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Last week a full bench of the Federal Court 
increased fi nes relating to industrial action 
by members of the building and construc-
tion union (CFMEU) by more than ten-fold. 
A single judge of the Federal Court had 
previously fi ned the union a total of $23,500 
in penalties but the Australian Building 
and Construction Commission (ABCC) 
appealed the decision.

The appeal, heard by a full bench, over-
turned the previous fi nes and clobbered the 
union and its organisers with a ten-fold increase 
in fi nes totalling $242,000. The fi ne on the 
union was $190,000 and individual union offi -
cials received penalties ranging from $2,500 
to $17,500.

The industrial action occurred in 2013 
when around 150 workers building the Termi-
nal 1 Extension 2 at Perth International Air-
port had gone for up to eight weeks without 
payment. Their employer had also failed to 
make superannuation and long service leave 
payments.

Repeated attempts by the union to get 
employers and contractors involved were 
unsuccessful. In desperation, the workers even-
tually took industrial action.

Unable to keep up repayments, some had 
lost their cars, had problems making their mort-
gage repayments and pressure was put on rela-
tionships at home when no income was coming 
in.

The company owing most of the money, 
Concealed Interiors and Exteriors was in fi nan-
cial diffi culties.

As a result of the action by the union, 
the workers were back-paid almost $480,000 
in wages, super and long service leave 
entitlements.

In a majority decision the Court found that 
the original judge “failed to have regard to the 
need to deter serial recidivists” and that the pen-
alties that had been imposed by that judge were 
“manifestly inadequate and unreasonable.”

It was the union that turned the situation 
around, that won justice for the workers. But 
it is the unions and its offi cials who are being 
fi ned almost a quarter of a million dollars for 
ensuring the law is enforced and the workers 
receive what they are entitled to.

The decision comes hot on the heels of the 
statement by ACTU secretary Sally McManus 
that, “When laws are unjust no, I don’t think 
there’s a problem with breaking them.”

The penalty has all the appearances of a 
political and retaliatory action against the trade 
union movement, in particular the moral and 
social justice principle that unjust laws do not 
have to be obeyed.

The decision deliberately sets out to warn 
others who might dare to take action to defend 
their rights.

The ABCC states on its webpage: “The 
vision of the ABCC is that all Australian 

building and construction workplaces are fair, 
effi cient and productive.”

“The mission of the ABCC is to ensure that 
the rule of law prevails in the Australian build-
ing and construction industry,” it would have 
us believe.

The political, anti-union bias of the ABCC 
is clear for all to see. Although it knew at the 
time that the employers had not complied with 
the law, took no action against them or to ensure 
those workers were paid according to law.

Attack on wages
While building and construction work-

ers are being subjected to a hammering by the 
ABCC, the Turnbull government is getting on 
with its attack on low paid workers.

The government’s submission to the Fair 
Work Commission’s review of minimum 
wages said: “The panel should take a cau-
tious approach, taking into account the uncer-
tain economic outlook and the need to boost 
employment and job creation, particularly for 
young people and the low-skilled.”

Whenever the government or employers 
talk about job creation, it is spin for low wages 
and lower living standards for working people. 
It is a capitalist myth that low wages increase 
jobs. Low wages increase profi ts which are then 
distributed to shareholders, go offshore or are 
invested in labour saving technology.

Low wages reduce the power of workers 
to buy goods and services and this reduction in 
demand costs jobs. Every cent of an increase 
in the wage of those on low incomes is spent 
in the economy. It is not spent on luxury trips 
overseas or stocks and shares.

The government also claimed that “exces-
sive” pay rises could imperil job creation in a 
changing economy and asserted that increasing 
the minimum wage was “not an effi cient way 
to address relative living standards or the needs 
of the low-paid”.

The government would have us believe that 
reducing income improves living standards. It 
whole-heartedly supports the slashing of pen-
alty rates for low income workers. It is lining 
up further cuts to payments for the most dis-
advantaged and vulnerable in the forthcoming 
budget.

These cuts will be used to fund the dirty 
deal it made with Senator Nick Xenophon and 
his team last week for $24 billion in corporate 
tax cuts this year and over the next two years.

“The panel should take a cautious approach, 
taking into account the uncertain economic out-
look and the need to boost employment and 
job creation, particularly for young people and 
the low-skilled,” the 85-page submission noted.

McManus used her speech to the National 
Press Club on March 29 to announce that the 
ACTU is making a claim for a $45 increase 
in the minimum wage. She pointed out that in 
1985 the minimum wage was nearly two-thirds 
of the average wage. Today it is well under half.

The ACTU claim is modest in the 

circumstances. It should be supported as a fi rst 
step towards providing a living wage for the 
lowest paid workers.

In a call to action, McManus, noted that the 
union movement has achieved so much “that 
our rights can sometimes seem inevitable or 
eternal.

“They are not. They were won by genera-
tions of working people in their unions. Brave 
people, courageous people. Working people.”

In a reference to penalty rates, she said, 
“The Fair Work Commission decision is a 
timely reminder to all Australians that – what 
was won can also be lost.

“The times compel the Australian union 
movement to make a decision,” McManus said.

“We could meekly accept the taking away 
of rights that those before us fought for.

“We could say growing inequality and mass 
job insecurity are just inevitable and there is 
nothing much we can do. Or we could say, 
no more. Not on our watch. We will not be 
bystanders.

“This is the decision we made. It’s just not 
in us to take the fi rst option.

“We are running onto the fi eld and we are 
going to change the game.” 

Enough is Enough rally held in Perth in March. (Photo: Vinnie Molina)
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On political correctness
The appeal of the corporate rich to the public to accept greater 

sacrifi ces is accompanied by a sharp increase in the use of racism 
as a weapon to divide and rule. Racism stigmatises those being 
exploited and divides the working class. It serves as a diversion from 
other issues, foments racial prejudice and bourgeois nationalism 
and helps make economic exploitation more palatable.

Widespread insecurity and hardship provide an audience for 
the proponents of these theories who are allowed to speak and 
publish in the name of “freedom of speech.” People looking for 
the reasons for the growing problems they face are force-fed the 
simplistic demagogy of racism in order to make it harder for them 
to fi nd the real answers – which are to be found within the system 
of capitalism itself.

“Political correctness” – public opposition to racism – is to 
be done away with in favour of “democratic debate” – promoting 
racism as one of two legitimate positions in a debate and so making 
prejudice and discrimination legitimate and respectable.

Democratic rights and freedom of speech are not absolutes. 
Every society is entitled to protect itself from those who set one 
racial group against another, who advocate racial superiority and 
incitement to war. So every democratic society must restrict the 
rights of those who practice racial vilifi cation, or incite others to 
discriminatory acts and racial violence.

“Political correctness” is associated with those who speak out 
against racism and bigotry, who defend multiculturalism and the 
rights of First Nations people. This assault is being extended trade 
union rights and women’s right to choose. The current federal 
government is giving cover for the statements and actions of various 
MPs and is accommodating and by extension promoting fascist 
groups.

Democratic rights and freedom of speech in Australia are one-
sided. The corporate owners of the mass media are able to speak 
each day in loud, invasive voices. After all, democratic rights are 
strictly limited while the economy is in the hands of employers who 
determine who does and doesn’t have a job.

