
Tom Pearson

The deregulation, free-market policies 
promoted and imposed on the Australian 
economy by the Coalition government 
wreak disastrous outcomes wherever they 
are implemented. At the moment this is no 
more evident than in the latest big business 
free-for-all in Australia’s dairy industry.

Dairy farmers and their supporters have 
taken to the streets in cities and towns around 
Australia after processor Murray Goulburn cut 
the price for milk solids from $5.60 to as low 
as $4.75. This was followed buy NZ-based 
processor Fonterra. The processors and their 
co-conspirators the Coles-Woolworths super-
market monopoly are facing the wrath of the 
farmers in an angry backlash with the farmers 
stating they are victims of “immoral” cuts to 
milk payouts.

After months of claiming prices would 
“hold”, Murray Goulburn cut its price late 
in April. As the largest operator it sets the 
benchmark price, allowing Fonterra to follow 
suit, thus also hitting dairy farmers in New 
Zealand.

On top of that blow, farmers have been told 
the cut will be backdated to last July – a whole 
fi nancial year. Lobby group Farmer Power 
raised the possibility that hundreds would be 
forced out of the industry.

An estimated 30,000 jobs will be lost in 
rural towns and communities: there are 6,100 
dairy farms nationwide. National Party leader 
and deputy prime minister Barnaby Joyce 
opportunistically came up with an extension 
of the government’s failed low-interest loans 
scheme – already offered to drought-affected 
farmers – and around $2 million for fi nancial 
advice and counselling services for dairy farm-
ers. The loan scheme will push farmers deeper 
into debt.

Farmer Power is calling for a review of 
the entire industry and a prohibition of the 
“claw back” provisions that has allowed the 
processors to retrospectively cut milk prices 
to farmers. Farmer Power is also calling on the 
government to establish a 50-cent levy on every 
litre of fresh milk sold in Australia that would 
form a pool of money to fi nancially assist farm-
ers directly.

“Farmers do not need any more loans; 
they’re at the end of their line of credit now,” 
said the group’s Alex Robertson. Dairy farmer 
Mandy Pacitti said government assistant meas-
ures were only a short-term fi x. “It’s a help for 
those suppliers if they want it, for sure, but at 
the end of the day if we’re not going to get paid 
a profi table amount of money we’ve still got to 
service the loan.”

Farmer David Smart stated: “Our current 
cost of production is 44 cents a litre; if we 
drop below that [in returns from the proces-
sors] we’re fi nished. In six months we may not 
have a future. I’m trying to set up a future for 

my children and if things keep going the way 
they’re going, we just won’t be farming any 
more.”

Background dairy 
deregulation

The deregulation of Australia’s dairy indus-
try has seen thousands of dairy farms go to the 
wall, the upshot of the former Howard govern-
ment’s deregulation plans in 2000 – to scrap all 
State pricing controls on fresh drinking milk 
which has seen a growing control by proces-
sors and the Coles-Woolworths monopoly over 
dairy produce as smaller farms were priced out 
of existence.

While milk prices for consumers fell slight-
ly in the short term, inevitably the big dairy 
conglomerates and major retailers have forced 
dairy produce prices up while the return to 
smaller farms for their produce has continued 
to drop.

The deregulation was conditional on the 
agreement of all the States, so the Howard 
government dangled a $1.8 billion “adjust-
ment package” in front of state governments, 

to be paid for by consumers through a levy of 
11 cents per litre on retailers.

The package was used as a form of sub-
sidy to ease many smaller operations out, 
and for an up-front payment of $45,000 for 
the smallest producers to leave the industry 
immediately.

Dairy industry groups, such as the Dairy 
Industry Council, reckoned the plan will close 
around 3,000 dairy farms. They were right.

Dairy farms are mostly family affairs.
Across all the dairy farms there is an esti-

mated 2.3 full-time equivalent farm family 
members employed on each farm with an 
additional 1.1 full-time equivalent non-family 
members.

This represented the equivalent full-time 
employment of 507 family and non-family 
members in all the region’s dairy farms.

Grocery wars
In the end, the manoeuvring of the grocery 

monopolies for even greater market share has 
managed to dislodge farmers from their tradi-
tional way of life where drought, storms and 
fl oods could not.

It started with Coles’ decision to reduce 
the price of its home brand milk to $1 a litre. 
Woolworths, Aldi, Franklins and others fell in 
behind. Bread, butter, toilet paper, breakfast 
cereal and other products have followed. How-
ever, it’s not just bad news for farmers – con-
sumers are being manipulated to strengthen the 
grip of the supermarket monopoles. Ultimate-
ly, consumers will join the other vanquished 
small players as victims caught up in the gro-
cery wars.

A Senate inquiry into milk prices was 
held in May 2010. It recommended the Aus-
tralian Competition and Consumer Com-
mission investigate milk pricing but nothing 
eventuated. The ACCC cleared Coles and 
Woolworths of charges of predatory pricing 
practices or running a duopoly following pre-
vious investigations

When markets have been deregulated 
“market forces” were meant to produce the 
best outcomes for all players. Dairy industry 
deregulation in 2000 came with the promise of 
smiles all around. Farmers have never benefi ted 
and their situation is now reaching desperation 
point. 

Interview with 
Margot Honecker
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Come July 2
When capitalism was still relatively new, workers who grew 

too old – or too ill – to work were dependent on the charity of 
their families or the Church for food and a roof over their heads. 
Later, as workers grew aware of their power when they organised, 
they were able to force employers to accept that after a lifetime of 
contributing their labour to the enrichment of capitalism workers 
were entitled on retiring to receive back as a pension a portion of 
what they had produced.

Being the system it is, capitalism soon arranged that payment of 
workers’ pensions should come out of government revenue rather 
than directly from the boss’s profi ts. Government revenue under 
capitalism derives mainly from the earnings of publicly-owned en-
terprises as well as corporate and personal income tax. Capitalists, 
however, hate sharing their profi ts with governments, who they 
know will only use it to provide services (including pensions) to 
working people.

They sustain an army of accountants for the sole purpose of 
fi nding ways to avoid paying tax commensurate with the real level 
of their income. At the same time they use all their political clout 
to get governments to sell off their state-owned enterprises, which 
enriches the capitalists who take them over while seriously reducing 
government income, since the revenue previously raised by those 
state enterprises no longer goes into government coffers.

The result, as we have seen recently in Australia, is governments 
slashing pensions on the excuse that “we are living beyond our means 
and can no longer afford them”. As usual, it’s the workers whose 
incomes suffer. The bosses, the ruling elite, go on getting richer.

And they have another lurk that has contributed greatly to their 
fi nancial well being: by promising a higher pension payment they 
have been able to shift most people from government-paid pensions 
to superannuation schemes. For capitalism, superannuation schemes 
are a way of gathering funds (“contributions”) from masses of work-
ers that are then available to be used as private investment capital.

A proportion of the income from those investments is used to 
pay the workers’ pensions, an arrangement however that leaves 
unsuspecting workers at the mercy of “the market” as their invest-
ments are buffeted by the chaos that is the essence of capitalism.

To know the retirement future gestating here for workers look 
to the USA. In October of 2008, while the US economy was in the 
early stages of yet another severe recession, the Washington Post 
reported that the “stock market’s prolonged tumble has wiped out 
about US$2 trillion in Americans’ retirement savings in the past 15 
months, a blow that could force workers to stay on the job longer 
than planned.” It was of course a blow that could also have other, 
far more dire, consequences.

And in April of 2016, the same paper reported: “More than a 
quarter of a million active and retired truckers and their families 
could soon see their pension benefi ts severely cut – even though their 
pension fund is still years away from running out of money.” It seems 
that the truckers’ Pension Fund suffered heavy investment losses 
during the global fi nancial crisis that cut into the pool of money 
available to pay out benefi ts. Even without the fi nancial crisis, the 
truckers would eventually suffer signifi cantly when their fund ran 
out of money. Only under capitalism can the money for workers’ 
pensions disappear because of “market forces”. 

For millions of Americans, their “super” is their only form 
of savings. In other words workers who were promised a secure 
retirement are cheated out of the benefi ts they worked hard – for 
decades – to attain.

The working people – and the poor – must then endure lectures 
on the virtues of personal responsibility, self-suffi ciency, and free 
enterprise – self-funding in the free market – from the same people 
who have been feeding greedily at the public trough through corpo-
rate welfare; a system that gives the rich a free ride while forcing 
the public to clean up the mess and suffer the consequences – a 
system from which the former merchant banker and current Prime 
Minister secured his millions.

Short of a revolution, there are steps we can take: one will be 
your vote on July 2.

PRESS FUND
Last year the federal coalition government persuaded the UN not 
to place the Great Barrier Reef on its list of endangered world 
heritage sites. After objections from the government, the UN has 
now removed any reference to Australia from its recent report 
on adverse impacts of climate change on all the world heritage 
sites. As a result, the report is misleading, the world’s people are 
misinformed and the federal government has evaded responsibility 
for the outcome of its appalling environmental policies. We intend 
to continue shining light into the dark crevices of the government’s 
intentions. However, we need Press Fund contributions, so please 
send us something for the next issue if you possibly can. Many 
thanks to this week’s contributors, as follows:
In memory of Evanthis Sgouras:
Effie & Bill Gagatsakis $50, Savvas & Mary Lioupas & Family 
$50, Bill Akamatis & Family $50, Stavros Strateas $50, Melbourne 
Branch CPA $150 - Total $350
D Bastin $100, C Greer $50, A Johnson $50, Mark Mannion $5, 
“Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $10, S Talbot $20
This week’s total: $590 Progressive total: $3,400

Support Support The GuardianThe Guardian by donating to Press Fund by donating to Press Fund

“
QUOTE OF THE WEEK

If we do not pay, the capital lenders will not die; if we pay, 
we will die. We cannot pay, and we don’t want to pay.

Thomas Sankara - Marxist revolutionary, President of Burkina Faso 1983-1987”

It’s not refugees 
destroying jobs
James Supple*

With polls showing the election 
race closer than expected, the 
Liberals are again reaching for 
anti-refugee xenophobia to grab 
votes. Immigration Minister Peter 
Dutton’s comments that more 
refugees would just take Austral-
ian jobs or “languish in unemploy-
ment queues and on Medicare” 
were disgraceful and divisive.

His claim that “They won’t be 
numerate or literate in their own lan-
guage, let alone English,” was simply 
offensive to the many refugees who 
arrive here with a high level of edu-
cation, or who work hard and make 
huge contributions to the community.

There are many examples, from 
Sudanese refugee and former child 
soldier, Deng Thiak Adut, now a 
lawyer in Western Sydney, Afghan 
refugee Homa Forotan, now a doctor 
in a Brisbane hospital or Dr Al 
Muderis, an Iraqi refugee and world-
leading orthopaedic surgeon.

The Liberal Party has consist-
ently spread fear about refugees in 
an effort to win votes. Prime Minis-
ter Malcolm Turnbull’s talk about the 
need for “strong borders” presents 
refugees as a threat that must be 
kept out. Before the last election in 
2013, Liberal candidate Fiona Scott 
famously claimed refugees were to 
blame for hospital queues and over-
crowded traffi c on the M4.

But we can’t just dismiss such 
comments as ridiculous. They are 
designed to tap into real fears and 
turn refugees into a scapegoat for 
problems like unemployment and 
the running down of public servic-
es. There are many areas in Australia 

where jobs are a major issue. Towns-
ville has an unemployment rate of 
12.4 percent, and youth unemploy-
ment is as high as 17.6 percent in 
some suburbs of Adelaide and 15.7 
percent in south-west Sydney.

There will be 39,000 jobs lost 
in manufacturing as Holden and 
Toyota shut up shop. Another 1,100 
jobs are under threat at the Why-
alla steelworks in South Australia. 
Research on the closure of Mitsubi-
shi’s plant  by Professor Andrew 
Beer from the University of South 
Australia suggests just one in three 
of those sacked will fi nd full-time 
work again.

