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Children ordered back to Nauru hell

®
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“Let them stay” rally on Monday at Town Hall Square, Sydney. (Photo: Anna Pha)

Bob Briton

If there were ever any doubt that Turn-
bull is backing the full reactionary agenda
inherited from Abbott, it has now evaporat-
ed. Australians have been confronted by the
determination of the Coalition government
to send 260 asylum seekers back to its noto-
rious refugee detention camp on Nauru.
Among the 260 are 72 children, including
37 babies born in Australia. A 24-year-old
Iranian woman who was also allegedly
raped on Nauru also faces being returned.
Turnbull is unmoved and is sticking to the
line about seeking to prevent deaths at sea
and destroying people smugglers “business
model”. “This pernicious, criminal trade of
people smuggling cannot succeed,” the PM
told parliament. “The line has to be drawn
somewhere and it is drawn at our border.”

The public has been flooded with stories
and claims about the “success” of Abbott’s
“Stop the Boats” policy, which includes man-
datory detention and offshore processing.
Stripped bare, the policy means that refugees
in detention will be punished and humiliated
as a deterrent to others seeking a safe, secure
environment for themselves and their families.

Despite the strenuous efforts of the fed-
eral government to keep a lid on the realities
on Manus Island and Nauru, including a ban
on the media, the horror stories just keep on
coming. The latest reports of sexual assault and

other abuse can be added to the pile but the
impact on the health and mental well-being of
detainees is worsening. Almost a quarter of the
children involved who presented to a doctor
between April and June 2015 were diagnosed
with a mental health condition. The adult rate
is 11.6 percent. The rate of distribution of anti-
depressants, anti-anxiety and anti-psychotic
medications has increased 150 percent over
the previous year.

High Court bombshell

A High Court ruling on the legality of off-
shore detention has reinforced the federal gov-
ernment’s fortress Australia mentality. But it
has shaken many others and prompted them to
speak out. The United Nations has long noted
the illegality of Australia’s detention regime
and has come out against the prospects opened
up by the High Court decision.

In a series of social media posts, the UN’s
human rights division said “We urge Australia
to not transfer 267 people ... to Nauru,” using
the #LetThemStay hashtag, which has been
used by refugee advocates fighting to keep ref-
ugees from being taken to Nauru.

“We are concerned that ... Australia’s policy
on the treatment of migrants and asylum seek-
ers arriving without prior authorisation, sig-
nificantly contravenes the letter and spirit of
international human rights law,” said a post on
the United Nations Human Rights Facebook

page.

Professor Gillian Triggs, president of the
Australian Human Rights Commission, was
moved by a report of from a commission team
that visited many of those facing removal from
the Wickham Point centre near Darwin back
to Nauru. They reported that they had never
encountered a more traumatised group of chil-
dren. “But they are partly traumatised because
of the constant threat they’ll be going back to
Nauru,” Professor Triggs told Fairfax media.

Flood of protest

The callousness of the prospective return
of the refugees has prompted a flood of protest
and solidarity in the community. Protests are
taking place in several centres across Australia
as the Guardian goes to press. Events called
at short notice last week were well attended
and determination to fight the government over
their anti-refugee stance was evident.

Normally conservative churches are echo-
ing the calls of many. The Anglican Dean of
Brisbane, Peter Catt, has offered sanctuary for
the refugees in Brisbane’s 115 year old cathe-
dral. “This fundamentally goes against our
faith, so our church is compelled to act, despite
the possibility of individual penalties against
us,” Dr Catt said. At least ten churches across
Australia have taken a similar stance.

Victorian Premier Damiel Andrews and
SA Premier Jay Weatherill have called on the
federal government to let the refugees stay in
Australia. ACT Chief Minister Andrew Barr
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has joined their pledge to take more asylum
seekers. This type of solidarity is embarrass-
ing federal opposition leader, Bill Shorten, who
appears to be backing the Coalition’s xenopho-
bic stance for fear of an electoral backlash.

“I believe that regional processing pro-
vides the best long-term sustainable solution,”
Mr Shorten said. “But Malcolm Turnbull, if he
doesn’t want to resettle people here, he needs to
do something about what’s happening in Manus
and Nauru.”

Radical change needed

Manus Island and Nauru won’t be “fixed”.
The whole punitive concept behind “offshore
processing” cannot be concealed, made legal
or even liveable. The Australian government
needs to execute a U-turn on refugee policy
and live up to its responsibilities before inter-
national conventions.

Beyond that, it needs to be a force for
positive change in the region and beyond; not
a dutiful servant of the US as it pursues the
geopolitical interests of its capitalist class. Of
course, the Malcolm Turnbulls, Peter Duttons
and Julie Bishops of this world are not likely to
have such a genuine change of heart. Change
will have to be forced on them by a further,
dramatic, increase in the levels of protest of the
sort currently taking place in the streets and in
community organisations. &
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System’s underbelly
left untouched

In conjunction with the Heydon Royal Commission, the
push to “simplify” the industrial relations system is a drive
to increase the exploitation of labour. Steve Knott, from the
Australian Minerals and Metals Association, defeats his own
argument by citing the 1904 Conciliation and Arbitration Act
because it had only 21 pages, whereas the equivalent today has
more than 750 pages.

This is a reflection of the increasingly complex nature of
the exploitation of labour that is central to the system, and the
intensity of the ongoing class struggle.

The Royal Commission was a means to denigrate individuals
and cast a stain over the trade union movement so as to under-
mine the legitimacy of trade unionism — that is its ideological
thrust.

This inquiry into trade union “governance and corruption”,
has been careful not to delve too far into the economic, social
and political system itself. The royal commission that did that,
more than three decades ago, the Costigan Royal Commission,
revealed the seething crime and corruption of the system’s
underbelly.

Established in 1980 to investigate the activities of the
Painters’ and Dockers’ Union, under the direction of Frank
Costigan, the Royal Commission developed the most serious
inquiry into organised crime in Australian history. By 1985 it
had resulted in over 100 prosecutions and included investiga-
tions into high profile politicians and business moguls, including
Kerry Packer.

It produced evidence which revealed that organised crime
had become a major feature in Australian life. The extent of
its findings implicated leading public figures in drug dealing
and murder. Costigan pointed out that it was the wealthy and
politically well connected criminal figures who never get caught
and that it was these figures who challenged the workings of
his Commission and attempted to stop its investigations.

Media baron Packer was the most notable name to be raised
during the Costigan inquiry. It was Packer’s attempts to stop
the Commission’s investigation of his affairs that led to him
being publicly named as under suspicion by the Commission
for involvement in drug dealing and criminal financial dealings.

If we take the Heydon Royal Commission as a guide, it
would appear that society has reformed itself to such an ex-
tent that organised labour is the apparently the last vestige of
corruption. Of course, Dyson Heydon was appointed to do a
job on the trade unions. No such revelations about crime and
corruption in high places will be forthcoming: they are safe
and secure under Heydon’s watch.

Now the push is on to resurrect the reactionary Australian
Building and Construction Commission for policing the
Construction Division of the CFMEU and undermining the
rights of construction workers. There is also the ongoing of-
fensive taking place against the Maritime Union of Australia
(see page 4).

Exploitation and crises are inherent in the laws of operation
of capitalism. It is the economic and political system which is
responsible for the present crisis for which the government is
now trying to make the working people pay.

As in Australia, so in all capitalist countries, no one par-
ticular government, irrespective of political complexion, has
the means or political will to end the present, deepening crisis.

What we are witnessing now is a sharpening of the constant
offensive attempts of employers to reduce the share of profits
going to the workers in the form of wages.

The current Royal Commission report — a convoluted piece
of theatre to arrive at a pre-determined outcome — is meant
to provide the legal framework for an unprecedented attack
on the rights of trade unions and their members and working
people as a whole.

PRESS FUND

Last week climate change denier Maurice Newman attacked

the weather bureau over climate change, and slammed federal
environment Minister Greg Hunt for once having dissuaded former
PM Tony Abbott from investigating the bureau’s temperature
dataset. The government is helping the coal industry maintain its
dominance of the global energy market. But Turnbull is a supreme
political opportunist, and unlike the coal-obsessed Abbott regime
his government is likely to switch its support to renewable energy
industries if they out-compete the fossil fuel sector. If you want

to know more you’ll have to read the Guardian, but we depend

on your support, so please send us a Press Fund contribution for
the next edition if you possibly can. Many thanks to this week’s
contributors, as follows:

Ray Gillespie $20, Craig Greer $50, Charlie Maarbani $20,
Mark Mannion $5, “Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $10

This week’s total: $110 Progressive total: $1,580

Guardian

Double aid funding
for Syria

The Australian Council for Inter-
national Development (ACFID),
the peak body for aid and humani-
tarian NGOs, says the govern-
ment should double the level of
aid Australia provides in support
of people affected by the ongoing
crisis in Syria.

ACFID’s call came as Australia’s
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Julie
Bishop, left for the Syria Donors
Conference in London on February
4, which brought together govern-
ments to discuss the largest humani-
tarian crisis in decades.

“Australia contributed $44 mil-
lion to this crisis last year. Mean-
while, recent analysis by Oxfam
shows that a fair commitment of
Australian funding to Syria would
be $125.1 million over the course of
2016. We have to lift our game,” said
ACFID chief executive Officer, Marc
Purcell. “We’re expecting to see Aus-
tralia’s international counterparts

significantly increasing their com-
mitments to Syria.

“Australia’s past response has
been important, and Ms Bishop’s
presence in London is a very positive
sign. But the scale of the Syrian crisis
means we cannot take a business as
usual approach,” said Mr Purcell.

“The Australian Aid Program
has in reserve only $120 million to
provide humanitarian support for
the range of crises that arise over
the course of the year. The scale of
global humanitarian demand means
our Emergency Fund is ill equipped
to meaningfully contribute to human-
itarian response in the world.*

He said ACFID calls on the Aus-
tralian government to at least double
the Emergency Fund in May’s
budget.

Australia should continue to sup-
port better outcomes in health and
nutrition, agriculture and food secu-
rity, addressing the lack of adequate

shelter for refugees and displaced
people and ensuring protection.

“It is women and children who
are forced to bear the brunt of fund-
ing shortfalls, therefore, in addition
to a greater contribution of funds, we
call on the government to ensure that
peace talks are inclusive of Syrian
women and civil society in any nego-
tiation process.”

Australian NGOs have been
responding to the Syrian crisis since
it began in 2011. ACFID members
are working on the ground with part-
ners in Syria and neighbouring coun-
tries to help people and to assist them
in gaining access to adequate shel-
ter, health, education, and protection
services.

To date, Australian NGOs have
raised more than $16 million from
the Australian public to support their
work. &

Uber is the
Walmart of transport

Don Wilson

It is a US transnational corpora-
tion determined to undermine all
local transport agencies and like
all multinationals it will avoeid
paying local taxes and scurry all
its cash to a tax haven. The cur-
rent affordability of this service is
just the first step in undermining
competition be they old-school taxi
companies or public transport.
Uber is sitting on investor cash,
some $62.5bn (£31bn) so it can
afford to burn billions in order to
knock out any competitors.
With investors like Google,

Amazon’s Jeff Bezos and Goldman

Sachs behind it, Uber is a perfect
example of a company whose global
expansion has been facilitated by
the inability of governments to tax
profits made by hi-tech and finan-
cial giants.

A country’s Infrastructure
policy is directly dependent on its
economic policy; one cannot flour-
ish without the active support of the
other. Decades of clever tax avoid-
ance by multinationals in Australia
has been actively facilitated by trai-
torous politicians of Labor or Lib-
eral ilk.

The policy of “buying back the
farm” was buried along with the
Whitlam government in 1975. It

was Hawke and Keating that put
in the final boot. Since then there
has been a lack of resources and
laws for the Australian Tax Office,
combined with strict adherence to
the austerity agenda and “make the
people pay” legislation.

