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Since the turn of the millennium, we have 
had waves of anti-terror laws, anti-bikie 
laws, anti-union laws and now governments 
around the country are revisiting laws to 
prevent a variety of forms of non-violent 
protest. Tasmania led the way and has 
been joined by NSW with WA also moving 
to crush the resistance of the people. The 
attacks on opponents of the growing cor-
porate dictatorship in the workplace and 
in the community are intensifying and must 
be resisted.

Enforcing CSG, coal, logging
Former Australian Greens leader Bob 

Brown has issued a High Court challenge to the 
Tasmanian government’s anti-protest laws. The 
legislation passed through the Tasmanian par-
liament in 2014 and allows for on-the-spot fi nes 
and draconian penalties for “repeat offenders”.

Mr Brown and others were arrested and 
charged in January, under the new laws, for pro-
testing against the logging of Lapoinya Forest 
in Tasmania’s north-west. Non-violent resist-
ance to environmental vandalism in the state 
has a proud history. Support for the movement 
to stop the construction of the Gordon-below-
Franklin dam spread across the country in the 
early 1980s and saved priceless wilderness 
sites then under threat. This current legislation 
would have served to break up such protests.

Looking back on this people’s victo-
ry many years later, Bob Hawke (the PM at 
the time) noted the arguments used to justi-
fy the unjustifi able. “And as you look at the 
arguments and the positions of political par-
ties today you see a complete replication of 
what we experienced back there in 1983. The 
conservatives: they never change, they never 
learn. What was their argument back then? 
You can’t do this, it will cost jobs. It will cost 
economic growth. You can’t do it, you mustn’t 
do it.” The same tissue thin arguments used for 
destroying priceless wilderness areas over 30 
years ago are being used for this latest grab at 
the rights of people.

Common law rights
NSW Premier Mike Baird secured support 

for repressive anti-protest laws from moralising 
upper-house member, Fred Nile. The morning 
of the latest vote, Nile addressed a protest out-
side the NSW parliament and got a warm recep-
tion for the following contribution:

“God bless you, and let’s always make sure 
we have all our freedoms as citizens of Austral-
ia. We’re a free country and we don’t want to 
lose those freedoms. Thank you, God bless you. 
We fully support the right to peaceful protest, 
for farmers to protect their property, and lock 
their gates if they want to. Now, I met with the 
Lock the Gate people yesterday and I’m very 
pleased to support them.”

Later in the day, the Christian Democrat 
leader voted for the legislation after the most 
minor tweaking of its “move-on” provisions. 
The Enclosed Lands, Crimes and Law Enforce-
ment Legislation Amendment (Interference) 
Bill 2016, introduces a maximum seven-year 
jail sentence for protesters charged with some 
offences, such as “locking on” the mining 
equipment as well as sharply increasing fi nes.

Trespassing on a company’s property with 
the “intent” to interfere with business could 
set you back $5,500. That’s more than mining 
companies have been fi ned for operating on 
land without a permit.

The Baird government, like its federal 
counterpart, is owned by the coal industry and 
the legislation is clearly designed to break up 
the movement against coal seam gas. The issues 
are presented to the public as if protesters were 
engaging in a home invasion of a corporation 

pursuing its calling of providing jobs. The Lock 
the Gate campaign, however, is being waged by 
farmers and their supporters wanting to prevent 
coal seam gas exploration and production on 
their own property and surrounding agricultural 
land and the likes of the Liverpool Plains food 
bowl. The effectiveness of the Bentley Block-
ade, which drove coal seam gas company Met-
gasco from the NSW Northern Rivers region, 
clearly disturbed the planners of the unfolding 
corporate dictatorship.

The bill effectively negates 800-year-old 
common law rights to protest inherited from 
the British legal system. “Conservative” legis-
lators have become radical right in the pursuit 
of profi ts for resource extracting corporations.

WA Premier Colin Barnett has jumped on 
the same reactionary bandwagon (see Guard-
ian 09-03-2016). The WA laws would reverse 
the onus of truth and allow for fi nes of $24,000 
and two years imprisonment to protect mining 
company profi ts and other powerful vested 
interests.

Official intolerance
Civil rights groups are outraged at the legis-

lation but get little attention from the corporate 
media. NSW Labor leader in the Legislative 
Council and shadow energy minister, Adam 

Searle, has used a colonial era legal provision 
to appeal to the state governor to intervene on 
behalf of the people. “I recognise that this is a 
rare and unusual move, but it is important to 
convey to the community that the Baird gov-
ernment is taking away a fundamental right of 
all citizens: the right to protest the decisions of 
a government without fear of being arrested,” 
Mr Searle said.

The Enclosed Lands, Crimes and Law 
Enforcement Legislation Amendment (Interfer-
ence) Bill 2016 is just the latest attack on effec-
tive popular resistance. NSW attorney-general 
Gabrielle Upton and her federal counterpart, 
George Brandis, have been on the warpath 
against the NSW Environmental Defender’s 
Offi ce and other opponents of the expansion of 
the coal industry. Brandis has called legal chal-
lenges to massively destructive projects like the 
Carmichael coal mine in Queensland “vigilante 
actions”.

Offi cial intolerance is spreading and is now 
being backed up with the sorts of laws Aus-
tralia hasn’t seen since the reactionary days of 
Queensland Premier Bjelke-Petersen. As with 
the raft of legislation designed to crush the right 
of workers to organise in a union, these bad 
laws must be defi ed and broken. 
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Make black lung 
history

At the end of last year three cases of the incurable work-
related disease black lung, wiped out in Australia decades ago, 
were reported in Queensland, prompting calls for mandatory, 
regular chest x-rays for mine workers.

The miners’ union, the CFMEU, warned that many more 
current and ex-mine workers could be living and working with 
the disease undiagnosed and that it is impossible to determine 
the size of the problem, or how long it has been an issue, because 
Australia no longer has medical experts in this area. The three 
workers recently diagnosed with black lung had to consult US 
specialists.

CFMEU Mining and Energy division general president Tony 
Maher said that with the combination of a national public inquiry 
and the Queensland government’s reviews on the issue he was 
confi dent all governments would work together to come up with 
a solution to what is a growing health crisis.

“This national inquiry allows victims and experts to have 
their say in an open public forum, make submissions and get 
all the issues out in the open,” Mr Maher said.

“Australia’s coal miners deserve the safest possible conditions 
at work and if mining companies are not properly managing 
dust levels that must be addressed by government as an urgent 
priority.

“We need to make sure workers, including those who have 
retired or been retrenched, are given the health and support 
they need to live the most comfortable life possible under the 
circumstance.”

The campaign Dust to Dust; Make Black Lung History is 
seeking six clear commitments from government.
• New legislation requiring dust levels to be monitored and pub-

licly reported by an independent statutory body – identifying 
individual mines by name and company.

• Ensure suitably qualifi ed “B Readers” review all x-rays taken 
of coalmine workers and fund a training programme in industry 
best practises for coal dust controls.

• Immediately clear the backlog of 100,000 outstanding worker 
medicals in Queensland.

• Healthcare and screening to be extended into workers’ 
retirement.

• Identify other at-risk workers by randomly sampling those with 
15+ years service in the mining industry and performing checks.

• A community information program to encourage people in 
mining communities to be checked.

A total of nine cases of Black lung disease are either con-
fi rmed or feared in Queensland, with one new case confi rmed 
and another four cases awaiting offi cial diagnosis. It follows four 
cases reported last November, bringing the total to nine, which 
could be just the tip of the iceberg.

CFMEU Queensland Mining and Energy division President 
Steve Smyth said with more than one case per week being diag-
nosed in the last months, the union’s worst fears were starting 
to be realised and they expect many more diagnosed cases in 
coming months.

“We can’t put a fi gure on it because the regulatory system 
that is meant to detect problems has been asleep for decades, 
but it could be a big number,” Mr Smyth said.

The Make Black Lung History campaign took a step forward 
with a Senate Inquiry into Black Lung disease announced by the 
Senate Standing Committee on Health. The inquiry will allow 
victims and experts to have their say in an open public forum, 
make submissions and get all the issues out in the open.

A campaign has been launched aimed at improving health 
checks, dust inspections and other government regulation. Dust 
to Dust; Make Black Lung History will seek a public inquiry 
into the re-emergence of the disease.

PRESS FUND
The federal coalition government has ceased providing funding 
for a medical clinic for homeless people in Sydney’s inner city 
Haymarket district, forcing the clinic’s closure. This incredibly 
mean act came shortly after the government announced its plan 
to spend $50 billion on new arms purchases, and it has now 
announced it will give tax reductions for corporations, but no 
reduction whatsoever for working families. It’s no wonder that 
support for the coalition has fallen, so that its defeat at the next 
election is now a real possibility. The Guardian is committed to 
bringing that about, but we really need Press Fund contributions, 
so please send us something for the next edition if you possibly can. 
Many thanks to this week’s contributors, as follows:
June Ayres $50, Eric Durston $10, C Greer $50, Mark Mannion $5, 
“Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $15
This week’s total: $135
Progressive total: $2,130

The electoral system in Australia 
falls far short of being democratic. 
It works to maintain the “two-
party” system, virtually ensuring 
government to either Labor or 
the Liberals in coalition with the 
National Party. Both the Senate 
and House of Representatives 
require reform to make them 
better refl ect the wishes of the 
electorate and the interests of 
workers.

Two-party system 
entrenched

The funding of major parties by 
corporate interests is in essence cor-
rupt with parties beholden to their 
patrons. Along with the tax-payer 
dollars based on the vote received by 
registered parties, these parties have 
millions of dollars at their disposal to 
run expensive media campaigns and 
pay top consultants to design their 
campaigns.

Smaller parties such as the 
Greens and the Communist Party 
are denied the same media time or 
space as the majors or even some of 
the micro extreme right parties such 
as the Palmer United Party receives.

There are barriers to registration 
with the Australian Electoral Com-
mission (AEC) for parties that do 
not have representatives in Parlia-
ment. To register they are required 
to submit at least 500 names and 
addresses of members who are on 
the electoral roll.

Standing in elections is an addi-
tional hefty cost.

The two major parties have made 
attempts to make it even harder for 
smaller parties to register such as 
raising even further the required 
numbers for registration.

Parties can stand in elections 
without registration, but the name 
of the party does not appear on the 
ballot paper and their candidates are 
grouped with other “independents”.

The actual process of voting also 
falls far short of democratic. The 
Communist Party of Australia has 
long sought progressive, democratic 
reforms to the electoral system.

Senate
After considerable pre-election 

politicking, stand-over tactics and 
dirty campaigning, in a 39-hour sit-
ting, the Senate passed the govern-
ment’s legislation reforming the 
Senate voting system.

The Coalition was determined 
to get rid of the smaller parties 
and believes its legislation will 
achieve that goal. This is highly 
questionable.

Support for change came fol-
lowing the “gaming” of the Senate 
vote in the 2013 elections where two 
people were elected Senators with 
less than one percent of the primary 
vote. The Joint Standing Committee 
on Electoral Matters looked into the 
current voting system and recom-
mended a number of reforms which 

in essence had the support of Labor, 
the Coalition and the Greens.

Under the old system each group 
of candidates supplied the Australian 
Electoral Commission with its pref-
erences. Above the line, voters put a 
“1” beside the group or party of their 
choice and the preferences fl owed on 
as determined by that group.

The group could have up to three 
different preference lists, with pref-
erences distributed between them. 
Most voters had no idea that there 
could be up to three preference lists. 
If they voted above the line, they had 
no control over how their preferences 
were allocated.

Below the line it was neces-
sary to number all squares in order 
of preference, a tedious, time-con-
suming task fraught with dangers of 
making mistakes if there were a large 
number of candidates.

Above the line
Under the Bill passed last week, 

instead of lodging group (party) 
voting ticket or tickets indicating 
preferences, groups standing in 
Senate elections will only be able 
to nominate the order of their can-
didates and therefore the preference 
fl ow within their own group. Groups 
will not be able to allocate prefer-
ences to candidates outside their 
group.

This gives the voter a say in the 
order of their preference for groups. 
They will be able to number the 
groups in order of preference. The 
original legislation did not provide 
for preferences but to gain Greens 
support, the government agreed to 
retaining a preferential system.

