
Cuban 5

Anna Pha

State Liberal and federal governments are 
all on the same page when it comes to smash-
ing trade union and democratic rights. The 
Abbott government hit the ground running 
last week with a bill to not only re-establish 
Howard’s Australian Building and Con-
struction Commission but to strengthen 
its powers and extend its coverage beyond 
building unions. In Queensland the govern-
ment rammed through its sixth anti-union 
bill, described by Queensland Council of 
Unions as “worse than WorkChoices”, and 
that is no exaggeration.

While the federal government is waiting for 
the outcomes of the Productivity Commission 
review of industrial relations before it releases 
its more far-reaching policies, the Queensland 
legislation gives an insight into what lies ahead 
for the rest of the Australian workforce and 
their families.

“Harmonisation”
According to the Newman government 

the aim of the Fair Work Act Harmonisation 
No 2 Bill is to bring the Queensland industrial 
relations system into line with the federal Fair 
Work Act. The Queensland IR system covers 
state public sector employees including edu-
cation, health and local government. Workers 
employed by corporations come under the fed-
eral system, including the Fair Work Act.

In reality, the only harmonisation is with 
the Howard government’s WorkChoices, 
except that it goes even further in attacking 
trade union rights and breaching international 
labour conventions such as the right to col-
lectively bargain and right of association. Its 
provisions include:
• awards and certifi ed agreements will 

undergo “modernisation” with their content 
strictly limited to the absolute minimum 
provisions regarding direct employer-
employee relations

• the Minister will have the power to dictate 
what are allowable matters in awards and 
certifi ed agreements

• “policy” matters such as class sizes, 
staffi ng levels (eg nurse-patient or teacher-
student ratios), job security, when or 
how contractors may be hired, accident 
pay, trade union training, right of entry 
provisions, etc are not allowable in 
modernised awards or agreements

• provisions requiring employers to deduct 
union dues from wages or encourage a 
person to join or give information about a 
union are not allowable

• limits on ordinary hours of work in existing 
(pre-modernisation) awards and agreements 
will no longer apply, nor will penalty or 
overtime rates for working on a public 

holiday. They are only permitted post-
modernisation

• the government will be able to by 
regulation, remove the redundancy pay 
entitlements of groups or individuals – 
thus denying workers their redundancy 
entitlements when sacked

• modern awards and agreements must 
contain individual fl exibility arrangements. 
These are far more fl exible than in the Fair 
Work Act – in effect they allow for the 
employer to dictate individual employment 
contracts. There does not appear to be any 
requirement for them to be signed in writing 
or for employees to have a copy. Howard’s 
Australian Workplace Agreements under 
WorkChoices had more safeguards for 
workers!

• further restrictions on what is considered 
“protected industrial action”, to render the 
concept void.

The above list is by no means comprehen-
sive!

In effect, the Harmonisation Bill lays the 
basis for a massive onslaught on past gains, the 
sacking of thousands more employees, lower 
wages and grossly inferior working conditions 
– all in readiness for the privatisation of the 
public sector.

ABCC on steroids
Labor renamed Howard’s Australian Build-

ing and Construction Commission (ABCC) as 
the Fair Work Building Industry Inspectorate 
and modifi ed a few of its worst features, such 
as reducing the penalties and coercive powers 
of the ABCC. The Coalition’s legislation 
goes much further than restoring the original 
Howard government’s model.

The ABCC Transitional Provisions Bill 
gives the ABCC retrospective powers to 
revisit and take up matters that may have been 
resolved in the past. For example, a dispute 
over safety, where Work Cover inspectors were 
called in, agreed with the union position, the 
employer took the necessary action and the 
matter was settled. The ABCC will be able to 
take the union, its offi cers and members who 
took action to court.

Penalties for breaches of the Act will be 
increased from $51,000 to $170,000 per day for 
each offence for trade unions and from $10,200 
to $34,00 for individuals – workers and trade 
union offi cials.

The ABCC Bill extends coverage to any 
resources platform in the exclusive economic 
zone or in the waters above the continental 
shelf and any ship, in the same zone or waters 
travelling to or from an Australian port. It will 
also cover transportation and supply of goods to 
be used in building work such as by rail, plane 
or truck as well as ship. And it is extended to 
cover off-site pre-fabrication of made-to-order 

components for parts of buildings, structures 
or works.

This means the Maritime Union of Aus-
tralia, the Transport Workers Union, rail, manu-
facturing and other unions could be policed by 
the ABCC.

Community and trade union pickets are 
outlawed. If members of the community inde-
pendently set up a picket, the union could be 
subjected to massive daily penalties.

The right to strike or take any other form 
of industrial action is all but completely out-
lawed with trade unions, offi cials and workers 
facing the ongoing risk of being sued millions 
of dollars for damages in addition to the hefty 
penalties.

There is a mandatory penalty of six months 
jail for failing to attend a secret interrogation 
session, or not answering questions or pro-
viding documents and other information as 
demanded by the ABCC. Refuse to say who 
attended a union meeting or repeat what your 
mate or union organiser said at a meeting or 
over a beer in the pub, and it is six month’s jail.

The aim is to rid the building industry of 
militant workers and unions by intimidation 
and by bankrupting them, thus paving the way 
to slash wages and working conditions and 

boost profi ts in a deregulated, union-free envi-
ronment.

There are other dangerous provisions in 
Abbott’s ABCC legislation that criminal-
ise legitimate trade union activity but all the 
media does is repeat the lies about “thuggish” 
and “violent” trade union behaviour and ignore 
the criminality of employers who do not pay 
workers’ legal entitlements and put workers’ 
lives and health at risk.

Labor has a lot to answer for by not com-
pletely abolishing the ABCC and restoring 
basic trade union rights such as the right to 
strike.

“Vicious Bikie laws”
The Queensland Liberal National Party 

government presented the Vicious Lawless 
Association Disestablishment Act 2013 as nec-
essary to clean up violent, criminal motorcycle 
gangs – part of its “war on bikies”.

Under the Act, “vicious lawless associates” 
are people who have committed a “declared 
offence”; are a participant in a “relevant asso-
ciation”; and the offence was deemed to be 
committed in the course of participating in the 
affairs of the relevant association.

Continued on page 3
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The carbon tax abolition bill is heading towards the Senate and 
almost certain rejection, and the nation could face a double 
dissolution election next year. If so, the election battle would be 
very different from the last one, with the public now aware of the 
Coalition’s appalling performance in government. The Guardian 
team looks forward to assisting in the struggle to dump the Abbott 
government, but right now the Press Fund, on which we depend 
to cover our operating costs, requires a lot of assistance. With only 
two more issues to go this year we’re a long way short of achieving 
even half our annual target, so please send us a contribution for the 
next edition if you possibly can. Meanwhile, many thanks to this 
week’s contributors, as follows:
Ray Harrison $30, Mark Mannion $5, Amador Nadici $51.50, 
“Round Figure” $13.50, Allan Maarbani $10
This week’s total: $110 Progressive total: $6,530

Reproductive rights targeted
Thursday November 22 was a dark day for women’s reproduc-

tive rights. In NSW the Lower House voted 63 to 26 in favour of an 
amendment to the NSW Crimes Act to make it a criminal offence 
for a person to cause the destruction or harm of a foetus 20 weeks 
onward or 400 grams. If passed the bill would for the fi rst time in 
Australia confer legal “personhood” status on a foetus. The bill 
states that “a foetus is to be regarded as a living person despite 
any rule of law to the contrary.” It raises serious implications for 
women’s reproductive rights.

The amendment to the Crimes Act is emotively named Zoe’s 
Law after the name given to a stillborn baby by her mother Brodie 
Donegan in 2009. In the latter weeks of her pregnancy Brodie was 
hit by a car. The driver was under the infl uence of drugs, Brodie 
suffered serious injuries and lost her baby.

The judge found the driver guilty of driving in a dangerous 
manner causing grievous bodily harm to Brodie (including the 
foetus) and sentenced him to two years and three months jail 
with a non-parole period of nine months. Brodie was not satisfi ed 
with the sentence and raised it with the government. She supports 
Zoe’s Law which would recognise grievous bodily harm against 
an unborn child as a person. Under the Crimes Act, the judge 
had the power to take into consideration the harm done to the 
foetus and impose a penalty of up to 25 years. Zoe’s law does not 
change that possibility.

The Women’s Electoral Lobby Australia, Family Planning NSW, 
Women’s Health NSW, Domestic Violence NSW, Rape and Domestic 
Violence Services Australia, the National Foundation for Australian 
Women, Reproductive Choice Australia and Children by Choice 
oppose the bill. They have lobbied Parliamentarians who were given 
a conscience vote. It is no accident that the division in Parliament 
over Zoe’s law is along the lines of those who support women’s 
reproductive rights – pro-choice – and the anti-abortionists who 
go under the misleading name of “pro-life”.

The NSW Bar Association and Australian Medical Association 
have also voiced concerns. The Bar Association says it would be 
almost impossible to quarantine the human rights of the foetus 
into one small corner of the Crimes Act under the heading of 
grievous bodily harm.

Its president Phillip Boulten explained to the ABC Radio 
National program Background Briefi ng (10-11-2013) that the bill 
could lead to other criminal charges such as manslaughter and 
murder. “What’s the difference really between a special law say-
ing that if you cause grievous bodily harm to a foetus that’s one 
thing, why would it not be the logical next step is to criminalise the 
deliberate killing of a foetus or the deliberate and wilful killing of 
a foetus? That could be manslaughter or murder,” Boulten said.

 Abortion is still a criminal offence in NSW punishable by up to 
10 years jail, unless it is necessary to preserve the woman involved 
from serious danger to her life or physical or mental health. It is no 
accident that right-wing Christian Democrat Fred Nile is lurking 
in the background. He has never let up in his campaigning against 
abortion and other women’s reproductive rights. When Labor 
amended the Crimes Act ten years ago to make grievous bodily 
harm an offence against the foetus, Nile unsuccessfully sought to 
have the words “foetus of a pregnant woman” replaced by “child 
in utero”.

Nile last year put an amendment before the Upper House, Zoe’s 
Law Bill 2012, which attempted to establish a separate offence 
for conduct causing serious harm to or destruction of “a child 
in utero”. In May this year he withdrew his bill, and in August 
Chris Spence, Brodie’s local member, put forward a new version 
of Zoe’s Law in the form of a private member’s bill, which looks 
less obvious in intent.

The target is clearly not stiffer penalties for violent acts (the bill 
does not increase the penalty), but abortion. Zoe’s bill paves the 
way for the outlawing of abortion as manslaughter or murder with 
life imprisonment for doctors and women attempting to exercise 
their reproductive rights. There is still time to lobby Upper House 
members in NSW, and Guardian readers are urged to do so. There 
will be a conscience vote and the numbers look far closer.

Conference for 
the Cuban 5
Keith Headland

For the ninth consecutive year 
the Conference for the freedom of 
the Cuban 5 was held in Holguien 
Cuba, on November 13-16. Over 
270 delegates from 52 countries 
attended the conference, with 
myself and Richard Titelius from 
Australia.

The struggle is centred on the 
fact that for 15 years The 5 have 
been unjustly imprisoned while self-
confessed terrorists like Possada Car-
riles walk the streets of Miami with 
impunity.

This year was unique as for the 
fi rst time one of The 5 took part.

Rene Gonzalez, Hero of the 
Republic of Cuba, who has won his 

freedom and returned to his family in 
Cuba, was very warmly welcomed by 
all who were there and given stand-
ing ovations during his contribution 
to the conference.

A number of both Cuban and 
foreign public fi gures took part. The 
keynote speaker at a large rally was 
former US Assistant Attorney Gen-
eral and former Senator Ramsey 
Clarke.

He opposed both the Vietnam 
War and apartheid in South Africa.

A number of activities for del-
egates and the locals took place 
around the conference including 
a cycle race marathon. There were 
tents For Peace outside the Confer-
ence venue which had book stalls and 
stalls with hot food and ice cream. 

Song and dance performances by 
children took place also.

Delegates visited local neigh-
bourhood meetings of Committees 
for the Defence of the Revolution 
where we were entertained and 
mixed with the local people.

There were meetings at a number 
of universities where aspects of 
Cuban life were explained to us.

The fi nal declaration was carried 
unanimously, with the main focus 
on taking the struggle into the USA 
through the Committee for the 5, 
trade unions and other progressive 
organisations, to break through the 
wall of silence surrounding the case 
and organise public opinion to pres-
sure Obama to release The 5. 

