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The government is attempting 
to rush through Parliament with 
amendments to Section 18C of 
the Racial Discrimination Act 
1975 that would legalise race hate 
speech. It is doing so in the name 
of promoting “free speech” while 
curbing the rights of organisations 
and people to speak out.

“The current racial vilifi cation 
laws play an important role in pro-
tecting vulnerable minority groups 
from racism and abuse,” the Human 
Rights Law Centre said in arguing 
against any changes to the Racial 
Discrimination Act.

Section 18C of the Anti-Dis-
crimination Act makes it unlawful to 
“offend, insult, humiliate or intimi-
date” a person because of their race, 
colour or national or ethnic origin. 
The proposed amendments would 
replace “offend, insult, humiliate or 
intimidate” with the words “harass 
and intimidate.”

At present courts take into con-
sideration the relevant context, 
namely that racial vilification is 
directed towards people of a partic-
ular race, in assessing whether it is 
reasonably likely that another person 
or group would be offended, insulted, 
humiliated or intimidated.

The bill adds a qualification 
to Section 18C whereby the court 
assesses whether the act complained 
of was reasonably likely, in all the 
circumstances, to offend, insult, 
humiliate or intimidate another 
person or group of people. This is “to 
be determined by the standards of a 
reasonable member of the Australian 
community.”

This proposed change guts the 
strength of the Act, as it does not take 
into consideration the impact it might 
have on a particular person or group, 
how they feel about or react to the act 
being complained about. For exam-
ple, an act that offends a person’s par-
ticular skin colour may not hurt “a 

reasonable member of the Australian 
community”.

Race Discrimination Commis-
sioner, Dr Soutphommasane, said he 
believed the changes to section 18C 
represented a weakening of the pro-
tections against racial hate speech. 
“You may well have situations where 
someone has experienced serious 
racial vilifi cation … which would not 
be captured by a new law,” he said.

Australian Human Rights Com-
mission president Gillian Triggs 
warned that the bill’s inclusion of a 
“mandatory accept/reject” phase in 
the Commission’s process for deal-
ing with complaints of unlawful dis-
crimination was counterproductive. 
This runs contrary to the aims of the 
Commission and would only result in 
more people going directly to court 
without any attempt at reconciliation.

“Very little can stop them ulti-
mately going to court, but we pro-
vide a free, effi cient (and) fair system 
for conciliation of matters before 
they need to go to court. To place 
a chilling effect on that … is very 
worrying.”

One of the key functions of the 
Commission is to establish “a vol-
untary process in which the parties 
come together to hopefully conciliate 
the matter” and remove the prospect 
of further legal action. It has had a 
76 percent success rate in resolving 
cases.

High jump for justice
The former Liberal Howard gov-

ernment fostered a climate of racism 
and xenophobia in an attempt to win 
over potential One Nation voters. 
This changed the political climate, 
and set the scene for the bigots to 
come out openly against immigrants, 
Indigenous Australians and multicul-
turalism. The Murdoch media gave 
them all the space and time they 
wanted to spew their divisive hatred.

The Abbott/Turnbull government 
took up where Howard left off, with 
the extreme right and the likes of 

Andrew Bolt and the Murdoch media 
in the driving seat.

The fascist-minded individu-
als within the Liberal Party and 
the media claim that the bar for an 
offence under the Racial Discrimina-
tion Act has been set too low, result-
ing in frivolous and vexatious cases. 
Their aim is to raise that bar, to make 
it harder to access justice.

They continuously harp on about 
the case regarding the late Bill Leak’s 
cartoon that appeared in The Austral-
ian newspaper. They also refer to the 
outcomes of a case against right-
wing commentator Andrew Bolt who 
broke the law in 2009 when he wrote 
about light-skinned people who iden-
tify as Aboriginal.

These examples are pretexts 
to legalise bigotry, to enable the 
extreme right to come out more 

openly with their racism and xen-
ophobia. Attorney General George 
Brandis made this aim very clear 
when he said: “In a free country 
people do have rights to say things 
that other people fi nd offensive or 
insulting or bigoted.”

In parliament he called for the 
right of people to be bigots, which is 
the aim of this legislation. He did not 
call for the right to be free of bigotry 
or racism.

Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull is the personification of 
hypocrisy.

Following the recent violent 
street incident in London, Turnbull 
responded to One Nation leader 
Pauline Hanson’s call for a ban on 
Muslim immigration by warning that 
“inciting hatred against any part of 
the Australian community is always 

dangerous. It undermines the mutual 
respect that we have in our communi-
ty,” which underpins social cohesion.

Almost in the same breath Turn-
bull hypocritically supported amend-
ments to the Racial Discrimination 
Act to legalise racial hatred and 
bigotry.

His hypocrisy does not stop there. 
With one eye on the large Jewish 
community in his electorate and 
their strong opposition to a weaken-
ing of the legislation, Turnbull said, 
“Racism and racial hatred have killed 
millions, wounded and marginalised 
many more and destroyed societies 
and nations. They have no place in 
Australia.”

But the government is making a 
place for them.
See Editorial page 2. 

Making room 
for bigots
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Freedom from speech
The proposed amendments to Section 18C of the Racial 

Discrimination Act are part of a wider picture of an attack on 
democratic rights. They have little to do with genuine freedom of 
speech, which carries with it responsibilities. Genuine freedom of 
speech, however, is being curbed in a gradual and insidious process.

Secrecy laws and an increasingly aggressive stand towards 
whistleblowers mean that people who dare to expose the most 
serious cases of human rights abuses, corruption and other wrong-
doings, face the loss of their job or jail. Journalists and others risk 
up to 10 years’ jail if they reveal information about operations that 
the Attorney-General deems “special intelligence operations.” This 
includes information about the harm being done to asylum seekers 
and drownings at sea when boats are turned back.

Special legislation was introduced to silence journalists, medical 
staff, teachers and other staff in detention centres with “offend-
ers” facing punishment of two years’ jail. Later the government 
exempted doctors but for others the legislation still remains in place.

Metadata laws, ostensibly put in place to combat terrorism, 
threaten the ability of journalists to maintain confi dentiality on 
matters of public importance. This is another way of silencing 
the media.

The freedom to criticise governments is a basic democratic 
right, but one that is increasingly being eroded. The government is 
including gag clauses in funding agreements with non-government 
organisations to prevent them from taking a public stand on issues 
such as the environment, housing, social issues and community 
services. The government’s funding cuts target environmental 
organisations and groups that represent the most disadvantaged 
and vulnerable. The government has threatened some organisations 
with the loss of tax deductibility for gifts to these organisations 
– a tax status that is important to many of them. It would like to 
restrict funding to organisations that work in the area of advocacy 
or policy.

The Department of Immigration and Border Protection is re-
ported to have required organisations working in offshore centres 
to pay bonds of up to $2 million that might be forfeited if they 
spoke against the government’s policy and actions. The Save the 
Children group refused, seeing it as a gag clause, and paid the 
price – they lost their contract. It is reaching a situation where 
any organisation or individual who is critical of the government’s 
actions is punished and vilifi ed. This has led to self-censoring by 
some organisations and creates a chilling climate of fear.

In the case of the Australian Human Rights Commissioner 
Gillian Triggs, the government turned on her with a vengeance and 
attempted to force her resignation following her damning but hon-
est report, The Forgotten Children: National Inquiry into Children 
in Immigration Detention (2014). Instead of acting on the report’s 
fi ndings and ending its inhumane and cruel detention of children, 
the government retaliated by cutting the Commission’s funding 
by 30 percent. In relation to the Human Rights Commission’s op-
position to the government’s amendments to 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act, former Prime Minister Tony Abbott described 
the Commission as a “lecturing, hectoring, bullying bureaucracy.” 
He should look in the mirror!

Some state governments have also attached gag provisions to 
funding agreements and contracts. 

By keeping people in the dark and fanning hatred and intoler-
ance, the government seeks to divide the working class and divert 
attention from the government’s policies which are hurting low 
paid workers and the most vulnerable.

It is impossible to talk about freedom of speech when people can 
go to jail for revealing the systemic abuse of children, women and 
men who come to our shores fl eeing war and persecution, seeking 
our assistance. Or when bigots feed at the trough of hatred and fear.
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QUOTE OF THE WEEK
I address, above all, the modest woman of our land, the campesina who believed in us, 
the worker who laboured more, the mother who knew our concern for children. I address 
professionals of Chile, patriotic professionals, those who days ago continued working against 
the sedition sponsored by professional associations, class-based associations that also defended 
the advantages which a capitalist society grants to a few.

I address the youth, those who sang and gave us their joy and their spirit of struggle. I address 
the man of Chile, the worker, the farmer, the intellectual, those who will be persecuted, because 
in our country fascism has been already present for many hours – in terrorist attacks, blowing 
up the bridges, cutting the railroad tracks, destroying the oil and gas pipelines, in the face of 
the silence of those who had the obligation to protect them. They were committed. History will 
judge them.

Surely Radio Magallanes will be silenced, and the calm metal instrument of my voice will no 
longer reach you. It does not matter. You will continue hearing it. I will always be next to you. 
At least my memory will be that of a man of dignity who was loyal to [inaudible] the workers.

President Salvador Allende 1973 (last message to Chile before coup)

”

CFMEU and WA 
Unions rally
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Some US Republican MPs recently voted to defeat the move 
by president Trump to repeal the so-called Obamacare health 
insurance legislation. The Republicans knew that repealing 
Obamacare would be political suicide because it would leave 24 
million US citizens with no health cover. In Australia, because of 
the coalition’s cunning tactic of weakening Medicare gradually, for 
example by freezing GP rebates, the private sector stands a good 
chance of eventually taking over public health care. The Guardian 
is committed to raising public awareness of that danger, but we 
really need your help by way of 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:
June Ayres $30, G Dittura $5, Mark Mannion $10, AP and LK $50, 
“Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $10
This week’s total: $110 Progressive total: $1,670

“

Vinnie Molina

On Tuesday March 21, as part of CFMEU national 
rallies organised against the attack on workers, the 
CFMEU WA rallied in Perth with the support of all 
unions in the state. Close to 3,000 people attended 
the rally, defying these attacks from government and 
the rain. The 11am rally started at Solidarity Park, 
behind WA Parliament in West Perth.

Mick Buchan, CFMEU state secretary opened pro-
ceedings by thanking all the courageous workers for 
attending despite threats and intimidation from the ABCC 
and employers.

The rally endorsed by UnionsWA saw several unions 
putting their support behind the CFMEU against the war 
on jobs, for safety in the workplace and in defence of 
penalty rates. High on the agenda was the campaign to 
abolish the Australia Building and Construction Com-
mission (ABCC).

Speakers included Bill Johnston, MLA Minister for 
Industrial Relations, Alison Xamon, Greens member-elect 
of the Legislative Council, Gary Woods, CFMEU Mining 

Division state secretary and Steve McCartney, AMWU 
state secretary.

The speakers passionately addressed the need for 
better industrial laws in the country, for more safety on 
the job and the need for industrial manslaughter legisla-
tion in the state.

The rally then marched to the offi ce of Liberal Sena-
tor Michaelia Cash, Federal Minister for Employment, 
Minister for Women and Minister Assisting the Prime 
Minister for Public Service.

Outside the Minister’s offi ce Mick Buchan again 
addressed rally introducing further speakers, Kara 
Keys the ACTU Indigenous offi cer and Christy Cain, 
MUA state secretary who called for the war on work-
ers to end.

Two ABCC inspectors looked lost on Hay Street 
as thousands marched past heading to Cash’s offi ce on 
Outram Street. After the rally the two ABCC inspec-
tors were seen with a Federal Police escort entering the 
Minister’s offi ce. Overall the rally was a great success 
demonstrating workers’ resolve that bad laws have to be 
defi ed. 
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Women locked up for unpaid fi nes and red tape stopping others 
from escaping domestic violence were among issues that left a United 
Nations expert unimpressed during an inaugural visit to Australia.