The struggle is on to defend what has been won and to extend 
the rights of those who are under attack, in particular the poor 
and voiceless. What was and is required is not more debate about 
racism but more debate on how to get rid of it.

Power play
The South Australian government’s decision to “go it alone” 

in determining the source and delivery of the state’s energy sup-
ply, was met with derision by the Turnbull government, which 
pronounced it the responsibility of the Commonwealth to control 
supply of electricity based on a centralised system and national 
grid. This is primarily to preserve and protect the profi ts of fossil 
fuel generators: in defence of King Coal.

This position contradicts the federal government’s position in 
regard to federal-state relations. Readers will recall then Treasurer 
Joe Hockey delivering in his 2014 budget an $80 billion was cut 
from federal funding to the states for health and education. Hockey 
informed the states that they could “sink or swim” and that they 
were now, as far as the government was concerned, “sovereign 
entities.”

The federal government was going to jettison Federation, hailing 
back to the time when Australia was a collection of British colonies, 
which later formed the federation of states.

Historian Manning Clark wrote in his History of Australia that 
“the moves towards federation were the product of neither popular 
hunger for independence nor of any widespread determination 
that Australians should claim responsibility for making their own 
history.”

The basis for federation grew along with the growth of the 
economy and the development of communications. It was no longer 
acceptable that tariff barriers, which impeded open trade, should 
exist between the various states. This was also the beginnings of 
an Australian national sentiment.

The constitution was drafted and remains in place today with 
few amendments. It was put to the people of the separate states 
in two referenda in 1898 and 1899 and carried, thereby, creating 
the legal basis for federation that took place on January 1, 1901.

Federation was an inevitable and progressive step forward. 
The defeat of referenda for a republic shows, however, that much 
remains to be done to achieve full independence.
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QUOTE OF THE WEEK
Onward Christian soldiers!

On to heathen lands!

Prayer books in your pockets!

Rifl es in your hands!

Henry Labouchere, “Pioneers’ Hymn”, 1880s

”

Press freedom 
under attack

PRESS FUND
To mitigate the threat of extremely dangerous climate change we 
must phase out the use of fossil fuels as fast as possible. However, 
the coal, gas and oil corporations (and their parliamentary 
representatives) want to prolong their use for as long as possible! 
The coalition government says coal and gas must play the major 
role in Australian energy production “for decades to come”, and 
last week in the US, President Trump abolished laws supporting 
the development of non-polluting renewable energy production. 
The Guardian must play its part in this battle for the future of 
humankind, but we really need Press Fund contributions, so please 
send in something for the next edition if you possibly can. Many 
thanks to this week’s contributors, as follows:
E Durston $10, C Greer $50, Mark Mannion $10, “Rough Red” $5, 
“Round Figure”$10,  E Seymour $25
This week’s total: $110 Progressive total: $1,780

“

Mike Dobbie

It says: “Rope. Tree. Journalist. 
Some assembly required.”

When this t-shirt re-appeared at 
a Trump rally last November, there 
were reports that it had been quickly 
withdrawn from sale. Not so. For just 
$29 plus shipping it can still be yours 
via a San Francisco-based online 
design outlet.

It seems like it’s been open 
season on journalists for years. More 
than 3,000 of us have been slain in 
targeted killings and cross-fi re inci-
dents since 1990; 93 killed just last 
year. Increasingly, impunity reigns 
so that the killers literally get away 
with murder.

Indeed, Australian law enforce-
ment agencies have demonstrated 
they are not prepared to vigorously 
investigate crimes against our col-
leagues. Nine Australian journalists 
have been murdered in the past 42 
years and still not a single killer has 
been brought to justice.

Now it seems it is open season 
on journalism itself. Scrutinising 
the powerful, reporting the truth and 
informing our communities – these 
are all being mocked and assaulted 
by those who seek to deceive for their 
own ends.

Journalism is being criminalised. 
The act of reporting in the public 
interest can lead to imprisonment. 
We know that’s the case in Turkey, 
in Egypt, in China … add Australia 
to the list.

Australia’s parliament passed 
section 35P of the ASIO Act with 
bipartisan support, allowing for 
imprisonment for fi ve or 10 years for 
a journalist reporting on a “special 
intelligence operation” – but because 
SIOs are secret, a journalist wouldn’t 
necessarily know if an operation was 
an SIO.

Any journalist “recklessly” pub-
lishing a legitimate news story could 
still face lengthy jail time.

After the Media, Entertain-
ment and Arts Alliance (MEAA) 
and others spoke out, the Independ-
ent National Security Legislation 
Monitor, Roger Gyles (who later 
quit his post 14 months into a two-
year term), made a modest recom-
mendation since enacted: a defence 
of prior publication. But there has 
been no change to the penalties. Any 
journalist “recklessly” publishing a 
legitimate news story could still face 
lengthy jail time.

So being fi rst with breaking news 
can get you up to 10 years in the 
slammer. How’s that for a “chilling 
effect” on journalism?

Now Attorney-General Bran-
dis is considering extending Gyles’ 
recommendation to Australian Fed-
eral Police “controlled operations”. 
So will journalists face jail for 
being fi rst to reveal a botched AFP 
investigation?

Section 79 of the Commonwealth 
Crimes Act provides jail terms of six 
months to seven years for “receiv-
ing” a leaked offi cial document (“any 
sketch, plan, photograph, model, 
cipher, note, document, article or 
information”). Multiple AFP raids 
about NBN leaks are not unknown.

Are we now being spied on 
because of our journalism?

Meanwhile, in February ASIO 
director-general Duncan Lewis 
hinted that the fi rst Journalist Infor-
mation Warrants to be issued under 
the new metadata retention laws 
(an odd own goal: disclosure of the 
existence of a warrant is punisha-
ble with two years’ jail). These war-
rants allow 21 government agencies 
to trawl through two years’ worth 
of journalists’ and media organisa-
tions’ telecommunications data in 
order to discover our sources. It’s 
all done without our knowledge, so 
we’ll never know how many con-
tacts and news stories have been 
compromised.

The government still refuses to 
reveal what goes on at sea under the 
military veneer of “Operation Sov-
ereign Borders” or what takes places 
in asylum-seeker detention centres. 
While health professionals were 
exempted in October, other “entrust-
ed persons” face two years’ jail for 
revealing the truth.

Defamation laws continue to be 
used to harass, intimidate, muzzle 
and punish journalists and media 
outlets.

While there are some whistle-
blower protections available in the 
public sector through the fl awed 
Public Interest Disclosure Act 
2013, Fairfax Media’s reports show 
that private sector whistleblowers 
are routinely harassed, threatened 
and punished in revenge for having 
exposed corporate fraud, illegali-
ty, dishonesty and threats to public 
health and safety. Journalists must 
stand up to protect our sources, 
who risk so much in order for the 
truth to be told. MEAA has made 
a submission to the parliamentary 
inquiry.

Defamation laws continue to be 
used to harass, intimidate, muzzle 
and punish journalists and media out-
lets. The uniform defamation regime 

is used to assuage the hurt feelings 
of the rich and powerful, who don’t 
have to prove their reputations have 
been harmed in order to win massive 
payouts.

The ongoing failure of lawmak-
ers in Queensland, South Australia 
and the Northern Territory to intro-
duce shield laws allows plaintiffs 
to subpoena a journalist to compel 
them to cough up the identity of a 
confi dential source. If the journal-
ist maintains their ethical obligation 
to always protect the source’s iden-
tity, they risk a fi ne, imprisonment or 
both, plus a criminal conviction for 
contempt of court.