In the Conference.

Rene Gonzales.

Richard Titelius and Keith Headland.
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Continued from page 1
Relevant association is defi ned 

to be “any other group of 3 or more 
persons by whatever name called, 
whether associated formally or infor-
mally and whether the group is legal 
or illegal”. It could be a club, a trade 
union, an activist group or a political 
party. It does not have to be a crimi-
nal association.

“Declared offences” are listed in 
Schedule 1 of the Act. They range 
from serious ones such as murder 
and sexual offences through to the 
dangerous operation of a motor 
vehicle, receiving tainted property, 
and affray (taking part in a fi ght in 
public). Unlawful assembly would be 
enough. The offence does not need to 
carry a jail sentence.

The onus of proof is on the indi-
vidual convicted of an offence to 
prove that the offence committed 
was not related to the relevant asso-
ciation’s activities or purposes. Oth-
erwise that person is deemed to be a 
vicious lawless associate and serves 
a mandatory 15 years in prison or 25 
years if an offi cer of that association. 
That is over and above any other jail 
sentence if there was one. The only 
way of shortening that sentence is by 
becoming an informant.

It is a mistake to describe the 
Act as just a “bikie law”. The dra-
conian, fascist-style provisions could 
be applied to political parties, trade 
unions, anti-coal seam gas mining 
groups, a group protecting the Barrier 
Reef, opposed to live cattle exports, 
peace activists or a group of friends.

Take, for example, an affray on 
a union picket as police tried to bust 
it. Union offi cials or members are 
arrested and found guilty. If the gov-
ernment determines the union is a rel-
evant association, automatic 10- and 
25-year jail sentences would apply.

Basic rights waived
The Criminal Law (Criminal 

Organisations Disruption) Amend-
ment Act 2013 relates to “criminal 
organisations”. Although the gov-
ernment argues the legislation is 
needed to deal with bikie gangs, it is 
not bikie specifi c. Its defi nition of a 
criminal organisation includes refer-
ence to organisations who engage in 
criminal activity. It also contains a 

catch-all clause, “an entity declared 
under a regulation to be a criminal 
organisation”, leaving it wide open 
to political abuse.

The legislation creates new 
offences for members and par-
ticipants (eg attend more than one 
meeting) which carry minimum jail 
sentences of at least six months. 
These include three or more members 
or participants gathering together in a 
public place; or entering or attempt-
ing to enter a prescribed place.

The government has already 
arbitrarily declared 26 motorcycle 
clubs to be criminal organisations 
and their offi ces or meeting rooms 
to be prescribed places. They are 
listed in Schedule 2 of the Criminal 
Organisation Disruption Amendment 
Bill. The listing of organisations as 
criminal is quite arbitrary.

The government has acted as 
prosecutor, judge and executor, apart 
from anything else, seriously under-
mining the separation of powers in 
the Constitution.

If someone suspected of being 
a member or participant is charged 
with a criminal offence, special rules 
apply. These deny those charged a 
number of basic, internationally rec-
ognised rights afforded to alleged 
criminals. These include seizing 
vehicles, suspending driver’s licenc-
es, arrest and detention without the 
usual warrants and mandatory mini-
mum sentences.

Failure to answer questions, take 
an oath, or hand over documents to 
the Crime and Misconduct Commis-
sion is contempt of the CMC, pun-
ishable by mandatory jail sentences. 
There is no right to avoid self-incrim-
ination. The Supreme Court decides 
the penalty for a fi rst instance of con-
tempt. On the second occasion, there 
is a mandatory jail sentence of 2.5 
years and then fi ve years after that 
for each offence.

Not surprisingly, the legal 
system, including judges, has raise 
objections over the legislation. The 
onus of proof is reversed, with the 
alleged member or participant having 
to prove they have ceased to be or 
never were a member of or partici-
pant in the “criminal organisation”. 
Likewise, it is up to them to prove an 
organisation is not criminal. There is 

no onus on the government when the 
organisation is listed.

Schedule 1 of the Act lists crimi-
nal organisations and prescribed 
places. The list at present contains 
the names of 26 motorbike clubs and 
their offi ces or meeting rooms.

A constitutional challenge is 
being mounted and in light of our 
international legal obligations and 
precedent, it should have a good 
chance of success – but nothing is 
certain about law.

The Newman government is 
relying on the media’s constant 
portrayal of bikies as drug-running, 
violent criminals, to cover up the 
fascist-like details of the legislation 
and its real intent.

Economic agenda
So far, the people of Australia 

have escaped the severe austerity 
measures being imposed in Greece 
and other parts of Europe. But not for 
much longer if the corporate sector 
gets its way. The neo-liberal econom-
ic agenda has reached a new stage, 
one that requires a massive take-back 
of past gains.

The sacking of tens of thousands 
of public servants and privatisation 
of government services is only the 
beginning. We are constantly being 
told the “age of entitlement” is over, 
that wages need to be reduced, serv-
ices cut, that people should provide 
for themselves and not rely on the 
“nanny state”.

The ruling class has been putting 
in place for some time measures to 
prevent resistance to its economic 
and social agenda that will bring 
about a massive reduction in living 
standards and cuts to services.

The most recent federal and state 
legislation is part of that process.

Democratic rights 
eroded

There are a number of common 
themes running through federal and 
state legislation, all of which breach 
basic and internationally recognised 
democratic rights. A number of 
them were fi rst trialled in the “anti-
terrorism” and ASIO legislation. 
The excuse then was September 11 
and the terrorist threat. Now they 

are gradually being extended across 
the community. None of them are 
justifi ed or necessary to protect our 
security.

These breaches include the direct 
conviction and sentencing of people 
by the executive arm of government 
(contravening separation of powers); 
reversal of onus of proof; denial of 
right to remain silent; denial of basic 
trade union rights (association, nego-
tiate collective agreements, strike, 
right of entry, political activity, etc); 
and freedom of speech and political 
activity.

These fundamental breaches 
of democratic rights follow a pat-
tern seen in the anti-terror laws that 
ostensibly set out to criminalise ter-
rorist organisations, make it illegal 
to belong to them, to associate with 
members, and bypass legal norms 
of interrogation and searches with 
standard safeguards. They slipped 
through in the name of fi ghting ter-
rorism, now they are being extended 
into other arenas in the name of fi ght-
ing criminal bikie gangs.

There is absolutely no reason for 
these additional police powers or the 
waiving of basic legal rights or intro-
ducing special laws with mandatory 
sentences. Existing criminal law is 
more than adequate.

Likewise the outlawing of basic 
trade union rights and legitimate 
trade union activity, regardless of 
how it is dressed up or what reasons 
are given, is totally unwarranted. The 

aim of such legislation is to destroy 
trade unionism, prevent workers 
defending themselves and giving 
employers a free reign to increase 
the exploitation of workers and boost 
profi ts.

Urgency of fightback
Workers individually are pow-

erless. Alone they are at the com-
plete mercy of an employer who 
will exploit them to the hilt and put 
their health and their lives at risk to 
do so. It is their organisation in trade 
unions, their unity – the power of the 
collective – and ability to withdraw 
their labour that gives workers the 
strength to defend their rights. It is 
this strength that WorkChoices set 
out to destroy. The Abbott govern-
ment and its state counterparts want 
to fi nish the job off once and for all. 
This involves not only destroying 
unions but ensuring that all dissent 
and organised opposition is quashed.

The industrial relations legisla-
tion outlined above is part of a wider 
process facilitating the imposition of 
the corporate global agenda. It can 
only be defeated by creating wide 
awareness of what is taking place 
and by building the broadest pos-
sible movement of trade union, left 
and progressive political forces and 
community organisations. Each new 
encroachment on our rights makes 
the task more difficult and more 
urgent. 

Australia

Bikies delivering Christmas cheer to children in hospitals.

Pete’s Corner
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The important article, Spying 
revelations – Partners in Crime, 
by Anna Pha and Tom Pearson 
(Guardian 13-10-2013), explored 
many important ramifi cations of 
the revelations of US spying on 
its European allies and Australian 
spying on Indonesia.

Most of us would have to agree 
with Tony Abbott, whether we like 
his politics or not, and I certainly 
don’t, that most nations are involved 
in spying on both enemies and allies. 
For most progressive international-
ists, the spying on other nations is 
often considered as unnecessary and 
unfriendly, especially when it is car-
ried out by powerful nations against 
less powerful ones. It therefore 
comes as no surprise that the Indo-
nesian government is going to give 

Australian leaders a very hard time 
over this issue for some time.

However, Indonesian lead-
ers are displaying a great deal of 
hypocrisy on this matter. After all, 
an Indonesian spy has revealed that 
Indonesia has also been spying on 
Australia for some time too, even 
if it might lack some of the sophis-
ticated technology that Australian 
spooks have.

The level of outrage and the 
expressions of hurt being expressed 
by President Susilo Bambang Yud-
hoyono (SBY) and other Indonesian 
leaders, I believe, is just game-play-
ing.

The fact is that they should be 
grateful to Australian governments. 
Even though Australian leaders 
have authorised surveillance on the 

Indonesian military (TNI) over sever-
al decades, they have covered up for 
the crimes that this killing machine 
has committed in West Papua, Timor-
Leste and Aceh.

When the fi ve Australian based-
journalists, the Balibo 5, were mur-
dered on October 16, 1975 in the East 
Timor town of Balibo, members of 
the Whitlam government knew what 
had happened almost as soon as it 
happened thanks to the Australian 
Defence Signals Directorate.

Australian leaders since that time 
have had access to similar informa-
tion about the numerous massacres 
that occurred in East Timor during 
the years of illegal Indonesian occu-
pation. Instead of speaking out to 
protect the human rights of the vic-
tims of the TNI brutality, they acted 

as apologists for the Indonesian dic-
tatorship and said nothing.

Nor have there been any revela-
tions about the role of SBY himself. 
He served several tours of duty in 
East Timor during Indonesia’s occu-
pation of the country. Many human 
rights observers believe there is a 
cloud over his human rights record 
in his role there. In addition, SBY 
has always been a stalwart defend-
er of the TNI against allegations of 
human rights violations, whether 
they occurred in Aceh, West Papua, 
East Timor or Indonesia.

Former Australian Foreign Min-
ister, Gareth Evans, went so far as 
to say that the Santa Cruz massacre 
carried out by the TNI in Dili on 
November 12, 1991 was an “aber-
ration”. Three hundred and seventy-
one Timorese were gunned down 
by Indonesian soldiers and this was 
followed up by further massacres to 
eliminate those who witnessed what 
happened.

Then, we had the situation with 
former Australian PM, Paul Keating, 
who was so besotted with the long 
time mass-murdering Indonesian 
dictator, General Mahomed Suharto, 
that he referred to him as his “spir-
itual godfather”! Why would anyone 
want SE Asia’s equivalent to Adolf 
Hitler to be his/her spiritual godfa-
ther?

Of course, the reality is that Indo-
nesia is a client state of the US – as 
has Australia since World War II. The 

US successfully stopped West Papua 
getting its independence and the 
CIA helped Suharto to seize power 
in 1965 that led to a bloodbath that 
many claim led to the deaths of three 
million people.

This explains much of the craven 
and supine behaviour towards Indo-
nesia by Australian leaders. In addi-
tion, we should never forget that our 
leaders also had their eyes on Timor’s 
oil and gas. Since Timor was coerced 
into an unfair oil and gas agreement 
in the Timor Sea by the Howard gov-
ernment, we have a situation where 
Australia, the richest nation in the 
region, is taking oil and gas out of 
the region belonging to Timor, the 
poorest nation in the region.

I have been watching with some 
interest, the interviews of Paul 
Keating being conducted by Kerry 
O’Brien. So far, the topics have 
mostly been about how he changed 
ALP thinking on the management 
of the economy and about his rela-
tions with other high fl iers in the 
ALP and other political parties. So 
far, O’Brien has not asked him any 
searching questions about Indonesia, 
East Timor or West Papua, but I hope 
he does.

Our leaders who stood by and 
watched the genocide occurring in 
countries have a case to answer. 
*Andrew (Andy) Alcock is 
Information Officer 
Australia East Timor Friendship 
Association SA Inc 

President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono.

Tax Offi ce cuts bad 
for workers and 
economy
Wide-ranging cuts in the Austral-
ian Tax Offi ce (ATO) will result in 
delays in the collection and assess-
ment of taxes, at a time when 
government revenues are under 
pressure, says the union that rep-
resents tax workers.

