
ABC’s future under 
multiple threats

Anna Pha & Tom Pearson

Employers, the corporate media and the 
Coalition government have launched all 
out class war on the working people of 
Australia. The big take-back is on as far as 
they are concerned. The government is hell 
bent on taking back social and economic 
gains and destroying the trade union move-
ment. The media runs a constant barrage of 
articles declaring “the age of entitlement” is 
over, that present health and social security 
spending is unsustainable and portraying 
the trade union movement as a barrier to 
economic progress and employment.

The truth is that the trade union movement 
is a barrier to the government’s anti-worker, 
pro-big business agenda. It is the trade unions 
who stand in the way of slashing wages, the 
removal of workplace health and safety regu-
lations, and longer unpaid hours of work. In 
keeping with the approach of the Howard gov-
ernment, the plan is to destroy the strongest, 
most militant unions fi rst.

In line with this approach, the CFMEU 
Construction Division is presently being sub-
jected to a massive attack, in particular in the 
Fairfax media. Its Sydney Morning Herald’s 
(SMH) “INSIDE THE BUILDING RACK-
ETS” series paints a picture of an industry rife 
with bribery, corruption, death threats, dirty 
deals, extortion, violence, and infi ltration by 
organised crime, and notorious bikie gang 
fi gures.

It could well be an accurate portrayal 
of many of the developers and companies 
involved on construction sites and how they 
land contracts on big projects. But the CFMEU 
is more than tainted with the same brush, espe-
cially in the ABC 7.30 Report, (SMH 28-01-
2014) with specifi c allegations of corruption.

The headlines at times are misleading. For 
example, under the main heading “State build-
ing union boss stands accused”, is a boxed 
text carrying the headline “Extortion attempt 
may be linked to gangland killing” with some 
text continued from page 1. (31-01-2014) 
While the main story is centred on accusations 
about a union offi cial, the extortion story is 
about organised crime and heavy-handed debt 

collectors in the industry. Nothing to do with 
any union offi cial or union.

A reader could easily be left with the 
impression that the CFMEU is riddled with 
corrupt, criminal elements, being bribed by or 
making cosy deals and being paid off by labour 
hire companies and other corrupt players in the 
industry.

Political agenda
In fact a considerable proportion of articles 

in the series have nothing to do with alleged 
criminal activity by unionists but rather allega-
tions of corrupt building companies and labour 
hire outfi ts and their links with organised crime.

“Whilst the union has made it very clear it 
does not condone corruption and this should 
be dealt with under the criminal law, clearly 
there is a concerted Abbott government-led 
political and corporate agenda here to smash 
militant unionism and the power of workers to 
come together to fi ght for their rights at work 
by branding such union militancy as corrupt 
and thuggish behaviour,” Rita Mallia CFMEU 
NSW Construction President told the Guardian.

“It has been militant union action that 
bought about better safety, superannuation, 
annual leave, etc. This campaign seeks to jus-
tify the expenditure of millions of dollars of 
money to re-establish a body, the ABCC, and a 

set of laws which do not at all address corrupt 
behaviour, but which target workers and their 
unions and seek to weaken workers’ capacity 
to win better pay and conditions and to erode 
safety conditions, which in the construction 
industry will cost lives.”

That is why the union is under attack – for 
doing its job, and doing it well.

The media, including the ABC, have aired 
some potentially damaging allegations against 
specifi c union offi cials, in particular NSW 
CFMEU secretary Brian Parker and the Victo-
rian secretary John Setka. Both offi cials have 
strongly denied these allegations.

Continued on page 4
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PRESS FUND
The NSW government says using single-deck carriages on the 
new north-west rail line instead of the existing double-deckers 
would save money, because the tunnels could be smaller. However, 
transport specialists say the savings would be needed to rebuild 
the existing Chatswood Station, where city-bound north-west 
passengers would have to change from single-deck trains to 
double-deckers.  Actually, the government decided on single-
deckers not to benefit the public but to forestall incorporation of 
the privately-operated north-west line into the publicly-owned 
main rail system! To get you the news behind the news we need 
your Press Fund contributions, which help fund production of the 
Guardian, so please send us something for the next issue if you 
possibly can. Many thanks to this week’s supporters, as follows:
Donna $50, KM $50, Mark Mannion $5, Pio Pagliuca $160, 
“Round Figure” $15
This week’s total: $280 Progressive total: $380

Industry super funds latest target
In 1992, the Keating Labor government legislated for compul-

sory superannuation. It had a number of aims, including winding 
back the publicly funded aged pension; shifting responsibility onto 
the individual for self-provision during retirement; privatising the 
provision of retirement income; and providing the private sector 
with a large source of investment capital.

While it is still far from providing workers with enough income 
for retirement, from the fi nance sector’s perspective the growth of 
superannuation funds has been very successful and lucrative. It now 
provides investment houses and other fi nancial institutions with a 
guaranteed continuous stream of investment capital, close to 9.25 
percent of wages and set to rise in small increments to 12 percent. 
By the end of 2013, the estimated value of this pool of capital was 
$1.62 trillion (APRA). To put this in perspective, the superannuation 
nest egg is more than twice the $643 billion in household savings 
in banks. It is almost as large as our Gross Domestic Product (a 
measure of national income) of $1.7 trillion.

Apart from being a rich source of profi ts (management, invest-
ment, commission, advisory fees, etc), they give fi nancial institutions 
the power to protect their own interests by such means as manipulat-
ing stock markets and fi nancial markets. Superannuation savings 
have an additional attraction to the private investment houses in 
that the workers take all the risk. Investment losses, such as during 
the global fi nancial crisis were carried by the workers. The fi nancial 
institutions continued to profi t from their fees, commissions, etc.

But there are some differences between types of funds. Industry 
funds, which are not-for-profi t, have equal trade union and employer 
representation on their boards. They consistently outperform the 
other for-profi t funds, known as retail funds. Industry funds do 
not charge the hefty fees and other charges that the private funds 
impose. (The rich have their own “do-it-yourself” funds which 
provide an excellent vehicle to rort the tax system.)

The private funds managers help themselves to outrageous entry 
fees on deposits, exit fees on withdrawals, performance bonuses, fees 
for fi nancial planners and other charges for other “services”. Many 
of them are subsidiaries of major banks and insurance companies 
and invest savings in products often being managed by related 
companies. Not surprisingly, the private funds have provided lower 
returns to members than the industry funds.

The Abbott government is planning to force all industry funds to 
appoint a majority of “independent”, “more professional directors” 
to their boards, to “protect the integrity” of such a large source of 
funds. “Independent” of what? What is really meant, is independent 
of unions and hence members’ wishes. This would reduce the trade 
union representation to the level of token representation and place 
total control completely in the hands of people with links to the 
private fi nancial institutions – the aim of the exercise.

It would mean an end to any union say in the type of investments 
made – such as infrastructure in Australia or ethical decisions such 
as not investing in tobacco or uranium mining companies. It is bad 
enough that the boards have employer reps on them; after all it 
is workers’ money that is being invested. It would be the kiss of 
death for industry funds.

Board membership does not overcome other shortcomings, such 
as the risks and uncertainties involved in the present superannuation 
system which provides workers with a lump sum on retirement. 
The Communist Party of Australia is calling for the establishment 
of a national superannuation scheme, one which offers those who 
join it a guaranteed income on retirement – a certain amount on a 
fortnightly basis – what is known as defi ned benefi t scheme.

Workers and retirees should be able to roll some or all of their 
super savings over into the national scheme on a voluntary basis. The 
national scheme would offer security of income and its funds could 
be used to benefi t society, by providing badly needed infrastructure 
and services, and for job creation. For example, investment in public 
housing would result in homes for thousands of homeless people 
and create jobs and stimulate the economy. Likewise the building 
of schools, hospitals and other public infrastructure would be of 
benefi t to people and the economy. 

Royal Commission into unions 
a witch hunt, says ACTU
Ged Kearney

Nearly two million Australians are 
directly represented by unions at 
work – but many millions more 
benefit from our robust and 
dynamic union movement.

Each year trade unions are 
the ones building the economic 
case for an increase to the mini-
mum wage; every week we are 
questioning government policy to 
ensure workers are not forgotten; 
every day we negotiate workplace 
agreements that give workers a 
say; every hour unions are call-
ing unscrupulous employers to 
account; every minute a member 
is calling their union for help and 
advice over safety, redundancy or 
discrimination.

Over the years we have deliv-
ered the 40-hour week, weekends, 
paid annual leave, public holidays, 
the eight-hour work day, equal pay 
for equal work, occupational health 
and safety, workers’ compensation 
... it’s a long list.

As well as making sure Austral-
ian workers get the fair pay and 
living standards they deserve, trade 
unions contribute to a prosperous 
and productive economy.

I am proud to be part of the 
trade union movement.

But from time to time, there 
are people who do the wrong thing. 
There are those who misuse the 
trust placed in them through the 
process of democratic elections, or 

treat members’ money as their own 
plaything.

I make no excuses for these 
individuals or their actions.

No one is more outraged by this 
behaviour than trade unionists and 
union members. There is no place in 
our movement for people who don’t 
behave honestly and with members’ 
interests front and centre.

Along with the leadership of our 
movement, I support tough penal-
ties in cases of corruption and other 
criminal behaviour by union offi -
cials. But I don’t support the Abbott 
government’s proposed Royal Com-
mission into unions.

We have the criminal law to 
deal with criminal behaviour. Alle-
gations such as those raised in the 
construction industry – with corrupt 
behaviour alleged against many 
players including contractors and 
labour hire fi rms – should rightly be 
dealt with by the police. I support 
the leadership of the CFMEU in 
referring these matters to the police.

A Royal Commission would 
be a colossal waste of taxpayers’ 
money for cynical political purpose 
– tying the hands of the movement 
it fears will hold them to account 
on doing the right thing by working 
people.

If the Abbott government choos-
es to go ahead with a Royal Com-
mission into unions it will say a lot 
about its priorities. One hundred 
million dollars spent on a witch 
hunt – compared with one hundred 

million dollars spent nurturing and 
growing jobs to sustain working 
families into the future. Where is 
the vision for jobs and industries for 
the next generation? It seems the 
only vision here is to stick up for 
the interests of business.

The Australian business com-
munity is clear about what it wants: 
cuts to wages, cuts to penalty rates, 
less job security in the name of 
‘’fl exibility’’ and cutting red tape.

Trade unions stand fi rmly in the 
way of this agenda – but we are also 
on the side of community sentiment. 
Time and again, Australians have 
expressed the strong and endur-
ing view that we are a nation of a 
‘’fair go’’, where working people 
deserve a fair day’s pay for a fair 
day’s work, where we should work 
together towards narrowing the gap 
between rich and poor, not stretch-
ing it.

So I would urge Tony Abbott to 
proceed with caution.

A Royal Commission might 
seem like a neat trick making it 
easier to weaken work rights and 
satisfy his supporters in the ranks of 
business - but the Australian com-
munity has spoken clearly about 
how they view governments going 
after their rights at work.

With an increasingly demanding 
employer lobby, Australians need 
unions that are able to do their job 
more than ever.
Ged Kearney is president of the 
ACTU 

Letter of solidarity to 
the CFMEU from the CPA
The following message of solidarity has been 
sent from the Communist Party of Australia to 
the national and branch offi ces of the CFMEU:

Dear Comrades,

The Communist Party of Australia condemns in the strongest possible 

terms the attacks being carried out by the federal government and the 

corporate media on the Construction, Forestry, Mining and Energy Union 

(CFMEU).
The Abbott government clearly has unfi nished business in the area 

of industrial relations and, like the Howard Government before it, is 

targeting the stronger and more militant sections of the Australian 

labour movement. Its aim is to rid workplaces of trade unions and to 

give employers a free hand to smash wages and working conditions.

The attack on your union is part of the wider employer offensive 

against the working class, in which democratic rights and the social wage 

– education, health services and other public services – are under attack.

The building and construction industry is riddled with corruption, 

but it is not the trade unions or their members who are corrupt. They 

are the ones who bare the brunt of corrupt and criminal conduct of 

the big corporations, their collusion with governments in the pursuit of 

maximising profi ts.

