caribbean, but they
are quirky, idiosyncratic and charming, and

e
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did Cuba, World Heritage

provide a valuable insight into the rich architec-
tural history of this extraordinary island nation.

Eusebic Leal commented: “The images
created by Joan Coxsedge in a most effective
way will contribute to the growing interest in the
way that ancient travellers and artists of renown
did with their books of illuminated manuscripts
and engravings.”

With accompanying text written in the
author’s feisty style, the book is a welcome
variation from the mass media’s usually hos-
tile description of Cuban history since the
revolution.

Old Cuba, World Heritage, published by
the Vulcan Press with the participation of the
Australia-Cuba Friendship society, is well
worth reading.

*Peter Mac is a former heritage architect.

Copies of the book may be purchased
directly from Joan Coxsedge. They cost
$20 each plus postage — $1.80 for one
and $3 for two. Please send order with
cheque made payable to Joan Coxsedge.
Postal address:

8 Leicester St,

North Balwyn, Victoria 3104. &
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International

Franklin Lamb

Yarmouk Palestinian camp,
Damascus: Close to 50,000 children
from Yarmouk Palestinian camp
in Syria have fled Syria, being
among the more than one mil-
lion other children according to
Palestinian Popular Committees in
the Damascus-Homs area and head
of UN children’s agency UNICEF,
Anthony Lake. Roughly 75 percent
of the Palestinian youngsters flee-
ing Syria are under the age of 11.
They make up a large portion of
the UNHCR refugees population
that has now exceeded one million
who have fled Syria and the two
million children who are internally
displaced.

Problems for Palestinians fleeing
Syria continue at the Syria-Lebanon
Masnaa crossing, adding to the
number of Palestinian children who
are homeless and without prospect of
finding shelter or school enrolment,
when classes begin next month.
Approximately 8,000 children,
younger than 15, have been killed
so far in the 30-month civil conflict
in Syria.

The Palestinian Popular
Committee in al-Yarmouk Camp
as well as the other 12 camps (two
“unofficial”) has reported both direct-
ly and indirectly to this observer that
they possess information that clearly
suggests the possibility, indeed prob-
ability, of a terrorist use of chemical
weapons in the Camp, calling on
the Palestinian factions to take pre-
emptive steps to prevent that.

The Popular Committee inside the
“free” area of Yarmouk, pockets inside
the eastern edge of the camp, advised
in a statement, “In the framework of
agitating the political and media war
against the government of Syria, chan-
nels of destruction and sedition have
started to air misleading propaganda,
claiming that the Syrian Arab Army
would fire mortars and or missiles

into the Camp with chemical gases,
whereas these elements themselves
are planning chemical attacks to
blame the government much as what
happened in Irbin.”

The Committee added, “Those
who invaded and destroyed the Camp
after having displaced its residents
would not hesitate to use the mean-
est ways of killing and destruction to
fulfil the US-Zionist goals.”

The first draft of the statement
was written by advisers to the Popular
Front for the Liberation of Palestine,
led by Ahmed Jabril, a staunch sup-
porter of Syria’s President Bashar
Assad.

The PFLP was hit by an attack
from Israel on August 22. The missile
struck just metres from the entrance
to one of a series of underground tun-
nels belonging to the PFLP south of
Beirut, where the Palestinian group
maintains a military base.

Palestinian camp officials, as with
various medical groups, are growing
frustrated with the lack of UN activity.
One Palestinian youngster told me,
“They can give me their equipment
and | will gather evidence for them
if they are too busy.” Residents in
the Damascus suburbs and Yarmouk,
seem to be relieved that Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov has
urged the Syrian government to allow
in the UN inspectors without delay
to thoroughly investigate this crime.

Palestinian sentiment expressed
by refugees in Damascus and Homs,
on the subject of this crime against
humanity, appears to agree with the
Syrian government position that alle-
gations of Syrian military involvement
are probably false and often point to
the illogical timing of the attack, just
days after the arrival of the inspectors,
as evidence that they were probably
not responsible.

This initial tentative conclusion
could change. Near Irbid, one now
hears estimates of more than 1,500
killed with more and more victims

Guardian

Palestinians fleeing from the Yarmouk refugee camp are seen at a Lebanese border crossing with Syria.

being discovered. At press time, the
Unified Medical Bureau for Eastern
Gouta is citing even higher figures.
One Palestinian member of Yarmouks
Popular Committee, whose family vil-
lage is near Safad, pointed to the loca-
tion of the attacks, being opposition
strongholds in the Ghouta agricultural
belt east of Damascus and the areas of
Irbin, Jobar, Zamalka and Ain Tarma
as well as the town of Muadhamiya
which is five miles south.

One reason the casualties figures
are so high, people from the gassed
areas explain, is due to lack of air
conditioning; most residents in this
area sleep with their windows opened
and victims died in their beds during
the early morning attack.

