
Southern Cross Brigade 34

Times are changin’

6

Guardian
COMMUNIST PARTY OF AUSTRALIA www.cpa.org.au

The Workers’ Weekly #1770 March 22, 2017

$   2

Dehumanising 
Human Services

5
MURDERED
Berta Cáceres

12
Culture & Life

Banning books

10

ISSN 1325-295X

End fossil fuel industry 
stranglehold

Peter Mac

In many developed countries wind farms 
and massed solar arrays are everywhere, 
and coal and gas power is being phased 
out. However, the Turnbull government 
is determined to inhibit renewable energy 
development while pretending to support it. 
Most of the gas from Australia’s large gas 
reserves is exported, and now the govern-
ment wants the states to lift their bans on 
CSG mining rather than relying on renew-
able power.

Adopting renewables as the main source 
of electrical energy and phasing out fossil fuel 
mining should be primary national objectives. 
But the Conservative coalition opposes that 
approach. The government has proved itself to 
be not just the servant of capital, but the serv-
ant of a particular sector of capital which is now 
threatening human life on the planet.

Last Wednesday South Australian Premier 
Jay Wetherill revealed plans to stabilise his 
state’s renewable energy production by gain-
ing back-up power from a privately-operated 
100 Mw battery station and a 250 Megawatt 
government-operated gas-fi red power plant.

The next day Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull hastily announced his government’s 
intention to introduce a “pumped hydro” energy 
storage scheme in the Snowy Mountains, which 
he claimed would save South Australia from 
having to build back-up facilities.

However, Turnbull’s scheme has not been 
proved geologically, technically or fi nancially 
feasible, and his announcement was immedi-
ately eclipsed by an Adelaide press conference 
during which Wetherill and federal Energy 
Minister Josh Frydenberg clashed over energy 
policies.

When Frydenberg sneered at Weth-
erill’s plan for a rapid transition to 50 percent 

renewable energy power generation, Weth-
erill replied that the federal government had 
“bagged” his energy policies repeatedly and 
that its treatment of South Australia was a 
disgrace.

As if to prove Wetherill’s point, Fryden-
berg once again blamed him for recent black-
outs in South Australia, even though they were 
actually caused by destruction of transmission 
towers and the failure of private power opera-
tors to transmit supplementary energy during 
violent weather.

The battle for 
energy domination

The federal conservative Coalition obses-
sively backs the fossil fuel industries. However, 
it cannot reject scientifi c evidence that carbon 
dioxide from fossil fuel power stations is the 
largest contributor to atmospheric carbon, and 
that high carbon levels are driving potentially 
catastrophic climate change.

The Turnbull government’s recent endorse-
ment of new coal-fi red power stations has been 
rejected by private investors and the public. 
Consequently, the government is now claim-
ing that because of the variability of wind and 
solar power, gas is the best means of delivering 
reliable power, and that renewable energy need 
provide only marginal assistance.

But South Australia is committed to gain-
ing 50 percent of its power from renewable 
energy sources. The Turnbull government 
argues that the state should delay implemen-
tation of its renewable energy program until 
release of the federal Chief Scientist’s energy 
report, but Wetherill refuses to do so.

Wetherill also wants farmers to accept coal 
seam gas mines (CSG) on their properties in 
return for 10 percent of the gas royalties. The 
Turnbull government supports him, but it’s an 

extremely dangerous proposition. Methane gas 
almost always escapes from CSG mines, dam-
ages the local environment and accelerates cli-
mate change. It’s a far more potent greenhouse 
gas than carbon dioxide.

Wetherill’s decision to pay for building the 
gas power station rather than the battery stor-
age plant is a mistake. Nevertheless, with ade-
quate battery storage and guaranteed access, 
the gas back-up generators would rarely if ever 
be used.

The state could then be converted to 100 
percent renewable energy power generation, 
and other states would probably follow South 
Australia’s lead. And that’s something the 
Turnbull government will fi ght tooth and nail 
to prevent.

White elephant runs riot
Pumped hydro can regulate the fl ow of 

power derived from renewable energy sources, 
and create extra power for the national grid. 
During low demand periods water is pumped 
upstream from a low dam or reservoir for stor-
age in high reservoirs, and is released to gener-
ate power during peak demand periods.

If the water is pumped using power from 
the existing turbines, no extra power is creat-
ed. If coal or gas-fi red power stations are used, 
extra power is created, but carbon is emitted 
and power is lost because of the transition from 
one form of energy to another.

Wind or solar energy should therefore 
power the pumps, but the Turnbull government 
is certain to insist on coal or gas-fi red power 
stations.

Moreover, pumping water upstream during 
droughts may cause water shortages for farm-
ers and rural communities downstream. Bris-
bane’s Wivenho dam incorporates a pumped 
hydro system, but as the Brisbane fl oods dem-
onstrated recently, keeping reservoirs topped 

up entails the risk of fl ooding during periods 
of extreme rainfall.

Turnbull’s “ballpark” estimate of $2 billion 
and a four or fi ve year timeframe for building 
the pumped hydro scheme would undoubtedly 
be exceeded, and $2 billion could buy an awful 
lot of battery storage.

Turnbull also indicated that if NSW and 
Victoria don’t agree with his Snowy Mountain 
scheme the federal government would fund it 
themselves, and it’s certain to be operated pri-
vately as part of the disastrous profi t-driven 
national energy market.

If the scheme goes ahead Australia is likely 
to be left with a massive $2 billion white ele-
phant, a string of privately-operated power 
stations pumping carbon skywards for an antic-
ipated 50 years.

The bigger picture
The government wholeheartedly support-

ed privatisation of electricity generation and 
distribution. That’s been a nationwide fi nan-
cial disaster. Consumers are now paying 43 
cents in every dollar as profi ts for the energy 
companies.

The massive foreign-owned, unprofi table 
Hazelwood power station will shut down on 
April 2, and the national grid may not be able 
to meet peak power demands next summer. 
The quickest and most enlightened solution 
would be to install government-owned renew-
able energy power plants with battery storage 
back up. But the Turnbull government stands 
in the way.

To meet the nation’s power needs and play 
our part in mitigating climate change we must 
pressure state governments to support renew-
able energy. And at the earliest opportunity we 
have to replace the Turnbull regime with a gov-
ernment that is not the slave of the fossil fuel 
industries and the private sector. 
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More than a river, more than a scheme
To put the Turnbull government’s latest on-the-run energy policy stitch-up involving 

manipulation of the Snowy Mountains Scheme in some context, a brief reminder of 
the nature and origin of the scheme is required.

In 2013 the eastern state governments cut their contributions to the jointly-funded 
Murray-Darling Basin Authority (MDBA), thereby abandoning their responsibility 
to rescue the ailing Murray-Darling river system.

The Authority is responsible for the river system’s infrastructure, including the 
dams and weirs that control the river fl ow, but it also plans the long-term use of the 
rivers and improvement of the river environment.

The Authority’s initial draft plan for the Murray Darling Basin had recommended 
severe cuts in the use of river water, and also made recommendations concerning 
subterranean ground water use and agricultural water storage.

This enraged the big irrigators and many members of farming communities, leading 
to ceremonial public burning of copies of the report. The NSW and Victorian govern-
ments also objected that the cuts were too severe. In contrast, the South Australian 
government complained, quite rightly, that the cuts would still not rescue Adelaide’s 
threatened water supply from the Murray River, which was blocked at its exit point 
because of inadequate fl ows.

The then Gillard Labor government retreated, disowning its own report, and the 
head of the Authority resigned in disgust. A new report was produced, which included 
recommendations for less severe cuts to water diversion than were needed to restore 
the river’s health. That still wasn’t good enough for the NSW or Victorian govern-
ments. They wanted greater diversion of river water, not less, especially for irrigation.

Damning the Snowy
Four years ago the Victorian and NSW governments abandoned any commitment to 

impartial scientifi c advice regarding the Snowy Mountains Scheme and its environment. 
Under federal legislation one of Victoria’s two representatives on the six-member 
Snowy Scientifi c Committee must represent Snowy Mountains environmental groups.

Although Snowy Hydro is owned by the NSW, Victorian and federal governments, 
it’s a thoroughly commercial enterprise. In 1992 the NSW, Victorian and federal govern-
ments agreed to release 70 gigalitres of water per year to improve environmental fl ows.

In 2006 the federal, NSW and Victorian governments attempted to sell off their 
shares in Snowy Hydro, but public pressure forced the then Howard Liberal govern-
ment into a hasty retreat and the scheme collapsed. 

Saving water
The NSW government also removed scientifi c advisors from the Sydney Water 

Catchment Authority. The former government-owned corporation Sydney Water also 
removed water effi ciency rebates in order to increase its profi tability.

The actions of the NSW and Victorian Liberal/National state governments dem-
onstrate they serve the interests of the big agricultural companies, irrigators and 
industrial enterprises, even if that means giving them so much water that the native 
fi sh, birds, and animals from the Snowy river and the Murray/Darling river system 
diminish in number or disappear altogether.

The refusal by the state governments to support the Murray-Darling Basin Authority 
clearly demonstrates that the federal government should take over the river system.

In addition, state governments’ policies of running water institutions on a profi t-
maximisation basis clearly indicate that they are setting them up for privatisation.

Privatisation
In 2006 the Howard government announced that it had decided against selling 

off its share of the Snowy Hydro Scheme. At the time, the back-down on the future 
of the jointly-owned scheme obliged the NSW and Victorian governments to scuttle 
their privatising plans. The turn-around was caused by public opposition: the rapid 
mobilisation of public indignation was the source of the sudden change of heart on 
the part of the arch-privatisers.

“I’m not a zealot about privatisation; that you sell everything under the sun, ir-
respective of the circumstances”, Howard told the ABC at the time. He tried hard to 
put this gloss on the decision despite the fact that he and his ministers had been hyping 
the sale and attempting to neutralise the obvious objections to it. The government 
had inserted a 35 percent cap on total foreign ownership in the sell-off legislation.

The headquarters would have stayed in Cooma. The 2002 legislation corporatising 
the Snowy Hydro scheme would have remained in effect and (the Minister claimed) 
mean that fl ows to users downstream would be regulated on the same basis as is cur-
rently the case. Negotiations had been underway with the Australian Stock Exchange 
to see whether a ban on individuals owning over 10 percent of the Snowy shares could 
be enforced for more than four years.

However, while about 100,000 people registered their interest in buying the shares, 
few others were buying the reassurances. Farming communities were concerned about 
the effect of a private operator’s commercial interest on access to vital water supplies.

During the 25 years (1949-1974) of construction more than 100,000 workers gave 
their all to this amazing project; 121 one of them gave their lives. Many were new 
immigrants and felt it was their contribution to building Australia, and still do today. 
They made lifelong friends, and those who are still alive today feel pride in what they 
have done.

For decades school students have been studying and visiting what is one of the 
most complex and largest hydro electric operations in the world.