The ATO has announced that 
900 jobs will go in the next seven 
months – the largest single cut in 
the public service since the Abbott 
government took offi ce.

Community and Public Sector 
Union national secretary Nadine 
Flood said the job cuts will com-
pound the pressure on tax workers 
who are already labouring under 
previous cuts.

“This is a massive blow for 
tax staff who are already stretched 
after previous budget and job cuts. 
There’s no way around that. What 
this will mean is signifi cant delays 
for people and small businesses who 
rely heavily on the tax offi ce for 
advice. The ATO cannot afford to 
lose talented and experienced staff.”

Ms Flood siad that the provi-
sion of decent health, education, 

infrastructure and other public serv-
ices depends on having an effective 
Tax Offi ce, collecting revenue and 
ensuring big business pays its fair 
share.

Ms Flood noted that these cuts 
are just the latest in a slew of redun-
dancies to have been announced 
under the Abbott government, 
including in the departments of 
Health, Environment, Treasury, 
Attorney General, and Finance, to 
name a few.

“The Tax Offi ce has clearly said 
these cuts come as a result of gov-
ernment policy, including effi ciency 
dividends, the planned reduction of 
thousands of public service jobs and 
the recruitment freeze. What we’re 
seeing is the impact of Coalition 
policies.

“Mr Abbott needs to come clean 
on how many public service jobs he 
plans to cut. If, as seems increas-
ingly likely, he is planning to shed 
more than the 12,000 public sector 
jobs he promised would be the limit 
then he needs to come clean and tell 
the public.” 

Dangerous regulatory 
failure at Rio’s Ranger mine
The Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Cor-
poration (GAC) is outraged by 
revelations that four uranium bar-
rels from Ranger uranium mine 
have been located at Noonamah 
south of Darwin. It is understood 
that the NT Department of Health 
has notifi ed Energy Resources of 
Australia (ERA) of the drums and 
asked that they be removed. The 
drums have been returned to the 
Ranger mine within the bounds 
of Kakadu National Park for safe 
storage. 

This incident comes within 
weeks of another serious breach of 
radiation management at Ranger 
when a potentially contaminated 

vehicle left the Ranger site without 
authorisation.

GAC’s Chief Executive Offi cer 
Justin O’Brien said: “It is clear that 
the radiation control measures at 
the Ranger mine site have failed 
on multiple occasions. While we 
welcome the timely reporting of 
this issue by the company, ERA’s 
management of radiation is plainly 
inadequate.

“The Commonwealth govern-
ment must step in and ensure that 
this matter is taken seriously. To 
date the response by the Offi ce of 
the Supervising Scientist (OSS) 
has been dismissive and woefully 
inadequate. Both the NT and federal 

governments must broaden their 
current investigations into the vehi-
cle incident and examine the entire 
management of radiation at the 
Ranger mine.

“This is not a only a matter 
between the Mirarr and the mining 
company, there are signifi cant ques-
tions of public health to be consid-
ered here. We expect these issues to 
be considered in a comprehensive 
investigation of these incidents.

“This revelation raises very 
serious concerns for the Mirarr 
Traditional Owners regarding the 
suggestion of further mining at 
Ranger,” Mr O’Brien conclud-
ed. 

Spying and 
crimes against 
humanity

Taking Issue - Andy Alcock*

Last-ditch Tas plea 
to “kill” Heritage Bill
Jillian Mundy

Tasmania’s Aboriginal people and 
supporters are making an 11th 
hour call for the long-awaited 
Aboriginal Heritage Protection Bill 
to be ditched after it was passed 
by the State Lower house.

The proposed legislation has 
been criticised for lack of owner-
ship provisions, with the exception 
of Aboriginal human remains, and 
containing weaker powers for the 
Aboriginal advisory body than that of 
its counterpart statuary body created 
under the Historic Cultural Heritage 
Act, which protects post-invasion 
heritage.

Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre 
(TAC) state secretary Ruth Langford 
said the bill should have been called 
“access to developers to destroy bill 
and remove Aboriginals’ right to 

have a say about our heritage and 
culture bill”.

“Ownership is completely silent 
in the bill, which implies we have no 
ownership of our heritage and cul-
ture,” she said. “The wording is weak 
in respect to the advisory council in 
comparison to the historic act.”

The state government had pre-
viously said the new legislation 
would empower Aboriginal people 
by “recognising Tasmanian Aborigi-
nal ownership of objects of cultural 
importance” when work began in 
2006 to replace the Aboriginal Relics 
Act 1975, which is broadly consid-
ered ineffective and outdated.

Ms Langford said the bill would 
further remove Aboriginal commu-
nity from their cultural birth respon-
sibility and rights to care for and 
protect their own heritage and cul-
ture.

A social media campaign has 
been launched by the TAC, with a 
YouTube clip titled It’s Important to 
Me.

Ms Langford said it was a 
response to help stop the Tasmanian 
government “bulldozing through 
legislation that undermines the Abo-
riginal community’s ownership and 
cultural right to protect their herit-
age”.

“We need to kill the bill,” she 
said.

Ms Langford accused the state 
government of using tactics to direct-
ly force division among Aboriginal 
people.

“How long must we endure the 
colonising divide-and-conquer mind-
set.” she asked.
Koori Mail 



Guardian November 27, 2013  5Australia

The October Revolution was not 
in any way an isolated event. It 
was at all times part of a contin-
uum, part of a process. Its origins 
can be traced back to the ferment 
of ideas thrown up by the Ameri-
can and French Revolutions. In 
the decades that followed those 
two signal events, there were more 
uprisings and revolts, notably in 
France and Britain in the 1830s. 
In 1831, a strike by iron workers 
in Merthyr Tydfi l, against redun-
dancies, rising prices and bailiffs, 
led to several thousand workers 
demonstrating and – for the fi rst 
time in Britain – marching behind 
the Red Flag.

In the following decade – in 
1848 – there was revolution all over 
Europe. Two years later, the dig-
gers at Ballarat revolted against the 
harsh and repressive regime imposed 
on them by British offi cialdom and 
colonial bigwigs. The diggers built 
a stockade at Eureka and declared 
their intention to defend their rights. 
The colonial ruling class crushed 
the revolt, but the people sided 
with the diggers and it was not long 
before they had won almost all their 
demands.

Meanwhile, imperialism was not 
sitting idle either. Britain and Russia 
fought a war in the Crimea for con-
trol of the Black Sea and Russia’s 
lucrative trade in raw materials.

A few years later, and the capital-
ist North of the USA fought a major 
war with the comfortably feudal 
South, because the relations of pro-
duction in the slave-owning South 
were holding back the economic 
development of the whole country.

All around the world, capitalism 
was entering its imperialist phase, 
when the opportunities for investing 
profi ts at home were no longer suf-
fi cient, requiring surplus capital to be 
sent abroad – exported – if it was to 
be invested.

The colonial possessions that the 
Great Powers had seized all over the 
“undeveloped” world in the previous 
200 years now assumed even greater 
importance: as sources of raw mate-
rials for the colonial powers’ indus-
tries and as markets for the products 
of those industries.

However, Germany and Austria-
Hungary were short of colonies while 
Britain and France, the two largest 
colonial empires, were disinclined 
to share. In 1905, Japan attempted to 
establish an eastern empire by seiz-
ing part of Russia’s Siberian posses-
sions. The Tsar’s government sent 
a large fl eet from the Baltic and the 
Black Sea half way round the world 
to engage the Japanese at Port Arthur. 

Ill led and ill equipped, the Tsar’s 
navy suffered a devastating defeat.

Shock at the magnitude of the 
defeat and the loss of life sparked 
a revolution within the Russian 
Empire. It was mostly short-lived, 
however – except in the South where 
Stalin managed to maintain a resist-
ance against the Tsarist regime for 
the next two years.

During the period of imperial 
expansion, its outspoken opponent 
the socialist movement also grew. 
The socialist or social-democratic 
parties, all of which claimed in one 
form or another to follow the teach-
ings of Marx, were grouped in the 
Second International. They were 
vehement in their expressed opposi-
tion to war for capitalist profi ts.

Nevertheless, as the empires 
took sides in readiness for a war 
to redistribute the world’s colonies 
and markets, the various European 
socialist parties were found wanting. 
When war ultimately broke out, most 
of these supposedly socialist parties 
abandoned their previous positions 
and joined in the chorus of patriotic 
shouting, enthusiastically voting war 
credits for their various imperialist 
governments.

Only two parties held out: Len-
in’s Bolsheviks in Russia and Karl 
Liebknecht’s Spartacus League in 
Germany. Lenin was so disgusted by 
the ideological betrayal by the lead-
ers of the various social-democratic 
parties that he declared that in future 
he would no longer identify him-
self as a social-democrat but instead 
would be known as a Communist.

The Great War destroyed a gen-
eration and reached all parts of the 
globe. Popular opposition to a war 
for markets manifested itself very 
early, in the famous – and spontane-
ous – Christmas Truce. Later it was 
seen in the frequent mutinies among 
French troops on the Western Front 
and the repeated defeats in Australia 
of attempts to introduce conscription.

But only the Bolsheviks serious-
ly undertook to try to turn the war 
from an imperialist war into a war 
against imperialism. By 1917, the 
disasters that had befallen the hapless 
armies of the Tsar and his aristocratic 
generals, combined with the timely 
and well-organised propaganda of the 
Reds had made mass opposition to 
the war into a tangible, even potent, 
force.

Soldiers’ committees were 
springing up every where; troops 
were deserting the front in droves and 
heading either home to their farms or 
to Petrograd to demand that some-
thing be done to end the war. The 
ruling class tried compromise and 

lies, ditching the Tsar and installing 
a capitalist government, telling the 
people that they now had “democ-
racy”.

The Bolsheviks saw through this 
ruse and the ruling class then tried 
to crush them. Lenin had to go into 
hiding. However, the revolutionary 
process continued to develop and by 
November (October in the old calen-
dar) Lenin judged that it was now or 
never. The Provisional Government, 
still intent on fi ghting the war against 
Germany, was arrested and the work-
ers took control of Petrograd.

The Revolution quickly spread 
to other Russian cities and towns. 
Unlike in Petrograd, where it had 
been largely bloodless, the revolu-
tion in Moscow was hard fought and 
bloody.

The Revolution also spread 
quickly to other countries. During 
1918, it broke out in Germany and 
Hungary. The Kaiser fl ed to Hol-
land, the emperor Franz Josef was 
deposed. The German troops occu-
pying part of Russia tied red ribbons 
to their caps, slung their rifl es over 
their shoulders with the barrels point-
ing to the ground and began heading 
home. In Hungary, the Communist 
Bela Kun established the Republic of 
Councils [i.e. Soviets], and in France 
mutinies mushroomed.

A badly frightened imperialism, 
anxious to have loyal troops to send 
against “the scourge of Bolshevism”, 
moved abruptly to stop the world 
war. A hasty armistice was agreed to 
so that troops could be freed to crush 
the revolutions in Hungary, Germany 
and Russia. All three were invaded, 
but Russia – helped by its sheer size 
– was able to hold out and eventually 
defeat the Intervention.

But it was already too late for 
imperialism. The genie of revolution 
was out of the bottle. The power of 
the people had been demonstrated 
as never before. Soon, a new society 
was being successfully tried out.

Imperialism has ever since been 
trying to convince us that socialism 
failed. It did not. The fact that the 
Revolution succeeded and Socialism 
succeeded is why imperialism is at 
such pains to convince the world’s 
people that both failed.

For the imperialists know that 
socialism is the future. 

The Abbott government is on a steep learning curve when it 
comes to international affairs. It is not dealing with the issues 
very professionally so far – worsening relations with Indonesia 
is one example. At the beginning of the year the then Prime 
Minister Julia Gillard pointed out that power plays in the Asia-
Pacifi c region would be dominating security planning rather 
than the activities of such players as Al-Qaeda. However the 
Attorney-General, George Brandis followed Mr Abbott’s instruc-
tions in which he described the offi ce of the Attorney General as 
Australia’s minister for national security and not only described 
himself as “minister for national security” but also appointed as 
his chief-of-staff former ASIO director-general Paul O’Sullivan. In 
other words, terrorism is to be in the centre of Mr Brandis’ atten-
tion. Mr Brandis is especially concerned about Australian citizens 
who had left to fi ght in Syria as part of terrorist groups and who 
would be returning as hardened and ruthless killers. Maybe 
his offi ce should be also concerned with those people smug-
glers who organise the passage to Syria of all those fi ghters?

