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After watching CCTV footage 
of how police treated his niece 
Julieka Dhu before she died in 
custody and listening to offi cers 
testify at the coronial inquest, 
Shaun Harris feels disheartened 
and angry.

But, somehow, he and other 
family members fi nd the strength to 
fi ght for justice. 

They’re fi ghting for justice for 
Julieka – but it’s also a fight for 
basic human rights and against the 
institutional racism that Mr Harris 
knows killed his beautiful niece way 
too young. Ms Dhu, a 22-year-old 
Yamatji woman, died two days after 
being locked up at in South Hedland 
Police Station in August 2014 for 
unpaid fi nes totalling $3,622.

The inquest into her death 
resumed last month, after two weeks 
of hearing evidence last November. 
Ms Dhu’s grandmother Carol Roe 
said the family was devastated and 
frustrated that the government had 
not taken steps to prevent similar sit-
uations from occurring.

“Our girl should have never 
been locked up,” Ms Roe said. “She 
paid the ultimate price for bad laws 
and bad policies. My granddaughter 
should be with me today, rather than 
in the cemetery. 

“The government must be held 
to account.”

Third visit
Ms Dhu died during her third 

visit in as many days to the Hedland 
Health Campus from staphylococcal 
septicaemia and pneumonia, follow-
ing an infection in her fractured ribs 
that spread to her lungs.

The inquest has heard – and seen 

– that police assumed she was faking 
and that nurses and doctors failed to 
follow basic procedures, including 
taking Ms Dhu’s temperature.

“We’re still shattered from 
Julieka’s passing,” Mr Harris told 
the Koori Mail. “Julieka should still 
be still here.

“The facts are that the health 
system and the police are all in denial 
and very unwilling to face up to the 
consequences of their actions. All 
those people who were supposed to 
be taking care of Julieka while she 
was in government care are guilty – 
and they need to be held accountable.

“There’s been no justice for any 
black death in custody since Inva-
sion – no accountability. The fact that 
there were so many people involved 
who had direct contact with Julieka 
while she was incarcerated, you 
would think from the sheer number 
that there would have been someone 
who took proper care of her.

“We want convictions. It’s so 
clear that’s the only way justice will 
be served, so Julieka can rest in some 
sort of peace. Everyone involved in 
Julieka’s death has blood on their 
hands.

“All the denial and blame shifting 
doesn’t change the fact that almost all 
the people involved neglected her on 
so many levels.”

Listening to police testimony has 
been harrowing for the family. 

Some officers have conced-
ed that they believed Ms Dhu was 
faking, right up until she died. Others 
have claimed they believed her cries 
of pain were genuine, but failed to 
explain why they didn’t follow proper 
police procedures or ensure she was 
given appropriate medical treatment.

Constable Christopher Matier 
testifi ed that he’d handcuffed Ms 

Dhu and dragged her out of her cell 
to take her to hospital still believing 
she could be faking illness shortly 
before she died.

“I wasn’t entirely convinced that 
she couldn’t use her legs,” he said. 

Constable Matier dragged Ms 
Dhu to the cell door and leaned her 
against his leg, knowing it would be 
diffi cult to drag her to the police van.

The officer said he asked Ms 
Dhu: “Are you sure you can’t get 
up because this is the way I’m going 
to have to take you?” He said she 
replied: “No, I can’t move my legs.”

In hindsight, Constable Matier 
accepted he should have called an 
ambulance but believed it would be 
just as quick for police to drive her. 
He said he fi rst formed the view Ms 
Dhu was faking illness early in his 
shift, based on a conversation he 
overheard with his superiors.

In footage played in court, 

Constable Matier was heard asking 
another detainee if she had been 
screaming all night and if she was 
“trying to get out”.

“There’s no excuse,” Mr Harris 
said. “Police were clearly trying to 
take on the roles of nurse and doctor. 
Now, in their testimony, they’re quick 
to say, ‘I’m not a medical expert,’ but 
why stand up in front of a dying girl 
and tell her what to do?

“It’s not their role to give medical 
advice. It’s to make sure people get 
proper medical treatment and don’t 
just assume people are coming down 
off drugs.”

While the inquest is clearly dif-
fi cult for the family, Mr Harris said 
they are fi nding solace and strength 
in the huge amount of support 
they’ve received in Australia and 
from overseas.

Huge audience
“With social media we’ve been 

able to share our story with a huge 
audience that we haven’t previously 
been able to tap into – that’s helping 
a lot,” he said. “It’s highlighting and 
exposing to the world how severely 
mistreated we are in Australia in this 
day and age.

“The level of racism in that 
courtroom, the ignorance and arro-
gance of everyone involved is so 

blatant. There’s no respect for the 
families at all.

“It’s not just the family who 
gasps out loud when they play the 
footage and hear the responses; it’s 
everyone in the gallery.

“I just want to thank everyone for 
their help and support.

“It’s been massive and we do 
take a lot of comfort in knowing that 
we have so many good people out 
there.

“We won’t stop fi ghting for jus-
tice for Julieka, or custodial reforms. 

“Every death in custody affects 
the whole community, they have a 
massive ripple effect. In Julieka’s 
case, it’s gone global, which is fi nally 
about time – I just wish it didn’t have 
to come at the cost of my niece’s life.

“We don’t want what happened 
to Julieka to happen to anyone else. 

“Apparently we have a world 
class health system in WA, but med-
ical staff still allowed this to happen.

“So many police have blood-
stained hands because of deaths in 
custody. 

“Our supporters help us keep 
going and I can’t thank them 
enough.”
For more information and 
to show solidarity go to: 
#BuildCommunitiesNotPrisons 
Koori Mail 
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Oppose the govt’s reactionary agenda

PRESS FUND
The Great Barrier Reef is in terrible decline, with much of 
the northern quarter bleached and dead. Last year the federal 
government assured the UN that clearing invasive starfish and 
limiting agricultural fertiliser use would restore the reef to health. 
But the government refuses to take effective action to mitigate 
climate change, and state and federal governments have approved 
construction of the vast Adani coal mine and coal loading ports 
along the Queensland coast, which pose the greatest immediate 
threats to the reef. The Guardian is committed to the struggle to 
save the reef, one of the world’s greatest natural treasures, 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:
B Baker $5, Mark Mannion $5, “Rough Red” $5, 
“Round Figure” $15, Craig Greer $50, Marie McClintock $20
This week’s total: $100 Progressive total: $2,260

If the Turnbull Coalition government can win the 
upcoming elections with a majority (including any allied 
cross-benchers) in the Senate then it will be in a position 
to push ahead with its program, just as the Howard 
government did with its anti-union WorkChoices laws 
and its cuts to social spending and nothing less than the 
dismantling of the Federation.

There is a great deal in common between the former 
Howard approach and agenda and that of the present 
government. Both governments started their terms by 
commissioning an Audit Commission (1996 and 2013). 
Both reports spelled out a program for privatisation 
and deregulation of government services and functions 
and a new role for government.

Both governments established Royal Commissions 
– thinly veiled witch-hunts against the building and 
construction division of the CFMEU. The Howard gov-
ernment set up the Australian Building and Construction 
Commission which was later modifi ed by Labor. The 
Abbott/Turnbull government brought in legislation 
to not only fully restore the ABCC but to broaden its 
coverage and strengthen its repressive measures.

The Abbott/Turnbull government has initiated a 
plethora of inquiries to provide blueprints for every 
aspect of government policy: defence, development of 
northern Australia, superannuation, taxation, health, 
education. All of these reports are centred on privatisa-
tion, deregulation, opening up Australia’s markets and 
economy to foreign corporations and overseas labour. 
They also seek to bring Australia’s laws and regula-
tions into line with the requirements of the Trans Pacifi c 
Partnership (TPP) and the Trade in Services Agreement 
(TISA) which is still the subject of secret negotiations.

Former Treasurer Joe Hockey talked in terms of 
changing the role of government. And that is what is 
being undertaken, step-by-step, along with a restructure 
of the economy and an all-out attempt to destroy the 
militant trade unions that might stand in the way of 
this agenda. Indigenous Australians are also on the hit 
list, as their rightful ownership and connection to their 
land is a barrier to the plans of mining corporations.

The 2014 Hockey budget, with its attempt to slash 
$80 billion from the funding of public hospitals and 
schools, was a sign of things to come. So too was 
the move to abolish bulk billing by introducing a 
co-payment.

The aim is for the government to pull completely 
out of funding or taking any responsibility for health, 
education, aged care, disability and most other services: 
the abandonment of its responsibility as the government 
of the Commonwealth of Australia. Turnbull’s attitude 
is states can take full responsibility and ultimately be 
able to raise or lower taxes as they wish.

The states would have to raise income and take 
responsibility for provision of services. The federal 
government would retain what the White Paper on the 
Reform of the Federation describes as “core policies” 
such as foreign affairs, federal police, defence and the 
federal judicial system.

The hike in the GST is “off the table” for now, but 
only for now. Turnbull’s “once in a generation tax 
reform” was resoundingly rejected by the Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG) last week. This was 
the plan for states and territories to set their own income 
tax rates over and above the federal government rates 
to compensate for cuts to funding.

Although this proposal took some in the media by 
surprise, it did not come out of thin air. It was contained 
in the 2014 Audit Commission report. This would result 
in residents of some states being taxed far more heavily 
or receiving inferior services. Turnbull sees it as making 
states more “competitive” in attracting investment – a 
claim he says would confer their “sovereignty”.

The 2014 National Commission of Audit report called 
for “competitive federalism”. In reality, it is a proposal 
to take Australia backwards, to break the nation up into 
competing “sovereign states” in a race to the bottom in 
pursuit of global investors. It recommends giving state 
governments access to personal income tax revenues, 
for the federal government to lower income tax rates 
and “allow room for the states to levy their own income 
tax surcharge”.

This would drag Australia back to pre-1901 when 
it was a group of British colonial possessions, leaving 
people without a proper welfare system, living from 
hand to mouth, fearing illness in a system where user 
pays applies to everything. Competing corporate states 
would be left to swim … or mostly sink.

Pivot
The government set up a committee to make recom-

mendations on the Development of Northern Australia. 
It defi ned northern Australia as north of the Tropic 
of Capricorn, spanning Western Australia, Northern 
Territory and Queensland. “Northern Australia covers 
over forty percent of Australia’s land mass but contains 
only four percent of Australia’s population. It has abun-
dant land, water and mineral resources. It has medical 
and educational institutions with world-class facilities. 
Northern Australia is on the doorstep of Asia and a 
signifi cant portion of it is part of the tropical world 
– which by 2050 will encompass over half the world’s 
population,” the report says.

The report is suitably titled “Pivot North”. One of 
its main objectives is the development of the military 
sector of the economy and Australia’s support for the 
US’s pivot on Asia.

The 2016 Defence White Paper outlined how the 
north of Australia will host expanded bases, spy sta-
tions, joint training and testing facilities. US long 
range, heavy bombers will be stationed in Darwin. 
US forces and air force bomber planes already use 
Australia’s Bradshaw Military Base near Darwin for 
exercises and reconnaissance. There will be a per-
manent presence of US forces on a rotational basis. 
The boost in naval and air power outlined in the 2016 
Defence White Paper (DWP) will enable Australia, 
in its role as the US’s deputy sheriff, to project force 
further and more powerfully in the region. It also 
sets out to deepen and accelerate the integration of 
Australian military in the US war machine. (Guardian, 
“War clouds gather”, #1723, 16-03-2016)

There is already a Minister for Northern Australia 
and the report recommends the creation of a 
Department of Northern Australian Development. The 
report stops short of recommending the creation of a 
new state but that is an objective.