As of early morning on August 23,
many of the remaining Palestinians in
Yarmouk were seeking somewhere
to flee to.

Information Clearing House &

That sinking feeling

Blake Deppe

There’s a big, gaping hole in this
story: specifically, a sinkhole. In
Bayou Corne, Louisiana, it’s an
ongoing environmental disaster
that first emerged in August 2012.
Three hundred and fifty residents
were forced to evacuate; initially,
they were confused. Then it came
to light that the sinkhole opened
up on land leased from a petro-
chemical company, and things —
unfortunately — made more sense.

The land was leased to the
company Texas Brine by its land-
owner, the Occidental Chemical
Corporation. That company was
operating there through a process
known as injection mining; activ-
ists, however, might refer to it as
irresponsible tampering with the
environment for the purpose of
extracting a resource — in this case,
saltwater.

It was nothing new. But what
happened afterwards was. The
operation involved hollowing out
the land, which was effectively a
giant salt deposit, and establishing
“salt caverns” there, which helped
pump saltwater to the surface and
send it off to refineries to be used

in manufacturing paper and medical
supplies. Then, after some odd seis-
mic activity, one of the salt caverns
collapsed.

The resulting sinkhole was
about an acre wide — initially.

Now, it covers about 24 acres and
is roughly 750 feet deep. It often
devours wildlife and cypress trees,
and ensures the continued exile of
Bayou Corne’s former residents.
Stinking oil has also been known
to bubble to the surface, and gases
have seeped into a nearby aquifer.

Of course, one can be sure that
neither Texas Brine nor Occidental
has been charged with disrupting
350 lives, because corporations are
increasingly considered to be above
the law.

Ecologist Sandra Steingraber
noted that this type of mining
presents “an inherently dangerous
situation. When you keep drill-
ing over and over and over again,
whether it’s into bedrock or salt
caverns, at some point you have
damaged the integrity of this under-
ground structure enough that some-
thing is in danger of collapsing.”

As hydrologist Jim LaMoreaux
added, companies like Texas Brine
are too busy trying to “not go over

a certain budget and a certain time
frame” with these operations, and
don’t bother to do a proper survey
of the environment. These compa-
nies, he said, cut corners and fail to
commission the proper studies.

Last week — finally — the state
of Louisiana filed lawsuits against
Brine and Occidental for damages
stemming from the cavern collapse.
Activists fear the result will be lit-
tle more than a slap on the wrist
for these companies, as so recently
occurred in the case of BP, for its
negligence in the 2010 Deepwater
Horizon oil spill.

Mother Jones described this
incident as “the biggest ongoing
disaster in the United States you
haven’t heard of.” But the people
of Bayou Corne are all too familiar
with this event, which has perma-
nently altered their lives.

“We just feel that the place is
not ever going to be what it once
was,” said former resident Bucky
Mistretta. “It was just a beauti-
ful, pristine place on the bayou.
And now that’s gone, and we just
wouldn’t feel safe about what’s
underneath us.”

People’s World &

A Rio Tinto

Since the Investment Agreement
with the government of Mongolia
was signed in 2009, IndustriALL
Global Union and its affiliates have
been closely following Rio Tinto’s
US$6.6 billion Oyu Tolgoi mine
investment.

According to information
received, Rio Tinto is reported to
be violating human and trade union
rights and damaging the environ-
ment in Mongolia. Inspection
reports produced by the Ministry of
Labour confirm that Rio Tinto is in
breach of national and international
laws related to the fundamental
rights of its employees. Different
verdicts issued by district and city
level courts confirm that Rio Tinto
is violating workers’ rights contrary
to the provisions of the national
labour law.

The decision to dismiss 1,700
workers is apparently over a disa-
greement about revenue sharing of
the mine with the government of
Mongolia.

Turquoise Hill Resources, a
subsidiary of Rio Tinto, announced
on August 12, that until “matters
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can be resolved with the Mongolian
government and a new timetable
has been agreed”, the funding

and development of the mine’s
underground expansion would be
delayed.

When it comes to both
Mongolia and Madagascar,
IndustriALL Global Union finds
Rio Tinto being very much in con-
travention of international conven-
tions, guidelines and declarations
on human rights which the com-
pany claims to subscribe to, says
IndustriALL general secretary Jyrki
Raina.

IndustriALL Global Union and
its affiliates with a presence at Rio
Tinto operations worldwide have
created a Global Network with the
main objective to highlight and
combat these violations.

IndustriALL general secretary
Jyrki Raina concludes:

“We urge Rio Tinto to enter
into meaningful dialogue with the
relevant stakeholders, trade unions,
civil society organisations and gov-
ernment authorities to address these
dreadful situations.” &
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Chemical attack:
“"Rough work” of
Syrian opposition

Andrey Fedyashin

Russia has declared that according
to its information, chemical weap-
ons in the suburbs of Damascus
had been used (on August 21)
by opposition militants, and not
the regime of President Bashar
al-Assad. The accusations directed
at the government troops are based
on unverified information. And the
aggressive campaign in regional
and Western media only confirms
that this refers to a “prearranged
provocation,” a special statement
by the Russian Foreign Ministry
said. It is not for the first time that
such provocations have occurred.