If the outrageous use of suppres-
sion orders is any guide, the courts 
aren’t of a mind to do the fourth estate 
any favours. In Victoria, an average 
of two suppression orders are issued 
every working day. Fortunately, Vic-
toria is reviewing its Open Courts 
Act 2013, which has failed miser-
ably to rein in judges who suppress 
information on spurious grounds for 
periods of up to fi ve years (MEAA’s 
submission to the review notes that 
judges regularly fail to meet the 
requirements of the Act).

With fake news on everyone’s 
lips, it’s worth remembering the Piz-
zagate incident when a man entered 
a restaurant in Washington DC with 
an assault rifl e because he wanted to 
“self-investigate” fake news web-
sites’ claims that a paedophile ring 
was being run from its basement by 
Bill and Hillary Clinton. The alle-
gation was false. The three shots he 
fi red were real. The gunman later 
said: “The intel on this wasn’t 100 
percent.” 

So this is where we are now. The 
public’s right to know is mocked and 
blocked. Governments either enable 
attacks on press freedom or initiate 
them. Some 259 journalists were 
imprisoned last year. Our colleagues 
are killed for doing their job and, in 
death, are denied justice. Legitimate 
news organisations are described 
as purveyors of fake news and ene-
mies of the people. Armed vigilan-
tes “self-investigate” by packing an 
assault rifl e.

Rope. Tree. Journalist.
Mike Dobbie is communications 
manager for MEAA Media. 
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Former and current juvenile 
detainees have shared harrowing 
stories of abuse, mistreatment and 
cruelty with the Royal Commis-
sion into Juvenile Detention in the 
Northern Territory.

Last month the royal commission 
held hearings in Alice Springs and 
heard from a young Aboriginal man 
that when he was a juvenile he had 
been threatened with rape by guards 
and was forced to shower with adult 
prisoners.

The young man said he was sent 
to Darwin’s adult prison from Don 
Dale Youth Detention Centre after 
throwing a chair at a guard during a 
riot at Christmas 2011 and was kept 
in solitary confi nement.

“While I was showering an adult 
prisoner was standing next to me. I 
was really embarrassed and scared 
and I turned to face the wall,” he said. 
The then 17-year-old said offi cers put 
a spit hood on him each time he left 
isolation to visit a nurse even though 
he hadn’t been spitting.

“I couldn’t breathe and I didn’t 
know what was going on. I freaked 
out,” he said. 

The young man, who is still in 
custody, said one guard asked when 
he’d turn 18 and return to the adult 
prison, saying, “I’ll get some of the 
guys to rape you when you get back.”

Once back at Don Dale, the 
young man said he and other children 
were chained to a fence for more than 
an hour with their arms above their 
heads in 2012 after one kid sprayed a 
fi re extinguisher into the cells. 

“One guard grabbed my arms 
and another put me in a headlock. I 
think I fainted, dropped to the ground 
and then they picked me up and they 
handcuffed me to the fence,” he said. 
The offi cers took the detainees’ bed-
ding and mattresses away after fi re-
fi ghters hosed out the cells.

“That night we were locked in 
our cells on the wet concrete with no 
bedding. I was only wearing jocks. I 
think some of the kids were naked,” 
he said.

He said he had a sore shoulder 
after the incident but was denied 

medical treatment for two months. 
The young man, who left school in 
Year 7, said his eyesight had been a 
problem since he was 12 but he was 
never tested in Don Dale and had 
only recently been given glasses.

His grandmother told the inquiry 
she was shocked to discover the con-
ditions at Don Dale stating it was 
“very frightening, even as an adult. 
There was no privacy. The offi cers 
were always within earshot I think 
he wanted to tell me things but 
he couldn’t He looked scared and 
down,” she said. 

At the hearings, a male former 
Northern Territory prison guard who 
forcibly held a young girl down while 
she was stripped to her underwear 
called it standard “procedure”.

Former Don Dale shift super-
visor Trevor Hansen told the 
royal commission he restrained a 

misbehaving 15-year-old girl face 
down on a cement bed as a female 
colleague removed her clothes to pre-
vent self-harm.

Hansen said at the time of the 
incident in 2009 there was no guide-
lines in place restricting a male guard 
from taking part in the undressing of 
a young female detainee.

“It was procedure,” he said. 
“The clothing was removed so they 
couldn’t use those garments to hang 
themselves.” The girl received a 
lump on her cheek when she hit her 
head while being held and wanted 
to press charges against Hansen, but 
police never interviewed him.

In 2012, another 15-year-old 
girl claimed Hansen threw her to the 
ground of a cell and locked the girl’s 
legs behind her buttocks for refusing 
to leave an exercise yard. 

The young inmate said she 

couldn’t breathe properly, sustained 
injuries to her foot and bruising to 
her ribs.

Hansen said the incident was 
investigated but no one in the chain 
of command had any issue with his 
conduct.

“The messy nature of the way 
we had to bring her inside makes 
you look at yourself in that regard, 
and the way things were done,” 
Hansen said. “There was a strug-
gle and she was fi ghting all the way 
through. You want to take them in 
without injuring them, and that did 
not happen.”

Hansen denied ever direct-
ly strip-searching girl detainees 
or threatening to, but said chronic 
short-staffi ng meant he was needed 
to be in the same room to protect the 
sole female offi cer conducting the 
search.

The inquiry heard from three cur-
rent and former youth inmates who 
painted a disturbing picture of abuse 
and prolonged isolation.

Former inmate Jamal Turner said 
there were no interpreters provided 
for children from Aboriginal com-
munities who had diffi culty speak-
ing English, and some white guards 
called them “dumb black kids.”

Another former detainee said 
when he broke his collarbone from a 
sports injury guards ignored his com-
plaints, and it took three days for him 
to be taken to the hospital.

He called for culturally-informed 
activities and counseling. 

“I think that 80% of the detainees 
like me needed someone to talk to … 
I saw some kids lost without culture,” 
he said.
Koori Mail 

From the archives The Guardian, November 1991

Commission hears 
stories of abuse

Melbourne
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Richard Titelius

In Western Australia on Saturday March 
25, two weeks after the State Election, the 
WA Electoral Commission announced the 
composition of the Legislative Council, fol-
lowing the distribution of preferences.

The Australian Labor Party increased their 
representation to 14 seats, the Liberals saw their 
nearly cut by half to 9 seats, Nationals 4, Greens 
doubled to 4 seats, One Nation has 3 seats, the 
Shooters, Fishers and Farmers retain their 1 seat 
and the Liberal Democrats have acquired 1 seat.

The result for the Greens sees the re-election 
of Mining and Pastoral stalwart Robin Chap-
ple (Chapple was fi rst elected to the Western 
Australian Legislative Council on February 
10, 2001; he is the fi rst member of The Greens 
WA ever elected for the vast Mining and Pas-
toral Region). And while it sees the return to 
parliament after an absence of four years of the 
Greens’ Alison Xamon – a workers rights and 
mental health advocate – it also sees the depar-
ture of high profi le Greens MP Lynn McLaren 
– a tireless campaigner for a halt to the contro-
versial Roe 8 Freeway extension through the 
Beeliar Wetlands.