UN special rapporteur on violence against women Dubravka 
Simonovic has been on a 15-day fact-fi nding mission to Sydney, Mel-
bourne, Brisbane, Cherbourg (Queensland) and Alice Springs.

Simonovic urged Australia to lift its game on providing crisis services 
and shelters for women facing domestic violence which is a key cause of 
homelessness.

Adequate funding for community legal services was also important, 
she said in Canberra while delivering her preliminary fi ndings from her 
visit.

Simonovic was particularly concerned about the plight of Indigenous 
women who are 34 times more likely to require hospital treatment as a 
result of domestic violence and up to 3.7 times likely to experience sexual 
abuse.

She criticised the infl exibility of the Basics Card – a cashless debit 
card used to income-manage welfare payments – not being able to cover 
expenses related to domestic violence victims’ escapes from danger.

The cards are used in some remote communities in an attempt to curb 
spending on alcohol or gambling.

During a trip to a Brisbane jail, Simonovic spoke directly with women 
prisoners. She has called for better mental health care access and alterna-
tives to custodial sentences for those with dependent children. Indigenous 
women are the fastest growing prison population in Australia.

“I would urge the government to review a policy of incarceration for 
unpaid fi nes, which has a disproportionate effect on the rates of incarcera-
tion of Aboriginal women because of the economic and social disadvan-
tage that they face,” Simonovic said.

She also expressed concern about lax investigations into allegations 
of rape and sexual abuse of women refugees and asylum seekers in immi-
gration detention on Nauru.
Koori Mail 

From the archives Why Kerr should sack Fraser – A Christmas message to the Queen – The Socialist, December 1976

UN expert concerns over 

Australian violence

Four Indigenous women locked themselves to the wall of a cage on Melbourne’s busiest intersection, as a protest to 

the treatment children receive in Don Dale Detention Centre. (Photo: Green Left Weekly)

Protest erupts 
on Manus
Guards hastily withdrew from 
Mike Compound in the Manus 
Island detention centre on March 
18 after a protest erupted in the 
mess area following Border Force 
renovations that made the serving 
area more like a prison.

“It was a provocation,” one 
detainee told the Refugee Action 
Coalition, “They treat us like we are 
in Guantánamo Bay.” Detainees had 
already objected to new arrangement 
which required detainees to reach 
over a small fence in front of the 
serving window for a single tray. But 
the fi nal straw came when detainees 
asked security how one of the very 
short detainees could be expected to 
reach the tray. “You can lift him up,” 
said the guards.

It was a provocation too far. The 
protest erupted and detainees tore 
down the fence in front of the serving 

window, and overturned tables and 
chairs in the mess area.

Wilson Security guards brought 
food next morning and set up tables 
inside the perimeter fence. But no 
guards or Broadspectrum officers 
were in the compound. The protest 
is just the latest as tensions simmer 
inside the detention centre. It is a 
year since the PNG Supreme Court 
ordered that the detention centre be 
closed.

But moves to deport so-called 
double negative asylum seekers have 
started again after an application for 
injunctions to prevent the remov-
als was strangely dismissed by the 
Supreme Court.

Just days after the court dis-
missed the injunction application a 
Lebanese asylum seeker was forci-
bly removed after refusing $30,000 
to return “voluntarily”. 

Bring Them Here – Palm Sunday Rally for Refugees 2017
Conditions for the refugees and 
asylum seekers dumped on Nauru 
and Manus Island remain intoler-
able. Manus has claimed the lives 
of Reza Barati, Hamid Khazaei, 
Kamil Hussain and Faysal Ishak 
Ahmeds, who died on Christmas 
Eve, following the failure to pro-
vide him with proper medical 
care. Last year Omid Masoumali 
died after losing hope on Nauru.

Malcolm Turnbull’s claim that 
Donald Trump will honour his 
US resettlement deal for refugees 
on Manus and Nauru is looking 
more and more doubtful. Refugees 
on Manus and Nauru are poten-
tially caught by Trump’s extreme 

executive order banning Muslims 
and refugees from entering the US, 
as they face new “extreme vetting” 
procedures before being considered.

If the deal goes ahead, it is clear 
that hundreds of refugees will miss 
out, with a cap of 1,250 people. 
Asylum seekers whose claims 
have not been fairly processed and 
anyone the US will not accept will 
remain stuck on Manus and Nauru. 
We still need to demand that the 
Australian government “Bring 
Them Here”.

There are also around 30,000 
people seeking asylum in the com-
munity waiting for their claims to 
be processed, many unable to work 

and with only minimal income sup-
port. At most they will receive only 
Temporary Protection Visas, leaving 
them with the continuing threat of 
forced return and unable to reunite 
with their families.

Trump’s election and his hatred 
against Muslims, refugees and 
immigrants is encouraging some 
parliamentarians in Australia to 
follow suit. Trump’s belligerent lan-
guage has disturbed governments 
and people across the planet and can 
only help induce more people into 
fl eeing for safety. Australia should 
speak out to counter this effect.

But Trump’s actions have also 
produced big protests in the US as 

well as here in Sydney and around 
the world. Support for refugees is 
growing here too. Last year’s #Let-
ThemStay protests stopped the 
government sending 267 refugees 
and asylum seekers back to Nauru 
and Manus Island. A majority of 
people now say detention of refu-
gees on Manus and Nauru should 
end. Join us to step up the pressure 
for change. We can do better, Bring 
Them Here. 
Donate: Make a direct deposit 
(BSB: 082-024 Acc#: 561401082) 
or send a cheque to: 
Sydney Peace & Justice Coalition, 
PO Box K824, 
HAYMARKET NSW 1240.

BRING THEM HERE
Palm 

Sunday 
Rally for 
Refugees

2 pm 
Sunday April 9

Hyde Park North
Sydney
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The Perth branch of CPA organ-
ised a public event on Interna-
tional Working Women’s Day on 
March 8. Four women members 
of the branch made brief presen-
tations, which were followed by 
a lively discussion between the 
audience and presenters. As one 
attendee remarked afterwards: 
“It was so good to be able to 
engage in feminist debate with an 
audience that included men with 
progressive ideas”.

The fi rst speaker of the night was 
Dr Eileen Whitehead, who gave an 
overview of the history of the west-
ern women’s movements in the last 
few centuries. It provided a good his-
torical backdrop to the following dis-
cussions and showed how the fi ght 
for women’s equality progressed 
over the years.

She highlighted notable fi gures 
in the movement and their achieve-
ments, dividing the movement 
into pre-industrial, post-industrial, 
world war and post-war, second-
wave feminism of the 1960s and 
1990s third-wave feminism periods. 
Some interesting mentions included 
the establishment of the fi rst girl’s 
school in the 13th century by Helen 
of Anjou, French suffragettes of the 
18th century, and the fi rst woman 
doctor in the UK in 1812, Margaret 
Bulkley, who had to masquerade as a 
man to work.

The role of industrialisation in 
leading to organised groups of work-
ing women, who then campaigned 
for issues such as voting rights and 
equal pay was mentioned. She also 
highlighted the role of the Russian 
revolution in 1917 that brought about 
many fi rsts for women anywhere in 
the world. Post-revolutionary Russia 
saw full legal and political equality 
for women in law and in practice. 
Meanwhile, in the rest of the west, 
women still had to deal with regres-
sive laws such as those prevent-
ing married women from working 
in Australia. These were abolished 
after the 1960s rise of the feminist 
movement.

Ashtyn Antulov was the second 
presenter and discussed women’s 
ability and rights to create their lives 
in contemporary western society. 
She highlighted the lack of support 
for working mothers that negatively 
impacts their incomes, careers and 

overall well-being. Her second focus 
was on the sexualisation of women 
in the media. She discussed how 
rampant consumerism in a capitalist 
society has preyed upon women, fi rst 
creating insecurities around body 
image and then capitalising on it to 
sell needless products and services.

She pointed out the irony that 
women are also punished for con-
forming to the standards set by the 
media. A lose-lose situation. Ashtyn 
provided suggestions for what prac-
tical steps can be taken to counter 
these issues. The conclusion was 
that we must continue to fi ght for 
and defend our rights, and we must 
recognise capitalism as an enemy of 
personal empowerment.

Fayeza Khan was the third speak-
er who spoke of women as workers in 
a capitalist society. Her focus was the 
continuing clash of workers’ inter-
ests with the interests of the capital-
ist class, and how women’s issues are 
a subset of this bigger problem. So, 
while the gender pay gap remains, 
what also remains, but has in fact 
increased, is the income inequality 
in society at large. Therefore, she 
said, overcoming the gender pay gap, 
while not addressing the injustices 
of the capitalist system, would mean 
working women will be less vulnera-
ble, but equally vulnerable as men to 
exploitation, poverty, homelessness 
and poor quality of life.

She concluded that a work-
ing woman’s issues are those of the 
working man’s, which include in 
today’s Australia the fi ght to protect 
workers’ unions, penalty rates and 
other rights, but ultimately, to bring 
a new economic and political system.

The fi nal speaker for the night, 
Lorena Trigo, presented the view 
from Cuba, a socialist country. She 
presented some facts and figures 
from the small Caribbean nation that 
showed how big the society was in 
terms of achieving gender equality. 
Lorena contrasted pre- and post-rev-
olution Cuban society, highlighting 
gender equality as an achievement 
of the socialist revolution. For exam-
ple, before 1959, under the Batista 
regime, Cuba had one female in par-
liament, and today Cuba has 48.9 per-
cent women parliamentarians. Cuba 
is ahead of both Australia and USA 
on the World Economic Forum’s 
Gender Gap Report: Cuba ranks 27, 

USA 45 and Australia 46. In Lorena’s 
own words: “How is this possible?

At roughly $50 billion, Cuba has 
a tiny economy. It isn’t capitalist. It 
isn’t rich. So, by US standards, it 
isn’t “free”. These results are espe-
cially hard for some in the United 
States to accept because they reject 
the legitimacy of Cuba’s government 
and its socialist system.

Then Lorena went on to high-
light the full participation of women 
in the socialist revolution of Cuba 
which was necessary for the success 
of the revolution itself, and the suc-
cesses made in overcoming gender 
inequalities. Some of the interest-
ing facts she related included the 
now four million-strong Federa-
tion of Cuban Women, 96.7 percent 
adult female literacy, one of the 

world’s highest doctor-patient ratios 
with many health system programs 
directed at women, fi rst country to 
eliminate mother-to-child HIV trans-
mission, generous paid maternity 
leaves, fourth lowest death rate from 
cervical cancer, and 43.3 percent 
women labour force with equal pay.

What followed the talks was 
a lively and frank discussion with 
both men and women participating 
in giving their views. The fi rst point 
raised was the need to highlight the 
importance of an egalitarian society 
for both women and men. Everyone 
agreed that patriarchal values that 
still persist, while affecting women 
the most, in turn also take from men 
an important part of their social role 
as fathers and partners.

Those who have seen the gains 

made for women from post-60s 
movements, lamented how soci-
ety seems to have gone backwards 
around women’s issues since then. 
Another participant posed that the 
neo-liberal economic policies that 
have broken down progressive move-
ments and workers’ unions are to 
blame for this regression. There was 
discussion on the various threads of 
feminism, and participants and pre-
senters were in agreement that men 
and women both have and need to 
continue working on feminist issues 
together.

The Communist Party of Austral-
ia campaigns for women’s equality 
‎and full rights for both working men 
and women. 