Battles in the eastern suburbs of
Damascus go on. But, as was found
by Russian diplomats, the account of
events have been distorted beyond
recognition.

“Investigation of the reliability
of the regional television stations’
reports” has shown the following,
— the statement says: “Early in the
morning of August 21, a homemade
missile with a so far unknown chemi-
cal poison gas was shot in the direc-
tion of this district from the positions
of the militants. It was similar to the
missile used by terrorists on March
19, this year, in Khan al-Asal (near
the city of Aleppo).”

Facts of the use of chemical
weapons near Aleppo should be
investigated by a special mission of
the UN experts. It began its work in
Syria on August 20.

Russian experts believe that
the use of toxic gas sarin by non-
government organisations is quite
possible. That is exactly what the
Japanese sect Aum Shinrikyo did in
the Tokyo subway in March, 1995.
Twelve people were killed then but
according to various data, more than
5,000 people received irreparable
damage to their health, Professor
Gennady Prostakishin, an expert at
the All-Russia Centre of Disaster
Medicine said.

“l don’t know whether there is
sarin in Syria, or not. Remember
what happened to Saddam Hussein.
Americans voiced complaints against
him concerning sarin and other toxic
agents, too. But there was nothing
there. The same thing is likely to be
happening here.”

On the whole, some Western
experts doubt that it is sarin that is
at issue. And, moreover, they call to

treat with caution the footage posted
on the Internet and allegedly made
immediately after the attack.

“They show that people rendering
first aid to the victims are not wear-
ing protective clothing,” Jean Pascal
Zanders, an expert on chemical and
biological weapons at the European
Union Institute for Security Studies
wrote in his blog. “It cannot be so, as
far as sarin is concerned. There would
be many postprimary poisonings
without protective clothing.”

The action in the suburbs of
Damascus was committed at the very
moment, when the UN Commission
on investigation of the allegations
concerning the possible use of chemi-
cal weapons started its work in Syria.
According to the Russian Foreign
Ministry, it “resembles attempts to
undermine the chances of conven-
ing the Geneva conference” on the
Syrian settlement. Another meeting
of Russian and American experts
dedicated to discussion of prepara-
tions for the Geneva-2 is scheduled
for August 28.

“The opposition has nothing to
lose. It cannot win and it does all it
can to force the West to intervene in
the conflict, to convince the West that
the regime is “bloody and inhuman,”
expert of the Institute of Strategic
Assessments and Analysis Sergei
Demidenko says. He reminds us that
“chemical attacks” on the part of the
regime are invariably reported by
TV channels, which are financed by
sponsors of opposition fighters from
the Persian Gulf countries.

“It has all happened before. As
soon as America has declared that
it would intervene in case chemical
weapons were found in Syria, when
the Qatari al-Jazeera channel had
announced that it had already found
it. As soon as the group of UN experts
arrived in Syria in order to examine
the data about chemical weapons, the
Dubai Al Arabiya channel immedi-
ately reported that it had been used by
the government troops. This is very
rough work.”

On August 21, the UN Security
Council held an emergency meeting
and urged a thorough investigation
of the reports about the tragedy in
the suburbs of Damascus. Russia
also believes that a thorough inves-
tigation is necessary. And the UN
experts already present in Syria are
able to do it.
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The account of events have been distorted beyond recognition.

Suez Steel owner refuses
to reopen plant

Mark Gruenberg

SUEZ, Egypt: The owner of Suez
Steel, the factory in Egypt where
the army arrested and briefly
detained two union leaders, is
refusing to reopen the plant unless
the workers he forced to strike
there three weeks ago uncondi-
tionally return to their jobs, an
international union rep on the
scene reports.

The army’s arrests and action
there on August 12, which produced
a melee that injured two work-
ers and led to protests from other
Egyptian unions and organisations,
was a precursor to the August 15
army crackdown on the Muslim
Brotherhood.

Ahmed Kamel, Middle East and
North African representative for
IndustriALL, an international union
federation, told Press Associates
Union News Service, via email, that
Suez Steel’s owner instead returned
to his home in Beirut, Lebanon.
Meantime, the Egyptian Labour
Ministry, headed by former union
federation president Kamal Abu
Aita, paid the strikers out of a min-
istry emergency fund.

Striking workers will return
to the plant, which employs 2,200
people full-time and another 2,000
day workers, if the owner meets
three conditions, Kamel added:
Reinstating 12 workers the owner
arbitrarily fired after he forced the
strike to begin, paying delayed
wages, and “cancellation of all legal
procedures from both sides.” At the
employer’s demand, police filed
arrest reports against the 12.