Possibly the most important of the recommendations, 
particularly in light of the Turnbull government’s taxa-
tion proposals, is the creation of special economic zones 
with their own legal and taxation regimes.

Corporate taxes would be slashed while workers 
would bare the burden of income and consumption 
taxes.

This would lay the basis for the import of overseas 
workers and local workers to be employed on totally 
deregulated wages and conditions with no protections 
whatsoever.

Historically there has been a consolidation of powers 
from the states to Commonwealth, including taxation 
powers and the funding of basic services such as health 
and education. The government’s plan to effectively 
dismantle the Federation is a reactionary concept in 
the service of finance capital and the war plans of 
imperialism.

It must be opposed by left and progressive forces and 
all right thinking people, beginning with expulsion of 
the Turnbull government in the coming federal election.

“
QUOTE OF THE WEEK

I have learned that a woman can be a fighter, 
a freedom fighter, a political activist, and that 
she can fall in love and be loved. She can be 
married, have children, be a mother. Revolution 
must mean life also; every aspect of life. 
Leila Khaled – Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine

The 
government’s 

plan to 
effectively 

dismantle the 
Federation is 
a reactionary 
concept in the 

service of finance 
capital and the 

war plans of 
imperialism.

”
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Alex Greenwich*

Inclosed Lands, Crimes and 
Law Enforcement Legislation 
Amendment 

(Debate, March 15, 2016, 
Legislative Assembly, 
NSW Parliament)
I strongly oppose the Inclosed 
Lands, Crimes and Law Enforce-
ment Legislation Amendment 
(Interference) Bill 2016. This is a 
draconian piece of legislation that 
aims to curb the rights of people 
who protest peacefully against the 
environmental destruction caused 
by mining operations in the state 
and indeed will impact on those 
who protest peacefully for impor-
tant social change.

Healthy democracies encour-
age public displays of opinion and 
do not curtail dissent against govern-
ment decisions and policies. Mining 
continues to be a contentious com-
munity issue, and many people feel 
their only option is to protest on site 
against mines.

People are understandably con-
cerned about the impacts mining is 
having on food, air, water, biodi-
versity, climate change and green 
energy alternatives. There are a large 
number of examples where mining 
has destroyed the local environment 
and signifi cantly impacted on local 
communities. The planning approval 
process has not prevented long-term 
environmental damage associated 
with many mines and much damage 
has been done that can never be 
remediated.

When fi rst elected, the govern-
ment attempted to empathise with 
community concerns on coal seam 
gas (CSG) and temporarily placed a 
moratorium on CSG development in 
the special areas of Sydney’s drink-
ing catchments while the New South 
Wales Chief Scientist and Engineer 
investigated its impacts on water.

But a second term sees the gov-
ernment fed up and wanting to steam-
roll mining projects with a tough 
stance against anyone who actively 
opposes them. The bill will increase 
the maximum fi ne for trespassing on 
private property from $550 to $5,500 
if there is interference, or an attempt 
or intention to interfere with a busi-
ness, or where the trespasser does 

something that creates a serious risk 
to their safety or the safety of anyone 
on the land and that is according to 
the discretion of the police.

This is a tenfold increase to exist-
ing fi nes. Complying with the safety 
risk will be easy on mining sites 
where there is heavy machinery and 
heavy trucks. Anyone peacefully pro-
testing against mines will be at risk of 
massive fi nes.

The government has a clear 
aim to punish and deter people who 
choose to show public dissent. Pro-
testers against mines are often farm-
ers, environmentalists or neighbours 
to the mine – their wealth is incompa-
rable with that of mining companies. 
A $5,500 fi ne will have a signifi cant 
negative impact. It is a dispropor-
tionate amount for the offence and 
other charges are available if crimi-
nal activity does take place, including 
mine operators suing for any losses 
they suffer as a result. In contrast, 
the government is introducing a new 
penalty regime for mining companies 
that do the wrong thing, with fi nes 
of just $5,000 for drilling without 
approval, which is a crime that can 
endanger land, water, fl ora and fauna. 
For multimillion dollar mining com-
panies that stand to earn super profi ts 
from mining activities, this will be a 
mere running cost.

The bill gives police new search 
and seizure powers without a warrant 
if they reasonably suspect that some-
one or a vehicle is carrying an object 
that will be used to lock-on a person 
to a fence, tree or fi xture in a way that 
will interfere with the conduct of the 
business and pose a safety risk. The 
ability to search a person and to also 
seize their belongings, such as bike 
locks, based on the subjective test 
of reasonable suspicion is an unac-
ceptable approach to dealing with 
people exercising their right to pro-
test. I share the concerns expressed 
by Stephen Banks, President of the 
New South Wales Council for Civil 
Liberties, who stated:

“Police powers which are 
based on their assessment of a per-
son’s intention are very easily able 
to be abused and undoubtedly will 
be abused in many cases – police 
shouldn’t have those kinds of 
powers.”

Under the bill police direc-
tions in public places to prevent the 
obstruction of persons or traffi c, or 

harassment or intimidation, will be 
able to apply in the case of demon-
strations, protests, processions or 
organised assemblies. These limi-
tations have applied historically to 
enable people the freedom to assem-
ble in protest, which is essential to a 
free democracy. Police will be able 
to move people on if they believe it 
is necessary to deal with a serious 
safety risk or if the protest is obstruct-
ing traffi c and was not authorised.

Again, police wanting to break up 
a protest will easily be able to claim 
safety risks on mining and logging 
sites because of heavy machinery, 
trucks and bulldozers. Distinguishing 
between authorised and unauthorised 
protests is a dangerous and anti-dem-
ocratic approach given that protests 
can, and often must, be organised 
with little time as they respond to 
issues and incidents.

I was concerned to learn that 
despite the limitations this Parlia-
ment has placed on donations, mining 

company Santos, which has highly 
controversial CSG mining projects 
in the heart of the Pilliga forest with 
a number of ongoing protests, has 
donated $568,857 to the Liberal-
Nationals Coalition since 2010.

I also fi nd it ironic that a few 
weeks ago the House made a formal 
apology to the 78ers for heavy-hand-
ed policing that lesbian, gay, bisexu-
al, transgender and intersex people 
and their supporters suffered while 
they protested peacefully against 
government policies affecting them 
at the fi rst Mardi Gras in 1978. I 
am sure that the 78ers would agree 
with me that laws designed to pre-
vent people from standing up against 
what they see as wrong, and to search 
and move on protesters even if their 
actions are peaceful are a human 
rights violation.

In fact, former Senator and leader 
of The Greens Bob Brown is contest-
ing similar laws in Tasmania in the 
High Court on the grounds that they 

are contrary to the implied freedom 
of speech on government and politi-
cal matters in the Australia Consti-
tution. Brown was arrested when he 
was rallying against the logging of 
Lapoinya Forest. This House should 
not be considering these laws until 
the outcome of this High Court chal-
lenge is determined. I foreshadow 
that when the question is put “That 
this bill be now read a second time”, I 
will move to postpone the vote on the 
bill to the end of the year, by which 
time we should have more informa-
tion on the outcome of the court case.

The government has failed to jus-
tify the need for these changes. Pro-
tests have not changed over the years 
and there are laws to deal with vio-
lence and trespassing on and destruc-
tion of private property. The bill is 
hard lined, unnecessary and undemo-
cratic and I oppose it.
*Alex Greenwich is the Independent 
member for Sydney 

Opposition to 
draconian legislation

This legislation aims to curb the rights 
of people who protest peacefully against 

the environmental destruction.

Pete’s Corner 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. 

CPA Port Jackson Discussion Hour
An informal discussion of contemporary issues

Tuesday April 19

Defending Public Housing

5:30 pm until 6:30 pm at 74 Buckingham St, Surry Hills
ALL WELCOME

Sydney
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Marrickville Council last week 
voted to release confi dential legal 
advice which suggests that West-
Connex has been operating for 
months without any legal approv-
al, including in the handling of 
toxic waste and asbestos.

Greens Marrickville Councillors 
and Greens WestConnex spokesper-
son Jenny Leong MP have called on 
the Minister to issue an immediate 
stop work or to produce evidence 
of the legal authority issued for the 
works and what environmental pro-
tections have been put in place.

WestConnex would connect two 
existing motorways and run under-
ground eight kilometres eastward 
from Concord via Haberfield to 
Rozelle, two kilometres west of the 
city, then fi ve kilometres south to St 
Peters, then seven kilometres south-
west to Kingsgrove. The proposal is 
accompanied by proposed mandatory 
zoning to allow high-rise residential 
development adjacent to West Connex 
and other transport corridors.

The proposal would involve con-
struction of gargantuan above-ground 
spaghetti-junction interchanges at St 
Peters and Rozelle, plus the removal 
of 350 mature trees, 14,000 square 
metres of the magnifi cent award-win-
ning Sydney Park, and a huge strip of 
historic Ashfi eld Park.

The project would necessitate 
the compulsory purchase and demo-
lition of 118 houses and other build-
ings, many with historic signifi cance, 
plus a huge increase in traffi c and 

pollution in Green Square, Alex-
andria, Ashmore and historic Hab-
erfield, Erskineville, St Peters, 
Newtown, Redfern and Rozelle.

Euston Road on the eastern 
boundary of Sydney Park would 
become a six lane highway carrying 
50,000 vehicles each day – a tenfold 
increase in car numbers and pollution 
for a threefold increase in capacity. 
Much of that traffi c would enter his-
toric King Street, Newtown, which is 
already a bottleneck.

Marrickville Greens Councillor 
Sylvie Ellsmore put forward the suc-
cessful motion to release the legal 
advice last night. Councillor Ells-
more said, “Council sought legal 
advice on the St Peters Dial A Dump 
site last year, after a number of resi-
dents complained WestConnex sub-
contractors had moved in and were 
undertaking excavation of toxic 
materials without approval.

“The legal advice confi rms our 
fears that WestConnex has been 
undertaking development at the 
heavily contaminated former land-
fi ll site,  including the removal of 
buildings and other materials, out-
side Council approval and outside 
the strict local conditions imposed to 
manage known toxic materials.

“While the legal advice also con-
fi rmed what we knew about the broad 
ranging power of the state govern-
ment to override local controls on 
projects like this, the advice sug-
gests that the Minister had not even 
issued the required State approvals, 

despite several months of work at the 
site and the large number of resident 
complaints.

Jenny Leong said, “When large 
scale excavation and removal of 
landfi ll began in October last year 
at the Alexandria Landfi ll site in St 
Peters, we were originally told that 
this work was not excavation and that 
no asbestos contaminated fi ll was 
being removed. It was only through 
the consistent complaints by the com-
munity that an asbestos safety regime 
was instituted for all the trucks leav-
ing the site.

“With the release of this infor-
mation, we can now see that there’s 
signifi cant doubt as to the legality of 
the work that was done last year and 
it’s time for some serious scrutiny of 
what WestConnex has been doing 
without consent,” Ms Leong said.

Councillor Ellsmore said, “In 
the rush to approve this highly con-
troversial project, local residents 
have a right to know if Minister has 
bypassed even his own planning 
rules by engaging contractors to 
excavate and transport highly toxic 
material through high density resi-
dential areas.” 

Australia

WestConnex

Legal cloud 
over toxic 
waste

Asbestos victim support groups 
have slammed the federal govern-
ment for allowing the national 
response to the deadly mineral 
to grind to a halt over a funding 
dispute with the independent gov-
ernment agency tasked with over-
seeing its eventual eradication.