We know your members work in the most demanding and dangerous 

of conditions, with an average of one worker per week not going home 

to their family, and many thousands more seriously injured.

Abbott Government is not interested in jailing those responsible 

for industrial manslaughter or ensuring workers receive their legal 

entitlements. Instead, it is hell bent on a witch-hunt of those defending 

workers’ rights.
The Communist Party of Australia stands squarely beside the CFMEU 

at this time of despicable attack and vilifi cation. We pledge our solidarity 

with the CFMEU and workers in the building and construction industry.

An injury to one is an injury to all!

In unity, Bob Briton

General Secretary

Communist Party of Australia
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The current savage campaign 
against the ABC by the Murdoch 
empire and the Abbott govern-
ment began after the UK Guard-
ian offered the ABC secret cables 
released by US whistleblower 
Edward Snowden.

The cables revealed that suc-
cessive Australian governments 
intercepted communications by the 
Indonesian government, and had 
even tapped the personal conversa-
tions of the Indonesian President and 
his wife.

Abbott said the ABC “seems to 
delight in broadcasting allegations by 
a traitor” and accused it of “touting 
for a left-wing British newspaper”.

More recently, ABC TV news 
showed footage of asylum seek-
ers who had tried to reach Australia 
being treated for hand burns by an 
Indonesian doctor. The newsreader 
then commented that this seemed to 
confi rm stories the asylum seekers 
had been forced to hold hot engine 
pipes after their boat had been board-
ed by the Australian Navy.

The government subsequent-
ly obtained a note from an ABC 
employee that “My boss (i.e. an 
ABC executive) believes the (asylum 
seeker abuse) allegations are likely 
to be untrue.” Abbott claimed this 
proved the ABC had committed an 
act of treachery.

He admitted that the ABC was 
entitled to report such a story if there 
was credible evidence, but added 
that:

“You shouldn’t leap to be critical 
of your own country. You certainly 
ought to be prepared to give the Aus-
tralian Navy and its hard-working 
personnel the benefi t of the doubt. A 
lot of people feel at the moment that 
the ABC instinctively takes every-
one’s side but Australia’s …”

The government has now indi-
cated that the ABC will be subject to 
a budget audit, which would certainly 
lead to funding cuts.

Communications Minister 
Malcolm Turnbull defended the 
ABC, noting that it’s accountable 
to its board, not politicians, and 
has editorial independence by Act 
of Parliament. He asked whether 
the alternative was for the Prime 

Minister to become the ABC’s editor 
in chief, commenting “ … you can’t 
tell them what to write”. Neverthe-
less, it’s Turnbull who will conduct 
the budget audit.

The ABC’s “crimes” 
Use of the Snowden material was 

entirely justifi ed. The ABC is obliged 
by its charter to fi nd news and broad-
cast it. However, the ABC’s obliga-
tion to reveal the signifi cance of the 
news is not acknowledged by Abbott, 
who stated he wanted the ABC to be 
a “straight news gathering and news 
reporting organisation.” That appears 
to exclude broadcasting open discus-
sion and interpretation of current 
events.

Abbott added: “You would like 
the national broadcaster to have a 
rigorous commitment to truth and 
at least some basic affection for the 
home team …” Yet a commitment to 
the truth must be impartial, and must 
exclude the prejudice of “affection 
for the home team”.

Abbott also resents bitterly the 
ABC’s new fact-checking unit, 
because it casts a critical eye over 
concepts and statements used by 
politicians and the entire media spec-
trum, not just the ABC.

As the government has pointed 
out, the work of defence personnel is 
often very hard and dangerous, and 
when they do good work it is often 
under-appreciated. But forcing the 
Navy to tow asylum seekers back 
to Indonesia, in violation of the UN 
Refugee Convention and interna-
tional law, is certainly not good work.

Moreover, it’s entirely possible 
that the burns were, in fact, infl icted 
because of the Navy’s actions.

Last week one asylum seeker said 
he had been temporarily blinded after 
being sprayed in the eyes by a Navy 
offi cer, and had accidentally grasped 
a hot engine pipe. Immigration Min-
ister Scott Morrison was forced to 
admit grudgingly that the Navy does 
use anti-personnel gas to subdue 
asylum seekers, but still denied it 
made anyone grasp the pipes.

But the Navy has not denied it 
made the male asylum seekers crowd 
around the hot engine, and it’s likely 
that those closest to it had to grasp 
it to steady themselves against the 
rocking of the boat.

Abbott dismissed with outrage 
the idea that someone had forced 
them to do so. But why? Any organi-
sation, military or civilian, can 
include people who are sadistic. After 
all, the Navy has recently had to deal 
with many cases of sexual abuse 
within its ranks.

Recruits are trained to do things 
prohibited under civil law, and must 
be constantly vigilant they don’t 
cross that line in peacetime. Yet the 
dividing line between war and peace 
has become blurred by the govern-
ment’s demonisation of asylum 
seekers and its strident militaristic 
approach.

When the burnt hands story was 
fi rst broadcast by Channel Seven (not 
the ABC) Abbott refused to com-
ment, saying he would not give infor-
mation that would help a war enemy

He’s now preparing for a war on 
ABC.

Who stands to 
benefit?

The attacks on the ABC are not 
solely prompted by the acute embar-
rassment its news coverage has 
caused the government. Nor is the 
budget review simply intended to 
make the ABC more effi cient. The 
execrable MP Cory Bernadi suggest-
ed that the government could “cut the 
ABC budget and allow the commer-
cial media to compete.”

From 1996 to 2012 the ABC 

budget actually fell as a proportion 
of government spending, from .45 to 
.27 percent. Although infl ation has 
in effect kept its funding unchanged 
since then, the ABC has somehow 
managed to introduce new digital and 
web services and develop its existing 
operations.

But there’s the rub.
The commercial media bitterly 

resent the ABC and would dearly 
love to capture its audiences. They 
are outraged that its new services 
have proved very popular, and that 
ABC kids programs frequently draw 
the biggest TV ratings in Australia. 
Media magnate James Murdoch 
thundered: “There is a land grab, 
pure and simple, going on, and in the 
public interest it should be sternly 
resisted.”

The Murdoch empire’s hatred of 
the ABC has become obsessive since 
Sky News, an outfi t in which it has 
a fi nancial interest, was deprived by 
the Gillard government of an oppor-
tunity to take over the ABC’s over-
seas news service.

And the coalition is backing the 
privateers. Bronwyn Bishop and Ian 
MacDonald say the ABC exceed-
ed its charter and is cannibalising 
legitimate private media business 
operations.

In contrast, former ABC chair-
man David Hill has strenuously 
rejected Abbott’s criticism of the 
ABC and his vindictive approach to 
it.

He commented: “It’s an absurd 
proposition, laughable if it wasn’t 
so dangerous. This is the fi rst seri-
ous suggestion I know of, certain-
ly in the last half century, where 
a prime minister of the country 
is suggesting that the Australian 
public be denied access to the truth, 
and the fi rst time that a prime min-
ister has seriously intimated that 
the ABC should censor and with-
hold information from the Austral-
ian public.”

According to a report in The 
Australian, the overseas broadcast-
ing service, which broadcasts into 
46 countries, is likely to be scrapped 
in the May budget in order to “save 
money and end the pursuit of ‘soft 
diplomacy’.”

Other options the government 
may pursue include reducing the 
ABC’s budget so it fore goes all but 
basic news broadcasts, introducing 
advertising to its broadcasts on the 
basis of improved economic per-
formance, stripping it of its digital 
and web services – or even attempt-
ing to privatise it, as some coalition 
MPs would prefer.

The attacks threaten an institu-
tion which enjoys nationwide affec-
tion and respect and is crucial for the 
public’s understanding of news and 
current affairs, as well as its cultural 
development.

The future of “Aunty”, your 
ABC, is on the line. 

Australia

Pete’s Corner

ABC’s future under 
multiple threats

Melbourne

Workers & Community Rally to 
defend the right 

to protest in Victoria
Stop the Napthine summary offences act 

draconian amendments now!

Rally: Tuesday, 18 February
Time: 10:00 am

Assemble at Trades Hall and march to 
Parliament House, Spring Street, Melbourne

We are union - www.weareunion.org.au
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Continued from page 1

Brian Fitzpatrick who made 
the accusations on the ABC against 
Brian Parker was a former employee 
of the union. In a statement issued 
following the allegations, Brian 
Parker states, “The CFMEU does 
not employ gangsters or members of 
motorcycle gangs and our offi ce is 
not infi ltrated by criminals. We are 
deeply concerned about any such 
activity in the industry. CFMEU Con-
struction National Secretary Noonan 
has written to the NSW Commis-
sioner requesting that the police 
investigate the allegations raised in 
the media.” (See www.cfmeunsw.asn.au 
for full text)

In another statement following 
articles in the SMH on January 28, 
Parker stated:

“We play a major role in recov-
ering underpayments and non-pay-
ment of wages and entitlements for 
workers whose employers rip them 
off – a problem that is rife in our 
industry. This includes companies in 
labour hire where most workers are 
employed on a casual basis …

“The CFMEU recently recovered 
approximately $250,000 in entitle-
ments owed to the employees of 
Active Labour Pty Ltd, a claim that 
is in the process of being fi nalised.”

Parker points out that it is ASIC 
(Australian Security and Investments 
Commission) that continues to reg-
ister companies that have a history 
of phoenixing (going bust, workers 
not paid, then registering a new com-
pany under another name to repeat 
the exercise). “The union might have 
a view about a contractor and their 
history of compliance, but ultimately, 
whether a subcontractor wins work is 
up to the builders who contract with 
them.

“As Secretary of the CFMEU I 
have a professional relationship with 
George Alex from Active Labour – 
as I have with many other employ-
ers who operate in the construction 
industry in New South Wales. I do 
not have a social relationship with 
George Alex and have not played any 
role in promoting Active Labour Hire 
on the Barangaroo project,” Parker 
said.

James Massola sums it up in 
The Age: “CFMEU revelations set 
targets for minister Abetz” (29-01-
2014), when he refers to Fairfax 
newspapers’ “revelations”, saying 
they “have given the would-be union 
buster [Industrial Relations Minister] 
Abetz just the sort of evidence he 
needs.”

Criminal investigations 
required

The Australian Crime Commis-
sion has commenced investigations 
along with Victoria Police, NSW 
Police and the NSW Crime Commis-
sion into organised crime links in the 
building and construction industry.

Justice Minister Keenan has 
already pre-empted its findings, 
saying, “These allegations highlight 
the need for the re-establishment of 
the Australian Building and Con-
struction Commission (ABCC) to 
provide a strong, independent watch-
dog for the industry.”

This attempt to justify the re-
instatement of the ABCC’s powers 
because of alleged criminal activity 
is outrageous and dishonest, but that 
doesn’t stop the media or government 
running with it.

The ABCC does NOT have 
the power to investigate organised 
crime or the other alleged criminal 
offences. Its jurisdiction is restricted 
to enforcement of industrial relations 
legislation – illegal strike action, 
right of entry breaches, failure to pay 
workers’ entitlements, “coercion” to 
join a union, etc.

The investigation of alleged 
criminal offences is the responsibil-
ity of law enforcement bodies such as 
state and federal police who, as just 
stated, are doing just that. It is not 
a matter for the ABCC – unless the 
government has plans to extend the 
powers of the ABCC into criminal 
matters already covered by the jus-
tice system.

The ABCC legislation provides 
the building industry police force 
with powers to interrogate innocent 
people far beyond those of law agen-
cies. There is no right to silence, with 
six months mandatory jail sentence 

for failure to answer questions, fail-
ure to dob in mates, report who said 
what at a union meeting, etc.

The ABCC legislation draws 
heavily on the anti-terrorist laws, 
denying building workers and their 
unions fewer rights than accused 
murderers. (See Guardian “Double 
whammy for building workers”, 
#1279, 28-06-2006, for Howard’s 
ABCC)

Real criminals not 
pursued

On the same ABC 7.30 program 
Nick McKenzie interviews Nigel 
Hadgkiss, director of the Fair Work 
Building and Construction (FWBC)
Inspectorate. The last Labor govern-
ment failed to abolish the ABCC, 
instead weakening a few of its 
powers, reducing the penalties and 
transferring to the Fair Work umbrel-
la as the FWBC Inspectorate.