HIV services in Victoria’s Alfred Hospital are being over-
hauled and that worries the patients. They are afraid that 
it is being driven by cost-cutting and as a result will reduce 
access to care. As part of the restructuring the hospital is 
planning to close Fairfi eld House, a 15-bed stand alone facil-
ity which cared for the patients with the HIV virus. The patients 
appreciate the facility for the excellent care it provided and 
feel protected from discrimination and stigma people with 
HIV still encounter in a general health care environment.

The USA is still thinking it can counterweigh China’s eco-
nomic and political rise by the only method they seem to know 
– putting their marines around the place and charging host 
countries for the “privilege”. In 2011 Australia agreed to take 
in 2,500 US marines to try and “contain China”. The US gov-
ernment is struggling to provide for its soldiers who returned 
from their rounds of duty in Iraq, Afghanistan and other plac-
es. War is good only for weapons manufacturers and all those 
who make huge profi ts on blood and suffering. It comes as 
no surprise that the US also wants host countries to bank-
roll military bases’ upgrades to accommodate the marines. 
American spying in the region has already mired Australia in 
the eyes of its neighbours. Stationing the marines on Australian 
soil will aggravate the relations in the region even further.

The October Revolution was 
the culmination of a process
Speech in commemoration of the Great October Socialist Revolution 
given by Rob Gowland at a function organised by Sydney Central 
Branch of the CPA on Sunday November 10, 2013.
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The vision of a cornucopia of gas and oil 
pouring out into an energy-hungry world 
is too sweet to resist. Even if behind it lies 
the environmentally destructive practice of 
horizontal hydraulic fracturing or fracking. 
But the dream of energy security is alluring 
and has the capacity to change political 
realities – at least if one goes by the rosy 
pontifi cation of many Western commenta-
tors.

The narrative usually goes like this. Frack-
ing is delivering – look at the fossil-fuel plenty 
unleashed in the US. So if the areas of the rest 
of the world where frackable resources are 
thought to be lurking follow suit, the balance 
of power of nations changes for the better. 

Hey presto, the US moves towards energy 
independence, which means it can play it cool 
but cordial with autocratic nasties like Saudi 
Arabia instead of cosying up to them. Who 
knows, maybe the monarchies in the Gulf 
might even witness democratic transformations 
as a result?

The US’s sanctions against that axis-of-
evil player Iran become painless, now delinked 
from energy needs. Maybe it will even chill, 
ever so slightly, on its policing of the sensitive 
zones of the world – you know, where the oil 
is usually located.

The sneer on Russia’s face will be turned 
upside down as Qatar becomes a major supplier 
of gas to Europe. Why? Because gas abundance 
in the US from fracking has halted its imports 
from Qatar, therefore making it seek buyers 
elsewhere. European democracies breathe a 
civilised sigh of relief at the prospect of being 
able to loosen the grip of the Russian bear. 

Why, they could be fracking up the stuff 
themselves if only the environmental activists 
would get out of the way. (We’ll ignore for the 
moment that Qatar is an absolute monarchy.)

We could all learn to get along with dear 
China as now there will be enough fuel to go 
around and so pesky accusations of China’s 
cornering of resources can fall silent. Instead 
its productivity can be lauded. And with a 
resource of frackable natural gas that is pos-
sibly the largest in the world, China too could 
meet its own energy needs. (In the meantime it 
has been allowed to invest billions in US frack-
ing endeavours.)

A golden age of win-win-win arrives where 
the democratic West, under the wings of the 
benign American eagle, can fi nally loosen its 
links with despots and truly lead the world.

Goody!

Fracking it up
What such contented crystal ball gazing 

reveals is that commentators who would have 
denied that wars have been fought over secur-
ing supplies of oil (rather than the professed 
purpose of spreading democracy) quite happily 
admit that energy requirements are the driving 
force of global power. At least that is out in 
the open.

But whether this vision of fracking’s infl u-
ence on geopolitics will come true is far from 
certain.

Let’s inspect the reality on the ground of 
the world’s number one fracking nation, the 
US. It comes in several versions.

One version is the politically winning 
mantra of “energy independence”. In his State 

of the Union address President Obama declared: 
“After years of talking about it, we are fi nally 
poised to control our own energy future.” A 
huge claim but admittedly more restrained than 
those made by industry leaders. Take this 2010 
statement by Aubrey McClendon, then CEO of 
Chesapeake Energy: “In the last few years we 
have discovered the equivalent of two Saudi 
Arabias of oil in the form of natural gas in the 
United States. Not one, but two.”

Then it’s worth looking at another version. 
While it is true that natural gas production in 
the US is at an historic high, with fracking 
responsible for 40 percent, the future may not 
be as abundant. For one, all estimates of shale 
gas resources are unproven. Industry fi gures 
talk them up to build public confi dence and lure 
investment and then point to current levels of 
production as proof. However, the areas being 
fracked right now in the US are the ones which 
held the most promise; there is no guarantee 
these levels of extraction can be maintained. 
So while some industry fi gures confi dently say 
a century’s worth of natural gas is there for the 
taking, the US Energy Information Adminis-
tration (which has had a tendency to infl ate 
its estimates) thinks it’s more like 24 years, 
whereas independent analysts think the peak 
has already been reached and there is 10 years’ 
worth left.

Where oil production is concerned, here 
is climate change commentator Ben Adler’s 
analysis: “According to the EIA, in 2012 we 

produced 11.1 million barrels of oil per day, 
while consuming 18.5 million barrels. In other 
words, we were a net importer of 7.4 million 
barrels per day, accounting for 40 percent of our 
total consumption. While that’s the lowest per-
centage since 1991, it actually paints an unduly 
rosy picture. Fifty-seven percent of that oil we 
‘produced’ last year was not actually extracted 
in the US; it was just refi ned here after being 
imported. That means the gap between what we 
drill and what we burn is even greater than the 
production numbers suggest. We can never drill 
our way to energy independence.”

And what of the future? Fracking looks 
unlikely to change things for long. The “tech-
nically recoverable unproved resources” for the 
US are estimated at between 23 and 34.6 billion 
barrels which, based on the consumption fi gure 
cited above, represents just a couple of years – 
if all of it could be recovered. So it looks like 
Saudi Arabia is going to be a special friend for 
a while yet. 

A short-term scenario
For me the most telling comment is by 

Gregory Zuckerman who wrote an admiring 
appraisal of the new billionaire movers and 
shakers in the industry in his recently pub-
lished book The Frackers. “There is a lot of 
discrepancy and disagreement about the shale 
wells that are key to it all because their produc-
tion falls out very quickly. Some sceptics say 
nah, we are never going to kind of get energy 

independence. I kind of agree. I think energy 
independence is a little overstated … I don’t 
know, frankly, how long it’s going to last, 
maybe … fi ve years or 10 years, but for that 
period it’ll be very healthy for us.” This gives 
some insight into how short-term the scenario 
of fracking-aided fossil-fuel plenty really is, 
because Zuckerman is one of fracking’s sup-
porters.

In the mainstream chorus of consensus 
about fracking’s infl uence on geopolitics, there 
is little comment on much greater shifts, nay 
ructions, which lie in store.

While focusing so single-mindedly on 
fossil fuels we are losing our window of oppor-
tunity to develop renewables to the stage where 
they can truly meet our energy needs (and do so 
more equitably). Our industrial economies are 
built on one major premise – the availability 
of easily extracted and affordable fossil fuel. 
The moment we start encountering diffi cul-
ties on that front – i.e. when extraction begins 
costing too much energy or fuel prices begin 
to rise uncontrollably – then the economy will 
undergo the kind of juddering shock that will 
make the recent fi nancial crisis look like a 
child’s tantrum. 

According to Tim Morgan of the London 
based money-brokering fi rm Tullet Prebon: 
“The economy, as we have known it for more 
than two centuries, will cease to be viable at 
some point within the next 10 or so years unless, 
of course, some way is found to reverse the 
trend [of rising energy costs]”. To pin all hopes 
on fracked fuels and not lay the foundations for 
an alternative energy future is madness.

The even greater madness is to put the 
urgency of doing something about climate 
change on the back burner (in a manner of 
speaking) just because fracking may offer a 
few more years’ worth of fossil fuel. Already 
the club of “developed” nations is being blasted 
for reneging on its promises to cut carbon emis-
sions, promises which were much too weak to 
be effective in the fi rst place. When climate 
change ratchets up, it will really rip up the geo-
political landscape.
New Internationalist 

Will fracking 
realign the world?

While focusing so single-mindedly on fossil 
fuels we are losing our window of opportunity 
to develop renewables to the stage where they 
can truly meet our energy needs
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It is becoming increasingly diffi cult for 
Mexican offi cials to pretend that the mas-
sive number of murders and enforced 
disappearances is not part of a deliberate 
government strategy. Political rhetoric, 
unsurprisingly, points to drug cartels as 
the sole perpetrators of violent crime in 
Mexico. But the mantra that the Mexican 
state, supported with funds and military 
wherewithal by the US government, is 
waging a genuine war on organised crime 
is a pervasive but totally false myth.

The suggestion that the violence in Mexico 
is at least partially explained by a deliberate 
government strategy to eliminate sectors of the 
population may sound like hyperbole and con-
spiracy theory, but then how do we explain the 
repeated involvement of state authorities in the 
worst atrocities presently committed?

To give some perspective, the number 
of people forcibly disappeared in Mexico is 
probably now more than during the notorious 
Argentine military dictatorship, which devel-
oped a deliberate strategy of annihilating an 
entire layer of the population. The dirty war 
in Argentina, under the rubric of Operation 
Condor, targeted anyone the authorities deemed 
subversive. In the painful decades that have fol-
lowed, relatives of the disappeared in Argentina 
have tried to reconstruct the country’s tragic 
history by attempting to bring those responsi-
ble to justice, much in the same way that many 
Chileans did after Augusto Pinochet seized 
power 40 years ago and engaged in a campaign 
of disappearing dissidents and opponents.

Over 26,000 people were classifi ed “dis-
appeared” during the six-year term of former 
President Felipe Calderón, who left Mexican 
politics for a lucrative Fellowship at the Har-
vard Kennedy School of Government last year. 
In each year of his presidency, more people 
were forcibly disappeared than during the entire 
duration of Pinochet’s infamous military dic-
tatorship in Chile. In a recent report, Human 
Rights Watch conducted 250 case studies of 
forced disappearance in Mexico. The research 
found that in 149 of those 250 cases, “These 
crimes were committed by members of every 
security force involved in public security oper-
ations, sometimes acting in conjunction with 
organised crime.” In the remaining cases, the 
report noted, it was not possible to link state 
authorities directly to enforced disappearances, 
but, the authors indicate, they “were not able to 
determine based on available evidence whether 
state actors participated in the crime, though 
they may have.”

Unlike the años de plomo of Operation 
Condor in the Southern Cone, the new dirty 
war in Mexico seems less concerned with sub-
versives than with unleashing the power of the 
state (in collaboration with organised crime) on 
the population. The leaders of every military 
dictatorship in modern history have understood 
perfectly the power of keeping the population 

afraid, terrorised, and vulnerable as a consum-
mate means of social control.

Why Mexico should be any different, 
despite its hollow democratic transition in 
2000, remains to be explained, particularly in 
the current context of militarisation and state 
complicity with criminal gangs. Amnesty 
International reports that during this past year, 
following patterns established over the last 
decade, “Members of the army, navy and the 
federal, state and municipal police were respon-
sible for widespread and grave human rights 
violations in the context of anti-crime opera-
tions and when operating in collusion with 
criminal gangs.

“The government consistently refused 
to acknowledge the scale and seriousness of 
the abuses or the lack of credibility of offi cial 
investigations. Impunity was widespread, leav-
ing victims with little or no redress.” Investiga-
tors from the United Nations Working Group on 
Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances who 
researched forced disappearances in Mexico 
came to similar conclusions, noting that state 
authorities were primarily responsible for the 
upsurge in such disappearances in recent years.

Reports by human rights organisations 
detail how families of victims are repeatedly 
told by law enforcement offi cials and investiga-
tors that the only explanation for their forced 
disappearance or murder is that they were 
involved in criminal behaviour, thereby relin-
quishing their right to a fair trial – a curious 
interpretation of equality before the law.