Set up with bipartisan support in 
2013, the Asbestos Safety and Erad-
ication Agency has been working 
with state and territory governments 
on a coordinated plan to address 
ageing asbestos products located in 
millions of homes, workplaces and 
public buildings.

But support groups say that 
process has ground to a halt because 
the agency has been unable to 
access the funding needed to imple-
ment the plan.

“The whole situation is like 
a bad episode of Utopia,” Asbes-
tos Diseases Foundation of Aus-
tralia president Barry Robson said. 
“We have an agency that was cre-
ated to address a serious issue, that 
has spent several years developing 

a national strategic plan that was 
agreed to by every state and territo-
ry, yet now can’t access previously 
committed funding to actually put 
that plan into action.”

Mr Robson, who is also a 
member of the Asbestos Safety and 
Eradication Council (ASEA) that 
advises the agency, said the federal 
government was refusing to allow 
the agency to access $3 million that 
was unspent in previous years to 
roll out the plan.

“A public service hiring freeze 
delayed the setup of the agency, 
while the need to ensure every state 
and territory was happy with the 
strategic plan slowed down its adop-
tion, meaning some of the fund-
ing from the fi rst two years went 
unspent,” he said.

“Now that those issues are 
resolved and there’s a clear course 
of action on the table, the federal 
government is refusing to allow the 
agency to access that money to put 
the plan into action.

“It’s an absurd situation that has 

left support groups around the coun-
try asking whether the agency has 
lost bipartisan support and whether 
this fi nancial strangulation is simply 
closure by stealth.”

Mr Robson said ASEA has 
already dealt with a range of major 
issues in its short life, from coordi-
nating the inspectors who oversaw 
the remediation of Telstra pits after 
asbestos concerns halted the con-
struction of the NBN, to addressing 
the ongoing importation of asbes-
tos products, located in items rang-
ing from trains, boats, and electrical 
equipment to Dora the Explorer 
crayons.

“It took more than a decade of 
lobbying for this agency to be cre-
ated and for the federal government 
to take the lead to eradicate the mil-
lions of tonnes of asbestos still in 
our community,” he said.

“It’s heartbreaking to think that 
all that work could be lost because 
of a dispute over a few million 
dollars.” 

Asbestos

Federal government 
withholds funding

Dear Comrades, I am very sad 
to report our retired Maritime 
Union of Australia National Sec-
retary Pat Geraghty has passed 
away from medical complications 
following a heart problem. Our 
fi rst thoughts and deepest sympa-
thies go out to his loving family, 
who with others, have stood vigil 
with him at his bedside and else-
where in preparation for his fi nal 
voyage. The family wish to reach 
out and thank everyone for the 
overwhelming messages of sup-
port and want you to know that 
they have found great strength 
and peace through that support.

Pat was a remarkable person 
and, of course, will be greatly 
missed. We are reassured in, our 
grief at his passing, that he lived a 
life that brought hope, opportunity, 
peace, support and decency to mari-
time and other workers in this coun-
try and across the world.

He lived his life around a deter-
mination that if you can make a 
contribution for the common good 
of anyone, then do it. He worked 
for the common good with his 
inimitable and indomitable humour, 
wisdom, compassion, humility and 
persistent courage and raw tough-
ness in the face of many adversities.

He earned, without expecta-
tion, the respect and admiration of 
national and international political, 
human rights, corporate and trade 

union leaders at the highest level 
while holding others’ belief and 
faith in him and his work from the 
working women and men that he 
unerringly and uncompromisingly 
represented.

At a time of deep and adversar-
ial division nationally and interna-
tionally Pat’s constant commitment 
to peace, justice and opportunity 
and support for all – regardless of 
person, place and circumstance – 
will continue to stand as a beacon 
for hope and focused action for 
those that wish to tread the same 
pathway and also those that are 
in such dire need of that leader-
ship that delivers on that hope to so 
many.

Pat has completed a long jour-
ney and on behalf of the MUA we 
wish his loving family all of the 
relief, our deepest sympathies and 
condolences, that we can bring at 
this time of their grief. We hope 
deeply, in some small way, our 
heartfelt thoughts reassure them of 
the great love and belief we had in 
Pat and all he strove for on their, 
and our behalf.

Vale Patrick Geraghty, family 
man, seafarer, trade unionist and 
leader, socialist and man of peace.

Goodbye, friend and comrade.
In unity,
Paddy Crumlin
MUA National Secretary 

Vale 
Pat Geraghty

Melbourne
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Last year three cases of the incur-
able 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 undi-
agnosed 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 govern-
ments would work together to come 
up with a solution to what is a grow-
ing 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,” 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 circumstances.”

The union campaign Dust to 
Dust; Make Black Lung History is 
seeking six clear commitments from 
government.
• New legislation requiring 

dust levels to be monitored 
and publicly 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 program in industry 
best practices 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 confi rmed or feared in 
Queensland. One new case has 
been confi rmed and another 
four cases are awaiting offi cial 
diagnosis. These follow four 
cases reported last November. 
They 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 diagnosed 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 figure on it 
because the regulatory system that is 
meant to detect problems has been 
asleep for decades, but it could be a 
big number,” 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. 

Making black lung history

GLOBAL DAY OF ACTION
ON MILITARY SPENDING

Friday April 15
12 noon Gather in Parramatta Square (look for the banner, placards and large F35 plane)

Join us to hand out $100 bills and collect signatures on a pop up petition against the F35 Joint Strike fi ghter

1pm walk round the corner to the offi ce of Minister for Defence Marise Payne at 2-12 Macquarie Street where we will present the petitions

Enquiries: Denis 0418 290 663, Nick 0420 526 920, Hannah 0418 668 098

The CPA WA branch has organised a

May Day Toast 
under the banner of 

the Community Union Defence League (CUDL) 

3-6pm Sunday May 1

Union and community toasters from 4pm

Fremantle Navy Club Observation Deck
Level 3, 64 High Street Fremantle

Free entry
For more information contact 

Vinnie Molina on 0419812872 or CUDL.WA@gmail.com

Preparation

The eyes fi xed in their sockets
watch as the scarlet and gold
move from the water’s edge
and break the ocean’s hold.

The eyes follow as leather heels
leave bruises on the unbroken sand
as into the swollen belly of the shore

plunged stick and rag to claim the land.

Things can begin like this, slowly
as the wind eroding stone

or a germ that festers an open wound
that rots right to the bone.

Poem and illustration by Tom Pearson

Something to say?
Write to the Editor!

email: tpearson@cpa.org.au
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Felicity Arbuthnot

Since terrorism’s tragedy is again in the 
news, it is timely to revisit perhaps one of 
the biggest acts of terrorism in modern his-
tory – the illegal invasion and destruction 
– ongoing – of Iraq.

March 20 marked the 13th anniversary of 
an action resulting in the equivalent of a Paris, 
Brussels, London July 7, 2005, often multiple 
times daily in Iraq ever since. As for September 
11, 2001, there has frequently been that death 
toll and heart break every several weeks, also 
ongoing.

America and Britain have arguably engaged 
in and generated the legacy of one of the long-
est recorded attacks of terrorism since World 
War 2.

There are no minutes silences or Eiffel 
Tower bathed in the colours of the Iraqi fl ag 
– or indeed those of the other ongoing West-
ern engineered catastrophes, Afghanistan, 
Libya, Syria, or for the US-UK complicity 
in the human carnage in Yemen, or for the 
43 dead and 239 injured in Beirut in Novem-
ber, reportedly by ISIS, the day before the 
Paris attack.

The Eiffel Tower did not display the Rus-
sian colours after ISIS claimed the October 
2015 crash of a Russian airliner after leav-
ing from Egypt’s Sharm el-Sheikh airport, the 
result they stated of a bomb they placed, killing 
all 224 passengers. ISIS mass murders in Africa 
are mostly ignored.

Since ISIS was spawned by the Iraq “lib-
eration” (“Operation Iraqi Liberation” – OIL) 
it is worth revisiting Tony Blair’s speech to 
Parliament on March 20, 2003, the day of the 
invasion.

“On Tuesday night I gave the order for 
British forces to take part in military action in 
Iraq. Tonight British servicemen and women 
are engaged from air, land and sea. Their mis-
sion: to remove Saddam Hussein from power 
and disarm Iraq of its weapons of mass destruc-
tion,” said Blair.

Breathtaking. Little Britain’s “mission” was 
to remove from power the President of a coun-
try whose “sovereignty and territorial integrity” 
was guaranteed by the UN. As for “weapons of 
mass destruction”, probably millions of words 
have given the lie to their existence and to both 
the US and Britain’s near certainty that there 
were none after near ten years of exhaustive 
work by the UN weapons inspectors.

“ … this new world faces a new threat of 
disorder and chaos born either of brutal states 
like Iraq armed with weapons of mass destruc-
tion or of extreme terrorist groups”, stated the 
would be Butcher of Baghdad.

“Both hate our way of life, our freedom, 
our democracy.

“My fear, deeply held, based in part on the 
intelligence that I see is that these threats come 
together and deliver catastrophe to our country 
and our world.

“These tyrannical states do not care for the 
sanctity of human life – the terrorists delight in 
destroying it.”

The world, of course, faced no threat from 
Iraq. Even Iran, with which Iraq had fought 
the horrifi c 1980-1988 war – with both the UK 
and the US arming both countries and profi t-
ing handsomely from the blood, heartbreak and 
destruction both sides of the Iran-Iraq border – 
stated repeatedly that Iraq posed them no threat.

As for hating “out way of life, our free-
dom, our democracy”, until the embargo was 
imposed on Iraq in August 1990, Iraq contrib-
uted millions to the British and US economies 
sending post-graduate university students to 
gain further degrees in the West, ensuring an 
educational broadness in the advantage of stud-
ying in both academic spheres.

Visiting homes of those with the money 
to travel it was usually just minutes before the 
photo albums were produced showing joyful 
holidays in the UK, US and across Europe.

There were of course, near to no Middle 
East allied “terrorists … destroying” entertain-
ment venues, metro stations, commercial cen-
tres until the Iraq invasion. Attacks in Europe 
were near always home grown separatist groups 
usually feeling victims of historical injustices. 
Lessons are clearly never learned.

There is, however, the darkest irony in 
Blair’s fears that “threats come together and 
deliver catastrophe to our country and our 
world.” His and Bush’s actions have delivered 
just that.

“Should terrorists obtain these weapons 
now being manufactured and traded around the 
world the carnage they could infl ict to our econ-
omies, to our security, to world peace would 
be beyond our most vivid imagination,” Blair 
continued. Indeed. The US-UK spawned ISIS 
which obtained arms from the  disbanded Iraqi 
army, arms from the US provided and trained 
the new Iraqi army as they fl ed multiple con-
fl icts in  multiple areas, leaving all behind and 
indeed have “obtained these weapons” which 
have been dropped from the air to them on mul-
tiple occasions – by the US.

Blair is also clearly clairvoyant: “My judg-
ment as Prime Minister is that this threat is real, 
growing and of an entirely different nature to 
any conventional threat to our security that 
Britain has faced before.”

Ironically his infatuation with George W 
Bush and the “dodgy dossiers” produced under 
his premiership to attempt to justify the legally 
unjustifi able, delivered exactly that of which 
he warned.

And here is a whopper of staggering scale:
“Removing Saddam will be a blessing to 

the Iraqi people: four million Iraqis are in exile, 
60 percent of the population dependent on 
food aid, thousands of children die every year 
through malnutrition and disease, hundreds of 
thousands have been driven from their homes 
or murdered.”