Kamel, who is actively par-
ticipating in mediation discussions
Aita is hosting, added, “Given the

political and security situation in
Egypt, both workers and govern-
ment showed some flexibility.”
Kamel received the workers’ con-
ditions in a subsequent meeting
with the unionists, members of the
Egyptian Federation of Independent
Trade Unions. EIFTU succeeded a
former union at the plant, Kamel
said.

The army crackdown on the
Muslim Brotherhood on August
15 has since left more than 900
Brotherhood supporters and more
than 40 police dead. Three days
before, the army arrested Suez Steel
union leaders Amr Yusif (Yousef)
and Abdel-Raouf Abdel-Khaleq
(Ra’uf).

“Security forces forcibly dis-
persed a sit-in on factory premises
by strikers ... with a level of vio-
lence used that caused strong criti-
cism of their actions,” IndustriALL
said.

“As a result of the discussion,
the detained workers” — Suez Steel
union leaders Yusif and Ra’uf —
“were released and the minister
of labour decided to pay a month
salary to workers from the Workers
Emergency Fund,” Kamel wrote.
“Unfortunately, the Lebanese
employer did not show any flexibil-
ity and insisted that workers must
start work before any negotiations.

“When | talked to him a couple
of days ago he said he travelled
to Beirut and closed the factory.
Workers confirmed such news as he
circulated a note on the closure of
the factory. | am urging the minister
of labour to pressure him to imple-
ment the minimum of the workers’
demands and then we (can) con-
tinue the discussion of the rest of
the demands in September while

work is running in the company,”
Kamel added.

“Workers’ leaders argue that
they cannot ask their colleagues to
start work without having a writ-
ten agreement and payment of the
delayed wages,” IndustriALL add-
ed. “Now | am in the office of the
minister of labour to continue dis-
cussion and hopefully will get the
employer to sign the agreement,”
Kamel emailed.

The arrests and the prior sit-in
at Suez show the uncomfortable
position of Egypt’s independent
unions in the continuing turmoil
there.

Independent Egyptian unions
and their members were among the
leaders in the overthrow of 30-year
dictator Hosni Mubarak in January
2011.

But even as unions pressed
for stronger worker rights and —
among other things — a maximum
wage imposed on company own-
ers, the unions faced crackdowns,
first from the army-run govern-
ment that replaced Mubarak, then
from Morsi’s Muslim Brotherhood
government and now from the
interim army-controlled civilian
government.

The Suez Steel workers’ strug-
gle has lasted more than a year. The
firm rejected the union’s contract
proposals about career structure,
health care benefits, incentives,
and use of company profits. The
profits were the sticking point. Suez
Steel’s chairman claimed the firm
was losing money, but the union
found the firm donated approxi-
mately US$430,000 (three million
Egyptian pounds) to the govern-
ment for “national reconstruction.”
People’s World &
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Solidarity call

The condition of Palestinian
administrative detainees on hunger
strike in Israeli jails has seriously
worsened and they are in urgent
need of publicity, support and
solidarity.

Ayman Hamdan and Imad
al-Batran, Palestinian political pris-
oners held without charge or trial
under administrative detention who
have been on hunger strike for 105
and 96 days respectively as of August
10, 2013, are suffering serious dete-
rioration of their health, reported
Palestinian lawyer Fadi Obeidat.

Both are held at Assaf Harofe

hospital; Hamdan has been on strike
since April 28 and detained since
August 22, 2012. Obeidat reported
that he is suffering low blood pres-
sure, low heart rate, and vitamin
deficiency and weakening of the heart
muscle. Hamdan has been hospitalised
since 26 June 2013 and takes water,
sugar, salt and vitamins. He lost 22
kilograms of his weight, according
to Obeidat.

Hamdan told the lawyer that
his movement has become difficult
and suffers from general weakness,
dizziness and head as well as joint
aches. He added that despite all this
he is determined to continue with his
hunger strike until his administrative
detention is revoked.

The lawyer also met with Imad
al-Batran and noticed serious dete-
rioration in his health. Batran told
the lawyer that he suffers from low
heart rate (40 per minute) and takes
medicine to regulate his heart. He
suffers from general weakness, hair
loss, insomnia and dryness of the
eyes. Batran has been held without
charge or trial under administra-
tive detention since November 18,

Letters / Culture & Life

2011; he has been on hunger strike
demanding his release since May 7,
2013, the most recent renewal of his
administrative detention.

I urge all those concerned with
justice and human rights to please
speak out and act, to do all that is
possible to make others aware of the
plight of these Palestinian political
prisoners held in detention without
trial or charge and to support their
struggle to be free.

Steven Katsineris
Vic

On transparency and
accountability

The CIA is so funny! They have
finally admitted to the 1953 coup
that toppled Iran’s Prime Minister,
Mohammad Mossadegh after he
tried to nationalise his country’s oil
wealth from the British — declassi-
fied documents.