The outcome is a partial, optional 
preferential system – advice will be 
printed on the ballot paper that voters 
number at least six squares in order 
of preference (except where less than 
six groups).

However it is not compulsory to 
vote for more than one group for the 
vote to be valid. This is a weakness 
in the new system, as it could be used 
to undermine the preferential nature 
of the system.

The Communist Party supports 
the concept of optional, preferential 
system but with the requirement that 
a minimum number of preferences 
be indicated.

The new system enables voters, 
not a party, to determine where their 
preferences fl ow. It does not preclude 
deals being done between parties that 
wish to swap preferences. As in the 
Lower House preferences could be 
listed on the How to Vote cards given 
out at the polling booth entrance.

Below the line
For below the line, the ballot 

paper will recommend voting for 
double the number of Senators to be 
elected. For example, in an ordinary 
election, a state elects six Senators, 
the advice would be to vote for 12.

There are “savings provisions” 
whereby if a person stops short 

of that number, the vote will still 
be valid if the intention is clear. In 
other words, preferential is not ruled 
out, it is optional as with above the 
line voting. If a mistake is made, eg 
1,2,3,5,5 then 1,2,3 will be counted 
and the count stops at the mistake.

The Bill makes it far more dif-
fi cult to set up multiple single issue 
parties for the purpose of harvest-
ing preferences. It also prohibits an 
individual from being a registered 
or deputy registered offi cer of more 
than one party as occurred in the last 
elections.

The changes proposed for above 
the line are far more democratic. The 
outcome would be optional preferen-
tial and proportional for the Senate.

There is still the danger that 
groups could run successful cam-
paigns to convince voters to only 
vote for one group above the line 
without selecting any preferences. 
The allocations of preferences are 
an important democratic element of 
the voting system and should not be 
optional.

Parties may register their logos 
which will be permitted in black and 
white on the ballot paper for both 
Houses of Parliament. The aim is to 
reduce confusion where parties have 
similar names.

House of 
Representatives

Voting in the Lower House 
is based on a preferential system. 
Voters must indicate their order of 
preference. For example, if there are 
eight candidates, then the voter must 
put the numbers one to eight against 
the names of the candidates.

There is a system for the alloca-
tion of preferences where no candi-
date receives an absolute majority 
of primary votes. The bottom candi-
date’s preferences are allocated, and 
so on.

Each electorate has a single 
member. The system is not propor-
tional. In the 2013 federal elections 
the Greens polled 8.65 percent (1.12 
million votes) of the primary vote 
for the House of Representatives. In 
some seats it had more than 25 per-
cent of the vote. It won one seat out 
of 150. Under a proportional system 
it could have been expected to have 
won around 12 seats.

The Communist Party of Austral-
ia is calling for a system with larger 
electorates with four or fi ve members 
to be elected in each. This would pro-
vide for a proportional, preferential 
system of voting for the House of 
Representatives.

As the Guardian went to press 
the government had called a Double 
Dissolution, based on the ABCC 
legislation but had not announced an 
election date. Recent polling suggests 
that the Coalition would have a large 
enough majority in the Lower House 
to ensure the ABCC legislation was 
passed at a joint sitting. 
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Yexenia Calzado
From the Asia and Oceania Department of the Cuban Institute for Friendship with the People (ICAP)

For a talk and a fi lm on 
“Sustainable urban agriculture and the youth involvement”

5:30 pm Saturday April 2
74 Buckingham Street Surry Hills

Everyone is welcome
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The Productivity Commission 
(PC) report* on a workplace 
relations framework singled out 
workers in the hospitality, enter-
tainment, retail, restaurant and 
café industries as prime targets 
for cuts to their penalty rates. 
These workers are amongst some 
of the lowest paid in the country.

Penalty rates were introduced 
over 100 years ago to act as a disin-
centive to bosses employing work-
ers at unsociable hours such as at 
night, weekends or public holidays 
and long hours of overtime. They are 
also to some degree compensation 
for workers who work those incon-
venient hours.

They vary according to occupa-
tion, industry, working arrangements, 
whether a worker is permanent or 
casual, the strength of organised 
labour, and so on. They were won 
and defended through the struggles 
of the trade union movement.

They can act as a disincentive to 
the use of overtime instead of hiring 
more labour.

The PC recognised the impor-
tance of penalty rates. “Penalty rates 
have a legitimate role in compen-
sating employees for working long 
hours or at asocial times.”

Long hours
The PC recognised that, “There 

are compelling grounds for premi-
um rates of pay for overtime, night 
and shift work: Long hours of work 
involve risks not only to an employ-
ee’s health and safety, but also for the 
community.”

Australia, which had the first 
eight-hour day now has some of the 
longest working hours in the world. 
According to the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, in mid-2015, around 2.8 

million Australian employees report-
ed working more than 40 hours per 
week and over 1.5 million reported 
working 50 hours or more per week. 
(ABS 6302)

In some industries these hours 
have crept up because of the “incor-
poration” of penalty rates into a fi xed 
wage. The wage rise was a trade-off. 
In other instances employers have 
made inroads where trade unions 
are weak or there is no trade union 
presence. The gross underpayment 
of workers in 7-Eleven stores is one 
example.

In the building and construction 
industry penalty rates on unionised 
sites, the hourly rate is time and a 
half (150%) after eight hours. Work 
on Saturday is 150 percent of the 
hourly rate for the fi rst two hours 
and double time for the rest of the 
day. Sundays are paid at double time 
and public holidays at double time 
and a half.

On non-union sites where most 
employment is precarious, workers 
are paid lower rates than their union-
ised counterparts; there are no pen-
alty rates, no sick leave or annual 
leave. This sector uses labour hire, 
it is deregulated and workers can be 
laid off at one hour’s notice. A boss’s 
dream!

Reliance on 
penalty rates

Nurses, to take an example, 
are not well paid considering their 
years of tertiary education, the 
highly skilled nature of their work 
and the life-and-death responsibili-
ties they carry. Most nurses work 
night shifts and at weekends. If 
someone does not turn up for their 
shift they can end up doing double-
headers, working 16 or more hours 
straight.

More than 13,000 nurses, assist-
ants and midwives responded to a 
national survey conducted in 2015 by 
the Australian Nursing and Midwife-
ry Federation (ANMF). The survey 
asked about the importance of pen-
alty rates and effects of shift work on 
their lives:
• 92% of respondents worked shifts 

outside regular Monday-Friday 
day-shift hours

• 90% reported that shift work 
affected their life outside work, 
particularly night and weekend 
shifts

“Shift work is exhausting. It 
affects my social and personal life, 
health and fi tness. I love nursing but 
if penalty rates are taken I’d leave 
the industry,” one typical respond-
ent said.

Another said, “This month alone, 
I have only one weekend off. This 
weekend I’m working night shifts all 
weekend, leaving me no time at all 
to spend with my family or friends. 
Shift work, particularly afternoon 

and night shifts means that even days 
off can leave you exhausted.”

The abolition of penalty rates 
could see some nurses take more than 
a 20 percent pay cut.

There are many other occupa-
tions where shift and weekend work 
is necessary such as in the emergen-
cy services and others where it is not 
necessary but employers can double 
or triple their profi ts by operating 
24/7.

The reality is that the wage rate 
has been whittled down in real terms 
so that many workers are reliant on 
long hours of overtime and shift work 
to pay their bills.

Targeting the low paid
Employers in every industry are 

out to get rid of penalty rates. The PC 
has started with workers in the hospi-
tality, entertainment, retail, restaurant 
and café industries. In these areas 
there is a high rate of casualisation 
and turnover of workers. The Shop 
Assistants’ Union in South Austral-
ia has already done a deal to reduce 
Sunday penalty rates.

“Workers being singled out for 
cuts, such as those who serve us in 
restaurants and shops or who care 
for our elderly, are among the lowest 
paid in the economy. For them, pen-
alty rates aren’t extra pay – they help 
provide the basic income their fami-
lies need just to get by,” ACTU presi-
dent Ged Kearney said.

Penalty rates in the hospitality 
industry are 125 percent for perma-
nent employees and on Saturdays 
and 140 percent for casuals. The 
rate is 175 percent for both perma-
nent and casual on Sundays and 150 
percent for permanent and 275 per-
cent for casuals on public holidays. 
(Casuals have a built-in loading of 

25 percent in their minimum wage 
rate as they do not receive sick pay, 
annual leave or paid public holidays 
unless working.)

The PC recommended that 
Sunday penalty rates should be 
brought into line with Saturday rates 
for these industries. This would mean 
125 percent for Sundays in the hospi-
tality sector. The PC argued that they 
predominantly employ casual and 
young employees, including over-
seas and local students, especially at 
weekends.

Full-time shift workers stand to 
take a savage cut in their pay – any-
thing ranging from 10, 20 or 30 per-
cent or more, depending on their 
shifts, wage rates and industry.

The ACTU is waging a campaign 
to protect penalty rates. It has pro-
duced “thank you” cards for trade 
unionists to hand out over Easter. It 
also has a “Save Our Weekend” peti-
tion which can be signed by going on 
line to australianunions.org.au

Weekends are still 
weekends

During the campaign for an 
eight-hour day, the late Communist 
and waterfront worker Stan Moran 
coined the term: “The nights are 
made for love.” Today, the same 
expression could be applied in the 
struggle to defend penalty rates. Then 
add to that: “Weekends are for family 
and leisure.”

Kearney made the point that she 
would believe Saturdays and Sun-
days were no different to weekdays 
when the footy fi nals were played on 
a weekday.
* Productivity Commission, 
“Workplace Relations Framework”, 
pc.gov.au 

Fight for penalty rates

Pete’s Corner

QUOTE OF THE WEEK
The same people calling for cuts to penalty rates and 
wages are the elite business lobbyists and conservative 
politicians who do not rely on penalty rates ,Instead of trying 
to cut wages and reduce conditions in a race to the bottom, 
the federal government should aim to make Australia a 
high-wage, high productivity nation. 

– Unions ACT”
Sydney

Vigil demanding 

that the USA 

stop the blockade 

on Cuba

Sunday April 17 at 12:30 pm 

Sydney Town Hall.
Afterwards at 1.30 pm we will be going to Millers Point 

to support public housing in the Rocks area. 
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Christine Howes

Unions are concerned that the 
federal government’s plans for 
the new Community Develop-
ment Program (CDP) will mean 
Indigenous people in remote com-
munities will be forced to work 
fi ve hours a day for fi ve days a 
week, every week of the year, for 
their Centrelink payments.

The Australian Council of Trade 
Unions’ (ACTU) peak Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander committee 
met in Cairns to discuss and plan a 
union-wide strategy around concerns 
about the plans. 

ACTU national Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander offi cer Kara 
Keys said there was some irony 
around the timing, given the commit-
tee was also there to plan celebrations 
for the 50th anniversary of the Wave 
Hill walk-off, when Gurindji hero 
Vincent Lingiari led a seven-year 
strike for better conditions, equal pay 
and return of land.

“We’re very concerned about the 
CDP and the impact that it’s having 
on Aboriginal workers in our com-
munities,” Keys said. “The CDP was 
introduced in July last year and is 
basically a new work-for-the-dole 
program.

“It replaced the Remote Jobs 
and Communities Program (RJCP), 
which replaced the Community 
Development Employment Program 
(CDEP).”

Keys said it was set up to force 
people into work.

“People have to work 25 hours 
a week, fi ve hours a day, fi ve days 
a week for 52 weeks a year for well 
below the minimum wage,” she said. 
“This is a remote scheme, so it dis-
proportionally affects Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander workers.

“In the mainstream – in region-
al centres and in urban centres – the 
work-for-the-dole scheme is 15 hours 
a week for six months.

“For Aboriginal workers, or for 
our remote workers, which we all 

know have 80 percent or above Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander pop-
ulations, it is 25 hours a week for 52 
weeks a year. The policy is clearly 
discriminatory.”

Keys said the legislation also 
opened up the program to commer-
cial businesses, basically providing 
a free pool of labour.

Under the CDEP scheme, partici-
pants were employed by community 
organisations for a limited number 
of hours and paid a wage. There was 
also an option of working more hours 
for a top-up payment.