McKenzie asks Hadgkiss: “For 
a decade now you’ve been consist-
ently saying there’s organised crime 
and serious corruption in the build-
ing industry. In all that time are 
you aware of a single Australian 
police agency that’s conducted an 
investigation?”

Hadgkiss responds: “ No. No, 
I’m afraid to say no.”

Previous Royal 
witch hunts

There is a history of accusa-
tions regarding criminal activity and 
failure to act on fi ndings. In recent 
times there have been three Royal 
Commissions that were aimed at 
building unions and now the Abbott 
government is considering whether 
to launch a fourth one or some other 
type of inquiry. Building companies 
are not so keen on the idea, clearly 
fearing what might be exposed.

The fi rst of these Royal witch 
hunts was in Victoria, into the mili-
tant Builders Labourers Federation in 
the early 1980s. This was part of the 
process leading to the deregistration 
of the BLF, a Special Operations raid 
by police in riot gear and seizure of 
its assets.

In 1992, the Gyles Royal Com-
mission in NSW failed to fi nd evi-
dence of alleged union violence. The 
Commission revealed the employ-
ment of criminals to stand over 
workers by several major employ-
ers and use of gangsters to infi ltrate 
the workforce as sham unionists and 
intimidate union delegates.

It could not fi nd any evidence 
of widespread or serious corruption 
relating to the unions, but this did not 
stop it recommending the deregistra-
tion of the Building Workers Indus-
trial Union – essentially for standing 
up and protecting the rights of its 
members against the intimidation. 
(The BWIU later merged with other 
unions to become the CFMEU.)

The Cole Royal Commission, 
set up by the then Minister for 
Workplace Relations Tony Abbott in 
2001, paved the way for the estab-
lishment of the ABCC. The Commis-
sion made little attempt to disguise 
its aims, with 97 percent of its time 
spent listening to allegations against 
unions and the unions given almost 
no space to refute them, let alone put 
the record straight about employer 
corruption and illegal conduct.

The Commission was more inter-
ested in delving into union affairs. 
The media had a fi eld day running 
unsubstantiated muck across the 
front pages with the unions denied 
any semblance of justice. When alle-
gations were disproved, they didn’t 
make the front page, if any page at 
all.

The aim of any Commission or 
inquiry will be no different to those 
of the past – destroy the union, in this 
case the CFMEU.

Victorian Premier Denis Nap-
thine has called for a federal inquiry 
into union corruption on building 
sites, either a Productivity Commis-
sion inquiry or a Royal Commission 
to investigate claims of bribery on 
sites. The Victorian government is 
determined to ban builders who make 
“union-friendly” deals in the industry 
from government sites.

Unions can’t 
do it alone

ACTU president Ged Kearney 
issued a statement (January 30) sup-
porting the right of trade unions to 
defend workers and social gains. 
“Each year trade unions are the ones 
building the economic case for an 
increase to the minimum wage; every 
week we are questioning government 
policy to ensure workers are not for-
gotten; every day we negotiate work-
place agreements that give workers 
a say; every hour unions are calling 
unscrupulous employers to account; 
every minute a member is calling 
their union for help and advice over 
safety, redundancy or discrimina-
tion,” Kearney said.

“Along with the leadership of 
our movement, I support tough pen-
alties in cases of corruption and other 
criminal behaviour by union offi cials. 
But I don’t support the Abbott gov-
ernment’s proposed Royal Commis-
sion into unions.

“We have the criminal law to 
deal with criminal behaviour. Alle-
gations such as those raised in the 
construction industry – with corrupt 
behaviour alleged against many play-
ers including contractors and labour 
hire fi rms – should rightly be dealt 
with by the police. I support the 

leadership of the CFMEU in refer-
ring these matters to the police.” (See 
page 2 for full text.)

Class war with 
vengeance

The real issue is the future of 
trade unionism in Australia. Individ-
ual workers have no power to defend 
themselves in the workplace. They 
are at the total mercy of unscrupulous 
bosses and in the case of the build-
ing industry, criminals, gangsters 
and other stand-over merchants. 
Their power lies in unity with other 
workers.

It extends beyond the workplace 
to fi ghting for and defending health 
care, public education, public trans-
port, social security and all the other 
social and economic gains we tend to 
take for granted. The ABCC legisla-
tion, which is stalled in the Senate, 
is also an attack on basic democratic 
rights as well as trade unionism.

The stronger, militant unions 
are the biggest barrier to employer 
dreams of union-free workplaces, of 
a life without unions, and the govern-
ment/big business agenda of destroy-
ing the social security system and 
public sector.

As stated at the beginning, it is 
class war that is being waged by the 
government, media and employers. It 
is people versus profi ts. The battle to 
protect the CFMEU and other trade 
unions affects all working people, 
all students, pensioners, unemployed 
and vulnerable in the community.

The Communist Party of Aus-
tralia is standing by the CFMEU and 
other trade unions under attack.

The unions cannot win it on their 
own. The attack on the CFMEU is 
an attack on all of us and it requires 
the broadest movement possible to 
defeat it. 

(Photos: Anna Pha)

STRENGTH IN THE UNION
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Up to 500 asylum seekers are 
taking part in afternoon protests 
in the Oscar Compound of the 
immigration detention centre on 
Manus Island. The protests are 
expected to spread to other com-
pounds as deprivation and what 
has been described as a “toxic 
regime” push detainees past the 
limits of their endurance.

The federal government is doing 
its best to stop the public from hear-
ing about the abuses, the self-harm, 
the indefi nite detention of children 
and the separation of families. But 
enormous pressure is building within 
the system of asylum seeker intercep-
tion and offshore processing, which 
has become even more oppressive 
following the launching of Operation 
Sovereign Borders last September.

Protesters want an end to their 
indefinite detention. The asylum 
seekers have been held for months 
with no guarantees regarding their 
long-term resettlement. When the 
UN released their damning report on 
conditions at the Nauru and Manus 
Island detention centres last Novem-
ber, investigators found that only one 
refugee protection claim had been 
processed in the previous 14 months 
on Nauru. None had been processed 
on Manus.

Not surprisingly, the report found 
extremely low morale among the 
asylum seekers. The hot, humid and 
cramped conditions were noted, as 
was the lack of privacy. Children do 
not go to school and some have been 
returned to Sri Lanka unaccompanied 
amid harrowing emotional scenes 
and despite protests from the securi-
ty offi cer directed to put the children 
onto the plane.

Separation of parents from chil-
dren is being used to force asylum 
seekers to return to their countries 

of origin. An Iranian man held on 
Christmas Island was told he would 
be separated from his pregnant wife 
who was due to give birth in two 
months time. “I have requested from 
the Immigration offi cers to discuss 
my situation, however, they keep tell-
ing me to go back home if you want 
to be next to your wife during the 
delivering of the baby,” he wrote.

In November, Pamela Curr of 
the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre 
commented that “the hard-liners in 
the Immigration Department can do 
what they like. And family separa-
tion is a tool of choice … Under 
the old government it occurred but 
it was usually incompetence. Now 
it’s deliberate. They are separating 
families on the wharf at Christmas 
Island.”

A whistle-blower within Immi-
gration says that there is now an offi -
cial policy of pressurising asylum 
seekers to be repatriated. “So the 
message we are told to give them 
is to leave,” the source said. “We 
are deliberately intimidating them, 
we are told to tell them Nauru and 
Manus are full up and so their only 
and best option is to go home.”

People working in the system 
are worried about their complicity in 
a system that stands in defi ance of 
international human rights conven-
tions. “I wake up in the middle of the 
night in a cold sweat, worried that 
one day we may have to face a royal 
commission and to answer for the 
conditions under which these people 
were treated and which we didn’t 
have the guts to challenge the gov-
ernment on,” a senior executive from 
one of the charities involved told The 
Sydney Morning Herald.

Former Liberal leader John 
Hewson has protested the callousness 
of the detention regime and former 
NSW treasurer, the ALP’s Michael 
Egan, has compared the humanitarian 

standards of Immigration Minister 
Scott Morrison unfavourably with 
those of Lord Sydney at the time of 
transportation of women convicts 
aboard the First Fleet.

Australia’s Human Rights Com-
mission has protested the lack of 
cooperation from the government 
as it prepares for an inquiry into the 
issue of children in detention.

“I think I’d have to say over the 
last few months, we’ve had minimal 
cooperation in relation to the kinds 
of details that I need to know, par-
ticularly mental health, self-harm 
and the processes for those that are 
transferred,” Commission presi-
dent Gillian Triggs told the ABC’s 
AM program. “In particular, we’d 
like to understand more about the 
mental health of these children. The 
instances of self-harm, how they’re 
being treated when they’re manifest-
ing conditions of extreme anxiety.”

And then there’s the legal chal-
lenges facing the escalation of the 
war on the refugee rights. It turns 
out there is no agreement between 
the Australian and PNG governments 
to permanently resettle refugees in 
PNG. Leader of the PNG Opposi-
tion, Beldan Nemah, is proceeding 
with a constitutional challenge to the 
agreement that underpins the location 
of the camp on Manus Island. The 
current agreement is due to expire in 
July.

In the meantime, the rights of 
over 3,000 people to seek asylum 
are being systematically abused and  
Australia’s reputation as a bully boy 
is cemented with our neighbours in 
the region. The advantage gained by 
the Libs through political opportun-
ism on the issue of boat arrivals is 
being preserved with a wall of secre-
cy. Dismantling this shameful and 
illegal apparatus is a burning ques-
tion of solidarity for the labour move-
ment and all people of good will. 

Asylum seekers arrive in Nauru.

Environmental groups have been highly critical of the decision by 
the NSW Land and Environment Court to fi ne Santos $52,500 for 
a toxic spill of waste water at its coal seam gas operations in the 
Pilliga Forest. The toxic spill occurred in 2011 and Santos plead-
ed guilty to four charges resulting from the leakage of 10,000 
litres of contaminated water from the Bibblewindi treatment plant 
and lodging inaccurate water reports. The fi ne was “pathetic” and 
“does nothing to deter companies from polluting land and water 
in NSW”, said Naomi Hogan, Wilderness Society Newcastle 
region campaign manager. “Communities are obviously extreme-
ly concerned that the industry is pushing ahead with measly fi nes 
that do nothing to decentivise pollution. The damage in this case 
was just from a handful of wells, yet now residents of north-west 
NSW are facing Santos’ plans for 850 production wells across 
the Pilliga and the productive Narrabri farmland,” she said.

Leading ocean experts are worried about the “abrupt decline” 
of data from an array of deep-water buoys. Known as the 
Tropical Atmosphere Ocean Project, or TAO, the array of devic-
es has been mostly funded by the US and Japan. Vandalism 
by fi shing fl eets and cuts in spending on regular maintenance 
have led to a 40 percent reduction in the fl ow of information 
from the buoys. It is a tremendous loss not only for the ocean-
ographic and climate community but for a wider community as 
well. “TAO pays tremendous dividends for countries such as 
Australia and the US, where El Niños and La Niñas have sig-
nifi cant impacts on our patters of weather variability,” pointed 
out Mike McPhaden, a principal scientist with the US National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and former man-
ager of the array. Australia’s oceanic research now falls 
mostly under the Education Department. The Abbott govern-
ment says it has no plans to help fund the system of buoys 
monitoring extreme weather patterns that is now facing collapse.

Federal Attorney-General George Brandis has moved to block the 
release of secret archives that would reveal Australia’s knowledge 
of Indonesian war crimes in East Timor. Dr Clinton Fernandes, 
University of NSW Associate Professor, is seeking access to 
Australian diplomatic papers and intelligence on Indonesian mil-
itary operations in East Timor more than 32 years ago. In late 
1981 and early 1982 a major military offensive took place. Known 
as the “fence of legs”, the Indonesian military operation involved 
more than 80,000 East Timorese civilians who were forced to 
form human chains that moved across large areas of land with 
the military behind them. This “human shield” was aimed at 
fl ushing out pro-independence guerrillas. Several hundred East 
Timorese civilians were massacred afterwards. It is a war crime 
to use civilians as a human shield, let alone murdering civilians. 
It was previously disclosed that the Defence Signals Directorate, 
now the Australian Signals Directorate, closely monitored 
radio communications of the Indonesian military in East Timor.