We’re all aware of the ridiculous double standard that lauds strong-willed bosses when they’re men, but call women in 

the same roles ”bitches”. Meryl Streep’s, portrayal in The Devil Wears Prada of the ultimate “bitch” boss, humanised this 

stereotype in an arguably unprecedented way. Streep’s character, editor-in-chief of a fi ctional fashion magazine, refuses 

to apologise for her vision and power, but also often pays great personal costs for doing so. This nuanced portrayal 

undoubtedly inspired many to question the impossible standards we continue to place on women even after they’ve 

overcome substantial barriers to attain ”success”.
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Millers Point: magnifi cent record of struggle
Sunday March 19, 2017 has been marked 
by a march around Millers Point com-
memorating the dreadful moment in 
Sydney’s recent history “of all take 
and no give”. Three years ago the NSW 
Liberal Minister for Family and Com-
munity Affairs Pru Goward stood on a 
platform overlooking the community and 
announced that all social housing residents 
in the Millers Point, Dawes Point, and the 
Rocks in Sydney were to be evicted and 
their homes would be sold off to private 
owners. In a cruel twist Pru Goward has 
recently been reappointed Social Housing 
Minister by the new premier.

The CPA branches of Maritime and Port 
Jackson immediately called this event for 
what it was; a simple case of social cleans-
ing and swung into campaigning with and 
for the people of Millers Point. The govern-
ment using weasel words such as reinvesting 
the money raised in more social housing as 
far out of the city as possible. This is clearly 

a promise not fulfi lled; the waiting list for 
social housing has risen from around 56,000 
to 60,000.

The government has not invested more 
money into social housing. Instead they 
have let social housing wither and slowly 
die. This three-year-old decision was called 
at the time by members of the CPA a ruthless 
exercise of neo-liberalism.

The rally was well attended despite the 
threatening weather, members of the com-
munity, the MUA, the CFMEU and ETU all 
had representatives in the rally.  It was well 
attended by politicians representing state, 
local and federal parties, the usual attendees 
the ALP and the Greens were there but also 
the Christian Democrats’ well-known (infa-
mous) Reverend Fred Nile who despite many 
other issues has been rock solid against the 
eviction of the poor at Millers Point.

Paul McAleer from the MUA told an 
enthusiastic crowd that the union will always 
support the Millers Point people. He said: 

“This is the third anniversary of this rotten 
corrupt government going to throw people 
out of their rightful homes. It is over 100 
years since Maritime Workers won the right 
to live close to the docks and the people here 
have been here for generations. These work-
ers have made this city thrive and prosper 
and now the government is throwing them 
out of their homes.

“Workers and the community have built 
this area into a national treasure. When have 
wealthy suburbs like Point Piper or Vaucluse 
ever been declared national treasures?”

Of the 450 people targeted to be evict-
ed there are nearly three dozen still fi ght-
ing to retain their homes. They have been 
targeted by Departmental offi cials who 
have cajoled and threatened tenants most 
of whom are frail and elderly. The tenants 
have fought back courageously and have 
been relentless in their determination to 
demand their right to stay in public hous-
ing in Millers Point. 

Rampant consumerism in a capitalist society has 
preyed upon women, first creating insecurities 
around body image and then capitalising on it 

to sell needless products and services.
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The introduction of the automated 
debt processing system has been 
done without any consultation 
affecting staff or their union. We 
have not been consulted about 
the design of the system or its 
potential impact on staff. We have 
watched the introduction of the 
system rolled out with increas-
ing levels of alarm and distress. 
In January we started to have 
contact from members who were 
reporting that average incomes 
could lead to incorrect debt cal-
culations and customers could end 
up paying money that they did not 
owe before a debt was proven to 
exist.

A mismatch in employer infor-
mation could also lead to double 
counting of income and therefore 
generate false debt statistics. Cus-
tomers would be unable to get the 
documentation they required to prove 
that the debt did not exist, and cus-
tomers would not be advised of their 
appeal rights.

We have also been told by 
our members, as Nadine said, that 
the customary oversight has been 
removed from the system before 
contact with customers has been ini-
tiated and, instead, that oversight has 
been limited to queries and requests 
for reassessments once notices have 
been issued and received by custom-
ers. Members have been particular-
ly disturbed by reports of managers 
instructing frontline staff not to cor-
rect errors that they fi nd and instead 
push customers onto self-service 
mechanisms and/or refer them to a 
different part of the department – 
namely, the OCI (Online Compliance 
Intervention) teams.

This week I was contacted by a 
member with over 20 years experi-
ence in the department and exten-
sive knowledge of debt management 
processes. She described the dis-
tress she felt at seeing the integrity 
of the debt management process that 
she has worked with for many years 
being sacrifi ced to the point where 
staff know that customers are going 
to incur needless debt.

As she described it, the depart-
ment has an obligation to pay the 
right person the right payment at 
the right rate at the right time. She 
told me that people are complex, 
with messy lives. The department 
has moved the burden of proof of a 
debt to customers, who in many cases 
struggle to fi nd the required evidence 
to prove that they do not owe the 
alleged debt.

The system has had a signifi -
cant impact on staff working with 
it. People have reported increased 
stress levels, increased absenc-
es from work, lack of sleep and 
increased customer aggression. And 
I would just note to the commit-
tee that in our previous survey on 
client aggression directed towards 
DHS staff, fi nancial stress was one 
of the primary triggers to incidents 
of aggression. Staff are also very 
concerned and very angry about 
what they see being done to some 
of the most vulnerable members of 
the community, and many feel mor-
ally confl icted in their role in this 
process.

In January we contacted the 
department to raise the concerns our 
members had contacted us to relay 
and also asked for a meeting with 
the department. We were given the 
advice that has generally been given 
to other organisations, which was 
that the system was working as it 
was designed to work and that there 
was no need to meet and talk about 
any issues about the system in detail.

DHS staff – our members – 
want to help customers, and that is 
why they fi nd it so distressing to see 
their department putting customers 
at an increased risk of depression, 
decreased motivation, self-harm and 
even suicide. There have been anec-
dotal reports about increased levels 
of customer aggression directed at 
Centrelink workers that includes 
swearing, threats, physical aggres-
sion and spitting.

We would make the case that 
the Turnbull government needs to 
suspend this system. It needs to fi x 
the system so that before it contacts 

a person over an alleged debt it has 
skilled and experienced staff assess-
ing that person’s records holistically, 
because automated systems cannot 
read customer records and see the 
details that experienced offi cers can.

The department should also 
undertake an urgent risk assessment 
of the process to ensure that the 
risks to both the physical and mental 
health of both customers and staff are 
taken into consideration in the design 
of the system. And there needs to 
be immediate action to reverse the 
damage done by cutting 5,000 per-
manent jobs from DHS. Any new 
approach has to ensure that proper-
ly resourced human oversight in this 
agency occurs so that the government 
and the community can be confi dent 
that overpayments are identifi ed and 
are correct.

DHS must also immediately con-
vert current casual workers to perma-
nent roles through a merit selection 
process so that they can be properly 
trained and provide the full range of 
services to support the communities 
in which they live.

As Nadine mentioned, the culture 
in DHS is one of the most signifi cant 
barriers to our members’ voice and 
input into systems like this. There are 
many things that should have been 
taken into consideration in the design 
of this system that we believe consti-
tute a current risk to our members’ 
health and safety as well as the health 
and safety of the community that uses 
that system. 

Australia

David Manne, Executive Director and Principal Solicitor at 
Refugee Legal put in an appeal in The Saturday Paper ask-
ing for donations to help refugees. The urgency of the situation 
is dictated by recent government changes which means that ref-
ugees are being rushed to complete complex and onerous legal 
paperwork (all in English) without the legal assistance they des-
perately need. As the appeal says: “Having been left in legal 
limbo for years, they’ve now been set an arbitrary and unfair 
deadline of a matter of days to submit their visa applications 
under the ‘Fast Track’ system. The government is now threat-
ening to strip people of their bridging visas, subsistence living 
allowance, and their right to work – or even worse, to perma-
nently bar them from applying for protection … At Refugee Legal 
we need to help the thousands of people on our waiting list. As 
a specialist free legal centre, we’re positioned to meet this need.” 
Extra funding is needed to scale up Refugee Legal resourc-
es for additional legal capacity and professional interpreting.

Christine Carlisle of the Environment Council of Central 
Queensland is extremely critical of the behaviour of the 
Queensland Premier and the mayors of Gladstone, Mackay, 
Townsville and Rockhampton who went to India to seek special 
favours from Adani Group, notorious for its violation of the envi-
ronment and abuse and exploitation of workers. The Adani coal 
mine project in the Galilee Basin in Queensland will be an act 
of vandalism which will cost Australian taxpayers billions. The 
Turnbull government is planning to give $1 billion to Adani for 
infrastructure for its coal mine. As Christine Carlisle pointed out, 
“Neither parliamentarians nor the Northern Australia Infrastructure 
Facility committee are able to answer questions as to which 
of the 26 Adani companies the loan will be made to. They can-
not be confi dent that the loan will be repaid. Thirteen of the 26 
Adani subsidiaries registered in Australia have their head offi ce 
in the Cayman Islands tax haven. We will never get that mon-
ey back”. The Adani coal mine project is also being sold as a 
job creation opportunity. An Adani adviser confi rmed (in a court 
of law) that there will be only 1,464 jobs – that is a total number 
for both the mine and rail, including construction, both direct and 
indirect, for the life of the mine. So where is the common sense 
when the Australian government is subsidising a billionaire and 
paying the equivalent of $683,060 per job? So much for “jobs 
and growth” the electioneering catchphrase of the last budg-
et. No money for training and re-training workers for tomorrow’s 
jobs – millions to polluters and destroyers of our environment.

Find out more about the 

Communist Party of Australia
web www.cpa.org.au email cpa@cpa.org.au phone 02 9699 8844

Earlier this month the Community and Public Sector Union’s 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 insight into the profound human effects of the government’s 
cuts. Last week we ran Ms Flood’s address. Below is the address by 
Ms Newman

Dehumanising Dehumanising 
Human ServicesHuman Services
Part 2: “Fix the system”

Staff have reported increased stress 
levels, increased absences from work, 
lack of sleep and increased 
customer aggression.



6  March 29, 2017 GuardianMagazine

Marion Harper

We are living in momentous times. Global 
capitalism is in its deepest crisis and has no 
way of resolving it except by war, which it 
uses to feed the global machine. The una-
bated, excessive greed of monopoly capital 
and its very existence is predicated on a 
ceaseless search for increased profi ts at any 
cost. There is no room in that search for 
concerns about people’s needs, for shar-
ing the wealth, for building a better world 
– only for personal power, greed and an 
insatiable need for more of both.

Planning and decision-making to maintain 
control, grow wealth and protect ownership 
take place in boardrooms, in secret conclaves 
and in deepest privacy. There they hatch the 
plans and policies to take over, subvert, destroy, 
plunder and colonise other countries and their 
resources. They are aided and protected by a 
corrupt media and what we shall call the state 
apparatus: the armed forces, the police (both 
secret and overt), security services, the courts 
and parliaments, regardless of who is currently 
misrepresenting us in power. 

Today, surreptitiously, legislation is intro-
duced that limits democratic rights, purport-
edly to protect the community from terrorism, 
a terrorism that grew from their imperialist 
policies.

At the same time there is a concerted cam-
paign to provide a tangible, visible enemy: yes-
terday Jews, today Muslims. Both major parties 
preach “law and order” while propagating the 
politics of fear. At the same time, trade unions 
are under savage attack and the programs and 
services we need are either cut completely or 
under-funded. Jobs are disappearing, unem-
ployment is growing and austerity is savagely 
promoted. Yet no link is drawn between disap-
pearing democratic rights and growing poverty, 
between the lack of hope and destruction of 
community, between the growing and no longer 
concealed corruption at all powerful levels and 
the inevitable increase in crime as people are 
denied the resources to live and hope for the 
future. This is not just a viewpoint – these are 
undeniable facts!