“The military coup that over-
threw Mossadegh and his National
Front cabinet was carried out under
CIA direction as an act of US

foreign policy,” stated in one of the
documents.

Lo and behold Mossadegh was
upsetting Britain by trying to work
in the interests of all people by mov-
ing to take over Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company which is now BP! Like
the oil is not the sovereign wealth
of the people. The CIA brought on
the toppling with scaremongering
via the Cold War, Soviets and other
nonsense, as they would do again
three years later when lo and behold
Egypt nationalised the Suez Canal
— what were they thinking said the
meritocrats at the time.

But despite the release of the
documents 60 years later, British
diplomats in Washington apparently
tried to convince the US to suppress
the “very embarrassing” details of
its M16’s role in the Iranian coup.
The coup was cause for the Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, a US ally,
to return, till he was toppled by the
1979 Islamic revolution.

Well that’s another story, and
the whole Oliver North/Iran Contra
deals. But then there’s WikiLeaks.
How good would it be if WikiLeaks

Guardian

changed freedom of information terms

of reference and their time frames, and

brought on transparency? You know,

WikiLeaks has been known to open

governments, what if they became

part of government that type of integ-
rity would bring on accountability.

Gerry Georgatos

WikiLeaks

Party Senate candidate WA

Come clean, Tony

I’m worried what will happen to
Australian workers if Tony Abbott
is elected. He says he won’t bring
WorkChoices back.

But he has said that he will cut
penalty rates. That means a cut to pay
if you work nights, weekends and
public holidays. I rely on the rates |
earn working nights to pay rent and
get food on the table week to week.

I worry if Tony Abbott gets in
my pay will be cut. | don’t think
many people know what’s at risk if
he gets in.

Tony please come clean.

Sheryl Nolan
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McJobs and

ASBOs

The Internet is a very useful tool for the
people’s movement allowing the poor to have
access to a fast, free, global communication
system. Capitalism has made some efforts
to take over the Internet, to commercialise
it, to make it available only to fee-paying
companies, etc. But all such efforts have
failed due to popular opposition. So, in the
best traditions of “if you can’t lick ‘em, join
‘em”, capitalism has set out to exploit the
popularity of the Internet among workers,
revolutionaries and progressives of every
stamp, by setting up bogus Internet sites
just for them.

Just as the US once ran bogus “pro-
democracy” radio stations like Radio Free
Europe that beamed subversion and anti-
Communist propaganda into the socialist
countries of Europe, so today the US funds and
directs Radio Free Asia doing the same for China
and Vietnam. But that’s “old media”. They are
also right on top of the use of “new media”,
especially social media. The US employs a small
army of agents under a plethora of pseudonyms
using Facebook and Twitter to spread negative
stories about progressive movements and pro-
socialist political figures.

The old fashioned way, using lies that
clearly came from Western sources, no longer
works. The people are alert to it. But the new
way, using lies spread apparently by “people on
the Left using alternative media”, works very
well. Harder to spot, it too needs to be exposed.
Just because a call to come to a rally has been
issued via text messages sent by mobile phones
does not mean that the rally has been called by
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Cold war anti-communist propaganda from the 1940s.

the people or by any progressive organisation.
It just means that a right-wing organisation has
mastered social media.

The reactionary, murderous Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt fuses religious fanaticism
with social media to produce huge “popular”
protests in support of its anti-people program.
By this means the national democratic revolution
in Egypt was successfully sidetracked and
subverted by Islamist forces.

There is an Internet website called TOR
(aka The Onion Router) which purports to
offer anonymity to people who want to hide
their activities from governments. The US
Congress claims to support “global citizenry to
overcome governments that illegitimately block,
censor and curb the potential of the Internet
as a free speech zone”. Fine sounding words,
until you learn that TOR was actually created
by the USA’s Office of Naval Intelligence and
is currently funded by a collection of fronts for
the US government.

In 2012, the US government also set up the
Open Technology Fund to use social media and
the Internet to sucker in folk with their heart in
the right place but their trust misplaced. It funds
and oversees such progressive-sounding sites
as GlobalLeaks, “the first open-source whistle-
blowing framework”, or the Martus Project,
which claims to provide “journalists and human
rights defenders with a means of transmitting
information while protecting their sources and
themselves.” There is also the LEAP Encryption
Access Project, “dedicated to giving all Internet
users access to secure communications”.

If you’re wondering why the US government

would be funding all these sites rest assured
it is not because the Yanks want to assist the
people’s movement. It’s because these sites are
all linked to US law enforcement or intelligence
agencies. They want to catch future Bradley
Mannings before they reveal the appalling acts
that have turned the former US officer into a
whistleblower.