In a move against privatisation, a group of 56 prominent Australians – including 
former Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser, poet Les Murray and actor Cate Blanchett 
– put a powerful appeal to the federal, NSW and Victorian governments on behalf of 
their sidelined electors. Protests against the sale took place in the Jindabyne, Tumut 
and Cooma areas. These townships had the additional fear of the loss of jobs and 
purchasing power in their local economies hanging over their heads.

The Mayor of Cooma announced that a celebration of the decision would be held 
in place of a planned protest rally.

People’s power has triumphed, for the time being, over some very long-term plans 
to privatise the Snowy scheme. Howard had been left to reassure prospective buyers 
of other assets that it is business as usual. He hinted heavily that investment banks 
involved in preparations for the Snowy sell-off would be given something for their 
trouble.
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QUOTE OF THE WEEK

There is no communism or marxism 
but representative democracy and social justice 
in a well planned economy.

Fidel Castro

”

Penalty rate stand 
at Webb Dock

MUA workers at Webb Dock – united against cuts to penalty rates.

PRESS FUND
ACTU secretary Sally MacManus outraged some politicians by declaring; “when 
[the law] is unjust I don’t think there’s a problem with breaking it”. We should 
certainly vote for parties that will introduce laws we support. But black people 
in the US had to break the law by holding civil rights marches to gain the right 
to vote! And what if you have the vote but oppose current law as a matter of 
conscience? If parliament passed legislation banning strikes, workers would be 
justified in breaking the law because it denied them their human rights. We intend 
to follow this issue closely, but we need Press Fund contributions, so please send 
in something for the next edition if you possibly can. Many thanks to this week’s 
contributors, as follows:
David Bastion $100, C Greer $50, Mark Mannion $10, “Rough Red” $5, 
“Round Figure” $15
This week’s total: $180 Progressive total: $1,560

“

Maritime Union (MUA) members at Mel-
bourne’s Webb Dock are taking a stand 
against the erosion of penalty rates, with 
legal advice suggesting cuts may not be 
limited to hospitality and retail workers. 
Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull dug 
in on his decision to back the Fair Work 
Commission’s penalty rate changes.

Asked by Neil Mitchell on 3AW wheth-
er the Prime Minister supported the cuts to 
penalty rates or not, Turnbull said: “Well we 
do support it, Neil, and I’ve been clear about 
that.”

MUA assistant national secretary Ian 
Bray said the penalty rate decision was a line 
in the sand for working men and women. 
“As a result of the FWC decision, backed in 
by the prime minister, up to 700,000 Aus-
tralians will be $77 per week worse off and 
workers will be forced to do more hours for 
the same pay,” Bray said.

“And we all know this is the thin edge 
of the wedge – if the Turnbull government is 
successful in cutting wages in retail and hos-
pitality, they will then come after every other 
worker to cut their take home pay as well.

“That’s why Webb Dock members are 
taking their stand and will not endorse a new 
EBA with their employer, LINX, until this 
matter is addressed.”

The Australian Council of Trade Unions 
(ACTU) has received independent legal 
advice from law fi rm Maurice Blackburn 
that shows the FWC decision opens the door 
to penalty rate cuts for workers in other 
sectors.

“We now know that all workers who 
receive penalty rates and work unsociable 
hours are at risk of having their penalty rates 
and public holiday pay cut,” ACTU presi-
dent Ged Kearney said.

“The independent legal advice we 
received on the FWC penalty rate decision 
said nurses, teachers, community, disability, 
social, and transport workers, among many 
others, are also at risk of losing their penalty 
rates.

The FWC said hospitality and retail were 
different to other award-dependent sectors, 
however the advice the ACTU has received 
confi rms this doesn’t prevent penalty rates 
from being cut in other sectors.

Ms Kearney said that the safety net is 
broken and must be immediately strength-
ened to ensure no Australian worker sees 
their pay go backwards.

“The Turnbull government opposes 
penalty rates and won’t protect them even 
though it has the chance, which is why Aus-
tralian unions will not stop campaigning 
until this decision is overturned with legis-
lation that protects penalty rates and other 
conditions for workers.”

Principal in Employment Law at Mau-
rice Blackburn Lawyers Giri Sivaraman 
said: “Whilst the FWC went to great pains 
to state they were only considering the hos-
pitality and retails awards, in reality their 
fi ndings could be applied to many other 
industries.

“In our view, this decision leaves the 
door wide open for any industry that works 
weekends and public holidays to also be hit 
with the same penalty rate cuts that will soon 
affect retail and hospitality workers.

“The Commission based its decision on 
the basis that consumers now expect services 
to be available outside of ‘normal hours’. 
In our view however, based on this reason-
ing there is now no barrier to penalty rate 
cuts being extended to any other industry 
that also has to work weekends or public 
holidays, including nursing and health care, 
transport, security, cleaning services, con-
struction, clerical workers, laundry services, 
hair and beauty industries, trainers, mining 
and factories.”

Many workers in these industries, like 
retail and hospitality workers, are reliant on 
penalty rates to make ends meet. A broaden-
ing of penalty rates cuts to these other indus-
tries will be a signifi cant hit for workers 
right around Australia. 
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The Referendum Council has been hosting a series of 
First Nations regional dialogues around the country 
to discuss possible changes to the Constitution. 

Late last month in Darwin, more than 100 Indigenous 
people attended a meeting and discussed treaty, removal 
of race powers and Aboriginal governance.

Referendum Council co-chair Patricia Anderson 
said common themes were emerging from the meetings 
in regional areas, which have been scheduled to enable 
Indigenous people have a say in any constitutional change 
processes that would affect them.

“People don’t want endless consultations,” she said. 
“People want change.”

The Darwin group suggested a new, elected Indig-
enous voice could have a say in Parliament, similar to 
Maori seats in New Zealand. The racial non-discrimi-
nation clause was high on the agenda during the Darwin 
dialogue, with many people pointing to the suspension 
of the Racial Discrimination Act by the Howard govern-
ment in order to implement the Northern Territory Inter-
vention in 2007.

Participants pointed out that removing the word 
“race” from the race power and inserting “Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples” does not in fact remove 
racism. Rather, in the absence of words of limitation in 
the power or a guarantee against racial discriminatory 
laws by the Federal Parliament, racist laws could con-
tinue to be made.

Euahlayi man Ghillar, Michael Anderson, said Abo-
riginal people at a meeting organised by the Referendum 
Council in Dubbo, western NSW, had rejected constitu-
tional recognition in favour of Aboriginal sovereignty 
and treaties. 

“Brainwashing”
“The enormous amount of money being spent on 

brainwashing the public to accept constitutional change, 
so as to include Aboriginal people in the colonial Consti-
tution, is indicative of the quandary the Commonwealth 
government is in,” he said. 

“Our predicament, on the other hand, is our diffi culty 
in defending ourselves against dictatorship. We know full 
well the complex nature of getting out from under the rule 
and dominance of a 200-plus years occupying power, 
which now rules by force and not by consent.”

Wiradjuri woman Lynda Coe was one of 10 delegates 
elected from the Dubbo meeting to attend the Nation-
al Indigenous Constitutional Convention at Uluru from 
May 24-26.

“Proud to say the agenda in Dubbo was sovereign-
ty/treaty,” she said. “The dialogue around constitution-
al reform and recognise was squashed by the grassroots 
movement. The consensus from those who attended 
agreed that the process of invite-only meetings did not 
provide clear representation of nations in NSW nor did 
the process give authority of those attending to speak on 
behalf of their nations as per our procedures.”

Delegates at the Darwin dialogue expressed concern 
about what happens after the National Indigenous Con-
stitutional Convention. They do not want the Aboriginal 
package to be handed to the Referendum Council and 
then to politicians without a further negotiation period. 
They want to ensure that First Nations people are not 
excluded from fi nal negotiations on a question that “rec-
ognised” them.

A discussion paper has been released by the Refer-
endum Council. Submissions and comments can be pro-
vided through www.referendumcouncil.org.au
Koori Mail 

From the archives NZ bans US nuclear ships – The Socialist, August 1984

Constitution focus 
of regional dialogue

Greeting
To:  Sally McManus

Secretary Australian Council
of Trade Unions

Dear Sally,

We are writing on behalf of the 
Communist Party of Australia to 
congratulate you on your election 
as Secretary of the ACTU. It is a 
great achievement and a refl ection 
of the hard work you have done 
fi ghting for trade union members 
and building the Australian Serv-
ices Union.

We are committed to stand-
ing behind you and the trade union 
movement in the struggle to restore 
penalty rates, ensure the safety of 
workers on worksites, and abolish 
the ABCC and other repressive anti-
union laws. As you told the media, 
“Australia has been built by work-
ing people who have had the courage 

to stand up to unfair and unjust rules 
and demand something better.”

We believe strongly in the inde-
pendence of trade unions and their 
right to fi ght for their members and a 
better society using whatever means 
they deem appropriate. We also sup-
port the lifting of restrictions on the 
right to strike and take other indus-
trial action.

We pledge our full support in 
the building and strengthening of 
the trade union movement, winning 
stronger rights and tackling the ram-
pant lawlessness of employers who 
rip off their employees and put the 
safety and lives of people at risk.

We wish you all success in your 
work.

In solidarity
Bob Briton

General Secretary of the CPA
Vinnie Molina

National President of the CPA

Sally McManus.



4  March 22, 2017 GuardianAustralia

Richard Titelius

Although the election date was 
offi cially called on February 1, 
speculation about the March 11 
date had been known for some 
time and political forces in West-
ern Australia had been campaign-
ing unofficially for months in 
anticipation of political change.

On March 11, that change arrived 
emphatically with a majority to the 
Australian Labor Party led by Mark 
McGowan, the member of the Lower 
House seat of Rockingham WA. 

On current projections the ALP 
will have 40 seats in the 59-seat Leg-
islative Assembly chamber. The Lib-
erals lost 18 seats to the ALP – the 
ALP even winning seats that they did 
not expect to win as part of the 15% 
swing against the Liberals state-wide 
and swing towards the ALP of about 
9%.

The swing against the Liberal 
Party came in a large part from the 
preference deal which the Liberal 
leader Colin Barnett and the party 
machine did with One Nation Party. 
The preference deal alienated many 
Liberal Party voters who believed 
that Pauline Hanson was a political 
pariah who did not represent their 
views and to those One Nation Party 
voters who would have voted for One 
Nation as they believed the Party was 
above doing political deals. 

On election day One Nation 
received less than 5% of the vote, 
which is far from the 14% predict-
ed by a poll before the election. The 
ramifi cations nationally of the WA 
result are signifi cant in that it shows 
the fragile nature of the appeal 
which One Nation has over their 
supporters.

The Greens WA maintained their 
share of the primary vote at 8.5% 

and  election night saw their mixed 
fortunes play out in seats across the 
state, where the vote went up for the 
Greens in some seats from the previ-
ous election while it went down in 
others. 

The Greens vote was higher in 
the metropolitan area on average 
than it was in regional areas of WA – 
though three electorates bucked this 
trend; two in the south west, Vasse 
13.3% (Busselton), Warren-Black-
wood (Manjimup-Pemberton) and 
Kimberley 9.9% in the far north.