Toxic regime provokes 
asylum seeker protests

The federal government is 
doing its best to stop the 

public from hearing about 
the abuses, the self-harm, the 

indefinite detention of children 
and the separation of families.
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A vibrant network of small producers and 
milk co-operatives is threatened by free 
trade agreements and liberalized invest-
ment policies. “We take care of the cow and 
the cow takes care of us,” says Marayal, a 
farmer in Thalavady, Tamil Nadu. Her two 
cows produce 6 to 10 litres of milk a day, 
which she sells for 30-40 cents per litre.

Across India, there are millions of back-
yard dairy farmers like Marayal. Each owning 
just one or two cows, these farmers supply mil-
lions more families and hundreds of thousands 
of informal milk parlours and tea stalls across 
India. These small unregistered operations 
prefer to buy milk directly from backyard dairy 
farmers, who supply fresh milk at the lowest 
price.

Seventy million rural households in India – 
well over half of the country’s total rural fami-
lies – keep dairy animals. Over half of the milk 
they produce, mainly buffalo milk, goes to feed 
people in the communities they live in, while a 
quarter of it is processed locally into yoghurts, 
ghee (clarifi ed butter) and other dairy products.

India’s dairy sector employs around 90 mil-
lion people, of which 75 million are women. 
It is a signifi cant source of income for small 
and marginal farmers, the landless poor and 
millions of rural families. And it is still India’s 
biggest agricultural sector, contributing 22 per-
cent of total agricultural GDP. The country is 
the world’s largest milk producer, accounting 
for over 15 percent of the total global dairy 
output. Milk is an essential part of Indians’ 
diets. Almost all 108 million tonnes of dairy 
produced annually is consumed domestically.

Much is made of the significance of 
India’s dairy co-operatives in the “white revo-
lution” which saw a tripling of milk produc-
tion between 1980 and 2006. But the real story 
lies with the people’s milk sector, which still 
accounts for 85 percent of the national milk 
market. It was India’s small-scale farmers and 
domestic markets who were the real basis for 
the massive expansion in the country’s dairy 
production over those years, and, as a result, the 
benefi ts of this boom in production have been 
widely distributed.

Through the 1980s and early 1990s, the 
National Dairy Development Board implement-
ed the second and third phases of a program to 
increase milk production and consumption in 
the country. Operation Flood aimed to improve 
nutrition and reduce poverty by linking milk 
producers in Indian villages with urban mar-
kets. The program’s success provided a steady 
income for farmers and even landless agricul-
ture workers.

Corporate hands off the 
people’s milk

But India’s dairy sector has faced great 
challenges in recent years and the direction 
taken so far in negotiations over free trade 
agreements such as the India-EU FTA point to 
more diffi culties ahead. With Western econo-
mies in crisis, India represents potentially rich 
pickings for powerful transnational corpora-
tions. The India-EU FTA essentially represents 
the demands of big corporations.

EUCOLAIT, the representative association 
of the European dairy trade and industry, is call-
ing on EU negotiators to insist that the EU be 
given the same level of access to the Indian 
dairy market as India grants to other countries. 
In a December 2011 statement, EUCOLAIT 
highlighted India’s position as the world’s larg-
est dairy consumer and said that India could 
become a consistent dairy importer. It says the 
EU should thus remain fi rm in negotiating an 
ambitious agreement delivering real market 
access for EU companies in the dairy sector.

Against this, there is strong domestic 
support in India for the government to take 
adequate steps to protect the interests of the 
country’s small dairy producers. On a parlia-
mentary panel in April 2013, the members of 
parliament on the Committee of Agriculture 
stated that the interests of dairy producers in the 
country should be protected from monopolies 

and discriminatory and lopsided trade practic-
es. There is also strong pressure from farmers’ 
movements to halt the India-EU FTA, which 
will create further liberalisation in the country 
and destroy India’s agriculture sector, and the 
dairy sector in particular.

There is already a trend of increasing for-
eign investment in India’s dairy, especially 
following the decision of the government of 
India in late 2012 to allow foreign retailers to 
own up to 51 percent in multi-brand retail and 
100 percent in single brand retail. According 
to Kevin Bellamy from Rabobank, the world’s 
largest agribusiness lender, this is the fi rst step 
towards introducing outside dairy products into 
the Indian dairy market.

To get around the initial opposition to its 
foreign direct investment policies for retail, the 
Indian central government left the fi nal deci-
sions with the state governments. So far, of the 
country’s 30 state governments, only 10 have 
stated they are fully in favour of the revised FDI 
policies, while seven states are opposed and 
the remaining ones have yet to take a position. 
The position of the state governments closely 
matches the strength of dairy co-operatives in 
the states. In some states, such as Karnataka, 
there is a high level of government involvement 
in the dairy co-operatives, which also provide 
an important source of government revenue.

The role of co-operatives in 
the Indian dairy sector

There are around 96,000 dairy co-opera-
tives in India, ranging between the primary, 
district and state level. Karnataka is one of the 
states where the role of co-operatives has been 
crucial. The Karnataka Milk Federation (KMF) 
is the largest Co-operative Dairy Federation in 
South India, owned and managed by milk pro-
ducers of Karnataka State. KMF has over 2.23 
million milk producers in over 12,066 Dairy 
Co-operative Societies at village level, func-
tioning under 13 District Co-operative Milk 
Unions in the state.

One of the district level co-operatives in 
Chamrajanagar receives 85,000 to 90,000 litres 
of milk a day from its 225 primary level co-
operatives. The milk is collected twice a day 
from 60 bulk milk collection centres, on aver-
age one centre for every fi ve villages, and then 
transported to the chilling centres in Cham-
rajanagar town. There are three giant chilling 
tanks in the district with a capacity of 30,000 
litres each.

Farmers who sell the milk to the co-opera-
tives receive payment of between 7 to 21 rupees 
per litre (11-34 cents), depending on the level 
of solid non fat (SNF) that is measured using 
lactometers available in each collection centre. 
The average level of SNF in milk that the co-
operatives receive is 8.4 percent. The milk is 
then packed into 1 to 2.5 litre packages for sale, 
under the Nandini brand. The Karnataka Milk 
Federation sells the milk to consumers for 32 
Rs per litre (50 cents).

Karnataka produces a total of fi ve million 
litres of milk annually, easily exceeding the 
state’s consumption of three million litres. The 
surplus is processed into powdered milk (skim 
milk powder and whole milk powder) by SKA 
Dairy Foods, a private company contracted 
by the government through a tender process. 
The co-operatives pay SKA 2.5 paese per kilo-
gram of milk powder (100 paese = 1Rs). The 
co-operative in Chamrajanagar has huge stor-
age with capacity of 85,000 kilograms of milk 
powder. As the selling price of milk powder is 
10 times the price of fresh milk, milk powder is 
an important product of the co-operative along 
with ghee. Part of the milk powder produc-
tion is used by the government of Karnataka 
for its school children food subsidies program, 
which provides skim milk powder for children 
in grades 1-6 and whole milk powder to class 
7-10. The remaining surplus is then sold to 
other states like Tamil Nadu, and even to Delhi. 
It is a major source of income for the state.

With its extensive coverage of villages 
in Karnataka, KMF is able to sustain income 

for small milk producers throughout the state. 
The co-operative system is not fl awless. One 
of the most common problems is late payment 
to farmers. Producers are supposed to be paid 
each week, but one farmer near Rajarajeswar 
Nagar village said payments can be held up 
for more than a month. Financial transparency 
between various levels of the co-operatives 
and among members is also an issue. Only one 
representative from the lower levels of a co-
operative participates at the level above.

The Karnataka co-operative and others 
have huge capacity to collect milk directly 
from farmers and bring it to market. Mega dairy 
farms, in contrast, have little interest in doing 
this. Instead, many big dairy companies seek 
to import powdered milk from Europe or New 
Zealand/Aotearoa to meet demand.

The co-operatives have also played a cru-
cial role in resisting the India-EU FTA. Amul, 
a major dairy co-operative from the state of 
Gujarat, wrote letters to the Minister of Com-
merce expressing its strong opposition to grant-
ing any kind of advantage in terms of import 
duty on dairy products.

Dairy and India’s food 
sovereignty

“We don’t really intend to be dairy farm-
ers, but it is part of our life,” Marayal says. For 
farmers like her, cows and buffaloes provide a 
steady and sustainable income.

Opening up access to import heavily sub-
sidised milk powder and other milk products 
from the European Union will allow processors 
and retailers to put downward pressure on local 
milk prices, forcing farmers to accept prices 
below the costs of production.

This is why India’s farmers, co-operatives 
and trade unions have been at the forefront 
of protesting against the EU-India free trade 
agreement over the past year. They understand 
that high tariffs are a necessity. Far from lead-
ing to higher prices for consumers, such tariffs 
will protect against dumping and prevent big 
processors from substituting cheap, processed 
dairy – or even non-dairy – products for real 
milk.

Investors and big dairy corporations are 
working hard to hijack dairy markets in India 
and across the South. In addition to its interests 
in India, Cargill is investing hundreds of mil-
lions in mega dairy farms in China. Fonterra 
is also expanding aggressively in China and 
Brazil. If they succeed, it would spell economic 
and social disaster for millions of people.

But experiences elsewhere show that peo-
ple’s milk can successfully resist the powerful 
forces lined up against it. In Colombia, small 
producers, vendors and consumers formed an 
alliance that forced the government to recog-
nise people’s milk – leche popular – as legal 
and essential. This success was built on three 
key arguments. First, that people’s milk pres-
ently meets the bulk of dairy needs and Big 
Dairy cannot replace it. Second, that millions 
of people’s livelihoods depend on small dairy 
production; here too, Big Dairy offers no alter-
native. And fi nally, that the system of people’s 
milk provides safe, fresh, nutritious milk at 
affordable prices to millions of households.

This is the system that needs to be defended 
as a cornerstone of food sovereignty in India, 
Colombia and elsewhere. Milk must remain in 
the hands of the people.
New Internationalist
Originally published in Grain 

Opening up access to import heavily subsidised milk powder and other milk products will allow 
processors and retailers to put downward pressure on local milk prices, forcing farmers to accept 
prices below the costs of production.

Defending 
people’s milk in India
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Steven Katsineris

War criminal and former Israeli Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon has died. 

In the 1950s Sharon was a major and led an 
infamous Israeli army terror group called Unit 
101, nicknamed the “avengers” that operated 
without uniforms. The unit countered Palestin-
ian resistance with terror attacks.

It carried out many outrages inside Israel 
and across its borders.

In August 1953, unit 101 attacked the refu-
gee camp of El-Bureig, in Gaza, where 50 refu-
gees were massacred.

In October 1953, Sharon’s unit attacked the 
Jordanian village of Qibya.

Israeli historian Avi Shlaim wrote, “Sha-
ron’s orders were to penetrate Qibya, blow up 
houses and infl ict heavy casualties on its inhab-
itants. The village had been reduced to rubble: 
45 houses had been blown up and 69 civilians, 
two thirds of them women and children, had 
been killed.” Sharon later claimed he did not 
know the buildings were occupied. Israel’s then 
foreign minister, Moshe Sharett said, “this stain 
(Qibya) will stick to us and will not be washed 
away for many years to come.”

Between February 1955 and October 1956, 
Sharon led a paratroop brigade in similar cross-
border raids in Gaza and the West Bank. In the 
West Bank village of Qalqilya, Sharon’s squad 
killed 83 people.

In 1967, Sharon was given the task of paci-
fying the Palestinian resistance in the Israeli 
occupied Gaza Strip. He undertook a policy 
of brutal repression, blowing up houses, bull-
dozing large tracts of refugee camps, imposing 
severe collective punishments and imprisoning 
hundreds of young Palestinians suspected of 
being fi ghters. Many Palestinians were killed 
and due to his oppressive tactics resistance 
activity decreased dramatically.