The result of “removing Saddam” (read: 
lynching Saddam) has been a blood soaked 
daily litany for 13 years. The majority of Iraqis 
in exile fl ed to send money back home to keep 
their families and extended families during 
the decimating embargo which had resulted in 
basic food stuffs increasing in price often over 
11,000 fold.

The “thousands of children” were indeed 
dying “every year” – from “embargo related 
causes” according to the UN. The government 
set up a ration distribution system to try and 
counter the food crisis (Iraq had imported 70 
percent of near everything.) The UN called 
the effi ciency of the system exemplary, but the 
embargo prevented food and essential imports. 
Even soap, toothpaste and shampoo and sani-
tary requirements had become luxury items. 
Prior to the embargo, the country had free 
health service, food was inexpensive and plenti-
ful and water borne diseases mostly eradicated. 

Between the embargo and the bombing all was 
destroyed.

The Kurdish complexities indeed led to dis-
placement – but Iraq too felt threatened with 
the CIA and Mossad ensconced in Kurdistan, 
which had been given near autonomy. As for 
“murdered”, the “Iraq mass graves” became 
a catch-all mantra. The tragic majority found 
were from the Iran-Iraq war, the 1991 war and 
subsequent US-encouraged uprising. Even 
Iraq’s part in the monstrous deaths at Halab-
ja are thrown in to question by a 1990 Report 
from the US Army War College.

Blair blathered to Parliament:
“I hope the Iraqi people hear this message. 

We are with you. Our enemy is not you but 
your barbarous rulers. Our commitment to the 
post-Saddam humanitarian effort will be total.

“We shall help Iraq move towards democ-
racy and put the money from Iraqi oil in a UN 
trust fund so it benefi ts Iraq and no-one else.” 
Never in the fi eld of human confl ict have so 
many lies been told to so many by so few – to 
misquote Churchill.

Now to the nub of the statement: “Neither 
should Iraq be our only concern.

“As so often before on the courage and 
determination of British men and women serv-
ing our country the fate of many nations rest.” 
Usually, when the British and US get involved 
“the fate” of the people of nations lie in mass 
graves.

The “fate” of Iraq of course, was to be 
threatened, distorted and their people hung in 
the balance, as so many warned, including the 
then head of the Arab League, Amr Moussa: “If 
Iraq is invaded, the Gates of Hell will open.”

“President Bush and I have committed 

ourselves to peace in the Middle East based on 
a secure state of Israel and a viable Palestinian 
state,” stated Blair. Ah, as ever about Israel. 
Saddam sent aid to the Palestinians, displaced, 
bereaved, desperate. The demonised, also sec-
ular, President Assad of Syria, of course, also 
supports the Palestinians.

“Dictators like Saddam. Terrorist groups 
like Al-Qaeda, threaten the very existence of 
such a world,” said Blair.

Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaeda again 
linked together. The former never threatened 
the world, Al-Qaeda’s offshoot ISIS, non-exist-
ent in Iraq under Saddam, now threatening the 
Middle East, Europe, the US, and Africa.

Blair concluded: “That is why I’ve asked 
our troops to go into action tonight.” 

Blair was not alone making it up as he went 
along, singing to his pal Bush’s hymn sheet, he 
was also singing to that of Benjamin Netanya-
hu, who six months earlier (September 2002) 
had assured the US Congress: “If you take out 
Saddam’s regime, I guarantee you that it will 
have enormous positive reverberations on the 
region… The task and the great opportunity and 
challenge is not merely to effect the ouster of 
the regime, but also to transform the region.” It 
has certainly done that. The Cradle of Civilisa-
tion is now a valley of tears, widows, widowers 
and orphans.

Nobel Peace Prize President Obama has 
commemorated the March 20 anniversary by 
sending more troops to Iraq and by the US 
bombing of Mosul University, killing around 
90 people and injuring up to 150, Including 
Professor Dhafer al Badrani, Dean of Compu-
ter Sciences and his wife.

According to an academic from the city: 

Biggest terrorist attack 
in modern history

The “fate” of Iraq of course, was to be threatened, dis
and their people hung in the balance, as so many wa
including the then head of the Arab League, Amr Mou
“If Iraq is invaded, the Gates of Hell will open.”
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“The whole faculty residential building was 
destroyed, university headquarter, girl’s dormi-
tory, science college, central publishing centre 
of the university, and women’s education col-
lege. The university is built on very close to the 
Nimrud archaeological entrances to the Assyr-
ian empires (2,500 BC) I am sure using bunker 
buster bombs destroyed most of these histori-
cal sites.”

In Fallujah, besieged by militias and 
according to another source: “ … bombed since 
January 1, 2014 by the government (armed by 
the USA and with US military advisers this 
whole time) and since August 2014 by the US 
Coalition.” The people are starving: “On March 
17 a husband threw himself, his wife with their 
three children in to the river (Euphrates) from a 
bridge and drowned. They were desperate from 
hunger …” And the bodies of “nearly 40,000  
civilians killed have been taken to the hospital 
since January 2014.”

On March 26, 41people were killed and 155 
injured at a soccer match by a suicide bomber at 
a stadium 30 kilometres from Baghdad.

A few days ago an Iraqi in Baghdad com-
mented: “We only had two bombs today, people 
went out.”

On March 27 Tony Blair was back giving 
his views. They broadly include invading Iraq, 
Syria and Libya to save Europe from ISIS, 
remarking of ISIS: “… This ideology is not 
interested in coexistence. It does not seek dia-
logue but dominance.”

The UN has designated March 20 as Inter-
national Day of Happiness, a day founded to 
recognise happiness as a “fundamental human 
goal.” Tell that to the people of Iraq.
globalresearch.ca 

David Morgan

Turkish military operations launched late 
last year against Kurdish cities in the south-
east such as Cizre and Diyarbakir have 
been extremely brutal even by Turkey’s 
standards. Some 58 separate curfews have 
been imposed on different neighbourhoods 
in 21 districts of the seven Kurdish prov-
inces of the region.

Kurdish communities are alleged to be 
sheltering guerrillas from the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK). But the military clampdown 
has infl icted untold destruction on homes and 
degraded public infrastructure, as well as dis-
placing thousands of people and leaving hun-
dreds dead.

In fact, Turkey appears to be infl icting a 
collective punishment on the Kurds in an act of 
reprisal for the successes achieved by Kurdish 
fi ghters in Syria in their struggle against Islamic 
State (ISIS), which Ankara has been accused of 
secretly supporting.

On March 1 the joint chairs of the People’s 
Democratic Party (HDP) issued an appeal for 
urgent action to “stop the massacres” as Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s troops 
continued their merciless military operations 
against the Kurdish civilian population.

As the HDP points out, the Turkish army 
has been shelling Diyarbakir’s city walls which 
are recognised by UNESCO as an important 
world heritage site. The Turkish government, it 
appears, has as little respect for the heritage of 
civilisation much as its allies in ISIS, who pro-
voked international outrage when they wanton-
ly destroyed the unique ancient city of Palmyra.

It is clear that Erdogan and his Islamist 
ruling party AKP will stop at nothing to wage 
war on the Kurds and all opposition to their 
autocratic regime.

Erdogan has been transforming Turkey into 
a personal “vanity tyranny” where all dissent 
is suppressed and even mild satirical criticism 
is forbidden. 

According to the country’s justice ministry 
there are now a staggering 1,845 prosecution 
cases awaiting trial for “insulting” Erdogan, 
including criminal cases against the leader of 
the main opposition Republican People’s Party 
(CHP), Kemal Kilicdaroglu and HDP co-chair 
Selahattin Demirtas. 

Even children have fallen foul of the law.
The AKP’s brand of authoritarianism is 

fostering a real climate of fear where critics 
increasingly face physical threats and legal 
intimidation. Journalists, lawyers and writers 
as well as political leaders and activists have 
faced punitive action.

Erdogan’s intolerance has been infl amed 
further by the rise of the Kurds in Turkish main-
stream politics and in their fi ght against ISIS in 
Syria, symbolised by their successful re-taking 
of Kobane last year. Erdogan seems prepared to 
employ every means at his disposal to repress 
this political awakening.

In the last two Turkish general elections of 
2015, the pro-Kurdish HDP made a dramatic 
breakthrough when its support surpassed the 10 
percent barrier to achieve parliamentary repre-
sentation for the fi rst time. Erdogan was furious 
when the outcome of the June election denied 
him an absolute majority. 

Likewise, the establishment of the self-gov-
erning Rojava administration in northern Syria 
led by the Democratic Union Party (PYD) has 
seriously frustrated Erdogan and the Turkish 
elite.

Impotent to directly intervene and over-
throw the Kurds in Rojava, Erdogan has turned 
his fi re on Kurds within his own country whom 
he accuses of supporting the outlawed PKK.

He has also attempted to force the hand 
of his NATO allies in the EU and the US by 

demanding that they declare the PYD a terrorist 
organisation. To date they have refrained from 
doing so aware that such a move can only help 
ISIS in its confrontation with the Kurds.

Turkey’s persistent attempts to equate both 
the PKK and the PYD with ISIS are simply 
absurd, erroneous and outrageous.

The Turkish political elite’s near patho-
logical hatred of Kurds is a root cause of the 
protracted confl ict inside the country and is an 
infl uence on Turkey’s policy towards the crisis 
in Syria. Ankara would rather align itself, either 
secretly or more brazenly, with Sunni terror 
groups such as the Nusra Front and ISIS than 
concede an inch of ground to the mainly secu-
lar Kurds.

The Kurds in Turkey and Syria are a mass 
democratic force who should be natural allies 
of the left. In their dual struggle against ISIS 
and Turkish state oppression the Kurds deserve 
wider support than they currently receive.

By closely aligning himself with Islamist 
extremists Erdogan is fl agrantly betraying his 
own country’s honourable traditions of revolu-
tionary democracy and secularism. The modern 
Turkish women’s movement, for example, has 
a history of activism dating from the 1980s 
and Turkish society has a strong awareness of 
gender issues.

These social developments have in turn 
infl uenced the contemporary Kurdish wom-
en’s movement whose activists have been in the 
forefront of the resistance against ISIS.

Kurdish women are inspired by jailed PKK 
leader Abdullah Ocalan, who has long espoused 
feminist ideas and whose own formative period 
was as an activist within the Turkish left.

Ocalan is surely unique among modern 
Middle East political leaders in his support 
for women’s equality and a feminist ideol-
ogy is now refl ected right across the Kurdish 
movement.

Support for them is in danger of being 
impeded by slanderous attempts to brand them 
as terrorists or even as “Russian agents.” These 
accusations emanate from Turkey but, unfortu-
nately, others are starting to repeat them.

Turkey’s Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
has attacked the HDP for “collaborating with 
Russia, just like the Armenian gangs,” which 
the Turkish public would understand as a refer-
ence to the Armenian genocide of 1915 carried 

out when the Ottoman Empire was at war with 
Russia.

Turkey has also been incensed that the 
Kurds have been permitted to open a diplomatic 
offi ce in Moscow. \

As the conflict between Ankara and 
Moscow becomes ever more acute, especially 
after Turkey’s deliberate shooting down of the 
Russian aircraft on the Turkish-Syrian border 
on November 24, 2015, the Kurds have become 
targets of Turkey’s wrath.