But it was not refugees who 
destroyed the jobs.

Australia has only ever had tiny 
numbers of refugees arrive here. The 
highest ever number to arrive by boat 
in one year, in 2013, was equivalent 
to just 0.1 percent of Australia’s 
population.

Blaming refugees helps govern-
ments hide their own failure on jobs. 
Malcolm Turnbull and Scott Mor-
rison’s plan for “jobs and growth” 
in the budget turned out to just be 
a plan for cuts to corporate tax. All 
they could offer to assist the unem-
ployed was $4 an hour “internships” 
working in supermarkets and cafes.

Nor are refugees to blame for the 
state of hospital funding or the failure 
to spend on infrastructure like public 
transport and roads. Infrastructure 
experts have been warning for years 
that infrastructure spending was not 
keeping up with population growth 
in our largest cities. Yet governments 
have failed to act.

Australia is a wealthy country. 
There is more than enough money 

to look after pensioners, the unem-
ployed and the sick as well as take 
our share of the desperate people 
fl eeing wars and ethnic persecution. 
More than enough, that is, if the gov-
ernment was not handing out tax cuts 
to millionaires and high income earn-
ers, and if it got serious about tack-
ling tax avoidance by multinational 
companies.

Labor is right to say Dutton’s 
comments are insulting to millions of 
migrants. But Bill Shorten supports 
the Liberals’ “border protection” 
measures against refugees, including 
offshore detention on Manus Island 
and Nauru.

The major parties’ anti-refugee 
xenophobia can be reversed. Under 
the Howard government the refu-
gee rights campaign worked deter-
minedly to combat the myths about 
refugees. There was a real turnaround 
in public opinion between 2001 and 
2004, with Newspoll showing that 
the number of people who agreed 
some or all refugee boats should be 
allowed to land increased from 47 
percent to 61 percent. The govern-
ment was eventually forced to bring 
all the refugees who remained on 
Nauru to Australia.

Over the last year the beginnings 
of such a shift have again been vis-
ible, in the support for the “Let Them 
Stay” campaign and for refugees 
from Syria. Shifting public opinion 
again can turn back the xenophobia 
and break the bipartisan deadlock 
around refugees.
*James Supple is an activist with the 
Refugee Action Coalition in Sydney, 
which has been campaigning for the 
rights of refugees since 1999. 

Sydney

Vigil demanding that the USA 

stop the blockade on Cuba

Friday June 17 at 5:30 pm 
Outside the US Consulate in Martin Place

Also to stop the subversion of funds against Cuba and 

return Guantánamo to the Cuban people.
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander organisations have cat-
egorised the Federal Budget as 
“more of the same”, with little-
to-no focus on Indigenous organi-
sations or programs. The most 
positive assessment seemed to be 
that the 2015/16 Budget wasn’t as 
cruel and harsh as the two previ-
ous Coalition efforts, essentially 
a banging-your-head-against-a-
brick-wall announcement. 

However, Indigenous legal 
services were cut even further 
and the widely-criticised Indige-
nous Advancement Strategy (IAS) 
received no extra money. 

Family and domestic violence 
prevention experts are also con-
cerned that, despite a recent focus, 
there were no specifi c Indigenous 
organisations funded. 

And, as expected, the National 
Congress of Australia’s First Peoples 
received no fi nancial support, which 
in all likelihood means the organisa-
tion will have to close by the end of 
the year, unless Labor wins the July 2 
election and decides to fund it.

Aboriginal Legal Service (NSW/
ACT) chair Hewitt Whyman said 
funding for Aboriginal legal serv-
ices around the country was being 
reduced by nearly 6%, with the cuts 
to begin in July 2017, with additional 
decreases each year after that.

“We’re particularly concerned 
about children,” he said. “Yes, some 
kids get into scuffs with police and 
the law, just as any kid does, just like 
I did. 

“Our kids need the opportunity 
to move on past minor incidents so 
that they can fi nish school, go to uni-
versity, and become the person they 
want to be.

“Instead, and this makes me so 
sad, the government is reducing our 
funding, which means there are less 
lawyers available to assist our kids.”

ALS NSW/ACT chief execu-
tive Gary Oliver said Australia has 
a dubious reputation for locking up 
Aboriginal kids.

“In fact Western Australia is 
locking them up faster than the rate 
they lock up black people in Ameri-
ca,” he said. “Our legal services can 
barely keep up with states and terri-
tory police rates of arrest now over 
the most minor of offences – what 
will it be like with funding cuts and 
less frontline staff?

“Significant drop”
“The signifi cant drop in fund-

ing we’re facing next year will mean 
Australia’s poorest, more disadvan-
taged, and most needy, will have to 
renege their right to natural justice 
before the courts.

“In NSW alone we estimate some 
4,800 Aboriginal men, women and 
children in one year alone will miss 
out on legal assistance, and with con-
tinued decreases over the next few 
years, even more will be turned away.

“This is made even worse when 
other legal assistance providers such 
as Legal Aid and community legal 
centres are also facing funding cuts 
by the Federal Government.”

National Family Violence Pre-
vention Legal Service (FVPLS) con-
venor Antoinette Braybrook said 
Indigenous victims of violence were 
invisible in the Budget.

“Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander women are 34 times more 
likely to be hospitalised from family 
violence and 10 times more likely 
to die of violent assault than other 
women. The question must be asked 
why there is no targeted action to 
address this crisis,” she said.

“The Budget includes $100 mil-
lion over three years on initiatives to 
reduce violence against women and 
their children. This is inadequate to 

meet the needs of women fl eeing vio-
lence for their safety. It is also silent 
on a specifi c allocation of funding on 
programs for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women. Without tar-
geted investment in services like 
FVPLS the horrifi c disproportionate 
impact of violence against women 
will only get worse.”

Congress co-chair Rod Little said 
he was concerned that the $500 mil-
lion in funding cuts rolled out in the 
2014 Budget are still affecting Indig-
enous people today.

“We encourage the govern-
ment to work positively to limit 
the damage and devastation which 
resulted from the chaotic rollout of 
the IAS,” he said.

“The Budget includes a specif-
ic allocation of $14.6 million to the 
Recognition of Indigenous people 
in the Constitution, which includes 
another $5 million to the Recognise 
campaign. But while the government 
fails to recognise the representative 
voice of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, the National Con-
gress, this initiative lacks substance. 
Without a relationship with Indige-
nous peoples Constitutional Recogni-
tion will remain problematic.”

Professor Peter Buckskin said the 
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Higher Education Consor-
tium (NATSIHEC) welcomed the 

announcement outlining its con-
tinuing commitment and fi nancial 
support for securing increased suc-
cess for Indigenous people in higher 
education.

“Combining funding for the 
Commonwealth-Scholarships Pro-
gram, Indigenous Support Pro-
gram and tutorial assistance into a 
single fl exible program will max-
imise Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander student outcomes,” he said. 
“It is gratifying to note these funds 
have not been subject to savings 
measures.”

Health organisations, including 
the National Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Health Organisation and 
the Australian Medical Association, 
said the freeze on Medicare (where, 
despite infl ation rising, government 

payments to doctors will remain the 
same) had the potential to adversely 
affect Indigenous people. 

SNAICC (Secretariat for Abo-
riginal and Islander Child Care) said 
there was “little surprising news 
for the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander sector, with no new funding 
secured for long-standing priorities”.

SNAICC chief executive Gerry 
Moore said he was disappointed at 
the overall lack of focus on the Indig-
enous sector by the federal govern-
ment, and he called for “a renewed 
whole-of-government effort towards 
meeting Australia’s agreed Close The 
Gap targets for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples”.
Koori Mail 

More of the same …
Legal services hit by cuts in Federal Budget

Pete’s Corner
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Legal aid was set up by the federal govern-
ment in 1973, recognising that:

… one of the basic causes of the inequality 
of citizens before the laws is the absence 
of adequate and comprehensive legal aid 
arrangements throughout Australia ... The 
ultimate object of the government is that 
legal aid be readily and equally available 
to citizens everywhere in Australia and that 
aid be extended for advice and assistance of 
litigation as well as for litigation in all legal 
categories and in all courts.

Senator the Hon Lionel Murphy 
AO QC, Attorney General

This resulted in the establishment of the 
Australian Legal Aid Offi ce in 1973, followed 
by the establishment of the State-based Legal 
Aid Commissions. These offi ces provide the 
majority of free or low-cost legal assistance to 
those in need. Eventually, other forms of legal 
services were established with modest govern-
ment funding, including:
• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander legal 

services, in recognition of the specifi c and 
essential need for culturally appropriate 
representation for the Community Legal 
Centres, which provide essential legal 
advice and referral services, relying heavily 
on voluntary and pro bono work from 
private lawyers

• Family Violence Prevention Legal Services, 
which provide essential connected legal 
services to Indigenous victims of family 
violence.

Legal aid is integral to the proper func-
tioning of the justice system. All people have 
a right to a fair trial and often this will not be 
possible if legal aid is unavailable for people 
charged with offences who could not otherwise 
afford a lawyer.

It is essential to assist people through a lot 
of situations, including debt recovery, family 
separation, cases of personal harassment or 
abuse, or unfair dismissal.

Legal aid was also designed to help people 
when they have disputes with companies, or the 

government itself, both of which tend to have 
access to expensive and powerful legal teams.

It can also be used for legal advice and 
counsel, which can resolve legal problems 
before they get to court and save a lot of hassle 
and cost.

So if you can’t afford a lawyer you can 
access legal aid?

In short, probably not.
Every year, one in four Australians will 

experience a legal problem substantial enough 
to require a lawyer. In 2014, 2.5 million Aus-
tralians were living below the poverty line. At 
current funding levels, however, many people 
living below the poverty line cannot access 
legal aid. Fewer than 74,000 legal aid grants 
were offered in 2014.

So that’s 25 percent of the population 
with serious legal problems; 10 percent living 
below the poverty line; 0.3 percent granted 
legal aid.

It’s not just the restrictive means tests: 
because of the legal aid funding crisis per-
petuated by the federal government’s funding 
model, legal aid just isn’t available for many 
types of legal problems.

How did legal aid 
end up in crisis?

Legal aid funding has steadily deteriorat-
ed since a decision made by the then federal 
Howard government in July 1997.

Back then, the federal government decided 
it would only directly fund legal aid services 
for Commonwealth law matters. It coupled this 
with restrictive Commonwealth guidelines on 
where Commonwealth funded assistance could 
be given.

The result: signifi cant reduction in Com-
monwealth responsibility for national legal aid 
needs.

In 1997, the Federal Government spent 
$10.59 per capita on legal aid. Today, we are 
heading toward $7.50 per capita. The Federal 
Government has also passed more and more of 
the burden to the States. It was making 55 per 

cent of the contribution until 1997, and today it 
only contributes 35 per cent of funds.

Two decades of declining funding means 
the number and seniority of legal practitioners 
prepared to undertake legal aid has also been 
eroded.

Court cases are remaining unresolved and 
escalating into much larger and more complex 
problems.

Can Australia afford to 
pull legal aid out of crisis?

Actually, Australia can’t afford not to.
Unresolved legal problems are very costly, 

and people involved tend to report impacts to 
their physical and mental health, their relation-
ships, and their productivity.

This doesn’t only affect individuals; it dam-
ages the economy.

In 2014, the Productivity Commission – 
the government’s chief economic policy advis-
er – found that legal aid substantially reduces 
reliance on other government services and pay-
ments, such as social security, public health and 
social services. So there are enormous savings 
to taxpayers from investing in legal aid.

Further, in 2009 PricewaterhouseCoopers 
found that for every $1 spent on legal aid, there 
was a return on investment of $1.60 to $2.25 in 
effi ciency savings to the justice system.