Global
Nor is it only an Australian problem. It is 

a global problem, because we live in a global 
world and the policies of fear, austerity and 
inequality come from those who control the 
global markets, not from ineffectual but com-
pliant politicians.

In previous addresses I have given exam-
ples of these problems in the US and the UK, 
and they are far worse than ever, but today I 
want to illustrate what is happening in South 
Africa.

Let me read a statement from South Afri-
ca’s biggest trade union, the National Union of 
Metalworkers of South Africa, which held its 
10th National Congress from 12-15 December 
2016 in Cape Town:

1. This “Workers’ Parliament” could not 
be meeting at a more critical time for the 
world working class in general and the South 
African working class in particular. All over 
the world, workers are under attack from 
employers who, as always, are making us, 
the working class, pay for their global crisis 
of monopoly capitalism. They are destroying 
jobs, cutting wages, attacking trade unions 
and reducing spending on essential social 
services.

2. The foundation of South African racist 
capitalism is the super-exploitation, 
impoverishment and unemployment of, 
and extreme racial inequalities against, the 
majority black and African working class. 
The ongoing global crisis of the capitalist 
system simply worsens these already pre-
existing horrible conditions of the black and 
African working class. Congress will be 
sending a clear warning that unless these are 
urgently attended to, the country is headed 
for a violent class and racial confrontation, as 
so many voices have warned already.

Jobs, especially in manufacturing, are 
becoming ever more precarious. Whole 

industries like steel are in danger of 
disappearing, throwing thousands more 
onto the streets. The shocking employment 
statistics released on November 22, 2016 
confi rm beyond any doubt that South Africa’s 
economy is in deep crisis. Unemployment 
rose to a record 27.1 % in the third quarter of 
2016 – up from 26.6% in the second quarter 
and the highest since 2003! South Africa 
now has the highest unemployment rate 
among more than 60 emerging and developed 
countries.

Of particular concern to our members is that 
the manufacturing sector suffered the most 
job losses – 91,000. Quite apart from the 
human misery this level of unemployment 
causes, it adds up to a colossal waste of 
potential for the 5.8 million unemployed 
people to create wealth and to supply 
essential goods and deliver services to the 
poor.

An inevitable consequence of these levels 
of unemployment is that employed workers 
will have more unemployed family members 
to support from their meagre wages. 
The pathetic proposed R3500 (AU$350) 
minimum wage will do virtually nothing 
to improve this lack of income for millions 
of South Africans, especially in those 
households where nobody has a job. It also 
encourages employers to bully their workers 
into even worse levels of exploitation, using 
the threat of the sack to quell any resistance.

What makes all this even worse is the 
country’s white racist level of inequality. 
An international survey of CEOs’ pay by 
Bloomberg revealed that South African 
CEOs (who are still predominantly white 
and male) are the seventh highest paid in 
the world – receiving more than those in 
Norway, Spain, Australia, France and Japan. 
These, like the six with higher-paid CEOs, 
are all rich countries in which the working 
class is far better off than in SA. 

This shows that South Africa is now by 
far the most unequal society in the world. 
CEOs’ pay exceeded that of the average 
person by a greater ratio than in any of the 25 
countries Bloomberg measured. The income 
of the average CEO is 541 times more than 
the income of an average South African, 
as measured by the gross domestic product 
per person. Only second-placed India with 
a differential of 483 times comes anywhere 
close.

The most important conclusion from these 
horrifying statistics on unemployment and 
inequality, which will be drawn by delegates 
to next week’s Numsa Congress, is that both 
are inherent features of the racist monopoly 
capitalist system, based on the super 
exploitation of the African working class.

This crisis also makes building strong 
unions more vital than ever and the 
National Congress will be a platform 
for Numsa members to plot a fi ght-back 
strategy, to build a powerful, united army 
of workers to resist the horrendous levels of 
poverty and unemployment and to fi ght for 
a living wage. 

Imperialism
Apart from the minimum wage differential, 

the above report could be referring to the US, 
the UK, Australia or Europe. We are living in 
the period of capitalism now commonly accept-
ed as imperialism. What is the defi nition of 
imperialism? One is “a policy of extending a 
country’s power and infl uence through coloni-
sation, use of military force, or other means.” 
The US has been the major imperial power for 
the best part of the last 80 years, but it is strug-
gling to maintain its position. 

Imperialism is in dire crisis, a situation 
that has not occurred before, so any resolution 
remains an unknown. We are in new territory. 
We don’t know how the crisis will unfold yet 
but we can look to the past for examples. In the 
crisis of the First World War in 1917 Russia 

it was resolved by revolution; in the 1930s in 
Germany where revolutionary activity was on 
the rise it was resolved by fascism. 

What is fascism? Some think it a relic of 
the past, indigenous to Nazi Germany, that it 
is jackboot and swastika. In fact fascism was 
a product of Mussolini’s Italy. Fascism is a 
form of radical authoritarian nationalism that 
came to prominence in Italy in early 20th-
century Europe, infl uenced by national syn-
dicalism (the Italian equivalent of national 
socialism). Both used the language of genuine 
socialism to mislead the people. I have men-
tioned fascism many times in my addresses 
and described some of its tenets. The 14 steps 
to fascism have been described and hang on 
the wall in our foyer. 

What happened in Germany in the 1930s 
and what is happening here was the gradual 
habituation of the people little by little to being 
governed by surprise; to receiving decisions 
deliberated in secret; to believing that the situ-
ation was so complicated that the government 
had to act on information that the people could 
not understand, or so dangerous that even if 
the people could understand it, it could not be 
released because of national security. A scape-
goat was required and found, fear needed to 
be instilled, and it was. Legislation gradually 
introduced to deal with the “scapegoat” extends 
to the curtailing of everyone’s freedoms, but we 
convince ourselves it is needed for our safety 
and security. Laws are introduced that traduce 
democratic rights but we accept them because 
we are told they are necessary for our protec-
tion. Trade union rights are curtailed, leaving 
workers unprotected and less able to organise 
but these are supposedly necessary to deal with 
corruption. Slowly the net tightens but lives 
go on as before because as yet we are not all 
affected.

Listen to the following by German historian 
Irene Guenther: 

Germany appeared to be on the brink of 
civil war. The young Weimar Republic 
was wracked by armed street fi ghting 
waged mainly between Communists and 
Nazis. Foreclosures, bankruptcies, suicides 
and malnourishment all skyrocketed. Six 
million Germans, 40 percent of the working 
population was unemployed and thousands 
found themselves without a place to live ... 
By 1932 German industrial production was 
at 58 percent of 1928 levels. The effect of 
this decline was spiralling unemployment. 

By the end of 1929 around 1.5 million 
Germans were out of work; within a year this 
fi gure had more than doubled. By early 1933 
unemployment in Germany had reached a 
staggering six million.

The effects this unemployment had on 
German society were devastating. While 
there were few shortages of food, millions 
found themselves without the means to 
obtain it. The children suffered worst, 
thousands dying from malnutrition and 
hunger-related diseases. Millions of 
industrial workers – who in 1928 had 
become the best-paid blue-collar workers in 
Europe – spent a year or more in idleness. 
But the Great Depression affected all classes 
in Germany, not just the factory workers. 
Unemployment was high among white-
collar workers and the professional classes. 
A Chicago news correspondent in Berlin 
reported that, “60 percent of each new 
university graduating class was out of work”.

Here?
The real benefi ciary of the Great Depres-

sion was Adolf Hitler. With public discontent 
soaring, membership of the NSDAP (Nazi 
Party) grew to record levels. In September 
1930 the NSDAP increased its representation 
in the Reichstag almost tenfold, winning 107 
seats. Two years later they won 230 seats, the 
most won by any single party during the entire 
Weimar period. Revolution was avoided by 
fascism. 

Could it happen again?
Could it happen here? 

Think about what is occurring in Australia 
today. Could you have imagined our country 
locking up innocent men, women and children 
in concentration camps simply because they 
wanted to live a decent, free life? Could you 
have imagined Aboriginal children being tor-
tured in white jails? Could you have imagined 
that we would go to war without parliamentary 
decision or that we would witness the cancella-
tion of so many of our civil liberties? Could you 
have imagined people being denied the pen-
sion, university students incurring huge debts 
simply to be educated, people working until 70, 
trade unions under threat, legal services denied, 
growing job losses, hungry children, homeless-
ness and hopelessness? Surely these were relics 

The forces of evil are gathe

The headquarters of Mussolini’s Italian Fascist Party, 1934.
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of the 1930s? No, they are characteristic of the 
21st century!

Today we must choose either to seek the 
truth or bury our heads in the sand. The truth of 
course is a diffi cult path to follow. To seek the 
truth is to open a Pandora’s Box, because once 
you examine the truths, you are confronted with 
choices. Do I believe this? What impact will it 
have on my life? How do I know it is true? Can 
I ignore it? What are the implications? What 
can I do? 

Fifty years ago, even 20 years ago, it was 
easy to bury your head in the sand and ignore 
the signs, but today it is no longer possible. 
Changes are occurring so rapidly, with crisis 
after crisis erupting across the world. Terrible 
wars of aggression for profi t and power; the 
appalling displacement and death of so many 
innocent people; the Trump disaster in the US; 
Brexit; the growth of ultra-right fascist forces 
emerging around Europe, the US, Britain, and 
Australia; the displacement of millions from 
their homes and destruction of their cities; the 
environmental disasters and the huge loss of 
so many animal species. Here at home there 
are aggressive wars, increasing government 
and private corruption, growing job losses and 
rising poverty, homelessness and despair. 

Dialectics or the dialectical method is a 
discourse between two or more people hold-
ing different points of view about a subject but 
wishing to establish the truth through reasoned 
arguments. Melbourne Unitarians [where this 
address was delivered – Ed] have always prac-
tised this kind of dialectics. That is one of our 
basic purposes, wishing to establish the truth 
through reasoned argument.

So let us provide the opportunities to have 
such reasoned argument about the state of the 
world and to determine possible solutions with-
out fear or favour. We do all share concerns 
about the world and its crises and we do all 
recognise that we need to provide solutions. 

What I have said today represents not just 
my deeply felt views. Ten years or more ago I 
would have suggested as such because what I 
observed then many people did not believe or 
did not want to be true. But now it is irrefutable. 
You may still try and disagree with my conclu-
sions, but let’s have that dialectical discussion.
An address delivered by Marion Harper, 
Honorary Secretary of the Melbourne 
Unitarian Church, on Sunday 
March 19, 2017.
The Beacon 
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Donald Trump rode to the White House on 
wave of discontent and fear, as Americans 
watched their economy and their institu-
tions decline, and their jobs disappear 
along with their faith in the future and 
in the “American dream”. Perhaps most 
disconcerting of all was the collapse of the 
carefully fostered belief that the rest of the 
world envied Americans their prosperity 
and their “freedom”. Rather than envy, 
the prevailing sentiment in other countries 
was revealed to be a combination of fear 
and hatred, fuelled by constant deadly US 
attacks on poor countries.

It was glaringly obvious to the people in 
those countries that their resources were being 
looted to make America even richer. Of course, 
the American people actually derived little 
benefi t from this global looting. Their taxes 
paid for the huge war machine that allowed 
the US to bully other countries, but the result-
ing profi ts were the sole preserve of capitalist 
corporations.

Those corporations and the capitalists 
that own them wage unceasing economic war 
against not only the people of poor countries 
but also against the working people of the USA 
itself. How that class warfare is waged in Amer-
ica has been described in detail many times but 
most recently in a book by Brian Alexander, 
Glass House: The 1% Economy and the Shat-
tering of the All-American Town.

Alexander uses the situation in his home-
town of Lancaster, Ohio, to typify the USA as 
a whole. Lancaster had been a leading centre 
of glassware manufacturing but the town start-
ed falling apart in the 1980s when the major 
glassware company was bought up with bor-
rowed money by private equity fi rms. These 
equity fi rms were only interested in profi ting 
on their investment, not in manufacturing as 
such: they cut jobs and wages, allowed manu-
facturing facilities to fall into disrepair, stopped 
contributing to pensions, and moved company 
headquarters out of the state.