One issue that fi gured large in 
the campaign in regional WA as well 
as the urban areas was the issue of 
the privatisation of Western Power 
with which most voters were uncom-
fortable and rejected the Liberals 
push for the partial sale of the state 
asset which should be retained as it 
belongs to the people and generates 
income for the state. 

The perceived arrogance of the 
Liberal leader Colin Barnett was a 
factor which turned people away 
from the Liberal Party and the par-
lous state of the government’s 
fi nances (a record state defi cit of $33 
billion) and the economy with high 
levels of unemployment. Barnett was 
the mining boom Premier.

On election night Premier Colin 
Barnett gave his concession speech 
in which he said that despite running 
a great campaign, “Time was not on 
our side.” Barnett also prided himself 
on “providing long term stable and 
ethical government.” 

At the forefront of issues is 
the Roe 8 Freeway extension and 
destruction of Beeliar wetlands. 
The Premier elect, Labor’s Mark 
McGowan, has reiterated that he 
will terminate the contracts for this 
extravagant, wasteful and unwanted 
infrastructure project. 

Richard and Nationals polling day volunteer Paul.

Mining boom Premier 
bites the dust

Statement

Built by the working people

Union stand for 
public sector

Australia has been built by work-
ing people who have had the 
courage to stand up to unfair and 
unjust rules and demand some-
thing better.

Every single Australian benefi ts 
from superannuation, Medicare, 
the weekend and minimum wages 
–these were all won by our parents, 
grandparents and great-grandparents 
taking non-violent so-called illegal 
industrial action.

Working people only take these 
measures when the issue is one 
of justice, like ensuring workers’ 

safety on worksites, a fair day’s pay 
for a fair day’s work or to uphold 
and improve rights for working 
people.

Without the Australian union 
movement our country would look 
like the US, where these types of 
rights are inadequate or don’t exist.

There is rampant lawlessness 
in the workplaces of Australia and 
this is occurring in the form of 
chronic underpayments of work-
ers, exploitation of visa workers 
and workplace practices that put the 
safety and lives of people at risk. 

Unfortunately this is no longer on 
the fringes of our economy; it is 
now a business model for some cor-
porations. This is what our govern-
ment should be focusing on.

Australian unions are commit-
ted to changing the laws at work 
because [the laws] are no longer 
strong enough to guarantee and 
protect workers’ rights. We will do 
so through advocating changes to 
the laws and rules that govern the 
workplace.
ACTU Secretary, Sally McMannus, 
March 16 

Community and Public Sector 
Union (CPSU) members working 
in Medicare, Centrelink and Child 
Support have begun a new round 
of strike action signalling their 
determination to resolve their 
long fi ght for a new enterprise 
agreement.

Workers in the Department of 
Human Services began rolling strikes 
between 1:30 pm and 8:30 pm on 
March 17. Limited work bans had 
already begun.

The union intends to notify the 
department of further strike action 
in coming weeks and months as 
DHS management has not moved on 
the key issues that matter to CPSU 
members.

CPSU national secretary Nadine 
Flood said: “This protracted dispute 
had gone on for far, far too long. It’s 
bad for people working in Medicare, 
Centrelink and Child Support, it’s 
bad for their families and it’s bad for 
the essential services our members in 
DHS provide. That’s why our mem-
bers are going back on strike.

“We agreed in February to hold 
off on taking fresh industrial action 
and instead proceed with nego-
tiations overseen by the Fair Work 
Commission. The CPSU has negoti-
ated in good faith but unfortunately 

DHS stands out from other Com-
monwealth agencies where we are 
making progress.”

Thousands of DHS workers 
have been stuck in the dispute for 
more than three years without a pay 
rise. This includes part-time working 
mums on around $40,000 a year who 
are doing it really tough. The union 
points out that all they want to do is 
hold on to rights and conditions that 
have been in place for many years 
and allow them to balance their 
working and family lives.

The department and Employ-
ment Minister Michaelia Cash have 
previously ignored the unaccept-
able disadvantage to working par-
ents that this dispute is really about. 
Ms Flood said that Australians rely 
on the department to provide essen-
tial services and that the government 
should start treating DHS and the 
people who work there with respect.

“DHS is an agency in crisis 
because of the Turnbull govern-
ment’s attacks on it. Our communi-
ty and workers are struggling, with 
36 million phone calls to the agency 
going unanswered last year and 5,000 
permanent jobs slashed. Resolving 
bargaining would be an important 
fi rst stepping to getting this agency 
back on track.” 

Make Black Lung History
Submission to Select Committee, Parliament House, Brisbane
We write on behalf of the Black Lung Victims Group, 
which has been formed to support and advocate for 
coalmine workers now suffering from a disease that 
Australia had supposedly eradicated.

There are at least 30 workers like us with black lung 
disease in Queensland and many more unconfi rmed.

We are innocent victims suffering from this disease 
because of the failure of mining companies and govern-
ment regulators to ensure a safe workplace over many 
decades

We worked in the mines, we know how bad the dust 
is and we know what to do to reduce it. We are the ones 
with most at stake who are suffering from this disease and 
we would like our voices heard.

We have come forward because we believe it is the 
right thing to do, but many are too frightened to come 
forward for risk of losing their job and everything with 
it with little hope of compensation because there is no 
scheme to support them and the workplace compensation 
system is stacked against them as it was for asbestos suf-
ferers before reforms were made.

We came to work, not to die, and now we are seeking 
your personal and urgent intervention because we need to 
do more now rather than later.

We are calling for:
1. A victims’ fund through an industry levy of 10c 

per tonne on all coal produced in Queensland to support 
victims and changes to workers compensation so that the 
system protects and supports black lung victims;

2. Reductions in legal dust levels in Queensland to 
2.5mg per cubic metre; and

3.Introduction of independent and transparent dust 
reporting and monitoring, including giving Check Inspec-
tors the right to conduct spot checks on any mine, at any 
time, without notice; and recorded dust levels reported 
publicly (identifi ed, by mine) on a public website.

Sadly, we have lost confi dence these changes will 
happen without intervention. These might be diffi cult 
steps, but we need change and help now.

Please hear our calls. The current government inher-
ited this crisis and now has the opportunity to resolve it 
where others have failed.
Percy Verrall, 
Keith Stoddard and 
Steve Mellor
Members of the 
Black Lung Victims Group
Email: victims@dusttodust.org.au
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Nadine Flood: The Community and Public 
Sector Union represents the real humans 
working at the centre of the Centrelink 
Online Compliance Intervention, more 
commonly known as the robo-debt debacle. 
Our community legitimately expects that 
government provide a properly resourced, 
transparent and accessible social security 
system which supports people in our com-
munity as needed through critical times 
of their lives. Delivery of those services is 
the role of the aptly named Department of 
Human Services, with the work done by 
our members. It is work they value and 
believe in, supporting families, pensioners, 
low-income earners, students and people, 
as they face life’s challenges from illness to 
unemployment.

Our members believe that system is a cor-
nerstone of a fair society and it is work that they 
are proud of and deeply committed to. How-
ever, what the Online Compliance Interven-
tion and other failings in this department show 
is that years of government funding cuts and 
poor policy decisions have severely reduced 
the department’s capacity to be that corner-
stone and to deliver for our community. Of 
course what we are seeing currently is a very 
high human price being paid both by clients, 
the people in our community who rely on Cen-
trelink and Human Services, and by the people 
themselves who work for the department.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the 
Department of Human Services is an agency 
in crisis, and it is not something I say lightly. 
The automated compliance or robo-debt issue 
has hit well over 300,000 people in our com-
munity, and of course there are approximate-
ly 20,000 letters still going out each week. 
We have an approach from government, and 
indeed the senior management of the depart-
ment, which seems more focused on denying 
there is a problem and spinning the problem 
then actually dealing with.

More than 36 million calls to the Depart-
ment of Human Services went unanswered 
last year as the department is no longer able 
to provide a basic level of service to Aus-
tralians. Centrelink and Human Services’ 
workers are already struggling with massive 
workload and pressures and the real lived 
impact of 5,000 permanent job cuts through 
a series of successive government deci-
sions that have left this department simply 

unable to cope. Indeed, elements of that were 
acknowledged by the secretary of the depart-
ment in estimates last week. What that means 
is that this department is increasingly placed 
in the position by government of making very 
bad decisions.

I think it is important to understand the 
root causes of these issues which do go back 
some years. If we deal with the lived impacts 
on our community now, we can see that the 
department has been put in a position where it 
has made decisions with the recent introduc-
tion of the automatic debt recovery program to 
remove or reduce the role of DHS staff in that 
crucial hands-on element of the work: investi-
gating suspected overpayments and advising on 
appropriate debt recovery action.

The notion that our community expects 
people should get what they are entitled to and 
no more is not a new one or a new part of this 
department’s work. But there is a very seri-
ous problem here. This new approach, which 
removes and reduces human oversight of sus-
pected overpayments and reduces employees’ 
roles in a range of elements of the system, has 
been an absolute disaster for many Centrelink 
users and also for the workers charged with 
implementing a system they know to be deeply 
fl awed and unfair.

Hundreds of thousands of Australians, as 
you have heard, have received frightening and, 
in some cases, inaccurate debt notices and then 
faced enormous diffi culties trying to get in 
touch with DHS staff. Of course, at the other 
end, employees are unable to provide services 
of the sort they are committed to provide and 
are also increasingly facing client aggression 
and frustration.

So how did it come to this? Most of the 
major problems facing DHS begin with a lack 
of funding and resources and without proper 
funding the agency loses the capacity to make 
good policy decisions, design effective pro-
grams and ensure the right benefi t goes to the 
right person at the right time and for the right 
amount.

DHS has faced a triple whammy of fund-
ing cuts starting under successive govern-
ments. These do go back to Labor government 
decisions on effi ciency dividends that have 
then rolled into the decisions of the Abbott/
Turnbull government. Service delivery agen-
cies are hit hardest by a number of elements 
of budget funding processes. I would note that 

no government ever stood up and said, “We 
would like to cut 5,000 jobs from the Depart-
ment of Human Services, and we think that is a 
good idea.” It is simply the result of a number 
of decisions put together.

So-called effi ciency dividends hit service 
delivery agencies harder.

In this case those impacts have resulted in 
DHS being an agency that is absolutely strug-
gling. I note the secretary herself said cutting an 
agency by 10 per cent in 18 months has created 
no little challenge, which was at one point the 
impact of those combined three different ele-
ments of savings measures.

If we want to look at where robo-debt has 
come from, it is a fairly obvious consequence 
of a department that no longer has the resources 
to provide effective services. The decision to 
replace the human oversight of debt recovery 
with automated data matching was absolute-
ly based on a desire and an imperative to save 
money. It has of course proven to be a classic 
false economy and has created costly reverse 
workfl ows where staff are taken offl ine to deal 
with complex and diffi cult disputes over incor-
rectly raised automated debts. Sadly, I would 
suggest that in the last few years, one of the 
things DHS has become an expert at is bandaid 
solutions as it lurched from one crisis to the 
next. This is simply the largest of those.