In the Second World War, a popular poster
used to proclaim that “loose talk costs lives”
or in anther version “loose lips sinks ships”.
Well, we are in a war, the class war (against
the same class enemy, by the by) and loose talk
can have serious — even fatal — consequences
for the working class, too. All Guardian readers
should take heed and be careful of their Internet
use (and their phone use, of course).

Since US whistleblower Edward Snowden
revealed the extent of the US government’s
phone and Internet surveillance activities,
Russia’s Federal Protective Service — the body
charged with safeguarding President Putin’s
person — has purchased 500 old-fashioned
typewriters, presumably so that correspondence
will no longer be done on hackable computers.

Tony Abbott says a Liberal Party
government will cut the carbon tax and so
create jobs. Presumably, his polling has shown
him that not everyone is concerned about the
environment but everyone is concerned about
jobs. He says cutting the carbon tax will allow
small businesses to grow and create jobs. A small
business-led jobs recovery. Is he serious? Taking
on an extra employee is a major undertaking for

a small business. In dubious economic times
it’s not something shopkeepers will rush to do.

And what sort of jobs will they be? McJobs
at best. Low wage and probably part-time jobs.
Because that’s how capitalism works. Only this
week | received the British Communist weekly
The New Worker for July 19. In it is a note on a
Trades Union Congress report — Britain’s Low
Pay Recovery — published the previous week,
that “of the 587,000 net rise in employee jobs
[in Britain] since June 2010, 79 percent are in
low-paid industries, such as retail, waitressing
and residential care”.

Capitalist governments always railed
against “the police state” that they claimed was
socialism. But they are very keen on repressive
laws (and the use of all-pervading surveillance,
t00). Britain passed the Crime and Disorder Act
in 1998. It allows the authorities to impose Anti-
Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs) on people
for a wide variety of reasons, everything from
dog poo to drug addiction. Some have been
truly absurd: Stuart Hunt of Loch Ness has
been brought to court 100 times since 2007
for breaching an ASBO preventing him from
“laughing, staring or slow handclapping”.

A 13-year-old was banned from using
the word “grass” in England or Wales (OK
in Scotland, apparently). Manchester Council
applied an ASBO to prevent a mobile soup
kitchen from feeding the homeless (one assumes
someone with pull on the Council objected to
the homeless gathering in their street to get
their soup). &
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Ask an engineer to do a pro-
gram about how humans

have transformed the world in one
generation, and you will get a pro-
gram about how very tall buildings
can be made to stand up to the winds,
but with no mention of the social
impacts of having no green space
near them. Or that is how it is with
the two-part series Supersized Earth
(ABC1 Sundays from September 1
at 7.30pm).

Dallas Campbell, having extolled
the glories of Dubai’s Burj Khalifa, (at
half a mile high it’s the world’s tallest
building, because the rulers of Dubai
wanted to have the world’s tallest
building to attract tourists) joins the
window-cleaning crew at the top of
this pointless engineering feat.

He goes to China to watch them
use prefabricated components to
build 30 storey buildings in under
three weeks, as they race to provide
housing for a mass migration from
the countryside to the cities.

Campbell is all agog over “man’s
engineering ingenuity” but he never
says anything about decentralisation,
or satellite cities, or whether high-rise
living is actually healthy, or indeed
whether building more high-rise
blocks closer together is in fact a
solution to modern urban planning
problems. The program certainly
provides food for thought, but not
necessarily the way he intended.

40 Years On

I n the US, whose propensity for
going to war means the country
is in constant need of new recruits for
the armed forces, young guys who
join the National Guard straight after
graduating high school, get a $20,000
signing bonus (on top of their army
pay for playing soldier one weekend
a month) and financial help with their
future college tuition fees. The catch?
The National Guard now gets sent to
Afghanistan.

Heather Courtney’s observational
documentary, Where Soldiers Come
From (ABC2 Sunday September
1 at 8.30pm), about a group of
young men from her hometown who
joined the National Guard and found
themselves coping with improvised
explosive devices in Afghanistan,
is very insightful about what this
war is doing to ordinary Americans.
Courtney follows them home when
they return. Most are suffering some
form of TBI (Traumatic Brain Injury)
from being blown up too often or
else they suffer from PTSD (Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder).

As they are due to leave
Afghanistan, they meet one of their
replacements (from another US
state’s National Guard Unit) who
has joined up for a second tour after
being at home for months. Why has
he rejoined? He could not get a job.
“I went from $100,000 a year to noth-
ing,” he says, summarising a situation
where all his country can offer him
is the choice between the dole queue
and being a mercenary.

No wonder the young men in the
film feel trapped in a war that is not
their war.

Jeannette Catsoulis, film critic
in The New York Times says of the
film: “Though focusing on the rever-
berations of war in small, close-knit
communities, Where Soldiers Come
From is, more than anything, a com-
mentary on class. In its compassion-
ate, modest gaze, the real cost of
distant political decisions is softly
illuminated, as well as the shame of
a country with little to offer its less
fortunate young people than a ticket
to a battlefield.”