To add insult to injury, when concerns were 
raised about the future of the town if glass pro-
duction ceased, the new owners demanded tax 
breaks as the price for keeping the glassware 
plant in Lancaster. In other words, if the people 
of Lancaster wanted the glass-ware plant to stay 
in the town, they would have to subsidise it!

US social justice advocate Paul Buchheit 
succinctly sums up the situation in Lancas-
ter as: “Capitalism as usual”. At fi rst glance, 
it might seem surprising that, as Alexander 
points out, no less than 59 percent of the voters 
in Lancaster county voted for Trump. But why 
wouldn’t they? Trump pitched his campaign 
directly at fearful Americans who desperate-
ly wanted the security of believing that they 
were living in “the greatest country on Earth”. 
Hence his slogan “Make America great again!” 
The tacit admission that America was no longer 
great was not news to his audience.

They knew only too well that America 
was littered with shuttered factories, decaying 
towns that had been centres of industry, ram-
pant homelessness while empty blocks of apart-
ments fall into disrepair, and shocking levels of 
civil unrest and violence. His Democrat oppo-
nent, Hillary Clinton, was too closely allied to 
Wall Street to secure the support of people who 
had lost confi dence in America’s traditional 
institutions, people who needed help to retain 
a roof over their heads.

The USA is clinging precariously to its 
position as the world’s richest country, but 
that status is becoming a sick joke for many 
Americans. Over a million children are home-
less, because their parents cannot afford even 
a trailer-park residence. Instead, entire fami-
lies live in tents set up in church car-parks and 
similar emergency locations, with one Portaloo 
between all the “residents”.

The bosses of corporate America are strong 

advocates of abolishing the minimum wage, 
claiming that to do so would greatly increase 
the number of jobs. However, a very large per-
centage of American workers are already work-
ing at minimum wage jobs. The only way they 
can feed themselves let alone their families is 
by holding down two or even three of these 
low-paid jobs. For the bulk of the US popula-
tion, poverty not riches is the feature that most 
clearly characterises the land they live in.

Trump, a billionaire property developer, 
posed as a “man of the people”, a maverick 
who could relate to ordinary workers and small-
business people, to America’s battlers. It was a 
sales pitch but a timely and very successful one.

Even then, however, Clinton won a major-
ity of the popular vote – but Trump won a 
majority of the crucial electoral-college votes. 
(And they have the hide to sneer at democracy 
under Socialism!) The people who voted for 
Trump did so in the belief that he would stand 
up for their interests, that he would make their 
lives better. 

It was a demographic ripe for cultivating: 
The poorest 50% of Americans have no appre-
ciable wealth. Not only that, but their income 
has not increased in 40 years! In fact, between 
1978 and 2015, their share of total income 
fell from a disproportionate 20% to a wretch-
ed 12%, in other words the poorest half of the 
population – far from having half the wealth – 
saw their share fall from one fi fth to one eighth. 
In the same period, the income share of the top 
1% of Americans rose from 11% to a whopping 
20%. In short, the rich got a whole lot richer 
and the poor got a whole lot poorer.

However, Americans have been fed so 
much propaganda attacking “big government” 
and any attempt to restrict “free enterprise”, 
that many Americans believe any kind of social 
program – a national health care system, for 
example – could only be some kind of Com-
munist plot. As Paul Buchheit says: “Delusions 
persist about the power of the market and the 
dangers of governing ourselves. The business 
media has conditioned us to fear the words 
‘social’ and ‘public,’ as if they connote evil or 
ineptitude or anti-Americanism. But the public 
good depends on cooperation. Society fosters 
individual accomplishment, not the other way 
around.”

In truth, the prevailing propaganda is so 
obviously opposed to the interests of ordinary 
Americans that an increasingly large number 
of them are taking to the streets to demonstrate 
not only their rejection of the Trump adminis-
tration but their rejection of capitalist values. To 
the dismay of hard-line Republicans, their par-
ty’s attempt to get rid of anything resembling a 
national health care system (even Obama’s very 
tentative health insurance scheme, which they 

denounced as the dreaded “socialised medi-
cine!”) has foundered on the fact that most 
people have made it clear that they actually 
want it!

And why wouldn’t they? A stay in an 
American hospital can bankrupt a family. Not 
only that, but the cost of medicines in America 
is determined solely by the big pharmaceuti-
cal companies, which are waxing scandalously 
rich on the proceeds of their greed, while mil-
lions of poor Americans simply don’t get their 
prescriptions fi lled because they can’t possibly 
pay for them.

Working people have always known the 
basic truth of the old saw that “the rich get 
richer and the poor get poorer”. Modern statisti-
cal analysis has allowed economists to actually 
demonstrate its accuracy. A recent US study by 
Thomas Piketty, Emmanuel Saez, and Gabriel 
Zucman shows that the billionaires and multi-
millionaires who comprise the top one percent 
of the US ruling class effectively shifted nearly 
$4 trillion in wealth (that’s 4,000 billion dol-
lars) away from the rest of the nation to them-
selves in 2016.

According to Piketty, Saez and Zucman, 
nearly half of the wealth transfer ($1.94 trillion) 
came from the nation’s poorest 90% – working 
class and middle class people. Buchheit points 
out: “That’s over $17,000 in housing and sav-
ings per lower-to-middle-class household lost 
to the super-rich.”

Put another way, while education, the envi-
ronment, health care and infrastructure were 
basically starved for public funds, the house-
holds of the super-rich took an additional US$3 
million each out of America’s national wealth 
in 2016.

This pillaging of the wealth that is actually 
created by American workers – certainly not 
by plutocrats, the super-rich one-percent – is 
so blatant and so clearly anti-social that even 
in the propaganda-ridden USA increasing num-
bers of people are voicing their objections to it. 
Bernie Sanders’ near-successful campaign for 
the Democratic Party nomination for President 
was centred almost totally on opposition to the 
power of the fi lthy rich in America.

As Buchheit says: “The obscene transfer 
of wealth and income to the plutocrats won’t 
end until we demand a return to the Commons, 
where we work as a society rather than allow 
predatory plutocratic individuals to control us. 
There are 112 million households in America 
that are giving thousands of their hard-earned 
dollars to the 1%, and we have fi nally begun 
to fi ght back, together, as a massive force of 
Americans who refuse to let the theft continue.”

Optimistic? Perhaps, but it has to happen, 
I’m sure you’ll agree. 

Taking Issue – Rob Gowland

Making America great 
for the top 1%
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Nick Dilworth & Ruth Hunt

BRITAIN: This month’s Budget brings 
absolutely no hope for sick and disabled 
people who are unfortunate enough to have 
to rely on benefi ts from the state. It’s with 
twisted irony that the Tories, the purported 
promoters of aspiration, had wanted to 
hit the self employed as all too often self-
employment provides the only hope of work 
for many disabled people. This is due to 
the increasing pressure the Department for 
Work and Pensions (DWP) applies on those 
who don’t fi t in to traditional labour mar-
kets and also partly due to the continued 
failure by employers to recognise the many 
talents of people with physical and mental 
health limitations.

This hasn’t been helped by the many years 
of hostility and the hate campaigns directed 
towards disabled people meted out by the vile 
rightwing media.

However, the real problems faced by sick, 
disabled and some of the poorest people in Brit-
ain won’t be found in the Budget speech. The 
plan of attack has long since been drawn up and 
only relies upon Tory ministers to indulge in a 
little “policy policing.”

The clues are to be found in the docu-
ments that accompany the Budget. The most 
eye-catching is the Offi ce for Budget Respon-
sibility’s latest “Welfare Trends Report” (WTR) 
drawn up last September.

Successive WTRs provide a running record 
of the DWP’s catastrophic failure to forecast 
savings with any degree of accuracy from the 
time the Tories took up offi ce. Their plans 
for Personal Independence Payment (PIP) to 
replace working age Disability Living Allow-
ance (DLA) now result in admissions that 
claims are “reducing spending by far less than 
was originally intended.”

Equally it is revealed that “changes to inca-
pacity benefi ts yielded far smaller savings than 
originally expected.”

The truth is the Tories know that “between 
2010-11 and 2015-16, welfare spending 
increased by £24.4 billion to £216.6 billon, 
despite the substantial cuts announced by the 
coalition government in that period.”

The Tories loathe these rises in expenditure. 
They hate what these WTRs tell them because 

they know it’s all down to their incompetence 
in making credible predictions. It’s the shame-
ful cost of basing estimated savings on an ide-
ological fantasy rather than a sound evidence 
base.

They completely underestimated how 
many people would properly qualify, despite 
their tough regimes. More people are claiming, 
endless numbers have reclaimed and the num-
bers who successfully appealed still have Tory 
welfare ministers reeling in pain.

What makes this all the worse is the dis-
graceful impact these sickness and disabil-
ity reforms have had upon the lives of those 
who’ve had to wait months for gruelling assess-
ments, often to be told: “Sorry, you are not 
entitled.”

It’s driven thousands to the depths of 
despair and sadly some to their deaths. It’s no 
wonder Iain Duncan Smith did a runner. His 
welfare reforms are without doubt the Tories’ 
most toxic legacy.

This degree of toxicity hasn’t gone unno-
ticed. That’s what drove the Tories to a U-turn 
on the last round of PIP cuts. Similarly they had 
to backtrack on unwelcome cuts to tax credits.

The Tories have no room to move on fur-
ther working age welfare cutbacks. They don’t 
want to go hard on pensioners; it would be an 
electoral disaster, especially given the possibil-
ity of a snap election.

Thanks to the continued support of the 
right-wing media, the Tories can deceptively 
boast of increased spending on disability ben-
efi ts as a sign of generosity, when in reality it’s 
down to the cost of losing appeals.

It’s utterly contemptible that they continue 
to play political football with the sick, disa-
bled and poor with a false show of compassion 
obscuring the reality.

Let’s not kid ourselves; the casualties are 
just around the corner. In April 2017, new fami-
lies with more than two children will only get 
payments for two children. In time that could 
affect up to 870,000 families claiming child tax 
credit (a loss of up to £2,780 per child per year). 
Again, in time, up to 500,000 claimants in the 
Employment & Support Allowance (ESA) 
Work Related Activity Group will receive 
£1,500 a year less than they do now.

Cuts to housing benefi t for those aged 
between 18 and 21 are being rolled out, not to 

mention the continued freezing of most work-
ing-age welfare benefi ts.

Alongside all of this, there is an illogi-
cal slashing of the Universal Credit work-
ing income thresholds from £6,420 down to 
£3,850 reducing in-work benefi t help much 
more sharply. The damage list is immense and 
also includes dangerous moves to place fewer 
people in the ESA support groups, putting more 
severely disabled people at substantial risk.

It is policy policing at its worst. What 
makes it particularly cruel is the surreptitious 
way they’ve introduced these wretched meas-
ures, without them appearing in the Budget 
statement.

They’ve been in place since the summer 
Budget of 2015 and now the Tories have no 
alternative other than to pull the lever and hope 
no-one notices the punitive impact upon the 
most disadvantaged in our society.

They will be relying on the media to con-
tinue to distract us with tales of Trump-tweets, 
Brexit-bargaining and the continued character 
assassination of Labour Party leader Jeremy 
Corbyn.
Morning Star 

Hidden hits

Disabled campaigners protest against government welfare cuts.

Japan follows 
Trump lead

NATO build-up 
in Estonia

TOKYO: Japanese Prime Min-
ister Shinzo Abe on March 2 in 
a committee meeting of the Diet 
(Japanese parliament) said that he 
will expand the country’s defence 
budget to above 1 percent of 
GDP, pushing past what has pre-
viously been seen as the de facto 
upper limit allowed for military 
spending.