As a result, the department tries to plug the 
gap in those services with casual staff who do 
not have access to the appropriate training, who 
are deeply frustrated that they cannot do the 
work and who are largely used to answer the 
phone and redirect customer inquiries, which 
allows the department to keep its core statis-
tics lower; someone has clicked on it, they 
cannot fi x the problem, but it is going through 
to another line and that is good enough. That 
sort of gaming of the system is the situation this 
department has been put in.

Robust, sensitive, flexible
Our members believe that our social securi-

ty service system must be robust, sensitive and 
fl exible enough to deal with underpayments, 
overpayments and other changes in people’s 
lives in a way that ensures the integrity of Com-
monwealth funds and the dignity of custom-
ers. That includes dealing with the reality of 
an economy and a workforce where people 
come in and out of work, employers come and 
go, and there is an increasing level of insecure 
employment, casual contracts and so on. It is a 
complex situation that people are in, and sys-
tems like this have to deal with that.

At the same time it is important we note 
there has been a disturbing cultural shift 

imposed on Centrelink and on the Department 
of Human Services. It has increasingly gone 
from an agency focused on treating people like 
people to one that focuses on treating people 
as numbers in a dataset and doing the mini-
mum possible. It is also an agency that, more 
than most, ignores or discards the input of staff 
in relation to crucial work design and staffi ng 
issues and has a vicious and draconian approach 
to staff speaking out internally and externally.

The same “my way or the highway” atti-
tude that created the robo-debt debacle has 
caused major problems elsewhere, including 
the agency’s hopelessly stalled enterprise bar-
gaining situation where DHS has again taken 
a more negative and unfortunate approach on 
government policy, signifi cantly causing con-
cerns for working women in that department 
and meaning that bargaining is impressively 
more mired in this agency than across the rest 
of the Commonwealth public sector, which is 
really quite a high bar after a three-year indus-
trial dispute.

Crucially, one of the issues still in dispute in 
this agency is the need for robust pre-decision 
consultation processes where people who do 
the work in areas such as compliance can actu-
ally have a better voice to inform senior man-
agement on what will and will not work at the 
front line. Those sorts of issues are very impor-
tant to the people who work in this agency.

So, we are calling for a number of things to 
happen. The Turnbull government must imme-
diately suspend the online compliance pro-
gram and actually put the real fi xes in place so 
that this no longer hurts thousands of Austral-
ians. There needs to be immediate action and a 
serious budget solution to reverse the damage 
done by the combination of multiple cuts to the 
Department of Human Services, including the 
reduction of 5,000 permanent jobs.

Any new approach should have properly 
resourced human oversight so that the agency 
can be confi dent that the overpayments it iden-
tifi es and debts it raises are legitimate and 
accurate. DHS must immediately be put in a 
position by government to convert casual work-
ers – of which there are now thousands – to per-
manent roles with access to effective training 
and to be able to provide a genuine, full range 
of services and support to customers.

Finally, the culture in this agency needs to 
change, and the approach we have seen over 
recent months in this matter is a damning 
indictment, but it is also a responsibility of gov-
ernment. We need to deliver a system in which 
the people who work for DHS can deliver great 
services to the community, and the community 
can have faith in our social security system and 
this department’s work. 

Australia

Dehumanising 
Human 
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May Day May Day 

International BrigadeInternational Brigade

Cuba – April 24 to May 8, 2017

On the occasion of the International Workers’ Day, 
and as a special tribute to Fidel Castro and Ernesto Che Guevara 

(The 50th anniversary of Che’s death)

In addition to the voluntary work, participants will visit places of historical and social interest, 
receive lectures on our reality, and will have the opportunity to exchange with representatives of 

different social and political organisations, with Cuban workers and unionists.

The Brigade will take place in the provinces of Havana, Artemisa, Villa Clara and Cienfuegos, Cuba

Registration will be open until March 30, 2017
The Cuban Institute of Friendship with the Peoples (ICAP) and its travel agency Amistur Cuba, SA

For more info: www.cpa.org.au/whats-on

This month Community and Public Sector Union national secretary Nadine Flood and 
deputy president Lisa Newman addressed the Senate Inquiry into the Centrelink robo-
debt debacle. Their analysis of developments in the Department of Human Services 
gives insights into the profound human effects of the government’s cuts. Below are 
extracts from Flood’s address. Next week; Lisa Newman.
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Richard Titelius

When the previous US President Barack 
Obama released the Cuban Five and 
announced a policy of constructive engage-
ment with the Cuban government on 
December 17, 2014, many people believed 
this also meant the lifting of the US Block-
ade on Cuba.

The Blockade was not lifted in December 
2014, it did not happen in March 2015 when 
President Obama visited Cuba, was not lifted 
prior to his leaving of offi ce in January 2017 
and is unlikely to be lifted during the Presi-
dency of Donald Trump.

After the announcement of the various 
diplomatic manoeuvres by the US govern-
ment many people started to say they wanted 
to travel to Cuba before it changed too much, 
that somehow the old cars would disappear 
from the streets, Havana and other Cuban cities 
would lose their old world charm, foreign con-
sumer franchises such as McDonald’s, Lindt 
Café, Target and Walmart would spring up and 
the socialist revolution would lose its appeal 
amongst the Cuban people.

Those changes haven’t happened and most 
visitors would be unlikely to notice the changes 
occurring in Cuban society as a normal tour-
ist on organised tours, staying in comfortable 
hotels and knocking around with fellow for-
eign tourists. One would most likely notice the 
changes if one came on a friendship brigade 
such as those organised by the Cuban Institute 
of Friendship with the People (ICAP). This past 
brigade being my fi fth visit and third South-
ern Cross Brigade I was confi dent the changes 
if they were occurring, would be revealed at 
all levels of Cuban society through my partici-
pation in the Brigade and the exposure to the 
Cuban people afforded by this approach.

The Brigade this year was made up of 30 
participants led by Communist Party of Aus-
tralia National President, and State President 
of the CFMEU, Vinicio Molina, and included 
three New Zealanders with ages ranging from 
23 to 75 years, of which slightly more than 
half were females with the Australian contin-
gent hailing from most of the mainland states 
– NSW, Victoria, Queensland, South Australia 
and Western Australia.

For this Brigade ICAP put on an interesting 
program for the three plus weeks that included 
informative presentations on Cuban social, cul-
tural, political and economic life interspersed 
with agricultural work and maintenance work 
on the International Camp of Julio Antonio 
Mella (CIJAM) at Caimito, 50 kilometres west 
of Havana.

Martyrs of Artemisa

On the second day of the Brigade we paid 
the customary visit to the Mausoleum of the 
Martyrs of Artemisa in the town of that name 
which included a tour and explanation of the 
heroic deeds of those young men who rallied 
to Fidel Castro’s call to rise up against the dic-
tatorship of Fulgencio Batista at the Moncada 
Barracks in the eastern city of Santiago de Cuba.

At the question and answer session follow-
ing the tour, one of the Brigadistas asked the 
manager of the Mausoleum – who until then 
had been composed and professional in her 
presentation – when was the last time Fidel 
Castro had visited the Mausoleum, she replied 
on the July 26, 2010, but she soon lost her com-
posure and started to weep and apologised as 
the mention of their leader who had passed 
away so recently on November 25, 2016, was 
still fresh in her mind and saddened her.

The Brigade was to encounter similar 
expressions of sadness and heartfelt feeling 
throughout the visit by the Brigade from the 
Cuban people as the Cubans would recall vari-
ously how sad Fidel’s passing had been; that 
he was like a father to them and that there was 
almost disbelief that he had passed away.

In the next few days we were treated to 
a gala performance of the Nutcracker Suite 
by the National Ballet of Cuba at the newly 
restored Gran Teatro de Habana. There was a 
presentation of a prize named after the grand 
dame of Cuban Ballet, Alicia Alonso, before 
the performance.

As an indication of how important access to 
the arts is to ordinary people and how valuable 
the tickets were to non-Cubans, our tickets cost 
1 Cuban Convertible Peso and US tourists were 
willing to pay US$100 to buy the tickets from 
us – or 100 times their value!

The performance that night was dedicated 
to the Commander in Chief Fidel Castro and 
was as colourful, spectacular and well per-
formed as any performances I had seen there.

Three nights later the Brigade were treated 
to a fi ne performance of Cuban music and dance 
at the Habana Café of the Hotel Melia Cohiba 
(which was an extra which the Brigadistas paid 
for). It was also an opportunity to see tourists 
from around the world – from nearby US to 
distant China – who were now visiting Cuba 
in increasing numbers since the partial thaw of 
relations between Cuba and the US.

Earlier in the predawn light of January 2, 
Brigade members joined the call of the Cuban 
government to rally in homage to the recently 
deceased leader of the Cuban Revolution. Jan-
uary 2 also marks the 60th anniversary of the 

landing of the Granma yacht, considered the 
beginning of the guerrilla war against dictator 
Fulgencio Batista. It was a military parade in 
honour of Fidel as well as an opportunity for 
ordinary Cuban people to show their support 
to the Revolution.

“Exporting” Cuban medical
No Brigade would be complete without vis-

iting at least one of the institutions of Cuba’s 
medical system and on this Brigade we visit-
ed fi rstly the Unidad Central de Cooperacion 
Medica (Central Unit of Medical Cooperation 
or UCCM), which helps to organise specialist 
medical brigades to countries around the world 
ranging from Asia to Africa, Latin America, 
Pacifi c Islands and the Caribbean.

One of these Pacifi c islands caught the 
attention of the Brigadistas as it is often not 
far from the minds of peoples’ consciousness 
in Australia, and that was the island of Nauru.

The UCCM sent a small specialist medical 
team to Nauru which included a microbiologist 
and pregnancy medical staff to examine groups 
considered at risk from environmental hazards 
on the island – including primary school aged 
children and pregnant mothers – as there is 
a high rate of infant mortality and premature 
births on the island.

In the exhaustive Q&A which usually fol-
lows such a forum a number of Brigadistas 
asked UCCM leaders if they were troubled by 
the cruel and inhumane treatment accorded to 
refugees on the island. A director replied that 
while they recognised the inhumanity and injus-
tice of what was happening, their best chance 
of having any effect on the island was through 
the example of the good work they were doing.

The other major health visit afforded to 
the Brigade was to the Latin American School 
of Medicine (ELAM) which has since 1999 
helped to train over 27,000 doctors from vari-
ous countries in the world. In past Brigades we 
have met up with foreign medical students in 
regional centres in Manzanillo and Santa Clara. 
These opportunities to learn about the Cuban 
program of training foreign medical students 
is engaging as well as confronting.

It is confronting as Australian and New 
Zealanders come face to face with medical stu-
dents from the Pacifi c Islands and Timor Leste 
where our foreign policy role as a deputy sher-
iff of US imperial interests is laid out before 
us. As part of the declaration by the Brigade of 
the Southern Cross we called on the Australian 
government to help fund the travel costs and 
pay for the stipends of medical students from 
a few of our nearer Pacifi c Islands (see Guard-
ian Issue 1763).