Worth Watching
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Dom & Cole at a Michigan factory — Where Soldiers Come From (ABC2 Sunday September 1 at 8.30pm).

ne thing that television used

to shy away from but now
embraces with gusto is mental health.
Just as people suffering all manner of
bizarre physical problems are now
considered to be excellent televi-
sion fare, so too are people with odd
mental conditions. Animism: People
Who Love Objects (ABC2 Friday
September 6 at 9.30pm) deals with
people who have been unsuccessful at
forming the usual human relationships
(whether heterosexual or homosexual)
and instead have decided that the
object of their affection really is an
object.

Being in love with a thing is
called Objectum-Sexuality or OS for
short. In this documentary the objects
range from a giant carnival ride,
to the Eiffel Tower and a very tall
building crane. One chap is literally
in love with his car and one woman
is in love with the concept behind the
Statue of Liberty. For her, any size
of reproduction will do, although she
prefers the ones that are about six
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feet tall (one of which stands in her
bedroom and is kissed passionately
every night.)

All of these people believe that
the objects they love are sentient
and have feelings. At the end of the
program, the woman who is in love
with the carnival ride marries her
“lover” with the aid of a defrocked
preacher who doubles as a DJ and is
in love with his mixing deck.

These unfortunate people are
clearly casualties of our screwed up
society, their desperate need for affec-
tion sublimated to curious effect, but
their derangement tends more towards
eccentricity than homicidal mania and
there are surely a lot worse things
they could get up to than believing a
bridge loves them back.

he first series of Miss

Fisher’s Murder Mysteries
was a critical success for the ABC
and Screen Australia. Its carefree
depiction of Melbourne between the
wars has little hint of anything as
depressing as the Great Depression,

but it is certainly colorful and sur-
prisingly well filmed to disguise its
very restricted outdoor settings so
that they do not clash with the series’
designated period.

Essie Davis as the well-to-do lady
private investigator makes her an
attractive creation with a mischievous
sense of fun as well as courage. | have
never read any of the books by Kerry
Greenwood on which the series is
based, but I like this part of her bio:
“Kerry Greenwood has worked as a
folk singer, factory hand, director,
producer, translator, costume-maker,
cook and is currently a solicitor.
When she is not writing, she works
as a locum solicitor for the Victorian
Legal Aid.”

In series one Miss Fisher had a
touchy relationship with Detective
Inspector Jack Robinson (played by
Nathan Page) but in the second series
(ABC1 Fridays from September 2 at
8.30pm) Jack has apparently decided
that Miss Fisher’s help in an inves-
tigation can actually be useful. &
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Refugees challenge Tunisia

Residents from the closed Choucha
refugee camp are fighting for
reseftlement, not “local integration”.
Isabelle Merminod and Timothy Baster
report.

“Are human rights just for Tunisians or for
everyone? They cut off everything: electric-
ity, water, everything,” cried Hadi. On
June 30, the Tunisian army, which guards
the Choucha refugee camp on the Tunisia/
Libya border, emptied the water tanks and
shut down all services. But around 400
people are refusing to leave. Half of them
are recognised refugees; the other half had
their refugee applications refused; they are
now hoping for a deal on residence permits
from the Tunisian government.

Hadi is from Darfur and is a recognised
refugee. He is part of a group that has been
demonstrating against “local integration”
outside the UNHCR building in Tunis since
March 26. They are demanding resettlement
to safe countries, as Tunisia has no protection
or rights for refugees. They oppose UNHCR’s
plans to integrate them locally without rights.

Fleeing Libya

Hundreds of thousands of migrants fled the
war in Libya in 2011. UNHCR’s Global Report
for 2011 states that although the Tunisia/Libya
border was generally open, “periodic restric-
tions were applied”. It goes on to say: “UNHCR
made a commitment to assist in finding durable
solutions for recognized refugees,” to encourage
Tunisia not to close the border.

Most of the thousands who fled Libya in
2011 returned home, but some 4,000 could
not go back for fear of persecution. They were
granted refugee status by the UNHCR. Tunisia
did not — and still does not — consider applica-
tions for refugee status. According to UNHCR,
most resettled refugees from Choucha have

already been taken by the United States (1,717)
and Norway (485). The EU has granted little
resettlement. Germany took the most refugees at
201, Britain took three, Italy two and France one.

What happens after
Choucha?

Now the camp has closed, a UNHCR official
has stated that the aim is “to continue to provide
assistance and protection to refugees...” and to
support “Tunisian authorities for the adoption of
a legal framework that would formally guarantee
refugee rights.”

Refugees say that about 70 of them have
accepted local integration at a designated centre
in Medenine. UNHCR have said that about 300
recognised refugees will be integrated locally in
Tunisia and believes that the Tunisian govern-
ment will grant temporary residence permits.