Let us not be naive: Wall Street
and Silicon Valley won’t subsidise
transport for ever. The only way for
these firms to recoup their invest-
ments is by squeezing even more
cash or productivity out of Uber
drivers or by eventually — once all
their competitors are out — raising
the costs of the trip. &
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ﬁﬁm Sauce bottle wants
fair shake for UN-bound Krudd

Kevin Rudd’s biggest, and pos-
sibly only supporter outside
Queensland says Cory Bernadi is
very rude and should withdraw
his objection to the former Prime
Minister being put forward for the
job of UN Secretary-General.

Known only as “Sauce”, Mr
Rudd’s number one fan says Berna-
di’s claims reveal him as a horrible
piece of gristle not fit for the filling
of a reheated meat pie, let alone a seat
in federal parliament.

“I don’t know how people voted

for this Pelican, I mean he’s a real
nasty pasty and wouldn’t know a pie
floater from chiko roll,” said Sauce.

“And let, me, say, this ... I think
Kevin 007 is the right bloke for
the top job. Cory Bernadi is all *...
Kevin’s a megalomaniac, Kevin’s a
bastard, Kevin’s vengeful, ... zib,
zab, zob’ but ya know, he’s really just
one of the ordinary Aussie folk. “Do
you know something? You can take
the boy out of Nambour but you can’t
take Nambour out of the boy.”

That may be so but if Senator

Sydney

Bernadi’s wishes fall on deaf ears
or, god forbid, he’s struck down by
another bout of Libyan tuberculo-
sis Mr Rudd could well find him-
self eating Iced Vovos while sipping
some Twinings at the UN’s New York
headquarters. Let’s hope the Chi-
nese interpreters speak half decent
Mandarin.

Gotta zip!
The Common Tern is back and ready
to wreak havoc on our shores after
a successful breeding season in the
northern hemisphere. &

Vigil demanding that the USA stop the blockade on Cuba

Wednesday February 17 at 5:30 pm outside the US Consulate in Martin Place

Also to stop the subversion funds against Cuba
& to return Guantanamo to its rightful owners - the Cuban people.
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Climate

Australia

Mad attempt to reverse
the course of history

Peter Mac

Last week the CSIRO announced
that 350 of its Marine and Atmos-
pheric Research staff are to be
sacked. The brutal move is signifi-
cant in the light of recent claims
by scientists that a slow-down in
the rise of average atmospheric
temperatures is attributable to
the oceans absorbing a greater
amount of the additional thermal
energy created by greenhouse
gases.

Last Thursday the head of
CSIRO said the organisation would
now focus on areas of high technol-
ogy, to ensure trade advantages for
Australian businesses. Nadine Flood,
National secretary of the Com-
monwealth Public Service Union,
commented:

“Government cuts to the CSIRO
have already done untold damage
with critical research halted into
Alzheimer’s disease and dementia,
bowel cancer, geothermal energy
and liquid fuels. ... this gutting of
CSIRO is being modelled on Netf-
lix and Silicon Valley ... Taxpayer
spending on science should be about
improving Australian lives now and
in the future, not moving CSIRO to
a business model based on specu-
lative investment rather than real
science.”

Professor Will Stefan from the
Climate Council added that “Our
firefighters, our emergency servic-
es and our community will be less
prepared for climate risks, including
bushfires, heatwaves and extreme
weather.”

The Turnbull government is fol-
lowing the lead of the odious Abbott
regime, which attempted to close all
government agencies responsible
for reporting on climate change, or
making recommendations for its mit-
igation or assisting the development
of renewable energy.

Private donations enabled Cli-
mate Council staff to continue their
work. The Australian Renewable
Energy Agency and the Clean Energy
Finance Corporation survived only
because they had contractual obliga-
tions with private firms.

However, the Turnbull

government still wants to abolish
those institutions, and is now attack-
ing the Bureau of Meteorology and
sections of CSIRO which provide
scientific evidence on climate.

The government has also
removed restrictions on approvals for
21 coal mining projects, so mining
corporations will be less subject to
ministerial demands for changes to
their proposals and the public will
also have difficulty monitoring com-
pliance with approval conditions.

For example, if BHP Billiton
wants to change its management of
threatened species or environmental
offset areas for its Caval Ridge mine
in the NSW Hunter Valley, it won’t
have to wait for the federal Minister’s
approval or publish its intentions on
the web. All it has to do now is state
that in its opinion the new arrange-
ment won’t harm the environment.

The Turnbull government has
also approved two massive Adani
coal loading ports at Abbot Point in
Queensland, which will pollute the
Great Barrier Reef, and the NSW coa-
lition government recently approved
an extension of the Springvale mine
at Lithgow, which will result in waste
water from mining polluting water-
courses in the magnificent Blue
Mountains.

Who pays,
who benefits?

Climate change and nuclear war-
fare are the two biggest threats to
human life. Yet successive coalition
governments have blocked moves to
mitigate climate change, apart from
the outrageous, ineffectual “direct
action” plan which offers polluting
corporations massive taxpayer-fund-
ed bribes to cut their emissions.

AGL has announced it will cease
coal seam gas mining in Queens-
land and NSW, even though that will
involve a $795 million write-down
on its assets. But other coal and gas
companies are relying on the sup-
port of their allies in a mad attempt
to reverse the course of history.

Last week in an astounding arti-
cle in The Australian former ABC
chairperson Maurice Newman
accused the Bureau of Meteorology
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CSIRO’s RV Investigator — a state-of-the-art marine research vessel.

of being driven by left wing “green”
ideology and implied that the Bureau
had in effect “cooked” its data.

The Bureau has reported that
2015 was between the fifth and sixth
hottest year on record in Australia,
and according to the UK Meteorol-
ogy Office, 2015 was the world’s
hottest year on record. Greenhouse
gas-emitting industries would cer-
tainly welcome any attempt to dis-
credit institutions that produce
weather reports like that.

International climate change
denier Bjorn Lomberg also weighed
in, arguing that in order to lift Africa
out of poverty it must have coal-fired
power stations, because despite the
widespread use of renewables they
have only provided a tiny fraction of
what the continent needs.

Amazingly, to justify this argu-
ment Lomberg described wood,
which has traditionally provided most
of the energy for cooking and heat-
ing throughout Africa, as a renewable
energy source, even though it bears
no comparison to modern renew-
able energy systems, and burning it
produces greenhouse gas emissions
which exacerbate climate change just
as fossil fuels do.

Coal and gas mining corpora-
tions argue that climate change has
ceased or slowed down, and that

Pete’s Corner

humankind should still rely on fossil
fuels for energy. They doubtless sup-
port the arguments put forward in
Newman and Lomberg’s articles,
and they will do whatever it takes to
slow down the tectonic shift in global
energy production towards the use of
renewable energy.

But deep down they know they
won’t succeed, so they want to rip
out as much coal as possible before
the bottom really falls out of the
market. Keen to give them every
assistance, the government wants to
approve as many new mining appli-
cations as possible before Turnbull
begins to lose his popularity, which
stems in large part from public relief
at the deposing of his loathsome
predecessor.

Australia is one of the world’s
largest exporters of coal, and last
year our greenhouse gas emissions
grew by 1.3 percent compared with
the previous year, even though the
government promised at the Paris cli-
mate conference to reduce emissions
by 26-28 percent within the next 15
years.

Coal-fired power stations, which
produce about a third of Australia’s
greenhouse gas emissions, now pro-
duce 5.1 percent more emissions
than in June 2014, i.e. just before
the Abbott government abolished

Labor’s carbon and mining taxes.
According to carbon consultancy
firm Reputex, that makes Austral-
ia one of the worst emitters in the
developed world. The agreement
between Labor and the Liberals to
cut the renewable energy target has
also stalled the development of the
renewable energy sector.

Scientists now predict rapid
atmospheric temperature rises over
Alaska, Canada, Northern Europe,
Russia and Greenland by 2030.
Rising temperatures are likely to pro-
duce huge methane emissions from
the thawing of permafrost regions, an
accelerating rise in sea levels and the
decimation of some forms of marine
life - among other catastrophes.

In order to block the flow of
inconvenient information to the
public, the government is now abol-
ishing areas of public service activ-
ity that provide objective, scientific
advice on climate change.

State and federal coalition gov-
ernments are determined to protect
the coal industry. If we really want
to do something serious about cli-
mate change we must replace them
with a new party alliance that is seri-
ously committed to mitigating the
potentially catastrophic impacts of
climate change. And we must do it
soon, before it’s too late. &

Sydney

TJ Hickey

Seventeen year old TJ Hickey was impaled on
a metal spiked fence while being pursued by police
in 2004. The NSW government has continued to
ignore calls for an apology.

12 years and still fighting for justice for TJ
Open a new TJ inquiry!
Apology & compensation to the Hickey family!

Rally and March

10:30am Sunday, February 14

TJ Hickey Park
Crn George and Phillip Sts, Waterloo

Stop all Death in Custody!
Build Communities Not Prisons!
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Turnbull’s
brave new

world

The Turnbull government’s ideo-
logical attack on workers took a
new twist last week when more
than a dozen police ordered onto
the CSL Melbourne in Newcastle
to remove five crew members
protesting their sacking by Pacific
Aluminium.

This is the second time in less
than a month where Australian sea-
farers have been forcibly removed
from their workplace. Five crew on
board the MV Portland were woken
by up to 30 security guards at around
lam on January 13 and marched
down the gangway.

The removal of the crew on the
CSL Melbourne follows the bizarre
decision by management earlier this
week to put locks on the fridges and
remove all fresh food from the ship.

The CSL Melbourne has been
running alumina between New-
castle and Gladstone for the past
five years but these jobs will go

after the company received a tem-
porary licence from the Turnbull
government.

Maritime Union of Australia
(MUA) assistant national secretary
Warren Smith said Pacific Alumini-
um is exploiting coastal trading laws
to simply replace Australian seafar-
ers with exploited foreign seafar-
ers on as little as $2 per hour, aided
and abetted by the Turnbull govern-
ment’s administration of the licens-
ing system.

“Today’s removal of the crew
is an absolute outrage. No worker
in this country is safe now. These
blokes have been removed by the
state from their rightful place of work
and replaced with workers who earn
as little as $2 an hour,” Mr Smith
said.

“They were doing nothing more
than standing up for their jobs and
their right to work in an Austral-
ian industry with decent pay and

Australia

Guardian
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Stand-off: Crew evicted from CSL Melbourne joined MUA members and supporters at Tomago Aluminium.

(Image: Simone De Peak)

conditions. We have cabotage laws
which cover trade through domestic
ports and the use of both Australian-
flagged and Australian-crewed ves-
sels. The Senate voted in November
to retain these laws yet the govern-
ment has again pushed ahead with
the issuing of another temporary
licence.”

MUA assistant national secre-
tary lan Bray said the crew from the
MV Portland had met with around
20 MPs and Senators in Canberra last
week to explain their plight, as well

as appearing at a Senate inquiry into
Flag-Of-Convenience shipping.

“The crew received a very sym-
pathetic hearing from a range of ALP,
Greens and Senate crossbenchers,”
Mr Bray said.

“This all makes for a very inter-
esting set of hearings at Senate Esti-
mates next week and there are plenty
of Senators itching to go with ques-
tions about how a government can
replace Australian workers with
exploited foreign labour in what are
effectively overnight raids.

“The Turnbull government’s
moves to deregulate Australian
shipping raise serious concerns on
national security, fuel security, jobs
and skills and protection of the
environment.”