Part of the philosophy of ELAM which was 
initiated by Fidel Castro in 1999 was to train 
doctors from the far fl ung corners of the globe 
so that instead of a Cuban mission only going 
temporarily to a place to fi x problems caused 
by a natural and/or man-made disasters, Cuba 
would train doctors from those regions and they 
would go back to their country and look after 
and be available to help the poorest and most 
disadvantaged, from provision of primary and 
preventative health measures.

Sancti Espiritu and Trinidad
On this 34th Brigade we visited the cities of 

Sancti Espiritu and Trinidad. Along the way we 
had brief stop-overs in Santa Clara to see the 
Monument to Che and talk to the veterans from 
the Revolutionary struggle in Cuba and later 
struggles of liberation in Angola and Congo, 
a stop over in Yaguajay to see the impressive 
monument to the Third Commander of the Rev-
olutionary struggle, Camillo Cienfuegos, and 
fi nally Cienfuegos, to be greeted by ICAP staff 
of that city.

After a sombre and compelling visit to the 
monument to Che Guevara in Santa Clara we 
received notice that Cuban music star Silvio 
Rodriguez would be giving a free concert in the 
main plaza of the city. The concert was attend-
ed by over 3,000 Santa Clarans of all ages, 
from young children to grandmothers, many of 
whom knew the words to Rodriguez’s beautiful 
and progressively minded songs. Considerable 
expense was outlaid as the concert featured a 
full sound and light show which was greatly 
appreciated by people of all ages, from young-
sters with their parents to grandparents.

The monument and museum of Camil-
lo Cienfuegos was enlightening and we were 
treated to many an interesting story about 
his colourful and revolutionary life includ-
ing with the other two commanders, Che and 
Fidel. Camillo was a talented tailor before he 
became a revolutionary and there is a brilliant 
coat on display which he made. He spent more 
than a year living in the US, most of it illegal-
ly and he was the very last person to join the 
Granma expedition from Mexico to Cuba. He 
was known for his skilled and convincing ora-
tory and an old microphone used by Camillo to 
convince some of the Dictatorship soldiers to 
surrender their arms and join with the winning 
side is on display.

Trinidad was founded in 1514 by the Span-
ish colonialists and the history of slavery is 
intricately bound up in the city and the rich 
agricultural land which surrounds Trinidad.

The visit to Trinidad commenced a few 
kilometres at the large colonial Iznaga House 

Southern Cross Brigade 34

The times they are a changin’

As part of Cuba’s No Violence Campaign a billboard which shows the hands of a man making a 

representation of the eyes of a woman over the face of a woman with the words, “Don’t allow him 

to construct your reality. YOU ARE more than the way he sees you.” Brigade member drinking honey from a hive at an agricultural cooperative near Caimito.
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adjacent to the seven-story Manaca Tower built 
in 1816 to monitor the slaves on the large land 
holdings used to grow sugar.

Cuban agriculture
On our return to CIJAM we had a little 

more agricultural work to undertake including 
at a nearby agricultural cooperative.

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1990 
and Cuba lost much of its economic support, 
the impact on Cuban society was severe and 
caused what became known as the Special 
Period for the next 15 years.

The sector hit the hardest was the growing 
of food which relied heavily on mechanised 
farm machinery petro-chemical based fertiliser.

One day we went to a nearby rural co-oper-
ative where we were given a lesson in how the 
enterprise worked before we contributed our 
labour to its efforts.

We were shown hives of native Cuban bees 
(which do not have a sting) which are smaller 
than the conventional hives of European bees 
and the honey of which is richer in taste in com-
parison to honey I have tasted anywhere. The 
lids of the hives were lifted and we were given 
straws with which we could suck up the honey.

The cooperative stands on land given by 
the government on the proviso it is used to 
produce food. The cooperative members can 
obtain credits for the purchase of any plant or 
machinery which they require. It also has a 
truck purchased in this way which was used to 
pick us up from the camp.

The cooperative members plant their crops 
– in this case salads, onions, chives, tomatoes, 
carrots, bananas, capsicums, yucca, boniato 
(sweet potato) and Cuban vegetables not found 
in Australia. The government buys about 70 
percent of the crop at a guaranteed (though low) 
price, the rest is sold on at markets and donated 
to schools, retirement homes and kindergartens.

Renewable energy, 
internet, tourism

Cuba currently has only 4% of its energy 
use coming from renewable energy though the 
government recently announced a target of 24% 
renewables by 2030, to be achieved through 
the use of wind, solar and biogas from burn-
ing sugar cane waste. Australia derives 14% 
of its electricity from renewables according 
to the 2016 report by the Offi ce of the Chief 
Economist.

There is access to the internet in most 
parts of Cuba, however one has to buy inter-
net use with a card for 2 CUC much like one 
buys a phone card – though many people, 

especially the youth in Cuba, have a mobile 
phone. Though internet access is restricted to 
certain WiFi hotspots there are always many 
people at these WiFi hotspots throughout Cuba 
where the people keep in touch with their 
friends here and overseas.

There has been a signifi cant increase in 
tourists from all over the world but especially 
from the US since US President Obama eased 
restrictions in December 2014. It has creat-
ed some distortions in the economy includ-
ing increasing the prices of accommodation 
and making it diffi cult and more costly to buy 
a Cuban Bucanero or Cristal beer, while the 
country is fl ooded with cheap imported beer.

After the Brigade I stayed a few more days 
with a Cuban family and talked with friends 
and many other Cubans in the street and it was 
evident that most people supported the Revo-
lution as they feared the alternative of capital-
ism. But people are becoming frustrated with 
the low incomes they receive, especially as 
70 percent of Cubans are still employed in the 
public system and receive monthly salaries of 
less than US$30.

There is a private (Cuenta propia) system 

and although initially starting out well, it seems 
there are also complaints emerging of overwork 
and it is not clear if unions are also as active 
in the private system as they are in the public 
system.  There are also people employed in co-
operatives as part of the other 30 percent not 
employed by the government.

Unemployment is offi cially 7% according 
to the Cuban economist who gave a talk at the 
International Camp, which is comparable to the 
unemployment rate in Australia which is offi -
cially 5.7%, but with a steep growth in the past 
year in part time employment, decrease in full 
time employment and an otherwise stagnant 
labour market.

After another Brigade which exposed me 
to Cuban society and Cuban socialism I found 
myself asking if I still think that Cuba is a 
model that the rest of the world and in particu-
lar Australia could learn from.

The answer is yes, Cuba is still a society 
that we could learn from as they have a system 
that encourages people to think critically and in 
so doing it also makes them a happier people.

Vive la Revolucion Socialista Cubana. 
– Venceremos! 

Magazine

At the entrance to the ICAP offi ce in Sancti Espiritu of the “Qualities of Our Fidel”.

SOLIDARITY 
POEM
Peoples of the world, together
Join to serve the common cause!
So it feeds us all for ever
See to it that it’s now yours.

Forward, without forgetting
Where our strength can be seen now to be!
When starving or when eating
Forward, not forgetting
Our solidarity!

Black or white or brown or yellow
Leave your old disputes behind.
Once start talking with your fellow
Men, you’ll soon be of one mind.

Forward, without forgetting
Where our strength can be seen now to be!
When starving or when eating
Forward, not forgetting
Our solidarity!

If we want to make this certain
We’ll need you and your support.
It’s yourselves you’ll be deserting
if you rat your own sort.

Forward, without forgetting
Where our strength can be seen now to be!
When starving or when eating
Forward, not forgetting
Our solidarity!

All the gang of those who rule us
Hope our quarrels never stop
Helping them to split and fool us
So they can remain on top.

Forward, without forgetting
Where our strength can be seen now to be!
When starving or when eating
Forward, not forgetting
Our solidarity!

Workers of the world, uniting
That’s the way to lose your chains.
Mighty regiments now are fi ghting
That no tyrrany remains!

Forward, without forgetting
Till the concrete question is hurled
When starving or when eating:
Whose tomorrow is tomorrow?
And whose world is the world? 

Bertolt BrechtBrigade members and ICAP staff moving nutrient rich soil into raised plant beds at agricultural cooperative near Caimito, Cuba.
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The Wayúu Indigenous people make up 
nearly half the population of La Guajira 
department in Colombia’s extreme north-
east. They won’t be fi nding much peace 
from the agreement Colombia’s govern-
ment and FARC insurgents signed in late 
2016 to end their war. The government’s 
chief negotiator, Humberto de la Calle, said 
as much in 2012 when negotiations were 
beginning.

The former Colombian vice-president 
warned that, “We are not going to negotiate 
the development model of Colombia, nor the 
legal framework which supports private prop-
erty, nor the current foreign investment model 
in the country, nor the military doctrine of the 
government.”

The owners of El Cerrejón coal mine, 
nemesis of the Wayúu, must have been sat-
isfied. They are: BHP Billiton (Australia), 
which, operating in 100 locations in 25 coun-
tries, extracts iron ore, oil, coal, and diamonds; 
Anglo-American (South Africa) which mines 
coal, iron ore, and copper in South Africa, Aus-
tralia, and the Western Hemisphere; and Glen-
core (Switzerland), the tenth largest corporation 
in the world, producing 90 commodities. Prof-
its of the three in 2016 were: US$3.2 billion 
(July through December), US$1.59 billion, and 
US$3.67 billion, respectively.

The Colombian government’s version of 
peace suits the US government. That was the 
message of the Obama administration’s “Peace 
Colombia” plan, announced in February 2016. 
Military and police assistance to Colombia 
would continue, and even exceed recent levels. 
Funds for social and humanitarian purposes 
were reduced.

The stage was set for humanitarian disaster. 
In 2012, 87.7% of jobs in Guajira were in the 
informal sector, and 60% of workers received 
less than the legal minimum wage. Unemploy-
ment was 47%, and more than half the popula-
tion lived in poverty; 25%, in extreme poverty.

Wayúu vulnerability contrasts with the 
immensity of El Cerrejón. It’s the world’s larg-
est open pit coal mine; annually 32 million tons 
of coal are exported. The company owns a 93–
mile long railway and a deep-water seaport.

Despite an arid climate, the Wayúu had 
been able to feed themselves. Water and land 
were available. Then mining and oil extraction 
expanded and farmers lost land. London activ-
ist Richard Solly reports that in 1960, “104,963 
hectares of the department [were] suitable for 
agriculture; but in 2001 only 30,752 hectares 
were under cultivation and in 2008 much less.”

The coal mine has dominated the region 

since the 1980s. Cerrejón bulldozers began 
razing Wayúu villages in 2001. Some 30,000 
acres of forest have been ravaged. Steps were 
taken to supply the mine with water, essential 
to its operations.

Beginning in 2010, the Cerrejón owners put 
dams across the Ranchería River and a couple 
of tributaries. River water now fl ows to the 
mine, 17 million litres every day. Since then – 
and there’s been drought – twelve rivers have 
disappeared, or almost so. Farm animals died 
because of no water. Irrigation of crops came 
to a halt. Now individual Wayúu people living 
nearby can fi nd, on the average, only 0.7 liters 
each day of untreated water to drink.