“What we have seen and the 
anecdotal evidence that is coming 
to the ACTU via our delegates in 

communities is that a lot of these 
workers are doing work that they 
used to get paid for under CDEP,” 
Keys said.

“Work for free”
“They’re doing work for local 

councils, they’re doing work for 
schools, and there’s a potential they 
could be doing work for free for for-
profi t businesses and other commer-
cial businesses in communities.”

Committee member Celeste 
Liddle, from Victoria, said most of 
the roles would usually be covered 
by local government workers. “Even 
in the field of private enterprise, 
they’d be covered by real wages,” 
she said. “It says a lot about the pro-
vision of services to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities in 
remote areas.

“The rest of Australia doesn’t 
have to struggle for these very, very 
basic community-focused roles.

“The fact that people still have to 
struggle for the basics and they have 
to bargain and provide them pretty 
much free of cost is just atrocious.”

Victorian Steve Walsh said there 
had been a lot of discussion in his 
region about how people were being 
treated as workers. “It’s also that 
they’re put into a situation where 
they’re being made to move away 
from their own local communities 
and their families, which disadvan-
tages them from being able to be a 

part of the community that they were 
brought up in,” he said.

“They’re actually being made to 
travel over more than 200 kilometres 
away from their community – that 
takes away their self-determination.”

Townsville delegate Patrick Neli-
man agreed.

“What’s happened to all these 
workers in these communities is not 
a lifestyle choice; it’s a condition put 
upon them to deny them a life that 
everyone else has, so it restricts their 
quality of life, and that will affect the 
generations,” he said.

Tommy Sebasio, from Bamaga at 
the tip of Cape York, said he had seen 
people going to work knowing they 
weren’t going to be paid properly and 
wouldn’t get their full entitlements.

“Basically, it’s fairly denigrat-
ing; people walking around in very 
clean, bright new uniforms, hang-
ing their head – they know they’re 
not being very productive for their 
family, really,” he said.

“It’s certainly a sad thing to see 
every day when we see trucks of con-
tractors coming in to our community 
and working there. And it’s passed 
down – we’re trying to break that 
cycle from one generation to another 
and, if anything, it’s getting worse.

“We’re supposed to be prepar-
ing these people for work and get-
ting them into work; it’s been having 
the opposite effect.”
Koori Mail 

Australia

Union 
fears over 
new Govt 
scheme

The Purarrka Indigenous Mining Academy graduates fi nd work on resources projects. (Photo: Ngarda)

The Lock the Gate Alliance has 
labelled the state government’s 
response to a parliamentary 
inquiry into fracking in WA as 
“an attempt to water down 
already inadequate and weak 
recommendations.”

West Australian coordinator for 
Lock the Gate, Boudicca Cerese, 
said the government had only given 
its full support to half of the 12 
recommendations of the inquiry.

“The inquiry recommendations 
were already woefully inadequate 
and here we have the government 
responding by making them even 
more ineffectual.

“Of signifi cant concern is the 
government’s failure to support 
a recommendation to require the 
Department of Mines to refer all 
fracking proposals to the Environ-
mental Protection Agency,” Cerese 
said.

The government has reduced 
the recommendation to a require-
ment that the DMP undertake a 
“pre-referral consultation” with the 
EPA on any fracking proposals and 
then says only “signifi cant propos-
als” will be referred to the EPA.

Cerese said that this does not 
go anywhere near far enough to 
providing protection for water 
resources, health, food growing 
regions and our nature reserves.

“At a minimum all fracking 
proposals in WA should be subject 
to the most rigorous Environmental 
Impact Assessment available and 
required to have pollution control 
licences.

“In terms of the Inquiry rec-
ommendation on a ban on BTEX 
chemicals the government only 
supported this recommendation in 
part, acknowledging the fact that 
BTEX chemicals are present in the 
petroleum formations and mobi-
lised during fracking and drilling 
processes.”

That admission highlights 
the risks from fracking fl owback 
fl uids and it is notable that neither 
the Parliamentary Inquiry nor the 
existing regulations even begin to 
address the issues surrounding the 
safe disposal of large quantities of 
toxic fracking waste produced in 
unconventional gas operations.

In addition, the government’s 
reliance on the ‘As Low As Rea-
sonably Practicable’ (ALARP) 
approach to risk assessment in rela-
tion to any chemical impact on 
surface and groundwater would be 
“laughable” if it wasn’t so serious, 
Cerese said.

Furthermore, the ALARP 
framework does not bear any rela-
tionship to environmental or health 
outcomes and effectively leaves it 
up to industry to do what is eco-
nomically palatable in the way of 
pollution control.

“A far safer, more responsi-
ble and more publicly acceptable 
approach to any chance of chemi-
cal contamination of our precious 
groundwater would be for the WA 
government to legislate enforce-
able groundwater protection stand-
ards for this industry.

“The WA community needs 

an assurance that we will have 
access to clean drinking water now 
and into the future. An ALARP 
approach is far too cavalier when 
talking about the protection of 
water relied upon by rural indus-
tries and communities across the 
state.

“Whilst we welcome some of 
the inquiry recommendations and 
the government’s decision to sup-
port these, including increasing 
the maximum penalties for frack-
ing companies who breach existing 
regulations and moves to increase 
openness and transparency in the 
industry, but in general we are dis-
appointed that after an inquiry last-
ing more than two years the best 
the government can do is water 
down weak recommendations.

“Overall the government’s 
response to the fracking inquiry’s 
recommendations confi rms the 
public belief that this industry is 
being forced on rural communi-
ties without a comprehensive, 
enforceable regulatory framework 
to manage and mitigate the likely 
impacts.”

Opposition to the unsafe indus-
try is growing across Western Aus-
tralia, with communities calling 
for the implementation of legis-
lated “no go zones” to protect vital 
groundwater supplies, farming 
lands and world renowned bush-
land reserves. “This latest offer 
from the WA government signals a 
continuing unwillingness to listen 
to communities on this issue.” 

WA govt waters down 
fracking rules

Have your say!

Write a letter to the Editor.

Melbourne
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A 42-year-old Hazara asylum 
seeker was forcibly deported to 
Kabul from Darwin on March 14 
after appeals to the Minister for 
Immigration were rejected. The 
case once again highlights the 
deep fl aws in the refugee determi-
nation process and the system of 
Ministerial discretion.

The Hazara man was fi rst reject-
ed at the Refugee Review Tribunal 
in March 2013. “There needs to be 
an appeal process that can deal with 
the fact that changed circumstances, 
in this case three years, can make a 
fundamental difference in any coun-
try’s situation, let alone in a country 
like Afghanistan,” said Ian Rintoul, 
spokesperson for the Refugee Action 
Coalition. “Afghanistan wasn’t safe 
in 2013. The situation is so obviously 
more dangerous in 2016.”

The Australian Department of 
Foreign Affairs Afghanistan infor-
mation in February 2016 warns of 
“the extremely dangerous security 
situation and the very high threat of 
terrorist attack”; and that “the fre-
quency of attacks in Kabul, includ-
ing in the most heavily fortifi ed areas 
of the capital, has increased signifi -
cantly in 2015-16 and further attacks 
are be expected”. “Attacks”, it says, 
“can occur anywhere, anytime, par-
ticularly in Kabul, and the southern 
and eastern provinces.”

The Hazara asylum seeker was 
the fi rst forcible removal to Afghan-
istan since two Hazaras were for-
cibly deported in late 2014. One 
of them, Zainullah Naseri, was 
removed in August 2014 on the 
basis of a December 2012 Refugee 
Review Tribunal decision. Follow-
ing his return he was seized by the 
Taliban when attempting to travel to 
his home village along a road about 
which the Tribunal had stated that 
“the level of risk does not reach the 
threshold of a real chance”.

“The fl aws that were obvious in 
the refugee determination process 
then have not been fi xed. The dangers 

in Afghanistan are even greater now,” 
said Rintoul.

Meanwhile, an Iranian Arab refu-
gee was held naked and handcuffed 
for a night and a day at the Nauru 
police station after he was arrested 
on March 10.

The refugee, who also works for 
Connect, an Australian service pro-
vider for refugees on the island, was 
arrested after police were called to an 
argument between the refugee and a 
local shopkeeper.

Even though the shopkeeper 
declined to make any formal com-
plaint, the police arrested the refu-
gee. At the police station, the Nauru 
police would not allow the man to 
make a phone call to call the Con-
nect emergency number for assist-
ance. Instead, he was handcuffed and 
placed in a cell.

After numerous pleas to police 
to remove the handcuffs, “to free 
my hands”, the police stripped the 
man of all his clothes, leaving him 
completely naked and handcuffed 
in the cell. “This is like Guantána-
mo”, the police said, “You might be 
a terrorist.”

He was kept naked and cuffed 
until he was released after a Connect 
manager attended the police station. 
No charge has been laid against the 
man, although he has been told he 
may have to appear at a court at an 
unspecifi ed future date.

The arrest and brutalisation of 
the refugee is the latest example of 
the discriminatory policing of refu-
gees on Nauru.

The incident also raises more 
questions about the complicity of 
Connect, the Australian-contract-
ed service provider, with the dis-
criminatory policing of refugees on 
the island. There have been previ-
ous incidents in which Connect has 
called the Nauruan police in regard 
to disputes over housing; one involv-
ing an Iranian female refugee who 
was held for several days. In anoth-
er, a 44-year-old Iranian refugee was 

separated from his 8-year-old daugh-
ter and held by the police for almost 
two weeks after Connect called the 
police.

The arrest of the Connect worker 
comes only days after Nauru police 
said there was nothing they could do 
about a machete attack on another 
Iranian refugee at Nibok on March 5.

Despite requests for greater secu-
rity, neither Connect nor the police 
have provided a guard for the man 
and his wife even though the locals 
responsible for the machete attack 
came the next night to attack their 
accommodation at Nibok, and threat-
ened to kill them.

Connect have also declined 
requests by the threatened couple to 
be moved, even temporarily, to safe 
accommodation. Despite initial deni-
als of the machete attack, the Nauru 
police came to Nibok on March 11 to 
“investigate the incident”. The police 
repeated their earlier statements that 
“We cannot do anything.”

“We lock ourselves in every 
night. We do not sleep at night for 
fear we will be attacked again,” the 
Iranian refugee told the Refugee 
Action Coalition, “But there is no 
one who will help us.”

Police and Connect are also turn-
ing a blind eye to a racket involving 
gangs of locals, often armed with 
machetes, stealing motorcycles from 
refugees in Fly Camp.

“Nauru is not safe for asylum 
seekers and refugees. The Nauru gov-
ernment is both unable and unwilling 
to provide the protection and secure 
future for the refugees they are hold-
ing for the Australian government,” 
said Ian Rintoul.

“That lack of safety is one 
more reason why the Turnbull gov-
ernment should not return the 267 
asylum seekers who are presently 
in Australia, to Manus Island and 
Nauru. Allowing the 267 to stay 
should be the fi rst step to closing the 
camps.” 

Deported to danger

The news that Australia and the 
US are engaged in talks about 
stationing B1 and B52 bombers 
in northern Australia has angered 
the Independent and Peaceful 
Australia Network (IPAN).

Annette Brownlie, spokesper-
son for IPAN said, “IPAN has con-
sistently promoted an independent 
and peaceful Australia. But what 
we are seeing is a succession of 
events through which Australia 
is losing its independence and 
becoming more closely entwined 
within the US military machine.

“Allowing the US to station 
long range bombers capable of 
carrying nuclear weapons on our 
territory reinforces the Deputy 

Sheriff status to our neighbouring 
countries.”

Australia has also been 
encouraged by the US to join 
them in ‘freedom of navigation’ 
operations in the South China Sea, 
when there is no indication of any 
impediment to shipping move-
ments in the area.

China claims almost all of 
the South China Sea, but Brunei, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan 
and Vietnam have overlapping 
claims. “In the past these countries 
have worked together through the 
UN to solve their territorial dis-
putes,” said Annette Brownlie.

Last week, the US sent aircraft 
carrier John C Stennis and four 

other American warships went into 
the South China Sea for what were 
described as routine exercises.

“Australians should be alert 
and alarmed at these developments 
which carry an increasing risk of 
war with China.