Australian crews are among the
most highly-trained in the world and
all have high-level security screen-
ing. As a result, Australian-flagged
ships are demonstrably safer than
Flag-of-Convenience shipping and
have a strong record in protecting
Australia’s pristine coastline. &

Happy No Year

The Community and Public
Sector Union (CPSU) campaign
to secure new agreements that
protect rights and conditions and
deliver fair pay is kicking off in
2016 with a series of high profile
NO votes in a range of agencies
including DHS (Department of
Human Services); the Bureau of
Meteorology; Employment; and
the Australian Electoral Com-
mission. More major agencies are
flagging agreement votes includ-
ing Defence and Immigration and
Border Protection.

Family issues front
and centre in DHS

DHS workers started voting
on February 5 on another dud deal
that seeks to cut many important
rights, particularly those rights
that help parents juggle their work
and family responsibilities. Con-
ditions at risk include genuine
negotiation on hours of work and
rosters, flexible working arrange-
ments, part-time work arrange-
ments and more.

As one member put it, “I can’t
renegotiate the hours of the child-
care centre. [ have to pick my kids
up at 3pm because no one else
will.” In a CPSU pre-vote poll, 88%
of respondents said they’d reject the
deal.

Safeguarding jobs,
rights and pay

Members’ support for industrial
action, NO votes and other cam-
paigning action has delivered real
progress in the Safeguard campaign,
despite the challenges they faced in
2015.

While the government stepped
up its harsh rhetoric and used dodgy
tactics such as standing down
Border Force workers without pay
for imposing work-bans, there have
been shifts in their position on key
issues like superannuation, produc-
tivity, pay and some conditions.

With more action and commit-
ment from members in 2016, we are
determined to get the Turnbull gov-
ernment to move further and finally
fix this bargaining mess.

Fighting for rights

The union says public sector
staff right across the service under-
stand the importance of workplace
rights. They value rights that give
staff a say on changes in the work-
place, the hours you work, part-time
arrangements, work-life balance
and on performance assessments.
These rights are the cornerstone of a
professional and healthy workplace
where staff are respected for the
work they do.

Big NO from Tax
workers

In late December, while most
public sector workers were wind-
ing down for the holidays, CPSU
members and supporters in the Tax
Office delivered a massive blow to
the government’s failed bargain-
ing agenda with an 85% NO vote.
This outcome was yet another dem-
onstration of the clear need for the
Turnbull government to drop its
attack on rights and conditions and
take-home pay. @

You are warmly invited to join us at our Discussion Hour
An informal discussion of contemporary issues

Monday February 22 [please note change of day]
The NSW Government’s 10-year plan to privatise public housing

Tuesday March 1

Defending workers’ rights

Tuesday March 15
Women'’s rights

All classes

at 74 Buckingham St, Surry Hills

ALL WELCOME

Strike on

Defence Department technicians
have walked off the job for the
first time as they campaign for a
new collective agreement. Aus-
tralian Manufacturing Workers’
Union (AMWU) members at two
RAATF air bases, the Navy’s main
airfield and a weapons facility
in NSW are set to repeat their
24-hour strike next Monday in sol-
idarity with other Defence public
servants resisting the Turnbull
government’s attack on their pay
and conditions.

Strategic strikes and bans have
hit aviation maintenance, military
research and weapons facilities
across Australia.

The latest action was taken by
four maintenance managers in air-
craft operations at RAAF Rich-
mond, RAAF Williamtown, HMAS
Albatross at Nowra and in training
at the defence facility at Orchard
Hills, NSW.

Their “surgical” strike action
came with five days’ notice, aimed
at disrupting defence administration
in covering their work but without
risking safety.

Jon Laird, AMWU delegate
at HMAS Albatross, said strikes
and bans hitting maintenance on
Air Traffic Control equipment
and aircraft radios would escalate
unless Defence management gave
the Turnbull government a reality
check by sticking up for its civilian
workforce.

“We’re told it’s ‘one-team’ and
‘one-Defence’ combining civilian
and uniform for Australia’s secu-
rity but then the government comes
in over the top and treats the public

service like dirt, undermining trust
and destroying morale,” he said.

The Defence Department is
offering an effective 1.2 percent
per year pay increase to the civil-
ian workforce that has had no pay
increase since 2014. No backpay is
on offer.

AMWU assistant national secre-
tary Mike Nicolaides described the
offer as “totally inadequate.”

The other major issue was the
Turnbull government’s agenda to
convert much of the existing col-
lective agreement into departmental
policy, controlled at management’s
discretion.

It would mean the criteria for
areas including performance pay
and job classifications could be
varied at will by Defence manage-
ment or their Minister, rather than
negotiated with the union every
three years.

That risked higher workloads
and responsibility being loaded on
to existing pay rates or unrealistic
targets being set for assessments of
performance.

“Our members don’t trust the
Minister responsible for the Public
Service, Michealia Cash, having
control over their conditions any
more than they trusted Eric Abetz
before he was sacked,” Mr Nico-
laides said.

“The Turnbull government is
imposing an inflexible bargain-
ing framework across the public
service, which puts the Defence
officials we’re talking with in a
straightjacket — they’re frozen at
attention and won’t move without
permission.” &

White a letter to the Editor
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Has the GST been
pushed off the table?

Anna Pha

Just when it looked as though the
Coalition government was wedded
to a 50 percent hike in the inequi-
table GST from 10 percent to 15
percent, Prime Minister Malcolm
Turnbull appears to have gone
cold on the idea. He is no longer
saying that increasing and broad-
ening the GST is being “actively
considered by the government,
as it should be”. Even the more
intransigent Treasurer Scott Mor-
rison appears to be backing off
a little. But the changes in their
approach or position have nothing
to do with the tax being unfair.

It has more to do with growing
public opposition, backbench rum-
blings, strong opposition from sev-
eral National Party MPs and the
government’s failure to gain unani-
mous support from the states and
territories. The latter’s support is
required to change the GST.

So far the only states to agree
to an increase in the GST are South
Australia, which ironically has a
Labor government, and the Coali-
tion governed NSW. Their support
is conditional on receiving addition-
al money for schools and hospitals.
Federal Labor remains opposed to
the tax.

Corporate tax cuts

But the federal government’s aim
is NOT to compensate for the $80
billion cuts to hospitals and educa-
tion in the 2014 budget. It is to fund
company tax cuts and a lowering
of the higher marginal tax rates on
personal income. In particular, the
present rate of 45 cents in the dollar
on taxable income over $180,000
would be reduced.

The Coalition government has
from the outset made it clear that an
increase in the GST would be offset
by tax cuts in other areas, that there
would be no net increase in taxation.

Morrison, like his predecessor
Joe Hockey, ruled out giving the
states a single cent of the addition-
al revenue from any increase in the
GST. “It’s important,” Morrison said,
“that when you believe that some-
thing’s right for the country that you
remain focused on that.” And he
believes that the GST is right for big
business and the rich — what to him
is “the country”. Workers and family
households don’t count.

But Turnbull, keeping an eye on
public opinion and the upcoming
elections, last week did the rounds
of the Press Gallery claiming that
“what’s right for the country” is still
to be determined.

Regressive tax

The government’s aims are to
increase corporate profits and cut
the taxes of the rich. The funding
for these cuts would be ripped out
of the pockets of working people, in
particular, those on lowest incomes.
They pay a higher percentage of their
income on the GST.

The GST is a flat, regressive
tax — the same rate in the dollar for
everyone. The income tax schedule
is relatively progressive — see table
below. The higher your income, the
higher the rate in the dollar that you
pay. In other words, you contribute
according to your ability to pay.

Our income tax system used to
be far more progressive, but over the
past three to four decades the higher
marginal rates have been substantial-
ly reduced, flattening the scale. But,
regardless of its shortcomings, the

Current tax rates

Taxable income

Tax on this income

0-$18,200 Nil

$18,201 - $37,000

19c¢ for each $1 over $18,200

$37,001 - $80,000

$3,572 plus 32.5¢ for each $1 over $37,000

$80,001 - $180,000

$17,547 plus 37c for each $1 over $80,000

$180,001 and over

$54,547 plus 45¢ for each $1 over $180,000
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present personal income tax system
is still by far more progressive than
the flat rate GST.

If the GST were increased, then
the purchasing power of people on
low to medium incomes would be
reduced. Many more of the “Aussie
battlers” that politicians love to be
seen with at election time would be
hit hard by the tax.

But this is not why some of
the Coalition’s backbenchers are in
revolt. No, they have not suddenly
gone soft-hearted towards the victims
of their pro-big business policies.
They are looking after themselves
and their parliamentary seats.

Growing opposition

There are eight Coalition MPs
who would lose their seat with a
swing against them of less than 1,000
votes. At present opinion polls put the
Coalition ahead of Labor — around
53:47 percent. Turnbull is not about
to throw that away if he can help it
by pursuing a policy that is becoming
increasingly unpopular with the elec-
torate. Such a lead requires a swing
of just over three percent of voters.

Labor, which is as near as you
can get to leaderless and ineffective
as an opposition, has missed so many
opportunities to make its mark. All
Turnbull has to do to steer his ship to
victory is lie low.

Sydney
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He is clearly tempted to go for
a double dissolution on the issue
of “trade union corruption” and the
Senate’s failure to pass the Austral-
ian Building and Construction Com-
mission Bill on two occasions. The
Royal Commission and corporate
media have done a real job on the
trade union movement, branding
unions and their leaders as corrupt
(see Editorial).

A joint sitting of both Houses
would be able to pass the bill com-
fortably if the Coalition had a rea-
sonable majority in the Lower House.
But it has to weigh that option against
the likelihood of smaller parties gain-
ing more seats in the Senate. (They
would only require half the number
of votes for a quota.)

While public opposition to an
increase in the GST appears to be on
the rise, big business and the corpo-
rate media on their part are becoming
impatient. What was the point of get-
ting rid of Abbott because of inaction
(and being a public liability) over key
issues including tax and industrial
relations reform when his replace-
ment, Turnbull, from their capitalist
class perspective, has proved so far
to be no better.

As Peter Hartcher writes in
the Sydney Morning Herald (06-
07/02/2016), “Tax reform proves to
be a test of Turnbull’s courage.”

“What is the point of Malcolm
Turnbull as Prime Minister if he is
merely a more personable salesman
selling the Abbott government’s poli-
cies,” Hartcher asks.

The government’s priority is to
find the funding for cuts to corporate
taxes — that is what taxes they do pay
— and for the rich.

Now it is looking for alternative
sources of additional revenue to fund
tax cuts. These include cutting some
of the concessions on superannuation
or possibly changes to negative gear-
ing. It is almost certain that there will
be further cuts to the public service
and social security spending in the
May budget.

As far as the states are concerned,
Morrison’s attitude is they can go
find the additional funds themselves
by such means as increasing stamp
duty or land tax.

Chase the real villains
Corporate tax cuts (for those that
actually pay tax) is not the way for-
ward. The federal government has
forgone billions of dollars as a result

of previous cuts in company taxation.
In 1980 the rate was 46 cents in the
dollar, it is now 30 cents with small-
er businesses paying 28.5 cents. The
ongoing loss of revenue over those
years more than explains the budget
deficit.

Instead of sacking Austral-
ian Taxation Office staff, the gov-
ernment should be increasing their
numbers and capacity to chase those
companies who are not paying taxes
and introducing tough laws and
penalties.

Figures released last December
by the ATO reveal that nearly 600 of
the 1,500 largest companies operat-
ing in Australia did not pay a single
cent of tax in 2013-14.

The government does not have a
spending problem in the sense that it
is spending too much, as claimed by
Morrison and before him Hockey. It
is a revenue problem. It is not chas-
ing the big end of town where the big
profits are.

In true bully-boy fashion, he
cowardly hounds single parents, the
unemployed, the sick and most disad-
vantaged. Instead of cutting funds to
bulk billing of pap smears and saying
there is not enough money for fund-
ing of schools or for the national dis-
ability insurance scheme, he should
go after his ruling class mates.