In August 1971 Sharon again commanded 
troops in repressive operations to control the 
restive Gaza Strip. Some 2,000 houses were 
destroyed, leaving over 16,000 people home-
less. Hundreds of young Palestinian men were 
arrested and many deported to Lebanon and 
Jordan. And 104 Palestinians were also killed.

Like so many Israeli military men Sharon 
entered politics and was elected to parliament 
as a MP for Likud. He was appointed Minister 
of Agriculture and Settlements. Sharon applied 
the same Zionist fanaticism and many of the 

strategies he had used in the Gaza Strip. He 
became the champion and architect for expand-
ed Jewish colonies on the West Bank, creating 
an Israeli settlement boom.

To increase the numbers of Zionist settlers 
Sharon transferred much of Israel’s industrial 
complex to seized Palestinian land and provid-
ed government grants to contractors to build 
private housing for settlers. 

Sharon was credited with the Israeli demo-
graphic transformation of the West Bank and 
entrenching an enduring Israeli presence.

In 1981, Sharon was appointed Defence 
Minister. Sharon sought to crush the Palestin-
ian resistance in Lebanon, believing it would 
demoralise the Palestinian people and pave the 
way for Israel to impose a settlement advanta-
geous to Israeli aims. Israel also wanted the 
Palestinian refugees in Lebanon scattered 
among other more distant Arab countries as a 
part of a solution to the “Palestinian problem”.

Israel had for a long time supported, trained 
and supplied the Phalange Party, a Lebanese 
fascist militia group founded in 1936 and mod-
elled on the Nazi Party of Germany. In early 
1982, Sharon visited them to coordinate plans 
for an Israeli invasion.

The Israeli invasion began in early June 
and despite stiff resistance the heavy Israeli air; 
sea and land bombardment demonstrated the 
overwhelming military superiority of the Israeli 
army. There was massive destruction and nearly 
half a million people were made homeless. 
Within a week the Israeli army had laid siege 
to Beirut, but could not break its defences. The 
siege was to continue for months and casual-
ties mounted. By the end of July, the Lebanese 
government, church and aid agencies stated that 
at least 14,000 people had been killed and twice 
that number seriously wounded. Over 90 per-
cent of those killed were civilians.

After three months of warfare an agreement 
was reached to end the fi ghting. The terms of 
the agreement were that the Palestinian forces 
would withdraw from Beirut, the USA prom-
ised the safety and security of the Palestinian 
and Lebanese civilian population and Israel 
would not enter Beirut.

The last contingent of Palestinian defenders 
left the city on September 1, 1982. On Septem-
ber 15, the Israeli army entered the city and the 
US did nothing. After surrounding the Pales-
tinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila the 
Israeli army allowed a force of 150 Phalangists 

into the camps. This Phalange militia group was 
not a serious fi ghting force, but the intelligence 
unit headed by Eli Habeika, a unit famous in 
Lebanon for the massacres it had previously 
committed. So began the massacre of Palestin-
ian and Lebanese civilians, many tortured and 
raped before being murdered. It is estimated 
that at least 2,000 people were killed during 
the two days of mass killings. Almost all those 
killed were elderly, women or children.

After publicity of the massacre and an 
international outcry, Israel held an inquiry. 
Despite its shortcomings, with some parts of 
the commission’s report kept secret, it was still 
a damning indictment of Ariel Sharon. Sharon 
was found guilty of indirect responsibility for 
the massacre, rather than direct responsibility 
based on the premise that he was not present 
during the killings.

The commission’s report said that Sharon 
had received Israeli intelligence warnings 
that there were no armed Palestinian fi ghters 

in the camps and that the Phalange might go 
on a rampage if allowed in the camps. In part 
the report stated, “In our view, even without 
such a warning, it is impossible to justify the 
Minister of Defence’s (Sharon) disregard of the 
danger of the massacre.” (The Kahan Report). 
In 1983, Sharon resigned as Defence Minister 
and retired to his farm.

In 1996, he returned to politics and re-
entered the Israeli government as Minister of 
National Infrastructure. Later he became the 
Prime Minister of Israel. Sharon’s invasion of 
Lebanon in 1982 cost over 20,000 Palestinian 
and Lebanese lives. At the massacres in the 
refugee camps of Beirut he was responsible for 
the deaths of 2,000 people. Reading the record 
of Sharon’s life shows he is a terrorist leader 
and war criminal. Israel accuses others of ter-
rorism, yet not only does it not bring its own 
terrorist leaders to justice; it elects them to run 
the country. 

Ariel Sharon.

Ariel Sharon – 
former Israeli PM and 
mass murderer is dead

School places scramble shows 
snobbery at its worst
Steve Parry

Recently, I’ve been thrown into the process 
of trying to fi nd a school for my daughter. 
It’s a bit like the TV game show Deal or No 
Deal: pure chance masquerading as cal-
culated choice, with a little bit of cheating 
thrown into the mix.

“Choice” in this context is a euphemism, 
plucked from the lexicon of 21st-century 
newspeak that’s become the phrase book of 
modern politics. In this context, choice means 
competition.

In London, where I live, there is an esti-
mated shortfall of 118,000 pupil places, which 
makes the primary school application process 
more cutthroat than the Dads’ egg-and-spoon 
race at sports day. 

Tragically, instead of seeing this crisis 
as a problem that needs solving, the British 
Education Minister, neo-liberal ventriloquist’s 

dummy Michael Gove, has seized it as an 
opportunity to push market “values” into the 
education system via the introduction of Free 
Schools.

Essentially, this amounts to treating 
schools as businesses that offer their product 
to parents who then make their choice, or, to 
use a better word, consume.

Yet in Sweden, one of the fi rst countries 
to experiment with the Free School model, the 
system has been found to have a detrimental 
effect on both education and equality.

The problem is that failure is a neces-
sary part of competition. In June 2013, JB 
Education, a chain of “for profi t” schools 
responsible for the education of 10,000 
Swedish schoolchildren, collapsed – leav-
ing pupils stranded. A chain of schools is 
such a horrible idea; chains of banks, chains 
of chemists or chains of daisies – but not 
schools.

Another chain of Swedish schools was 
recently bought on the stock market by a 
Belgian dog-food company. Apparently, the 
school dinners are horrible but the children sit 
when they’re told.

Such an erratic system creates fear among 
parents, and such fi erce competition can make 
you feel like you actually have no choice. You 
cannot just choose that your child go to the 
school at the end of the road. So, what do you 
do?

The most uncomfortable thing about 
the whole experience is what I describe as 
“the enforced middle-classness” it breeds, 
even among previously principled people. 
I have seen and heard stories of parents 
who portray themselves as lefties going 
to ridiculous lengths to get their kid into a 
“good school”.

The most popular one is to discover God. 
I swear (to someone other than God) that if 

the devil had kids he’d be going to church 
every other Sunday just to “keep his options 
open”.

Then there’s moving house. You should 
see the “to let” signs that go up in the houses 
and fl ats opposite my local school when the 
application process opens. Locals like my 
daughter are pushed out.

But what I’d like to know is: what lesson 
do these parents think they are teaching their 
children? Exposing them to the brutality, 
snobbery and cynicism of the world before 
they’ve even broken the bad news about 
Father Christmas …

Next time Michael Gove visits a primary 
school to pontifi cate about how we all need to 
take a more hands-on approach to education, I 
hope he proves the point by fl ushing his own 
head down the toilet. 
New Internationalist 
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Kevin Zeese & 
Margaret Flowers

The Geneva II “peace” confer-
ence has all the signs of a sham. 
Those opposed to war in Syria 
better get ready to prevent war 
again. The Geneva II conference, 
which claims to be seeking to end 
the war in Syria, seems designed 
to fail and instead to provide an 
excuse for military intervention 
by the United States and its allies. 
Human rights activist Ajamu 
Baraka describes the negotiations 
as an “Orwellian subterfuge” 
designed to provide justifi cation 
for war and a lot of facts support 
his view.

The negotiations are destined to 
fail because of the way they have 
been set up and the preconditions 
the United States and its allies in 
the Syrian opposition have made – 
demanding that President Bashar 
al-Assad agree to leave government 
before negotiations go forward.

The set-up for failure begins with 
the limited participation. The rigged 
nature of the negotiations was dem-
onstrated when, at the demand of the 
United States and the Syrian opposi-
tion, the UN had to rescind an invi-
tation to Iran to participate. Iran is a 
close ally of Syria, and keeping Iran 
out of the negotiations is an effort 
to weaken and isolate Syria. It is an 
indication of a desire by the United 
States for a preordained conclusion 
rather than a fair negotiation between 
the parties.

The exclusion of Syrian civil 
society from these negotiations, 
beyond the militant fi ghters, is espe-
cially egregious. Many of these 
groups were working for transforma-
tion of Syria before the terrorism and 
war began. One example is the exclu-
sion of women; although women 
from across Syria have been meeting 
and put together a Syrian Women’s 
Charter for Peace, their request to be 
included in the talks has been denied. 
Women and children make up the 
majority of the millions who have 
been internally displaced or forced 
to fl ee the country. And they have 
suffered in horrible ways.

Only one opposition group is 
included, the Syrian National Coa-
lition, one favoured by the United 
States but rejected by 13 key opposi-
tion groups in Syria. There are scores 
of others involved in the bloodshed in 

Syria, but these on-the-ground fi ght-
ers are not included. How can peace, 
even a partial peace like a cease-fi re, 
be negotiated if those involved in the 
fi ghting are not participating?

In fact, an agreement by the 
participants to stop fi ghting would 
entrap Assad. Groups not included 
in the negotiations will continue to 
fi ght, and Assad will respond. When 
Assad responds to attacks, he will be 
accused of violating the peace agree-
ment. This will provide an excuse 
for outside military intervention. 
The United States and its allies will 
claim: “Assad is violating the peace 
agreement; there is no other choice 
than to enforce the agreement with 
military force.”

The second and most important 
problem with the negotiations is the 
precondition of the United States and 
the Syrian National Coalition that 
Assad must agree to step down before 
negotiations can begin. The United 
States and its allies falsely claim that 
the removal of Assad already has 
been agreed to the “Geneva commu-
niqué” signed by Syria’s ally, Russia. 
As Shamus Cooke points out, the 
communiqué does indeed call for a 
negotiated political transition, but 

nowhere does it state that such a tran-
sition must exclude Assad.

Secretary of State John Kerry 
kicked off the conference by demand-
ing the removal of Assad from power. 
And this has become the central issue 
in the discussions so far, leading to 
a stalemate. Syrian Foreign Minister 
Walid al-Moallem accused the United 
States and its Middle East allies, par-
ticularly Turkey and Saudi Arabia, of 
supporting terrorist groups seeking 
to destabilise Syria and working to 
put forward their own plans for a new 
government. The Syrians put forward 
their own plan that would begin with 
ridding the nation of foreign terror-
ists. They argue it is up to the Syrian 
people to decide who their leaders 
are and what type of government 
they want.

The kick-off of the conference 
coincided with a propaganda cam-
paign. A report funded by Qatar 
claimed the Assad government had 
tortured and killed 11,000 prisoners. 
There has been a history of torture 
in Syria; in fact, the United States 
sent people to be tortured in Syria as 
part of its rendition program, so on 
its face the claim does not seem far-
fetched. But did they prove the case?

Reporter Dan Murphy of the 
Christian Science Monitor points 
out some of the problems with the 
report. He writes it is “a single 
source report, from an unidentifi ed 
man, who is related by marriage to 
a similarly unidentifi ed member of 
the ‘Syrian National Movement.’ ” 
The Syrian National Movement is 
an opposition group funded by Qatar 
that has been trying to remove Assad 
since 2011. Further, the report was 
rushed to publication; the source was 
“interviewed on January 12, 13 and 
18 of this year. The report was pro-
vided to reporters yesterday, January 
20.” This resulted in no thorough 
examination of the photographs. Fur-
ther, Murphy reports the document 
actually indicates 835 individual 
cases were examined, not all of the 
purported victims were shown to 
have been killed or tortured, and the 
11,000 fi gure that made headlines 
was an extrapolation.