Governments on three year election cycles 
ignore these benefi ts and savings, because they 
do not believe the public value legal aid at the 
ballot box.

The federal government spends about $330 
million on legal aid annually (0.015% of the 
gross domestic product).

But consider this: in 2014-15 the federal 
government spent $730 million on legal servic-
es for its own departments and agencies – more 
than double the amount allocated to legal aid 
for all of Australia.

And when we hear the government say at 
every budget that we cannot afford to fund legal 
aid in a “tight fi scal environment”, consider that 
since 2009 the federal government increased 

expenditure on its own legal services by $156 
million!

Consider also that Australia spends much 
less on legal aid than other countries with com-
parable legal systems. For example, Scotland’s 
per capita funding for legal aid is 2.9 times 
more than Australia. England and Wales spend 
3.6 times more per capita.

The solution
It’s time to properly fund legal aid and end 

the crisis.
The next Federal Government needs to:

• Increase the Commonwealth’s share of 
legal aid commission funding to 50 per cent 
with the States and Territories. This would 
amount to an additional $126m in the 2016 
Commonwealth Budget.

• Provide a further $120 million to cover 
civil legal assistance, with the States 
and Territories contributing $80 million, 
comprising a total of $200 million, 
as recommended by the Productivity 
Commission.

• Immediately reverse further funding cuts to 
legal assistance services announced in 2014, 
due to take effect from July 2017.

These include: 
• $12.1 million in cuts to community legal 

centres (a 30 per cent cut);
• $4 million in cuts to Aboriginal and Torres 

Straight Islander Legal Services;
• All cuts directed at policy and advocacy 

work conducted by legal assistance bodies, 
as recommended by the Productivity 
Commission.

The Turnbull government has committed 
$30 million to support legal assistance services 
as part of its National Plan to Reduce Violence 
Against Women and Their Children; while the 
Opposition has promised to reverse the cuts 
to Community Legal Centres. Unfortunately, 
given the hundreds of millions of dollars in cuts 
made by successive governments, much more 
is needed to end the crisis.
Source: Legal Aid Matters campaign 

Australia

Legal Aid Matters

The Communist Party of Aus-
tralia held its first National 
School for 2016 on the weekend 
of May 21-22. The schools, held 
twice yearly at the Party’s head-
quarters in Surry Hills in Sydney, 
have been well supported by 
members and friends of the CPA. 
The chance to participate and 
meet comrades from all over the 
country is appreciated and, in 
many ways, just as valuable as 
the opportunity to deepen our 
knowledge of Marxism-Leninism 
and its application to the Austral-
ian political environment. While 
comrades with more experience 
are encouraged to attend and con-
tribute, content so far has been 
directed towards newer members 
of the Party.

Party General Secretary Bob 
Briton gave a broad introduction to 
the question of class and class strug-
gle. There was discussion of some 
changes forced onto workers by 
employers in an effort to break up 
solidarity of the people they exploit. 
Christopher Crouch from WA shared 
some very original insights into the 
infl uence of ideology on the way we 
view reality and the efforts of the 
capitalist ruling class to impose their 
world view on workers.

John Heywood from SA 
addressed the ideological strug-
gle in social media and gave prac-
tical advice on developing content, 
such as memes, for Facebook and 
Twitter. Bob Briton then presented 
material on the multi- lateral Trans 
Pacifi c Partnership, which seeks to 
prevent governments from legislating 

in defence of their own people or in 
favour of the sovereignty of their 
own countries. The long process of 
the building of corporate dictatorship 
was explored with a group exercise.

Party Vice-President David Mat-
ters gave a presentation on the Par-
ty’s Constitution, pointing out the 
way it defends democratic-central-
ism from destructive activities such 
as factionalism. He introduced what 
turned out to be a very lively role 
play concerning an industrial dispute 

in the construction industry. Sydney 
Central Branch member John Ber-
wick gave a historical outline of two 
industrial disputes in which the CPA 
played a major role – the Queensland 
railway strike of 1948 and the coal 
strike of 1949.

In the afternoon, there was group 
discussion of a docudrama about the 
coal strike that caricatured the role 
of the CPA and misrepresented major 
events. The power of the capitalist 
media to shape public opinion was 

explored. Christopher Couch wound 
up proceedings with a session seek-
ing feedback and brining the various 
threads of the weekend together.

A joint effort by participants was 
the production of a YouTube greeting 
to the fi shing communities in Chile 
that have been devastated by a red 
tide of algae (see the article in the 
May 18 issue of the Guardian). 

The greeting can be viewed 
at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Fo9JMec4orQ

The greeting has been well 
received in Chile.

A feedback form was circulated 
among participants and many ideas 
on how to improve the classes were 
contributed. There is much enthu-
siasm for the next National School, 
which is to take place on the week-
end of September 10-11. Details will 
be circulated closer to the time of the 
school. 

CPA National School
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Last month’s police raids in search 
of the source of government docu-
ments leaked to the media again 
show how press freedom in Aus-
tralia is under attack and needs 
to be an election issue, says the 
Media, Entertainment and Arts 
Alliance (MEAA).

MEAA chief executive offi cer 
Paul Murphy said the raids of the 
offi ces and home of a Labor staffer 
in Melbourne were a disturbing new 
twist in pursuit of whistleblowers and 
legitimate public interest journalism.

The Sydney Morning Herald, The 
Australian Financial Review, The 
Australian, the ABC and the Delim-
iter website are named in search 
warrants.

“The raids are a heavy-handed 
and over-the-top response to media 
stories which have embarrassed the 
government,” Mr Murphy said.

“Once again, the government 
wants to shoot the messenger rather 
than address the issues raised by 
journalists in their reporting.

“AFP Commissioner Andrew 

Colvin is correct that the AFP has 
acted lawfully, but we contend 
there is something wrong with the 
law when police search warrants 
can be used to pursue legitimate 
whistleblowers.

“Both major parties have voted 
to bring into force legislation which 
has complete disregard for the public 
interest and instead targets whistle-
blowers and journalists.

“As Edward Snowden recently 
commented, specifi cally about the 
situation in Australia, ‘Sometimes 
the scandal is what the law allows’.”

Mr Murphy said the AFP also 
needs to be open about whether jour-
nalists’ metadata has been accessed 
without their knowledge.

“The access of journalists’ phone 
and internet records potentially puts 
them inadvertently in breach of the 
journalists’ code of ethics and the 
obligation to protect confidential 
sources,” Mr Murphy said.

“The answers given by Commis-
sioner Colvin to these questions were 
completely unsatisfactory.

“We were told that it was neces-
sary to pass the metadata retention 
laws for national security purposes, 
but I am sure most Australians would 
be appalled to learn that the metadata 
laws are being used in this way.”

Mr Murphy said the current elec-
tion campaign highlighted the role of 
journalism in exposing the policies 
and actions of all political parties to 
public scrutiny so people can make 
an informed decision at the ballot 
box.

“Australia was once a bastion 
of press freedom and freedom of 
expression but now governments are 
pursuing journalists and their sourc-
es, criminalising legitimate journal-
ism in the public interest and denying 
the public’s right to know with pres-
sure mounting to further deny infor-
mation from becoming public,” Mr 
Murphy said.

“There is a great deal of effort 
being expended by government to 
avoid legitimate scrutiny. And it’s 
getting worse. These attacks on press 
freedom undermine democracy.” 

AFP raids 
an attack on press freedom

“Telstra wins deal to manage cancer records” ran the headline 
in Sydney Morning Herald (May 26, 2016). I do not remember 
any discussion with the federal government on the possibility of 
sensitive, private medical records being put under corporate man-
agement of the company who regularly transfers jobs overseas. 
The Turnbull government has awarded the contract to manage a 
new national cancer screening register from next year. It is a very 
lucrative contract for Telstra, bringing in an estimated $180 million 
over three years. At the moment a number of small not-for-prof-
it organisations carry out this work. Telstra Health is planning to 
expand into the fi eld of healthcare information management but it 
does not seem to have any expertise in the fi eld. According to the 
SMH article, Telstra had approached Victoria Cytology Service “for 
access to its expertise, staff, and other resources to enable it to get 
the new national register up and running by May 1, 2017”. Telstra 
has problems with providing reliable telephone connection, which 
is supposed to be its core function. I don’t think many patients 
would be happy with this deal. Keep it in mind when you vote!

The Salvation Army has surveyed 1,600 people who sought 
assistance from the charity and was shocked to discover the lev-
el of poverty driven by growing housing costs. Never mind “jobs 
and growth” election slogans. Respondents with children were 
left with $14-$16 a day after paying rent for their shelter. One in 
fi ve parents could not afford medical treatment for their children 
(let alone themselves) and two in fi ve could not afford regular den-
tal treatment. “The results from this extensive survey are utterly 
shameful,” said the Salvation Army’s Major Bruce Harmer. “It 
shows the real level of struggle taking place in our ‘lucky coun-
try’.” It is estimated that 2.5 million Australians live in poverty.

Malcolm Turnbull and his government are not having much luck 
at the moment. Recently there was a lot of jubilation in marginal 
seats in South Australia and in the military about the submarines: 
$50 billion of taxpayers’ money to build 12 submarines went to 
French shipbuilder DCNS and it was presented to the Australia 
public as a great achievement. But now it appears that some-
body had failed to exercise due diligence in checking out what 
kind of company DCNS is. It turns out French prosecutors allege 
DCNS is being investigated over bribery allegations in Malaysia. 
They allege the company was involved in “active bribery of for-
eign public offi cials” to win a much smaller US$2 billion contract 
back on 2002 to build two submarines for Malaysia. The compa-
ny had paid for what it coyly called “technical assistance” to some 
offi cials in Malaysia. Another French company with close ties to 
Australian military, Thales, is also under investigation. In October 
last year Mr Turnbull announced that Thales would build a $1.3 bil-
lion fl eet of armoured four-wheel-drive vehicles in Victoria. Given 
the track record of these companies one wonders how much 
“technical assistance” may have been provided here in Australia.

The AFP searches the Melbourne home of a Labor staffer.

Lawyers are critical of a govern-
ment plan to privatise the New 
South Wales titling and registry 
business of Land and Property 
Information (LPI), a service that 
underpins the State’s economy.

This follows an announcement 
that the NSW government will pro-
ceed with a 35 year long-term con-
cession, inviting the private sector 
to operate the State’s land titling 
and registry business.

“There are some state-owned 
assets that should remain in public 
hands,” said President of the Law 
Society of NSW, Gary Ulman in 
response to the announcement.

“Our land titles system protects 
the property interests of all NSW 
land owners and it is simply not in 
the public interest for the LPI to be 
sold off to private enterprise.

“The justifi cation for the priva-
tisation of public assets usually lies 

in the need for a large scale injec-
tion of capital into an industry, or 
to address underperformance by a 
government utility – neither ration-
ale applies in this case,” Mr Ulman 
said.

Mr Ulman said the case for pri-
vatisation of the titling and registry 
business of LPI has in no way been 
established. “This raises important 
issues around adequate protection of 
sensitive data, the continued imple-
mentation of best practice anti-fraud 
measures, and the potential loss of 
expertise of LPI personnel.”

Mr Ulman said the LPI provides 
one of the best land titles systems 
in the world, and currently returns a 
healthy dividend to the State.

“The risk to the people of NSW 
is that a failure by a private operator 
to maintain the reliability and integ-
rity of the Torrens register could 
have much wider consequences, 

including a loss of public confi -
dence in the land titling system.

Mr Ulman said that government 
assurances that services prices will 
be capped are also of little comfort. 
“Capping price increases to CPI 
could put service levels at risk as 
private investors seek a return on 
their investment.

Mr Ulman said that the Law 
Society would seek assurances from 
the NSW government that service 
delivery will not be impacted by 
the move and that the newly cre-
ated regulator will be adequately 
resourced.