He should get serious about
Apple, Google, Lend Lease, Chevron
Australia, Hutchinsom, ExxonMobil,
and all the others who pay no tax on
their profits.

The ATO should carry out an
investigation into Transfield which
holds multi-billion dollar contracts
with the government to run Aus-
tralian concentration camps, not to
mention the urgency in closing those
camps and bringing the company to
justice for the inhumane conditions
in the camps. It paid a token tax of
just $16 million.

Companies with multi-billion
and -million dollar turnovers would
not continue to operate in Austral-
ia year after year if they were not
making big profits on those opera-
tions. They are getting away with
murder using a variety of schemes
transferring their profits offshore to
tax havens.

It is time to stop asking the
people to pay with higher taxes and
go after the true villains. &
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Ignored in commentary on Syria

23 Million Syrians
and the secular Syrian state

Susan Dirgham

After the invasion of Iraq in 2003 there was
cause for Syrians to be concerned that their
country would one day be targeted by the
United States. Though not officially in what
George Bush termed the “Axis of Evil”,
Syria had attained pariah status: it was not
a member of any Western club.

Covert and overt interference in Syria by
Western governments was nothing new. For
example, the first military coup in Syria was
orchestrated by the CIA not long after the
country achieved independence from France, a
country that had destroyed part of the old city
of Damascus to quell a rebellion. However,
despite its history and position in the world,
for those living in Syria in 2003, it was difficult
to conceive that this stable, peaceful country
would be rocked by a catastrophic war in less
than a decade.

Damascus and Aleppo, the two oldest con-
tinuously inhabited cities in the world, were
tolerant, vibrant cities. They were modernis-
ing at a great pace. There was a buzz in the air.
Sometimes the signs of change were miniscule
but significant. For example, by 2009 it was
not unusual to see young unmarried couples
holding hands in public. At the same time, solid
faith traditions were maintained: when Christ-
mas and Eid celebrations coincided, decora-
tions for both festivals were sold together in
the souq.

But since then, in other capitals, a new
Syria has been configured. It is a notion of Syria
that has at its core the conviction that “a brutal
Alawite dictator is oppressing a Sunni major-
ity”. It is a narrative that is never substantiated;
like so many other claims related to Syria today,
it passes unscrutinised. But this is dangerous as
it can bolster beliefs that contradict basic tenets
of our society in that it can confer a degree of
legitimacy to hatred, intolerance and anti-state
violence.

Clarity is needed on Syria. Before the
“Arab Spring”, women’s rights and freedom of
religion as well as the provision of free educa-
tion were integral to modern Syria. There was
talk of evolution, not revolution. To overthrow
the Syrian government by violent means, terror
had to be inflicted on local populations; fear
engendered; hatred stirred up; and lies told. A
doctrine that exhorted people to murder their
fellow human beings had to be imported into
Syria.

A blueprint for the overthrow of a gov-
ernment is not new. Strategists and war
rooms have always existed. However, play-
ing with the human heart and mind in war
and expecting a clean outcome is like rolling
one hundred dices and expecting six to turn
up on them all.

In Syria today mortars are fired at random
into cities; car bombs explode in suburban
streets; people are abducted; public servants
are assassinated; women are paraded naked in
streets; children are thrown off buildings to stop
the army’s advance; mothers become demented
as they watch strangers play with the heads of
their children; bodies are cut up and bagged and
put on a family’s doorstep. On our watch, one’s
worst possible nightmares are being played out
in Syria.

In June 2012 Jon Williams, a BBC editor
who had reported from Damascus, wrote the
following on a blog post:

Given the difficulties of reporting inside
Syria, video filed by the opposition on
Twitter, Facebook and YouTube may provide
some insight into the story on the ground.
But stories are never black and white —

often shades of grey. Those opposed to
President Assad have an agenda. One senior
Western official went as far as to describe
their YouTube communications strategy as

Guardian

“brilliant”. But he also likened it to so-called

“psy-ops”, brainwashing techniques used by
the US and other military to convince people
of things that may not necessarily be true.

A healthy scepticism is one of the essential
qualities of any journalist — never more so
than in reporting conflict: The stakes are high
— all may not always be as it seems.

One example of the muddying of the Syrian
story is the oft-repeated claim presented as fact
that “Assad crossed Obama’s red line when
he used chemical weapons against his own
people” in August 2013.

Yet the United Nations has not attributed
blame for that alleged sarin attack. Further-
more, a report by MIT Professor Ted Postol
and former UN weapons inspector Richard
Lloyd points the finger at “rebels” being most
likely responsible for firing the munitions.
And that suspicion mounts. Turkish oppo-
sition MPs recently accused authorities in
Turkey of providing sarin to insurgents for
the attack, presumably a false flag meant to
provoke US, UK and French military strikes
on Damascus.

In an interview on A/-Jazeera, Sheik Yusuf
Qaradawi, an Egyptian cleric based in Qatar
and described as the unofficial spiritual head
of the Muslim Brotherhood, condoned the tar-
geting of civilians and religious scholars who
support the Syrian regime. Just weeks after this
“fatwa”, Sheik Mohamed AI-Bouti, the highly
regarded 84-year-old Islamic scholar and imam
of the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus, was
killed in a suicide bombing along with nearly
50 of his students. They were Sunni Muslims
killed by a Sunni Muslim.

Acts of terror

There were many acts of terror in Syria
before the invention of ISIS. However, the ter-
rorist acts committed by ISIS have appeared
more theatrical and on a much larger scale. In
June 2014, purportedly over one long weekend,
Islamic State massacred 1,700 young Iraqi sol-
diers. Not long after, former Israeli ambassador
to the United States, Michael Oren, referenced
this bloody orgy, but he declared that the “lesser
evil is the Sunni over the Shiites”. He contend-
ed that “the math” determined who the lesser
evil was. “From Israel’s perspective”, he went
on, “if there is going to be an evil that prevails,

let the Sunni evil prevail”. But Mr Oren didn’t
explain who had drawn up the maths and who
had independently audited it.

The discourse that insists that the violence
is between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims obscures
the reality. If the war in Syria can be described
as a religious conflict, it is one between a rela-
tively young school of Islam meshed with the
ruling elites of Saudi Arabia and Qatar and a
more ancient Islam, the Islam that embraced
me, a person of no particular faith, when I lived
in Syria.

In the first week of August 2013 (two or so
weeks before the alleged sarin attack in Damas-
cus), around 200 civilians, mostly women and
children, were massacred in and around their
homes in Latakia. About the same number were
abducted. Some scholars observe with concern
the close connections high profile NGOs, such
as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty Inter-
national, have with the US State Department.
However, despite its generally biased stand on
Syria, Human Rights Watch did present a well-
documented account of the Latakia massacres.
To coordinate and carry out the murders and
kidnappings, up to 20 armed groups cooper-
ated; the Islamic State was just one Takfirist
group involved. The killings were vicious, but
the level of cruelty was not new in the Syrian
“Arab Spring”.

A retired American pharmacologist, Dr
Denis O’Brien, who scrutinised the video foot-
age of the victims of the alleged sarin attack
in Damascus, contends that some victims may
have been children abducted in Latakia. He
noted the stage-managed quality to the display
of children’s bodies, and anomalies, such as the
appearance of the same body in different loca-
tions and clear signs that established the victims
didn’t die from a sarin attack, as alleged. But
the West was expected to respond with bombs
to the bodies of the children; no questions were
meant to be asked.

Before the graffiti

It is often claimed that the crisis in Syria
began after the arrest and torture of children
who wrote up anti-government graffiti in
Daraa, a city near the border with Jordan. I have
heard different versions of this story: children
had their fingernails pulled out; children were
killed; children were neither tortured nor killed.
Chinese whispers and hearsay are being used to

determine narratives on Syria instead of clear-
sighted investigations.

But the war in Syria began before any graf-
fiti writing. Soon after 9/11, a Pentagon insider
told General Wesley Clark that Syria was on a
hit list. And before the “Arab Spring” reached
Syria, former French Foreign Affairs Minister
Roland Dumas learnt that Britain was “organis-
ing an invasion of rebels into Syria”.

Like the former Israeli ambassador to
America, some in Australia claim “Assad”
has killed many more people than IS. It is as if
Assad is a mythological monster, and the pro-
tagonists on the battlefields in Syria are ISIS
(the bad rebels), the non-ISIS rebels (the good
rebels) and Assad (the monster).

Such crude attempts to present “Assad” as
the personification of evil omit mention of the
tens of thousands of Syrian soldiers who have
been killed by various armed groups waving
various flags. And they omit reference to the
millions of Syrians who seek a safe haven in
government-controlled towns and cities. The
truth is the Syrian people are caught in a mon-
ster of a war. Their secular state could collapse
around them, and millions more could be killed
or forced to flee while people a long way from
the theatre of war speak with certainty and
power but with little reference to them.

One month after the start of the so-called
Arab Spring in Syria, I returned to Damascus.
On Saturday April 23, 2011, I met a young man
who had just come from an opposition rally in
an outlying suburb of the capital. Some demon-
strators at the protest rally had been shot, two of
them killed. There were armed police present,
but no one saw them draw their weapons, he
explained. Who had killed them and why they
had been killed was a mystery. In the first stir-
rings of violence and terror there were many
mysteries and many rumours.

The birth of the Syrian “Arab Spring” was
not as it was depicted in Australia. That April
in a hotel room in Damascus I saw the funer-
als of soldiers and police on Syrian TV. Bereft
widows pleaded for an end to the killings.

In presenting the story of Syria, a skewed
narrative may support another US-led war, but
it can also engender divisions, intolerance and
hatreds within our own communities. We can
lose what Australia holds dear: peace, harmony
and integrity. The stakes are high indeed.

The Beacon &



Guardian

Magazine

February 10,2016 7

Freeing Julian Assange:
The last chapter

John Pilger

Assange is now closer to justice and vin-
dication, and perhaps freedom, than at
any time since he was arrested. One of the
epic miscarriages of justice of our time is
unravelling. The United Nations Working
Group on Arbitrary Detention — an interna-
tional tribunal that adjudicates and decides
whether governments comply with their
human rights obligations - has ruled that
Julian Assange has been detained unlaw-
fully by Britain and Sweden.

After five years of fighting to clear his
name — having been smeared relentlessly yet
charged with no crime — Assange is closer to
justice and vindication, and perhaps freedom,
than at any time since he was arrested and held
in London under a European Extradition War-
rant, itself now discredited by Parliament.

The UN Working Group bases its judge-
ments on the European Convention on Human
Rights and three other treaties that are binding
on all its signatories. Both Britain and Sweden
participated in the 16-month long UN investi-
gation and submitted evidence and defended
their position before the tribunal. It would fly
contemptuously in the face of international law
if they did not comply with the judgement and
allow Assange to leave the refuge granted him
by the Ecuadorean government in its London
embassy.

Previous celebrated cases ruled upon by the
Working Group include: Aung Sang Suu Kyi in
Burma, imprisoned opposition leader Anwar
Ibrahim in Malaysia, detained Washington Post
journalist Jason Rezaian in Iran, for which both
Britain and Sweden have given support to the
tribunal. The difference now is that Assange’s
persecution and confinement endures in the
heart of London.

The Assange case has never been prima-
rily about allegations of sexual misconduct in
Sweden — where the Stockholm Chief Prose-
cutor, Eva Finne, dismissed the case, saying,
“I don’t believe there is any reason to suspect
that he has committed rape.” Also, one of the
women involved accused the police of fabricat-
ing evidence and “railroading” her, protested
that she “did not want to accuse JA of any-
thing.” And a second prosecutor mysteriously
re-opened the case after political intervention,
then stalled it.