The outcome will ensure that the ALP, which 
has the control of the Legislative Council and 
therefore government, will not have its own way 
and will need to rely on the Greens to proceed 

with their legislative agenda. When the previ-
ous Liberal government of Premier Colin Bar-
nett had prorogued parliament for the election 
there were some particularly onerous bills such 
as the Criminal Code Amendment (Prevention 
of Lawful Activity) Bill 2015 and the privatisa-
tion of Western Power and the Port of Freman-
tle, which will now stall indefi nitely or undergo 
signifi cant amendment.

The outcome ensures that the "left" and right 
of politics in Western Australia are evenly poised 
as neither side has a majority. The Liberals, 
Nationals, One Nation, Shooters, Farmers and 
Fishers and Liberal Democrats make up 18 seats 
while the ALP and Greens make up the other 18.

The ALP is attempting to persuade Lib-
eral MLC Simone O’Brien who was dumped 
by the Liberals from cabinet in the second Bar-
nett government of 2013, to be appointed the 
speaker of the Upper House which would give 
them a majority on all but constitutional issues. 
Also there has been a suggestion that the Liberal 
Democrats member Aaron Stonehouse – a call 
centre manager and heavy metal music afi cio-
nado – may side with the ALP on social issues. 
A signifi cant number of women was elected to 
parliament on both the left and the right.

The new parliament has many challenging 
issues important and challenging issues ahead of 
it. It is hoped that it will take a more progressive 
stand than its predecessor. 

Outcome
Western Australian Upper House decided

Justice for survivors Aged care 
campaignThe Australian Lawyers Alliance 

(ALA) says that comprehensive 
law reform is urgently required 
to ensure that survivors of child 
abuse are not unfairly prevented 
from accessing compensation.

The ALA released a report 
during its New South Wales State 
Conference calling for coordinated 
comprehensive national reform. The 
report, Access to justice for survi-
vors of child abuse: best practice 
law reform proposals, outlines the 
changes needed across the nation to 
give these survivors the ability to 
access justice and redress.

ALA spokesperson Dr Andrew 
Morrison SC said that while some 
jurisdictions were considering or 
implementing limited reforms, con-
sistent law reform across all Aus-
tralian jurisdictions was the best 
way to secure justice for every-
one, wherever they might be in the 
country.

“Justice requires broader 
reforms to accommodate inju-
ries arising from all child abuse, 
not simply child abuse of a sexual 

nature connected with an institu-
tion,” Dr Morrison said.

“The Australian Lawyers Alli-
ance believes that survivors of child 
abuse of a sexual, physical or asso-
ciated psychological nature should 
benefi t from the law reform that 
the Royal Commission has already 
started to inspire.”

The ALA has proposed the fol-
lowing reforms to ensure that jus-
tice is fully accessible for survivors 
of child abuse:
• Limitation periods should 

be removed for all actions 
for compensation for injuries 
arising from child abuse of a 
sexual, physical or associated 
psychological nature;

• Institutional involvement in child 
abuse should not be required 
in order for other law reforms 
enhancing access to justice to 
apply;

• All reforms should be 
retrospective, so that survivors 
of child abuse that has already 
occurred are not prevented from 
accessing justice;

• Where an institution is involved 
in child abuse, liability should 
be attached to them through 
the employment relationship 
(including for volunteers and 
contractors);

• Where an institution is involved 
in child abuse, a proper defendant 
should always be identifi able. 
Where the institution itself 
does not nominate a proper 
defendant, any trust or similar 
asset or insurance-holding 
entity connected with the 
institution should be liable to pay 
compensation;

• Inadequate settlements received 
under old laws should not prevent 
access to fair compensation.

“Ensuring justice for survivors 
requires much more comprehensive 
legislative reform than removing 
isolated obstacles, such as limitation 
periods,” Dr Morrison said.

“The ALA looks forward to 
working with any jurisdiction or 
policy-maker to assist in realising 
these recommendations.” 

The Australian Nursing and 
Midwifery Federation (ANMF) 
campaign for safer staffi ng levels, 
better resident care and wage 
increases began across Victorian 
at the end of March at nursing 
homes owned by BlueCross and 
Aged Care Services Australia 
Group (ACSAG).

ANMF is visiting every Blue-
Cross and ACSAG nursing home 
during March and April to discuss 
the log of claims for better staffi ng 
levels, wages and conditions.

The enterprise agreements for 
both employers expire on May 31, 
2017.

Both nursing home groups, along 
with several other larger providers, 
set the wages benchmark for pri-
vate-for-profi t aged care in Victoria. 
ANMF and its members want Blue-
Cross and ACSAG to continue to set 
the standard.

ANMF is seeking to negotiate 
better wages for registered nurses, 
enrolled nurses and personal care 
workers employed in about 17 Blue-
Cross facilities which were his-
torically classified as “low care” 
compared to the seven BlueCross 
facilities regarded as “high care”.

These employees are paid lower 
rates because the aged care facility 
they work in was once a low-care 
“hostel” and only had “low-care” res-
idents. Ageing in place hostels and 

low-care-only facilities no longer 
exist, but under enterprise agree-
ments employers can legally continue 
to pay the low-care rates. BlueCross 
started to address this issue in the last 
agreement. This time ANMF will be 
asking them to take a bigger step 
towards eliminating the gap between 
low-care and high-care pay rates.

ANMF is also seeking improved 
skill mix and ratios to ensure our 
members can provide safe, quality 
resident care.

Specific personal care worker 
claims include career structure 
improvements, exam leave and a fi fth 
week of annual leave for Monday to 
Friday shift workers.

The union says that for this bar-
gaining round members face a chal-
lenging environment to negotiate fair 
wages and safer staffi ng, including:
• the federal government’s $1.6 

billion aged care funding cuts and 
changes to the aged care funding 
instrument

• national private sector wage 
outcomes for all industries of 
around two percent per year

• the annual infl ation rate is 1.5 
percent.

However, it is important to 
remember many aged care providers 
will still make reasonable profi ts per 
bed – for some it is up to $13,000 per 
bed before tax and depreciation. 

BRING THEM HERE
Palm Sunday 

Rally for Refugees
2 pm, Sunday, April 9

Hyde Park North, Sydney
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Australia has made clear it is 
committed to nuclear fi rst-strike 
power by the world’s nuclear 
bully, the USA, with its boycott 
of negotiations for a global treaty 
on nuclear weapons. An agree-
ment was reached on negotiations 
in the UN General Assembly last 
December. Richard Tanter, of 
the International Campaign to 
Abolish Nuclear Weapons, noted: 
“This is the fi rst chance we’ve had 
in more than 50 years for any legal 
prohibition.”

In one of its fi nal acts of 2016, 
the United Nations General Assem-
bly adopted with overwhelming sup-
port a landmark resolution to begin 
negotiations on a treaty prohibiting 
nuclear weapons. This historic deci-
sion heralds an end to two decades of 
paralysis in multilateral nuclear dis-
armament efforts.

Nuclear weapons are the only 
weapons of mass destruction not 
yet prohibited in a comprehensive 
and universal manner, despite their 
well-documented impacts. Biological 
weapons, chemical weapons, land-
mines and cluster munitions have 
all been explicitly and completely 
banned under international law.