Many on the left have been always con-
sumed by an irrational hatred of all things Rus-
sian and are deeply suspicious of any action 
taken by Moscow. This prejudice is shared with 
liberal opinion and is compounded by the prop-
aganda efforts of NGOs, such as those spon-
sored by the wealthy Soros Foundation, which 
promote a narrow Western neo-liberal agenda.

This is all adding to the confusion among 
the left on the Kurdish issue. Anti-Russian atti-
tudes widely persist today and tend to distort 
analysis of Syria too. The left needs to beware 
of how Turkey has been seeking to exploit this 
issue by cynically branding the Kurds as work-
ing for Putin and Assad.

We should repudiate these baseless insin-
uations and show solidarity with the Kurds 
in their heroic struggle against both ISIS and 
Erdogan’s increasingly rogue state.

They are fi ghting on the right side for all 
humanity and for universal values of popular 
democracy, control of their own resources and 
the building of a secular, non-sectarian society 
where men and women have full equality. We 
should applaud the fact that they retain their 
ambitions and ideals in an extremely hostile 
world.

It is excellent news that the Stop the War 
Coalition and a wide spectrum of groups 
including trade union branches supported the 
demonstration in London last month called to 
raise awareness of Turkey’s dirty war on the 
Kurds.

We need to build a strong coalition to defeat 
the wretched Erdogan and all his warmonger-
ing collaborators.
David Morgan is a member of the steering 
committee of Peace in Kurdistan campaign 
and is a writer and journalist. For information 
go to www.peaceinkurdistancampaign.com
Morning Star 

Magazine

The Kurds deserve 
international 
recognition

storted 
arned, 
ussa: 

Demonstrators hold placards in Kurdish (foreground) and English reading “Peace” during a peace 

rally in Istanbul, Turkey.
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Danielle Ryan

The recapture of the ancient 
Syrian city of Palmyra was the 
single biggest defeat for ISIS since 
it declared its caliphate, but the 
West does not seem interested. 
Why? Because then they’d have 
to give some credit to Russia. 

Indeed, it must have been a tough 
weekend for Western media’s favour-
ite Syria pundits. It’s hard to fathom 
that any observer – regardless of 
their particular leanings – could feel 
anything other than relief at such a 
victory.

Yet, there’s a strange sense that 
some pundits might actually be a 
little bit disappointed. Not to see the 
back of ISIS in the city, of course, but 
to be faced with the uncomfortable 
reality that their narrative is quickly 
unravelling.

Given the monumental impor-
tance of this latest victory in Syria’s 
war, you would expect at least a com-
ment or two from Barack Obama, 
who more than a year and a half ago 
solemnly swore that his grand coali-
tion would “degrade and destroy” the 
terror group. You might also expect 
a few words from David Cameron, 
who, like Obama, has seemed so ter-
ribly concerned by the humanitarian 
situation in Syria and so determined 
to “defeat” ISIS. But the two of them 
must have been having a bit too much 
fun this past Easter weekend, because 
there wasn’t a peep out of them. In 
a way, they’ve done us a favour, 
because their silence speaks far 
louder than their words ever could.

The reality is, while the Syrian 
army, supported by Russian air 
power, was advancing on ISIS posi-
tions, Cameron and Obama were 
busy trying to fi gure out how they 
could get you to believe that Russia 
was actually helping ISIS. When they 
weren’t doing that, they were busy 
plotting how best to topple the Syrian 
president, who controls the one and 
only fi ghting force that is capable of 

defeating on the ground the barbar-
ic terror group they claim to be so 
“shocked and concerned” by. Yes, 
such valiant determination they have 
shown in their quest to rid the world 
of terrorism.

A blow to the 
Western narrative

Unfortunately, the loud but 
duplicitous proclamations from 
Washington and London were gob-
bled up whole by a pliant media, 
and so, for a while we were treat-
ed to headlines about the Russians 
“helping” ISIS, or “giving ISIS an 
air force” and other such nonsense 
which now looks rather embarrass-
ing in hindsight. In this context, the 
recapture of Palmyra was not just 
a mortal blow to ISIS; it was also 
a mortal blow to the West’s entire 
rotten narrative on Syria.

One of the other favourites was 
the line that Putin was “weaponis-
ing” refugees, shamelessly propa-
gated by NATO chief General Philip 
Breedlove. This one was particular-
ly deceitful as it utterly disregarded 
the hundreds of thousands of refu-
gees who fl ed nations torn apart by 
NATO interventions well before 
Russia entered the Syrian war.

When Palmyra was taken by 
ISIS, Western media gave the story 
extensive coverage. They were out-
raged when the militants blew up 
the 2,000-year-old Arch of Triumph. 
They were sickened when ISIS pub-
licly beheaded 82-year-old renowned 
antiquities scholar Khaled al-Asaad 
and hung his body in the main 
square. Given their obvious distress 
at what had happened to this place 
of such huge historical signifi cance, 
you would think they’d have been 
delighted to see it liberated from the 
group of jihadis currently terrorising 
not only Syria, but Europe, too.

Instead, they can barely stom-
ach it.

Sure, they covered it. They had 

to. But in contrast to the coverage the 
city was given when it was captured, 
the initial reaction to its liberation 
was fairly subdued. Some of the ini-
tial reports did not even mention the 
word Russia, while others used the 
Syrian army’s success to cast doubt 
over Assad’s commitment to fi ghting 
the terror group.

But just let’s imagine for a 
moment that it had been British and 
American warplanes involved in the 
battle to retake Palmyra. The front 
pages of Western newspapers would 
be overfl owing with self-congratu-
lations. Someone would probably 
be running in to drape an American 
fl ag over the ancient ruins. Neo-cons 
and liberals alike would be making 
the TV rounds, happily predicting 
the beginning of a new dawn for the 
Syrian people. The usual script.

What will the 
pundits do now?

One of the rare analysts who has 
actually been right on Syria time 
and again is Max Abrahms, politi-
cal science professor and terrorism 
expert at Northwestern University. 
Abrahms recently commented on 
Twitter that it would be interest-
ing to see whether the media would 
make any changes to their pundit-
ry line-ups, given that so much of 
their previous Syria analysis is “now 
debunked”. Sadly, there will likely 
be no change at all. The same pun-
dits will continue to appear.

Watch as they try to minimise the 
importance of the Syrian and Rus-
sian achievement at Palmyra. Watch 
as they try to extricate themselves 
from the quagmire of their own mis-
information campaign. Watch as 
they engage in ever more impressive 
mental gymnastics, trying desperate-
ly to prove they were, of course, right 
all along. They simply cannot high-
light Russia’s role in this kind of vic-
tory, because in doing so, they would 
highlight their own failure.

If Washington truly wants to 
wipe out ISIS, both their actions and 
their chosen allies of Turkey and 
Saudi Arabia would seem to raise 
some uncomfortable questions. Rus-
sian warplanes carried out 41 sor-
ties in 24 hours to support the Syrian 
army’s Palmyra offensive. Ameri-
can planes carried out two. As vet-
eran reporter Robert Fisk wrote in 
The Independent: “[The Americans] 
wanted to destroy ISIS, but not that 
much.”

Now, while Assad’s forces push 
on towards the self-proclaimed ISIS 
‘capital’ of Raqqa and Russia sends 
robots and engineers in to help de-
mine Palmyra, what will Cameron 
and Obama be doing? They’ll be 
scrambling for new talking points 
– and to their relief, the same pun-
dits who peddled lies about this war 
for years will no doubt come to their 
aid and continue to obscure basic 
facts. But as the latest victory shows, 

it will become harder and harder to 
convince the masses when the truth 
becomes plainer and plainer to see.

Fortunately however, there are 
some who aren’t as afraid to give 
credit where it is due. London Mayor 
Boris Johnson admitted that the Rus-
sians have “made the West look rela-
tively ineffective; and so now is the 
time for us to make amends, and to 
play to our strengths”.

He went on: “If Putin’s troops 
have helped winkle the maniacs from 
Palmyra, then – it pains me to admit 
– that is very much to the credit of the 
Russians. It is alas very hard to claim 
that the success of the Assad forces 
is a result of any particular British or 
indeed western policy.”

Just like Iraq, when the veil of 
lies and deceit is fi nally lifted, the 
truth will be plain to see.

RT 

Palmyra

No word from 
the grand coalition

Action to end Cuba blockade
The International Committee for 
Peace, Justice and Dignity (for-
merly known as the International 
Committee for the Freedom of the 
Cuban 5) is returning to Washing-
ton next month to increase pres-
sure on President Barack Obama 
to do more to reduce the impact 
of the failed 55-year-old blockade 
against Cuba, and to encourage 
Congress to pass legislation to 
eliminate it entirely.

President Obama and the execu-
tive branch continue to announce 
new regulations that ease restric-
tions against Cuba in such areas as 
travel and commerce, yet the teeth 
of the criminal blockade against 
Cuba remain intact.

The International Commit-
tee, accompanied by supporters 
from across the United States and 
beyond, will descend on Washing-
ton on April 18-22 for a second 
“Days of Action Against the 
Blockade.”

They not only will undertake 

grassroots advocacy visits to the 
offi ces of Senators and members 
of the House of Representatives, 
but also stage a community forum, 
“Through Cuban Eyes,” to pro-
vide Americans with a Cuban per-
spective on what’s been happening 
in Cuba and the real state of US-
Cuban relations.

The keynote speaker at the 
April 22 community forum will be 
Cuban Ambassador José Ramón 
Cabañas. Invited guests from Cuba 
include medical professionals who 
took part in the fi ght against Ebola 
in West Africa and in restructuring 
the health infrastructure in Haiti, 
the Director of Havana’s Literacy 
Museum, a representative of the 
Cuban Institute of Friendship with 
the People (ICAP), and a Cuban 
journalism student with his own 
dramatic story to tell.

Jorge “Jorgito” Jérez was born 
with cerebral palsy in Cuba in 1993, 
but today – thanks to Cuba’s health 
care and education system – he has 

become a “self-suffi cient, independ-
ent young journalist.” The Power 
of the Weak, a documentary by 
German fi lmmaker Tobias Kriele 
about Jorgito’s life and the social 
supports available to him in Cuba, 
will be screened during the Days of 
Action.

While acknowledging the sig-
nifi cance of President Obama’s 
decision in December 2014 to end, 
in his words, the United States’ 
“outdated approach [to Cuba] that, 
for decades, has failed to advance 
our interests,” and the President’s 
recent historic visit to Cuba, Alicia 
Jrapko of the International Commit-
tee explained there is much more 
Obama can do to help normalise 
relations with Cuba:

“Although we applaud many of 
the steps taken, we urge the Presi-
dent to use his executive power 
to close Guantánamo Prison and 
return to Cuba the land it sits on. 
He should also end the preferen-
tial ‘wet foot, dry foot’ policy that 

encourages Cubans to embark on 
illegal and unsafe migration; end 
the Parole Program for Cuban Med-
ical Professionals that encourages 
Cuban doctors to abandon Cuba’s 
medical programs abroad; and 
stop funding USAID and National 
Endowment for Democracy pro-
grams aimed at fomenting dissent 
in Cuba.”

Netfa Freeman from the Insti-
tute for Policy Studies, one of the 
groups organising the upcoming 
April events in Washington DC, 
noted that a majority of Americans, 
including Cuban Americans, sup-
port ending the blockade. “Part of 
this support,” says Freeman, “is 
from heightened awareness of the 
hypocrisy in US claims of want-
ing to encourage change for a 
Cuban society that is not experienc-
ing a national epidemic of killings 
of people of colour by police and 
mass incarceration or social ills like 
rampant homelessness. The over-
whelming majority of Cubans are 

guaranteed shelter and healthcare as 
human rights.”