Yet, this has been trumpeted 
in the media as fact. A Washington 
Post editorial published January 22, 
2014, treated the 11,000 killed and 
tortured without any doubt. It quotes 
Kerry saying the report shows Syria 
conducting “systematic torture and 
execution of thousands of prison-
ers.” The editorial revealed how the 
peace process could lead to war: 
“Mr Obama probably could force 
the measures Mr Brahimi is seeking 
[i.e. Assad resigning] by presenting 
Mr Assad with the choice of accept-
ing them or enduring US air strikes.” 
It is notable that the Post is putting 
military strikes on the agenda now – 
even before the negotiations fail or a 
peace agreement is violated.

The US media had been push-
ing for war with Syria during the last 
run-up to war, when Obama decided 
to send the decision to Congress. 
Thanks to opposition across the 
political spectrum in Congress and 
among the American people, the war 
was prevented. Russia’s intervention, 
which put forward a compromise that 
rid the Syrian government of chemi-
cal weapons, provided a face-saving 
escape for the Obama administration.

Since then, doubt about the 
claims that Sarin gas was used by the 
Syrian government from Syrian-held 
territory has intensifi ed. The New 

York Times, Human Rights Watch 
and others who favoured a US attack 
had claimed the rockets came from 
Syrian territory, based on a vector 
analysis of the angle of the rockets. 
But this fell apart when experts con-
cluded the rockets did not have the 
range to reach the targets. The Times 
was forced to quietly distance itself 
from a front-page story making these 
claims.

We already are seeing a media 
drum beat for war. The media is 
consistent in repeating several lies 
about the Syrian negotiations and 
constantly blaming Assad for refus-
ing to abide by nonexistent require-
ments of the Geneva communiqué. 
We can expect the hawkish US media 
to escalate the drumbeat and put for-
ward war propaganda as the failure 
of the peace negotiations continues.

And Reuters reports that weap-
ons aid to Syrian “rebels” has been 
“secretly” approved by Congress. 
Weapons approved include anti-tank 
weapons and small arms. Reuters 
writes “The weapons deliveries have 
been funded by the US Congress, in 
votes behind closed doors, through 
the end of government fi scal year 
2014, which ends on September 
30. … ” How does Congress have 
secret votes to approve war-making 
actions? According to Reuters, “Con-
gress approved funding for weapons 
deliveries to the Syrian rebels in clas-
sifi ed sections of defence appropria-
tions legislation, two sources familiar 
with the matter said.”

So, on one hand the United States 
claims to be seeking peace, and with 
the other it is fuelling war with weap-
ons. In public, the Congress opposed 
war with Syria. But in secret votes, 
it provides funding for weapons for 
the Syrian war.

Americans who oppose war 
better get prepared now. There has 
been a long-term agenda to remove 
the Assad family from power in Syria 
and the US foreign policy estab-
lishment has not given up on that 
goal, nor have US allies Israel and 
Saudi Arabia. This seems to be one 
more time when peace negotiations 
are a likely prelude to war unless 
the people of the United States see 
through these actions and prevent it.
Truthout 

Syrian “peace” conference: 
laying foundation for war?

MOST IMPORTANT EVENTS IN SOLIDARITY WITH CUBA, 2014

International Commission of Inquiry

into the case of the Cuban Five

Date: 7-8 March, 2014

Place: Th e Law Society, Chancery Lane, London, UK

More information in: www.voicesforthefi ve.com

Th ird Week of Denounce and Solidarity “5 days for the Cuban5”

Date: June 4-11, 2014

Place: Washington DC, USA

More information in: www.thecuban5.org

III World Meeting of Solidarity with Cuba, “Cuba Solidarity 2014”

Date: October 27 - 31, 2014

Place: Havana, Cuba

More information in: www.icap.cu & www.facebook.com/cubasolidaridad2014
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Rajeev Sharma

Three major concrete deliverables 
emerged during Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe’s state visit 
to India, and in all three China is 
revealed to be a Shakespearean 
Banquo’s Ghost in the India-
Japan discourse.

First and foremost, the India-
Japan Global and Strategic Partner-
ship, which hitherto was largely 
confi ned to Japanese assistance in 
infrastructure projects in India, is 
now set for a push in the political 
aspects of the bilateral relationship 
with security and strategic over-
tones. This is clear by the decision 
of the two prime ministers – Abe and 
his Indian counterpart, Manmohan 
Singh – to have an institutionalised 
mechanism of regular consultations 
between the two sides’ national secu-
rity advisors. 

Unlike India, Japan does not have 
a post of National Security Advisor; 
therefore, the Secretary-General of 
National Security Secretariat of Japan 
(the equivalent of India’s NSA) will 
be the point person for holding talks 
with the Indian NSA.

Two, India has taken an unam-
biguous position for the fi rst time on 
the recent Chinese policy of declar-
ing an Air Defence Identification 

Zone (ADIZ), which has been stiffl y 
opposed and defi ed by powers includ-
ing Japan, South Korea and the Phil-
ippines. A joint statement released 
at the end of delegation-level talks 
between Singh and Abe in New Delhi 
on January 25, clearly stated: “The 
two Prime Ministers underscored the 
importance of freedom of overfl ight 
and civil aviation safety in accord-
ance with the recognised principles 
of international law and the relevant 
standards and recommended practic-
es of the International Civil Aviation 
Organisation (ICAO).”

This is a bold foreign policy 
move by the Indians, especially when 
China had clarifi ed shortly after its 
introduction of the ADIZ dispensa-
tion that India was out of its ambit. It 
shows that New Delhi has sided with 
Japan at the expense of China on the 
ADIZ controversy. In a sense, this is 
India’s way of squaring up with the 
Chinese for the discriminatory Chi-
nese policy of issuing stapled visas 
for Indians domiciled in the Indian 
states of Jammu and Kashmir and 
Arunachal Pradesh. By the stapled 
visas policy, the Chinese had taken 
sides with Pakistan at the expense of 
India.

Three, India and Japan decided 
to put a deeper emphasis on mili-
tary-to-military exchanges and joint 

exercises and prepared an ambitious 
roadmap in this regard. Singh and 
Abe underscored the importance of 
such exercises and decided to hold 
these with increased frequency. 
Indian Navy (IN) and the Japan Mar-
itime Self-Defence Force (JMSDF) 
held the second bilateral exercise 
in December 2013 off the coast of 
Chennai and will now have its next 
edition in the Pacifi c Ocean in 2014. 
The focus on the Indo-Pacific is 
unmistakable. Abe has been a vocal 
supporter of India’s increased pres-
ence in the Pacifi c – another red rag 
for China.

Besides these three concrete 
deliverables off the Singh-Abe talks 
on January 25, it is work in progress 
on two other recent high points in the 
India-Japan narrative: Japan’s sale 
of US2 amphibian aircraft to India 
and a civilian nuclear cooperation 
agreement.

On the former, the two sides have 
already held the fi rst meeting of the 
joint working group in New Delhi in 
December 2013 and the second meet-
ing of the group is scheduled to be 
held in March 2014 in Japan. This 
is for the fi rst time that Japan has 
agreed to sell equipment of potential 
military use to a foreign country.

On the latter, the two prime 
ministers “directed their offi cials to 
exert further efforts towards an early 
conclusion” of the nuclear deal, the 
joint statement said. These are tricky 
and complicated negotiations and 
will take months, possibly years, for 
signing the nuclear deal.

Indo-Japan relations have gone 
from strength to strength in recent 
years. In fact, Japan is the only coun-
try in India’s foreign policy outreach 
in the past one decade with which 
India’s relations have constantly been 
on an upswing. Not even Russia, 
India’s closest and traditional stra-
tegic partner, can boast of this track 
record.

India’s relations with Japan have 
begun to take the fl avour of India’s 
relations with Russia and the US 
where the two sides are cooperat-
ing on virtually everything under the 
sun – defence, energy, nuclear, trade, 
investment, science and technology, 
infrastructure, health, people-to-peo-
ple contacts, railways, cyber security 
and tourism, apart from political and 
strategic issues. 

Abe’s visit was preceded by a 
visit to India by Japan’s Emperor and 
Empress (November 30-December 
6), the fi rst ever in the 2,600-year his-
tory of the monarchy in Japan. This 
was followed by Defence Minister 
Itsunori Onodera’s visit to India in 
December – the fi rst such visit by a 
Japanese defence minister. India’s 
defence minister will be travelling to 
Japan later this year.

The increasing India-Japan 

bonhomie will be a headache for 
China and a major succour for the 
United States. India, Japan and the 
US have been having a Trilateral 
Dialogue on security issues since 
November 2011.

China cannot be oblivious to 
the fact that Japan and India (Asia’s 
number two and three economies, 
respectively) are getting closer at a 
time when Abe is trying to restore 
“Japan’s pride”, not unlike what 
Vladimir Putin has done for Russia. 
Abe has recently declared the “Res-
toration of Sovereignty Day” to 
mark April 28, 1952 (the date when 
the Allied occupation after Second 
World War ended); changed Japanese 
post-war constitution’s pacifi st nature 
by reinterpreting Article 9; and intro-
duced a highly controversial national 
secrecy law.
RT 

International

Three reasons why 
Shinzo Abe’s visit to India 
is a game changer

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, left, with Indian Prime Minister 
Manmohan Singh, before a meeting in New Delhi, India, January 25, 2014.

Infant mortality 
in Cuba hits 
new low
Emile Schepers

On January 3, the Cuban ministry 
of health released new statistics 
that show that the country’s infant 
mortality rate has hit a record 
low, which places it far ahead of 
the United States in this important 
health indicator.

The infant mortality rate 
expresses the number of babies per 
thousand live births who die before 
reaching their fi rst birthday.

The Cuban rate for 2013 is 4.2 
per 1,000 live births. This is down 
from 4.6 in 2012. The rate does not 
vary hugely for Cuba’s 16 provinc-
es, though some of them - Pinar del 
Rio, Havana Province, Villa Clara, 
Sancti Spiritis, Ciego de Avila, Las 
Tunas, Holguin, Granma, Isla de 
Juventud - have lower rates than 
average. A number of towns had no 
infant deaths in 2013, according to 
the Cuban Ministry of Health.

Infant mortality rates have been 
dropping in most of the world since 
the Second World War, due to better 
sanitation, nutrition and health care 
standards (especially maternal and 
child health, and preventive health 
care), but also due to factors like 
urbanisation. However, in Cuba 
they have dropped farther and faster 
than in other poorer countries.

Cuba does not have the lowest 
infant mortality rate in the world. 

That distinction belongs to countries 
which are both wealthy and have 
highly developed infrastructures 
and social welfare systems, such as 
Japan, Finland and Luxembourg, all 
of whom registered 2 infant deaths 
per 1,000 live births. But Cuba has 
the lowest infant mortality rate in 
the Americas, and is far ahead of 
countries with similar per capita 
Gross Domestic Product levels.

Cuba’s per capita Gross Domes-
tic Product calculated by the Pur-
chasing Power Parity method is 
about US$10,200 per year; that of 
the United States is about $51,000 
per year, nearly fi ve times as much.

The latest infant mortality rate 
for the US is listed as 5.9 infant 
deaths per 1,000 live births. If any-
body has an excuse for the United 
States being in worse shape than 
Cuba on this wrenchingly important 
statistic, that represents so much 
horrifi c suffering for families, we 
have not heard it.

Besides taking care of its own 
babies and families better than 
our own country does, Cuba pro-
vides help to dozens of other poor 
countries by lending them doctors, 
nurses and other specialists, and by 
providing free training to their med-
ical students. Socialism, it would 
appear, works.
People’s World 

80 schools face profi t grab
Luke James

BRITAIN: A plot by the biggest 
taxpayer-funded academy chain 
to turn 80 schools into money-
spinning businesses at the cost of 
hundreds of jobs was revealed last 
week by union Unison. The Acad-
emies Enterprise Trust (AET) has 
already invited bids from priva-
teers for the chance to run a range 
of services for profi t.