The vast majority of UN member 
states believe that weapons intended 
to infl ict catastrophic humanitarian 
harm should, as a matter of principle, 
be prohibited under international law. 
They have concluded that nuclear 
weapons must now be placed on the 
same legal footing as other weapons 
of mass destruction.

The new treaty prohibiting nucle-
ar weapons will strengthen the global 
norms against using and possess-
ing these weapons. And it will spur 
long-overdue progress towards dis-
armament. Experience shows that 
the prohibition of a particular type 
of weapon provides a solid legal and 
political foundation for advancing its 
progressive elimination.

Eliminating the nuclear threat has 
been high on the UN agenda since 
the organisation’s formation in 1945. 
But international efforts to advance 
this goal have stalled in recent years, 
with nuclear-armed nations investing 
heavily in the build-up and moderni-
sation of their nuclear arsenals.

Weapons that are outlawed are 
increasingly seen as illegitimate, 
losing their political status and, along 
with it, the resources for their pro-
duction, modernisation and retention. 
Arms companies fi nd it more diffi cult 
to acquire resources for work on ille-
gal weapons, and such work carries 
a great reputational risk.

The treaty prohibiting nuclear 
weapons will complement existing 
bans on other indiscriminate and 
inhumane weapons, and reinforce 
existing legal instruments on nuclear 
weapons, such as the Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty, regional nuclear-weapon-
free zones, and the treaty banning 
nuclear test explosions.

Underpinning the decision by 
governments and civil society to 
pursue a ban treaty is our belief that 
changing the rules regarding nuclear 
weapons will have a major impact 
beyond those nations that may for-
mally adopt the treaty at the outset. 
This belief stems from experience 
with treaties banning other weapons, 

which have established powerful 
norms.

The new treaty will aim not only 
to advance nuclear disarmament, but 
also to help prevent further prolif-
eration. It will enhance the security 
of people everywhere, not least of 
all those in nations currently armed 
with nuclear weapons who are more 
likely than others to be the victims of 
a nuclear attack.

The three conferences on the 
humanitarian impact of nuclear 
weapons hosted by Norway in 2013 
and Mexico and Austria in 2014 shed 
new light on the perils of living in a 
world armed to the brink with nucle-
ar weapons. They clarifi ed the urgent 
need to prohibit these weapons under 
international law. Governments are 
now taking action.

Principles of a treaty
The humanitarian initiative on 

nuclear weapons has provided stark 
and irrefutable evidence that nuclear 
weapons cause death and displace-
ment on a catastrophic scale, with 
profound and potentially irreversible 
damage to health and the environ-
ment, to socioeconomic develop-
ment, and to the social order. No 
state or international body could 
adequately address the immediate 
humanitarian emergency or long 
term consequences caused by nucle-
ar weapon detonations.

Nuclear testing in several parts 
of the world has left a legacy of seri-
ous and persisting health and envi-
ronmental impacts that cannot be 
undone and have yet to be adequately 
addressed. Regular activities around 
the command and control of nuclear 
weapons, such as transport of war-
heads and materials, military exercis-
es, maintenance and upgrades pose a 
continued risk of accidents, miscal-
culations or errors.

The risks of nuclear weapon use 
are real and increasing.

In this context, the International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weap-
ons (ICAN) believes that a treaty 
banning nuclear weapons is the best 
step that can now be taken to pre-
vent their use and progress their 
elimination.

The renewed attention to the 
humanitarian impact of nuclear 
weapons since 2010 has reinvigor-
ated global determination to prohib-
it and eliminate these weapons once 
and for all.

In 2016, the UN General Assem-
bly decided by overwhelming major-
ity to negotiate a treaty prohibiting 
nuclear weapons, with negotiations 
commencing in March 2017.

A legally binding international 
instrument that comprehensively and 
explicitly prohibits nuclear weapons 
based on their unacceptable conse-
quences would put nuclear weap-
ons on the same footing as the other 
weapons of mass destruction, which 
are subject to prohibition through 
specifi c treaties. This treaty has the 
transformative potential to codify the 
illegality of nuclear weapons, stig-
matise their possession, and facilitate 
nuclear disarmament.

A treaty banning nuclear weap-
ons would build on existing norms 
and reinforce existing legal instru-
ments, notably obligations under 

Article VI of the NPT. It would also 
strengthen the existing nuclear weap-
ons regime and clearly codify the ille-
gitimacy of possession. In line with 
other international legal instruments 
addressing unacceptable weapons, 
it should also reaffi rm the rights of 
people who have been victimised by 
nuclear weapons.

A treaty banning nuclear weap-
ons should establish a non-discrimi-
natory international legal instrument 
that would prohibit its parties, their 
nationals, and any other individual 
subject to its jurisdiction from engag-
ing in activities such as development, 
production, testing, acquisition, 
stockpiling, transfer, deployment 
and use and threat of use of nucle-
ar weapons. The treaty should also 
prohibit its parties from assisting, 
fi nancing, encouraging, and induc-
ing prohibited acts. Provide an obli-
gation for the complete elimination 
of nuclear weapons and a framework 
to achieve it.

The ban treaty would not need 
to establish specifi c provisions for 
elimination, but states that are par-
ties to the treaty could agree to rel-
evant measures and timelines as 
part of the implementation process: 
through protocols or other appropri-
ate legal instruments; include posi-
tive obligations for states parties, 
such as ensuring the rights of vic-
tims and survivors of nuclear weap-
ons activities; requiring actions to 
address damage to affected environ-
ments; and providing for internation-
al cooperation and assistance to meet 
the obligations of the instrument.

The process for banning nucle-
ar weapons should be open to all 
states and inclusive of civil society 
and international organisations; be 
initiated, conducted, concluded, and 
adopted by governments who share 
the objective of banning and elim-
inating nuclear weapons, even, if 
necessary, without the participation 
of the nuclear-armed states; and not 
rely on rules of consensus and thus be 
blockable by none.
Source: ICAN (International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear 
Weapons) 

Australia

Nurses working for Sonic Health Plus could see their award-
aligned Sunday penalty rates cut from 75% to 50%. They are 
currently on a non-union approved EBA, in which they receive 
award Sunday penalty rates. The Australian Nursing and 
Midwifery Federation (ANMF) and other unions opposed the EBA 
when it was being certifi ed in 2014. In fresh EBA negotiations, 
Sonic Health Plus proposed the nurses’ penalty rates are cut 
by at least a third. It seems they have found their inspiration in 
the Fair Work Commission’s recent decision to cut Sunday pen-
alty rates for 700,000 retail, hospitality and pharmacy workers. 
“Just last month Sonic Healthcare, the parent company of Sonic 
Health plus, announced a net profi t of $197 million and reve-
nue of $2.5 billion. Now it wants to cut the wages of its nursing 
staff,” said ACTU president Ged Kearney. The ANMF, represent-
ing Sonic Health Plus nurses, has rejected the attempts to cut 
the Sunday penalty rates of any nurses during the negotiations.

The recent coverage of government minister Christopher Pine 
in Saudi Arabia selling military equipment speaks volumes 
about the present Australian government and its priorities. And 
they stink. Saudi Arabia is mercilessly bombing Yemen and pre-
vents humanitarian convoys from reaching the wounded and 
the dying civilians. What is happening there is a war crime and 
selling military equipment to that country makes Australia a will-
ing collaborator in those crimes. Was there any public discussion 
about the sales? Who decided that it was a good idea to militari-
ly support this odious government? It was Saudi Arabia who was 
behind the spread of fundamentalist jihadi Wahhabism around 
the world that gave birth to global terrorism. And now we are sell-
ing them military equipment because “money does not smell?” It 
does though – it smells of moral bankruptcy and political stupidity.