Abe’s remark is in line with 
policies of the Trump administra-
tion which has urged its allies to 
increase military spending.

The prime minister made the 
announcement in response to ques-
tions by a supporter, Katayama 
Toranosuke, co-president of the 
right-wing Japan Restoration Party, 

in a House of Councillors Budget 
Committee meeting.

In 1976, the cabinet headed by 
Prime Minister Miki Takeo made a 
decision to set a ceiling on Japan’s 
defence expenditure at 1 percent of 
GNP, which had been used to cal-
culate the size of the economy until 
the mid-1990s. Even after this cabi-
net decision was revoked in 1987 
when Prime Minister Nakasone 
Yasuhiro was in power, defence 
spending has basically remained 
within 1 percent of GDP, with only 
rare exceptions.

Since taking offi ce in 2012, 
however, PM Abe has been increas-
ing military spending, reaching 
a record high of 5.1 trillion yen 

(US$44.5 billion) in the 2017 draft 
budget in defi ance of the country’s 
pacifi st constitution. As shown in 
the joint statement issued after his 
meeting with Trump at the February 
Japan-US summit, Abe promised 
that “Japan will assume larger roles 
and responsibilities in the alliance.”

PM Abe in the Diet meeting 
claimed ever-expanding defence 
expenditures were justifi ed despite 
the fi scal diffi culties they impose. 
He pointed to the deteriorating secu-
rity environment in the Asia-Pacifi c 
region as a pretext. Abe boasted that 
the US looks highly upon the ever-
increasing expenditures in Japan’s 
military spending.
Shimbun Akahata 

Scores of tanks, self-propelled 
artillery guns and other military 
hardware have started to arrive 
in Estonia from the UK and Ger-
many, in what the UK defence 
minister has called the largest 
deployment in Eastern Europe 
since the Cold War.

The fi rst of hundreds of UK 
military vehicles have arrived in 
Estonia last week, delivered by a 
ferry from ports in Britain and Ger-
many, the UK Ministry of Defence 
reported.

The heavy military equipment 
– Challenger 2 tanks, Terrier, Titan 
and Trojan armoured battlefi eld 
engineer vehicles as well as War-
rior infantry fi ghting vehicles – will 
be moved from an Estonian port to 
a military base in Tapa, the ministry 
statement said.

The delivery is aimed to support 
a British battle group in the eastern 
European country, it added, empha-
sising that it’s “one of the largest 
ever NATO deployments” to the 
region.

“This is the start of one of the 
biggest deployment in Eastern 
Europe since the Cold War,” UK 
Defence Secretary Michael Fallon 
has said, adding that by the end 
of April there will be “800 British 

troops, with armour, with tanks” in 
Estonia, close to Russia’s borders.

NATO has justifi ed the arriv-
al of the vehicles, which follow a 
deployment of over a hundred Brit-
ish military personnel to Estonia, 
by boosting security in the region 
against hypothetical “Russian 
aggression.”

American, French and German 
troops have already arrived to Esto-
nia within NATO’s international 
battalions, Interfax reported, citing 
the local Postimees newspaper. By 
the end of next month, some 1,650 
international troops are expected to 
be present at the Tapa and Amari 
military bases, with the latter to host 
NATO’s air forces from Germany.

The build-up is part of a large 
NATO mission to deploy four mul-
tinational battalions in the Baltics, 
agreed by the military alliance last 
year. Moscow has repeatedly criti-
cised the move, saying NATO’s 
eastward expansion on the Rus-
sian border with the expected 4,000 
troops plus tanks, armoured vehi-
cles, air support and high-tech intel-
ligence centres in Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania and Poland will only 
undermine the security balance on 
the continent.
RT 
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John Feffer

So, let me see if I’ve got this right. North 
Korea has been pushing its ally China to 
rein in the United States. Pyongyang is wor-
ried that Washington is about to launch a 
pre-emptive attack, so it has tried to use 
whatever minimal amount of infl uence it 
has to persuade China to use its consid-
erable economic leverage with the United 
States to get those knuckleheads inside the 
Beltway to listen to reason.

Or maybe I misheard the report on the 
radio.

How about this: As a presidential candi-
date, Donald Trump promised to stop reckless 
US military interventions overseas, like the one 
he so disliked (after it failed) in Iraq. So, as 
president, he is withdrawing all troops from 
Syria, reducing US military presence in Asia, 
and pulling the United States out of NATO. Oh, 
and he’s going to cut the military as part of his 
overall promise to downsize government.

Perhaps I misheard that report as well.
During the Obama administration, the 

comic duo of Key and Peele famously intro-
duced the “anger translator” who could give 
voice to what President Obama was really 
thinking as he provided measured responses to 
all manner of nonsense lobbed in his direction. 
Ah, those were halcyon days when we made 
fun of the American president for not giving 
voice to his true feelings.

What kind of translator do we need for the 
Trump era? Perhaps a “reality translator” that 
reveals the simple, id-like intentions behind the 
current president’s Tweet-rants and policy pro-
posals. I’ve come to the conclusion, after about 
60 days of presidential antics, that the prob-
lem is not “fake news”. The problem is a fake 
administration.

It’s no surprise that Donald Trump, as presi-
dent, just makes things up. He’s been doing that 
all his career. But now an entire government is 
being re-engineered around the pathological 
dishonesty of the executive and his advisors. 
This is bait-and-switch on a level never seen 
before in the United States.

It would all be rather amusing if millions 
of lives weren’t at stake – both domestically 
through the self-destruction of the federal gov-
ernment and internationally through the very 
real prospects of war.

This president, with his insuperable ambi-
tion to score some “wins,” is in search of some 
missions to declare accomplished. North Korea 
and the Islamic State are at the top of the list. 
But don’t be surprised if the US$54 billion that 
Trump wants to add like an enormous cherry on 
top of the Pentagon’s over-rich sundae will trans-
late into even more confl icts around the world.

The numbers
If Trump’s proposed Pentagon increase of 

US$54 billion were the military budget of a 
distinct country, it would come in fi fth on the 
list of global military expenditures. Basically, 
Trump wants to add an entire annual British 
military budget on top of what the United States 
already spends – which already towers above 
any imaginary coalition of potential rivals.

With the rest of his deplorable budget 
request, Trump will encounter pushback from 
Congress and cities and major constituencies 
like the over-65 set. Some of his own voters 
might fi nally come to their senses when they 
realise that Trump the Great is waving his 
magic hand in the air to distract them from 
seeing the other hand pick their pockets.

But on the military side, Trump has, if 
anything, underbid. Congressional hawks are 
complaining that Trump is not throwing enough
money at the Pentagon. They say that he’s 
only offering a 3 percent increase over what 
the Obama administration estimated for 2018, 
that Trump the candidate made even grander 
promises, that the Pentagon should get at least 
another $37 billion. If Congress comes back 
with this fi gure, it would increase the increase 
to $91 billion. Trump’s boost alone would then 
rise to number three on the list of global spend-
ers, after the United States and China.

What does Trump want to spend all this 
extra money on? He wants a 350-ship navy – 
even though the Navy is already undertaking a 
30-year program to raise the number of ships 
from the current 272 ships to 308. He has hinted 
at pulling out of the New START treaty with 
Russia so that he could build more nukes. There 
would be more soldiers, including as many as 
60,000 more in the Army.

But all of this is just skirting the real issue. 
Donald Trump wants to spend more money on 
the military because he wants to go to war.

First: Islamic State
As a candidate, Donald Trump focused 

most of his martial fury on the Islamic State. 
He promised to “bomb the hell” out of ISIS 
and, within 30 days in offi ce, come up with a 
plan to defeat the entity. When he was elected, 
radical jihadists predictably rejoiced: Bring it 
on, they effectively said.

Within 30 days, Trump indeed published a 
memorandum on defeating ISIS. Bottom line: 
We need to come up with a plan.

In the absence of a strategy, what Trump 
has done is chilling enough. He has unleashed 
the CIA to conduct drone strikes, reversing an 
Obama administration order. He has contin-
ued to sanction B-52 strikes, like the one this 
month in the Syrian village of Al Jinah that 

killed dozens of civilians. He’s sending 1,000 
troops to join the fi ght against ISIS in Syria. He 
wants to rely more on Special Forces in raids 
like the one in Yemen in January that went so 
spectacularly wrong, leaving one Navy SEAL 
and several civilians dead.

In some ways, Trump is merely continuing 
Obama-era practices. But it promises to be a 
no-holds-barred version of the last administra-
tion counter-terrorism program.

Even our allies in the region are getting 
concerned. Trump met this week with Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, pledging to 
stand side-by-side with Iraq in the campaign 
to defeat ISIS.

But after the meeting, Abadi apparently had 
second thoughts. “Committing troops is one 
thing. Fighting terrorism is another thing,” he 
said at the US Institute of Peace. “You don’t 
defeat terrorism by fi ghting it militarily. There 
are better ways.” Perhaps Abadi was thinking of 
the Trump administration’s initial inclusion of 
Iraq among the seven countries on the “Muslim 
travel ban” list. Or maybe he was thinking of 
Trump’s alarming pledge to seize Iraqi oil now 
under ISIS control.

Or perhaps the “better ways” simply 
referred to all the non-military parts of US for-
eign policy – diplomacy, food aid, cooperation 
with international organisations – that Trump 
wants to axe from the federal budget. Even stal-
wart Trump supporters like Bob Dole are up in 
arms about humanitarian programs – like the 
Dole-McGovern initiative that provides school 
meals to 40 million children around the world 
– that are now on the chopping block.

What better way of creating the next gen-
eration of America haters?

Next: North Korea
Rex Tillerson, the empty suit that Trump 

has installed in the now supererogatory position 
of secretary of state, is trying to get back in on 
the action. On a recent trip to Asia, Tillerson sat 
down with Chinese premier Xi Jinping to plot 
the further isolation of North Korea.

Tillerson pointed out that the “strategic 
patience” approach toward North Korea had 
failed over the last eight years. That’s obvious-
ly true. The alternative, however, was much 
worse: Tillerson said that all options, including 
military ones, were on the table.

All of the military options come with 

unacceptable risks of retaliation and escalation 
to full-scale war. The United States could try 
to destroy a single missile launch, take out as 
much of North Korea’s nuclear complex as pos-
sible, or attempt a full regime change a la Iraq. 
“North Korea would perceive even a limited 
strike as the start of a war,” Max Fisher points 
out in The New York Times, “and respond with 
its full arsenal.”

Given the relatively crude ICBM capabil-
ity that North Korea currently possesses, the 
people who would suffer from an escalation 
would be Koreans, Japanese, and Chinese.

Perhaps Trump is simply trying to scare the 
Chinese into doing more to rein in its erstwhile 
ally. But China doesn’t have that kind of infl u-
ence in Pyongyang (just as it doesn’t have that 
kind of infl uence in Washington to change the 
Trump administration’s policies).

Beyond ISIS and N Korea
Building the Navy up to 350 ships and 

inducting another 60,000 people into the Army 
have little to do with dealing with either ISIS or 
North Korea, unless the Trump administration 
anticipates sending another large occupation 
force to the Middle East or Asia. Even Trump 
knows that dispatching tens of thousands of 
American troops to a warzone is a political 
mistake.

Partly Trump’s moves are about ensuring 
that the military is on his side. Partly it’s about 
tilting government in general away from soft 
power and toward hard power. Partly it’s about 
Trump’s personal vulnerability on military mat-
ters given his decision not to fi ght in Vietnam. 
It wouldn’t be the fi rst time that a guy stocked 
up on weapons as part of a grand scheme of 
compensation.