The Assange case is rooted across the
Atlantic in Pentagon-dominated Washington,

obsessed with pursuing and prosecuting
whistleblowers, especially Assange for having
exposed, in WikiLeaks, US capital crimes in
Afghanistan and Iraq: the wholesale killing of
civilians and a contempt for sovereignty and
international law. None of this truth-telling is
illegal under the US Constitution. As a pres-
idential candidate in 2008, Barack Obama, a
professor of constitutional law, lauded whistle-
blowers as “part of a healthy democracy [and
they] must be protected from reprisal.”

Obama, the betrayer, has since prosecuted
more whistleblowers than all the US presidents
combined. The courageous Chelsea Manning is
serving 35 years in prison, having been tortured
during her long pre-trial detention.

Telling us this truth alone earns Assange his
freedom, whereas justice is his right.

The prospect of a similar fate has hung
over Assange like a Damocles sword. Accord-
ing to documents released by Edward Snow-
den, Assange is on a “Manhunt target list.” Vice
President Joe Biden has called him a “cyber
terrorist.” In Alexandria, Virginia, a secret
grand jury has attempted to concoct a crime
for which Assange can be prosecuted in a court.
Even though he is not an American, he is cur-
rently being fitted up with an espionage law
dredged up from a century ago when it was
used to silence conscientious objectors during
World War [; the Espionage Act has provisions
of both life imprisonment and the death penalty.

Assange’s ability to defend himself in this
Kafkaesque world has been handicapped by the
US declaring his case a state secret. A federal
court has blocked the release of all information
about what is known as the “national security”
investigation of WikiLeaks.

The supporting act in this charade has
been played by the second Swedish prosecutor,
Marianne Ny. Until recently, Ny had refused
to comply with a routine European procedure
that required her to travel to London to question
Assange and so advance the case that James
Catlin, one of Assange’s barristers, called “a
laughing stock ... it’s as if they make it up as
they go along.”

Indeed, even before Assange had left
Sweden for London in 2010, Ny made no
attempt to question him. In the years since,
she has never properly explained, even to her
own judicial authorities, why she has not com-
pleted the case she so enthusiastically re-ignit-
ed - just as she has never explained why she
has refused to give Assange a guarantee that
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he will not be extradited on to the US under a
secret arrangement agreed between Stockholm
and Washington. In 2010, the Independent in
London revealed that the two governments had
discussed Assange’s potential extradition.

Then there is tiny, brave Ecuador.

One of the reasons Ecuador granted Julian
Assange political asylum was that his own gov-
ernment, in Australia, had offered him none of
the help to which he had a legal right and so
abandoned him. Australia’s collusion with the
United States against its own citizen is evident
in leaked documents; no more faithful vassals
has America than the obeisant politicians of the
Antipodes.

Four years ago, in Sydney, I spent several
hours with the Liberal Member of the Federal
Parliament, Malcolm Turnbull. We discussed
the threats to Assange and their wider impli-
cations for freedom of speech and justice, and
why Australia was obliged to stand by him.
Turnbull is now the Prime Minister of Aus-
tralia and, as I write, is attending an interna-
tional conference on Syria hosted the British
Cameron government — about 15 minutes cab

ride from the room that Assange has occupied
for three and a half years in the small Ecuado-
rean embassy just along from Harrod’s. The
Syria connection is relevant if unreported; it
was WikiLeaks that revealed that the United
States had long planned to overthrow the Assad
government in Syria. Today, as he meets and
greets, Prime Minister Turnbull has an oppor-
tunity to contribute a modicum of purpose and
truth to the conference by speaking up for his
unjustly imprisoned compatriot, for whom he
showed such concern when we met. All he need
do is quote the judgement of the UN Working
Group on Arbitrary Detention. Will he reclaim
this shred of Australia’s reputation in the decent
world?

What is certain is that the decent world
owes much to Julian Assange. He told us how
indecent power behaves in secret, how it lies
and manipulates and engages in great acts of
violence, sustaining wars that kill and maim
and turn millions into the refugees now in the
news. Telling us this truth alone earns Assange
his freedom, whereas justice is his right.
Information Clearing House &

Letter to Margot Wallstrom, Swedish Minister of Foreign Affairs

The plight of the Palestinians

Dear Ms Wallstrom,

Warmest greetings from Australia. I hope
you don’t mind a stranger from far away
writing to you. I know you will be a very
busy person. I just wanted to express my
respect and appreciation to you for your
statements on Palestine. I share your con-
cerns on these matters and have felt pro-
foundly upset about the Palestine situation
for a long time.

I want to thank you very much for rais-
ing your concerns about the killings of so
many Palestinians in Israel during the ongo-
ing rebellion on the occupied West Bank
of Palestine. Also for calling for a credible
investigation into these deaths, many of them
children and young people. This situation is
very distressing and sadly, the recent upheav-
al and violence is just the latest of several
mass uprisings and other acts of resistance in
the long running sordid history of the Israeli
occupation and illegal settlement building in
Palestine.

Many other individuals, organisations and
governments share your concerns, as human
rights groups have expressed their anxiety and
some have accused Israel of using excessive
force to quell the unrest. The United States,
the European Union and the United Nations
have also expressed concern.

Despite repeated talk of a just resolu-
tion and peace in Palestine, numerous inves-
tigations into other dreadful incidents and
atrocities as well as countless UN resolutions
condemning Israel, Israel continues to ignore
any criticism, continues its harsh occupation
and expands its settlement building and evic-
tions of Palestinians.

The plight of the Palestinians in the past
over 60 years has only gotten worse and this
lack of any real progress on a genuine viable
and just resolution I believe is linked to the
present uprising and will lead to more radical-
isation and wider violence.

Palestinians have waited so long in vain
for the international community to act to

pressure Israel to work seriously towards a
solution or to enforce UN resolutions and
international law. I hope more people and
countries will have the courage to speak up
and do something constructive on the Pales-
tine issue, before more and more Palestinians
are overcome with feelings of hopelessness
and rage.

Israeli forces or armed civilians have now
killed at least 143 Palestinians in the past
few months, 83 of whom Israeli authorities
described as assailants. Most of the others
have been killed in clashes with Israeli forces.
And 24 Israelis have been killed. As well,
thousands of Palestinians languish in prison,
including many who are administrative
detainees, who have not been charged or sen-
tenced for any crimes.

These recent deaths and that of thousands
of others killed and injured in the previous
conflicts in Gaza, West Bank, Lebanon and
elsewhere I find heart wrenchingly sadden-
ing. It is deplorable that for so long the world

has allowed gross human, civil and other
rights abuses to be inflicted on the Palestinian
people. The Palestine problem is one of the
great crimes of our time and the anguish of
these poor, mistreated, dispossessed, neglect-
ed people is a disgrace that shames all human-
ity. Thank you again for speaking up, I hope
more people of conscience will be encouraged
to do so and progress can be finally made on
this.

Lastly, I am very grateful that Sweden has
recognised Palestine. Such efforts are a sig-
nificant step in moving towards a settlement
of this issue and I’'m sure will make a definite
difference to changing the Palestine situation.

With very best wishes,

Yours Sincerely,

Steven Katsineris
Victoria,
Australia
January 30, 2016
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Arms profits
“bury human rights”

Felicity Arbuthnot

It is more than possible to specu-
late why British Prime Minister
David Cameron has declared it
his mission to scrap the Human
Rights Act — which is incorporated
into the European Convention on
Human Rights — it appears he
simply does not believe in human
rights.

For example, the fact that Saudi
Arabia executed — including behead-
ings — 47 people in one day last
month, displaying their bodies from
gibbets, failed to deter him from
having British military experts to
work with their Saudi counterparts,
advising on which targets — and
which people, it seems — to bomb
in Yemen. Parliament has not been
consulted, thus, without a chance to
debate and vote, democracy too has
been suspended.

The fact that in May 2013 Saudi
Arabia also beheaded five Yemenis,
then used cranes to display their
headless bodies against the skyline
(Al-Akhbar, May 21, 2013) also did
not trouble him. Neither did that by
November 10, 2015, the year’s total
of executions had already reached
151, the highest for 20 years, in what
Amnesty International called “a
bloody executions spree”.

But why care about human rights
or outright savagery when there are
arms to be sold? As written previ-
ously, in one three-month period last
year UK arms sales to Saudi soared
by 11,000%. From a mere nine mil-
lion pounds (A$1.8m) the preced-
ing three months: “The exact figure
for British arms export licences
from July to September 2015 was
£1,066,216,510 (A$2.1b) in so-
called “ML4’ export licences, which
relate to bombs, missiles, rockets,
and components of those items.”

Cameron’s government treats
such barbarism with astonishing san-
guinity. For instance it has come to
light that in 2011 the UK drew up a
list of 30 *“ “priority countries’ where
British diplomats would be ‘encour-
aged’ to ‘proactively drive forward’
and make progress towards abolish-
ing the death penalty over five years.“

Saudi Arabia was not on the list,
an omission which Amnesty Interna-
tional’s Head of Policy, Alan Hogarth
called “astonishing.” (Independent,
January 5,2016.) However, a Foreign

Office spokeswoman told the /nde-
pendent that: “A full list of countries
of concern was published in March
2015 in the (UK) Annual Human
Rights Report and that includes
Saudi Arabia and its use of the death
penalty.”

Wrong. In the Report under
“Abolition of the Death Penalty”,
there is much concentration on coun-
tries in the (UK) “Commonwealth
Caribbean” and a casual, subservi-
ent nod at the US, but no mention of
the Saudis.

Under “The Death Penalty”,
Jordan and Pakistan, were men-
tioned, as was the “particular focus
on two ... regions, Asia and the Com-
monwealth Caribbean.” Singapore,
Malaysia, China and Taiwan, Japan
(the latter, three executions in 2014)
Suriname and Vietnam are cited.
Saudi Arabia is nowhere to be found.

Under the heading Torture Pre-
vention, there is a quote by David
Cameron: “Torture is always wrong”,
(December 9, 2014.) Paragraph one
includes: “The impact on victims,
their families and their communities
is devastating. It can never be justi-
fied in any circumstance.” A number
of countries are listed. No prizes for
guessing, in spite of mediaeval tor-
ture practices, which is not.

However, under “Criminal Jus-
tice and the Rule of Law” there is:

“The Foreign & Commonwealth
Office (FCO) issued revised guid-
ance on the human rights aspects of
OSJA (Overseas Security and Jus-
tice Guidance) in February 2014. The
guidance ensures that officials do
their utmost to identify risks of UK
actions causing unintended human
rights consequences.”

What an irony as David Cam-
eron is currently moving heaven
and earth to halt legal action against
British soldiers accused of acts of
extreme human rights abuses in Iraq.
As Lesley Docksey has written:

“The said ‘brave servicemen’
are in danger of being taken to Court
over their abusive treatment, and in
some cases murder, of Iraqi detain-
ees during the invasion of Iraq.
Hundreds of complaints have been
lodged with the Iraq Historic Alle-
gations Team (IHAT), which was
investigating between 1,300-1,500
cases. Many are simple complaints
of'ill treatment during detention, but
some are far more serious: Death(s)
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“The government and local authorities
up and down the country are profiting
directly from the bombing of Yemen.”

while detained by the British Army;
Deaths outside British Army base
or after contact with British Army;
Many deaths following ‘shooting
incidents’.”

Worse, the British government is
considering taking action against one
of the law firms dealing with some
of the cases, Leigh Day, with anoth-
er, Public Interest Lawyers, in their
sights. When it comes to hypocrisy,
David Cameron is hard to beat.