“Australians want to live in a 
peaceful, independent and secure 
nation. But these recent events 
show that we are headed in the 
opposite direction. The Turnbull 
government needs to stand up for 
Australian peace and independ-
ence and reject the proposal to 
station US B1 and B52 bombers 
here, and say no to provocative 
acts in the South China Sea.” 

Australia to become 
US military outpost?

An OECD study, “Do Environmental Policies Affect Global Value 
Chains?”, presented at the London School of Economics challeng-
es the conventional “wisdom” that regulations to curb pollution and 
energy use hurt businesses by creating new costs. “Environmental 
policies are simply not the major driver of international trade pat-
terns,” said OECD Chief Economist Catherine Mann. “We fi nd 
no evidence that a large gap between the environmental poli-
cies of two given countries signifi cantly affects their overall trade 
in manufactured goods. Governments should stop working on 
the assumption that tighter regulations will hurt their export share 
and focus on the edge they can get from innovation”. As govern-
ments consider ways to tighten environmental regulations in line 
with new climate change pledges, this analysis offers evidence 
that doing so would not hurt trade. It bears out theoretical studies 
showing that factors like market conditions and workforce qual-
ity are likely to have much more impact on trade competitiveness. 
Tough environmental standards may also drive fi rms to become 
more innovative, improving both their economic and environmen-
tal performance. Good advice – anyone in Canberra listening?

Oh sugar! Britain’s decision to introduce what has quickly become 
known as a “sugar tax” on soft drinks has opened up a discus-
sion on what Australia should do. There are those who think it is 
a great idea, there are others who think that more should be done 
to educate the population and make food manufacturers clearly 
display a list of all the components in their products on easy-to-
read and understand labels. Some time ago Coca-Cola was 
accused of funding some health organisations in the USA which 
had stated that the obesity epidemic should be dealt with by main-
ly focussing on exercise rather than controlling dietary intake. 
Here in Australia Coca-Cola has disclosed the names of 14 health 
professionals who had received money for “scientifi c research 
and health partnerships”. To use the words “health” and “Coca-
Cola” in one sentence is a bit of a contradiction, to put it mildly.

As we all know, submarines and weapons do not come cheap. 
Something has to give and the coming budget will disclose what 
it will be. One of the programs that may be dropped in the budg-
et is a $2.7 billion dental program that has provided one million 
children with free dental care. As a result of this two-year old 
program many children who had never seen a dentist received 
dental care. The program is means-tested and nearly all the chil-
dren were bulk-billed. Eighty percent were treated by private 
dentists. The Child Dental Benefi t Schedule has been under-
utilised, with only 30 percent of eligible children using it. The 
federal president of the Australia Dental Association, Rick Olive, 
urges families to take children to the dentist before it is too late. 
“What I have to say to people who are eligible, and if they haven’t 
been to the dentist, they better go and make an appointment with 
their dentist because likely from July 1, the scheme won’t exist.”

Hands Off Timor’s Oil
SYDNEY: 
23 March – 12:30pm (3 meeting spots)
at Archibald Fountain Hyde park 
at Greenwood Plaza Nth Sydney 
at DFAT offi ces, Angel Place, CBD
MELBOURNE: 
24 March – 12:30pm 55 Colins St outside 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

According to international law the maritime boundaries between 
Australia and East Timor should be along the halfway line, but the 
Australian Government refuses to acknowledge this. 

Australia is ripping-off one of the poorest nations in Asia. 

It’s time we stand in solidarity with East Timor and demand that our own 
government resubmits to the International Court of Justice.
facebook.com/TimorSeaJustice
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Working people have millions of dollars 
stolen from them every day. If it were done 
at gunpoint, the thefts would make head-
lines. But because the losses occur at work 
and are not regarded as criminal few people 
know what is happening to them.

An investigation by Workday Minnesota 
found wage theft in Minnesota is larger and 
more widespread than most people realise – and 
the problem is growing.

Over the past several months, we inter-
viewed scores of workers, community activ-
ists, union representatives, public offi cials and 
more. We poured over fi ve years of data on 
wage theft cases from the state Department of 
Labour and Industry. We searched the academic 
literature and examined numerous studies.

Our investigation was spurred in part by 
ideas raised by some state and local offi cials to 
improve enforcement of current laws against 
wage theft. Despite these discussions, few 
people are aware of wage theft or understand 
its impact.

“It’s very widespread, but it’s not very 
well-understood,” notes Aaron Sojourner, a 
labour economist and assistant professor in the 
University of Minnesota’s Carlson School of 
Management. “A lot of people don’t even know 
that it’s happening to them, because it’s done 
in a sneaky way or it’s done in a way that they 
don’t recognise it as a violation.”

Minnesota is not alone. The federal Labour 
Department has in past years reported rampant 
wage theft in construction, clothing factories, 
farms and among household workers nation-
wide. Wage theft also repeatedly occurs in 
warehouses run by subcontractors of big retail-
ers, especially those staffed by temporary or so-
called permatemp workers.

The classic case of wage theft is when a 
worker simply is not paid for the work that he or 
she has performed. Sometimes it occurs when a 
business goes bankrupt or a worker leaves and 
is not given a fi nal pay cheque. Wage theft is 
much broader than that, however.

“Wage theft takes a lot of forms,” said 
Alan Benson, another University of Minne-
sota assistant professor. “Wage theft can take 
the form of keeping inaccurate records. It can 
take the form of not paying for time that was 
worked, not paying for break time. It could be 
that you’re misclassifi ed as a salaried worker 
when you should be paid hourly and that means 
you should be eligible for overtime pay but you 
don’t make overtime pay.”

Workers paid below the minimum wage are 
victims of wage theft. In Minnesota, hospitality 
industry workers who have tips counted toward 
their wages are being cheated.

On public construction projects, workers 
can be the victims of wage theft if they do not 
receive the government-required prevailing 
wage.

Advocates and researchers say the problem 
is larger than the categories that currently exist 
under state and federal law. Is being required to 
stand in line without pay before clocking into 
work a wage theft violation? Are the many 
workers not covered by overtime laws being 
cheated? When is someone an independent con-
tractor-and when is their employer assigning 
them that designation in order to avoid wage 
and hour laws or payroll taxes?

Who is having 
their wages stolen?

Wage theft crosses all boundaries of 
income, race and gender, but the incidence of 
violations is higher among low-wage workers 
and people of colour. It’s also more prevalent 
in certain industries: In Minnesota, residential 
construction, home health care and agriculture 
are all areas where some employers have made 
wage theft part of the way they do business.

A 2008 survey of 4,387 low-wage workers 
in Chicago, Los Angeles and New York found 
that more than two-thirds of workers experi-
enced at least one pay-related violation in their 
previous workweek. Each was losing, on aver-
age, US$2,634 out of their US$17,616 annual 
pay.

In 2014, the Economic Policy Institute 
(EPI) generalised the 2008 data, estimating 

that wage theft costs US workers more than 
US$50 billion a year. That’s more than three 
times the US$14 billion lost annually to rob-
beries, burglaries, larcenies and motor vehicle 
thefts, EPI noted.

A Twin Cities worker centre, Centro de Tra-
bajadores Unidos en Lucha/Centre of Workers 
United in Struggle (CTUL), recently published 
preliminary fi ndings of a survey of 173 low-
wage workers. “Half (49 percent) of the work-
ers in the WRD survey reported that they had 
faced wage theft in their workplace here in the 
Twin Cities,” CTUL reported. Sixty-six per-
cent of respondents from the janitorial industry 
experienced wage theft, the report added.

In late February, members of CTUL won a 
US$425,000 settlement after suing a cleaning 
contractor for wage theft. Community groups 
see the effect on people of colour. Mike Grif-
fi n, fi eld director at Neighbourhoods Organis-
ing for Change, said wage theft is one reason 
Minnesota’s economy is split along racial lines.

“People who have a salary or high wages, 
the ability to spend time with their family 
when they get sick ... a set schedule – those 
people tend to be white,” he said. “People with 
a low salary or a low hourly [wage], people 
who don’t have sick time, people who have a 
random schedule where they don’t know how 
much money they’re making-those people tend 
to be black.”

While wage theft is defi nitely a low-wage 
worker problem, it is spreading among people 
in many kinds of jobs. “We’ve had complaints 
from lawyers,” said Ken Peterson, Commis-
sioner of the Minnesota Department of Labour 
and Industry. “We’ve had complaints from 
medical personnel who say they have not 
received their proper pay either.”

Investigators rely on complaints from the 
public and don’t have the time or resources to 
seek out wage theft violations, Peterson said. 
“Theoretically, we could be hearing about every 
one of them or we could be hearing about less 
than one percent of them. We just don’t know.”

How is the law enforced?
The most commonly reported cases in Min-

nesota involve the classic example of someone 
not receiving a fi nal pay cheque when leav-
ing a job, according to the state Department 
of Labour and Industry. In fi scal year 2015, 
DLI handled 1,229 of these “wage claims,” 
which amounted to about US$553,000 for 623 
workers, says Deputy Commissioner Jessica 
Looman.

“About 50 percent of the time, we are suc-
cessful in getting those workers their money 
back quickly,” she said. “The rest of the time, 
we refer those workers to small claims court.”

Most other cases the labour standards unit 
handles are categorised as “wage complaints.” 
These scenarios include when employers fail to 
pay the prevailing wage, the minimum wage or 
overtime, when employers make illegal deduc-
tions from employees’ pay cheque (i.e. charg-
ing for uniforms or job-related equipment) or 
when employers do not pay their employees for 
their work within 31 days. In fi scal 2015, the 
department handled 435 such wage complaints, 
recovering US$309,000 for 356 workers.

The US Labour Department’s Wage and 
Hour Division investigates similar complaints 
nationwide. But it can only investigate com-
plaints that apply to federal law. Depending on 
a worker’s complaint, he or she may be more 
protected under federal laws or state wage laws.

Workers cannot always navigate these com-
plex sets of laws and enforcement agencies, 
notes Madeline Lohman, senior researcher for 
The Advocates for Human Rights, a Minneap-
olis-based non-profi t.

“Workers are confronting this really frag-
mented system, on their own, basically, and 
having to make phone call after phone call to 
try to get in touch with someone who might be 
able to know what is going on,” she said.

The problem is compounded by a lack 
of resources. The Minnesota Department 
of Labour and Industry has six investigators 
assigned to the wage and hour division. Two 
others deal with misclassifi cation of construc-
tion workers. In the late 1980s, it had eight or 
nine inspectors. Meanwhile, Minnesota has 
added 1 million workers since then.

Nationally, the federal Wage and Hour 

Division has 1,376 workers, including inves-
tigators and support staff, in the fi scal year 
ending September 30, President Barack 
Obama’s budget shows. That’s up nine from 
the year before. Obama wants to add another 
318 nationwide in the coming fi scal year, and 
increase Wage and Hour spending by US$43 
million, to US$277 million.

Those federal Labour Department probers 
must monitor the wages, hours-and employ-
er violations – of 135 million working Ameri-
cans. “The number of cops on the beat is very 
small relative to the scale of the problem,” said 
Sojourner.

Penalties are small or nonexistent. If 
employers violate wage and hour laws, they 
must pay back workers what they are owed. 
Sometimes they are fi ned when an employee 
can prove the employer intentionally violated 
the law. In a handful of state cases there has 
been criminal prosecution.

Who’s helping workers?
Worker centres and unions are stepping to 

the forefront in helping workers combat wage 
theft: In Minnesota, worker centres raise aware-
ness of wage theft, organise workers to address 
the problem and, in some cases, sue to recover 
stolen wages. They also take workers’ wage 
theft cases to state and local prosecutors.

In eight years, CTUL helped workers recov-
er more than US$1.8 million in lost wages. 
In addition to working through enforcement 
agencies, CTUL used the courts. Last spring, 
it helped 11 workers fi le a class action law-
suit against Capital Building Services Group, 
a company subcontracted by Macy’s and Her-
berger’s to clean stores.

The workers said the contractor did not 
pay them for all of the hours they spent clean-
ing stores and failed to provide them with pay 
stubs. On February 16, CTUL announced a 
settlement for these workers in the amount of 
US$425,000 in back wages and damages.