There’s been speculation that Trump is 
really bulking up for a showdown with China. 
Given Trump’s phone call with Taiwan, his 
threats to impose tariffs on Chinese imports, 
and his bellicose rhetoric about China’s role in 
the island dispute in the South China Sea, there 
does seem to be some good evidence for this 
possibility. But the Trump administration has 
recently dialled back the hostility. Trump him-
self assured Chinese leader Xi Jinping of US 
commitment to the “one-China” policy. Tiller-
son followed with a visit in Beijing that empha-
sised “mutual respect.”
Information Clearing House 
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US$54 billion 
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It’s the air 
we all breathe

My name’s Michelle and I run 
Port Augusta’s community 
cinema. 

Over New Year’s Eve, our town 
was covered in coal dust from a 
closed down coal-fi red power station. 
It was unbearable. You couldn’t go 
outside. You couldn’t even stand out 
by your door; your eyes would just 
burn. People said they were having 
breathing diffi culties. We were wor-
ried for our children and what they 
were breathing in.

The air monitoring in place, 
mostly run by the power company, 
wasn’t good enough. They were only 
monitoring the dust one day in six. 
Nobody was prepared for this.

Months later, the power station 
continues to cause concern for the 

community. Just last week, a part of 
the station was demolished, stirring 
up the dangerous dust yet again. You 
can imagine how the town felt.

We need your help to get inde-
pendent air monitoring in Port 
Augusta. It’s important to me and the 
community because it means we have 
our own, honest system to make sure 
the air is safe to breathe. There are 
no government bodies and no private 
companies involved – just informa-
tion we can believe.

Port Augusta is an incredible 
town. It’s filled with people who 
unconditionally support each other 
day in and day out when times are 
tough, who give their time, money 
and skills just to help. Without these 
people we might not be able to keep 
up this fi ght.

That’s why we want to make sure 
this device can be deployed in other 
coal-affected towns. So other com-
munities facing coal-fi red power sta-
tion closures are armed with their 
own independent air monitoring. 
That way they can make sure the risk 
to people’s health is monitored prop-
erly and make sure that coal compa-
nies clean up their mess, safely.

Can you help us raise enough 
money so we can ship and share this 
device with other coal-affected towns 
across Australia?

Nobody can do it alone, and nor 
should they have to. That’s why I 
need your help to get behind this and 
help other communities get prepared. 
That way, they can transition away 
from coal and towards renewables in 
a way that’s fair and right.

Everybody deserves to have 
clean air. 

I want to thank everyone who 
has donated to help Port Augusta 
and communities like us so far. With 
your help, we can make sure commu-
nities like ours are treated fairly and 
not left with someone else’s mess to 
clean up. 

Thank you,
Michelle

Community member, 
cinema operator, Mum 

THAAD deployment 
dangerous
The Foreign Minister’s recent call 
for the US to maintain its power 
in the Pacifi c and the news that 
the Terminal High Altitude Area 
Defence system (THAAD) is to be 
installed in South Korea months 
ahead of schedule is extremely 
alarming.

According to a report in The 
Korea Times the deployment process 

has begun even though the neces-
sary administrative steps have yet 
to be completed, including secur-
ing the land for the battery, evalua-
tion of its environmental impact, and 
basic planning and construction of 
the base.

The deployment was expected to 
begin in June or July, but the battery 
is now expected to be operational 
before the end of April. This may be 
because of political developments in 
South Korea, where President Park 
has been impeached and where a new 
government might oppose deploy-
ment of THAAD.

Coming as it does during the 
course of very large military exercis-
es involving USA and South Korean 
forces, the timing could easily be 
misinterpreted by North Korea as an 
act of aggression.

The installation of THAAD 
is ostensibly a response to North 
Korea’s recent simultaneous launch 
of four ballistic missiles. However 
it can be interpreted as a danger-
ous escalation of the situation in the 
region.

The installation of THAAD 
may give Japan and South Korea an 
improved sense of security. Howev-
er, its impact on both North Korean 
and Chinese military thinking must 
also be considered. THAAD could 

well render impotent China’s ability 
to retaliate to an attack. This there-
fore increases the risk of a pre-emp-
tive attack, should tensions reach an 
extreme level. So, far from moving 
the world closer to peace, the instal-
lation of THAAD is highly desta-
bilising, highly provocative and 
dangerous to everyone.

The fact that the installation has 
commenced even before the neces-
sary land has been acquired indicates 
the sort of urgency one would only 
expect during preparations for war. 
It is very ominous.

Julie Bishop reportedly said on 
October 22, 2016, “While Australia 
has benefi ted enormously from our 
close relationship with the US, it is 
the right of each sovereign nation to 
determine its international relation-
ships in their national interest.”

We agree with this earlier state-
ment by the Foreign Minister and 
ask that she recognise that it is not 
in Australia’s interests, nor those 
of global peace, for Australia to be 
pushing the US to be more of a bull 
in the china shop in the region.

More efforts should be directed 
to seeking Chinese assistance in rein-
ing in North Korea.

Nick Deane
IPAN

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

BRITAIN: The University of Surrey has 
just published some research on urban 
air pollution. It urges parents to use pram 
covers to protect babies and young children 
from harmful pollution encountered during 
the school run.

The research followed measurements from 
air monitoring equipment placed inside tod-
dlers’ prams being pushed to and from schools, 
during drop-off and pick-up times.

Bus stops and traffi c lights turned out to be 
the worst places for exposure to the tiny parti-
cles from exhaust fumes and tyres that can get 
into the bloodstream. And more of these harm-
ful particles were in the air during morning 
drop-off times, when traffi c was at its busiest.

The West has long looked condescend-
ingly at images of Chinese citizens wandering 
their streets wearing medical masks to protect 
against unbearable air pollution levels. Tourists 
in Britain wearing the same masks have often 
been regarded as obsessive oddities. Now the 
problem doesn’t seem so far away.

A recent World Health Organisation report 
said that 570,000 children under the age of fi ve 
die each year from illnesses that could be linked 
to pollution. Britain doesn’t have comparable 
fi gures for child mortality, but the evidence is 
there about developmental damage that air pol-
lution brings with it.

In the face of this, researchers may be right 
in saying it is sensible for parents to take their 
own protective measures in respect of babies 
and toddlers, but is this what society needs?

In my childhood years, I confess to think-
ing that the pea-soup fogs were a bit of a bless-
ing. We were sent home from school early, as 
bus services were curtailed.

Schools could remain closed for days. Kids 
loved it, parents less so. We knew the smogs 
made a mess of our mums’ washing lines, it 

just took longer to grasp that the real price was 
being paid by our lungs.

It took the London smog disaster of 1952 
– killing over 12,000 people and blighting the 
health of hundreds of thousands more – to 
shake the nation into action. Something had 
to be done to bring to an end the delusion that 
soot-fi lled skies were a sign of economic suc-
cess. And the answer wasn’t to be found in the 
mass production of pram covers.

The unlikely hero came in the form of 
Duncan Sandys, the housing minister in Harold 
Macmillan’s Conservative government. It was 
Sandys who took on industrial lobbyists who, 
for decades, had wriggled their way round 
attempts to force an improvement in Britain’s 
air quality standards.

The Clean Air Act 1956 is widely regarded 
as a milestone in environmental protection. The 
legislation included powers to establish smoke-
less zones, offered generous subsidies to house-
holders to convert to cleaner fuels (smokeless 
solid fuel, gas and electricity) and set penalties 
for those who failed to act.

The story has it that there was such a fi ne 
political balance – between entrenched pol-
lution rights and a societal right to breathe – 
that Macmillan told Sandys to remain behind 
at the end of the Cabinet meeting. When the 
room was clear, Sandys found himself pressed 
back by Macmillan who was prodding him in 
the chest and proclaiming “Understand this, 
Sandys. If it all goes #$@&%*!-up, you’re on 
your own!”

Fortunately, it didn’t. But the changes took 
more than a decade (and further clean air acts) 
to fully and fi nally nail themselves in place. 
What it required was political leadership – the 
one quality Britain that is lacking today.

Anyone following the Chancellor’s 
Budget could be forgiven for presuming that 

air pollution was not a problem. Despite the 
fact that the courts have twice found Britain in 
breach of binding air quality standards, none of 
this was refl ected in the Budget; no new “car 
scrappage” scheme for the oldest, most pollut-
ing vehicles; no funding for extensive “clean 
air zones;” no hike in the pump price of diesel; 
no motor industry support package tied specifi -
cally (and exclusively) to the next generation of 
clean energy vehicles nor any support for a ban 
on diesel vehicles in urban areas.

The Chancellor seems to have acquired the 
nickname of “Spreadsheet Phil,” apparently put 
down to some forensic attention to detail. If 
this is true, then he has also managed to fi nd a 
way of doing so without breathing. The govern-
ment’s economic plan looks increasingly like 
an energy, climate and environmental crisis.

In throwing money at North Sea oil extrac-
tion the Chancellor continues to feed the addic-
tion to fossil fuels. Taxing non-polluting solar 
roofs, rather than heavily polluting diesel vehi-
cles, puts him on the side of the problem, not 
the solution. What it does, however, is throw 
lifelines to the government’s friends (and fi nan-
cial backers).

Under any sort of scrutiny, Spreadsheet 
Phil metamorphoses into Toxic Phil; but the 
press refuse to see it. Britain’s problems today 
are rooted in a government still umbilically 
linked to the political sootsuckers of the ’50s 
and ’60s.

This isn’t just about clapped-out old vehi-
cles. The Times has reported that tests on the 
burgeoning fl eet of new diesel delivery vehi-
cles show them running around Britain’s streets 
at emissions levels 20 times greater than the 
legal limit.

It isn’t as though we lack other choices. 
Norway and the Netherlands have already 
legislated to end the production of fossil fuel 

vehicles by 2025. Germany is pushing for this 
to be an EU-wide policy by 2030. And a fl o-
tilla of international cities are aiming to get 
there before their national governments. Shame 
no-one has told Hammond and Theresa May.

Across Europe and North America there 
are cities fi lling their skylines with solar panels 
that will feed urban networks of electric vehicle 
(EV) charging points. In France and Califor-
nia you cannot construct a new building that 
doesn’t have clean energy generation in (or on) 
it. Others are looking at storing wind surpluses 
into hydrogen fuel cells to power the next gen-
eration of hydrogen powered vehicles – with 
oxygen as the gas coming out of exhaust pipes. 
The whole of Sweden’s public-sector vehicles 
will soon run on biofuels reclaimed from their 
own waste streams.

No-one has the courage to say it, but there 
is nothing behind May’s veneer that is remotely 
up to the challenges this generation has to face. 
Crises in climate, soil fertility, food security, 
energy supply, fuel poverty, forced migrations 
and social fragmentation will not be resolved 
by the freemarketeering feudalism she brings 
to the table.

Propping up the past will not make Britain 
fi t for the future.

If we are to save our children from today’s 
age of muck, we must learn the lessons of what 
ended the last one. Britain’s age of smog was 
ended by a combination of strong political 
leadership on environmental issues; big trans-
formations in energy and transport policy and 
inclusive and accountable benefi ts.

None of these are within reach of a UK 
government that eagerly runs its Trumpette 
tenderness behind policies that will sink us all.
Morning Star 

Air pollution 
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LOS ANGELES: This year, to 
mark International Working 
Women’s Day/Día international 
de la mujer trabajadora, the 
UCLA Labour Centre, pairing 
with the UCLA Centre for Jewish 
Studies, sponsored an uplifting 
afternoon at the Labour Centre’s 
building across from downtown’s 
MacArthur Park.

Dr Caroline Luce, UCLA profes-
sor of labour history, had her students 
prepare graphic displays showing the 
history of women in the needle trades 
in Los Angeles. A hundred years ago 
these women were mostly Jewish 
and Italian, the same demographics 
of the garment industry in New York 
at the time. Over time, as new waves 
of immigrants arrived, the workers 
became mostly Latina and Asian.