Library, cleaning, fi nance, 
administration and pupil support 
roles could all be outsourced, with 
only head teachers, teachers and 
teaching assistants left safe. Unison 
warned that the “unprecedented 
privatisation” would see profi ts put 
before pupils and strip control of 
key services from head teachers.

The union, which represents 
240,000 school support staff, said 
at least 500 workers could lose their 
jobs.

Head of education John Rich-
ards said: “Privatisation on this 
scale could see the head teacher lose 

direct control of critical services, 
with the potential for signifi cant 
leakage of public funds into private-
sector profi ts. There are countless 
examples of private companies 
moving into public services and cut-
ting back services and jobs in their 
drive for profi ts.”

A seven-year contract worth 
between £200 million and £400 mil-
lion to run all non-teaching services 
was hawked to privateers through 
the Offi cial Journal of the European 
Union in December. Unison has 
since been in talks with academy 
bosses in a bid to put the brakes on 
their plan but blew the whistle when 
negotiations failed to produce a 
compromise.

Mr Richards pointed out that 
the trust’s own “morale purpose” 
statement reads: “We shall remain 
a not-for-profi t organisation.” An 
AET spokesman said a fi nal deci-
sion had not been made but insisted 
the privatisation plans will not 
affect the ability of head teachers to 
run schools.

He said: “Our aim is to seek a 
partner who will bring additional 
expertise, experience and capital to 
strengthen our operations. We will 
wait to see the responses received, 
and will make a fi nal judgement on 
whether to proceed based on the 
best interests of our academies.”

Anti Academies Alliance 
national secretary Alistair Smith 
said the plan scuppered Education 
Secretary Michael Gove’s claims 
that academies give head teachers 
freedom.

He explained the chain was 
likely to be pursuing privatisation as 
a result of a cash shortfall caused by 
overexpansion. “This is the market 
logic that academy chains will go 
down as budgets get tighter,” Mr 
Smith said.

“There’s no question here that 
the children will benefi t. This is a 
cost-cutting measure and not about 
improving the quality of teach-
ing and learning – this is about 
effi ciencies.”
Morning Star 
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Palestinian Refugees 
Right to Return

It is with deep sorrow and concern 
that we witness the injustice and 
tragedy befalling the Palestinian 
refugees in Syria. Displaced from 
their homeland, our courageous 
people continue to face the hor-
rors of violence, siege, famine, 
and indiscriminate targeting. We 
believe it is our duty to support 
them, as we believe it is our duty 
to support all innocent civilians 
who fall victim to slaughter, dis-
placement, destruction of homes 
and lack of medical care and basic 
necessities.

We know that many communities 

in Syria are currently suffering from 
these horrors, and we sympathise and 
stand in solidarity with all of them. 
However, as an organisation that is 
dedicated to supporting Palestinian 
refugees and their inalienable right 
of return to their homes and lands 
of origin in Palestine, we are well 
aware of our responsibility in draw-
ing attention to their specifi c fate, 
as it is inextricably tied in with our 
common history of brutal expulsion 
in the shatat (exile).

We call upon all parties involved 
in this unprovoked injustice to cease 
their hostilities against our Palestin-
ian brethren and sisters in Yarmouk 
camp. In the current quagmire of the 
warring parties in Syria, we believe 
that this is the proper response to 
adopt as a Palestinian organisa-
tion that was founded with the spe-
cifi c aim and goal to create a strong 
basis of international solidarity with 
Palestinian refugees, regardless of 
where they have been forced to live 
outside of Palestine by their Zionist 
aggressors.

With regard to the Syrian people, 
we extend our gratitude, brother-
hood and solidarity to them, and we 
believe it is not up to us, but up to 

them to decide who leads their coun-
try. All we want for our Palestinian 
refugee communities is the protec-
tion of their homes, their families, 
and their livelihoods for the time 
that they are still unable to return to 
their rightful place in the world, in 
our homeland Palestine.

We call upon all parties, the 
Syrian government and the armed 
opposition, to take responsibility for 
any actions on their part, direct or 
indirect, that are contributing to this 
horrendous situation, and to cease 
any such activities immediately. 

We demand that the siege of Yar-
mouk camp end and that all fi ghters 
leave the camp with their weapons 
immediately. The injustice must end, 
and it must end immediately. Our 
people deserve food, medical aid, 
protection and shelter, and every-
thing possible must be done to make 
sure they receive these with immedi-
ate effect.

Let our people live! Please 
contact the Syrian Embassy in 
Washington DC at Embassy of 
Syria 2215 Wyoming Avenue 
NW, Washington, DC 20008 USA 
info@syrembassy.net Tel (202) 232-6316 
Fax: (202) 232-4357. 

We also call on all members 
and supporters to hold protests and 
demonstrations to draw attention to 
the desperate plight of our people in 
the Yarmouk camp and elsewhere in 
Syria and to demand an end to the 
siege of Yarmouk camp and that all 
fi ghters leave the camp with their 
weapons immediately.

Forever we will stand in solidar-
ity with our Palestinian refugee com-
munities, wherever they live in the 
world. Until Return! Thank you for 
your support. We depend on it.

Al-Awda (campaign leader)

Govt’s efficiency 
review threatens ABC
The government’s announced 
effi ciency review of the ABC is an 
outrageous and dangerous inter-
ference in the ABC’s independ-
ence. The ABC is an independent 
statutory authority. In spirit 
and at law, Australia’s national 
public broadcaster is meant to be 
independent.

In the present climate, it is dif-
fi cult not to suspect that the gov-
ernment’s motives are to curtail the 

ABC’s activities. This announcement 
has come in the context of Prime 
Minister Abbott’s latest attacks on 
ABC news reporting. The Murdoch 
media, which helped to elect the 
present government, views the ABC 
as a competitor and has been cam-
paigning strenuously for the ABC’s 
demise.

This intrusion of the government, 
a department and a former commer-
cial TV fi nance head is happening 
despite independent surveys regu-
larly revealing that the ABC is one 
of the most valued institutions in the 
country. And it’s happening despite 
the ABC already being seriously 
under funded.

It’s ludicrous for the Minister to 
claim that this intervention into the 
public broadcaster’s operation and 
how it spends its money will not 
infl uence the ABC’s editorial deci-
sions. Any funding cut that results 
will mean fewer and poorer quality 
programs and services. The Austral-
ian public simply won’t stand for 
this.

Glenys Stradijot
Friends of the ABC (Vic)

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

The 
Abbott 
offensive
It’s started! The Abbott offensive has begun. 
He’s launched serious attacks against 
key “left-wing” unions, the MUA and the 
CFMEU. Dubious practices by some union 
offi cials have played into his hands, allow-
ing the tabloid media and the ABC to rip 
into the unions as criminal entities.

Abbott has however rejected the idea of 
a Royal Commission into the CFMEU. He 
wants to be able to attack the unions without 
being constrained by the legal niceties of actual 
evidence and cross-examination that a Royal 
Commission would entail. Trial by Murdoch 
media is much more to his taste.

Abbott is no intellectual, but these days that 
is no hindrance to political success. Look where 
George W Bush got to, and he can’t tell his 
Apex from his Base (or his arse from his elbow 
if you prefer). One does wonder sometimes 
whether Abbott’s obvious hostility towards the 
ABC might be because its programs are just 
too sophisticated for him. Perhaps I do him an 
injustice, but really, what are you to think of 
someone who – with a perfectly straight face 
– can accuse the ABC of being unpatriotic 
because it gave coverage to the revelations of 
an American whistle-blower about Australia’s 
intelligence agencies spying on East Timor and 
Indonesia.

The fact that the revelations were true was 
apparently irrelevant, as far as Abbott was 
concerned. He has no truck with the notion that 
“the people have a right to know”. For Abbott, 
the people have no “right” to know anything, 
and should be content to be told only what the 

government wants them to be told. Only left-
wing troublemakers would want to know more.

He was also outraged that the ABC gave 
screen time to refugees who claimed they were 
thuggishly treated by Australian Navy personnel 
who boarded their ramshackle fi shing boat and 
“turned them back”. To Abbott, refugees are 
“illegal immigrants” and “queue jumpers”, 
and Australia has no obligations towards them 
despite our nominal support for the UN Charter. 
He’s not exactly what you would call a caring 
man, is he?

Instead of being concerned about the 
plight of refugees, he is concerned that the left 
wingers who (everyone knows) run the ABC 
have seen fi t to criticise one of imperialism’s 
most sacred cows: the armed forces. After the 
revelations of sexism, racism, bullying etc at 
Duntroon and on several Australian warships, 
does anyone apart from Abbott still harbour 
illusions about the character and moral fi bre 
of our military?

Did Abbott watch Obama’s State Of The 
Union speech, I wonder? I am sure he would 
have, if only to pick up pointers on how to 
work a large hall with a mixed audience of 
supporters and opponents. The supporters 
(Democrats) applauded – and stood up for 
added emphasis – often and loudly. The 
opponents (Republicans) sat and occasionally 
clapped politely. Obama, with the aid of two 
almost invisible teleprompter screens, worked 
the crowd with professional zeal, presenting 
himself as the people’s champion, willing to 
defy Congress itself.

But, when the chips are down, Obama has 
little to offer the American people. His summit 
the other day on unemployment demonstrated 
that. He summoned the CEOs of the biggest 
US corporations to the White House, but all he 
got them to agree to was an undertaking that 
when their Human Resources division was 
hiring employees the length of time someone 
had been unemployed would not count against 
their chance of getting a job.

Actual job creation measures did not enter 
into it. But jobs are needed before people can 
get hired for them. Obama talked up the state of 
the US economy, especially US manufacturing, 
despite the glaring evidence of the innumerable 
industrial ghost towns scattered across what 
was once the USA’s “Steel Belt” and despite the 
fl ight of manufacturing to low wage countries 
in Asia and South America. There was an air 
of desperation in the way every little sign of 
recovery was hailed as a sign that America was 
once again top nation.

Obama made one statement that probably 
upset Tony Abbott. He said that “global 
warming is fact, not myth”, and called on the 
USA to lead the fi ght to cut the greenhouse 
gasses that cause it. That is ironic considering 
the consistent fi ght the USA has put up in 
international forums against efforts to effect 
meaningful reductions in these gasses. But at 
least Obama acknowledges the nature of the 
problem. Tony Abbott refuses to accept that 
there even is a problem.

At the most recent international meeting 
Abbott attended, in Tokyo, many people in 

Australia expected him to speak out against 
continued Japanese whaling, an anachronism 
in today’s world and an environmental affront 
to most other countries which have long since 
abandoned the outdated practice. Abbott chose 
not to, preferring instead to promote an idea 
dear to the hearts of US corporations: free trade 
in the Asia-Pacifi c region.

Australia has lost most of its manufacturing 
industry, and the jobs that go with it, thanks 
to abandoning the policy of protecting local 
industry. That protection was withdrawn largely 
because of pressure to do so from the US. 
Abbott, for all his talk of local small business 
leading our recovery, is more interested in 
giving Australian corporations a leg up to join 
other small to middling capitalist economies as 
they try to scoop up some of the crumbs from 
the imperialists’ table.

That might help a few Australian 
entrepreneurs to make a buck, but it will do 
precious little for the bulk of the Australian 
population. It won’t create jobs, it won’t put 
money in the pockets of consumers to spend 
in retail centres or on paying their mortgage, 
it won’t encourage local manufacturing. It will 
only help Australian capitalists trying to get a 
bigger share of the imperialist pie.

Abbott is their man, and behind Abbott is 
Rupert Murdoch. How could such a powerful 
combination possibly be wrong about how to 
manage this nation’s economy? Might as well 
ask how could they be wrong about global 
warming? 

Abbott has no truck with the notion that “the people have a right to know”. For Abbott, the people have no “right” to know anything, 
and should be content to be told only what the government wants them to be told.
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Sunday February 9 –
Saturday February 15

The week begins with another 
important documentary on 

evolution, a two-part series, David 
Attenborough’s Rise Of The Ani-
mals (ABC1 Sundays from Febru-
ary 9 at 7.30pm). David’s journey 
begins in the Chinese province of 
Yunnan, where he joins an excava-
tion team as they unearth creatures 
entombed in an ancient seabed 
525 million years ago. Amongst 
these unique fossil beds, he reveals 
the origin of our backbone – in a 
paperclip-sized primitive fi sh called 
Myllokunmingia – preserved in 
extraordinary detail and brought to 
life in stunningly realistic CGI.