Worth noting is that in the UK
government’s own list of “countries
of humanitarian concern”, according
to the Campaign Against the Arms
Trade (CAAT), the UK has sold
weapons to 24 out of 27 of them, with
Saudi Arabia in a deal to purchase 72
Eurofighter Typhoon aircraft in a deal
worth an eventual £4.5 billion.

“Aside from the purchase of the
Typhoon jets, major deals between
Saudi Arabia and British companies
include a £1.6 billion agreement for
Hawk fighter jets and bulk sales of
machine guns, bombs and tear gas.

“In fact, Saudi Arabia have
access to twice as many British-
made warplanes as the RAF does,
while bombs originally stockpiled
by Britain’s Armed Forces are being
sent to Saudi Arabia” — to currently
decimate Yemen.

“The overriding message is that
human rights are playing second
fiddle to company profits,” said
CAAT spokesperson Andrew Smith,
adding: “The government and local
authorities up and down the country
are profiting directly from the bomb-
ing of Yemen. Challenging them to
divest from Saudi Arabia ... is some-
thing people can do directly.”

In the light of a 51-page UN
Report on the bombing of Yemen
obtained by various parties on Jan-
uary 27, Labour Leader Jeremy
Corbyn called for an immediate
suspension of arms sales to Saudi
Arabia, pending the outcome of an
independent Inquiry. David Cam-
eron stated, farcically, that: “Brit-
ain had the strictest rules governing
arms sales of almost any country,
anywhere in the world.”

However, in one of the key find-
ings, the UN Report says:

“The panel documented that the
coalition had conducted air strikes
targeting civilians and civilian
objects, in violation of international
humanitarian law, including camps
for internally displaced persons and
refugees; civilian gatherings, includ-
ing weddings; civilian vehicles,
including buses; civilian residential
areas; medical facilities; schools;
mosques; markets, factories and food
storage warehouses; and other essen-
tial civilian infrastructure, such as the
airport in Sana’a, the port in Huday-
dah and domestic transit routes.”

It adds: “The panel documented
119 coalition sorties relating to vio-
lations of international humanitarian
law.”

It also reported cases of civil-
ians fleeing and being chased and
shot at by helicopters. Moreover it
stated that the humanitarian crisis
was compounded by the Saudi block-
ade of ships carrying fuel, food and
other essentials that are trying to
reach Yemen.

The panel said that “civilians
are disproportionately affected”
and deplored tactics that: “consti-
tute the prohibited use of starvation
as a method of warfare.” (Emphasis
added.)

The UK Ministry of Defence,
declining to say how many UK mil-
itary advisers were in Saudi Com-
mand and Control Centres, said that
the UK was: “ ... offering Saudi
Arabia advice and training on best
practice targeting techniques to help
ensure continued compliance with
International Humanitarian Law.”
(UK Guardian, January 27, 2016.)
Yet another quote from the “You
could not make this up” files.

It has to be wondered whether
the Ministry’s “best practice target-
ing techniques” includes the near 100
attacks on medical facilities between
March and October 2015, a prac-
tice which compelled the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross,
in November, to declare the organi-
sation: “appalled by the continuing

attacks on health care facilities in
Yemen ...”

They issued their statement after:
“Al-Thawra hospital, one of the main
health care facilities in Taiz which
is providing treatment for about 50
injured people every day was report-
edly shelled several times ...)

“It is not the first time health
facilities have been attacked ... Close
to 100 similar incidents have been
reported since March 2015. (Empha-
ses added). Deliberate attacks on
health facilities represent a flagrant
violation of international humanitar-
ian law (IHL).”

An earlier attempt to have the
UN Human rights Council to estab-
lish an Inquiry failed due to objec-
tions from Saudi Arabia, who, with
help from Britain, currently Chairs an
influential panel on the same Human
Rights Council. Farce is alive and
well in the corridors of the UN.

The repeated attacks on a tar-
geted medical facility and other IHL
protected buildings and places of
sanctuary is a testimony to the total
disregard for International Human-
itarian Law, by the British, US and
their allies and those they “advise”,
from the Balkans to Afghanistan,
Iraq, Syria, Libya and now Yemen.

The Saudi led, British advised
and US ”intelligence” provided coa-
lition is reported to have formed
“an independent team of experts”
to assess “incidents” (which should
be described as outrages and war
crimes) in order to reach “conclu-
sions, lessons learned ...” etc. Thus,
as ever, the arsonist is to investigate
the cause of the fire.

Amnesty, Human rights Watch,
Meédecins Sans Frontiéres (who have
had three medical facilities bombed)
and The Campaign to Stop Bombing
in Yemen have all called for an inde-
pendent Inquiry with the power to
hold those responsible for atrocities
to account. None of which, however,
would bring back the dead, restore
the disabled, disfigured, limbless, or
beautiful, ruined, ancient Yemen —
another historical Paradise lost.
globalresearch.ca &
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TPP
egislative fight looms

Nobel Prize-winning
<S> PacT Vaiemn economist Joseph Stiglitz has
SR g - . .
AR e S said the agreement will result
Vol e ) in more race-fo-the-bottom
wages and labour conditions,
contrary fo what President
Obama has promised.

CROTECTION

Emile Schepers

On Thursday February 4, the
United States and 11 other nations
which have been negotiating to
create the Trans Pacific Partner-
ship (TPP) finally agreed on and
approved a final version, which
must now be approved by their
respective legislatures. In the
United States, there is going to be
a fight about this, in the context of
national elections.

Back on June 24 of last year, the
US Senate had approved fast track
authority for the government to
negotiate the treaty by a vote of 60
to 37, with three “not voting”. Forty
seven of the “yea” votes were cast
by Republicans, and 13 were Demo-
crats. Of the “nay” votes, five were
Republicans, two were independents
(Sanders of Vermont and King of
Maine), and 30 were Democrats. The
senators not voting were two Repub-
licans and one Democrat.

The fast track vote came after an
intense pressure campaign, with busi-
ness interests and the White House
weighing in strongly in favour of
approval and organised labour and
other grassroots constituency groups
lobbying hard against it. The approv-
al of “fast track” means that the Sena-
tors will only have a chance to vote
the finished and signed treaty up or
down, and will not be able to present
amendments and modifications.
Labour and its allies have made clear
that they intend to fight hard for dis-
approval. Opposition to the TPP has
been a major feature of the electoral
program of Senator Bernie Sanders,
and Hillary Clinton has more recent-
ly begun to express doubts.

The other countries that agreed
to the TPP on February 4 include:
Canada, Mexico, Peru, Chile, Malay-
sia, Australia, Brunei, Japan, Singa-
pore, Vietnam and New Zealand.
Colombia will probably join, and
Indonesia is studying the possibility
of doing so. In all cases except Malay-
sia, there also has to be a process of
legislative approval which may take a
while. And in most of these countries,
as in the United States, there have
been strong objections to the TPP
from many sectors, especially from
labour unions and the political left.

When the treaty was signed in
Auckland, New Zealand, labour
unions there carried out militant
demonstrations against it, and sharp-
ly criticised their country’s prime
minister, John Key, for agreeing to
it. Criticisms from labour and the left

occurred in several other participat-
ing countries. Nobel Prize-winning
economist Joseph Stiglitz has said
the agreement will result in more
race-to-the-bottom wages and labour
conditions, contrary to what Presi-
dent Obama has promised.

In Chile, the negotiations to par-
ticipate in the TPP were initiated by
the previous government of right-
wing President Sebastian Pifiera. The
current president, Michelle Bachelet
of the Socialist Party, has decided to
continue with the process, but her
doing so has been controversial. On
the day of signing, the newspaper of
the Communist Party of Chile, E/
Siglo (the Century), carried an arti-
cle entitled “Criticisms of the TPP
are Growing”.

“Defenders of the agreement
claim that with more opening to
trade, more dynamism will be inject-
ed into the economy. Meanwhile
opponents of the TPP claim that the
agreement will only benefit multi-
national enterprises to the detriment
of the smallest ones and will affect
sensitive areas such as health or agri-
culture, severely wounding the sover-
eignty of the country.

“After signing the agreement,
the Chilean Parliament will have two
years to vote in favour or against it;
presumably it will be sent [to the Par-
liament] in March. This is the point
at which the government will con-
front an important division, as some
of the governing [coalition’s] parlia-
mentarians have indicated that they
will reject the controversial treaty.”

The article goes on to quote
Communist Party Deputy Camila
Vallejo, who is a high profile grass-
roots leader in Chile because of
the role she has played in protests
demanding educational reforms: “I
am not willing to contribute to mort-
gaging our sovereignty in this way
and I will vote against the TPP, but I
think it is essential to have a citizen
mobilisation so that the government
backs off its [pro TPP] position and
the Parliament rejects it”. The Com-
munist Party, a powerful force in
Chile, is part of Bachelet’s govern-
ing coalition.

Similar criticisms are being
raised against their government’s
agreement to the TPP in Australia,
Mexico, Peru, and other countries.

People in the United States
should realise that the criticisms of
the TPP that are being made in the
other countries are parallel to the
complaints expressed by labour and
other groups in the US.

All are worried that their nations’
sovereignty will be subordinated to
the interests and power of billionaire
multinational corporations. Since
many such corporations are head-
quartered in the United States, and
since the United States government
is a major promoter of the TPP, the
agreement is also seen as favour-
ing the United States’ interests to
the detriment of smaller and poorer
countries.

In all countries, including the
United States, there is worry about
terms in the TPP that could allow
multinational corporations to sue to
interfere with environmental, labour
and consumer protection legislation
in the future that could be seen as
interfering with the “future profits”
of the corporations.

Future nationalisation of indus-
tries not already under government
control would be prohibited on pain
of severe financial penalties. Prices
of life saving drugs would be kept
high to serve the interests of the big
multinational pharmaceutical com-
panies. Democracy would take a hit,
because communities could not vote
to protect themselves from the depre-
dations of the multinationals.

Several countries, including
Peru, have already had to pay big
penalties under existing “free trade”
deals because local peasant com-
munities mounted protests which
prevented multinational corpora-
tions from trashing their farmlands
through environmentally harmful
mining operations. Nowhere are
workers convinced that the TPP will
lead to “more jobs”, the opposite
seems much more likely.

The Obama administration has
advertised the TPP as a way of coun-
tering China’s economic and com-
mercial power. But many people in
the other countries would like to con-
tinue to have the option of building
trade relations with China and other
countries not in the TPP, and fear the
TPP will impede them from doing so.

So there is not only going to be
a fight about this in the United States
Congress and the streets, but in all
the other participating countries as
well. The TPP can still be turned
into a lesson in worldwide labour
and people’s solidarity, if activists
start making connections and con-
tacts across borders right away, and
continue to protest and lobby against
this awful agreement.

People’s World &

Region Briefs

China has accelerated the construction of more wind pow-
er farms. According to China’s National Energy Administration,
wind power generated 32.97 gigawatt of electricity in 2015,
60 percent more than in 2014. The country has been promot-
ing the use of cleaner and sustainable energy sources, and
wind power is considered as one of the sources to replace
fossil fuel energy. Twenty percent of China’s total energy con-
sumption will be generated by non-fossil energy by 2030.

China will donate 10,000 tonnes of food to Syrian refugees, helping
to ease the food shortage. China’s Foreign Minister, Wang Yi, at
the Supporting Syria and the Region Conference, stressed that the
international community should seek a political solution to resolve
the Syrian conflict, giving priority to the overall interest of the
Syrian people and their country. He also called on different inter-
national parties to implement UN resolutions on Syria and provide
humanitarian assistance. China donated A$140 million to refugees
in 2015 and another A$84 million in humanitarian aid to the peo-
ple of Yemen, Libya, Lebanon, Jordan and Syria earlier this year.