Refugees say that about two-thirds of this
group are now living without official supplies,
water or electricity in Choucha, along with
a similar number of refused asylum seekers,
although local Salafists have recently started to
collect some food and water for them.

According to the UNHCR, most of this
group of recognised refugees arrived after
the “cut off” date of December 1, 2011 when
automatic resettlement was stopped.

“Where is Europe?
Where is human rights?”

An official of UNHCR stated “integrating
into the local community could offer a durable
solution to the plight of refugees and the oppor-
tunity of starting a new life,” but local integra-
tion does not mean that refugees obtain any
rights. The rights laid down in the 1951 Refugee
Convention include: the right to work; social
security and labour rights; the right to identity
papers and travel documents; and naturalisation.
Without them, a new life is far away.

border, emptied the water tanks and shut down all services.

The Choucha refugees do not have tem-
porary residence permits, although on July
17 the Tunisian press reported a government
announcement that residence permits and work
would be made available.

Recently there was an attempted abduction
of a young man from the demonstration outside
UNHCR. The police questioned the refugees
about why they were demonstrating while refus-
ing to open a file regarding their complaint. In
another case, an asylum seeker was rounded up
and imprisoned for deportation. After a night
in the cells he managed to persuade the police
to accept a call from UNHCR, who secured
his release.

Refugees at Medenine who have accepted
local integration are in despair. A small group

said that they have no residence papers, no
work and not enough money to live on and
they were recently told that their families will
not be allowed to join them in Tunisia. As one
young Somali pointed out: “Where is Europe?
Where is human rights?”

There are two discourses in Europe today.
One is “being tough”: exclusion and capitula-
tion to racism and xenophobia. The other is
the language of the ideals of Europe’s most
significant social and political movements:
equality, justice and — in the 1951 Refugee
Convention — “international co-operation” to
resolve situations like that of the refugees of
Tunisia by resettling them in other countries.

Which way will European ministers go?
New Internationalist &

Indigenous Colombians resist
toxic anti-drug spraying

Johanna Rogers

An indigenous community in
Northwest Colombia, subjected
to aerial-spraying of illegal coca
crops, is insisting that the govern-
ment respect their rights, land
and lives.

“The local Embera commu-
nity has reported that the spraying
has contaminated their water and
crops and is causing community
members, including children, to fall
sick,” says Thomas Mortensen, of
Christian Aid in Colombia.

The Colombian Constitution
and ILO Convention 169 on
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples both
grant the right of prior consultation
to indigenous people for activities
on their land.

But this right has been violated
by the government.

“If these agreements had
been upheld,” says Mortensen,
“the Colombian authorities could
have worked with the indigenous
community to manually eradicate
the coca in the area and protect
the Embera community from
outsiders”.

On July 22 the Colombian
Air Force began a process of
spraying the coca crops, used to
make cocaine, in Alto Guayabal,
in Choco region, north-western
Colombia. The aircraft sprayed her-
bicide indiscriminately, reportedly
into areas where there were no ille-
gal crops but only food crops.

The Embera do not oppose
the eradication of coca, in fact, in
2012 they approached the govern-
ment asking for help to eliminate it,
while expressing total rejection of
aerial-spraying.

Colombia is the only country
in the world that permits aerial-
spraying of drug producing crops.
The practice has been repeatedly
condemned by human rights and
environmental activists because of
its effect on humans and local soil
and water systems.

After the spraying, the com-
munity wrote to the Colombian
authorities denouncing the events.
In their letter they demanded
respect for their rights and
requested urgent health support,
emergency food and clean water
supplies.

Colombia has over 100 indig-
enous groups, many of whom are
struggling to retain their tradi-
tional culture on territory that is
legally theirs, in the face of out-
side threats.

The Embera are one of the 34

indigenous peoples in Colombia
identified as at risk of physical
or cultural extinction. Originally
from Panama, they have lived in
the forest for centuries, but now
their very existence is threatened.

Colombia’s Constitution rec-
ognises the rights of ethnic minor-
ities like the Embera but mining
companies and armed groups often
disregard them.

However, the community has
previously defended its territory,
opposing a mining company that
entered their land in 2009.

Twelve indigenous communi-
ties affected by the project stated
that prior consultation was not
adequately carried out, and reject-
ed all mining in their territory.

Christian Aid partner organisa-
tion, Inter-Church Commission
for Justice and Peace, filed a

lawsuit on behalf of these com-
munities to stop the project and
obtained a ruling in favour of the
communities by the Colombian
Constitutional Court.

This decision established a
precedent regarding the right of
indigenous and tribal communities
to free, prior and informed consent
as well as to carry out consultation
processes using their own tradi-
tional mechanisms.

As the peace talks between
the Colombian government and
the FARC (Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia) guerrilla
group continue in Havana, Cuba,
Christian Aid is urging that the
final peace agreement takes into
account land issues and special
protection of indigenous people.
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