And the National Day Labourers Organising 

Network, an AFL-CIO affi liate, armed with 
grants – including US$25,000 from the Painters  
– has just launched an app for workers’ smart 
phones which lets them document wage theft, 
including taking photos of the cars of employ-
ers who short their pay cheques.

Over the last fi ve years, numerous Min-
nesota farms have been investigated for wage 
theft, much of it involving failure to pay over-
time. But advocates believe the problem is 
much worse than the records indicate. In Min-
nesota alone, the following recent cases of ram-
pant wage theft include:

Crystal Care, one of the state’s largest 
home health care agencies, owed 800 work-
ers a total of US$1.4 million. The state stepped 
into the case. “For 45 days, we worked with-
out pay. And about a week later, they fi led for 
bankruptcy,” says Crystal Care worker Robin 
Pikala. “By the time they paid the lawyers, 
the bank that they owed, there was nothing 
left for us.”

Department of Labour and Industry records 
for the past fi ve years show scores of com-
plaints and enforcement actions against com-
panies in the home health care and personal 
care industry, adding up to tens of thousands 
of dollars each.

To protect themselves from future wage 
theft, the Crystal Care workers, like thousands 
of other Minnesota home care workers, union-
ised with the Service Employees.

“Now that we have a contract in place, the 
union is able to ensure people are paid appro-
priately each pay period,” fi ling a grievance if 
necessary, said Jamie Gulley, president of SEIU 
Healthcare Minnesota. “It would be very dif-
fi cult for a situation like Crystal Care to occur 
again for workers that are covered by the union 
because we would know immediately if some-
body didn’t get paid and we would be able to 
intervene and ensure the state was able to step 
in at an early moment,” Gulley added.

Wage theft is rampant in construction, 
especially residential construction, says Burt 

Millions lost through wage thef

“For 45 days, we worked without pay. An
they filed for bankruptcy. By the time the

the bank that they owed, there was no
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Johnson, general counsel for the North Central 
States Regional Council of the Carpenters.

“Many workers are not an employee of 
anyone and are paid either cash or by some type 
of direct cheque. In multi-family construction, 
it’s possibly over 50 percent of the market that 
ends up being paid that way,” he explained.

“Typically, about 40-50 percent of the 
cost of a construction project is labour. If you 
add that all up, it’s hard to say exactly what 
the impact of payroll fraud would be on the 
construction industry, on the economy of the 
state of Minnesota, but it’s no doubt in the 
tens of millions of dollars, likely over US$100 
million.”

A signifi cant problem in the industry is 
misclassification of workers as independ-
ent contractors. A 2007 Legislative Auditor’s 
report found at least 15 percent of construc-
tion employers have misclassifi ed workers as 
independent contractors, with the percentages 
higher in some aspects of the industry, such as 
roofi ng and drywall work.

Since state fi gures show gross wages in 
Minnesota construction totalled US$5.2 bil-
lion in 2012, before the industry fully recovered 
from the Great Recession, misclassifi cation 
alone costs workers hundreds of millions of 
dollars. And that’s not counting cases where 
contractors don’t pay workers at all, as labour-
ers recounted to Workday Minnesota.

Building trades unions, sometimes in con-
cert with worker centres, are educating people 
about their rights. And the Carpenters are 
actively organising workers who have been 
victims of wage theft, Johnson noted. The cur-
rent system benefi ts no one but the people at the 
very top, he said.

“When workers are given a choice between 
being an employee, being covered by work-
ers’ compensation, having overtime pay, get-
ting benefi ts, they opt for that. They opt to be 
employees,” Johnson said. “They opt to be cov-
ered by the law.”
People’s World 

Special interview with Wessam Kahel, 
member of the International Relations 
Committee of the Communist Youth Union 
of Syria-Bakdash, ICP, February 2016

ICP: How would you consider the internal 
dynamics and the positions of the protagonists 
in Syria today?

WK: I would like to give some informa-
tion from the recent events. The Syrian army 
recently has progressed in different places. As 
you know, it is quite a large country. So, the 
Syrian army cannot spread all its forces to all 
places. This progress should be considered due 
to Russia, on which we will talk later.

Aleppo for example, the south of Aleppo is 
mainly controlled by the Syrian army and the 
reactionary rebels have all been swept away. 
This powerful and fast progress of the Syrian 
army was supported by Russia. More than 75 
places in south of Aleppo are controlled by the 
Syrian army now. It is not the city, but the wide 
countryside. In some small cities, the army 
swept the rebels away just in a few hours. We 
were surprised by this very fast progress.

Also in the west of Aleppo, important 
progress has been made against Daesh this 
time. In the south, there is the main terrorist 
organisation, the Front of Nusra which is affi li-
ated to Al-Quaeda, and also some other smaller 
terrorist organisations controlled by this Front 
of Nusra.

West of Aleppo, there has also been 
progress towards al Rakka, the so-called capi-
tal of Daesh. We are all very surprised about 
this progress and we are very hopeful as well.

Also around Damascus, where most of the 
places are in the government’s control, in the 
countryside and in the west, there is the Islam-
ic Front, an organisation controlled by Saudi-
Arabia. The leader of this organisation has been 
killed in a Syraian and Russian operation. His 
name was Zehran Hallush. This clearly means 
a very big problem for this organisation since 
they depend only on one person, not on an 
ideology.

South of Damascus, Dara, near to Jordan 
and Israel, where there is also Front of Al-
Nusra, the Syrian army has regained control of 
some big cities and important places. This is a 
very broad region but the Syrian army has made 
many gains in all of these places.

In the middle of Syria, in Homms, there 
was a very small base where the rebels were 
grounded. The Syrian army has circled them, 
and forced them  out of the city. Homms is now 
clear. The countryside towards Liban is also 
clear.

ICP: What about Palmira?

WK: Unfortunately, you know that there 
has been a big attack from hundreds, maybe 
a thousand rebels to get this small city. It is a 
very important city since it is a historical place. 
The Syrian army has drawn back as they did not 
want the ancient artefacts damaged. It is still 
under the control of ISIS, but the Syrian army 
is positioned around a 10 kilometre front. It is 
not the most important place for now though, 
there are many big cities that the Syrian army 
is dealing with.

ICP: Has there been any damage to this 
ancient city?

WK: Yes, unfortunately ... As you know, 
Daesh and the other organisations have no ide-
ology, no humanity, no reason; they kill and 
fi ght, they destroy every historical thing; this is 
because they are reactionary organisations with 
reactionary ideas which could also be called a 
fascist ideology. “If you don’t come with us, I 
kill you” or “If this place belongs to your ideol-
ogy, I destroy it” this is how they act.

ICP: As Communists who are struggling in 
such diffi cult conditions, how do you consider 
the Russian intervention and the roles of some 
others like Hizbullah, or Iran, who say they are 
opposing American imperialism?

WK: We recognise that Russia is now a 
capitalist country, it is not the USSR anymore. 
But we also know that the actual enemy now 
is the US imperialism, which is what we must 
be against for today. We consider the Russian 
intervention as a positive intervention because 
it gave and is still giving the Syrian army and 
the people of Syria more and more power 
against the organisations fi ghting our people 
and our army.

From the beginning of this military inter-
vention, it has been legitimate because it was 
the Syrian government who invited Russia to 
interfere. So we cannot call it an invasion or 
attack. It has been very helpful. From the very 
beginning of it, there had been many positive 
activities, important progress for the Syrian 
army. Also a similar role has been played by 
Hizbullah and Iran.

We have received supporting military activ-
ities, supporting positions for the Syrian army 
and for the Syrian people. We consider that 
all of this until now has been very positive for 
us, since it has been a support for struggling 
against the imperialist attack. (And also it pro-
vides us some time.)

ICP: What about the activities of the 
Union? We assume that you are actively 
involved in the defence of the country, and 
today it is a reactionary position to be against 
Assad, but one day it will change. Can you tell 
us about a future strategy for your organisation?

WK: In some places, we cannot move, 
cannot do anything, it is “die or leave”. There, 
we have to hold a position together with the 
army, and we do not have any activity of our 
own in these places. But in places which are 
controlled by the government, by the Syrian 
army, as you said, we are active as we were 
before the war. I will divide our activities in 
two parts.

The fi rst part is under the big banner “Syria 
will not kneel” which was created by our histor-
ical leader Halid Bakdash many years before. 
This patriotic banner is still up to date. Under 
this banner, we continue our struggle, we sup-
port the Syrian army, support the resisting 
people of Syria. We share this banner not only 
with the Communists, our union or our party, 
but also with other important national forces 
which share this patriotism. We consider this 
as not only our national or class duty, but also 
an international duty since Syria represents an 
international struggle against the global impe-
rialist attack.

And the second part is under the banner: 
“Defence of the rights of the Syrian youth”. It 
is related to our economic and social struggle 
against economical neo-liberalism of our gov-
ernment. We are against the neo-liberal activi-
ties of the government in health, in education, 
and in everything.

We try to maintain the gains in health, in 
education, and in other areas. We also continue 
our struggle to get more social and progres-
sive rights in housing and in employment of the 
young generations. We also support the nation-
alisation of the means of production for the 
country because we believe that is an impor-
tant economic factor to support Syria.

We also have some other aims. Before 
the war, we had the central carnival for all the 
country. But now, because of this situation, it 
has to become local. Another activity is the 
yearly cultural “Halid Bakdash meetings” in 
which we invite progressive artists and singers.

We also have an exclusive school for our 
party and for our Union members.

In our universities, especially in Damas-
cus and in Aleppo. We represent our Union in 
most of the colleges and also in Syrian Stu-
dents’ Union. This way we can get close to the 
students’ demands and we can spread our ideas 
as Communists, our analysis and opinions with 
other students, as our fi rst duty. The second 
duty is about communicating the demands of 
the students and the youth in general.

We try to continue our struggle despite the 
war and we will never give up ... 

Magazine

Communist Youth of Syria:

“We will 
never give up!”
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othing left for us.”
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Finian Cunningham

Five years of war, fi ve months of 
Russian military intervention, and 
now peace talks are underway. 
It’s as simple as that. However, 
rather than acknowledging a suc-
cessful Russian mission, Western 
media outlets immediately began 
speculating that President Putin’s 
surprise announcement to with-
draw Russian forces from Syria 
indicates a “rift” between Moscow 
and Damascus.

This is just more of the same 
Western media weapon of mass dis-
traction that has obscured the real 
nature of the fi ve-year war. The sov-
ereignty of Syria is the central prin-
ciple offi cially underpinning peace 
talks in Geneva. Without Russia’s 
military intervention, Syria would 
not have the chance to pursue a 
political settlement on such a solid 
footing.

By contrast, after nearly two 
years of US-led military intervention 
allegedly to “defeat terrorism”, the 
Syrian state was on the brink of col-
lapse from a largely foreign-backed 
terrorist assault. Until, that is, Russia 
intervened at the end of September 
last year.

The touchstone is that Russia 
from the outset was motivated by 
supporting the Syrian nation and sup-
planting the terror threat. While the 
US and its allies were ultimately the 
source of the threat.

Western media in hock to their 
governments’ political line still 
strain the implausible narrative of 
a “popular uprising” in Syria that 
somehow descended into a “global 
proxy war”.

But to the rest of the world, 
US-led illegal regime-change is the 
obvious, and damning, story. This 
should be the focus, not specula-
tion about Putin’s alleged ulterior 
motives to withdraw militarily now 
from Syria.

US Secretary of State John 
Kerry speaking in Paris alongside 

European counterparts appeared 
to highlight Syria as a priority for 
peace efforts.

It is rather galling that Kerry 
should lecture Russia about making 
“clear choices” in Syria or elsewhere, 
when the only plausible explanation 
for the violence in the Arab country 
can be traced to the criminal interfer-
ence of Washington and its partners, 
in fl agrant violation of international 
law and thereby unleashing mayhem 
that destroyed millions of lives.

As opposition parties gather for 
tentative talks in Geneva, the New 
York Times informed its readers that 
it coincides with the “fi fth anniver-
sary of the beginning of the uprising 
against President Bashar al-Assad, 
which morphed into civil war and 
then a regional and global proxy 
war.”