Freeman pointed to the success 
of a recent whirlwind 10-day visit to 
the West Coast by Miguel Fraga, the 
fi rst secretary of the Cuban Embas-
sy in Washington, DC, as another 
sign of the changing mood. Fraga 
spoke to close to 1,500 people at 20 
different events, and was even intro-
duced on the California State Senate 
fl oor. “The cold war is over!” 
declared Los Angeles State Sena-
tor Isadore Hall as the Cuban fl ag 
was displayed in the chambers. “It 
is time to look forward and to look 
ahead to a future where Cuba is a 
partner, not an enemy to the United 
States.”

As part of the tour of the Cuban 
diplomat speaking at a conference 
in Seattle, veteran 7th District Rep-
resentative Jim McDermott urged 
the audience to “go to Washing-
ton in April to lobby to end the 
blockade.”
Granma 

Syrian troops walk in the destroyed streets of the residential neighbourhoods 

in the modern town adjacent to the ancient city of Palmyra.
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In his March 24 report on racial 
discrimination in Cuba, New York 
Times reporter Damien Cave 
suggests the visit of an African-
descended US president to the 
island could help end silence on 
an issue which persists, he claims, 
despite Cuba’s pretensions of 
equality. Cave was reporting in 
Cuba when Obama was visiting.

The reporter heard from a black 
academician in the United States who 
complained that Cuban leaders meet-
ing with the President and audienc-
es who heard him “were nearly all 
white,” as were Cuban-Americans 
accompanying Obama to Cuba.

Cave cites the Afro-Cuban econ-
omist and author Esteban Morales, 
a leading authority in Cuba on race 
relations, who indicated that as of 
2007 Cuban political leaders were 
70 percent white and that “most sci-
entists, technicians and universi-
ty professors ... were white.” From 
interviews Cave learned that blacks 
were underrepresented in Cuba’s 
tourism industry and as owners of 
new small businesses in Cuba.

Professor Morales, who as a 
youth fought in Cuba’s revolution, 
has more to say, however. In his 
“Race in Cuba,” (Monthly Review 
Press, 2013), the author admits that 
“it’s true that there’s racism, racial 
profi ling, and discrimination nowa-
days, but [it’s] a phenomenon that 
Cuban society, fl awed as it is, has 
made great strides in addressing.”

Slavery in Cuba was “a wound 
impossible to heal in 50 years of rev-
olution.” He adds that racism thrived 
during the terminal years of Spanish 
colonialism and in 1902-1959, the 
years of the US-dominated republic. 
The Revolution erred, because “the 
goal was to fi ght a status of pover-
ty that was deemed to be equal at all 
social levels;” specifi c anti-racist pol-
icies weren’t prioritised.

Fidel Castro in March 1959 
proclaimed racism to be a “social 
scourge that we had to cure.” After 
that, offi cial silence prevailed. Pro-
tests against racism were viewed as 
violating the unity that had become 
crucial in confronting counterrevo-
lutionary violence, sabotage, and 

economic blockade. That was anoth-
er mistake, Morales writes.

He adds that institutional racism 
and legal tolerance of racism are 
absent in Cuba. And besides, “We 
criticise as revolutionaries who take 
these things almost as self-criticism, 
aware that ... we blacks would have 
never come such a long way with-
out a revolution in Cuba.” There’s 
no need, he insists, to follow the US 
line and “use terms such as totalitar-
ian dictatorship, lack of democracy, 
or violation of black people’s civil 
rights.” In fact, Afro-Cuban people 
enjoy health care outcomes, educa-
tional access, security from police 
assaults, and access to the polls that 
in the United States now are faltering.

In 2009, President Raúl Castro 
put new energy into efforts to undo 
racial discrimination. Figures report-
ed in 2014 by Rafael Hernández, 
editor of the Cuban journal Temas
(Themes), documented progress in 
the area of political leadership. He 
provided census data indicating that 
“Cuba’s whole population, as defi ned 
by colour, consists of 65 percent 
whites, 10 percent blacks, and 25 
percent mulattos.”

Against that background, Afro-
Cubans make up 35 percent of 
Communist Party members and 
42 percent of Young Communist 
League members, respectively. 
Nearly 29 percent of Communist 
Party leaders in Cuba’s provinces 
are Afro-Cuban. Of 14 members of 
the Party’s Political Bureau, four are 
black. Over 35 percent of the dele-
gates to Cuba’s National Assembly 
are of African descent. The 31 mem-
bers of the Council of State include 
12 Afro-Cubans.

Obama “urged Cubans to respect 
the power of protest to bring about 
equality,” according to Cave. The 
president’s “comments, and sincer-
ity, instilled in many Cubans a new 
hope and offered a knowing vote of 
confi dence.”

In the United States, however, 
such confi dence and hope in achiev-
ing equality may be in short supply 
among Black Lives Matter protest-
ers and advocates for reform of the 
US justice system. The same may 
be true also for critics pointing to a 
childhood poverty rate among black 

children in the United States hov-
ering around 40 percent and black 
infant death rates there that are twice 
those of white babies.

Reporter Cave mentions that, 
“Socialised medicine and education 
also helped create a society more 
deeply shaped by interracial interac-
tions and marriages than the United 
States.” But on that point socialism 
is off the hook: Morales attributes 
Cuba’s large population of mixed-
race people to easier black-white 
social relations during Cuba’s slavery 
era and afterwards as compared with 
those periods in the United States. 
Interracial parenting was rampant of 
course during US slavery.

Cave approvingly records 
Obama’s statement that, “We want 
our engagement to help lift up Cubans 
who are of African descent.” In his 
book Esteban Morales describes 
US concern about racism that under 
the auspices of Cuban exile scholar 
Carlos Moore in 2009 morphed into 
an interventionist anti-Cuban decla-
ration from US intellectuals. Moore 
has received US government fund-
ing. His critique, said Morales, was 
“about stereotyping and other long 
neglected issues we have to solve 
here in Cuba [on our own].”

Morales objects to the tendency 
of “social struggle against racism in 
Cuba to quickly become part of the 
political confrontation between Cuba 
and the United States. It requires 
taking a position separating [Cubans] 
from the fi ght for socialism, a system 
that has allowed blacks and mesti-
zos in Cuba to have a position within 
society unlike any non-white groups 
in other societies of the Western 
Hemisphere.”

Reporter Cave echoes this ten-
dency in his article. He makes sure 
to note: “Some Afro-Cubans, like 
the hip-hop artist known as Soan-
dry, linked the president [Obama] to 
‘what can be achieved in a capitalist 
system.’ ”

Thus the New York Times returns 
to instinctive behaviour. The remark-
able phenomena of a US Afri-
can-descended president and a US 
presidential visit to Cuba end up as 
context for casting Cuban socialism 
in a bad light.
People’s World 

International

Tories 
“destroying 
council services”
Zoe Streatfi eld

BRITAIN: Money for public toi-
lets, waste disposal and other basic 
services has been slashed amid a 
“whirlwind of destruction” since 
the Tories took power, according 
to fi gures.

An analysis by the Press Asso-
ciation showed that local govern-
ment funding for public services in 
England has fallen by as much as 
40 percent since 2010. Budgets for 
public toilets, fi re safety and pest 
control have fallen by almost half 
since 2010.

Health and safety has been cut 
in real terms by 25 percent, while 
road education safety and safe 
routes have been slashed by 32 
percent.

Culture and arts have also faced 
massive reductions, with museums 
and libraries cut by 21 and 22 per-
cent, and sports facilities cut by 
almost a quarter.

With homelessness mush-
rooming under the Tory assault on 
communities, the budget for home-
lessness prevention has increased by 
72 percent since 2010.

However, private companies 
have been quick to cash in on home-
lessness, as spending on nightly 
paid, privately managed accommo-
dation for homeless people has risen 
by a staggering 498 percent.

Unite union national offi cer 
Fiona Farmer said local government 

has become “the whipping boy for 
George Osborne’s misguided and 
fl awed austerity agenda.”

She said cuts totalling £20 
billion planned for the next fi ve 
years “will see the poorest and 
most deprived areas hardest hit, 
while more prosperous and Tory-
voting shires will escape relatively 
unscathed.”

Labour’s shadow communi-
ties and local government secretary 
Jon Trickett told the Morning Star
that the scale of the “huge” cuts 
was a “disgraceful result of failing 
Tory policies” and warned that they 
would “fall heaviest on the most 
deprived areas.”

And GMB national offi cer Justin 
Bowden said the cuts revealed the 
extent to which “the decimation of 
local government started by the coa-
lition government has continued 
apace under the Tories.”

He warned that it was “no 
longer a case of the death of local 
government by a thousand Tory 
cuts; at the current rate of destruc-
tion our publics services won’t last 
that long.”

A spokesman for the Local 
Government Association said that 
“councils were increasingly having 
to do more with less and to try to 
protect services, such as caring for 
the elderly, protecting children and 
reducing homelessness, in the face 
of growing demand.”
Morning Star 

Cuba

The US line on racism

Something to say?
Write to the Editor!

email: tpearson@cpa.org.au
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On voting changes
Re the CPA’s statement (“Elec-
toral reform” March 23). The 
big change in the legislation is in 
voting above the line. The Groups 
would be named across the ballot 
paper in the order they were 
drawn, as now. The instructions 
on the ballot paper would require 
a minimum of six groups be voted 
on – numbering them 1, 2, 3, etc. 
In the next elections, I have been 
told by the Greens, it would still 
be considered valid if the voter 
failed to number all the way to 
six, as long as their voting inten-
tion was clear. (There will be a big 

voter education program.)
Parties would be able to list pref-

erences on their how-to-vote cards 
but they would no longer provide the 
Australian Electoral Commission 
with their preferences. There would 
be no automatic fl ow-on to the par-
ty’s preferences. The voter would 
allocate preferences by ticking the 
groups in order. They could number 
six or more groups. The choice is 
theirs. Parties could still agree to 
swap preferences. These would only 
appear on the how-to-vote cards out-
side the polling booth. It would cer-
tainly make what occurred in the last 
elections between a large number of 
single issue bogus, right-wing parties 
impossible. And it would be far more 
democratic.

In other words, the allocation of 
preferences would be similar to the 
House of Reps voting where prefer-
ences are on how-to-vote cards and 
not determined by the party you give 
your fi rst preference to. The only dif-
ference is that for the House of Reps 
you are required to put a number 
against each candidate, in the case 
of the proposed changes you put a 

number against each group (Party) 
and when voting for the Senate and 
you can stop after six preferences. 
You are not required to put a number 
against each group when voting 
above the line.

There is one danger, and that is if 
the minimum allocation of six prefer-
ences is rolled back in the future. The 
last thing we want is a fi rst-past-the-
post UK style system. This is some-
thing that would have to be watched 
in the future.

The Bill makes very little in 
the way of changes to voting below 
the line – a number must be placed 
against the name of every candidate 
(not group) in order of preference. 
The bill allows for up to fi ve mistakes 
instead of the existing three for the 
vote to still be valid.

In considering this legislation, 
we need to put to one side the oppor-
tunistic reasons of the Coalition and 
Labor and look at it as objectively as 
possible, with the aim of making it 
more democratic, at the same time 
recognising we are dealing with 
bourgeois democracy and hence it 
will still be far from perfect. I think 

these reforms warrant our support, 
they do give the voter greater control 
over their vote to better refl ect their 
intentions. In other words, it is more 
democratic.