A quilt board held a new banner 
to celebrate the centennial. Women 
(and a man or two) sewed down the 
appliquéd lettering and imagery, 
and added their own initials if they 
wished. Many of these women were 
current garment workers employed 
in the sweatshops of Los Angeles. 
This city is now the garment man-
ufacturing capital of the United 
States, although these days most of 
the clothing worn in this country is 
made abroad for much lower wages.

Luce recounted the brief his-
tory of women working in the gar-
ment industry in LA, and then invited 
labour organiser Christina Vásquez 
to give the keynote address. Vásquez 
pointed out that the hall in which we 
were meeting belonged to the Inter-
national Ladies Garment Workers 
Union (ILGWU), which later merged 
to become today’s UNITE HERE. 
It is now leased out to the UCLA 
Labour Centre to serve workers in 
all industries.

An immigrant herself, from 
Mexico, Vásquez started early in 
garment worker organising, starting 
as a trimmer in a shop. She moved 
to an offi ce job, but when the work-
ers struck for better pay and working 
conditions, she joined them on the 
picket line and was promptly fi red. 
At that time, in the 1970s, immigrant 
labour was the poor stepchild of the 
labour movement. Labour leadership 
– which did not resemble the union 
membership – still believed that 
immigrants were taking jobs away 
from American citizens and lower-
ing wages for all. Openly, at meet-
ings of the LA County Federation 
of Labour in those days, disparag-
ing comments could be heard about 
fellow workers from other countries 

who, like everyone else, were simply 
living pay cheque to pay cheque and 
trying to stay afl oat.

After the immigrant women start-
ed winning some of their job actions, 
however, the tide started turning. 
When bus-loads of women garment 
workers appeared at boycott dem-
onstrations against the anti-labour, 
anti-gay Coors beer company in the 
1970s, and when the boycott won, 
immigrant labour won a new level 
of respect. 

Under the infl uence of County 
Fed leader Miguel Contreras, the 
movement came to see that organised 
labour meant defending all working 
people and that together they would 
make a stronger labour movement. 
(Signifi cant strains in the working 
class today need to be reminded of 
that lesson!)

In the early days of garment man-
ufacturing, the whole garment was 
designed, created and marketed out 
of one company and one building. 
After NAFTA (North American Free 
Trade Agreement) came in, much of 
the work could be subcontracted out 
to Mexico. A plethora of subsidiary 
companies popped up, nimbly able to 

avoid prosecution for labour abuses 
by shutting down operations, moving 
the sewing machines to another 
locale, changing the name and titu-
lar ownership of the fi rm and start-
ing up again. The owners could not 
be found, the workers went unpaid.

Sadly, the same issues that affect-
ed garment work a century ago, such 
as long hours, poor wages and no 
overtime, wage theft, locked doors, 
unhealthy and unsafe working condi-
tions, all continue to exist today. 

There are even sweatshops in LA 
that literally employ slave labour, 
people from other countries held 
against their will, their passports 
taken, and forced to work for fear of 
deportation or harm to their families 
back home.

Under these conditions, Vásquez 
said, it’s impossible to simply 
organise shop by shop. We need to 
create a mass movement, pass laws 
and enforce them. This is what she 
wanted students at the UCLA Labour 
Centre to take from this event: You 
can make change. Legislators and 
employers must in the end listen 
to workers, students, youth, and of 
course consumers.

Carry 
the banner of scarlet

In the concluding cultural portion 
of the program, the audience sang 
along to the familiar Mimi Fariña set-
ting of the James Oppenheim poem 
Bread and Roses, which came out of 
the 1912 Lawrence textile strike.

In tribute to the early Yiddish-
speaking Jewish workers in the trade, 
a new Spanish translation (by Dulce 
Ramírez Gómez) was read to accom-
pany an English translation (by Rose 
Pastor Stokes) of the poem In the 
Factory by Morris Rosenfeld, one of 
the famous Jewish “sweatshop poets” 
of a century ago.

Ruth Judkowitz and this writer, 
two members of the Southern Cali-
fornia Arbeter Ring (Workmen’s 
Circle) – which began in LA in 
1908 and soon included a branch of 
ILGWU workers – sang the classic 
songs Union Maid and Solidarity 
Forever. They began with the 1891 
song Arbeter Froyen (You Work-
ing Women) by another sweatshop 
poet, Dovid Edelshtat, who himself 
died young of tuberculosis from 
his hard working life. The trilin-
gual printed program carried the 
verses of this song, including (per-
haps for the fi rst time?) a Spanish 
translation. 
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100 years of 
LA garment work

You working women 
You working women, suffering women,
Women who languish at home and in mills:
Oh, why don’t you help us in building the Temple
Of freedom and joy that will end the world’s ills?

Help us carry the banner of scarlet
Forward through storm and through the dark night.
Help us bring truth to all of the people,
To the unfortunate let us bring light.

Help us lift the world from oppression,
Raising up everything that we hold dear.
Struggle together like powerful lions,
For freedom, equality – principles clear.

More than once women have shown that they’re able,
Made tremble hangmen and throne.
They’ve shown the world that they can be entrusted
The holy banner in bitterest storm. 

Dovid Edelshtat
(Translated from Yiddish by Jerry Silverman)



12  March 29, 2017 Guardian

Sibi Arasu

The latest attack came on December 13, 
2016. At a bend in the road a truck blocked 
the route along which S Mugilan was travel-
ling with an activist colleague and his three 
children. They were driving back at night 
from a public meeting against the plun-
dering of sand from the River Cauvery by 
politically connected contractors and sand-
mining agents near the town of Karur in the 
southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu.

A dozen hired thugs fell upon their car. 
“Managing to open the door, they pulled me 
out legs fi rst but I clung on desperately. They 
grabbed my throat and asked me to leave Karur 
and never come back,” says Mugilan. “Even 
though it lasted for only about 10 minutes, 
they managed to hurt me pretty badly. The 
locals, seeing us being attacked, rushed to the 
car and the thugs dispersed. The children were 
traumatised.”

Later that night, they went to the district 
collector’s house and went on a dharna (sit-
in), asking for a case of criminal assault to be 
registered. It took many hours of persuasion 
to do so.

The next morning they heard that a counter-
charge had been registered, alleging that Mugi-
lan and company were the perpetrators of the 
violence.

“This is what usually happens. It’s just 
another day in the life of anyone like me who 
the powers-that-be are afraid of,” says Mugilan. 
“At least now we know that we are making a 
real impact here.”

This incident is the latest in a line of 
assaults that Mugilan has faced in a lifetime 
of human rights and environmental activism. 

A tradition of protest
“My village, Chennimalai, located in the 

“textile belt” of Tamil Nadu, has always had a 
history of protest,” says Mugilan. “Even 200 
years ago, when the East India Company was 
trying to collect taxes here, the king of this 
region, Chinna Malai, defeated the British army 
thrice in battle, albeit with the help of the leg-
endary Tipu Sultan.

“More recently, the people here have exe-
cuted long-standing protests for labour rights 
in the textile industry. This inherent celebration 
of socialism as well as this tradition of protests 
defi nitely shaped me.

“My fi rst exposure to ideas of social justice 
was when I was 9 or 10. The owner of a barber 
shop I was often taken to was a great admirer 
of the then newly formed DMK or the Dravid-
ian Progressive Party. He was illiterate, though. 
Every day he would get a copy of the party’s 
offi cial news organ Murasoli and my task was 
to read it out aloud.

“My father was a farmer and my mother 
took care of our household. Even though they 
weren’t actively involved in political agitations, 
they never discouraged my siblings and me 
from doing what we thought was right. When I 
was in college, my father was summoned many 
times to be informed about my student activ-
ism. Not once did he scold or raise his voice 
against me.”

Poongodi, Mugilan’s wife, receives con-
stant threats to her family.

With no graduate college in his district, 
Mugilan enrolled on a mechanical engineer-
ing course in the town of Pollachi, around 100 
kilometres away. “The 1980s were turbulent 
times in Tamil Nadu and, unlike now, students 
were at the forefront of everything,” he recalls.

“College was the time when I discovered 
Marxist texts and the socialist philosophies of 
the self-respect movement, inspired by Periyar, 
here in Tamil Nadu.”

The only time he was outside the activist 
fold were the four years (1984-88) he worked 
as an engineer at the state Public Works Depart-
ment. “That place was not for me. You were 
expected to turn a blind eye to a lot of things 
and I just couldn’t do that.” Discovering the 
Tamil Nadu Marxist Party, he lost interest in 
the job.

“How we dealt with things as a party was 
a great lesson for me which I still hold dear, 
even though I am out of the offi cial party now. 
We protested against the rampant availability of 
alcohol and drugs, the caste system and over-
reach of government offi cials and the police. 
We always had the people on our side, though, 
and that is one reason why I’m protected even 
today. As long as the people you are agitating 
for protect you, there is relative safety from 
hired thugs.”

Destruction
Mugilan fi rst got involved in environmen-

tal protest in 2005. “The Noyyal River was 
excessively polluted by leather factories and 

dyeing units. We targeted the particularly pol-
luting units and were reasonably successful in 
shutting them down.” This was not without 
consequences.

In November 2008, Mugilan and his com-
rades were attacked by about 70 men armed 
with kadaparais (crowbars) and aruvals (curved 
machetes). They were left with injuries which 
required weeks of hospitalisation.

Asked about how she deals with constant 
threats to her family, Mugilan’s wife Poongodi 
says, “When they call, I just tell them to do 
whatever they can. There’s no point in being 
afraid of these people.”

While involved in a three-year-long agi-
tation against a nuclear power plant in the 
town of Koodankulam, Mugilan was confront-
ed with the theft of beach sand by the mining 
mafi a there. The sand mining on Tamil Nadu’s 
east coast is so rampant that entire stretches of 
beaches have dis appeared. Just one case fi led 
in the Madras High Court alleges that US$14 
billion worth of sand was illegally mined by a 
single mafi a boss and his company. “In the vil-
lage of Idinthakarai, there are many who have 
been brutally killed for raising their voices 
against mining.”

In the last decade, Mugilan has been at the 
forefront of protest against environmental deg-
radation. Sand mining of the 1,076-kilometre 
coastline and of all the 17 major river-basins 
that fall within the state’s border is an illegal 
trade of epic proportions, generating billions 
in black money. It has led to river basins sink-
ing 10 metres or more below ground level in 
the past two decades. He has also led protests 

against a proposed hydraulic fracking project, 
a natural gas pipeline, air and water pollution 
by industry, and a project to establish a neutrino 
observatory in a reserved forest area, among 
others. 

“This state’s natural resources are being 
destroyed in the name of development. The 
politicians here, like dogs like to come lick 
everything, they come and take a lick – that 
is, get a cut from whatever project is going on, 
regardless of how badly it will affect their own 
people,” says Mugilan.

“First, people need to understand that 
natural resources are their common property. 
Then, that they have to protect them from those 
who are trying to exploit them for commercial 
purposes.”

Mugilan considers the people he organ-
ises and works with as the real revolutionar-
ies. “I believe there are three types of people. 
The fi rst, who only think about themselves, the 
second, who think they can’t do much but are 
willing to help those who do. Finally, the third 
type are those who are determined to change 
how things work. Having a fundamental care 
for my society, I belong to this type.

“I realise the path I have chosen is risky. 
Every day, the greatest happiness is that I’m 
alive to see tomorrow. Tamil Nadu, like many 
other parts of the world, is being swindled and 
destroyed beyond recognition. The job is for 
working people all over the world, not just here, 
to come together against such swindling. We’re 
up against big capitalists and imperialists. Great 
strength is needed to defeat them.”
New Internationalist 
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Taking on the sand mafi a

“We always had the people on our side, and that is one reason why 
I’m protected even today. As long as the people you are agitating for 
protect you, there is relative safety from hired thugs.”

Activist S Mugilan.