Over 98 percent of homicides committed 
are neither investigated nor solved. Indeed, in 
2012, of the 27,700 murders in Mexico, only 
523 were solved and led to prosecution. Only a 
few days ago, investigators linked police forces 
working for organised crime in Michoacán to 
disappearances and the disposal of 18 bodies 
in a mass grave.

Such fi gures should cast serious doubt on 
the common assertion among liberals that the 
war on drugs has been a “failure”. That the gov-
ernments of Felipe Calderón and now Enrique 
Peña Nieto continue to escalate the crisis with 
more militarisation (the very thing which has 
contributed signifi cantly to the rise in violence) 
is a signal of how seriously both administra-
tions take the deaths of 100,000 and the forced 
disappearance of a further 26,000 people.

The continued funding and heavy pres-
ence of the Mexican army in the streets and 
the increased security cooperation with Wash-
ington suggest that neither government views 
the drug war as a “failure”. Nor are the sys-
tematic human rights abuses much of a secret. 
Recently declassifi ed internal US government 
documents show that offi cials are well aware 
that organised criminal syndicates operate with 
“near total impunity in the face of compromised 
local security forces.”

And yet both the US and Mexican govern-
ments continue to fund what is becoming one 
of the most vicious and violent assaults on civil 
society in the world. One assumes there must 

be a logic to the madness, but it does not fi t 
within the narrow confi nes of typical debate 
of government versus criminals nor the “suc-
cesses” and “failures” of a bilateral drug war 
strategy.

The scale of the intense violence and 
human rights abuses committed by police and 
military forces is clearly not the behaviour of a 
“few bad apples” operating outside the param-
eters of normal practice. The contradiction of 
a government fi ghting organised crime when 
every single one of its security forces directly 
charged with waging that war works in col-
laboration with the same criminals should give 
us pause to think about the real nature of the 
combat against narcotraffi cking organisations.

As elsewhere throughout the globe, the 
social consequences of political and economic 
control and privilege are of little or no con-
cern to elites. Mexico’s levels of inequality are 
increasing rapidly, largely because recent gov-
ernments have allowed the wholesale disposal 
of its land, resources, institutions and labour to 
the highest domestic and international bidders. 

US military funding should be viewed in this 
light.

Former US Assistant Secretary of State for 
Western Hemisphere Affairs, Thomas Shannon, 
for example, summed up US policy in Mexico 
thus: “To a certain extent, we’re armouring 
NAFTA,” the neo-liberal trade pact between 
Mexico, Canada and the United States. Secur-
ing access to resources and land and repressing 
civil society is hardly restricted to Mexico. It is 
precisely how transnational capital – with the 
aid of publicly funded military forces – oper-
ates in Iraq, in Mali, in Colombia, and in Haiti.

The dead and disappeared are merely 
collateral fodder for capitalism’s insatiable 
demand for profi t and expansion of markets 
and control. Those who get in the way, like 
political opponents in Argentina and Chile, 
or the impoverished majority in Mexico, are 
externalities to the natural functioning of a 
“free” market increasingly defended by force 
and coercion.
Information Clearing House 

Mexico’s new dirty war

Atiwa (or Atewa) Rainforest Reserve 
in danger
“Our forests shall be sold off to mining 
companies and will then be turned into 
open pits without heed for the priceless 
natural resources we depend on,” stated 
Daryl Bosu of A Rocha Ghana, a Ghanaian 
environmental NGO.

The Atiwa Forest Reserve in south-
eastern Ghana is one of West Africa’s great-
est natural treasures. Its varied ecosystems 
contain exceptional biodiversity – lush jungle 
with magnifi cent tall trees, eight-metre high 
tree ferns, grasslands, marshes and river 
landscapes that are home to a rich variety 
of animal and plant species and a refuge for 
some of Africa’s rarest animals and plants. 
Many of these species cannot be found else-
where in Africa, except here in the tropical 
rainforest of Atiwa Forest Reserve.

Atiwa has been recognised as a protected 
area since 1926 due to its outstanding vari-
ety of life forms and most recently, BirdLife 
International 2001 classifi ed the rainforest as 
an Important Bird Area (IBA). Due to many 
of the plant species occurring only in this part 
of Ghana, or in few other localities, part of 
Atiwa was declared as a specially protected 
GSBA (Globally Signifi cant Biodiversity 
Area) following a national botanic survey of 
forest reserves by Ghana Forestry Department 
in the 1990s. Atiwa Forest Reserve has for 
instance, at least 323 species of trees.

In a research expedition in 2006 to survey 
the forest, scientists discovered two rare and 
endangered species of primate in the reserve: 
Ursine or Geoffroy’s Pied Colobus (also 
known as Black and White or White-thighed 

Colobus) one of the most endangered Afri-
can primate species and the Olive (or Green) 
Colobus species. Habitat destruction and 
poaching of these two Colobus monkeys for 
meat and skins is threatening their survival. 
They also found the critically endangered frog 
species, the Togo Slippery Frog, which only 
inhabits streams in moist tropical forests and 
is restricted to some parts of Togo and Ghana.

As well, 17 rare butterfl y species were 
discovered in the Atiwa Forest, including the 
amazing Giant African Swallow-tail, which 
has the widest butterfl y wingspan in the 
world and the Atiwa Dotted Border, which 
is restricted to Atiwa and is one of the rarest 
butterfl ies in Africa and is considered to be 
critically endangered.

The Atiwa Forest Reserve also contains 

many birds that are rare elsewhere in Ghana 
including the Afep Pigeon, Olive Long-tailed 
Cuckoo, African Broadbill, Common Bris-
tlebill, Blue-headed Crested-fl ycatcher, Spot-
ted Honeyguide and Least Honeyguide.

The Atiwa rainforest also supplies fi ve 
million people with drinking water. And forest 
dwellers rely on it for food, medicine, build-
ing materials, tools and clothing. The forest 
cover also serves the country and its inhabit-
ants by providing protection against fl oods 
and drought.

But this unique rainforest treasure is now 
under threat. This is because the Atiwa Forest 
is also rich in minerals, with sizeable bauxite 
deposits that the government wants to develop 
and mine. A total of 260 square kilometres of 
Atiwa have been declared a forest. 

“Members of the army, navy and the federal, state and municipal police were responsible for 
widespread and grave human rights violations”. Mexican marines stand guard.
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WT Whitney

Nicolas Maduro won Venezuela’s 
presidential election in April by a 
slim margin, a result still unrec-
ognised by the US government. 
Opposition demonstrations quickly 
spread, killing 13 people. Now his 
government faces municipal elec-
tions on December 8, and engi-
neered social turmoil has returned. 
Although polls have been favour-
able, the confi dence marking elec-
tion campaigns under predecessor 
Hugo Chávez, is gone.

Opposition forces have used 
destabilisation to cast both the 
Chávez and Maduro governments 
as dysfunctional. Powerful forces 
inside and outside Venezuela target-
ed the Chávez-led Bolivarian move-
ment because of its decisive role in 
promoting continent-wide unity and 
social justice. The US government is 
widely believed to have encouraged 
the unsuccessful right-wing coup of 
2002 and subsequent disruption of 
Venezuela’s oil industry.

Venezuelan-US lawyer Eva 
Golinger has discovered a script for 
what’s happening now. Golinger, 
well known for her reporting on US 
payments to Venezuelan opposition 
groups, recently arranged for publi-
cation of a document outlining oppo-
sition preparations in advance of the 
municipal elections. 

Entitled “Venezuelan Strategic 
Plan”, it appeared in the Russian 
Times. The Plan’s 15 “action points” 
cover sabotage, “massive mobilisa-
tions,” food shortages, “insurrec-
tion inside the army,” and control 
of publicity. The authors anticipate 
“crisis in the streets that facilitate the 
intervention of North America and 
the forces of NATO, with support of 

the government of Colombia.” The 
resulting “violence should cause 
deaths and injuries.”

According to Golinger, the plan 
emerged from a meeting on June 13, 
2013 attended by Mark Feierstein, 
regional head of the US Agency 
for International Development and 
by representatives of three other 
organisations: Florida – based FTI 
Consulting; Colombia’s “Centre 
for Thought Foundation,” linked to 
former president Alvaro Uribe; and 
the US Democratic Internationalism 
Foundation, promoted by Uribe.

US funded opposition groups 
are currently demonstrating in Ven-
ezuelan streets and forcing shortages 
of consumer goods. For Jose Vice-
nte Rangel, vice president under 
Chávez, their attacks on electric 
power plants, city transportation 
services, and oil refi neries are ter-
rorist in nature. Stores are running 
short of milk, textiles, sugar, shoes, 
electronic equipment, and more. The 
government accuses importers and 
retail distributors of hoarding. Retail 
prices have skyrocketed.

The government sells dollars 
gained from oil sales at a fi xed rate 
to importing companies. Importers 
sell goods they purchase with dollars 
to retailers who charge exorbitant 
prices payable in undervalued boli-
vars, the national currency. Infl ation 
is up 54 percent in 2013. Movement 
of dollars out of the country and dol-
lars sales on the black market con-
tribute to infl ation.

Venezuelan, European, and US 
mass media feature stories of popu-
lar frustration, even anger. Worried 
Maduro partisans recall Chilean 
distress prior to the US supported 
coup that removed President Sal-
vador Allende in 1973. The Nixon 

administration wanted then to “make 
Chile’s economy scream”. A state-
ment from 45 high-level retired Ven-
ezuelan military offi cers calling for 
military intervention testifi es to high 
stakes in play now.

Maduro announced the crea-
tion of a National Centre of Exte-
rior Commerce that would regulate 
foreign exchange and control acqui-
sition and distribution of foreign 
currency. As of November 19, his 
government had secured passage of 
a temporary enabling law that would 
authorise limits placed on profi t-tak-
ing and speculation. 

Because the Daka electric appli-
ance chain was selling goods at a 
1,200 percent mark-up over import 
costs, the government occupied its 
stores on November 8 to ensure a 
“fair price.” Maduro asks consumers 
to show “consciousness, patience, 
and peacefulness in anticipation of 
prices being stabilised.” The govern-
ment is expanding its popular Mercal 
grocery system that markets subsi-
dised food products.

Venezuela’s Communist Party 

is not satisfi ed. Secretary General 
Oscar Figuera called for “complete 
nationalisation” of overseas com-
merce so “the state can centralise 
national purchases of essential items 
based on national development pri-
orities and on the private sector 
using bolivars to import goods.”

Economist Mark Weisbrot is 
optimistic. In 2012, oil revenues 
totalled US$93.6 billion while 
US$59.3 billion were spent on 
imports. Interest payments on for-
eign debt were relatively low. Cur-
rency reserves now approach US$37 
billion. So, “This government is not 
going to run out of dollars.” The fact 
that infl ation fell in 2012 coincident 
with the economy expanding by 5.7 
percent is a favourable sign, he sug-
gests. And, “the poverty rate dropped 
by 20 percent in Venezuela last year.

NSA documents appearing 
recently in the New York Times cour-
tesy of Edward Snowden identifi ed 
Venezuela as one of six “enduring 
targets” for electronic eavesdropping 
in 2007. (Others were China, North 
Korea, Iran, Iraq, and Russia.) The 

strategic goal then – and probably 
now – was to prevent Venezuela 
“from achieving its regional leader-
ship objective and pursuing policies 
that negatively impact US global 
interests.”

Ángel Guerra Cabrera is betting 
on President Maduro. The Cuban 
journalist, a correspondent for La 
Jornada, claims Maduro has “ruined 
the dreams of imperialists and the 
right who were counting on his 
inability to maintain unity and the 
revolutionary direction of ‘Chavis-
mo.’ We have seen a leader fortify 
himself with his own profi le ...With 
the cadres formed by commander 
[Chávez] he has consolidated a cohe-
sive and effi cient political/military 
leadership.”

Maduro’s government recently 
expelled three US diplomats on 
charges they conspired with oppo-
sition groups with intent to destabi-
lise. Neither country has posted an 
ambassador to its counterpart nation 
for three years.
People’s World 

On eve of local elections, 
US undermines Venezuela

Venezuela’s president, Nicolas Maduro.

Environmental groups 
walk out on Warsaw talks

Cuts caused 
mail failures

Major environmental groups 
including Greenpeace and World 
Wildlife Fund walked out of 
the UN climate talks in Warsaw 
in protest at a lack of progress 
towards a deal to curb rising 
global greenhouse gas emissions.