This is a typical sample of West-
ern distortion on Syria that persists 
in contradiction to the abundant 
evidence. That Western narrative is 
based on the dubious premise that 
the violence was instigated after the 
Syrian state crushed a genuine pro-
democracy uprising. Secondly, the 
narrative blandly portrays that the 
confl ict then escalated into a proxy 
war between foreign governments, as 
if the latter scenario is unrelated to 
the initial “uprising”.

However, thanks to alterna-
tive news media in the West and 
also internationally, such as chan-
nels like RT and Press TV, there is a 
substantial body of information that 
challenges the Western mainstream 
narrative. Not only challenges, but 
exposes it as wilful deception.

For a start, substantive reports 
in the alternative media convincing-
ly show that the initial, small-scale 
protests in Syria during March 2011 
were infi ltrated by armed provoca-
teurs who fi red on civilians and state 
security forces alike in order to incite 
large-scale violence. One of the best 
investigations on these crucial events 
was carried out by Sharmine Nar-
wani for RT.

Secondly, we must bear in mind 
the well-documented long-term 
objective of regime change against 
the government of Syria authored by 
Washington, London and Paris. We 
know, for instance, from the disclo-
sure in 2007 by US General Wesley 
Clark, the former NATO supreme 
commander, that Syria was in the 
Pentagon’s crosshairs for regime 
change as far back as 2001, along 
with Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, 
among others.

Another important reference to 
this criminal agenda is the testimony 

of former French Foreign Minister 
Roland Dumas who revealed in 2013 
that he was approached by British 
offi cials two years before the Syrian 
confl ict erupted with a covert plan to 
topple the Assad government.

We also know from the revela-
tions of former US intelligence chief 
Lieutenant General Michael Flynn 
that the administration of President 
Barack Obama deliberately foment-
ed the infi ltration of “jihadist” terror 
groups as far back as 2012 with the 
calculation that these mercenar-
ies would destabilise the Damascus 
government.

That’s why it is stomach-turning 
when Kerry tells media in Paris at 
the weekend about how the “evil of 
Daesh [ISIS]” must be defeated.

Tellingly, from the outset of the 
confl ict, Washington and its Western 
allies lost no time to make strident 
demands that President Assad “had 
to go”. These demands have become 
toned down of late as Washington 
endeavours to supposedly participate 
in the Geneva peace process. Never-
theless, the blatant objective of the 
Western governments remains, for 
the Damascus authorities to eventu-
ally step down after a “political proc-
ess” – or, in other words, for “regime 
change”.

The other telling factor is the 
involvement of various regional 
despotic states in the Western chorus 
calling for Assad to stand down. 
Seriously: the regimes of Turkey’s 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the auto-
cratic head-choppers in Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar on the side of a “pro-
democracy uprising”?

The fact that these Western-
backed regimes have poured billions 
of dollars into recruiting, training 
and weaponising mercenaries from 
dozens of countries – including sup-
plying chemical weapons – speaks 
of the reality of foreign-orchestrated 
regime change as the key determi-
nant in the Syrian war.

Damningly, former UN envoy 
Lakhdar Brahimi revealed in an 
interview this month that the con-
fl ict in Syria could have been halted 
in 2012 – just over a year from its 
inception. Brahimi praised Russia 
for having “a much more realistic 
analysis of the situation” and that 
“everyone should have listened 
to the Russians a little bit more.” 
Moscow has consistently said that 
the political future of Syria must 
be decided by the people of Syria 
and that no external preconditions, 
such as Assad standing down, can be 
imposed by Western powers or their 
regional proxies. The Geneva talks 
underscored this principle.

Two weeks ago, Kerry fl ew to 
Saudi Arabia seemingly to urge an 
end to confl ict in Syria. Notably, 
the Saudi-backed Syrian opposition, 
the High Negotiations Committee 
(HNC), suddenly reversed its rejec-
tion of the Geneva dialogue and said 
that it would be attending talks after 
all. The HNC comprises Al-Qaeda-
linked terror groups, Jaish al-Islam 
and Arhrar al-Shams. However, the 
HNC stipulated that any negotia-
tions must be predicated on Assad’s 
removal.

Syria’s war, death toll and 
destruction are patently a result of a 
US-led bid for regime change in that 
country. The background intrigue, 
the explosive escalation of violence 
over the past fi ve years and the belat-
ed political attempts to prosecute 
regime change by alternative means 
are all clear evidence of a criminal 
foreign assault on Syria.

Russia’s military intervention 
on behalf of the Syrian authori-
ties, as designated by internation-
al law, has exposed the true nature 
of the confl ict. The danger of US-
backed covert war on Syria has been 
removed, and now it is over to diplo-
macy to resolve the peace. That is a 
stunning achievement.
RT 

Without Russia’s military intervention, 
Syria would not have the chance to pursue a 

political settlement on such a solid footing.

Russia saved Syria from 
US regime change

Mexico

“The border crossed us”
Until the beginning of the 19th 
century, the West and Northwest 
of what is now the United States 
were the sparsely settled home 
to numerous autonomous Indig-
enous nations. Some areas along 
the West Coast, up to San Fran-
cisco, had been colonised by Spain 
and pacifi ed both militarily and 
by means of a far-fl ung series of 
Catholic missions.

Technically part of the King-
dom of New Spain, much of this 
land was really Indian Country that 
didn’t “belong” to any country. The 
Louisiana Purchase was an 1803 
deal whereby the US, up until then 
an Eastern Seaboard nation, bought 
828,000 square miles of land from 
the French, starting in Louisiana and 
stretching northwest all the way up 
to and past what is now the Cana-
dian border. The US continued its 
expansion westward in its pursuit of 
its “Manifest Destiny” – to occupy 
the continent from ocean to ocean.

The border itself was not clear-
ly defi ned and remained so until 
Mexico became independent from 
Spain and entered a period of polit-
ical instability. Mexico attempted 
to create a buffer zone to prevent 
possible invasion from the North. 
The Mexican government encour-
aged thousands of their own citi-
zens to settle in Texas, and even 
offered inexpensive land to US 
settlers in exchange for populat-
ing the area. The infl ux of people 
did not provide the defence that 
Mexico had hoped for, and instead 
Texas declared its independence 
in 1836. That independence lasted 
until 1845 when the United States 
annexed Texas.

The never-ending American 
push westward eventually led to 
the Mexican-American War (1846-
48), our fi rst “imperialist” war, 
which ended with the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo. In that treaty, 
Mexico lost more than 960,000 

square miles of land, 55 percent 
of its national territory, includ-
ing what is today California, Ari-
zona, New Mexico, Utah, Nevada 
and parts of Colorado, Wyoming, 
Kansas, and Oklahoma. In 1853 
the Gadsden Purchase completed 
the creation of the current US-
Mexico border. These purchases 
left approximately 300,000 people 
living in the once disputed lands, 
many of whom were Mexican 
nationals.

The formerly Mexican land 
now incorporated into the US is 
sometimes referred to as “Aztlán,” 
and has been the intermittent focus 
of popular aspirations to return 
that land to its native peoples as 
an independent nation. As many 
present-day American citizens of 
Mexican and Indigenous ancestry 
like to say, “We didn’t cross the 
border, the border crossed us.”
People’s World 
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Federica Mogherini, Vice Presi-
dent of the European Commission 
and the EU’s High Representative 
for External Affairs and Security 
Policy, recently brought a del-
egation from the European Union 
(EU) to Cuba. She announced on 
March 11 in Havana that the EU 
and Cuba would soon be signing 
a “Political Dialogue and Coop-
eration Agreement.” Offi cials on 
both sides initialled the agreement 
to a bilateral negotiating process, 
which will be fi nalised after both 
sides complete internal review 
processes.

Mogherini met with Cuban Pres-
ident Raúl Castro for three hours 
and joined Cuban Foreign Minister 
Bruno Rodriguez at a press confer-
ence. She described the agreement 
as a “landmark demonstration of the 
improved mutual trust and under-
standing between us. It creates a clear 
framework for intensifi ed political 
dialogue, and a platform for devel-
oping joint action and cooperation on 
global matters.” There will be “new 
opportunities for bilateral coopera-
tion, both technical and fi nancial, and 
policy dialogues in many sectors.”

Foreign Minister Rodriguez 
described the agreement to reporters 
as an “unprecedented step,” adding 
that “differences in some areas still 
exist, but we can manage them in an 
appropriate way.”

According to a joint statement, 
the “parties attest the conclusion 
of the negotiations ... which will 
enable [them] to consolidate rela-
tions between Cuba and the Euro-
pean Union in the medium and 
long-term, a relation based on reci-
procity, respect and mutual benefi t”

The EU delegation in Cuba 
included Neven Mimica, Europe-
an Commissioner for Internation-
al Development and Cooperation, 
who met with Cuban government 
ministers responsible for foreign 
commerce and investment, natural 
resources, agriculture, and econom-
ic planning. He also conferred with 
ambassadors of EU countries repre-
sented in Havana. Other experts on 
the EU team visited projects already 
receiving EU funding, among them 
“sustainable agricultural initiatives 
and activities relating to the social 
and economic integration of Cuban 
young people.”

Two-sided 
negotiations

In her remarks, the EU foreign 
affairs head mentioned that “the end 
of negotiations and upcoming signa-
ture of the Agreement mark the end 
of the EU’s 1996 Common Position 
as the Union’s instrument defi ning its 
external relations with Cuba.”

The “Common Position” took 
shape in 1996, partly as the result 
of pressure from Spain. An observer 

describes it as having been a unilat-
eral process requiring the EU peri-
odically to monitor Cuba’s attention 
to human rights and then to decide on 
trade and cooperation matters based 
on whether rights were honoured, or 
not. NGOs, not the Cuban govern-
ment, received any humanitarian aid 
from the EU.

Nevertheless, trade and other 
contacts expanded until 2003. That 
year the Cuban government jailed 73 
so-called dissidents, many of them 
funded by the US government, and 
EU countries cut back on relations. 
After a while, again infl uenced by 
Spain, the EU eased its sanctions, 
and in April 2008 announced its deci-
sion to pursue a process leading to 
rapprochement.

Over the next six years the EU 
provided Cuba with support for 
post-hurricane reconstruction, agri-
cultural initiatives, education serv-
ices, and more – all together worth 
140 million euros [AU$280 m]. 
Since April 2014 seven rounds of 
formal talks have taken place. Later 
that year the EU announced a six-
year program of grants totalling 50 
million euros [AU$100 m] directed 
at modernisation of Cuba’s economy 
and programs on food security and 
environmental sustainability. 

The pace quickened in recent 
months as the presidents of Austria 
and France and the Prime Minister 
of Italy visited the island. President 
Raul Castro made a state visit to 
France in February 2016.

The UK Guardian attributes the 
EU shift and the recent agreement to 
“interest by European countries in 
maintaining their position as trading 
partners with Cuba.” Data suggest 
that’s a status quo well worth pre-
serving, and for both sides. 

A recent report identifi es the EU 
as the top recipient of Cuba’s exports, 
absorbing 27 percent of them. The 
EU is Cuba’s biggest foreign inves-
tor and accounts for one third of tour-
ists to Cuba. And, “The EU is Cuba’s 
second most important trading part-
ner, (accounting for 22% of total 

Cuban trade) and the second biggest 
source of Cuban imports (21%).”

Ultimately, says Reuters, “Cuba 
wants capital, and the European 
Union wants influence.” Another 
analyst, Sarah Stephens of Ameri-
cas Quarterly, thinks the EU may 
have pursued negotiations after fi rst 
concluding that “Raúl Castro’s lead-
ership has changed in some funda-
mental ways the circumstances in 
which Cuban citizens live and work.” 

She suggests also that the EU, 
long having acquiesced to US pres-
sure for a hard line on Cuba, now 
is enjoying some autonomy, which 

exists because the United States itself 
is opening up to Cuba.

“We agree that the US embargo 
is completely obsolete and outdated,” 
Federica Mogherini announced at 
the press conference. She denounced 
extraterritorial effects of the US 
blockade as illegal. “The EU posi-
tion is clear,” she declared: “we don’t 
accept that EU companies are penal-
ised.” She promised that “both Cuba 
and the EU will work with the US to 
push for an end of these measures, 
which cause undue harm to Cuban 
people and society.”
People’s World 
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Federica Mogherini.