Celebrations were held across Vietnam and overseas to mark
the 86th anniversary of the founding of the Communist Party of
Vietnam (CPV) on February 3. A delegation of the country’s top
leaders paid tribute to former leader Ho Chi Minh at the Monument
to War Heroes and Martyrs. Vietham’s Embassies in Algeria,
Russia, Czech Republic, Germany and many more also held
celebrations. Fraternal parties and neighbouring countries sent
congratulatory greetings. The CPV was founded in 1930. Under
its leadership, the Vietnamese people successfully carried through
its August Revolution in 1945 and the 1975 Spring Offensive,
leading the country to liberation, independence and socialism.

Bangladesh garment workers continue to work in dangerous con-
ditions. A fire broke out recently at the factory of Matrix Sweaters.
The factory supplies goods to H&M and JC Penney. The fire
injured 15 people. There had been another fire in the same factory
five days earlier. General Secretary of IndustriALL Global Union,
Jyrki Raina, said the union would continue its campaign to ensure
garment workers’ safety. In 2012, one building of a Bangladeshi
garment factory caught fire and collapsed, killing 112 workers.

South Korean military and the ruling party (Saenuri Party) plan
to deploy the Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) sys-
tem in the country. The plan has already gained support from the
US. South Korea claimed that the deployment was a response
to the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea’s recent hydro-
gen bomb test, but it was nothing more than a move escalating
tensions in the region. The South Korean military plans to fin-
ish building a multi-layer missile defence system with both

medium and long range surface-to-air missiles by the 2020s.




10  February 10,2016

Lettery torthe Editor ,&

The Guardian
74 Buckinghoum Street
Surry Hilly NSW 2010

email: tpearson@cpa.org.au

Opening empty
buildings for
homeless

Lack of social housing, cuts to
welfare, and extortionate pri-
vate rents continue to push UK
homelessness out of control to a
scale that is impossible to quan-
tify. While rough sleeping is the
most visible form of homeless-
ness, it remains the most difficult
to measure with local authorities
no longer required to carry out
counts of rough sleepers.

That said, one only has to stroll
around any major British city to see
the extent of the problem, and in the

coastal city of Brighton & Hove,
three rough sleepers died over the
festive period alone.

According to homeless charity
Shelter, the number of rough sleep-
ers has trebled in eight years. In con-
trast, a 2015 report by Empty Homes
— a charity campaigning for vacant
homes to be made available for those
who need housing — revealed over
200,000 long-term vacant dwell-
ings (homes unoccupied for over six
months) in England and over 600,000
total empty homes.

However all’s not lost and behind
the scenes, work is underway to make
the most of the scandalous number of
empty properties in the UK. Attempt-
ing to meet the dire need for housing,
103 local campaigns have been initi-
ated to plead with local councils to
open up empty buildings for home-
less people this winter.

Local Councils now receive
a grant from central government
to reduce the number of long-term
empty properties in their area. The
measure has undoubtedly encouraged
local authorities to work with prop-
erty owners to turn empty buildings
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into homes. Some have even used
their payments to start dedicated
empty homes teams.

Since 2013, property owners of
vacant and unfurnished buildings are
no longer exempt from Council Tax.
Local authorities can also charge up
to 150 percent of the Council Tax due
if the property has stood empty and
unfurnished for two or more years.

In addition, a number of councils
have begun to open up empty build-
ings to be used by the homeless.
Manchester City Council started the
ball rolling in November by announc-
ing it would open up a former library
and children’s home to be used as
overnight shelters. The announce-
ment came a month after two former
Manchester United players, Gary
Neville and Ryan Giggs, allowed a
group of 30 homeless people to stay
in the former Stock Exchange build-
ing they are converting into a luxury
hotel.

Not to be outdone, and thanks
to a task force of tireless campaign-
ers, the southwest city of Bristol
has recently followed suit. With the
number of families officially classed

as homeless rising from 40 in 2014 to
over 140 in 2015, the council recent-
ly announced that two empty build-
ings will be used to provide up to 10
extra beds.

Despite the small steps, millions
across the UK continue to face hous-
ing problems every day and people
sleeping rough while buildings stand
empty is shameful. Until the root
causes of the crisis are tackled —
and everyone has a safe, secure and
affordable place to call home — char-
ities and community organisations
will continue dressing the wound of
systemic failure.

Michaela Whitton
The AntiMedia

Take action for BDS

The UK government is launching
a massive attack on our right to
campaign in solidarity with the
Palestinian struggle for freedom,
justice and equality.

As part of this, the govern-
ment is introducing new rules that
would prohibit local councils from
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supporting BDS (Boycott, Divest-
ment and Sanctions).

If you live in the UK, please take
action to stop the government doing
this.

Councils in the UK have voted to
support BDS and to exclude compa-
nies that aid and abet Israel’s crimes
from public contracts. Now the gov-
ernment wants to ban councils from
these kinds of steps.

This massive attack on Pales-
tine solidarity could have big impli-
cations for all sorts of progressive
campaigning in the UK. These pro-
posals represent a huge attack on
local democracy.

A key part of these proposals is
under consultation until February 19,
so now is the time to make your voice
heard.

If you live outside the UK, you
can help by sharing this Electron-
ic Intifada article (“Why Cameron
won’t stop boycott of Israel””) about
the UK government’s attacks on
BDS.

Many thanks,

Palestinian BDS
National Committee

Cul

by
Rob Go

No doubt you saw, amidst the plethora of
fatuous or superficial TV “news items” last
week about the US presidential primary
elections, the item about the Evangelical
pastor advocating a vote in the Iowa pri-
maries for Trump to be the Republican
candidate for President.

It was on PBS’ Newshour that I saw it. This
Pastor called on “all Born Again Christians” to
vote for Trump — and then to pray for God to
guide him to come up with good policies! What
kind of medieval mindset must these people
be afflicted with? A very strange one if the
ignorance that most American fundamentalists
wallow in is anything to go by.

There’s a poster they’ve produced which
you can download off the Internet calling on
everyone to “rejoice” over global warming —
that’s right, rejoice — because apparently melt-
ing polar ice caps, rising sea levels, increasingly
frequent cyclones and forest fires, and coast-
al flooding are call signs that Christ’s second
coming is imminent! When that joyous event
happens, it seems, the fundamentalist Chris-
tians will all be saved, floating up to Heaven in
“the rapture”. Everyone else, including other
varieties of Christians, will all perish. It almost
makes you wish Heaven was real, for it would
be very amusing to see what kind of reception
these callous fundamentalists received from the
God of Love when they arrived at the Pearly
Gates.

For most people, these fundamental-
ists are a peculiarly American joke, crazy but

|

A scene from The Big Bang Theory with Sheldon’s “Born Again Christian” mother —

the prospect of a fundamentalist Christian president is not so amusing.

harmless (like Sheldon’s mother in The Big
Bang Theory). However, the prospect of the
US presidential race being won by someone
who thinks nuclear war is evidence of Christ’s
second coming is not amusing. Of course we
have been down this tricky road before, and
we survived. But it’s not a risk we should take
too often. Ronald Reagan happily took us to the
brink of nuclear war because the prospect of the
destruction of life on Earth didn’t worry him at
all. It would just be the second coming, after all.
And that’s something we should all welcome,
don’t you know?

On the Democrats side in the primaries,
Bernie Sanders is speaking out for workers and
the poor. The latter category is rapidly becom-
ing the vast majority in America. No other can-
didate is speaking up for the toilers, the poor,
the unemployed, the homeless — all those for
whom “the American Dream” has become a
cruel joke. But half the Democrat delegates still
seem committed to Hillary Clinton. She would
be the first woman president, a fact which has
not unnaturally attracted a large chunk of the
feminist vote. And she was thought of as a pro-
gressive when her husband was first elected
President. However, she showed herself to be
anything but progressive as Secretary of State.
In fact, she fell into step with the same big reac-
tionary corporations she had denounced when
supporting Bill Clinton’s candidature.

During her term as Secretary of State, she
showed herself to be not just a warmonger but
a singularly heartless one at that. When the US

lead a NATO assault on Libya, as part of its
crushing of the Arab Spring, Hillary showed
that she had abandoned whatever remnants of
her previous “progressive” persona still lin-
gered. Libya was the most prosperous state in
Africa with the highest standard of living for
all its people, but when the “rebels” the US was
paying captured and brutally killed the coun-
try’s head of state, Muammar Gadaffi, Hillary
quipped to the media, “We came, we saw, he
died.”

Her campaign is being run as a celebration,
her every move and statement the product of a
high-powered team of sales people, laughing-
ly called her “advisers”. These advisers have
clearly decided that formulating actual policies
is of no use, and as befits a political campaign
run by the advertising industry, have substituted
instead the creating of an “image” for their can-
didate. So Hillary is ruthlessly mouthing plati-
tude after platitude, talking in generalities about
vague notions of greatness and spirituality.

If Clinton or any of the Republicans
becomes President, and all the Republican can-
didates’ campaigns include input from advertis-
ing agencies, we will be in for a torrid time. It
is painfully obvious that they will effectively
continue the policies of Obama (with varia-
tions of course): the US will throw its military
muscle around in numerous countries whether
they want the US there or not, US presidents
will order drone strikes and other assassina-
tions against numerous people and groups that
the US government finds annoying and every

country that tries to follow an independent for-
eign policy or even an independent trade policy
will find itself the target for a coup or yet anoth-
er “colour” revolution.

On the other hand, if Bernie Sanders
becomes the Democrat candidate and he sur-
vives long enough to actually run, I suspect he
might become the first US citizen to be targeted
by a US drone strike!

Of course, assassination is not the only
tactic available to US imperialism if the dread-
ed “commie” Bernie Sanders were to win. He
could be given the “Jimmy Carter” treatment.
You will remember that Carter was an advocate
of world peace and nuclear disarmament, as
well as improving relations between the US and
Cuba. His actions as President were sabotaged
by the Pentagon and the Intelligence services,
while the US media went out of its way to ridi-
cule his every move. He quickly became a “one
term” president.

Bernie Sanders is an avowed socialist, and
more outspoken than Carter. It may be felt that
letting him occupy the White House for even
one term would be too dangerous. It wouldn’t
be the first time that extra-judicial methods
were used to change the political situation in
America.

If any such action were taken against
Sanders, however, I think there would be a
very angry response from Americans fed up
with having their democratic rights cavalierly
consigned to the dustbin by advocates of big
business. @
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Film review by Ed Rampell
Aferim!

Set in Eastern Europe in 1835,
co-writer/director Radu Jude’s
Aferim!, which was Romania’s
Official Entry for the 88th Best
Foreign Language Film Academy
Award, is — at least for American
viewers — reminiscent of Westerns.
The plot revolves around two
males on horseback scouring the
countryside, hunting for a missing
person. With this plot you’d think
Aferim! is Romanian for “After
Him!” but it actually can be trans-
lated as “Bravo!”

The horse opera Aferim! reminds
me most of is John Ford’s 1956 clas-
sic The Searchers, wherein John
Wayne plays ex-Confederate soldier
Ethan Edwards, who returns home
to West Texas after the Civil War
and proceeds to roam around Monu-
ment Valley and environs with Jef-
frey Hunter on an epic odyssey to
find Ethan’s niece, Debbie Edwards
(Natalie Wood), who was kidnapped
years earlier by Comanches. How-
ever, in Aferim! lawman Costandin

(Teodor Corban) and his son lonita
(Mihai Comanoiu) are hot on the trail
of an escaped slave, Carfin Pandolean
(Cuzin Toma), in order to return him
to the nobleman who owns him.

There is another point The
Searchers and Aferim! have in
common: the element of racism. In
the former the crux is whether, after
SO many years in captivity since
she was a child, Debbie has “gone
Native” or will return to “civiliza-
tion” and live according to the white
man’s ways. In Aferim!/, Carfin is
enslaved because he is a member
of a despised minority group, the
so-called “Gypsies”. Along with
the Jews, these people were among
those the Nazis would later earmark
for racial extermination during the
genocidal Holocaust.