More than 9,000 representatives 
from about 195 countries were gath-
ered in the Polish capital for a two-
week conference working towards a 
treaty to be signed in 2015 to fi ght 
climate change.

But the talks, which ended on 
November 21, have stuttered over 
several issues, particularly whether 
rich nations should pay developing 
countries for losses suffered due to 
the effects of climate change and a 
lack of pledges to cut emissions.

“The lack of meaningful leader-
ship from governments here has 

delivered a slap in the face to those 
suffering as a result of dangerous 
climate change,” said Greenpeace 
International executive director 
Kumi Naidoo.

Marcin Korolec, who is chairing 
the talks, was sacked as Polish envi-
ronment minister on November 20. 
He remained in charge of the talks 
but the green groups damned the 
timing of the cabinet reshuffl e.

They and many conference 
delegates said it showed that coal-
dependent Poland, which is often 
reluctant to go along with EU plans 
for emissions cuts, had little interest 
in the UN talks.

Poland’s decision to host a 
coal industry summit alongside the 
climate talks on November 18-19 
also angered the groups. “This is 
one of the most captured summits 

ever – captured by corporates and 
the coal industry with support of 
the Polish government,” said Dipti 
Bhatnagar of Friends of the Earth 
International.

“We are walking out to send 
a strong message due to the total 
inaction at the talks, due to lack 
of ambition and fi nance, at a time 
when we need the most action.”

Meanwhile, UN secretary-gen-
eral Ban Ki Moon implored world 
leaders to make “bold pledges” for 
cuts in greenhouse gases by next 
September, but acknowledged that 
many nations would be late.

Mr Ban said that rich nations’ 
promises for new funds to help the 
poor tackle heat waves, fl oods and 
rising sea levels caused by global 
warming were “insuffi cient.”
Morning Star 

Ryan Fletcher

BRITAIN: Job cuts and price 
increases in the lead-up to pri-
vatisation were the reason Royal 
Mail missed key performance 
targets earlier this year, postal 
union Unite has claimed. Postal 
regulator Ofcom said the recently 
privatised company missed a 
requirement to deliver 93 percent 
of fi rst-class letters the day after 
collection, reaching only 91.7 per-
cent.

Ofcom said Royal Mail was 
also required to meet a target of 
91.5 percent of next-day delivery 
for fi rst-class post throughout Brit-
ain and not just in densely populat-
ed areas. But it achieved this level 
in only 62 percent of the required 
postcode areas in the year to March 
2013.

“Ofcom is concerned about 
Royal Mail’s failure to meet certain 
service targets,” the regulator said, 
threatening fi nes if the company 
continued to deliver late.

Unite, which represents around 
7,000 postal managers, said the 
failures were due to job reductions 
in the run-up to the fi rm’s privatisa-
tion. Unite Royal Mail offi cer Brian 

Scott called for a company-wide 
review into tackling the issue of 
staff reductions and overworking.

He said: “Royal Mail has been 
setting itself up for privatisation in 
the last year, making unnecessary 
job reductions and cutting corners 
to make it a more viable sell-off. 
Members working in delivery 
offi ces are under a huge amount of 
pressure and this continues with no 
obvious solution.”

The Campaign for Public 
Ownership said it was not just job 
reductions that were part of the 
government’s preparations for pri-
vatisation. Stamp prices were also 
increased in the run-up “to turn 
the people against the company” 
and to pre-empt an inevitable price 
rise once investors gained control 
– which would have resulted in a 
public backlash.

Campaign director Neil Clark 
said the future was bleak for the 
service. He told the Morning Star 
newspaper: “After the next general 
election the universal service will 
disappear or mail delivery will take 
on the heavily subsidised railway 
model.”
Morning Star 
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Emile Schepers

As the grassroots protests against 
the despotic regime of Sudanese 
President Omar Hassan al Bashir 
continue, the Sudanese Com-
munist Party is calling for unity 
behind a program of removing the 
government to replace it with a 
democratic and secularist regime 
that works for the wellbeing of the 
working class and masses, and for 
national unity.

Al Bashir, who took power 
in 1989 through a military coup 
and declared his government to be 
Islamic, attempted to subdue the 
mostly non-Muslim southern part 
of the country by brutal force. The 
result was a bloody civil war and 
the achievement of independence 
of the Southern region in 2011, with 
the creation of the new Republic of 
South Sudan. 

The Sudanese Communist Party 
(SCP), with members and activists 
in both countries, had agitated for 
a solution to the confl ict through a 
return to democracy and the end of 
efforts to repress and Islamise the 
South. It did not support the break-
up of the country.

After the secession of South 
Sudan, Sudan found itself in a dilem-
ma because more than two thirds of 
the country’s most important asset, 
its oil reserves, ended up in South 
Sudan. Friction over how much 
Sudan could charge South Sudan to 
transship oil through a long pipeline 
that takes the product through Sudan 
to Port Sudan on the Red Sea led to 
armed confl ict earlier this year.

Moreover, the agreement to let 
South Sudan go its own way has not 
left either country confl ict-free. Rebel 
forces remain north of the South 
Sudan-Sudan border, in the oil-rich 

Abyei region of South Kordofan and 
in Blue Nile Province. There is also 
a long-running armed confl ict in the 
huge Darfur area in the West.

All this has put Al Bashir’s gov-
ernment and the Sudanese economy 
under strain. In the spring, the gov-
ernment decided to increase oil and 
food prices, claiming that it was nec-
essary to sharply reduce government 
subsidies because of the loss of oil 
revenues. Many, including the SCP, 
do not buy that, and instead point 
to corruption, pressure from inter-
national creditors and especially a 
bloated military and police budget 
caused by Al Bashir’s repressive 
policies as being the real cause.

The increased prices led to 
demonstrations, which spread to all 
major cities in the Sudan. Al Bashir’s 
regime used brutal repression to try 
to stop the protests, resulting in the 
deaths of hundreds, the wounding of 
many others, and the jailing of oppo-
sition leaders including a number of 
communists. The opposition press 
was muzzled, including the SCP’s 
daily newspaper, Al Midan.

An important sector of the 
organised opposition to Al Bashir is 
grouped in the National Consensus 
Forces (NCF), formed in 2010, in 
which the SCP participates. In the 
NCF also are two groups headed by 
venerable Islamic politicians: Hassan 
Al-Turabi’s Popular Congress Party 
(PCP), and Sadiq al Mahdi’s Nation-
al Umma Party (NUP). In addition, 
there are unions, student groups and 
civil rights organisations. 

The protests brought into the 
street many people without party 
or other organisational affi liation. 
In 2012, these and others signed 
the Democratic Alternative Char-
ter (DAC), which requires them to 
work together to oust the Al Bashir 

government and replace it with a uni-
fi ed democratic and secular regime.

The government is feeling its 
hold slipping. A number of key 
ruling National Congress Party 
fi gures and retired military offi cers 
have broken with precedent by call-
ing for policy changes, including a 
roll back of the food and fuel price 
increases and an end to repression. 
There is also dissention within the 
Consensus Forces. The National 
Umma Party, as well as the Demo-
cratic Unionist Party (which is not 
in the National Consensus Forces 
but signed the DAC) are showing 
signs of wanting to break away 
from the untied position and toward 

some sort of negotiated compro-
mise. 

The SCP has criticised the 
latter moves. In a party meeting on 
November 8, it characterised the 
Al Bashir regime as “an expression 
of the parasitic Islamic capitalists” 
whose policies have led to the split-
ting of the country, massive repres-
sion and an economic disaster. The 
SCP also denounced chronic cor-
ruption, and the privatisation of key 
national enterprises and services. 
“Because of the inability of [the] 
parasitic class to change its self-
interest[ed] policies, and unwilling-
ness to relinquish its monopoly over 
power, they have formed allegiances 

with the petro dollar regimes in the 
Arab and Islamic countries ...” The 
Al Bashir regime has played the role 
of imperialist agent in the interven-
tions in Libya and Syria, and has 
become subordinate to the dictates 
of the International Monetary Fund.

Therefore the SCP is opposed 
to temporising with the regime or 
its dissident elements, and calls for 
maximum unity in pressing for it to 
be removed from power. This will be 
done by the establishment of “a broad 
front” uniting all aspects and goals 
of the struggle. Mass demonstrations 
and political general strikes should 
be supported.
People’s World 
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Sudan Communists call 
for push against Al Bashir

Al Bashir.

The meningitis epidemic 
that Cuba can prevent
WT Whitney

Princeton University students 
have a problem, one not of their 
own making. Since March, seven 
of them have contracted bacterial 
meningitis due to the type B form 
of the meningococcal microorgan-
ism. Vaccines that work against 
microbes causing the vast major-
ity of cases of bacterial meningitis 
are readily available in the United 
States, but not a vaccine capable 
of preventing type B meningococ-
cal meningitis. As a result, Prin-
ceton students are at risk. Yet 55 
million doses of a type B vaccine 
have been administered in 15 
other countries, mostly in Latin 
America.

The vaccine’s name is VA-
MENGOC-BC, and it comes 
from Cuba. Under the anti-Cuban 
US economic blockade, Cuban 
exports to the United States are 
forbidden.

Panic at Princeton induced the 
US Food and Drug Administration 
to authorise the Centres for Disease 
Control and Prevention to import 
enough BEXSERO Type B vac-
cine developed by Switzerland’s 

Novartis Corporation to vaccinate 
8,000 Princeton students. BEX-
SERO is new and has recently been 
cleared for use in the European 
Union and Australia.

Meningitis means infl amma-
tion of the lining of a victim’s brain 
and spinal cord. Without treatment 
for bacterial meningitis, damage to 
underlying structures is likely and 
many survivors end up with dis-
astrous handicapping conditions. 
Even with treatment, 10 percent 
of infected persons die. The same 
causative bacterial agents can be 
responsible for life threatening 
blood stream infections. In 2000 
meningococcal disease caused 
171,000 deaths worldwide, accord-
ing to the World Health Organisa-
tion.

Vaccines exist for preventative 
use against the three microorgan-
isms most commonly associated 
with bacterial meningitis, meningo-
coccal bacteria among them. Vac-
cines are available in the United 
States for warding off four types 
of the meningococcus. There is 
no vaccine in the US directed at 
the fi fth, the type B form. Cur-
rently type B disease accounts for 

one third of all US meningococcal 
cases.

Cuba’s public health system 
encompasses not only curative and 
preventative care but also biomedi-
cal research and manufacture. In 
response to an epidemic of type 
B meningococcal meningitis that 
began in 1976, Cuba’s Finley Insti-
tute, led by Dr Conception Campa, 
developed VA-MENGOC-BC, car-
ried out trials, and readied the vac-
cine for use beginning in 1991.

At the epidemic’s height, the 
general incidence of type B menin-
gitis was 14.4 victims per 100,000 
people. The rate for children under 
age six exceeded 160 per 100,000. 
The general infection rate in 1989, 
prior to the vaccine’s introduction, 
was 6.5 per 100,000. It fell to 0.8 
per 100,000 in 1993, and to 0.2 
per 100,000 in 2006. Observers 
worldwide concur that the vaccine 
protects individuals and keeps the 
illness from spreading. Epidemi-
ologists have documented compa-
rable success in other countries, 
notably in Brazil where millions 
have received the Cuban vaccine. 
Adverse effects have been mini-
mal. Consistent with its design, the 

vaccine has been shown to protect 
also against type C meningitis.

Scientists have experienced dif-
fi culties in arriving at a useful type 
B vaccine, mainly because material 
in the microorganism’s polysac-
charide coat used as potential anti-
gens are often not recognisable as 
foreign material by the human host. 
Consequently they fail to stimulate 
production of protective antibodies. 
Novartis touts its BEXSERO vac-
cine for the broad spectrum of type 
B protection it provides, the result 
of four new antigenic components 
used in its manufacture. Cuban 
scientists, however, were pleased 
with what looked like protection 
their vaccine offered against type B 
strains “that differ from the vaccine 
strain.” 

Apart from technical diffi cul-
ties necessitating extra time and 
money and the lack of an epidemic 
to address, it is not clear why the 
United States never developed an 
anti-type-B meningococcal vac-
cine. But why Cuba did so is clear 
from Dr Concepción Campa’s 
explanation in 2007.

Campa told an interviewer, 
“Cuba has a research approach that 

doesn’t only take into account the 
Cuban population’s health, but also 
global population health, especially 
the poor of the world ... In many 
countries, including the United 
States, children of all ages die from 
meningitis B.”