A report from 2016 says, “around 27 per-
cent of children under fi ve are suffering from 
malnutrition,” Another one that year states that, 
“more than 4,770 children of this Indigenous 
community have died over eight years due to 
malnourishment and a lack of drinking water.” 
In 2016, 36 mothers died of malnutrition.

Actual deaths may exceed these numbers 
inasmuch as offi cial record keepers are una-
ware of the deaths of many Wayúu infants. The 
Colombian pediatric society pointed out that, 
“an Indigenous child [in La Guajira] has a 24 
times greater risk of dying than children else-
where in the country.”

In Bogota, an observer claims, “They 
have no idea of La Guajira, there’s laxity in 
understanding it, studying it, respecting it.” A 

socially-conscious physician writes of “state 
abandonment, violent stealing of resources, and 
institutional and political crisis.” 

Tax income and royalties from coal mining 
aren’t enough to bankroll social spending in La 
Guajira. Formerly 85 percent of royalties from 
mineral extraction stayed in the local area; now 
“only 9.3 percent of the royalties come to the 
producing department.” Cerrejón benefi ts from 
a concession of no taxation until 2034. Royal-
ties paid by Cerrejón barely exceed the value of 
government subsidies for the company.

Corrupt offi cials waylay money the nation-
al government sends to La Guajira to pay for 
schooling, health care, water, and food. El Cer-
rejón allegedly bribes offi cials. Two depart-
mental governors have gone to prison recently, 
one for buying votes, the other for murder.

The Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights insisted on “precautionary 
measures”; it made recommendations in late 
2015 for dealing with malnutrition affecting 
babies and children and a year later did like-
wise on behalf of pregnant women and lactat-
ing mothers.

The national government recently 
announced it would be managing “health, edu-
cation, and drinkable water resources” in La 
Guajira for three years, although President Juan 
Manuel Santos insists there’s no emergency. 
Colombia’s Constitutional Court sent inspec-
tors to La Guajira. But they avoided southern 

regions of the department where suffering is 
extreme. The Council of State recently did stop 
the diversion of one tributary of the Ranchería 
River.

A powerful company, one concludes, is 
laying waste to the very weak, with state col-
lusion. The process is hardly new; rapacious 
individuals and commercial entities have long 
set forth from centres of wealth and power to 
plunder distant regions. Capitalist imperatives 
dominate, wealth and power are concentrated, 
and marginalised peoples don’t matter. These 
are the markers of imperialism.

Those in charge in Colombia evidently sup-
port El Cerrejón’s successful pursuit of impe-
rialist goals. They and the Cerrejón owners 
tolerate Wayúu suffering. Civil war in Colom-
bia may be ending, but war against the Wayúu 
– and presumably other rural Colombians – is 
not.

Lastly, to suppose a creative response from 
the US government to suffering and human  
rights violations in Colombia would be wish-
ful thinking. The US government supported 
Colombia in its internal war for decades, and 
there’s no sign of changed priorities.

The United States, Colombia’s partner, is 
the self-appointed protector and protagonist of 
the prevailing world economic order. The two 
are united in the imperialist project by which, 
generally, high-rollers thrive and bystanders 
suffer. 

Colombia

Deadly coal mine expands

A report states that, “more than 4,770 children of this Indigenous community have died over eight years due to malnourishment 

and a lack of drinking water.” 

Israel’s increasing paranoia
Israel’s decision to deny Palestine 
Solidarity Campaign (PSC) chair-
man Hugh Lanning access to its 
own territory and to occupied 
Palestine indicates the Zionist 
state’s contempt for freedom of 
expression.

Lanning and PSC are passion-
ate about Palestinian national rights, 
but they rely on building support for 
the peaceful boycott, divestment, 
sanctions (BDS) movement as their 
weapon of choice.

The Israeli embassy’s attempt to 
brand Lanning as “associated with 
the leaders of Hamas, which is des-
ignated as a terror group across the 
European Union; a group whose 
anti-Semitic charter calls for killing 
all Jews” ought to embarrass those 
who uttered such a nonsense.

“Israel is seeking a peaceful 
resolution to its confl ict with the 
Palestinians. Those who promote 

extremism should not be allowed 
to foment their hatred in Israel,” it 
added.

Promoting extremism and 
fomenting hatred are not the stock 
in trade of either PSC or Lanning. 
The embassy should cast an eye on 
recent conduct and comments by 
Israeli government ministers, right 
to the top, if it’s genuinely con-
cerned about extremism and hatred.

The Board of Deputies, which 
purports to speak for Britain’s Jews, 
also gazed through the wrong end of 
its Zionist telescope.

“If Palestine Solidarity Cam-
paign wants to avoid being treated 
like a pariah, it has to stop behav-
ing like one,” its pompous presi-
dent Jonathan Arkush declared, 
as though unaware that Tel Aviv’s 
denial of human rights to the Pal-
estinian people has accorded Israel 
that status on a global scale.

The Morning Star spoke out 
against the Israeli Knesset vote for 
a blanket ban on anyone supporting 
BDS, dubbing it an illustration of 
weakness rather than strength.

Israeli government support-
ers’ overreaction reinforces that 
assessment.

It may be self-defeating too if a 
comment piece in Israel’s Haaretz 
daily newspaper by Canadian politi-
cal science associate professor Mira 
Sucharov means anything.

Sucharov is a passionate Zionist 
who has spent three years in Israel, 
backs a two-state solution and sup-
ports a boycott of Israel’s illegal 
West Bank settlements.

She notes that BDS activists 
have criticised her stance as “letting 
Israel, the state that has illegally 
built and maintained those settle-
ments for decades, off the hook” 
and wonders now if they are right.

“But as the prospects for a two-
state solution rapidly dim and as 
liberal Zionism’s promise loses 
its lustre with every move to more 
deeply entrench the occupation … 
the call to BDS seems more justi-
fi ed,” she concedes.

When even die-hard support-
ers of Israel accept the moral force 
of BDS campaign arguments, this 
is more than simply a straw in the 
wind. It illustrates that the hack-
neyed Tel Aviv claim that criticism 
of Israel equates to an existential 
threat no longer holds water.

That didn’t prevent Interior 
Minister Aryeh Deri from insisting 
that Israel will “no longer look the 
other way on activists who want to 
undermine its existence,” but this 
argument is well past its sell-by 
date.

People understand that there 
is no threat to a nuclear-armed 

state that is the most powerful in 
the region and the close ally of the 
world’s only military superpower.

That is not so for the Palestin-
ians who are denied national rights 
because illegal Jewish settlers are 
colonising the West Bank and east 
Jerusalem that they want for the 
independent state of Palestine, as 
desired overwhelmingly by the 
international community.

Britain’s government purports 
to favour an independent Pales-
tine as part of a two-state solution, 
but its actions speak otherwise. 
PSC director Ben Jamal is right to 
demand that Theresa May condemn 
Israel for its reprehensible decision.
Morning Star 
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A new United Nations report accuses Israel 
of having established “an apartheid regime 
that oppresses and dominates the Palestin-
ian people as a whole”.

The publication comes amid renewed 
debate about whether, through its settlement 
policy and rejection of Palestinian self-determi-
nation, the Israeli government is creating – or 
even has already created – a de facto “one-
state”, which critics warn would constitute a 
form of apartheid.

It urged governments to “support boycott, 
divestment and sanctions [BDS] activities and 
respond positively to calls for such initiatives”.

The report – “Israeli Practices towards the 
Palestinian People and the Question of Apart-
heid” – was commissioned and published by 
the UN Economic and Social Commission for 
Western Asia (ESCWA) and launched in Beirut.

John Reynolds, a lecturer in law at the 
National University of Ireland, Maynooth, told 
Al Jazeera the report “breaks new ground in 
the context of the UN’s analysis of the situa-
tion in Palestine”.

The report was authored by two critics of 
Israeli state practice: Virginia Tilley, professor 
of political science at Southern Illinois Uni-
versity, and Richard Falk, former UN special 
rapporteur on the situation of human rights in 
the Palestinian territories, and professor emeri-
tus of international law at Princeton University.

Noting how “the expert consensus [is] 
that the prohibition of apartheid is universal-
ly applicable and was not rendered moot by 
the collapse of apartheid in South Africa”, the 
report argues that Israel is “guilty of policies 
and practices that constitute the crime of apart-
heid”, a “crime against humanity under custom-
ary international law and the Rome Statute of 
the International Criminal Court”.

The report is a “detailed analysis of Israe-
li legislation, policies and practices” that 
highlights how Israel “operates an apartheid 
regime”, including through “demographic 
engineering”.

Palestinian citizens of Israel are described 
as “subjected to oppression on the basis of not 
being Jewish”, it said.

Palestinians in East Jerusalem similarly 
experience “discrimination in access to educa-
tion, healthcare, employment, residency and 
building rights”, as well as “expulsions and 
home demolitions”

Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip are governed by “military law” alongside 
Jewish settlers “governed by Israeli civil law”, 
the report said.

Palestinian refugees and exiles are “prohib-
ited from returning to their homes in Israel and 
the occupied Palestinian territory” on the basis 
that they “constitute a ‘demographic threat’ and 
that their return would alter the demographic 
character of Israel”.

As well as urging governments to back 
BDS, the report recommends that the UN 
and its member states should “revive the Spe-
cial Committee against Apartheid, and the 
United Nations Centre Against Apartheid 

(1976-1991)”, which would then “report 
authoritatively on Israeli practices and policies 
relating to the crime of apartheid”.

The report also suggests an advisory opin-
ion be sought from the International Court of 
Justice “as to whether the means used by Israel 
to maintain control over the Palestinian people 
amount to the crime of apartheid”.

David Keane, associate professor in law at 
Middlesex University, said the new report dif-
fers from previous ones on the subject because 
it “expressly attaches the apartheid label”.

There was no immediate response from 
Israel to the report, which could contribute to 
an already deteriorating relationship between 

the government of Israeli Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu and the United Nations.

Israeli authorities failed to respond to Al 
Jazeera’s request for a comment.

“For Palestinians and their allies, the report 
will help to provide a solid basis for their 
work,” Nadia Hijab, executive director of al-
Shabaka – The Palestinian Policy Network – 
told Al Jazeera.

Citing the reputation and credibility of the 
authors, Hijab described the report as “a clear, 
concise document” whose recommendations 
are “timely and much needed”.
Information Clearing House 
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Israel’s “Apartheid Regime”

Tactical North Korea “Infi ltration”
Tyler Durden 

On March 1, the Wall Street Jour-
nal reported that the options con-
templated by the White House in 
response to recent North Korean 
acts, include “the possibility of 
both military force and regime 
change to counter the country’s 
nuclear-weapons threat.” The 
review came amid recent events 
that have strained regional stabil-
ity including last month’s launch 
by North Korea of a ballistic mis-
sile into the Sea of Japan, and the 
assassination of the estranged half 
brother of North Korean leader 
Kim Jong Un in Malaysia.

And, according to a report in 
Yonhap, said “regime change” may 
come far sooner than expected: 
the South Korean website writes 
that US special operations forces, 

including the unit that killed Osama 
Bin Laden, will take part in joint 
military drills in South Korea 
“to practice incapacitating North 
Korean leadership in the case of 
confl ict”, a military offi cial said 
Monday.