“We will continue to voice our 
concerns regarding privatisation of 
LPI’s titling and registry operations 
and press for consultation regard-
ing the proposed new regulatory 
framework, to protect the interests 
of the New South Wales public,” he 
said. 

Privatisation plan puts 
NSW land title at risk

Canberra Latino Community

Together for Ecuador
A 7.8-magnitude quake rocked Ecuador’s coast on April 16, 

killing hundreds and injuring thousands. 

Join us to raise funds and 
help those in need get back on their feet

Saturday June 4
5:00pm until midnight

Theo Notaras Multicultural Centre, Function Room
180 London Circuit Canberra

CONTACT: 
ULISES 0417 220 910 JEFFREY: 0402 568 145 BLANCA 0417 482 979

The event will feature latino music, 
South American food, dance groups and much more
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Antonis Polychronakis: How did the 
events of 1989 come about? How did you and 
your spouse personally experience them?

Margot Honecker: If you mean by “the 
events of 1989,” those of the fall of that year, 
and particularly the events in the GDR, which 
I describe as a counterrevolution, one would 
have to write books about it. And many indeed 
have already been written. That cannot be 
described adequately with a brief answer. Per-
haps only this: There was an objective link 
between foreign and internal political factors. 
The arms race the United States in the Reagan 
era forced upon the Soviet Union reached its 
desired objective: that the Soviet Union armed 
itself to death.

The consequent economic burden for the 
USSR led to serious social dislocations in the 
country, which meant that the leading power 
of the socialist camp could hardly do justice 
to its domestic and foreign policy responsibili-
ties. The Soviet Union tried to regain mastery 
of its situation through reforms, and these were 
initially well intended. But soon the so-called 
reformers grabbed hold of the central founda-
tions of politics and economics and steered a 
course toward economic disaster and the desta-
bilisation of society. The end result was the 

surrender of all Soviet achievements. It was not 
only that these changes were applauded in the 
West. Also, in some socialist countries neigh-
bouring the GDR, “reformers” were active and 
were supported by the West.

The GDR was involved in this global con-
fl ict. In the end, it was part of the socialist com-
munity. And in the 1980s, the GDR was also 
faced with the need to develop or correct its 
economic policies. There were shortcomings 
in supply, defi cits in social life, which led to 
dissatisfaction. We have not always done our 
homework properly – partly from our own ina-
bility, partly because we were blocked.

Obviously, we were unable to convince 
people and make them conscious of the actual 
social progress we made compared with a capi-
talist society dependent on exploitation, oppres-
sion and war. So many in the GDR believed 
they could join together the glittering world of 
commodities under capitalism and the social 
security of socialism.

But, as Erich Honecker said in various 
speeches, capitalism and socialism are as hard 
to unite as fi re and water.

How did we personally experience this? 
With concern for the future of all those people 
who had built with their labour this peaceful 

democratic republic, which had taken the dif-
fi cult path, starting from the ruins of the fascist 
war and Nazi ideology. And personally, after 
his resignation in October, my husband was 
relieved of all his political functions. I resigned 
as national education minister even before the 
GDR Council of Ministers resigned in early 
November.

AP: How do you explain the “uprising” of 
the East Germans, as it is called in the West?

MH: It was not an “uprising”. There were 
demonstrations, but the workers were working 
on their jobs, the children went to school, social 
life continued. Most people who went into the 
streets in the fall of 1989 were expressing their 
dissatisfaction. They wanted to make changes 
and improvements. They wanted a better GDR. 
They were not demonstrating for its abolition. 
Not even the opposition wanted that. That there 
were also hostile forces among the opposition, 
which mainly gathered under the roof of the 
Church, cannot be denied. It is clear that the 
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG, West Ger-
many) was able to manipulate those who were 
discontented and fi nally to steer the movement 
for a better GDR. From the cry of “We are the 
people!” it became “We are one people!” In this 
way they found the lever they had been looking 
for since the beginning of the existence of the 
GDR, that of their declared intention to “liber-
ate” the citizens in the East.

Regarding this, we should remember: The 
Western powers have – working in conjunc-
tion with German capital and its pliant politi-
cians – fi rst split Germany and then baptised the 
German Federal Republic. That contradicted 
the sense of the provisions of international law 
making up the Potsdam Agreement of the four 
victorious powers in 1945, which required a 
unifi ed democratic Germany.

We, that is, all the progressive forces of 
Germany, wanted the entire Germany to be a 
democratic, anti-fascist state. We never surren-
dered this goal, but were unable to reach it. The 
founding of the GDR was the result. Resur-
gent German imperialism fought by all means 
against it, and in 1989 it saw its opportunity to 
eliminate the GDR, the other Germany. For 40 

years it had failed to do this. It was only when 
the Soviet Union, which had allied with us, then 
dropped the GDR, that the Federal Republic 
was successful.

What ignited the fuse on the powder keg in 
1989 was the increasing exodus of citizens of 
the German Democratic Republic to the Federal 
Republic of Germany. The West used all means 
available to fuel this. We had not managed to 
put plans to ease travel restrictions into place 
early enough. Even before 1989, GDR citizens 
had gone to the West, which reached out and 
recruited highly educated people. The motives 
for going to the West were different.

Of course, the appeal of consumerism and 
free travel played a major role. West German 
propaganda never tired of claiming that those 
who left the GDR were voting with their feet 
against socialism. From 1990 until today, how-
ever, there are three million people who moved 
there from Eastern Germany, although now the 
same political conditions exist in the West as in 
the East. Why?

In the GDR there was no bloodshed, no 
civil war, no poverty or misery, all these rea-
sons why today hundreds of thousands of 
people are leaving their homes in the Middle 
East or in Africa to fl ee to Europe.

AP: In the West it was referred to as a 
“peaceful revolution”, but how could a “revo-
lution” have been possible at all in a socialist 
state?

MH: A revolution, as I understand it, is a 
profound social upheaval aimed at the radical 
transformation of social relations and the lib-
eration of the masses from exploitation and 
oppression. In this respect, overcoming the 
reactionary imperialist relations in Russia in 
1917, or the creation of an anti-fascist demo-
cratic order in 1945 in the Soviet occupation 
zone in Germany, were revolutions. Capital was 
deprived of its power to continue to rule over 
the people. If a reversal is carried out of the 
social and production relations that had been 
overcome earlier, and that’s what happened, 
that cannot be considered a revolution. It is, on 
the contrary, a counterrevolution.

Let me remind you that the socialist GDR 
was a guarantee of peace in Europe. It never 
sent its sons and daughters to war.

The Federal Republic of Germany, howev-
er, participates in bloody wars that the US and 
NATO instigate throughout the world. French 
Socialist Jean Jaurès (1859-1914) underlined 
this connection: “Capitalism carries war within 
itself like the clouds carry rain.” And not only 
that. Capitalism also carries the seeds of fas-
cism in itself. We had eradicated the economic 
roots of war and fascism in the GDR. The west 
of the country remained capitalist. In 1990, the 
GDR was absorbed into this society, which has 
caused so much harm in German history. The 
past was brought back. No one can name that 
“revolution.” 

AP: In your view, what role did former gen-
eral secretary of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev play in this 
development?

MH: A few years ago, Gorbachev said 
during a lecture in Ankara that he had begun in 
1985 to overcome communism. You can believe 

“The past was brought ba
Interview with the GDR’s Margot Honecker

Guaranteed: every GDR citizen had the right to health care.

The so
It never

Republic of
that t

Concerning the counterrevolution in 1989 in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), 
the return of capitalist disorder after its demise, holding a scientific world outlook, and 
the struggle of the Greek people against the dictatorship of the monopolies.

Interviewer: Antonis Polychronakis

Margot Honecker, born in 1927, former Minister of Education of the German 
Democratic Republic and widow of long-time Socialist Unity Party (SED) Secretary 
General and GDR State Chairperson Erich Honecker (1912-1994), had not 
commented publicly for a long time from her self-chosen place of exile near Santiago 
de Chile. In October last year, however, the Athenian and Macedonian News Agency 
(ANA-MPA) published the following interview in highly abbreviated form (the long 
version, published here, was reserved for subscribers). The German daily newspaper 
Junge Welt published the complete interview exclusively in the German language, and 
thanks the Greek colleagues for their kind permission to print.

Translation from German by Greg Butterfield and John Catalinotto.
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that or not. It is clear that, with his policy, he 
gambled away recklessly what the peoples of 
the Soviet Union and the other socialist coun-
tries had created at great sacrifi ce. The world 
was not changed for the better by the disap-
pearance of the Soviet Union. Bloody wars, 
violence and terrorism are on the agenda. The 
judgment of history about the work of Gor-
bachev will not be positive.

AP: On November 9, 1989, the “anti-fascist 
protective wall,” the Berlin Wall, as the border 
was called in the West, fell. This year the 25th 
anniversary of “German Unity” was celebrated. 
Was the wall’s construction in 1961 necessary 
or was it a mistake?

MH: The construction of the “wall” was 
necessary; otherwise, there would have been 
war. The situation in the world was tense. The 
US acted aggressively. With the pretext that 
there was a threat from the East, they further 
upgraded their military. In the attack against 
Cuba in the Bay of Pigs in April 1961, the 
United States had just suffered a defeat. Since 
the end of World War II, Berlin smouldered, an 
unresolved issue.

There were constant provocations. In June 
1961, Khrushchev and Kennedy met in Vienna 
to negotiate the cessation of nuclear weapons 
tests and the conclusion of a peace treaty with 
Germany and the resolution of the West Berlin 
question. It came to a confrontation. The tone 
between the great powers intensifi ed. Military 
manoeuvres were held. The threat of war was 
in the air. And in this situation the border clos-
ing had to be taken up.

This was no arbitrary measure by the GDR. 
This border was a result of World War II, which 
German imperialism had instigated. The course 
of the boundaries of the [occupation] zone had 
been decided in the summer of 1945 by the 
victorious powers. The formation of a sepa-
rate West German state, the FRG, (on May 23, 
1949), however, completed the division of Ger-
many, and the line of demarcation between the 
Western zones and the Soviet-occupied zone 
was a state border.

This was not simply a state border, how-
ever, let alone an internal German border, as 
it always was called in the West. It was the 
western border of the Warsaw Pact, the East-
ern defence alliance, and the eastern border of 
NATO. Those were the two most powerful mili-
tary blocs of the world, which were carrying 
out a Cold War.

The border ran through Berlin – through 
the city – with its four sectors assigned to the 
four victorious powers in 1945. But the border 
in Berlin was open. Therefore, Berlin remained 
a permanent object of dangerous confrontations 
among the victorious powers, to the detriment 
of Berlin and to the detriment of the GDR.

The Political Advisory Committee, which 
was the governing body of the Warsaw Treaty 
states, decided in the summer of 1961 to close 
the border in Berlin and the western state 
border after they decided a military confronta-
tion could no longer be ruled out. I do not think 
that one can call the prevention of a possible 
third world war a mistake.

The creation of clear conditions on the front 
lines of NATO and the Warsaw Pact facilitated 

the then incipient détente. It led to the Confer-
ence on Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
whose fi nal accord was signed in 1975 in Hel-
sinki, also by the GDR. It was an attempt to 
create a system of collective security on the con-
tinent. However, as we see today, with the fall 
of the Soviet Union and stepping up of the east-
ward expansion of NATO by the United States, 
this security structure has been destroyed.

AP: Where did you and your spouse wit-
ness the opening of the border?

MH: From our apartment.
AP: In your opinion, was (the recently 

deceased former secretary of the SED Central 
Committee for Information Science and Media 
Politics) Günter Schabowski’s announcement 
of the opening of the border an accident, or 
was it, as (former West Berlin mayor) Walter 
Momper claimed during an interview with 
Berlin Mayor Erhard Krack, known about or 
planned in advance?