The interviewer asked, “What 
countries have been using the 
Cuban vaccine? Is it sold, donated 
or traded?” According to Campa, 
“The vaccine has been donated to 
countries in Africa, to Uruguay 
when there was an outbreak there, 
and is used in vaccination cam-
paigns in Brazil, Colombia, and 
other countries. Regarding vac-
cine sales, we generally take into 
account where a vaccine will be 
administered. It’s not the same to 
sell a vaccine to the private sector, 
where they charge an arm and a 
leg, as to a public health system 
for vaccination campaigns or when 
there’s an epidemic ... Cubans in 
general have a very special connec-
tion with other countries because 
wherever there’s pain it’s our pain 
... [D]eveloping countries have 
fewer possibilities for easing that 
pain.”
People’s World 



10  November 27, 2013 Guardian

US propagandists are fond of telling us that 
the Cold War is over. It is something in the 
past, something we have happily moved 
on from. But every now and then they do 
something that makes it glaringly clear that 
the Cold War never ended. It is alive and 
well and being waged vigorously right now.

US scientists and military together created 
the Global Positioning System, the satellite 
network that allows hikers in dense bush to 
accurately determine their position or coal seam 
gas companies to precisely locate their next 
gas well on some unsuspecting farmer’s land. 
But today, Russia, China and the European 
Union are all increasingly reluctant to rely on 
the American system. They are all looking at 
establishing their own GPS systems.

Russia in fact already has its own system, 
but it lacks suffi cient ground-based monitor 
stations to make its system truly functional. 
Naively, perhaps, the Russians have asked 
the US to assist them by allowing Russia to 
build half a dozen monitor stations on US soil. 
This would give them the continental coverage 
they need to adequately cover the Western 
Hemisphere.

The US State Department, desperate to 
rebuild a relationship with President Putin’s 
government after several recent verbal stoushes 
(and one written one where Putin wrote a highly 
critical opinion piece for the New York Times no 
less), was receptive to the Russian request. The 
CIA and the Pentagon, however, went ballistic. 
Using the best Cold War rhetoric, they yelped 
that these monitor stations could be used for 
Russian espionage against the USA and also 
improve the precision of Russian missiles fi red 
against US targets.

There is a certain twisted logic to this, 
because that is exactly what the Yanks would 
do if the positions were reversed. Ironically, the 
US State Department emerged from this new 
Cold War fl are-up as a bastion of common sense 
and clear thinking. A “former senior offi cial” 
in the State Department’s Office of Space 
and Advanced Technologies told the media 
in Washington that “they [the Russians] don’t 

want to be reliant on the American system, and 
believe that their systems, like GPS, will spawn 
other industries and applications. They feel 
they are losing a technological edge to us in an 
important market.”

Preventing Russia and China from gaining 
a “technological edge” on the US, to the extent 
of keeping them in the dark about technological 
developments in the West, has been a key 
feature of US foreign policy ever since WW2, 
i.e. for the whole of the (still ongoing) Cold 
War.

However, with even America’s ally the 
European Union seeking to establish its own 
GPS system rather than rely on the US system, 
US foreign policy on global technology would 
seem to be in some disarray.

Changing the subject completely, did you 
see the article by Paul Sheehan on the rental 
crisis in Australia in The Sydney Morning 
Herald for November 18? Very interesting 
reading.

When I was a youngster, in the years at the 
end of WW2, very few working class people in 
Australia owned their own home. The tradition 
for working class people here as in Britain 
was to rent. Owning your own home was as 
uncommon as owning your own car. Only 
three people in our street in Woollahra had a 
car, and one of those was a taxi driver whose 
cab belonged not to him but rather to the cab 
company he drove for.

Just as it took a massive advertising and 
media campaign to convince Australians that 
cars not public transport were the way of the 
future, so a similar campaign was waged by 
real estate companies to convince everyone that 
private housing was not only affordable (and 
“security for the future”) but was also cool and 
modern. To rent was a mark of social failure.

When I worked in the mortgage department 
of National Mutual, the rule of thumb for the 
size of housing loan a client could afford was 
double their annual income. Sheehan’s article 
points out that in 1990, the price of the average 
home was two and half times your average 
income. By the end of the century it had 

climbed to 4.2 times average income. Sheehan 
commented: “With housing prices surging, this 
level will be reached, and possibly breached, in 
the near future, making Australian household 
prices the most expensive they have ever been.”

Sheehan’s complaint, and it’s a valid one, is 
that this situation has almost made it impossible 
for fi rst-home buyers to actually buy a home. 
The solution, of course, is not to subsidise 
fi rst-home buyers, which is what the Labor 
government tried to do, but to take housing out 
of the hands of for-profi t speculators altogether. 
Housing is a basic right, like health care, and 
like health care it should be the responsibility 
of the people through the state.

Public housing, properly funded and 
properly run. Not the petty bureaucratic 
nightmare it is for public housing tenants 
today, but the way it has been run in countries 
that provide sufficient funds and a proper 
understanding of the value of public property. 
When the soldiers and workers who had 
stormed the Winter Palace in Petrograd in 

1917 were leaving the building, Red Guards 
demanded that they turn out their pockets. 
When silver spoons and gold ornaments 
belonging to the Tsar were revealed, the Red 
Guards admonished the revolutionaries “Public 
property, Comrades, property of the people!” 
Abashed, the would be looters turned around 
and started demanding that the revolutionaries 
behind them also turn out their pockets, saying 
loftily “Property of the people, Comrades!”

In the Soviet Union, rents were pegged by 
law at 4 percent of weekly income. Work it out 
on your own income: that’s a rent anyone could 
afford. Capitalism’s defenders always sneered 
at the wages paid in the Soviet Union. But 
they rarely mentioned the hidden income that 
people enjoyed in the form of low rents, cheap 
fares, subsidised holidays in works’ or industry 
resorts, or universal health care.

Soviet people never knew the fear of 
losing their job or of being tossed out on the 
street. 

Letters / Culture & Life

On the level of 
inequality
Many now know the rhetoric of 
the 1% very well: the imagery 
of a small elite owning most of 
the wealth while the 99% take 
the table scraps. In 2006 a UN 
report revealed that the world’s 
richest 1% own 40% of the 
world’s wealth, with those in the 
financial and internet sectors 
comprising the “super rich.” 
More than a third of the world’s 

super-rich live in the US, with 
roughly 27% in Japan, 6% in 
the UK, and 5% in France. The 
world’s richest 10% accounted for 
roughly 85% of the planet’s total 
assets, while the bottom half of the 
population – more than 3 billion 
people – owned less than 1% of 
the world’s wealth.

Looking specifically at the 
United States, the top 1% own more 
than 36% of the national wealth and 
more than the combined wealth of the 
bottom 95%. Almost all of the wealth 
gains over the previous decade went 
to the top 1%. In the mid-1970s, the 
top 1% earned 8% of all national 
income; this number rose to 21% 
by 2010. At the highest sliver at the 
top, the 400 wealthiest individuals in 
America have more wealth than the 
bottom 150 million. 

Previously, in July of 2012, 
James Henry, a former chief econ-
omist at McKinsey, a major global 

consultancy, published a report on 
tax havens for the Tax Justice Net-
work which compiled data from 
the Bank for International Settle-
ments (BIS), the IMF and other 
private sector entities to reveal that 
the world’s super-rich have hidden 
between $21 and $32 trillion offshore 
to avoid taxation.

The fi gures don’t lie.
T Southern

Brisbane

Profit bonanza from 
cap-and-trade

In a bitter irony, the super 
Typhoon Haiyan tragedy in the 
Philippines has contributed to 
reinforcing a consensus which 
indirectly feeds the pockets of cor-
porations lobbying for a new deal 
on carbon trade. “Cap-and-trade” 
is a multibillion dollar bonanza 

which is supported by the global 
warming consensus.

Known and documented, cap-
and-trade markets are manipulat-
ed. What is at stake is the trade in 
carbon derivatives which is control-
led by powerful fi nancial institutions 
including JP Morgan Chase. In 2008, 
Simon Linnett, executive vice-chair-
man of Rothschild, acknowledged 
the nature of this multibillion dollar 
business.

“As a banker, I also welcome the 
fact that the cap-and-trade system is 
becoming the dominant methodology 
for CO2 control. Unlike taxation, or 
plain regulation, cap-and-trade offers 
the greatest scope for private sector 
involvement and innovation,” he 
said.

The social impacts of Typhoon 
Haiyan are aggravated due to the 
lack of infrastructure and social serv-
ices, not to mention the absence of a 
coherent housing policy. Those most 

affected by the typhoon are living in 
poverty in make-shift homes.

A reduction of CO2 emissions 
will not resolve the plight of an 
impoverished population. In the Phil-
ippines, the social impacts of natural 
disasters are invariably exacerbated 
by a macro-economic policy frame-
work imposed by Manila’s external 
creditors.

What is at stake is the deadly 
thrust of neo-liberal economic 
reforms. For more than 25 years – 
since the demise of the Marcos dicta-
torship – the International Monetary 
Fund’s “economic medicine” under 
the helm of the Washington Consen-
sus has prevailed, largely serving the 
interests of fi nancial institutions and 
corporations in mining and agribusi-
ness.

Mati English
Sydney

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au
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A poster from the 2011 fi lm Captain America: The First Avenger. Cold War stylised propaganda 
continues in mainstream US culture.

Cold War 
and global 
technology

Rob Gowland
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The ABC’s big production 
this week is a feature fi lm, 

The Outlaw Michael Howe (ABC1 
Sunday December 1 at 8.30pm). A 
co-production between the ABC and 
screen Australia and Screen Tasma-
nia, it is the story of a gang of bush-
rangers that operated in the south 
and north of Tasmania in 1814-18. 
Michael Howe, like my own convict 
ancestor, was a Yorkshire man. He 
was convicted of highway robbery in 
1811 and sentenced to transportation 
to Australia for seven years.

Note that the film does not, 
however, call Howe and his ilk 
bushrangers, despite that term having 
been introduced as early as 1806. 
The fi rst bushrangers were escaped 
convicts who ran away to the bush 
to escape the harsh conditions of 
convict labour. However, living off 
the land in Australia takes special 
skills and most of the “bolters” as 
the escaped convicts were initially 
called had perforce to turn to robbery 
to sustain themselves.

As Jose and Carter put it in The 
Australian Encyclopaedia of 1925, 
“Tasmania, being the gaol of twice-
convicted and specially refractory 
convicts, produced the earliest and 
most violent bushrangers. [Governor] 
Bligh in 1807 was ‘much concerned’ 
about the bushrangers who were 
annoying [Tasmania’s Lieutenant] 
Governor Collins, and in 1809 
reported that some of the crew of the 

Porpoise had joined a body of sixty 
bushrangers who were infesting the 
roads inland.”

The signifi cance of that quote 
is that the makers of The Outlaw 
Michael Howe treat Howe and his 
erstwhile fellow bushranger John 
Whitehead as an isolated case, 
whereas in fact there were numerous 
instances of similar bands of 
“highway marauders”. The fi lm also 
tries to present their outlaw band of 
20-odd as some sort of “fearsome 
guerrilla army” engaged in a war 
against the colonial authorities, but 
that is largely wishful thinking.

Howe and Whitehead had no 
program, no aims outside of stay-
ing alive and obtaining enough food. 
Although Howe liked to talk big and 
make fl amboyant gestures, he and 
his band were essentially just violent 
anarchists. Sure they were “agin’ the 
government”, but they had no vision 
of what to put in its place. They were 
men pushed by circumstances into an 
act of rebellion, like so many of the 
poor and downtrodden from Sparta-
cus to the present day.

A few years earlier, the poor 
and downtrodden of Paris had 
overthrown the King of France. But 
they had leadership and a vision. 
None the less, the authorities 
in Tasmania were rattled and 
Lieutenant Governor Thomas 
Davey imposed martial law, which 
was actually illegal (only Governor 
Macquarie had that power).

The film is the first effort at 
directing by Australian writer/actor 
Brendan Cowell, and his status as a 
novice is refl ected in the overly fl ashy 
style of much of the fi lm (especially 
the opening scenes which are almost 
incoherent). Cowell presents Davey 
as a drunken sot surrounded by 
toadying hangers-on. That Davey 
liked to tipple is undoubted, but his 
record in Tasmania is not as utterly 
worthless as presented here.