The Transport Workers’ Union (TWU) say low-paid employees at 
Sydney Airport – baggage handlers, check-in staff, ramp work-
ers, catering staff and cleaners – work in “third world conditions”. 
Airport company Aerocare rostered them into split morning and 
late evening shifts. The cost of petrol and tolls for workers trav-
elling home during breaks made it unaffordable for many. So 
some employees ended up sleeping in their cars or on chairs. 
Reports about the working conditions at Sydney airport prompt-
ed the TWU to start a petition to stop the practice of split shifts in 
the industry. So far the petition has been signed by 4,317 people.

Australia sides with 
nuclear annihilation
The case for a nuclear weapons ban treaty
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Nameh Mardom: Perhaps we could start 
with a question about the developments in the 
war to defeat ISIS and expel them from Iraq. 
News reports say Iraqi forces have recaptured 
the Mosul airport and areas in the west of the 
city. Could you please tell us about the signifi -
cance of these developments for the future of 
Iraq’s security in relation to the presence of for-
eign military forces, specifi cally those of the 
US?

Salam Ali: The battle for the liberation of 
Mosul from Daesh (the so-called ISIS) is con-
tinuing after the successful recapture of the 
eastern side of the city. The Iraqi armed forces 
have already seized Mosul airport, a big mili-
tary camp, and three districts. The battle’s out-
come is of enormous political signifi cance for 
Iraq, as it will contribute to shaping the political 
landscape post-Daesh.

The country will be facing several chal-
lenges after the military defeat of Daesh. These 
include the ability of the security forces to cur-
tail the operations of terrorist sleeper cells, the 
fate of paramilitary formations, the future of 
“disputed territories” between the federal gov-
ernment and the Kurdistan regional government 
(KRG), and plans that have been put forward 
with regard to Nineveh province to split it up 
into several provinces. In addition, there is the 
need for concrete measures to achieve soci-
etal and national reconciliation and build civil 
peace, as well as confronting schemes aimed at 
dividing up Iraq.

The military successes that have been 
achieved so far are important steps along the 
path of liberating all Iraqi towns and regions 
from the scourge of terrorism, achieving securi-
ty and stability, and ensuring the return of more 
than three million displaced people and refu-
gees to their towns and homes.

A major factor behind the successes 
achieved in the battlefi eld has been the good 
level of cooperation between the Iraqi Army, 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces, or PMF [state-
sponsored militia groups], and the Peshmer-
ga [the military forces of the KRG). Iraq has 
received international support for the fi ght 
against Daesh in accordance with relevant UN 
Security Council resolutions. In the military 
fi eld, this support has focused mainly on pro-
viding training and advice to the Iraqi armed 
forces. The Iraqi government has rejected the 
deployment of foreign, including US, combat 
troops, however, and has reaffi rmed its opposi-
tion to the presence of foreign bases.

NM: There are reports that the Kurdish 
Peshmerga and Shiite militias are providing 
important backups for the war effort against 
ISIS. Could you please explain their role and 
whether there are any differences of focus 
between different contingents of the forces 
operating against ISIS?

Ali: The military plan for the liberation 
of Mosul has so far ensured a well-coordinat-
ed effort between the Iraqi armed forces, the 
Peshmerga, and the PMF. The army and fed-
eral police have been allocated the task of lib-
erating the city of Mosul itself, with backup 

provided by the Peshmerga to the east and by 
the PMF to the west. The latter is engaging 
Daesh in the area around the town of Tal Afar, 
west of Mosul, and is cutting off its routes to 
the Syrian borders. The military cooperation 
between the federal government and the KRG, 
however, is not matched by a similar level of 
political and economic cooperation. This is 
one aspect of the overall political crisis in Iraq, 
which would have to be resolved in a peaceful 
manner between the two sides through dialogue 
based on the constitution.

It is important to point out that the PMF is 
not just made up of “Shiite militias” but also 
includes volunteers who joined these units 
during a critical moment in mid-2014 in order 
to combat Daesh, and they gave sacrifi ces and 
martyrs in subsequent battles. It is seen as a 
temporary institution, under the authority of the 
commander-in-chief of the Iraqi armed forces 
(the prime minister), and its job would come to 
an end with the defeat of Daesh. Meanwhile, 
elements within the PMF that instigate sec-
tarian tendencies and violate the law must be 
purged and fi rmly dealt with. It is of utmost 
importance that the existence of militias and 
paramilitary forces outside the control of the 
state should end.

NM: Iraq has suffered heavily as a result 
of the sectarian strife and the fact that powerful 
regional forces such as Saudi Arabia, Iran, and 
Turkey are fi ghting a proxy war in the country, 
as is also the case in Yemen and Syria. How 
do you assess the chances of the Iraqi govern-
ment overcoming such infl uences and pursuing 
a national sovereignty policy?

Ali: The Iraqi government is attempting 
to avoid taking sides and getting dragged into 
the regional axis and shifting alliances, led by 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Iran that have deep-
ened sectarian polarisation in the whole region. 
This task has been made even more diffi cult 
with the deep internal political crisis caused 
by the sectarian-ethnic quota system that was 
imposed on Iraq after the US war and invasion 
in 2003.

The ruling political groups that share power 
on the basis of this system, as well as pursuing 
sectarian politics, have close connections to the 
above-mentioned regional powers and many 
are subservient to them. Political infi ghting 
among these groups, over power and wealth, 
has opened the door to external interference, 
which has turned Iraq into a battlefi eld for 
proxy wars.

This has been further complicated by the 
arrival of the new American administration 
led by Donald Trump and its escalating con-
frontation with Iran. The escalation of tensions 
between the US and Iran will create additional 
problems for the Iraqi government and the man-
agement of its relations with both sides. The 
recent developments on regional and interna-
tional levels could have serious repercussions 
for Iraq, not only in its ongoing battle against 
the terrorist forces of Daesh, but also for Iraq’s 
future post-Daesh.

NM: There were major demonstrations in 

Baghdad a few weeks ago protesting against 
corruption and the undemocratic electoral 
system in which a number of participants were 
killed. What is the main grievance of the people 
with regard to current administration of Prime 
Minister Haider Al-Abadi?

Ali: Mass demonstrations and rallies have 
continued in Tahrir (Liberation) Square in cen-
tral Baghdad and in other provinces since late 
July 2015. They have voiced popular demands 
against corruption and the sectarian-ethnic 
quota system and have called for urgent politi-
cal reforms and judicial reforms, as well as the 
provision of basic services. The peaceful dem-
onstrations increasingly condemned sectarian 
politics and called for a democratic civil state 
as the alternative.

Recent demonstrations in Baghdad also 
demanded replacing the Electoral Commission 
with a truly independent commission that is 
not based on the sectarian-ethnic system. The 
protestors called for a just electoral law, oppos-
ing attempts by the ruling blocs and their repre-
sentatives in parliament to amend the existing 
current law for the provincial elections (which 
are supposed to take place next September) 
with the aim of effectively raising the electoral 
threshold and ensuring that civil democratic 
forces are marginalised.