The US Navy’s Special Warfare 
Development Group, better known 
as the SEAL Team 6, will arrive in 
South Korea for joint military drills 
and take part in an exercise simu-
lating a precision North Korean 
incursion and “the removal of 
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un”, 
according to the Ministry of Nation-
al Defence Monday.

The US Navy SEAL Team Six 
will join the annual Foal Eagle and 
Key Resolve exercises between the 
two allies for the fi rst time, along 
with the Army’s Rangers, Delta 
Force and Green Berets.

The counterterrorism unit is best 
known for its removal of Al-Qaeda 
leader Osama bin Laden in May 
2011, known as Operation Nep-
tune Spear. It will be the team’s fi rst 
time participating in the annual Foal 
Eagle and Key Resolve exercises, 
which will run through late April.

The ministry did not say when 
the SEAL Team 6 will arrive. The 
Japan Times reported that the Amer-
ican unit boarded the USS Carl 
Vinson, a Nimitz-class aircraft car-
rier and are currently training in 
South Korean waters. The ministry 
did not say when the SEAL Team 6 
will arrive.

As Korea JoongAng Daily 
adds, also set to touch down in 
South Korea is Delta Force, a spe-
cial mission unit of the US Army 
whose main tasks include hostage 
rescue and counterterrorism, said 
the Defence Ministry. Together with 
SEAL Team 6, they will practice 
removing Kim Jong-un and destruc-
tion of North Korea’s weapons of 
mass destruction.

“It will send a very strong mes-
sage to North Korea, which is 
constantly carrying out military 
provocations,” a ministry offi cial 
said.

“A bigger number of and more 

diverse US special operation forces 
will take part in this year’s Foal 
Eagle and Key Resolve exercises 
to practice missions to infi ltrate 
into the North, remove the North’s 
war command and demolition of its 
key military facilities,” a ministry 
offi cial told Yonhap News Agency 
asking not to be named.

F-35 stealth fi ghters will also fl y 
from US Navy bases in Japan this 
month and carry out strike simula-
tions on key North Korean facili-
ties. A joint amphibious landing 
operation, which will kick off next 
month, will see the deployment of 
support ships the USS Bonhomme 
Richard, USS Green Bay and USS 
Ashland.

The beefi ng up of US special 
operation forces in the drills comes 
after North Korean leader Kim said 
in a New Year’s speech that the 
country was in the “fi nal stage” of 
test-fi ring an intercontinental ballis-
tic missile, the fi rst of its kind, and 
pushed through two separate missile 
tests earlier this year, the latest on 
March 6. 

North Korea claimed through its 
state-run media that the most recent 
drill was aimed at striking “the 
bases of the US imperialist aggres-
sor forces in Japan.”

Washington and Seoul stress 
that the annual military drills 
are purely defensive, although 
Pyongyang sees them as a rehearsal 
for an invasion. South Korea’s mili-
tary said around 290,000 domestic 
soldiers and 10,000 US  soldiers 
will participate in this year’s drills, 
which by scale would be approxi-
mately the same as last year, the 
largest to date.

While the US may have decided 
to remove the element of surprise 
from a potential tactical strike inside 
North Korea in order to spook Kim 
Jong-Un, it is just as likely that by 
exposing their intentions, the US 
may have precipitated a response 
from the Korean leader which will 
make such a military operation 
inevitable, even as the geopolitical 
fallout for the region from such an 
action could be dire. 

As a reminder, last week an 
analysis by the Predata-Beyond Par-
allel strategic consultancy predicted 
that there is a 43% chance of North 
Korean WMD activity taking place 
in the next 14 days, rising to 62% 
in the next 30 days. Beyond Paral-
lel defi nes WMD activity as nuclear 
tests and ballistic missile launches
Information Clearing House 
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On charter schools
US President Donald Trump has 
nailed his colours to the educa-
tion mast by appointing school 
choice activist, philanthropist 
and Republican mega-donor 
Betsy DeVos to lead the Education 
Department. DeVos has been an 
outspoken supporter of the char-
ter school movement and school 
vouchers, which are seen by 
education unions the world over 

as an affront to equitable public 
education.

Charter schools have long been 
lauded by conservatives and corpo-
rate interests as a better alternative to 
funding-starved public schools in the 
United States and DeVos’s appoint-
ment is a clear indication that the 
Trump administration intends pur-
suing the expansion of the charter 
schools, which are essentially tax-
payer-funded private schools set up 
as “for-profi t” institutions completely 
free from government regulation.

Billionaire DeVos, has no educa-
tion qualifi cations, nor has she any 
previous experience in managing 
large budgets or government depart-
ments. In a 2016 Detroit News arti-
cle, DeVos said that public schools 
system should be replaced entirely 
with a free-market system.

Betsy DeVos’s husband Dick 
DeVos, who served on the State 

Board of Education in Michigan in 
1990, has previously said that public 
schools should be called “govern-
ment schools,” presumably to defend 
the charter school movement’s spin 
that self-describes their schools as 
“public”. He also launched a charter 
aviation school in Michigan, which is 
reported to be overwhelmingly white 
and overwhelmingly male.

Public education is already suf-
fering as a result of free market 
reforms and neo-liberal policy 
favouring so-called “school choice”.

Given the propensity for Aus-
tralian politicians and conserva-
tive education lobby groups to sing 
the praises of US-style education 
reforms, we can only hope, that much 
like Donald Trump himself, DeVos’ 
values and views are taken with a 
very large grain of salt.

T Southern
Brisbane

Parmalat lockout
The Lactalis/Parmalat lockout of 
its entire workforce at Echuca in 
Victoria continues. These workers 
need your support. If you have not 
already done so, send a message 
to the company, calling on it to 
immediately lift the lockout and 
enter into negotiations for a fair 
agreement.

On January 18, Parmalat Aus-
tralia, majority owned and controlled 
by the giant global dairy corporation 
Lactalis, locked out its workforce at 
Echuca in an attempt to force through 
new work arrangements.

Parmalat is insisting on greater 
fl exibility to outsource work and uti-
lise temporary labour and on March 
3 demanded union members vote on 
their proposal.

Union members voted down the 
company proposal by 67 votes to 1 

and are seeking an agreement with 
Parmalat which is negotiated in good 
faith and which protects their rights.

Instead of negotiating, Parmalat 
has maintained the lockout. After 
cutting off the supply of water to the 
workers protest camp, the company, 
citing health and safety concerns, has 
now insisted the water tanker that 
provides clean water to the locked 
out workers be removed along with 
all the other facilities which maintain 
the protest camp.

Parmalat can best protect the 
health and safety of its workforce by 
ending the lockout.

Anne Murrey
Tasmania
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The Guardian
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email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

State legislators in Arkansas are trying to 
pass a law banning books by Howard Zinn 
from use in public schools.

The move is backfi ring.
In recent weeks, over 700 middle and high 

school teachers and school librarians have 
requested books by Zinn and according to the 
Zinn Education Project, more orders are pour-
ing in every day. The Project is fi lling these 
orders for free, and is asking for donations to 
continue to do so.

The proposed legislation, introduced by 
Republican State Representative Kim Hendren 
is very broad. It states:

“A public school district or an open-enrol-
ment public charter school shall not include in 
its curriculum or course materials for a class 
or program of study any book or other mate-
rial: (1) Authored by Howard Zinn from the 
years 1959 through 2010; and (2) Concerning 
the books or other materials under subdivision 
(1) of this section.”

In other words, says Melville House pub-
lishers, “[The bill] would force Arkansas edu-
cators to pretend that Howard Zinn had never 
written a single book, and furthermore (and 
this is the really crazy part) would require that 
they systematically ignore any secondary texts 
addressing Zinn’s scholarship. By the logic of 
the law as written, even materials critical of 
Zinn’s approach to American history, of which 
there are many, may be prohibited.

“Teachers must simply pretend that one of 
the most infl uential and most discussed histo-
rians of the twentieth century never existed.”

Representative Hendren, who introduced 
the censorship bill is known as a bigot. In 
May, 2009, he made anti-Semitic remarks at 
a Republican Party meeting. He later apolo-
gized, saying “I ought not to have referred to 
[US Senator Chuck Schumer as being Jewish] 
… it wasn’t because I don’t like Jewish people. 
I shouldn’t have gotten into this Jewish busi-
ness because it distracts from the issue …

“I believe in traditional values, like we used 
to see on The Andy Griffi th Show.”

On the other hand, Dr Howard Zinn 
(1922 - 2010) was “proudly, unabashedly rad-
ical,” The New York Times wrote in Zinn’s 
obituary.

“Few historians succeeded in passing so 
completely through the academic membrane 
into popular culture,” the obituary continued. 
“He gained admiring mention in the movie 
Good Will Hunting; Matt Damon appeared in 
a History Channel documentary about him; 
and Bruce Springsteen said the starkest of his 
many albums, Nebraska, drew inspiration in 
part from Mr Zinn’s writings.”

Zinn was the author of dozens of books. 
His La Guardia in Congress (1959) won the 
American Historical Association’s Albert J 
Beveridge Award. He received many other 
awards also, including the Lannan Foundation 

Literary Award for Nonfi ction, the Ridenhour 
Courage Prize, and the Eugene V Debs award 
for his writing and political activism.

Zinn’s best known work is A People’s His-
tory of the United States, a best seller “that 
inspired a generation of high school and college 
students to rethink American history,” accord-
ing to the Times.

“[Zinn] concentrated on what he saw as the 
genocidal depredations of Christopher Colum-
bus, the blood lust of Theodore Roosevelt and 
the racial failings of Abraham Lincoln. He also 
shined an insistent light on the revolutionary 
struggles of impoverished farmers, feminists, 
labourers and resisters of slavery and war.”

He was criticized for being “biased.”
“That criticism barely raised a hair on Mr 

Zinn’s neck,” the Times obituary said. “ ‘It’s 
not an unbiased account; so what?’ he said … 
‘If you look at history from the perspective of 
the slaughtered and mutilated, it’s a different 
story.’”

Representative Hendren’s bill is not the fi rst 
attempt to ban books by Howard Zinn in public 
schools. In 2010, Governor Mitch Daniels tried 
a similar move in Indiana. In 2011, A People’s 
History was removed from schools in Tucson, 
Arizona, as part of the ban on Mexican Ameri-
can Studies.

In Arkansas, a fi restorm of protest erupt-
ed among educators and librarians when Hen-
dren’s book banning bill became public. The 

Zinn Education Project was inundated with 
book requests.

For example, a middle school librarian 
from Western Grove wrote, “To combat igno-
rance, I must have knowledge. I respectfully 
request a copy so I can educate my tiny corner 
of the world.”

And a Little Rock middle school social 
studies teacher wrote: “We must stand against 
censorship in Arkansas’ classrooms. Our stu-
dents are bright and appreciate being chal-
lenged. They want to be exposed to all points 
of view, not shielded from those others fi nd 
abhorrent.

What’s more, high school students in Bates-
ville, Arkansas, wrote to their state senator and 
tweeted their protest.