One can see the roots of this
hatred in Aferim!/, with the abys-
mal, oppressive mistreatment of
these abused human beings living in
bondage. Fortunately, they survived
the slings and arrows of outrageous
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misfortune perpetrated against them
in early 19th-century Romania and
on through the “Final Solution”. But
they are still often Europe’s outcasts
and the name “Gypsy” is no longer
considered to be culturally correct.
Stereotyped as thieves — especially
of children (as in the case of Debbie
in The Searchers) — the slang term
“gypped” is probably derived from
bigoted tropes about people now
more properly known as the Roma.

Film review by Michael Berkowitz

The Big Short

Zap those zombies. Silence the
serial Kkillers. Get out of outer
space. Cancel cancer and forget
about fantasy. The very best films
of the last few years have been
made about something more
dramatic ... and more frighten-
ing! The Great Recession of 2008
has given us our new apocalyptic
threat.

The film version of Michael
Lewis’ non-fiction book The Big
Short is a high percentage earner in
the Great Recession sweepstakes.
Steve Carrell, Christian Bale, Ryan
Gosling and Brad Pitt take us over
market mania mountains, from
heated housing highs to the crash
and burn recession rupture.

Starting separately, but later
intersecting and overlapping, these
four principals recognise and try to
capitalise on market weaknesses.
Aided and abetted by able assist-
ants, they recognise the false value
created by fraudulent and shoddy
practices and the lack of critical
thinking.

Although they come at the
market from slightly different per-
spectives, each character represents
outside analysis that challenged
lazier conventional wisdoms. Each
group is also highly critical of the

Gilded Age venality and damage
potential of the housing bubble.

The film mixes broad humour,
captivating drama and sharp charac-
terisations particularly that of Car-
rell’s character Mark Baum — the
real life Steve Eisman. Editing, cuts,
didactic asides and useful defini-
tion of insider terms pull the audi-
ence along the bumpy economic
road. All-white boardrooms and
self-congratulatory back rooms reek
of short-sighted received knowl-
edge and solipsism. At one dramatic
turning point, Carrell is virtually
laughed off the stage as he predicts
a crash ... while in real time Morgan
Stanley and Lehman Brothers
stocks are plummeting.

The Big Short is a worthy hous-
ing crisis companion to the stellar
99 Homes, which deals more with
on-the-ground misery of the vic-
tims of eviction and the corruption
of cutting-edge real estate agents of
doom. The fictionalised accounts of
Margin Call and Wolf of Wall Street
amplify the corporate corruption
which nurtured the crisis. Rounding
out the Great Recession’s fine film
quintet is Inside Job, which in docu-
mentary fashion exhumes the root
causes which Big Short dramatises.

Two small weaknesses should

be mentioned. First, the film repeat-
edly tells us that virtually no one
saw the housing crash coming. This
is just not so: The vast majority of
buttoned-down, boardroom bone-
heads ignored warning signs.

But anyone who had studied
history or was not completely in
the thrall of the market Zeitgeist
could see storm clouds and occa-
sional flashes of lightning. You
didn’t need to be Roger Babson to
see that Newton’s Law would soon
take effect.

Furthermore, the film a bit too
easily characterises the great calam-
ity as a one-off. Certainly the eco-
nomic crisis was ignited by the faux
capitalisation of the housing market.
But in reality, it was the crisis of
capitalism writ large, a severe eco-
nomic dislocation that reflects the
weakness of our economic system
as a whole, not just the greed of this
age and culture.

As the film notes in its epilogue,
systemic corrective measures were
not taken after the crash, despite its
severity. The same types of prac-
tices are creeping back into the
market to threaten our current hous-
ing boom. The next time we may be
burning down the house.
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Aferim! may provide insight into
how the Roma were regarded and
dealt with in 1835 Romania, but it
also raises disturbing questions about
the Roma’s plight and situation today
in the supposedly more enlightened
European Union — and may even
shed light on the way the current tide
of refugees from war-torn countries
have been treated by contemporary
Europeans.

Aferim! has a number of genre
conventions of the Western, from
horseplay to gunplay to saloon girls
to sprawling landscapes — although
these Badlands are in the Balkans.
One could argue that the Romani-
an-set Aferim! should be called an
“Eastern”. In any case, with its com-
mentary on class and race and heart-
breaking cruelty, it is a compelling

.

\ t\ _{_ \
|\,
Vil R

\/

\1‘

drama from which it’s hard to avert
one’s eyes.

Jude’s film is well directed and
shot in atmospheric black and white
by director of photography Marius
Panduru. Aferim! won the Silver
Bear for Best Director at the 2015
Berlin International Film Festi-
val and was the Official Selection
at the 2015 Tribeca Film Festival.
The L.A.-based South East Euro-
pean Film Festival (SEEFEST) has
previously screened some of Jude’s
films, including The Tube with a
Hat, Shadow of a Cloud, and co-pre-
sented with AFI Everybody in Our
Family. (This year’s 11th annual
SEEFEST takes place in L.A. from
April 28-May 5.)
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The fear of
not enough to go around

Bridget Anderson

Police confrontations in Macedonia and
Calais, suffocation in trucks, drowning at
sea and shootings at borders, are, we are
told, manifestations of a global migration
problem. The “problem” is not confined
to the Mediterranean and the Balkans:
consider the Rohingya abandoned in the
Andaman Sea in May last year or the swell-
ing refugee camps of Jordan and Lebanon;
the detention centres on the Pacific island of
Nauru and Australian “pushbacks” of refu-
gee boats, or deaths in the Sahara desert.
Migration is a “crisis”. Across the world,
states are building walls and passing ever
harsher immigration and asylum laws; violence
and deaths at borders are increasing. But this
idea that migration is a peculiarly contempo-
rary problem does not chime with global his-
tory. Thousands of years of mobility for trade,
exploration and colonialism — movement to
marry, make war, convert or find resources —
have shaped our world. The longstanding con-
cern of rulers to control the mobility of the
ruled has also played its part. The first immi-
gration controls appeared towards the end of
the 19th century, but their origins lie far earlier.
In 1388, a labourer in England who strayed out-
side their area was required to carry an authori-
sation letter that bore the King’s seal. By Tudor
times in the 15th century, these “passports” had
developed into complex documents and false
papers cost between two and four pennies.

Unstable borders

However, while people have indeed always
moved, they have not always “migrated”. It is
the spread of nation-states across the world
— and the internationalisation of citizenship
regimes — that has changed mobility into migra-
tion. This expansion dates from just after the
Second World War —not even a human lifetime
ago. Across the world, migration flows con-
tinue to fall and shift. Global capital, finance
and new technology are also proving highly
resistant to state regulation. Despite this insta-
bility, international borders are often imagined
as natural and fixed.

The promise of strong control over immi-
gration appeals to a desire for a national labour
market and economy, a stable cohesive national
society and representative democratic politics.
The figure of the migrant exemplifies the fluid-
ity of the relations between nation, people and
state. In party politics, the presence of migrants
has come to be represented as emblematic of
waning state power and, in some cases, of
mainstream politicians’ disengagement with
everyday problems. Transatlantic Trends con-
ducts an annual survey of the European Union
(EU), US, Russia and Turkey, and consistently
finds a core of hostility to immigration.

But who is the “migrant” that is the subject
of such anxiety? All mobility is by no means
equivalent, but is constructed and experienced
differently. Some is forced and some prevent-
ed, while other journeys are encouraged. Not
everyone who moves across an international
border is considered a “migrant”: students,
backpackers, au pairs and expats, for example.
As far as public debate is concerned, the US
banker working in Sydney or the British foot-
baller coaching in New York does not count as
a migrant — but their foreign domestic worker
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does. In the final analysis, the “migrant” is a
figure that represents the global poor and the
desperate.

A logical response

The fear of the “migrant” is, in part, the fear
that “there is not enough to go around”. These
fears should not be dismissed — they are under-
standable in an ever more unequal world. We
are living at a time of unprecedented inequal-
ity when the poorest 50 percent of the world
have 6.6 percent of total global income. The
World Bank estimates that three-quarters of
income inequality can be attributed to differ-
ences between countries. In this context, when
wealth and opportunity are tied to birthplace,
migration should not be surprising. It is a
response to problems shaped by colonial histo-
ries — and post-colonial presents — that have led
to civil war, violence, and economic systems
that in turn render the lives of many people in
the world unsustainable and impoverished.

While wealthy states see migration as the
problem, from the perspective of those who
move, migration is the solution. For migrants,
the problem is the border. It follows people
even when they are inside their new country,
blocking access to work, hospitals, lecture halls
and housing. People are checked for their legal-
ity of residence and to ensure that they have not
broken their conditions of entry. The respon-
sibility of policing these borders increasingly
falls to citizens — employers, lorry drivers and
public servants.

Creating difference
Take, for example, the use of immigration
controls to “protect” labour markets. In early

2004, researchers from Oxford research insti-
tute COMPAS and the University of Sussex

interviewed the agricultural employers of Polish
workers. Before EU enlargement in May of that
year, many of these workers were on tied visas,
and employers were fulsome in their praise of
their work ethic, often contrasting them with
British citizens who, they said, were lazy and
preferred to live on welfare benefits. One year
later, when Poles had the same rights as nation-
al workers, those same employers complained
that Polish people had lost their culture, and
become like the British. The National Farmers’
Union told Parliament they needed migrants
who were on permits, who could be guaranteed
to stay in the fields at harvest time.

Immigration laws are typically imagined
as a way to weed out unsuitable applicants, but
they can also be a way to create differences in
the first place. Thus the law and its practice are
not neutral taps that turn labour supply on and
off, but mechanisms that actively produce cer-
tain types of employment relations. Paradoxi-
cally, in this case, tied visas designed to protect
British jobs in fact served to make those sub-
ject to immigration controls more desirable as
employees than national workers.

Citizens fall foul

The consequences of immigration con-
trols and enforcement can weigh heavily on
migrants. They affect employment and living
conditions and their personal lives, particularly
those who are living under threat of deportation.
Citizens are not immune to these consequenc-
es. US Law Professor Jacqueline Stevens has
found that approximately 20,000 US citizens
were detained or deported as aliens between
2003 and 2010. She noted that the group of ille-
gally deported US citizens were overwhelming-
ly Black, with little education, and often with
mental-health difficulties.

More routinely, citizens are directly affect-
ed by immigration controls when their parents,
children and loved ones are taken from them
by immigration powers — such as detention or
deportation — or when they are prevented from
living with them by immigration requirements.
For example, in most EU states it is now neces-
sary to be earning over a set income threshold
before a partner can join you.

Anxiety about immigration can give rise
to security measures which target not only
migrants, but the population more generally.
In Hungary it is now possible for state offic-
ers to enter any home where it is suspected a
“migrant” might be sheltering, and most states
punish citizens who harbour or employ undocu-
mented workers, knowingly or unknowingly.

Yet there are discernible shifts. The con-
tradictions between human rights and deaths at
borders and between democracy and mass doc-
ument checks are becoming more exposed —
and untenable. In Melbourne, plans announced
in August 2015 by the Australian Border Force
to check visas on the streets prompted a public
backlash and a large spontaneous demonstra-
tion, which resulted in their cancellation. In
Europe, the “Refugees Welcome” mobilisa-
tions meant that some states, such as Britain,
had to back-pedal on their hostility to Syrian
refugees.

Trade unions worldwide are organising
irrespective of immigration status, and health
professionals in Spain are refusing to check
their patients’ documents. Some social services
departments are offering support to all children,
not only those whose parents have papers. All
these efforts suggest that a world where justice
and equality is not bordered can be carved out,
even in the most challenging conditions.
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