MH: That is beyond my knowledge.
AP: What do you say about those who died 

at the Berlin Wall?
MH: Yes, people died at the Berlin Wall 

– refugees and GDR border guards. For every 
person who has a violent death, it is regrettable. 
Everyone who died while trying to cross the 
border illegally was one too many. It brought 
suffering to the families. The political lead-
ers grieved the death of the young people not 
less than their relatives, because these youth 
were not conscious of their responsibility for 
their own lives or, seduced by Western agents, 
accepted the risk to cross the border illegally.

After 1990, border guards were put on trial, 
although they had acted according to the law 
of the GDR. Even the leaders were tried and 
imprisoned, including party and state offi cials 
who had suffered years in Nazi penitentiaries 
and concentration camps because they had 

fought fascism. They were sentenced by FRG 
justice, which had never removed the fascists 
from its ranks.

AP: What was good in the GDR, and what 
should the socialist government have done 
better in order to save the “fi rst socialist state 
on German soil”?

MH: In this state, each person had a place. 
All children could attend school free of charge, 
they received vocational training or studied, 
and were guaranteed a job after training. Work 
was more than just a means to earn money. Men 
and women received equal pay for equal work 
and performance. Equality for women was not 
just on paper. Care for children and the elderly 
was the law. Medical care was free, cultural 
and leisure activities affordable. Social security 
was a matter of course. We knew no beggars or 
homelessness. There was a sense of solidarity. 
People felt responsible not only for themselves, 
but worked in various democratic bodies on the 
basis of common interests.

The GDR was not a paradise. There were 
defects that complicated daily life, shortcom-
ings in supply, and defi ciencies in everyday 
political life. There were decisions made at var-
ious levels in which the people concerned were 
not always included. However, compared with 
the conditions now prevailing in most capital-
ist countries, it was close to heaven. More and 
more people who experienced life in the GDR 
understand that. After 25 years, a generation 
has now grown up which has no living memory 
of the GDR, because they’re too young. This 
suits the FRG propaganda: Forget about it. The 
longer the GDR is history, the thicker the lies 
that are spread about it.

To return to your question. We would have 
done much better had we talked openly with the 
people about the serious issues, about the wors-
ening situation. You need to include them in 

solving problems. But whether we could have 
saved the GDR under the circumstances pre-
vailing at that time – that’s doubtful.

AP: Much is said about the Stasi. How 
do you explain its existence in a workers’ and 
peasants’ state?

MH: First of all: It was necessary. The 
fi rst workers’ and peasants’ state on German 
soil was a thorn in the capitalists’ side. They 
fought it by every means. From the outset, 
the GDR was under attack. Sabotage, infi l-
tration by agents who did not shy away from 
acts of terrorism, was the order of the day. All 
the intelligence services in the world were sit-
ting in West Berlin. On Teufelsberg [A hill in 
West Berlin, site of a major National Security 
Agency surveillance station during the Cold 
War], the Americans listened hundreds of kilo-
metres into the East. 

The GDR maintained foreign intelligence 
and defence under the umbrella of the Minis-
try of State Security. That was a legitimate and 
legal institution, which exists in all other coun-
tries on earth. The “Stasi” was blown up into a 
monster after 1990, its employees denounced, 
lies spread about them and their institution, 
books printed, fi lms produced and museums 
set up to spread horror stories about the terrors 
that the “Stasi” allegedly committed. 

Slowly citizens are recognising that moni-
toring and spying by secret services today is far 
more intense and total than anything the small 
GDR could afford or want. As long as the GDR 
had to resist the attacks of hostile forces, state 
security was a necessity. There’s no longer a 
GDR, so you do not need a “Stasi” any more. 
I think intelligence services are currently not 
only more dangerous than they were then, but 
also unnecessary. They ought to be abolished 
worldwide.

Continued on page 12
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Margot and Erich Honecker in 1987.
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Conn Hallinan

The European Union is one of the 
premier trade organisations on the 
planet, with a collective GDP that 
matches the world’s largest econo-
mies. But it is far more than just 
a trade group. It is also a banker, 
a judicial system, a watchdog, a 
military alliance, and, increasing-
ly, an enforcer of economic rules 
among its 28 members.

On the one hand, it functions like 
a super state. On the other, like a col-
lection of squabbling competitors, 
with deep divisions between north 
and south. On June 23, the two-
decade-old organisation will be put 
to the test when Great Britain – its 
second-largest economy – votes on 
whether to stay in the EU or bail out.

The “Brexit” has stirred up 
a witches’ brew of xenophobia, 
racism, and nationalism, but it has 
also served to sharpen a longstand-
ing debate among the European left 
over the nature of the organisation, 
and whether it serves to unite a con-
tinent shattered by two world wars or 
functions as little more than a vehicle 
to spread a particular species of cap-
italism that has impoverished more 
people than it has lifted up.

Origins
The EU was originally sold as 

an effective way to compete with 
US and Japanese commercial power 
(and later China) by integrating the 
economies of Western Europe into a 
common market. The 1957 Treaty of 
Rome established the European Eco-
nomic Community (EEC), but that 
organisation was plagued by curren-
cy instability.

Currency manipulation is a 
standard economic strategy – one 
the US Treasury follows to this day. 
The idea is to boost exports by defl at-
ing one’s currency, thus making one’s 
products cheaper. In an organisation 
like the EEC, however, where cur-
rencies were traded back and forth, 
that strategy caused chaos, particu-
larly after the Americans decoupled 
the dollar from gold in 1971. The 
US immediately began aggressively 
devaluing its currency and undercut-
ting Germany.

To make a long history brief, 
Germany and France began pushing 
for a common currency, though for 
different reasons. For Germany, fl uc-
tuating currency rates cut into that 
country’s export engine. For France, 
a common currency would give Paris 
some say over the EEC’s econom-
ic policies through the creation of a 
European Central Bank, policies that 
at the time were largely determined 
by Germany’s powerful economy.

Although Britain opted out of 
adopting the Euro, London rapidly 
became the fi nancial centre of the 
continent. In the end, 19 countries 
would adopt the Euro, creating the 
Eurozone. Eight others, including 
Denmark, Sweden, and Poland kept 
their own currencies.

The common currency – estab-
lished by the 1991 Maastricht Treaty 
and launched in 1999 – effectively 

put the German Bundesbank in 
charge. Bonn agreed to the common 
currency, but only on the condition 
that everyone kept their budget defi -
cits to 3 percent of national income 
and held their government debt level 
at 60 percent of GDP. Those fi gures 
matched Germany’s economy, but 
very few of the other states in the 
EU. The Maastricht Treaty also trans-
formed the EEC into the EU in 1993.

German austerity 
model

Deflating one’s currency as a 
tactic to increase exports and stimu-
late growth during a downturn was 
no longer an option, and the debt 
ratio was set so low that few econ-
omies could keep to its strictures. 
When the bottom fell out during the 
2008 economic meltdown, EU states 
found out just what they had signed 
on for: draconian austerity measures, 
the widespread privatisation of state 
owned enterprises – from water and 
electrical systems to airports and 
harbours – and emigration. Millions 
of mainly young Portuguese, Irish, 
Greeks, and Spaniards fl ed abroad.

The European Central Bank – 
with its cohorts, the International 
Monetary Fund and the European 
Commission, the so-called Troika 
– straitjacketed economies through-
out the continent, turning countries 
like Greece, Spain, Portugal, and 
Ireland into basket cases, forcing 
them to borrow money to keep their 
banks afl oat while instituting auster-
ity regimes that led to massive unem-
ployment, huge service cutbacks, and 
rising poverty rates.

The Troika had a neat trick: it 
shifted the debts incurred by private 
speculators onto the public, while 
the Germans spun up a fairy tale to 
explain the counter-example: the 
frugal frau.

“The Swabian housewife,” lec-
tured German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, “would have told us her 
worldly wisdom: In the long run you 
cannot live beyond your means.”

Except that the debts were not 
due to the Greeks, Irish, Spaniards, 
and Portuguese “living beyond their 
means.” They were just picking up 
the tab run up by the speculators. The 
vast majority of “bailouts” that fol-
lowed the crash went directly into the 
vaults of French, British, German, 
and Austrian banks. On the day the 
Greek “bailout” was announced, 
French bank shares rose by up to 24 
percent.

The Postmodern 
Empire

In many ways, the EU resem-
bles a military alliance on the march. 
Jan Zielonka, a professor of Euro-
pean politics at Oxford, calls the EU 
a “postmodern empire,” fi lling the 
vacuum created by the fall of the 
Soviet Union, using “chequebooks 
rather than swords as leverage.” 
During the Clinton Administration, 
the EU – along with NATO – pushed 
eastward, creating what Zbigniew 

Brzezinski called “the Eurasian 
bridgehead for American power and 
the potential springboard for the 
democratic system’s expansion into 
Eurasia.”

The Obama Administration 
strongly supports the UK remaining 
in the EU.

But the EU has very little to 
do with “democracy,” as the recent 
Greek crisis demonstrated. In a 
confrontation between the then 
newly-elected Greek Finance Min-
ister Yanis Varoufakis and German 
Finance Minister Wolfgang Schau-
ble, the latter refused to negotiate 
over the austerity program that had 
cratered Greece’s economy. “I’m 
not discussing the program,” said 
Schauble, “This was accepted by the 
previous [Greek] government and we 
can’t possibly let an election change 
anything.”

In short, the Troika – an unelect-
ed body – makes all economic deci-
sions and is unwilling to consider 
any other approach but that of the 
mythical Swabian housewife. It isn’t 
democracy moving east, but rather 
the Bundesbank, and a species of 
capitalism that is unmoved by unem-
ployment, poverty, and widespread 
misery.

Exit the democratic 
alternative?

So is the Brexit a challenge to 
the growing might of capital and an 
implicit critique of the EU’s dearth 
of democracy? Nothing’s that simple.

First, the loudest critics of the 
EU are people one needs a very 
long spoon to sup with: Marine Le 
Pen’s racist National Front, Britain’s 
xenophobic United Kingdom Inde-
pendence Party (Ukip), Hungary’s 
thuggish Jobbik, Greece’s openly 
neo-Nazi Golden Dawn, and Italy’s 
odious Northern League. Hatred of 
immigrants and Islamophobia are the 
glue that binds these parties, which 

are active and growing throughout 
the EU.

Indeed, some on the British left 
have suggested voting against a 
Brexit precisely because the most 
vocal opposition to the EU comes 
from the most reactionary elements 
in the UK. The British Conservative 
Party is deeply split on the issue, with 
its most right-wing and anti-immi-
grant members favouring getting out.

The left is also fi lled with cross-
currents. While some argue for get-
ting out because they see the EU 
as an undemocratic vehicle for the 
expansion of international capital, 
others are critical, but advocate stay-
ing in. British Labour Party leader 
Jeremy Corbyn – hardly a friend to 
international capital – opposes the 
Brexit.

While Corbyn is deeply criti-
cal of the EU’s lack of “democratic 
accountability,” and its push to “pri-
vatise public services,” he argues that 
there is a “strong socialist case” for 
staying in. Corbyn says the EU plays 
a positive role on climate change, 
and that exiting the EU would initi-
ate a race to the bottom on issues like 
equal pay, work hours, vacations, and 
maternity leave.

The Scottish National Party, 
which is to the left of the Labour 
Party, also opposes a Brexit, and 
threatens to call for another inde-
pendence referendum if it passes.

Left parties in Greece, Italy, 
Spain, Portugal, and Ireland are 
critical of the EU, but most do not 
advocate withdrawing. What they are 
demanding is a say over their eco-
nomic decisions and relief from the 
rigid rules that favour economies like 
Germany, and bar many others from 
ever becoming debt free.

It is ironic that Germany – the 
country that refuses to even consid-
er retiring some of the overwhelm-
ing debts that enchain countries like 
Greece – owes its current wealth to 
the 1951 London Conference that 
cut post-war Germany’s debt in half, 
lowered interest rates, and stretched 
out debt payments. The result was the 
“Wirtschaftwunder” [economic mira-
cle] and the creation of an industrial 
juggernaut. Greece’s Syriza Party has 
long called for such a conference to 
deal with the EU countries mired in 
debt.