A big demonstration on February 11, rais-
ing these just demands, was brutally attacked 
by shadowy armed elements within the secu-
rity forces. Live bullets, as well as plastic bul-
lets and tear gas, were used. The death toll has 
now reached 12 people, and hundreds were 
injured.

Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi ordered an 

investigation into the shooting, but nothing has 
come of it. A huge demonstration took place a 
few days later in Liberation Square, protesting 
against the killings and carrying symbolic cof-
fi ns, demanding that those responsible for the 
crime be brought to justice.

It is important to point out that the popu-
lar protest movement emerged against a back-
ground of a deep political, economic, and social 
crisis. Social and class inequalities have deep-
ened as a result of the polarisation in the dis-
tribution of incomes and wealth. Our party, the 
Iraqi Communist Party, has fully supported the 
protest movement and its legitimate demands. 
We believe that true reform, which is the fi rst 
step towards achieving change in the political, 
economic, and social structure, can only be 
achieved through escalating popular pressure.

NM: The ICP held its 10th National Con-
gress in December of last year. What were the 
main outcomes of this congress and what will 
be the main focus of the party’s struggle in 
short and the medium terms?

Ali: The 10th National Congress of the 
party was held in Baghdad under the slogan 
“Change – For a Democratic Federal Civil State 
and Social Justice.” The meeting elaborated the 
party’s vision for change through achieving the 
“democratic civil alternative.”

This desired change can only be brought 
about through building a system of a political 
alternative that breaks the monopoly of power 
which is based on secondary identities and 
reproducing them. The “democratic civil alter-
native” would ensure rebuilding the economy, 
society, and state on a new basis – a state based 
essentially on the principle of citizenship, with 
all its citizens enjoying equality, without dis-
crimination on the basis of gender, race, eth-
nicity, colour, religion, sect, creed, opinion, or 
social and economic status. It is a state of insti-
tutions and law that provides a dignifi ed life to 
its citizens through comprehensive social secu-
rity, thus providing a reasonable measure of 
social justice. It emphasises the interconnection 
between political and social democracy.

The path towards true reform, change 
and achieving a federal democratic civil state 
that ensures social justice requires a persist-
ent struggle in order to achieve a change in the 
balance of political forces. This can be achieved 
through establishing a strong civil democratic 
movement, building national supra-sectarian 
alliances, and mobilising a broad spectrum of 
forces that are supportive of reform and change.

In this endeavour, we need to strengthen 

Iraq: 14 years after invasi
March 20, 2017 marked the 14th anniversary of the invasion of Iraq by US military 
forces on the order of President George W Bush. Today, the country still struggles to 
achieve a peaceful, united, and democratic future. Terrorism, sectarian strife, proxy 
wars, and corruption all threaten its stability. The following article is an interview with 
Salam Ali, a member of the Central Committee of the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP), 
who discusses these topics and more. It is an edited version of a conversation first 
published in Nameh Mardom, the newspaper of the Tudeh Party of Iran.

The new US administration raise grave fears 
of further destabilisation of the Middle East, 
supporting Israel’s aggressive policy towards 
the Palestinian people, deepening sectarian 
polarisation, and escalating tensions and 
confrontation with Iran.
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the role of the democratic forces, continue the 
peaceful, organised, and disciplined popular 
pressure, broadening its ranks and drawing into 
it new popular strata. Combating corruption is 
a major factor in this struggle. It is also impor-
tant to prepare for the forthcoming provincial 
and also the parliamentary elections in 2018.

These tasks require exerting greater efforts 
to strengthen the Iraqi Communist Party and 
its organisations, enhancing its performance on 
all levels, building a broad network of relations 
with the masses, and defending the interests of 
the working people.

NM: What is your party’s view about the 
regional impact of the Trump administration’s 
foreign policy realignment with Turkey and 
Saudi Arabia? Where would Iraq fi t into this?

Ali: As I said earlier, the initial moves of 
the new US administration raise grave fears of 
further destabilisation of the Middle East, sup-
porting Israel’s aggressive policy towards the 
Palestinian people, deepening sectarian polari-
sation, and escalating tensions and confronta-
tion with Iran.

These moves have been welcomed by Saudi 
Arabia and its Gulf allies. Such developments 
could have serious repercussions, however, for 
the peoples and countries of a region that is 
already suffering terrorism, military interven-
tion, and proxy wars waged by regional and 
international powers.

There is a danger of expanded US military 
interference in the area, thus exerting greater 
pressure for a direct military presence and the 
dispatching of combat troops. The Iraqi people, 
along with other peoples in the region, will be 
the victims of such warmongering policies of 
imperialism and its reactionary allies in the 
region. It is therefore of utmost importance 
for Iraq to resist such pressures and to strive 
to build good and peaceful relations with all 
its neighbours, based on cooperation, mutual 
respect and interests, and non-interference in 
internal affairs.

NM: Indications are that within next few 
months an independent Kurdish state could be 
formed in what is now northern Iraq. What is 
ICP’s position on this issue?

Ali: Let me point out fi rst that the Iraqi 
Communist Party continues to support the 
right of self-determination to the Kurdish 
people, and to all peoples, small and big. It 
has strived under all conditions to develop 
this general position in specifi c formulations 
that take into account the existing political real-
ity and the conditions of society, the external 

developments and factors that surround them, 
and the relevant balance of forces in Iraq.

Therefore, while respecting the will of the 
Kurdish people and their legitimate desire, the 
party developed specifi c positions and slogans 
that refl ected the need to satisfy the legitimate 
national rights of the Kurdish people. This 
resulted fi rst in recognition of the Kurdish 
people’s autonomy and fi nally in calling for 
a federalist solution – Iraqi Kurdistan within 
a unifi ed federal and democratic Iraq. This 
position was endorsed by the Iraqi opposition 
forces before the fall of the Saddam Hussein 
dictatorship in 2003 and was later stipulated in 
the permanent constitution in 2005.

Our party considers federalism to be the 
appropriate and democratic solution for the 
Kurdish national issue in the present concrete 
conditions of Iraq. The new federal experience, 
with its complexity and the internal and exter-
nal challenges it is facing, therefore requires a 
continuous constructive dialogue to resolve the 
problems and differences that arise.

It is also very important to resist the infl u-
ence of chauvinist and racist elements, narrow 
nationalist positions, and sabotage by external 
forces that do not want to see Iraq being stable, 
democratic, and unifi ed on the basis of respect 
for pluralism and diversity. This desire by our 
party and the efforts it exerted in this direc-
tion have faced obstacles by the ruling political 
forces that are defending narrow interests pro-
duced by the infamous sectarian-ethnic quota 
system.

The relations between the federal govern-
ment and the Kurdistan regional government 
(KRG) became more tense as a result of the 
accumulation of unresolved problems, unful-
fi lled agreements, and other harmful measures 
for which both sides are responsible. This has 
been further complicated by the onslaught of 
the terrorist forces of Daesh in 2014 and the 
resulting displacement of millions of people, 
all of which put a heavy burden on the Kurdis-
tan region. All this coincided with the reduced 
fi nancial resources of the state after the drop in 
international oil prices and the imposition of 
austerity measures.