The Zinn Education Project website says: 
“In solidarity with Arkansas educators and stu-
dents, we will send a book by Howard Zinn and 
A People’s History for the Classroom to any 
Arkansas teacher who requests them. This offer 
is made possible by donations from individuals 
and publishers … .

“Stand with [us] to defend the right of 
teachers in Arkansas and everywhere to use 
materials by and about Howard Zinn. Join us 
with your donation.”
People’s World 
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Rachel Holmes

It is the biographer’s blessing (or curse) that the sub-
ject who once occupied every waking moment – and most 
dreams – never leaves you.

This International Women’s Day, Eleanor Marx was a strong 
presence in my thoughts. Eleanor’s socialist sisters of course 
founded this traditional celebration of the woman’s cause as 
International Working Women’s Day in 1911 in the United 
States, some years after her death.

It was a country whose abundant appeal, inequalities, and 
contradictions were well-known to the youngest daughter of Karl 
and mother of the Gasworkers’ Union even in the late 1880s.

And what ironies she would have observed in 2017. There is 
no greater symbol of the national myth of the modern US than 
the Statue of Liberty erected in 1886, witnessed by Eleanor Marx 
as she sailed into New York Harbour for the fi rst time.

Famously, it is inscribed with the sonnet: “The New Colos-
sus,” by Emma Lazarus, an American, descended like Eleanor, 
from migrant German Jews.

“Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.”

And yet the 45th president of the United States seems to 
have as much contempt for migrants, Muslims, and Mexicans 
as he does for women. An early and now infamous act of the 
new leader of the free world was the reinstatement of the “global 
gag order” banning US NGOs from offering abortion advice to 
women around the world.

Eleanor Marx campaigned, spoke, and wrote extensively 
about women’s reproductive rights and the necessity to reform 
the patriarchal family.

The symbolism of Donald Trump signing the executive order 
fl anked by half a dozen men in grey suits will not be forgotten in 
a hurry, and is in marked contrast to the ranks of women active 
in the socialist and labour movements from the 19th century, on 
both sides of the Atlantic.

When you combine this with the president’s legendary proud 
and obscene misogyny and his having won the White House 
from a female favourite, it is surely enough to make even Lady 
Liberty weep.

But is the woman’s lot so much better closer to home and 
even under Britain’s second female prime minister? This year’s 
International Women’s Day was the date selected for the deliv-
ery of the Budget.

Theresa May is a Conservative committed to capitalism in 
its crudest, unreconstructed form. The Prime Minister sometimes 
opportunistically borrows the language of feminism, but she 
will always fail to deliver on what Eleanor understood in The 
Woman Question: From a Socialist Point of View, also published 
in 1886: “Truly the working woman approves the demand of the 
middle-class women’s movement… But only as means to the 
end that she may be fully armed for entering into the working-
class struggle along with the man of her class… Her end and aim 
are not the right of free competition with men …”

The Woman Question was Eleanor Marx’s statement on the 
relationship between feminism and socialism in which she aimed 
to show how one was an integral necessity and not just an aspect 
of the other.

It is a manifesto as signifi cant as, and more practically pro-
grammatic, than The Communist Manifesto, written many years 
earlier by her father and her “uncle” Engels.

As Eleanor had learned from Engels’ own superb radical 
feminist study, The Origin of Private Property, Family, and the 
State, and August Bebel’s Women and Socialism, sexual inequal-
ity is as much a question of economics as it is of biology and the 
social organisation of societies.

May’s promotion of professional Tory women in her Cabi-
net and her lip service to the need for the fair play of equal pay, 
cannot begin to compensate in reality for the millions of work-
ing women made poorer in real terms by her policies of drastic 
austerity, hard Brexit, and the destruction of our National Health 
Service and social services.

The Woman Question was published on the eve of the found-
ing of the Second International in Paris, where both Eleanor 
Marx and Clara Zetkin took the main platform to speak on 
women and labour.

Zetkin, the “Grandmother of German Communism,” was 
one of the original proposers and organisers of International 
Working Women’s Day.

In 1932, as the oldest member of the Reichstag, tradition 
required that she open the parliamentary session – which she did 
with a 40-minute counterblast against Hitler and the Nazi Party.

Nearly a century ago, women like Eleanor Marx, Clara 
Zetkin, and Rosa Luxemburg occupied the public sphere and 
claimed political power and authority equal to their male 
compatriots.

Today, fi gures like Trump and Putin represent an attempt 
to reclaim male mastery with excessively masculine, patriar-
chal, and long-ago bankrupt values that not only seek to silence 
women and drive us from the public sphere, but sanction the 
worst forms of trolling and hate speech, given the unregulated 
platforms of social media.

How would Eleanor and her sisters have responded to this 
new attempt to intimidate and muzzle working women and their 
advocates in 2017?

Not with silence but with greater and louder solidarity, as 
was her rallying call at the fi rst May Day gathering in Hyde Park 
in 1890, when campaigning not against zero-hours contracts but 
for the eight-hour working day:

“We aim at a time when there will no longer be one class 
supporting two others, but the unemployed both at the top and 
bottom of society will be got rid of. This is not the end but only 
the beginning of the struggle … we must speak for the cause 
daily, and make the men, and especially the women that we 
meet, come into the ranks to help us.”
Rachel Holmes is the author of 
Eleanor Marx: A Life, from Bloomsbury Publishing
Morning Star 
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A death squad assassinated Berta Cáceres 
in La Esperanza, Honduras on March 3, 
2016. It’s clear now that state agents killed 
her and that the United States helped out 
indirectly.

Cáceres belonged to the Lenca people who, 
living in southwestern Honduras, are Hondu-
ras’ largest Indigenous group. As a student in 
1993, she co-founded the Civic Council of Pop-
ular and Indigenous Movements of Honduras 
(COPINH in its Spanish initials) to protect her 
people and advance their rights.

COPINH people in 1994 marched to 
Tegucigalpa, the Honduran capital. They were 
demanding self-government for Indigenous 
communities, a ban on logging, and cessation 
of violence against Indigenous people. The 
government made promises.

Concerned about survival for small farmers 
and danger from big mining and hydroelectric 
projects, Berta Cáceres and COPINH opposed 
free trade agreements between Honduras and 
either Canada or the United States.

On June 28, 2009, the Honduras military 
removed President Manuel Zelaya from power. 
The US government knew in advance about 
the plans. Zelaya had proposed a minimum 
wage, advanced land reform, brought Hondu-
ras into the progressive ALBA alliance, and 
introduced the idea of a constituent assembly. 
Berta Cáceres, with “unheard of courage,” led 
demonstrations against the illegal government 
succeeding his.

Governments since then, reports Le Monde 
Diplomatique, “have given up 30 percent of the 
national territory to transnational mining and 
hydroelectric companies. Now there are dozens 
of big dams under construction and more than 
300 extracting companies that are plundering 
the country.” Such was the setting for the cul-
minating phase of Berta Cáceres’ life.

There were victories: “COPINH has suc-
ceeded in halting the construction of dams, 
paralysing deforestation projects, freezing 
exploitation of mines, preventing the destruc-
tion of sacred places, and securing the resti-
tution of lands being exploited to indigenous 
communities.”

COPINH confronted Desarrollos Energéti-
co Company, owner and developer of the Agua 
Zarca hydroelectric project. Its dam in Western 
Honduras would cross the Gualcarque River, 
sacred to the Lenca people. Billionaire banker 
Camilo Atala and family members – backers of 
the 2009 coup – hold a controlling interest in 
Desarrollos Energético.

Beginning in 2012, COPINH activists, led 
by Cáceres, set up blockades on roads lead-
ing to construction sites. Government securi-
ty forces were protecting company property. 
Elsewhere campaigners pressed COPINH’s 
case before government offi cials and agencies 
abroad, including the Inter-American Human 
Rights Commission.

Deadly violence against the protesters led 
the World Bank’s International Finance Cor-
poration in 2013 to withdraw fi nancial back-
ing for the construction project. China’s huge 
Sinohydro Corporation, the contractor building 
the dam, did likewise. After Caceres’ murder 
other banks ended their support. Construction 
stopped.

Berta Cáceres won the prestigious Gold-
man Environmental Award in 2015 for contri-
butions to rural sustainability and leadership in 
opposing the Agua Zarca dam.

Cáceres knew she might die; Honduras 
is the most dangerous place in the world for 
environmental activists. Following President 
Zelaya’s removal in 2009 “at least 124 land and 
environmental campaigners have been killed.” 
Two COPINH activists were killed following 
Cacares’ death.

The New York Times noted that killers 
are rarely punished and that, “Corruption and 
criminality … reach into the highest levels of 
government.” Another reporter quoted a Jesuit 
priest who insisted, “The government of Juan 
Orlando Hernández is responsible for the death 
of Berta Cáceres.”

It’s a shared responsibility. According to 
the Times, “The United States, which main-
tains troops, equipment and trainers at several 

military sites …, has made matters only worse 
by shoring up the corrupt [Honduran] govern-
ment with hundreds of millions of dollars in 
assistance and overt political support.”

With US$18 million allocated in 2016, the 
United States is “the main provider of mili-
tary and police support to Honduras,” reports 
the UK Guardian, which claims that Hondu-
ran special-forces units trained by US military 
advisors often “target troublesome community 
leaders.” The Times cited a deserter from a mili-
tary police unit who said his unit had a hit list 
and Berta Cáceres’ name was at the top.

The Honduran government has charged 
eight men with having murdered Berta Cáceres, 
although none “seems important enough to 
have ordered the crime.”  The Guardian iden-
tifi ed three of them as present or former mem-
bers of the Honduran military; one headed army 
intelligence. One of the civilian suspects is a 
manager for Desarrollos Energéticos.

Father Roy Bourgeois founded School of 
the Americas Watch, a resistance organisation 
named for a US Army school at Fort Benning, 
Georgia. That school has trained tens of thou-
sands of Latin American military offi cers. It 
has a different offi cial name now. But Father 
Bourgeois has one more name; two of the three 
murder suspects with a military background 

did take courses at what he calls the “School 
of Assassins.”

In the US, on March 2, Democratic Rep-
resentative Hank Johnson reintroduced a bill 
identifi ed as the “Berta Cáceres Human Rights 
in Honduras Act.” The proposed legislation 
with 24 sponsors, all Democrats, would “sus-
pend United States security assistance with 
Honduras until such time as human rights vio-
lations by Honduran security forces cease and 
their perpetrators are brought to justice.”

The wording hints at US complicity, real or 
potential, in halting the mission Berta Cáceres 
shared with so many others. Offi cial intentions 
show up in US support for corporate take-over 
of resources belonging to impoverished peo-
ples and in military intervention under the tired 
drug-war pretext. Governmental disregard for 
all people’s right to survive, not to speak of 
thriving, is total.

The Johnson bill submitted to a distracted 
US Congress surely deserves support. To weigh 
in, readers may call the Capitol Switchboard 
at (202) 224-3121 and ask to be connected to 
their legislator. But more is required, we think: 
specifi cally, resistance by all possible means 
to foreign interventions serving only the upper 
reaches of US society. 
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