There is no secret why Germa-
ny, France, and the European Banks 
oppose debt reduction, or “haircuts”: 
Between the three of them, they hold 
billions in Greek debt.

Polls show the British electorate 
could go either way on Brexit. What 
happens if they do leave is hardly 
clear, because it would be a fi rst. The 
predictions range from doom and 
gloom to sunny days and everything 
in between, although it is doubtful the 
EU would severely punish Europe’s 
second largest economy.

Look to Lisbon
One model the left needs to 

look at in this battle is Portugal, 
where three left parties, who have 
long fought with each other, found 
common ground around revers-
ing the austerity policies that have 
racked the country’s economy for 
four years. Portugal just recently 
received a barely favourable bond 
rating that gives the coalition gov-
ernment some breathing room. The 
economy is growing and unemploy-
ment is down, but at 129 percent of 
GDP, Portugal’s debt burden is still 
the third highest in Europe.

Alone, Portugal is no match for 
power of the Troika, but Lisbon has 
allies in Spain, Greece, Ireland, and 
increasingly, Italy. Support for the 
EU in Italy has gone from 73 percent 
in 2010 to 40 percent today. “Europe 
has taken the wrong road,” says Ital-
ian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi. 
“Austerity alone is not enough.”

Given the absence of a strong, 
continent-wide left, however, revers-
ing the current economic rules of the 
EU may be a country-by-country 
battle.

It is already underway, and 
for all of the economic power of 
the EU, the organisation is vulner-
able to charges that Brussels has 
sidelined democracy.

If Brussels (read Germany) can 
be persuaded or forced to agree to 
debt reductions, to loosen the spend-
ing restrictions, and start pump prim-
ing, Europe can do something about 
its horrendous unemployment rate 
and underperforming economies. If 
not, whether the British leave or not 
may be irrelevant: a house divided 
cannot stand for long.
People’s World 

“Brexit” and 
the breaking EU

Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Ireland were forced to borrow 
money to keep their banks afloat while instituting austerity 
regimes that led to massive unemployment, huge service 
cutbacks, and rising poverty rates.
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Mammoth strikes in France have 
spread to the oil industry, lead-
ing to petrol shortages nationwide 
and adding to the government’s 
woes. The El Khomri law – named 
after Labour Minister Myriam El 
Khomri – is billed in the British 
media as an attempt to revitalise 
the French economy.

As usual the reality is different.
The El Khomri law would 

in practice strike down France’s 
35-hour week – which doesn’t mean 
that no one is allowed to work more 
than 35 hours, but does mean that if 
they do they are entitled to be paid 
overtime rates. 

Not only would this disappear 
where longer hours were “negoti-
ated” by the company, but overtime 
rates themselves could be negotiated 
downward.

Other changes make it easier 
for management to reduce pay, lay 
off workers and come to their own 
arrangements on what maternity 
leave or holiday to allow.

Overall, the laws are an attack 
on collective bargaining, especially 
at national sectoral levels – bargain-
ing formerly carried out across indus-
tries will increasingly be “devolved” 
to the individual company.

Much of this rotten recipe 
already applies in Britain. It allows a 
race to the bottom as employers take 
advantage of a fragmented workforce 
whose ability to call on the solidar-
ity of workers elsewhere is strictly 
regulated (the “deregulation” mantra 

applies only to bosses, not workers 
and their representatives).

The idea that such measures will 
rectify France’s economic problems 
are a fantasy.

Some are directly counterpro-
ductive: unemployment will rise, 
not fall, if smaller workforces can be 
made to work longer hours, while the 
idea that a liberalised “hire and fi re” 
economy reduces joblessness is not 
just counterintuitive, it’s demonstra-
bly wrong. 

Mass unemployment in Britain 
today has its roots in the Thatcher 
era. Neo-liberal economic nostrums 
caused the problem – they can hardly 
be expected to solve it.

French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls’s determination to force El 
Khomri through – using an arcane 
constitutional mechanism to avoid 
a parliamentary vote, and now 
demanding a heavy-handed state 
crackdown on industrial unrest – is 
particularly perverse given Europe’s 
collective experiences since the eco-
nomic crash of 2008.

European Union chiefs in Brus-
sels have aggressively pursued the 
same “austerity” agenda as the Tories 
in Westminster, blaming a bankers’ 
crash on public spending.

They have exploited the crisis 
to shift wealth from working people 
to the super-rich through attacks on 
wages and pensions while privatis-
ing public assets and outsourcing 
services.

Just as importantly, they have 

worked to shift power away from ordi-
nary people and towards corporations.
The EU’s Growth and Stability 
Mechanism places draconian restric-
tions on borrowing, tying elected 
governments into an ever narrower 
framework of acceptable policies.

Existing EU treaties such as 
Maastricht and Lisbon limit the 
power of independent states to inter-
vene in their economies, support 
their own industries or extend public 
ownership.

Where the people have disagreed, 

they have been overruled. In Italy 
and Greece this at one stage took the 
form of appointed “technocrat” gov-
ernments to impose the bankers’ will.

Since then governments elect-
ed specifi cally to oppose austerity 
and privatisation have instead been 
induced to implement them. That is 
as true of Francois Hollande in Paris 
as it is of Alexis Tsipras in Athens.

The results of austerity have been 
dismal. Economies have shrunk, 
unemployment has soared – espe-
cially in Greece, Spain, Portugal and 

Ireland – and workers’ wages are still 
lower in real terms than they were 
eight years ago.

Social-democrat complicity in 
this war on the poor has worked 
to the benefi t of fascist parties in 
Greece, Austria, the Netherlands and 
France.

Solidarity with the French work-
ers goes beyond the El Khomri law. 
It means rejecting the disastrous neo-
liberal experiment being imposed on 
our continent by the European Union.
Morning Star 

International

All-out attack 
on working people

France

Strikes against 
labour laws
James Tweedie

Mass strikes and protests contin-
ued to rock France last week as 
trade unionists ramped up their 
campaign against hated new 
labour laws.

The communist-linked CGT 
union federation, France’s larg-
est, took to the streets of cities 
across the country demanding 
the scrapping of the “El Khomri 
Law,” named after Labour Minister 
Myriam El Khomri.

Around 100 people broke away 
from the main Paris demonstration 
and clashed with riot police who 
fi red tear gas. Sixteen were arrested.

Meanwhile train drivers, air 
traffi c controllers and nuclear power 
plant workers joined the ongoing 
strikes at fuel refi neries that have 
left petrol pumps running dry across 
the country.

Protesters blocked roads and 
bridges, while unions called for roll-
ing strikes on the Paris Metro on the 
opening day of the Euro 2016 foot-
ball tournament on June 10.

Posters at a protest in the port 
of Le Havre bore a blood-red tomb-
stone representing the Act reading: 
“Not amendable, not negotiable: 
Withdraw the El Khomri Law.”

The law, imposed by the Social-
ist Party government as a decree 
after parliament refused to pass it, 

lengthens the basic working week 
from 35 to 46 hours, cuts statutory 
redundancy payments while cap-
ping those made for unfair dismissal 
and places new restrictions on trade 
union activity.

Pickets of petrol refi neries con-
tinued despite heavy-handed polic-
ing and even attacks by fellow 
citizens.

In Mediterranean coast town 
Fos-sur-Mer, a man was airlifted to 
hospital after a motorist rammed a 
picket line outside a refi nery. Elec-
tricity generation was cut by some 
4,000 megawatts – about 4 percent 
of national capacity – after workers 
at nine nuclear power plants joined 
the strike.

Ten more plants had voted to 
join the action. Cracks showed in 
the Socialist Party government’s 
stubborn defence of the law, with 
Finance Minister Michel Sapin 
suggesting the most controversial 
clauses be rewritten.

Prime Minister Manuel Valls 
also said “There could be improve-
ments and modifi cations” to the leg-
islation but insisted withdrawing it 
“is not possible.”

He said: “You cannot block-
ade a country, you cannot attack the 
economic interests of France in this 
way.”
Morning Star 

Stealing 
workers’ pensions
Lamiat Sabin

Britain’s 130,000 steelworkers 
could face poverty in retirement 
after Tory ministers unveiled 
plans to illegally downgrade 
their pensions. The government 
announced that it could abolish 
some Pensions Act statutes that 
ensure pension increases match 
RPI infl ation.

Tory Business Secretary Sajid 
Javid said that linking British Steel 
Pension Fund (BSPS) to lower CPI 
rates instead would help entice a 
buyer for Tata Steel UK by shaving 
£2.5 billion off pension liabilities.

But shadow business secretary 
Angela Eagle warned the plan was 
“illegal” and could set “a potentially 
dangerous precedent” for millions 
of retirees.

And Community, GMB and 
Unite unions said that it would be 
“an unmitigated disaster” to reduce 
rates – adding a warning against 
dropping BSPS into Pension Protec-
tion Fund (PPF) measures.

In a joint statement they said: 
“It is important that all stakehold-
ers continue to explore all available 
options that avoid the need for the 
scheme to go into the PPF, which 
would be the worst deal for scheme 
members.

“We will seek to work construc-
tively with the government and the 
scheme trustees to deliver the best 
possible deal for our members.

“We need to ensure that there 
are cast-iron safeguards in place so 
this unique situation does not result 
in employers dodging their pensions 
responsibilities.”

In parliamentary remarks 
Mr Javid claimed the BSPS trus-
tees themselves had asked him to 
consider removing the protective 
legislation.

Among several former and cur-
rent Tata bigwigs who populate the 
trustee board are chairman Allan 
Johnston, who chairs Tata subsidi-
ary UK Steel Enterprise and Martin 
Driscoll who sits on the board of 
Excalibur – a steel fi rm hoping to 

buy Tata assets.
Ex-Liberal Democrat pensions 

minister Steve Webb hit out at Mr 
Javid’s suggestions, saying a BSPS 
pensions cut could create a “loop-
hole which could be exploited by 
fi rms keen to walk away from their 
pension liabilities.”

Mr Javid also announced that 
ministers have launched a four 
week consultation over the future of 
steelworkers’ pensions.

The debate came after hundreds 
of steelworkers marched to Parlia-
ment – alongside Labour MPs and 
party leader Jeremy Corbyn – yes-
terday to remind the government 
that 11,000 jobs would be lost if a 
suitable buyer for Tata Steel UK is 
not found.

Ms Eagle said: “No one who 
saw the steelworkers march through 
London yesterday can fail to be 
moved by a dedicated and skilled 
workforce.”

“Any resolution must pro-
tect the pensions of the scheme’s 
130,000 benefi ciaries.”

Mr Javid told the Commons 
said that the board of India-based 
Tata Steel is considering seven 
offers but that he could not reveal 
any more.

He said that it is “not the gov-
ernment’s job to pick a winner or 
to back a specifi c bid” but it is the 
Tories’ job to “remove potential bar-
riers to sale.”
Morning Star 
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Kids speak out
My name is Libby, I’m twelve 
years old and I want you to join a 
party. It’s called The Kids’ Party 
and it’s for people who care about 
all the natural things. It’s not a 
real political party because kids 
can’t vote, but we can have a say, 
with your help.

When I was seven years old, I 
visited the Great Barrier Reef. I went 
snorkelling every day I was there and 
I remember the water was a terrifi c 
shade of blue and the corals were all 
really pretty colours, and there were 
lots of amazing fi sh. I also saw turtles 
hatching on the beach, then making 
their way to the ocean, which was 
magical.

I loved all the creatures, but my 
favourite was the lionfi sh.

But this week scientists said we 
could lose the Great Barrier Reef 
within fi ve years if we don’t stop 
global warming.

The Reef could be gone before 
I turn 18! 