In dealing with this issue I also 
think we need to raise the question 
of how it has been made increas-
ingly diffi cult for smaller parties to 
stand candidates – eg the registration 
requirements, cost, etc and the need 
for reform in the Lower House with 
the introduction of proportional pref-
erential system there.

T Southern
Brisbane

On low youth 
wage rates
It’s not explained why young peo-
ple’s needs are supposed to be less. 
Overseas students are restricted 
to 20 hours work a week, so 
every dollar counts. Other young 
people also have needs, trying 
to put themselves through uni, 
supplement a low income, etc. 
Migrant women in hospitality, 

such as those cleaning hotels, are 
extremely low paid and less likely 
to know their rights.

The level 1 rate of pay in the 
General Retail, Restaurants and Hos-
pitality Awards is $18.99 per hour 
for a non-shift worker. On a Satur-
day it is $23.74 (125%) and a Sunday 
$37.98 (200%).

A student doing two ten-hour 
shifts over Saturday (125%) and 
Sunday (200%) should under present 
penalty rates be paid a minimum of 
$617.72 pre tax. If the PC’s recom-
mendations were implemented, with 
penalty rates on Saturday and Sunday 
at 125 percent, the same student’s 
income would be $474.80. That’s a 
wage reduction of $142.92 or almost 
25 percent.

As the Productivity Commission 
pointed out these industries tend to 
employ younger workers. Junior rates 
of pay apply for workers under 21 on 
a graduated scale. The minimum rate 
for an 18-year-old is 68.3 percent of 
the relevant adult minimum wage. 
At 16 it is 47.3 percent and under 16 
years of age 36.8 percent.

A young hospitality worker

Letters to the Editor
The Guardian
74 Buckingham Street
Surry Hills NSW 2010
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Capitalism is synonymous with wars of 
aggression. To covet control over other peo-
ple’s territory and resources is fundamental 
to it. To secure that control – or to eliminate 
competition – it initiates wars of conquest 
or simply of destruction. And to ensure that 
the young men it sends to carry out those 
wars do so with the right degree of savagery 
capitalism inculcates in them not just a 
carefully nurtured hatred for “the enemy”, 
but also a contempt, a belief that the enemy 
is less than human, inherently inferior and 
undeserving of any humanitarian concerns.

The Nazis’ outrages on the Russian front 
exemplifi ed this in WW2, but a few years later 
US troops engaged in similar atrocities against 
the “gooks” in the Korean War. Then came the 
Vietnam War and American soldiers were once 
again taught to view Vietnamese as less than 
human, expendable, no more than “collateral 
damage”.

March was the anniversary of the My Lai 
massacre, one of the most horrifi c incidents 
of the Vietnam War, a war that was marked 
by a plethora of horrifi c incidents. A com-
pany of American soldiers brutally killed the 
majority of the population of the South Viet-
namese hamlet of My Lai in March 1968. 
Though exact numbers remain unconfi rmed, 
it is believed that as many as 500 people 
including women, children and the elderly 
were killed.

The My Lai hamlet, part of the village of 
Son My, was located in Quang Ngai province, 

which was believed to be a stronghold of the 
National Liberation Front (NLF) which the 
Yanks referred to as “the Viet Cong (VC)”. 
Told that “VC guerrillas had taken control of 
Son My”, Charlie Company of the 11th Infan-
try Brigade Led by Lieutenant William Calley, 
was sent to the village on a search-and-destroy 
mission.

Army commanders advised the soldiers of 
Charlie Company that all who were found in 
Son My could be considered VC or active VC 
sympathisers, and ordered them to destroy the 
village. When they arrived, the soldiers found 
no Viet Cong, but rounded up and murdered 
hundreds of civilians – mostly women, children 
and old men – in an extremely brutal fashion, 
including rape and torture. Not a single shot 
was fi red against the men of Charlie Compa-
ny at My Lai. The villagers, who were getting 
ready for a market day, at fi rst did not panic or 
run away, and they were herded into the ham-
let’s commons.

Harry Stanley, a machine gunner from the 
Charlie Company, said during the US Army 
Criminal Investigation Division’s inquiry that 
he observed a member of the 1st Platoon push a 
villager into a well and throw a grenade into the 
well. Further, he saw 15 or 20 people, mainly 
women and children, kneeling around a temple 
with burning incense. They were praying and 
crying. They were all killed by shots in the 
head. A large group of approximately 70–80 
villagers was rounded up by the 1st Platoon, 
and then led to an irrigation ditch to the east of 

the settlement. All detainees were pushed into 
the ditch and then killed.

The mentality of the US soldiers is typi-
fi ed by Paul Meadlo, a Private First Class who 
machine-gunned women and children. He tes-
tifi ed that women were trying to shield their 
children. He remembered that he was shooting 
into women with babies in their hands since he 
“was convinced at that time that they were all 
booby-trapped with grenades and were poised 
to attack”.

The My Lai massacre was so horrendous 
that other US troops were outraged by it. War-
rant Offi cer Hugh Thompson, an Army heli-
copter pilot on a reconnaissance mission, 
landed his aircraft between the soldiers and the 
retreating villagers and threatened to open fi re 
if they continued their attacks. Ron Ridenhour, 
a soldier in the 11th Brigade who had heard 
reports of the massacre but had not participat-
ed, began a campaign to bring the events to 
light, but faced a cover-up on the part of the US 
Army. After writing letters to President Richard 
Nixon, the Pentagon, State Department, Joint 
Chiefs of Staff and several congressmen, with 
no response, Ridenhour fi nally gave an inter-
view to the investigative journalist Seymour 
Hersh, who broke the story in November 1969.

In frantic damage control, the US Army 
ordered a special investigation into the My 
Lai massacre. The inquiry, headed by Lieu-
tenant General William Peers, released its 
report in March 1970 and recommended that 
no fewer than 28 offi cers be charged for their 

involvement in the massacre or the cover-up. 
Only half that number were actually charged 
and all were acquitted except for Calley, who 
was given a life sentence for his role in direct-
ing the killings. His sentence was reduced upon 
appeal to 20 years and later to 10; by 1974, he 
was paroled.

By the early 1970s, morale among US 
troops in Vietnam was low, and anger and 
frustration were high. Drug use among soldiers 
was rampant (an offi cial report in 1971 esti-
mated that one-third or more of US troops were 
addicted). The revelations of the My Lai massa-
cre caused morale to plummet even further, as 
GIs wondered what other atrocities their supe-
riors were concealing. On the home front in the 
United States, the brutality of the My Lai mas-
sacre and the efforts made by higher-ranking 
offi cers to conceal it fuelled anti-war sentiment.

William Thomas Allison, a professor of 
Military History at Georgia Southern Universi-
ty, wrote, “By midmorning, members of Char-
lie Company had killed hundreds of civilians 
and raped or assaulted countless women and 
young girls. They encountered no enemy fi re 
and found no weapons in My Lai itself”.

As far as I could tell, the anniversary of 
the My Lai massacre passed without comment 
or notice in the capitalist mass media, pushed 
under the carpet where the Pentagon wanted it 
in the fi rst place. Massacres and other atroci-
ties have become commonplace, it’s true, but 
to wilfully forget or ignore them is to become 
complicit in them. 

Culture
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Rob Gowland

Never 
forget 
My Lai

One of the memorial sculptures at the My Lai massacre site. (Photo: Nissa Rhee)
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This past weekend, Marvel Stu-
dios released the second trailer for 
Captain America: Civil War. Fans 
rejoiced at the unexpected cameo 
of Spider-Man and other favour-
ite heroes. While many remained 
initially concerned that the fi lm 
would water down the critical pol-
itics of the comic series, it seems 
that they will actually embrace 
much of the original content.

Marvel has often used its fi ction-
al universe as an allegory for real-
life politics. It has previously tackled 
topics such as racism, class hegemo-
ny, LGBTQI issues, and other social 
movements. While its fi lms haven’t 
always hit their mark, Marvel contin-
ues to try and address controversial 
politics in a way that engages read-
ers and resonates with audiences of 
all different backgrounds.

Civil War reflects on 
post 9/11 society

Civil War, one of Marvel’s 
highest grossing comics series of 
all times, took on the tough task of 
challenging paradigms of power and 
accountability. The upcoming fi lm 
undoubtedly strays from the origi-
nal comic, but still embodies some 
of the core political themes of police 
brutality, government surveillance, 
and the criminal justice system. The 
comic version of Civil War is trig-
gered by a sequence of mishaps; 
the Hulk’s deadly rampage in Las 
Vegas, the attack on Manhattan in 
“Secret Wars”, and a culmination of 
other superhuman related episodes. 
Within the series plot, it is an inci-
dent in Stamford, Connecticut, by a 
group of amateur superheroes, that 
triggers the eventual split of the 
Marvel universe. The “heroes” botch 
the capturing of super villains in an 
attempt to garner better ratings for a 
reality TV show. The mistake results 
in an explosion that destroys sever-
al city blocks, including an elemen-
tary school, and causes the death of 
over 600 civilians. This tragedy helps 
push the Superhuman Registration 
Act through Congress, a legislative 
bill which is then passed into law, 
requiring super-powered individuals 
to register with the government. The 
measure proves unpopular within the 
superhuman community, as it man-
dates that all masked heroes must 
reveal their identity to the public and 
“register” themselves with SHIELD.

The enactment of SRA causes 
a rift amongst superhumans, forc-
ing several heroes to pick sides. As 
the leader of the oppositional move-
ment, Captain America leads sev-
eral superhumans underground in a 
counter-culture revolution against the 
government. Luke Cage, Daredevil, 
Cable, and Black Panther are among 

the few who join the Anti-Registra-
tion movement. Captain America 
argues that the bill functioned on 
the basis of presumed criminality. 
Cap’s viewpoints are not only ethi-
cally inclined but stem from having 
lived through several historical wars 
(as he is signifi cantly older than most 
of the other Avengers). He notes that 
the violation of superhuman privacy 
sets precedent for more aggressive 
government surveillance on a larger 
scale. It is noteworthy to point out 
that Civil War came out following 
passage of the post-9/11 Patriot Act, 
when the US government began to 
take excessive steps in ensuring the 
“safety” of American citizens.

Iron Man, on the other hand, 
leads the “pro-registration” team 
under SHIELD, with the assistance 
of Black Widow, Dr Reed, Hank 
Pym (Ant Man), She-Hulk and other 
“registered” superheroes. (While 
Peter Parker [Spiderman] is original-
ly on the “pro-registration” side, he 
eventually switches over after real-
ising that superhumans were being 
locked away indefi nitely.) The “neg-
ative zone” is specifi cally designed 
to jail powerful superhumans and 
is not legally acknowledged by the 
system, which allows Stark and other 
SHIELD members to individually 
determine the length of prisoners’ 
sentences. This is a morbid refl ection 
of our own “criminal justice system” 
and the way in which prisons, like 
Guantanamo Bay, are established in 
violation of constitutional laws.