“Corruption” 
and leaked 
tapes
Ben Chocko

Brazilian President Dilma Rous-
seff condemned the leak of a tape 
of her talking to her predecessor 
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva yester-
day as right-wing protests erupted 
across the country. Judge Sergio 
Moro released a recording of 
Ms Rousseff telling da Silva she 
was sending him a document to 
use “if necessary,” relating to his 
appointment as her chief of staff.

Critics accuse her of appointing 
him to shield him from prosecution 
– while in offi ce, only the Supreme 
Court can try members of the cabi-
net – and argue that the “if neces-
sary” refers to protecting him from 
potential detention, but the presi-
dency retorted that his appointment 
was already public knowledge when 
the conversation took place and she 
meant he would only need to use 
the document if he was unavailable 
to be sworn in in person.

Protests erupted in Brasilia, Rio 
de Janeiro and Sao Paulo demand-
ing that Rousseff step down over 
allegations that key allies in the 
Workers’ Party, including da Silva, 
are guilty of corruption. Defend-
ers of the government argue that the 
prosecution is a politically motivat-
ed attempt to unseat the left-wing 
administration.

Communist Party of Brazil 
(PCdoB) national president Lucia-
na Santos said: “They have already 
looked into [da Silva’s] accounts 
and found nothing.

“This is an eminently political 
struggle, as was proved last week 
when Lula was taken [into cus-
tody] by force without the slightest 
need. We will defend the legacy of 
a political project that has changed 
the lives of Brazilians and ensure 
that we turn the page of this politi-
cal crisis and resume the genera-
tion of growth, employment and 
income that matters to the Brazil-
ian people.”

PCdoB’s parliamentary leader 
Daniel Almeida said the whole 
prosecution was an attempt was an 
attempt to “embarrass” da Silva 
and “deconstruct the image of 
Lula, popular leader and icon of 
the left.

“The prosecutor has a pre-
judged position and keeps repeat-
ing accusations where the facts 
have already been clarifi ed.”

Da Silva’s recent announce-
ment that he would consider stand-
ing for the presidency again when 
Rousseff steps down has enraged 
Brazil’s right, which sees him as a 
diffi cult candidate to beat.
Morning Star 

EU, Cuba reach 
“landmark” agreement

Workers pay 
for Osborne mess
Luke James

BRITAIN: Working people 
will face even lower wages and 
living standards because George 
Osborne lost billions “down the 
back of the sofa,” the Institute 
for Fiscal Studies (IFS) says. IFS 
director Paul Johnson predicted 
the Chancellor would pick the 
pocket of ordinary people to plug 
his £56 billion Budget black hole.

Austerity will also drag on into 
the next decade because the econo-
my is tanking under the Tories, he 
said. The warning from one of Brit-
ain’s top economists came after the 
Offi ce for Budget Responsibility 
(OBR) downgraded its growth fore-
cast for the next fi ve years.

It was a complete reversal of 
the verdict given by the Treasury 
watchdog before the Autumn State-
ment when it anticipated a £27 bil-
lion improvement in public fi nances 

for which it was criticised by econo-
mists. Blinkered Osborne is sticking 
by his austerity ideology and insists 
he will deliver a Budget surplus by 
2021.

Presenting the IFS budget anal-
ysis in London, Johnson warned it 
would require even more pain for 
working people who are already 
earning £40 a week less than before 
the fi nancial crash.

In a scathing assessment of 
the Budget, he said: “The £27 bil-
lion he found down the back sofa in 
November turned into £56 billion 
that the sofa ate up yesterday. If the 
OBR is right then we should all be 
worried. Lower productivity growth 
means lower earnings and living 
standards, not just lower tax rev-
enues for the Treasury.

“And earnings and living stand-
ards are probably more important 
than Mr Osborne.”

To achieve a £10 billion surplus 

by 2020, the IFS said Osborne has 
“shuffl ed” money between years 
and pencilled in £3.5 billion worth 
of “wholly unspecifi ed” cuts to 
public spending in 2018.

He will also be forced to aban-
don his plans to ease up on austerity 
ahead of the next general election 
in 2020. Johnson was clear: “The 
public fi nances are kept on track 
only by adding yet another year of 
planned austerity.

“Spending in 2020-21 will be 
£10 billion less than planned.”

Shadow chancellor John 
McDonnell said: “George Osborne’s 
failures have been further exposed 
today. Millions will be desperately 
disappointed to hear that George 
Osborne has had to continue aus-
terity into the next decade and 
announce a further £10 billion of 
spending cuts just so he doesn’t lose 
any face.”
Morning Star 

Mogherini described the 
agreement as a “landmark 

demonstration of the improved 
mutual trust and understanding”.
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Clearing some 
of the confusion
The Bill that was fi libusted all 
night last week in federal parlia-
ment seeks to make amendments 
to the method of voting in the 
Senate.

At present in the Senate parties 
do deals with each other swapping 
preferences. They can submit up to 
three lists of preferences if they so 
choose – not just one – to the Elec-
toral Commission.

The allocation of preferences is 
alternated between these lists if there 
is more than one. Voters have no idea 
where their preferences are going. 

Although it is required by law to have 
these on the wall where voting is 
taking place, how many have people 
have ever studied them? And there 
is no way of knowing which prefer-
ence listing, if there is more than one, 
your vote would follow. You cannot 
choose.

We are also used to the major par-
ties organising bogus parties to redi-
rect preferences back to themselves, 
but in the last elections as a group of 
single issue right-wing parties joined 
forces to ensure their preferences 
fl owed within a loop amongst them-
selves. They also adopted three lists 
of preferences. Voters had no idea let 
alone control over where their pref-
erences went. This is hardly demo-
cratic. The Greens as well as the 
Coalition and ALP were shut out of 
the loop.

It is unfair to say the Greens are 
just supporting this Bill because of 
what happened in the last elections. 
Back when Christine Milne was 
leader they put up similar legisla-
tion which was defeated. Of course a 
more democratic system would result 
in them gaining more seats.

The small parties arguing for 

the status quo refer to the fact that 
around 20 percent of the elector-
ate reject the major parties and this 
20 percent should have a voice in 
the Senate. No one could disagree 
with that. But what sort of voice? 
Family First, Shooters Party, Motor 
Cyclists, progressive or right-wing 
independent, Palmer Party, etc? The 
present system makes it diffi cult for 
voters to have a great deal of control 
over where their preferences end up 
and whether the voice refl ects their 
politics.

Mati English
Sydney

Reef bearing witness

I’ve just come back from the 
waters near Keppel Island, on the 
southern end of the Great Barrier 
Reef.

It’s a majestic place, but we 
were there on a melancholy mis-
sion: to document the local coral and 
marine life, in case by this time next 
summer it’s bleached and gone. It’s 
one of the more vulnerable spots on 
the Reef and scientists aren’t hopeful. 

We were barely home a month before 
hearing the news that bleaching had 
already started to occur in Northern 
parts of the Reef. This is a worrying 
sign of things to come.

We call this documentation 
“bearing witness” – and it’s one of 
the saddest parts of my job. But it’s 
also what gives us the proof we need 
to publicise what’s really going on, 
and that’s incredibly powerful.

Here’s the truth: 50 percent of 
coral on the Great Barrier Reef has 
been lost in the last 30 years. As 
someone who’s grown up on the 
Reef I’ve seen it with my own eyes. 
Coral are starving to death, literally, 
because the rising ocean tempera-
tures and increased levels of acid in 
the ocean are killing the algae; their 
food source.

Coral reefs aren’t just pretty to 
look at. They’re one of the most pro-
ductive ecosystems on Earth, and 
highly sensitive to long-term climate 
change. Thousands of the ocean’s 
plant and animal species depend on 
coral reefs. Humans need them too. 
They’re vital to our fi sheries, shore-
line storm protection, tourism, and 
even certain medicines.

That’s why every step of the 
way, we’ve refused to sit back and 
do nothing while the Great Barrier 
Reef is killed off, its coral bleached 
and gone. All is not lost: the Reef 
can recover in the right conditions. 
Dredging at Abbot Point to expand 
the coal port, and any industrialisa-
tion of the Reef coast, must be ruled 
out to give our Reef the best chance 
of rejuvenation.

Winning this campaign for good 
takes ongoing determination and 
vigilance.

What we do works. But Green-
peace doesn’t have Big Mining’s 
deep pockets which last fi nancial 
year contributed nearly $1 million to 
the Labor, Liberal and National par-
ties combined.

Shani
Greenpeace Australia

PS: Last month the Queensland 
environment minister Steven Miles 
granted environmental authority for 
the Carmichael mega coal mine. 
Today the Reef is bleaching. This 
government cannot continue down 
the path of approving new coal 
mines.
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The Guardian
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On March 9 the progressive US on-line 
journal Common Dreams carried an article 
by Robert Reich in which the former US 
Secretary of Labour turned academic fi nal-
ly denounced Donald Trump as a classic 
fascist. “Trump has fi nally reached a point 
where parallels between his presidential 
campaign and the fascists of the fi rst half 
of the 20th century ... are too evident to 
overlook.”

Reich claimed he’d been “reluctant to use 
the ‘f’ word to describe Donald Trump because 
it’s especially harsh, and it’s too often used 
carelessly”. Most people with any knowledge 
of modern history and politics would say its 
application to Trump was overdue.

Reich correctly points out that, like “the 
early 20th century fascists, Trump is focus-
ing his campaign on the angers of white work-
ing people who have been losing economic 
ground for years, and who are easy prey for 
demagogues seeking to build their own power 
by scapegoating others.” As The Washington 
Post’s Jeff Guo pointed out similarly, Trump 
performs best in places “where middle-aged 
whites are dying the fastest”.

Reich notes that “the economic stress-
es almost a century ago that culminated in 
the Great Depression were far worse than 
most of Trump’s followers have experienced, 
but they’ve suffered something that in some 
respects is more painful – failed expectations.

“Many grew up during the 1950s and 
1960s, during a postwar prosperity that lifted 

all boats. That prosperity gave their parents a 
better life. Trump’s followers naturally expect-
ed that they and their children would also expe-
rience economic gains. They have not.

“Add fears and uncertainties about terror-
ists who may be living among us, or may want 
to sneak through our borders, and this vulner-
ability and powerlessness is magnifi ed.

“Trump’s incendiary verbal attacks on 
Mexican immigrants and Muslims – even his 
reluctance to distance himself from David Duke 
and the Ku Klux Klan – follow the older fas-
cist script.

“That older generation of fascists didn’t 
bother with policy prescriptions or logical 
argument, either. They presented themselves 
as strongmen whose personal power would 
remedy all ills.

“They created around themselves cults of 
personality in which they took on the trappings 
of strength, confi dence, and invulnerability – all 
of which served as substitutes for rational argu-
ment or thought.”

In the midst of the Great Depression, Hitler 
promised the German workers that he would 
get them back to work. And he did for some of 
them, by forming them into labour battalions 
to support the army! With an identical lack of 
honesty and even common sense, Trump told 
workers in Michigan, reeling from catastrophic 
closures of auto industries and other manufac-
turing enterprises, “If you get laid off … I still 
want your vote ... I’ll get you a new job; don’t 
worry about it.”

Unfortunately, that new job will probably 
be in the army. As Reich notes, “Trump’s entire 
foreign policy consists of asserting American 
power against other nations.” The likelihood of 
Trump opting for a policy of peace and respect 
for democratic rights in hotspots such as Syria 
and Ukraine is out of the question. The Com-
munists’ slogan from the 1930s is equally rel-
evant today: fascism means war!

Reich again: “The old fascists intimidated 
and threatened opponents. Trump is not above a 
similar strategy.” In fact, his response (and that 
of his supporters) to the numerous protests that 
have started to disrupt his carefully staged elec-
tion rallies is to encourage violence against the 
protesters. Freedom of speech? Not for Trump 
opponents! One middle-aged Trump supporter 
who was caught on camera punching a protester 
in the face at a Trump rally said to the media 
“next time we’ll kill him”.

Trump excuses violence on the part of his 
followers by declaring that it is simply evi-
dence of their patriotism and their passion: 
“They love this country and they want this 
country to be great again.” (Interesting con-
cept of “great”!)