It made me feel horrible because 
the creatures that live there would 
lose their home if the Reef were to 
die. Just thinking about it makes me 
feel terrible. The Reef could be gone 
before I – and other kids – can even 
vote. So a bunch of us decided to 
have our say now, and we’ve started 
our own not real political party – The 
Kids’ Party!

Kids have a lot to say, but I 
don’t think that our politicians listen 
to young people as much as they 
should. We have different ideas and 
sometimes, politicians, they need a 
bit of a refresher. So we’re showing 
them how it’s done.

I’d like to tell our leaders to 
pay attention to the bad stuff that’s 
happening to the Reef, and to do 
as much as they can to stop it from 
happening – like decreasing the 
number of ships that they send 
through the Reef, or decreasing our 

dependency on coal to try to stop 
global warming.

I joined The Kids’ Party because 
I wanted to help all of the creatures 
that live in the Reef, and to do as 
much as I can personally to stop 
the Reef from potentially dying. 
But we need lots of kids and lots of 
people to support us to really make a 
difference!

I know our leaders are very 
busy people, and probably protect-
ing the Reef isn’t one of their pri-
orities, but it should be. So we’re 
collecting as many names as pos-
sible and will deliver them to the 
next leader for the environment to 
show them how many people want 
to save the Reef.

Maybe I’ll be Prime Minister of 
Australia one day, but until then I 
hope that all the governments make 
the right decisions, and they make 
sure that all the natural things in the 
world get taken care of.

I hope you’ll join us!
Libby, age 12, Sydney

For The Kids’ Party
(www.greenpeace.org/australia)

To join go to this redirecting link:
www.cpa.org.au/redirect/kp

Stand for human 
rights

Dear BDS supporter,
We’re urging the UN High Com-
missioner for Human Rights to 
take the necessary measures to 
uphold and protect the rights of 
Palestinian, Israeli and interna-
tional human rights defenders 
who campaign non-violently 
for Palestinian rights, including 
through the BDS movement.

Having failed to stop the rise in 
worldwide support for the Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 
movement for Palestinian freedom, 
justice and equality, Israel is now 
launching a desperate and dangerous 
fi ght back.

At Israel’s request, governments 
in the US, UK, France, Canada and 
elsewhere are introducing anti-dem-
ocratic legislation and taking other 
repressive measures to undermine 
the BDS movement. In France, one 
activist was arrested simply for wear-
ing a BDS t-shirt. Israel is using its 
security services to illegally spy on 
BDS activists across the world.

Israel has just imposed an 

effective travel ban on BDS move-
ment co-founder Omar Barghouti. 
This repressive move is being seen as 
a step towards revoking his residency 
rights, as Israeli ministers threatened 
a few weeks ago.

This follows thinly-veiled threats 
of physical violence against him by 
Israeli government ministers that 
prompted Amnesty International to 
express concern “for the safety and 
liberty of Palestinian human rights 
defender Omar Barghouti”.

Israel’s huge campaign of repres-
sion against human rights defenders 
and the BDS movement is designed 
to shield it from being held account-
able for its violations of international 
law.

At a time when the Palestinian 
people and people of conscience 
around the world are commemo-
rating the 1948 Nakba, the ethnic 
cleansing of most of the indigenous 
Palestinians, defending the right of 
human rights defenders struggling 
for Palestinian inalienable rights is 
more crucial than ever.

Many thanks,
Palestinian BDS 

National Committee

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

It’s an axiom among bosses that any nega-
tive features likely to adversely affect prof-
its – an increase in costs, or a drop in sales, 
whatever – must be foisted on to the backs 
of the employees, so that the boss’s income 
is not reduced. It doesn’t matter that the 
problem will have been the result of the 
dog-eat-dog nature of capitalism itself: the 
workers make handy scapegoats and unless 
they have a strong union are powerless to 
stop employers robbing them blind.

It’s the workers’ labour that creates cor-
porate wealth, but if an enterprise suffers the 
embarrassment of going belly up money owed 
to employees – unpaid wages, pension contri-
butions, etc – will be at the bottom of the list to 
be paid. Priority will always be given to money 
owed to other companies – and to the bosses 
themselves.

According to ProPublica, when Mark 
Whittle the former CEO of US outfi t South 
Financial Group, retired in October of 2008, 
he received “a $4 million cash severance pay-
ment” and a “$9 million pension benefi t” as 
well as an extra $5 million (for being such a 
nice guy, presumably). A few weeks later South 
Financial had to be bailed out by US taxpayers 
to the tune of $347 million. Whittle was not 
asked to reimburse the company that had just 
lavished all this largesse on him so generously 
with even one cent. It was all his to keep; the 
taxpayers would look after the company.

Mark Whittle’s retirement package, how-
ever, was peanuts compared to that of Jeffrey 
Immelt, CEO of General Electric. The Wall 
Street Journal reported that “Mr Immelt’s pen-
sion is valued at about $4.8 million a year for 
life.” Note that: for life! That’s a mighty gener-
ous pension, especially when we consider that 
GE was also bailed out by US taxpayers during 
the fi nancial crisis. Capitalists have always 
regarded the public purse as something into 
which they can dip their fi ngers with impunity 
whenever the “free enterprise” system fails to 
come up to scratch.

Although they are always keen to use 
the state’s resources to fi nance infrastructure 
projects and the like – indeed, anything which 
they expect to advance their own profi t-making 
opportunities – capitalists are remarkably loath 
to contribute any of their profi ts as tax so their 
governments can undertake public works that 
might benefi t the people generally.

Jake Johnson, writing in Common Dreams, 
noted that “in October of 2008, [when Mark 
Whittle retired, the US] economy was in the 
early stages of what the IMF called ‘the worst 
recession since World War II’.” The effect of 
that recession on workers was reported by The 
Washington Post as “the stock market’s pro-
longed tumble has wiped out about $2 trillion 
in Americans’ retirement savings in the past 15 
months, a blow that could force workers to stay 
on the job longer than planned.”

Unimpressed, Johnson paraphrased the 
Post with the blunt statement: “Thanks, in 
other words, to Wall Street’s reckless and crimi-
nal behaviour, workers who were promised a 
secure retirement were cheated out of the bene-
fi ts they worked hard – for decades – to attain.” 
Which is just what we have been talking about.

Even if bosses don’t actually steal their 
employees’ pension money, what workers 
receive as a pension bears little comparison 
to the vast sums the boss class are happy to 
give themselves. Johnson again: “Broadly, the 
disparity in retirement savings between CEOs 
and the average American family is striking: 
As a 2015 report by the Centre for Effective 
Government and the Institute for Policy Stud-
ies detailed, ‘just 100 CEOs have as much in 
their company retirement assets as the entire 
retirement savings of 41 percent of American 
families (50 million families total)’.”

Johnson goes on to point out that “the CEOs 
and top executives of companies that have an 
extensive record of involvement in question-
able (to say the least) activity and that have to 
be bailed out by the taxpayers are at no risk 
of losing a dime of their lavish pension plans 
(and, on some occasions, they are rewarded for 
their efforts with massive bonuses); but, aver-
age workers, who had nothing to do with the 
crisis, are forced to absorb the costs.” Another 
American coming to grips with the reality of 
capitalism.

US journalist Matt Taibbi noted how Wall 
Street has for years been “grabbing money 
meant for public workers.” More than that, 
however, Taibbi also noted how politicians, to 
keep their business partners safe from account-
ability, have adopted such methods as “using 
scare tactics and lavishly funded PR campaigns 
to cast teachers, fi re-fi ghters and cops – not 
bankers – as the budget-devouring bogeymen 
responsible for the mounting fi scal problems of 
America’s states and cities.

“It’s a scam of almost unmatchable balls 
and cruelty,” wrote Taibbi, “accomplished 
with the aid of some singularly spineless 
politicians.”

To which Johnson added the observa-
tion that “much of the same can be said about 
the American economy, broadly. In short, the 
middle class and the poor must endure lectures 
on the virtues of personal responsibility, self-
suffi ciency, and free enterprise from the same 
people who have been feeding greedily at the 
public trough, crashing the economy, and walk-
ing away with their pension plans and sever-
ance packages in hand for decades.

“If this isn’t the defi nition of a rigged 
system – a system that gives the rich a free 
ride while forcing the public to clean up the 
mess and suffer the consequences – I’m not 
sure what is.”

I think Guardian readers will have no doubt 
about whether it’s a rigged system either! 
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Speaking to thousands at a rally in 
Eugene, Oregon, US presidential 
hopeful Bernie Sanders said, “The 
Democratic Party has to reach a 
fundamental conclusion: Are we 
on the side of working people or 
big money interests? Do we stand 
with the elderly, the children, and 
the sick and the poor, or do we 
stand with Wall Street speculators 
and the drug companies and the 
insurance companies?”

Former Massachusetts State Rep-
resentative Tom Gallagher, writing 
as part of the Sanders campaign to 
win the Democratic Party nomina-
tion for President of the USA, noted 
at the end of April that, unlike his 
main rival Hilary Clinton, Sanders 
was also campaigning “to change the 
nation by ending the corporate stran-
glehold on Washington”. Marxist-
Leninists can say with certainty (and 
without being at all cynical) good 
luck with attempting to achieve that 
while retaining capitalism!

Sanders’ supporters are well 
aware that what they are advocating 
would require a revolution. Their 
weakness is that they think they can 
achieve that revolution through bour-
geois democracy, within the capitalist 
system. Oh, they would make a lot of 
changes to capitalism as it operates 
in the US, but essentially they would 
retain the system itself.

Of course, “ending the corpo-
rate stranglehold on Washington” 
is a goal devoutly to be wished, one 
all sensible people can presumably 
get behind. It is just illogical, how-
ever, to expect corporate control to 
be diminished (let alone done away 
with) under a social system dominat-
ed by corporations!

Historically, social democra-
cy has always sought to reform the 
system, by removing the harsh-
er parts of capitalism, to render it 
softer, gentler, more humane. That 
the system is based on exploitation, 
on unfairness, on profi ting from the 
misery of others and that the labour 
of the many invariably goes to enrich 
a ruling minority is a fundamental 
fl aw in this approach. But it retains 
its appeal, especially for those who 
don’t examine class society too 
closely, for social democracy appears 
to promise a better life without neces-
sitating violent upheaval. By knock-
ing off capitalism’s rough edges and 
taking a more humane approach it is 
thought that we could somehow slip 
into a form of capitalism that every-
body could be happy with.

Unfortunately, however, not only 
is exploitation fundamental to capi-
talism, so is its most extreme expres-
sion, war. Regime change, to replace 
governments capitalist powers are 

not happy with, is as likely to be 
effected today through an actual 
war as through a military coup or a 
bogus “colour revolution”. Capital-
ism thrives on war. Its corporations 
can (and do) make huge profi ts from 
war. And profi t is what they seek 
above all else.

The political system that usual-
ly suits capitalism the most is bour-
geois democracy. It gives the mass 
of the people the illusion that they 
control their political destiny while 
not disturbing the system. Some-
times, however, it does not work as 
it is intended.

The leadership of the Democratic 
Party in the US, and their corporate 
backers, had anointed Hillary Clin-
ton to be their nominee for President. 
The Clintons were well known for 
putting through reactionary policies 
while professing to be progressive. 
Bill Clinton, while President, had ini-
tiated a “get tough on crime” regime 
that saw thousands of black youths 
unjustly incarcerated.

As Secretary of State, Hillary 
Clinton presided over the destruction 
of Libya, the most productive coun-
try in Africa, because NATO wanted 
to seize its energy resources and 
silence its pro-independence voice. 
When NATO’s goons murdered 
Libyan Leader Muamar Gaddafi, 
Hillary Clinton quipped “We came, 
we saw, he died.”  Her nomination 
was expected to be a shoo-in at the 
nominating convention. But some-
thing went wrong.