X-Men tackles race 
and class hegemony

The X-Men were written as 
remaining neutral during the blood-
shed of the Civil War series. They 
are not without their own political 
parallels in real life, however. For 
years, many fans speculated that 
early X-Men material was inspired 
by the tumult of the Civil Rights 
Movement. Magneto and Charles 
Xavier were said to have been mod-
elled after political fi gureheads, Mal-
colm X and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
In 2013, Stan Lee confi rmed that he 
had written X-Men as a commentary 
on the racism in the United States 
at the time. The binary relationship 
between both characters is depicted 
in the friendship of Magneto and 
Xavier. When Lee was asked about 
Magneto’s role as an antagonist, he 
said: “[I] did not think of Magneto as 
a bad guy. He was just trying to strike 
back at the people who were so bigot-
ed and racist. He was trying to defend 
mutants.” The original X-Men movie 
series (2000-2006) directorially paid 
very little homage to the suggested 
parallels to civil rights movement. 
The newer X-Men fi lms, however, 
(First Class and Days of Future Past) 
have taken a more conscious effort 

at giving viewers a glimpse into the 
complicated past that triggered Mag-
neto’s extremist behaviours. This 
was the fi rst of many steps director 
Joss Whedon has taken in develop-
ing deeper connections between the 
cultural dynamics and historical ele-
ments within the X-Men series.

Beyond the obvious allegory, 
X-Men also explores issues of pov-
erty and race within the spectrum of 
marginalised populations. Morlocks, 
a group of mutant characters intro-
duced in Uncanny X-Men, were cre-
ated by writer Chris Claremont and 
artist Paul Smith. They were based 
on the subterranean race of HG 
Wells’ novel The Time Machine, and 
introduced as socially-displaced out-
casts. The Morlocks are depicted as 
being physically disfi gured, and/or 
unable to hide their mutations. They 
chose to live underground in order 
to escape the constant prejudice and 
discrimination that they are forced to 
confront on the surface. While this 
is seemingly a voluntary choice, the 
reality of their displacement has left 
them to live in unsanitised spaces 
with few resources. In reading the 
series, it becomes apparent that the 
Morlocks are a refl ection of disen-
franchised communities, and a mes-
sage about how both class (poverty) 
and mutations (race) are intertwined 
forms of social disparity.

The Black Panther answers the 
demand for diversity

As a response to the public 
demand for diversity and represen-
tation in the media, this July will 
mark the return of a major super-
hero motion picture starring a black 
male lead. Production studios have 
attempted to execute similar projects 
in the past; fi rstly with the disastrous 
rendition of Spawn, and more recent-
ly with the successful release of the 
Blade trilogy. The Black Panther, 
however, stands as the pinnacle of 
black excellence for every avid young 
geek. T’Challa is not only powerful 
and skilled, but rules over the techno-
logically advanced [fi ctional] nation 
of Wakanda; a setting that contradicts 
images of stereotypically impover-
ished African countries. His ability 

to be both diplomatic and effective 
strays away from caricatures of pre-
vious black comic characters before 
him. He was originally debuted in 
1966 as part of the Fantastic Four 
series but was eventually featured in 
his own independent material. This 
proved not only to be a commercial 
success; it also serves as an allegory 
for the black nationalist, or anti-colo-
nialist, movement.

The Black Panther tackles 
themes of resistance and revolution, 
from T’Challa’s fi ght with Ku Klux 
Klan to his dismantling of Wakanda’s 
secret police force, the Hatut Zeraze. 
Readers continue to uncover embed-
ded critiques of the white-colonialist 
power structure. 

Black Panther continues to serve 
as platform for men of colour as it 
was recently announced that National 
Book Award and Macarthur Genius 
Fellowship winner, Ta-Nehisi 
Coates, was contracted to write an 
11-issue series. Coates has become 
well known for his scathing com-
mentary on diversity and representa-
tion in the media. 

When speaking of the Black 
Panther, Coates emphasises the trail-
blazer’s legacy: “There has not been 
a black super hero in comics books 
quite like him before, he is tremen-
dously radical.”

The fi lm’s announcement comes 
at the heels of a public outcry for 
more overall diversity in cinema. 
The studios have since committed to 
ensuring they address these demands 
by bringing in a variety of black writ-
ers and cast members. Ryan Coog-
ler, an African American fi lmmaker 
who wrote and directed the critical-
ly-acclaimed Rocky sequel Creed 
(2015), was recruited to direct the 
movie. Coogler was a coveted con-
tender and made his directorial 
debut with the 2003 award-winning 
Fruitvale Station. T’Challa will be 
featured in Captain America: Civil 
War, and is played by actor Chad-
wick Boseman. So far, the reaction to 
the casting has been mostly positive 
and Black Panther fans await further 
developments on the pre-production 
process.
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Makarim Wibisono has announced his 
resignation as UN Special Rapporteur on 
Occupied Palestine, to take effect on March 
31. This is the position I held for six years, 
completing my second term in June 2014.

The prominent Indonesian diplomat says 
that he could not fulfi l his mandate because 
Israel has adamantly refused to give him 
access to the Palestinian people living under 
its military occupation in the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip. “Unfortunately, my efforts to help 
improve the lives of Palestinian victims of vio-
lations under the Israeli occupation have been 
frustrated every step of the way,” Wibisono 
explains.

His resignation reminds me in a strange 
way of Richard Goldstone’s retraction a few 
years ago of the main fi nding in the UN-com-
missioned Goldstone report, that Israel inten-
tionally targeted civilians in the course of 
Operation Cast Lead, its massive attack on 
Gaza at the end of 2008.

At the time I responded to media inquiries 
by saying that I was shocked, but not surprised. 
Shocked because the evidence was overwhelm-
ing and the other three distinguished members 
of the UN fact-fi nding commission stuck by 
the fi nding. Yet I was not surprised because I 
knew Goldstone – a former judge of the South 
African constitutional court – to be a man of 
strong ambition and weak character, a terrible 
mix for public fi gures who wander into contro-
versial territory.

In Wibisono’s case I am surprised, but not 
shocked. Surprised because he should have 
known from the outset that he was faced with 
a dilemma between doing the job properly of 
reporting on Israel’s crimes and human rights 
abuses and gaining Israel’s cooperation in the 
course of gathering this evidence. Not shocked, 
indeed grateful, as it illuminates the diffi cul-
ty confronting anyone charged with truth-
ful reporting on the Palestinian ordeal under 
occupation, and by his principled resignation 
Wibisono doesn’t allow Israel to get away with 
neutering the position of Special Rapporteur.

It is worth recalling that when Wibiso-
no was selected as my successor, several 
more qualifi ed candidates were passed over. 
Although the selection guidelines stress expert 
knowledge of the subject matter of the man-
date, Wibisono apparently gained the upper 
hand along with the acquiescence of Israel and 
the United States precisely because of his lack 
of any relevant background.

I can only hope that now the UN Human 
Rights Council (HRC) will redeem its mis-
take by reviving the candidacies of Professor 
Christine Chinkin and Phyllis Bennis, both of 
whom possess the credentials, motivation and 
strength of character to become an effective 
Special Rapporteur.

The Palestinians deserve nothing less.

Honesty
When I met with Wibisono in Geneva 

shortly after his appointment as Special Rap-
porteur was announced, he told me confi dent-
ly that he had been assured that if he accepted 
the appointment the Israeli government would 
allow him entry, a reassurance that he repeated 
in his resignation announcement. On his side, 
he pledged objectivity and balance, and an 
absence of preconceptions.

I warned him then that even someone who 
leaned far to the Israeli side politically would 
fi nd it impossible to avoid reaching the conclu-
sion that Israel was guilty of severe violations 
of international humanitarian law and of human 
rights standards, and this kind of honesty was 
sure to anger the Israelis.

I also told him that he was making a big 
mistake if he thought he could please both 
sides, given the reality of prolonged denial of 
fundamental Palestinian rights. At the time he 
smiled, apparently feeling confi dent that his 
diplomatic skills would allow him to please the 
Israelis even while he was compiling reports 
detailing their criminality. He told me that he 
was seeking to do what I did but to do so more 
effectively by securing Israel’s cooperation, 
and thus short-circuiting their objections. It was 
then my turn to smile.

It is correct that the mandate itself is vul-
nerable to criticism as it does not include an 
assessment of the responsibility of Palestini-
an administering authorities for violations of 
human rights, and only looks at Israeli viola-
tions. I tried, unsuccessfully, to persuade the 
HRC to have the mandate enlarged to encom-
pass wrongdoing by the Palestinian Authority 
and Hamas.

The arguments against doing so were that it 
had been diffi cult to get agreement to establish 
the mandate, and opening up the issue of its 
scope was risky, and also that the overwhelm-
ing evidence of Palestinian victimisation result-
ing from the occupation resulted from Israel’s 

policies and practices. Hence, it was argued by 
several delegations at the HRC that attention to 
the Palestinian violations would be diversion-
ary and give Israel a way to defl ect criticism 
directed at the occupation.

Facing the heat
What I discovered during my six years as 

Special Rapporteur is that you can make a dif-
ference, but only if you are willing to put up 
with the heat.

You can make a difference in several ways. 
Above all, by giving foreign ministries around 
the world the most authoritative account avail-
able of the daily realities facing the Palestin-
ian people. Also important is the ability to shift 
the discourse in more illuminating directions 
instead of limiting discussion to ‘the occupa-
tion’, address issues of de facto annexation, 
ethnic cleansing and apartheid, as well as give 
some support within the UN for such civil soci-
ety initiatives as the boycott, divestment and 
sanctions (BDS) movement and the Freedom 
Flotilla.

By so doing, you have to expect ultra-Zion-
ist organisations and those managing the “spe-
cial relationship” between Israel and the United 
States to react harshly, including by launch-
ing a continuous defamatory campaign that 
seeks by all means to discredit your voice and 
will mount infl ammatory accusations of anti-
Semitism and, in my case, of being a ”’self-
hating Jew”.

What both shocked and surprised me was 
the willingness of both the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral and US diplomatic representatives (Susan 
Rice, Samantha Power) at the UN to bend in 
Israel’s direction and join the chorus making 
these irresponsible denunciations focused on a 
demand for my resignation.

Although periodically tempted to resign, I 
am glad that I didn’t. Given the pro-Israel bias 

of the mainstream media in the United States 
and Europe, it is particularly important, how-
ever embattled the position, to preserve this 
source of truth telling, and not to give in to the 
pressures mounted.

My hope is that the HRC will learn from 
the Wibisono experience and appoint someone 
who can both stand the heat and report the reali-
ties for what they are. It is hampering the per-
formance of a Special Rapporteur to be denied 
Israeli cooperation with offi cial UN functions, 
which is itself a violation of Israel’s obligations 
as a member of the UN. At the same time, Isra-
el’s behaviour that fl aunts international law is so 
manifest and reliable information easily avail-
able that I found it possible to compile reports 
that covered the main elements of the Palestin-
ian ordeal. Of course, direct contact with people 
living under occupation would have added a 
dimension of validation and witnessing, as well 
as giving some tangible expression of UN con-
cern for the abuses being committed under con-
ditions of an untenably prolonged occupation 
with no end in sight.

Until the day that Palestinian self-determi-
nation arrives, the least that the UN can do is 
to keep open this window of observation and 
appraisal. After all, it is the UN that undertook 
back in 1947 to fi nd a solution to the Israel/
Palestinian struggle that acknowledged the 
equal claims of both peoples. Although such 
an approach was colonialist and intervention-
ist in 1947, it has plausibility in 2016 given the 
developments in the intervening years.

The UN may not be guilty in relation to 
what went wrong, but it certainly has failed to 
discharge its responsibilities with regard to Pal-
estinian fundamental rights. Until these rights 
are realised, the UN should give this remnant of 
the colonial era as much attention as possible.
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Makarim Wibisono.

The UN Special Rapporteur on Occupied 
Palestine has announced his resignation 
because Israel has frustrated his efforts 
to discharge his duty “every step of the 
way”. Richard Falk, his predecessor, 
comments.