Trump has proposed using torture against 
terrorists, and collective punishment for their 
families, both of which are in clear viola-
tion of international law. (Although, one has 
to admit, if his administration resorted to tor-
ture, it would simply be following the example 
of several recent US presidential administra-
tions that have incarcerated political prisoners 

under inhumane conditions within the US or at 
Abu Graib in Iraq, or sent them clandestinely 
to countries like Egypt to be tortured there on 
behalf of the US.)

Reich concludes that “Donald Trump 
presents ... a profound danger to the future of 
America and the world.” And I doubt that any 
Guardian reader would dispute that conclusion!

Reich’s article is marred by one glar-
ingly inaccurate statement: right at the start 
he lists “the fascists of the fi rst half of the 
20th century”. This is his list: “lurid fi gures 
such as Benito Mussolini, Joseph Stalin, 
Adolf Hitler, Oswald Mosley, and Francisco 
Franco”. Pardon? Stalin, who fought so tire-
lessly against fascism both as leader of the 
USSR and in the forums of the Communist 
International, has mysteriously morphed from 
a Communist leader into its very opposite, a 
fascist leader. The mind boggles. But of course 
it is no more than the logical outcome of the 
propaganda campaign that has been waged by 
the US and its allies for decades now to equate 
Communism with fascism!

How successful and all-pervasive that cam-
paign has been is shown by the fact that even 
a respected bourgeois academic like Reich 
accepts it without qualifi cation. Reich is Chan-
cellor’s Professor of Public Policy at the Gold-
man School of Public Policy at the University 
of California at Berkeley but he is no social-
ist. Imperialism’s re-writing of history is truly 
assuming mammoth proportions! 
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Rob Gowland

Trump 
really is 
a fascist

Trump excuses violence on the part of his followers by declaring that it is simply evidence of their patriotism and their passion.
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There is a soundtrack to the rising 
movement for social change. As 
activists put their shoulders to 
the wheel of progress, their voices 
rise to describe the struggle and 
urge others to join. The voices 
are varied. The songs are many. 
The singers are as diverse as the 
causes they espouse. But all over 
the country, particularly in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, the rising 
populism is tracked by the rise of 
a joyous noise.

Many of the current groups sing-
ing for social change trace their roots 
back to the Freedom Song Network. 
In 1982, organiser Jon Fromer put 
out a call for music workers and song 
sharing as part of the workshop, “Art 
Works for the People.” A couple hun-
dred people answered that call. Many 
groups ended up being formed out of 
the workshop. To this day, Freedom 
Song Network still stands as a clear-
inghouse for individual singers and 
groups. Many are still vital voices in 
the movement for social change.

The group Vukani Mawethu 
traces its roots back to the Network. 
It was brought together by Fania and 
Angela Davis around South African 
singer, James Madhlope Phillips. 
A union leader and member of the 
African National Congress (ANC), 
Phillips toured the world singing 
songs of freedom. He and the Davis 
sisters organised an ensemble for a 
1986 concert at the University of 
California.

Vukani Mawethu grew, over 
time, to become a multiracial choir 
singing songs of everyday life as well 
as celebrations of freedom struggles 
from Africa and around the world. 
Their songs, primarily from South 
Africa, are sung in Zulu, Sethu, 
Xhosa, and English. The repertoire 
includes gospel, spirituals, labour 
songs, and ballads which describe the 
battle against racism and for social 
and political freedom.

As Vukani prepares for its 30th 
anniversary, coordinator Andrea 
Turner looks both to the past and to 
the future. “We are out in the com-
munity more, listening to people,” 
she says, “trying to connect with the 

future and to bring new voices in, 
getting youth more involved in these 
ongoing struggles.”

Occupella is of more recent vin-
tage, starting around the Occupy 
movement. Nancy Schimmel, Bonnie 
Lockhart, Hali Hammer, Leslie Hass-
berg, and Betsy Rose started singing 
and playing at Oakland and Berke-
ley Occupy sites and outside local 
banks, particularly for International 
Women’s Day.

The group knew each other from 
Freedom Song Network and other 
past work, including Lockhart’s days 
with Red Star Singers, the work of 
Hammer and Rose in Singing for 
Peace, Schimmel and Lockhart play-
ing in Plum City Players along with 
Jose Luis Orozco, and Schimmel’s 
illustrious mother Malvina Reynolds 
(“Little Boxes”, “Morningtown 
Ride”, “What Have They Done to 
the Rain”).

Occupella now sings at Berke-
ley’s weekly Tax the Rich demon-
strations, monthly at BART transit 
stations, as well as on labour picket 
lines, at climate change rallies, and 
for workshops of the San Francisco 
Folk Festival. They conduct song 
swaps and maintain a useful, handy 
online songbook of original, topical, 
and traditional parodies and rewrites. 
This musical manual is appropriate 
for all demonstrations and varieties 
of work toward a better world.

As Nancy Schimmel says, “We 
sing to promote peace, justice, and an 
end to corporate domination! If you 
can think critically, you need to act. 
If you can talk, you can sing!”

San Francisco’s Labor Herit-
age Rockin’ Solidarity Chorus also 
has roots in the Freedom Song Net-
work. Since 1999, the chorus, made 
up of workers from many unions, 
has found homes at local community 
colleges and sung all over Northern 
California.

Director Pat Wynne, a labour 
organiser herself, steers the chorus 
to picket lines and demonstrations in 
support of organised labour. A recip-
ient of the Joe Hill Award in 2014, 
Wynne and her husband Gilbert write 
performance pieces as well as song 
books. Her mission, she says, is to 
create a new canon of labour music 

that better refl ects the diversity of the 
working class and its concerns.

Wynne, along with Hali Hammer 
and Liliana Herrera, comprise the 
allied group The ReSisters. They spe-
cialise in political parodies, humor-
ous takes on serious subjects, and 
satire in three-part harmony. They 
have truly earned the title, “Divas of 
Dissent”.

The award winning, indefatiga-
ble Hammer, who like so many in the 
movement has played for decades, 
characterises not only the group, but 
the wave as a whole as she describes 
the music: “We are more than just 
a sound track; we are the spirit, the 
humour and the heart of the move-
ment for social change. Our words 
and actions help change the world 
and improve people’s spirit and lives. 
Listen to us...but more importantly, 
join us. There is a lot of work to be 
done!”
People’s World 
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The unfolding human tragedy in Burundi 
needs urgent intervention from the inter-
national community before it is too late. 
The seemingly hands-off attitude by the 
East African Community, African Union 
and even the United Nations raises many 
questions.

The crisis has been characterised by spo-
radic violence, assassinations, intimidation and 
the grouping of militias along ethnic lines. The 
situation is eerily reminiscent of the start of 
the 1993-2006 civil war in which an estimated 
300,000 people died. The underlying issues of 
ethnic balance of power, corruption and poor 
governance linked to that confl ict appear to be 
re-emerging.

The current crisis began in April with mul-
ti-ethnic protests by the opposition and civil 
society against President Pierre Nkurunziza’s 
decision to vie for a third term.

Ethnic balance of power
In Burundi, ethnic balance of power seems 

to be the major threat to stability. The two dom-
inant ethnic groups, Hutu and Tutsi, have had 
altercations since the pre-colonial era. Their 
squabbling became more serious in the after-
math of Burundi’s independence in 1962. The 
ethnic confl ict culminated in the genocidal 
violence of 1993-2006 that killed more than 
300,000 people.

The 1998 Arusha Peace and Reconciliation 
Agreement, specifi cally Article 7, made efforts 
to diminish the ethnic cleavage. But the tragedy 
of the peace effort was that it was anchored on 
power sharing among ethnic elites. This was 

done without consideration for genuine justice 
and reconciliation across Burundi’s ethnic soci-
ety. Nor with an eye on the establishment of 
strong governance institutions.

The “quick fi x” nature of the Arusha Peace 
and Reconciliation Agreement seems to have 
come back to haunt Burundi. Ethnic protests 
threaten to tear the country apart, leading it to 
the path of a failed state.

There has been a mass exodus of Burun-
dians to neighbouring countries since the new 
violence. This has been driven by negative 
ethnicity – described as people fi ghting for 
their rights by destroying the rights of others 
– especially among the elites. The UN refugee 
agency estimates that by November more than 
200,000 people had fl ed Burundi in anticipation 
of ethnic confl ict.

An outbreak of a full-scale civil war seems 
inevitable.

Bad governance and corruption by the 
Nkurunziza regime also threaten the survival 
of Burundi as a state. The ripple effects of these 
have seen a rise in poverty and unemployment, 
especially among the youth who constitute 
the majority of Burundi’s population of 11.2 
million.

The large population of disenfranchised 
young people makes them vulnerable targets 
for recruitment into militias. This is evident in 
the high number who have aligned themselves 
with key actors across the political divide. The 
build-up of youth militia, leading to a highly 
militarised society, has created a tinderbox. All 
it requires is a spark to set off civil war that will 
consume Burundi’s state and national fabric.

Militarisation and 
ethnic militias

Rising militarisation, especially among 
youths allied to rival Hutu and Tutsi ethnic 
groups, is a clear indication of Burundi’s pos-
sible descent into the club of failed states.

The central government is weak and has 

little control over the country. It faces clear 
challenges in providing public services and is 
riddled with widespread corruption and crimi-
nality. Refugee numbers are climbing as more 
people fl ee their homes and the economy is in 
sharp decline.

Intimidation is on the rise and ethnic mili-
tia groups are retreating to their ethnic strong-
holds. Targeted assassinations across the 
political spectrum are increasing in the capi-
tal Bujumbura, akin to the initial stages of the 
1993 civil war.

The most notorious case of militia hemmed 
along ethnic lines is the Hutu-dominated and 
pro-government militia, the Imbonerakure. It 
has continuously waged a campaign of intimi-
dation against Tutsis.

The militarisation of ethnic groups indi-
cates a clear pattern of a failing state incapable 
of using state institutions, such as the police 
and other security forces, to maintain law and 
order. The division of the military along ethnic 
lines, which led to the aborted coup, is anoth-
er symptom of gradual decline in the state’s 
capabilities.

Why neighbours 
aren’t helping

There is no easy solution to the dangerous 
crisis in Burundi. The East African Community, 
which should be the obvious arbiter, doesn’t 
seem to be suited to resolving the crisis.

Kenya is busy with its own International 
Criminal Court cases and seems not to have 
time for the crisis. In Tanzania, President John 
Magufuli is new and needs time to establish his 
government.

For his part, President Paul Kagame of 
Rwanda has overtly declared that Nkurunzi-
za’s regime is targeting minority Tutsi groups 

in Burundi. He has threatened to intervene if the 
crisis turns genocidal to protect Tutsis.

Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni – 
who is the current mediator – is facing stiff 
competition from the opposition in elections 
slated for January 2016 and may have no time 
for Burundi. Museveni, just like Nkurunziza, 
has been accused by the Ugandan opposition 
of manipulating the constitution to extend his 
stay in power. Hence, in the eyes of Burundi-
an opposition, he lacks credibility to resolve 
a crisis sparked by his counterpart’s machina-
tions to cling to power.

Way forward
Any attempt to resolve the crisis and fi nd 

a long-term solution must tackle political, 
constitutional, economic and social problems 
in Burundi. For instance, the trigger issue in 
the recent confl ict was the ambiguities in the 
interpretation of the Arusha Peace and Rec-
onciliation Agreement and the country’s 2005 
constitution.

Hence the Burundian peace process, while 
addressing the current political and constitu-
tional crises, should also take into account the 
economic, ethnic and social issues behind the 
confl ict.

In the meantime, the UN should send a 
Chapter 7 peacekeeping mission to Burundi. 
Such missions apply ”to volatile ‘post-confl ict 
settings where the State is unable to maintain 
security and public order”.

This would enable it to be given a man-
date to use force to stop the killings by both 
the opposition and the government. After this, 
the African Union must lead in creating an 
inclusive political dispensation acceptable to 
all parties.
Third World Resurgence 

Why the world can’t 
stand by as Burundi 
becomes a failed state
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As Burundi descends into a whirlpool 
of violence, Patrick Muthengi Maluki 
contends that in the absence of 
intervention by the international 
community, a full-scale civil war 
seems likely.
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