Incredibly, its living descend-
ant is found on David’s doorstep – 
in a river in the South of England, 
he fi nds a creature that has barely 
changed since those first primi-
tive vertebrates. The lamprey has a 
simple backbone, no fi ns and just a 
hole for a mouth. It’s a creature that 
can be called a “living fossil”.

In living sharks and their cousins, 
the skates, he tracks the next key fea-
ture to evolve in vertebrates’ bodies 
– the jaw. Scientists at the Univer-
sity of New England, USA, reveal 
how sharks and rays retain evidence 
of how the jaw might have evolved 
in the way their embryos develop. 
Sharks have been around for more 
than 420 million years and we can 

thank the ancestors we share with 
them not only for our jaw, but also 
for our four limbs, which have their 
origins in the four fi ns that evolved 
at that time. (I hope the members of 
the WA government are watching the 
program!)

A new discovery on the remote 
Ellesmere Island in the Canadian 
Arctic has unearthed the remains of 
a shallow-water predatory fi sh with 
an articulated neck and bony fi ns that 
are clearly the forerunners of limbs. 
In CGI we see how Tiktaalik could 
have used these features to hunt in 
swamps, and kick-start the verte-
brates’ move on to land. 

In China David observes how 
a Giant Chinese Salamander, the 
largest amphibian alive today, can 
demonstrate the next vital advance 
– lungs, a feature it inherited from 
the very fi rst amphibians to walk the 
land around 360 million years ago, 
and the evolutionary step that allows 
us to breathe air.

The amphibians needed to sur-
vive on dry land if they were to suc-
ceed, so David next demonstrates 
how a new group emerged with a key 
feature that allowed them to inhabit 
the driest territories. Lizards and all 
reptiles have watertight skin like us. 

At the Lufeng Dinosaur Nation-
al Geopark in Yunnan, he also sees 
watertight eggs laid by the most suc-
cessful of the reptiles, the dinosaurs. 
And amongst 75 complete dinosaur 
skeletons excavated from the sur-
rounding Chinese countryside, new 
land-based body designs allowed 
them to walk, even on two legs, 
giving them much greater mobility 
and allowing them to grow to mon-
strous sizes.

In the province of Liaoning in 
Northern China, David visits a fossil 
bed that is China’s Pompeii, where 
prehistoric creatures preserved in 
volcanic ash reveal a group of small, 
tree-living dinosaurs that evolved 
feathers, and would ultimately turn 
into birds.

Written and presented by David 
Attenborough. Producer: Anthony 
Geffen. Director: David Lee.

My Social Network Stalker 
(ABC2 Wednesday Feb-

ruary 12 at 9.30pm) tells in their 
own words the story of English teen-
ager Ruth Jeffery and her family. 
Ruth’s boyfriend Shane Webber, 
while always professing that he was 
in love with her, nevertheless stalked 
and harassed her on-line. 

For three and a half years, he sub-
jected her to emotional and mental 
abuse, posting photos of her naked 
on Internet porn sites (claiming that 
someone had hacked his computer 
and stolen the private photos), posing 
as her on-line and sending abusive 
emails to her family and friends.

Ruth felt she was constantly 
watched and was pushed to the brink 
of suicide. The most shocking aspect 
of the case is the trivial sentence that 
Webber received.

Each episode of the six-part 
series, Seconds From Dis-

aster (ABC2 Fridays at 7.30pm) 
gives a blow-by-blow account of the 
events that made up a major disas-
ter of modern times. The telling is 
factual, fairly detailed, and includes 
interviews with actual participants. I 

was particularly impressed with the 
series’ coverage of the 9/11 Twin 
Towers incident.

This week’s episode deals with 
the world’s worst industrial acci-
dent, in Bhopal, a bustling Indian 
city of nearly one million people, on 
December 3, 1984. The giant Ameri-
can chemical company Union Car-
bide had a huge plant located amidst 
the city’s multitude of slums where 
the company manufactured the pes-
ticide “Sevin”.

“MIC”, used at the plant to create 
Sevin, is one of the most toxic sub-
stances known to man. It causes 
severe damage to the human respira-
tory system resulting in suffocation 
by drowning.

As evening descended on 
December 3, 1984, the factory work-
ers and others living in the slums 
were cooking, eating and preparing 
for bed, unaware that an accident at 
the Union Carbide plant would in a 
few terrifying hours, cause more than 
3,000 of them to choke to death in 
clouds of toxic gas.

Although industry experts, work-
ers and survivors testify as to what 

happened, the program is not so much 
concerned with Union Carbide’s 
attempts to evade responsibility as it 
is with establishing the precise chain 
of events that led to one of the biggest 
man-made disasters of all time.

The second episode of the 
new series of The Doctor 

Blake Mysteries (ABC1 Fridays 
at 8.30pm) sees the good doctor
coming face to face with the new 
(in the 1950s) phenomenon of 
rock’n’roll. When a rising young star 
is killed after a sellout performance, 
the cause of death is quickly found: 
he was stabbed. But where and how 
(and by whom) remains a mystery, 
despite several convenient suspects.

The suspects include a religious 
fanatic (played by Cameron Daddo) 
who thinks the Devil is behind the 
new fad, a jealous band member, a 
young tough and a host of more or 
less demented female fans. At the 
same time Blake and the Inspec-
tor are trying to get the measure of 
the new Senior Constable that the 
powers-that-be in Melbourne have 
foisted on them. It is very well done, 
as usual. 
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The world is mourning the death of 
Pete Seeger, the lanky folksinger with 
a banjo, who proved in his 94 years the 
awesome power of song as a force for 
revolutionary change. His life and his 
art were interwoven with all the mass 
struggles of the people over 80 years.

Pete was a troubadour of the sweep-
ing mass organisation of workers by the 
CIO during the Great Depression. He 
composed a premature rap, Talkin’ Union 
fi lled with humour and defi ance that surely 
warmed the hearts of struggling workers 
everywhere.

At the same time, he and his close 
friend, Woody Guthrie, sang for the defeat 
of racist Jim Crow at home and fascism 
abroad in Spain and Hitler Germany.

During the Cold War of the 1950s, 
witch hunters targeted Pete and fellow art-
ists like Paul Robeson for their associa-
tions with the Communist Party USA. Pete 
endured decades of a blacklist that attempt-
ed to silence him and the mass movements.

His refusal to buckle to the climate 
of fear and intimidation, his principled 
defence of his pro-working class values, 
made Pete Seeger a hero to millions 
including modern-day troubadours like 
Bruce Springsteen, who admired Seeger 
so deeply that he called him the “Father 
of Folk Music”. Many called it a water-
shed moment when Seeger performed This 
Land Is Your Land with Springsteen at the 
Obama inaugural celebration at the Lin-
coln Memorial.

When the Civil Rights Revolution of 
the 1950s and 1960s erupted, Pete was 
ready. He composed and sang songs like, 
If You Miss Me At the Back of the Bus. He 
arranged We Shall Overcome so that it 
became the anthem of the movement.

When the movement against the Viet-
nam War escalated, Pete, his banjo, and 
his voice became a constant at the huge 
mass demonstrations in Washington DC, 
New York and elsewhere, stirring the mil-
lions with defi ant songs like Waist Deep 
in the Big Muddy. The antiwar movement 
revived the song after President George W 
Bush invaded Iraq in 2003.

Songs, refl ecting the values of those 
powerful mass movements, welled out of 
his fertile imagination: Where Have All the 
Flowers Gone, Turn, Turn, Turn, Guantan-
amera, and a thousand more. Yet no one 
was more collegial, embracing other great 
singers and their songs, sharing the stage 
with them. He founded or co-founded The 
Almanac Singers and the Weavers. His 
closest friends included the great African 
American blues singers, Sonny Terry and 
Brownie McGhee, and Leadbelly, a genius 
of African American song.

Pete Seeger saved folk music from 
being buried by corporate culture vultures.

His drive to clean up the Hudson River 
was typical of Seeger’s mass politics. Only 
the millions marching – and singing – can 
make rivers safe for sturgeon. Or planet 
earth for humans. Pete Seeger, presente!
People’s World 
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made Pete Seeger a hero to millions.
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Pete Seeger.

Hollywood doesn’t recognise 
complexity of black life
Ralph Richarson

This should have been the year 
that black directors dominated 
the Oscars. In 2013, several black 
fi lmmakers produced and directed 
well-crafted fi lms that examine 
black life. Of that group, three 
in particular – Steve McQueen 
(12 Years a Slave), Ryan Coogler 
(Fruitvale Station) and Lee Dan-
iels (The Butler) – created fi lms of 
historic signifi cance, each of which 
explores a different and important 
period in American history.

These fi lms generated great 
interest from audiences, with high 
box offi ce numbers. Each fi lm also 
generated great interest from crit-
ics, with overwhelmingly positive 
reviews. Each director achieved the 
calibre of cinematic art worthy of 
being nominated for an Oscar, but 

only one, British-born McQueen, 
has gotten the critical nod of 
approval from the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 
that can shift careers into the high-
est echelons of the Hollywood 
hierarchy.

Clearly the problem of race 
persists in the fi lm industry, and 
this problem inhibits mainstream 
celebration of black achievement 
in movie-making. This problem 
has created a binary language of 
what black life is about and what is 
worthy of praise. So in the recent 
past, either the academy is praising 
the “Bad Negro” – whom Denzel 
Washington played in Training 
Day and Forest Whitaker played in 
The Last King of Scotland – or it 
is praising the “Good Negro”, por-
trayed by Will Smith in The Pursuit 
of Happyness.

By snubbing Fruitvale and 
Michael B Jordan’s stellar perform-
ance as Oscar Grant this year, Hol-
lywood has signalled that it is not 
ready for the contemporary image 
of a complex black male, one who 
is both family man and felon.

Likewise, in The Butler, Oprah 
Winfrey delivered a compelling por-
trait of a wife who is both devoted 
and an adulteress, a mother who is 
both loving and a lush. Certainly 
her fi ne performance, her deft han-
dling of that complexity, deserves at 
least a nomination, if not a win.

Lee Daniels’ The Butler, 12 
Years a Slave and Fruitvale Sta-
tion all express the rich fullness of 
our humanity. There aren’t any fl at, 
stereotypical characterisations of 
black life in these fi lms. Instead of 
celebrating this diversity of black 
life, Hollywood’s narrow focus on 

only 12 Years leads to a schism. 
Why can’t the African American 
talent that worked on all three fi lms 
share in the wonder and glow of 
those golden statues?

Although Kevin Turan of the 
Los Angeles Times sees a monu-
mental shift in the academy’s atti-
tudes, replacing the old generation 
(Tom Hanks, Robert Redford) 
with the new generation (Leonardo 
DiCaprio, Christian Bale, Chiwe-
tel Ejiofor), I just see more of the 
same.

Turin asks his readers to “imag-
ine a world where movie stars of 
the pedigree of Robert Redford and 
Tom Hanks give two of the best 
performances of their careers but 
don’t get Oscar nominations. Or 
where Spike Jonze, director of the 
subversive Her, can’t get a nomina-
tion either.”

I ask you to imagine a world 
where 12 Years a Slave, Fruitvale 
Station and Mother of George com-
pete for the Oscar for best picture. 
Imagine a world where Lee Daniels, 
Steve McQueen and Ryan Coogler 
are battling it out for best director. 
I want to see Michael B Jordan, 
Chiwetel Ejiofor and Idris Elba con-
tending for best actor, and Oprah 
Winfrey and Lupita Nyong’o in a 
sisterly struggle for best supporting 
actress.

These creatives are the best, 
belong with the best, deserve the 
best in praise and prizes. Why can’t 
all of us who delivered so much to 
this industry be recognised by it for 
doing so?
Ralph Richardson is a Brooklyn, 
NY-based filmmaker. 
People’s World 