True, the general opinion at the 
time was that he was “an uncouth 
ruffi an of whom the colony was well 
rid” but to quote Jose and Carter 
again: “This is most unjust to him. 

… His administration of public 
affairs was on the whole marked by 
common sense. … he did as much 
building as his limited labour supply 
would allow; and his proclamation 
of martial law … though illegal and 
repudiated in severe language by 
Macquarie, was the one measure 
taken against the bushranging gangs 
of the time that really checked them.”

In 1814, Howe took advantage 
of an amnesty offered by Macquarie 
and surrendered, but took to the bush 
again within months. Whitehead 
disappeared around this time and 
by 1815 Howe was the undisputed 
leader of the gang. By 1816 he 
was signing himself “Lieutenant 
Governor of the Woods”. However, 
his Aboriginal girlfriend Mary, 
“offended at some brutality of his”, 
offered herself to the authorities as a 
guide to his haunts.

Howe attempted to confess 
his way to a pardon, but although 
“voluminous and tedious”, his 
confessions contained nothing of 
value to the authorities and when 

he disappeared again later in 1817, 
Macquarie revoked the offer of a 
pardon. Howe was hunted down and 
killed in 1818.

Presumably for dramatic 
purposes, Cowell has introduced a 
character who does not appear in the 
account of Howe in the Historical 
Records Of Australia, namely “the 
wife of the wealthiest settler in the 
colony”, who joins with him to plot 
the overthrow of British rule. This 
wholly fi ctional character is very 
much out of period. It is as though 
a typically scheming character from 
one of those television “dramas” set 
amongst the wealthy of Los Angeles 
had wandered into the story. As 
played by Mirrah Foulkes, this char-
acter (Maria Lord) is anachronistic 
in almost everything she does and 
says.

So, to sum up: I found The 
Outlaw Michael Howe to be 
poor history, poor drama and 
poor filmmaking, a badly missed 
opportunity for some historical 
drama on a little-known topic. So 

few Australians know anything about 
this country’s turbulent past, surely 
they didn’t need to depart so radically 
from the historical record in order to 
have a suitably gripping story?

In the short space I have left, 
I must mention Set List; The 

Best Of (ABC2 Thursday Decem-
ber 5 at 9.25pm). Set List is a stand-
up show like no other: as the stand-up 
artists come to the mike they are 
handed topics or wildly unpredict-
able key phrases or the like, from 
which on the spot and before a live 
audience they have to improvise a 
stand-up routine. The two Best Of 
episodes feature some of the more 
memorable moments from the fi rst 
series of this program.

And if you want to see just 
how stupid some human 

beings can be, have a look at Unsafe 
Sex In The City (ABC2 Fridays 
from December 6 at 9.30pm), in 
which some thick-as-bricks young 
people from Manchester discover the 
downside to “sexual freedom”. 
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Steven Katsineris

In a blatant attack on Palestinian 
activism, respected Palestinian 
community leader, activist, edu-
cator and feminist Rasmea Odeh, 
65, was arrested on October 22, 
2013, at her home in Chicago by 
Department of Homeland Security 
agents and accused of “immigra-
tion fraud.” Among others the 
Palestine Solidarity Group (Chi-
cago) has called on all Palestine 
solidarity activists to support 
Rasmea Odeh. Many Palestinian, 
Arab and other organisations are 
protesting against her arrest and 
calling on the US Attorney to drop 
the charges against her.

Rasmea has been charged with 
obtaining naturalisation by fraud. She 
is accused of failing to disclose on her 
US citizenship application 20 years 
ago that she had a prior conviction. 
The conviction in question was in an 
Israeli military court 45 years ago – 
in which there is nothing resembling 
due process and coercion and torture 
are common – for involvement in 
two bombings in Jerusalem, one of 
which killed two civilians. She spent 
ten years in prison before receiving a 
pardon and being released by Israel 
as part of a prisoner exchange.

If convicted for this omission, the 
judge explained, Rasmea could face 
ten years in prison, an exorbitant fi ne 
and the trial court would “revoke, 
cancel and declare null and void” her 
United States citizenship certifi cate.

The US immigration service has 
a long history of using information 
on immigration forms to many years 
later deport political activists from 
various countries, including Ireland, 
Palestine and other Arab or Muslim 
countries. 

Activists in the Palestine soli-
darity movement in Chicago have 
watched Rasmea work tirelessly 
over many years for the just rights of 
Palestinians and for all Arab women. 
They see her arrest as a part of a 
continuing campaign to intimidate, 
harass and suppress Palestine activ-
ism in the USA. A vindictive tactic 
used by the US government to try to 
stop the growing international move-
ment in solidarity with Palestinian 
national rights, something ultimately 
that the US authorities will be unable 
to halt.

Palestinian activists critical 
of US policy toward Israel have 
not only been under surveillance, 
but have been actively targeted for 
repression. From the cases of the 
Holy Land Five, to Sami al-Arian, to 
the harassment of Students for Justice 
in Palestine groups, to the ongoing 
grand jury investigation of 23 anti-
war and Palestine solidarity activists, 
the repression has continued during 
the Obama administration. And Pal-
estinians and their supporters know 
they can’t look to the Obama admin-
istration to be sympathetic to their 
activists or former political prisoners.

Rasmea Odeh’s arrest is just the 
latest attack on the entire Palestin-
ian and Arab community and part 
of the ongoing repression of Pal-
estine activists. Odeh has been a 
community leader fi ghting for Arab 
women’s and immigrant rights in 
the US for more than 20 years. Any 
attempt to demonise her for “immi-
gration fraud,” threatening her with 
ten years in prison, and revoking her 
citizenship is nothing other than a 
cruel attempt to destroy not only a 
successful Arab community leader, 
but also a strong advocate for Pales-
tinian rights.

Even by the dreadful standards of 
US immigration “justice”, the case of 
Rasmea Odeh has the appearance of 
an unusually appalling and political 
prosecution. A 65-year-old Palestin-
ian and a naturalised US citizen since 
2004, Odeh is Associate Director of 
the Arab American Action Network 
in Chicago and coordinates the 
AAAN’s Arab Women’s Commit-
tee, with a membership of nearly 
600. She received this year an Out-
standing Community Leader Award 
from the Chicago Cultural Alliance, 
citing her 40 years in service “to the 
empowerment of Arab women, fi rst 
in her homes of Palestine, Jordan, 
and Lebanon, where she was an 
activist and practicing attorney, and 
then the past ten years in Chicago.”

Released on $15,000 bond, 
Odeh’s case will be tried in Detroit 
(where she received her US citi-
zenship). At her November 13 
arraignment, a hundred support-
ers demanded “Drop the Charges,” 
including a busload of people who 
came in from Chicago and packed the 
courtroom while others chanted and 
marched outside.

Her arrest seems closely related 
to the case of the 23 anti-war and 
international solidarity activists that 
were subpoenaed to a grand jury 
in 2010. Well known labour, com-
munity and international solidar-
ity activists around the US Midwest 
had their homes raided by the FBI 
when the US Attorney alleged that 
they had provided material support 
to alleged foreign terrorist organisa-
tions in Palestine and Colombia. The 
majority of the 23 people targeted in 
the grand jury investigation are Pal-
estinian activists, but none of the 23 
people have ever been charged with 
any offence.

Arab American Action 
Network statement 

“The Arab American Action Net-
work (AAAN) condemns the politi-
cally-motivated arrest and indictment 
of Rasmea Yousef Odeh, our beloved 
Associate Director. The 65-year-old 
was arrested at her home by agents 
from the Department of Homeland 
Security, alleging an immigration 
violation on a 20-year-old appli-
cation. Rasmea, who has made it 
her life’s work to serve and help 

empower Palestinian and Arab fami-
lies, is the victim of another witch-
hunt by our federal law enforcement 
agencies, which continue to violate 
the civil rights of Arabs and Muslims 
with impunity, particularly those who 
are critical of US support for Israel’s 
crimes against the Palestinian people.

“Rasmea is a leading member of 
Chicago’s Arab and Muslim commu-
nities, and her decade of service here 
has changed the lives of thousands of 
people, particularly disenfranchised 
Arab women and their families. She 
has been with the AAAN since 2004, 
and as Associate Director, is respon-
sible for the management of day-to-
day operations and the coordination 
of our Arab Women’s Committee, 
which has a membership of close to 
600 and leads our work in the areas 
of defending civil liberties and immi-
grant rights.

“She is a mentor to hundreds of 
immigrant women, as well as many 
members of our staff and board, and 
is a well-known and respected organ-
iser throughout Chicago and the US 
and the world.

“Rasmea is a community icon 
who recently completed a Master’s 
degree in Criminal Justice from 
Governors State University. She 
overcame vicious torture by Israeli 
authorities while imprisoned in Pal-
estine in the ’70s, and is a proud 
reminder of the millions of Palestini-
ans who have not given up organising 
for their rights of liberation, equality, 
and return.

“It is appalling that our govern-
ment is now attempting to imprison 
her once again. We condemn this 
attack on our friend and colleague 
Rasmea, as well as the broader 
pattern of persecuting Arabs and 
Muslims who are outstanding and 
outspoken leaders in their communi-
ties in the US.”

United African 
Organisation 
statement

“Leaders and members of the 
United African Organisation (UAO) 
stand in solidarity with Sister Rasmea 
Yousef Odeh, Associate Director of 
the Arab American Action Network. 
Together, we express our unfl inching 
support for this remarkable advocate 
and distinguished leader whose pas-
sion for public service and dedication 
to community empowerment embody 
the highest ideals of American demo-
cratic values.

“As a champion of human rights 
and dignity for all people, Sister 
Rasmea gives voice to the aspirations 
of the vulnerable and marginalised 
with a principled focus on building 
bridges among diverse constituencies 
and promoting the vision of an inclu-
sive, just and tolerant society. She is 
a respected and selfl ess leader who 
enjoys a deep sea of admiration in 

the African, Arab, Asian, Latino and 
faith communities in Illinois.

“Our support for Sister Rasmea 
stems from our intimate knowledge 
of her inspiring and demonstrable 
record over the years in promoting 
citizenship and civic engagement, 
as well as providing programmatic 
management of vital social services 
in the Arab and Muslim community.

“We hope and pray that Sister 
Rasmea will continue to serve her 
beloved community in peace and dig-
nity! She is not a threat to anyone, 
and her work here encapsulates her 
commitment to Dr Martin Luther 
King’s call to serve and support each 
other in the interwoven fabric of our 
common destiny as Americans.”

A number of Rasmea Odeh’s sup-
porters, including civil rights groups, 
faith-based institutions, Arab organi-
sations, women’s rights activists and 
civil liberties attorneys have attended 
the protests. They have accused the 
authorities of targeting Odeh, who 
was well-known for her work in the 
fi eld of women’s rights with the Chi-
cago Cultural Alliance, just because 
of her Palestinian origin.

Her attorney Michael Deutsch 
said that the Department of Home-
land Security was “behaving in a dis-
criminatory fashion, targeting Arabs, 
Muslims and Palestinians for selec-
tive prosecution.” He also mentioned 
that her close friend and colleague 
Hatem Abudayyeh was among 23 
Palestinian Americans whose home 
was raided by police for supporting 
the Palestinian cause in 2010.

Deutsch also accused the US 

government of working closely with 
Israeli officials who were target-
ing Palestinian Americans in this 
manner, and questioned why Odeh 
was being charged “after 20 years of 
model citizenship and good deeds in 
service of her community.”

According to Hatem Abudayyeh, 
almost 100 organisations in the US 
have written letters or signed state-
ments condemning Odeh’s indict-
ment. “There is no justifi cation for 
this political attack on a 65-year-old 
woman who has dedicated her life to 
progress and social justice. We will 
stand with her to fi ght these charges.”

The case of Rasmea Odeh is 
really about political repression 
against Palestinian activists that are 
working effectively in solidarity with 
Palestine. Everyone concerned about 
justice and human rights should 
express support for Rasmea Odeh 
and urge the dropping of charges 
against her.
Sources:
Samidoun, Palestinian Prisoner 
Solidarity Network, Committee to 
Stop FBI Repression, Fight Back 
News Service and Students for a 
Democratic Society.
For more information and to take 
action contact:
stopfbi.net, or visit Facebook page: 
“Drop the Charges Against 
Rasmea Now!”.
Sign the petition to drop the 
charges against Rasmea: 
iacenter.org/rasmeaodehpetition 
Have your organisation sign 
or write a solidarity statement 
(email to: stopfbi@gmail.com) 
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