That something was an obscure, 
aging, independent senator from 
Vermont named Bernie Sanders. A 
social democrat, with all the policy 
weaknesses that that implies, Sand-
ers nonetheless has become identi-
fi ed with opposition to the role of 
“big money” in American politics 
and with support for workers and the 
poor. His campaign has been strong-
ly endorsed by a range of US trade 
unions. Sanders realised that the way 
to galvanise support would be to 
make a high-profi le run for the high-
est offi ce in the land, but to stand for 
President of the USA as an independ-
ent or even on behalf of the Green 
party (an option that was urged on 
him) would have meant a fatal news 
blackout on his campaign by the cap-
italist mass media. Instead, Sand-
ers gave up being independent and 
joined the Democratic Party, in order 
to seek nomination as its candidate 
for President of the USA.

His campaign to win the nomi-
nation was expected by the party 
machine to quickly sink without 
trace. It didn’t. Instead, Clinton found 
herself in a real fi ght. In fact, only the 
existence of a block of delegates (the 

so-called “super delegates”) who are 
appointed not elected could guaran-
tee her nomination.

As a Common Dreams reader 
using the name Emphyrio comment-
ed on Sanders’ campaign: “Hillary 
Clinton [is] surely the biggest, best-
funded corporate-backed candidate 
the Democratic leadership has run 
since Walter Mondale lost to Ronald 
Reagan in 1984 over three decades 
ago, [nevertheless] the once obscure 
independent Vermont senator has 
battled Clinton to almost a draw, 
down by only some 319 delegates 
with nearly 900 to go (not counting 
the corrupt “super delegates” chosen 
for their fealty to party leaders, not 
by primary or caucus voting.)”

As Tom Gallagher observes, 
“one point that no one argues is that 
Sanders has electrified the youth 
vote: Pennsylvania exit polls, for 
instance, showed him winning 83 
percent of under-30 primary voters. 
... Whether he’s advocating the $15 
minimum wage; tuition-free public 
higher education; the need for a sin-
gle-payer, Medicare-for-all health 
care system; the legalisation of mar-
ijuana; the abolition of the death pen-
alty; or his denunciation of the Iraq 
War as the country’s greatest foreign 
policy disaster of the last forty years, 
when Sanders fi nishes talking you 
know clearly where he stands, some-
thing that is often not the case with 
the opposition.

“One of the reasons for this clar-
ity gap is also itself quite clear. By 
the time most politicians reach the 
point of seriously contending for 
the presidency, they likely face an 
ongoing confl ict between what they 
or their constituents might think is 
best and what the big money people, 
whom they rely on for campaign 
funding, will let them get away with. 
But when you actually run a cam-
paign against the politics of the big 
money interests, as Sanders has, and 
people support it with unprecedented 
amounts of small campaign contribu-
tions, you simply don’t have to go 
through those contortions.”

Hillary Clinton on the other 
hand is defi nitely beholden to cor-
porate America. She and her hus-
band received over $25 million in 
little more than a year from busi-
ness interests, deftly camoufl aged as 
speaking fees. Clinton, for example, 
received $675,000 for giving speech-
es to investment bankers at Goldman 
Sachs. When the media asked her 
why she charged such a huge fee she 
disingenuously replied, “That’s what 
they offered.”

Tom Gallagher sees the Demo-
crats having to choose between “a 
candidate pledged to driving big 

money out of politics or one who has 
become wealthy through involve-
ment in politics; a candidate who 
is a critic of regime change-driven 
foreign policy, or one who profess-
es admiration for [notorious war 
monger] Henry Kissinger.” He’s 
right, but thanks to the “super del-
egates” weighting the vote at the 
Democratic Party Convention, Amer-
icans hoping for another New Deal 
presidency are unlikely to get it this 
time around.

The political arrangement that 
best serves bourgeois democracy is 
the so-called “two party system”. 
Just as, in Australia, Labor and 
the Libs play “I’m in, you’re out” 
with one another at election time, 
so in the USA, the Democrats and 
the Republicans do the same. One 
poses as “progressive”, the other as 
“conservative”. 

“Sanders has exposed not just 
his opponent, Hillary Clinton, but 
the entire Democratic Party leader-
ship and most of its elected offi cials 
as nothing but hired corporate tools 
posing as progressive advocates of 
the people,” said Common Dreams.

To combat Sanders’ infl uence. 
Hillary Clinton has been obliged to 

adopt – or appear to have adopted 
– a range of more progressive posi-
tions than she would otherwise be 
associated with. This has prompted 
her campaign team to complain that 
she has been “forced to the left” (!) 
but there is little evidence of this in 
her speeches, fi lled as they are with 
largely meaningless platitudes. Her 
speeches are carefully structured to 
sound “progressive”, but they fail 
miserably when contrasted to Sand-
ers’ down to earth plain speaking.

Clinton’s negative rating with 
voters has grown with each opinion 
poll. A very large majority of voters 
do not want her. Even registered 
Democrats don’t like her or trust her. 
If she does become the Democrats’ 
candidate, only fear of what Repub-
lican front-runner Donald Trump as 
President might mean for the coun-
try (and the world) will bring her 
victory.

Meanwhile, the long term effect 
on US voters of Bernie Sanders’ cam-
paign is unclear, but increased dissat-
isfaction with the policies pursued by 
the two big bourgeois parties would 
at least seem likely.

And that would have to be a good 
thing. 
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AP: You are personally accused of milita-
rizing schools in the GDR as minister of edu-
cation by introducing civil defence lessons. Is 
that true? 

MH: It’s not surprising, however, that 
I’m not accused of having participated in an 
education system where all children between 
three and six years attended preschool and then 
primary school, where they were taught by 
well-trained educators in the spirit of human-
ism, peace and respect for other peoples. Yet 
because there were a few hours of civil defence 
classes, does that mean I militarised the whole 
education system?

The introduction of these classes sprang 
from a common opinion of the responsible min-
isters, myself included, that it would be useful 
to provide some basic knowledge before mili-
tary service, in accordance with our legal obli-
gation for 18 months of mandatory service for 
young men in high school. Maybe it was not 
our best idea, but hindsight is always easier.

AP: Do you remain loyal to Marxism-Len-
inism and still call yourself a communist, and, 
if so, why?

MH: I not only consider myself one – I 
am a communist. Loyalty is probably not the 
appropriate term. Marxism-Leninism is an 
ideology, a method of investigation to under-
stand the world, the laws according to which it 
moves, so you can orient yourself in the world. 
Some believe in a divine will, others in a prede-
termined fate. We communists are materialists. 
We follow a scientifi c outlook, which assumes 
that the society and everything that arises in it 
are the work of human beings.

Exploitation and oppression are neither 
divinely ordained, nor are these evils accept-
able. We have to fi ght for a humane, fair, peace-
ful world, and today that is more urgent than 
ever. We must refuse to allow that people perish 
from war, hunger and disease, and that natu-
ral resources and the livelihood of the people 
be depleted or destroyed by ruthless capitalist 
exploitation, solely for profi t. If humanity is to 
have a future, the power of the banks and cor-
porations must be broken. They will not give 
up their power voluntarily.

AP: Do you still maintain contact with your 
former comrades, such as the German Commu-
nist Party (DKP) or the Greek Communist Party 
(KKE), or with others?

MH: I am most closely associated with the 
German Communist Party and the Communist 
Party of Germany (KPD), as well as comrades 
from the Left Party. I have many contacts with 
citizens in Germany – people I have never met 
in person – who write to me today. Some visit 
me here in Santiago de Chile. Thanks to the 
Internet, I have connections in all directions 
and they inform me about everything that hap-
pens in the world. To live in the Andes in South 
America doesn’t mean to sit on the moon.

AP: How do you evaluate the current 
developments in Europe, especially in Greece, 
both the economic – keyword: tough auster-
ity – and political – keyword: Syriza in power 
– situation?

MH: Objection: Syriza indeed took over 
the government, and won again, but it has no 
power. The power in Greece still belongs to 
domestic and increasingly to foreign capital.

This Europe is divided between those 
above and those below, between rich and poor, 
between wealthy and impoverished countries. 
The rivalries of the great powers for dominance 
and profi ts are increasing. From the beginning, 
this Europe has been a project of monopoly 

capital, an imperialist structure to consolidate 
its power. The policy of democratic and social 
degradation is enshrined in the EU treaties, dic-
tated by the interests of multinational corpora-
tions. The strong states push the weak to the 
edge, into the abyss.

Among the left there was an idea that this 
Europe could be reformed. But the extortion-
ate attitude of the European authorities towards 
Greece has demonstrated that this is an illu-
sion. Those who dictate to the Greeks demand 
privatisation according to the model of the 
GDR economy, by means of a trust agency and 
privatisation.

In the GDR, this instrument has done great 
evil. Factories were shut down and powerful 
enterprises returned to the corporations from 
which they had once been taken by referen-
dum after the war and transferred to public 
ownership. The result was a massive deindus-
trialisation of the GDR. Hundreds of thousands 
lost their jobs overnight. Pure capitalism was 
imposed on the GDR, the East. Also in West 
Germany, the rights won by the workers began 
to be dismantled, because the socialist state 
next door had disappeared.

With concern, I watch the dictatorship of 
the monopolies growing steadily and aiming 
to raise German imperialism to the hegemo-
nial power of the continent. Twice between 
1914 and 1945 they tried to achieve this goal 
at gunpoint and failed. They have never given 
up their quest for world domination, and have 
always been and are ready to plunge into mili-
tary adventures.

I’ve followed the development of Syriza 
with sympathy, as I join in sympathy with every 
protest against the dictatorship of the monopo-
lies, any movement that tries to halt this capi-
talism using democratic rules.

But we must be realistic. The “International 
of the Powerful” still faces no strong power 
on the side of the downtrodden and oppressed. 
Consistent and effective activity by the anti-
monopoly left is lacking in European countries, 
nor is there adequate international solidarity 
and common alliances.

In Greece, the Empire struck hard and 
smashed the illusion that this Europe could 
be reformed. Through these methods no other 
Europe can arise.

AP: Is socialism still an alternative in gen-
eral and for Europe in particular?

MH: What else! If humanity does not want 
to sink into barbarism, it is the only alternative.

AP: How are you living now? You lost the 
lawsuit against the Federal Republic of Ger-
many for your confi scated assets.

MH: “Confi scated assets” sounds like a big 
deal. It concerned our savings. We – like all citi-
zens of the GDR – had savings in the bank. You 
may know that citizens of the GDR had their 
pensions reduced arbitrarily, and this injustice 
continues to this day. I receive a normal retire-
ment pension, because even for me, the legal 
rules for all German citizens apply.

AP: Do you have a message for the Greek 
people suffering from the harsh measures of the 
so-called institutions?

MH: I think with feelings of solidarity, 
sympathy and respect for the people living 
there. I share some warm memories with 
Greece, even though I was never there. When 
I hear Greece, I think of Manolis Glezos, who 
took down the swastika fl ag from the Acropo-
lis, as I fought in Germany against the same 
fascist enemy. I think of the Greeks who were 
given asylum in the GDR, especially the Greek 
children who found a home with us, when the 
fascist colonels staged a coup in 1967. I think 

of Mikis Theodorakis, whom hundreds of thou-
sands of children from the GDR sent solidar-
ity cards to in jail. His music, the music for the 
“Canto General” of the Chilean, Pablo Neruda, 
which rang in the GDR, also moved me.

Greece has survived many diffi cult trials in 
its history. I think it will survive this too. We 
say: those who fi ght may lose – but those who 
do not fi ght have already lost. And the Greeks 

know how to fi ght for their rights and for their 
home, as they have proven repeatedly in their 
history. The solidarity of many friends around 
the world is with them.
Margot Honecker 
April 27, 1927 - May 6, 2016
(Source: www.jungewelt.de
/2015/11-11/059.php) 
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If humanity does not want 
to sink into barbarism, 

socialism is the only 
alternative.