We believe that the priority at present is to 
focus on combating terrorism, building democ-
racy and its institutions, and activating dia-
logue. This is the right path to strengthen the 
experience of federalism, so as serve the rights 
of the Kurdish people and the Iraqi people as 
a whole.
People’s World 
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PARIS: A team of organisations (Associa-
tion France Palestine Solidarité, CCFD – 
Terre Solidaire, Fair Finance France, 
FIDH, LDH, Solidaires, CGT and Al-Haq) 
have published a report on French banks’ 
dangerous liaisons with the Israeli settle-
ment enterprise. The report highlights the 
links between certain French banks and 
insurance companies and Israeli banks and 
businesses involved in maintaining and 
developing the Israeli settlements.

The Israeli settlement enterprise has per-
sisted for 50 years. Illegal under international 
law, the settlement enterprise continues at an 
accelerated pace; the approval of 6,000 new 
housing units since January 2017 is merely the 
latest manifestation. This comes after the UN 
Security Council adopted resolution 2334 on 
December 23, 2016, requiring Israel in partic-
ular to “immediately and completely cease all 
settlement activities in the occupied Palestinian 
territory, including East Jerusalem”.

The settlement enterprise could not exist 
without the contribution of the Israeli banks 
which fi nance construction, and the Israeli 
companies which supply services and infra-
structure in the settlements. The Israeli banking 
system constitutes an essential tool of the set-
tlement policy and Israeli businesses contribute 
to maintaining and developing the Israeli settle-
ments. A United Nations independent fact-fi nd-
ing mission in 2013 condemned the pivotal role 
of Israeli banks in the settlement enterprise and 
in the consequent violations of human rights.

The team’s investigation reveals fi nancial 
links between Israeli entities and the following 
French banking groups: BNP Paribas, Société 
Générale, Crédit Agricole (and its subsidiary 
Crédit Lyonnais), BPCE (and its subsidiary 
Natixis) and Axa.

Each of these companies has several direct 
or indirect minority shareholdings in banks or 
businesses operating in the Israeli settlements. 
In addition to these holdings, the companies 
cited fi nance business projects directly involved 
in the settlement enterprise. A notable case is 
the a loan totalling 288 million euros granted by 
a consortium of banks (including BNP Paribas, 
Société Générale, Crédit Lyonnais and Natixis 
Banques Populaires) to the Israel Electric Cor-
poration (IEC), a company that supplies elec-
tricity directly to the settlements.

French banks and insurance companies 
concerned have all subscribed to international 
guidelines and given undertakings relating to 

respecting human rights. But this is not evi-
denced in practice. As long as these institutions 
persist in fi nancing Israeli banks and businesses 
that actively maintain and develop the Israeli 
settlements, they will continue to support and 
endorse the latter.

A number of foreign public and private 
fi nancial institutions have publicly divested 
from Israeli banks and businesses operating in 
the settlements. Despite various calls by the 
organisations conducting the investigation to 
the French banks and insurance companies 
involved that they should publicly commit to 
divesting, they have failed to do so. In so doing, 
they are contributing to the development and 
maintenance of the settlement enterprise and to 
the human rights violations that ensue.

The responsibility of the French govern-
ment is also highlighted in the report. France 
supports the European policy of “territorial dif-
ferentiation” between Israel and its settlements. 
This policy warns businesses of the legal, eco-
nomic and reputational risks of maintaining 
direct or indirect fi nancial and economic links 
with the Israeli settlements in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory. In addition, the French 
parliament has adopted a law of due diligence 
for parent and contracting companies, which 
applies to banks and insurance companies. The 
latter will be obliged to publish a strategy for 
vigilance, identifying the potential risks that 
their activities and supply chain are likely to 
pose to human rights and the environment.

By allowing French fi nancial institutions to 
fi nance businesses involved in the maintenance 
and development of the Israeli settlements, the 
French State is indirectly supporting the settle-
ment enterprise. The French government must 
bring pressure to bear on the banks and insur-
ance companies, demanding that they bring all 
their support to an end. In addition, the direct 
involvement of Alstom in major infrastructure 
projects in the Israeli settlements is more than 
problematic. In this instance too, the French 
State, as shareholder, must intervene to bring 
an end to it.

It is time for action. French banks and 
insurance companies – and the French State 
– must now assume their responsibilities and 
work to ensure that human rights are respect-
ed and the Israeli settlement enterprise in the 
Occupied Palestinian Territory ceases.
FIDH (International Federation for Human 
Rights) 

French banks 
fund Israeli 
occupation
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Ramzy Baroud

The Israeli state has violated 
international law more than any 
other country yet has rarely, if 
ever, been held accountable for 
crimes and misconduct. Israel’s 
successful public relations cam-
paigns through the ever-willing 
Western media partners, coupled 
with the relentless work and pres-
sure carried out by its power-
ful backers in Washington DC, 
London, Paris and elsewhere, has 
borne stupendous results.

For a while, it seemed that Israel 
was capable of maintaining its occu-
pation and denying Palestinians their 
rights indefi nitely, while promoting 
itself as “the only democracy in the 
Middle East.”

Those who dared challenge that 
skewed paradigm through resist-
ance in Palestine were eliminated or 
imprisoned; those who challenged 
Israel in public arenas anywhere in 
the world were smeared as “anti-
Semitic” or “self-hating Jews.”

Things seemed to move forward 
nicely for Israel. With US fi nancial 
and military aid, the size, population 
and economy of illegal settlements 
grew at a fast rate. Israel’s trade part-
ners seemed oblivious to the fact that 
settlement products were manufac-
tured or grown on illegally occupied 
Palestinian land.

Indeed, for a long time the occu-
pation was very profi table with very 
little censure or pressure.

All that Israeli leaders needed to 
do was to adhere to the script: Pal-
estinians are terrorists; we have no 
peace partner; Israel is a democracy; 
our wars are all carried out in self 
defence and so on. The media repeat-
ed such misleading notions in unison. 
Palestinians, oppressed, occupied 
and disowned were duly demonised. 
Those who knew the truth about 
the situation either faced the risk of 
speaking out – and suffered the con-
sequences – or remained silent.

Justice for Palestinians, which 
once appeared as a lost cause, 
received a massive resurgence during 
the second Palestinian intifada in 
2000.

Growing awareness resulting 
from the dedicated work of many 
intellectuals, journalists and students 
saw the arrival of thousands of inter-
national activists to Palestine as part 
of the International Solidarity Move-
ment (ISM).

Academicians, artists, students, 
religious officials and ordinary 
people came to Palestine and then 
fanned out to many parts of the globe, 
utilising whatever medium available 
to spread a unifi ed message to their 
numerous communities. It was that 
groundwork that facilitated the suc-
cess of the boycott, divestment and 
sanctions movement (BDS).

Established in 2005, BDS was a 
call made by Palestinian civil socie-
ty organisations to people around the 
world to take part in exposing Israeli 
crimes and to hold accountable the 
Israeli government, army and compa-
nies that benefi t from the subjugation 
of Palestinians.

With large and growing net-
works already in place, BDS spread 
quickly and took the Israeli govern-
ment by surprise. In the last decade, 
BDS proved resilient and resource-
ful, opening many new channels and 
platforms for discussions on Israel, 
its occupation, Palestinian rights and 
the moral accountability for those 
who either support or ignore Israel’s 
violations of human rights.

What worries Israel most about 
BDS is what it calls the movement’s 
attempt to “delegitimise” Israel. 
Since its inception, Israel has fought 
for legitimacy. But it is diffi cult to 
achieve legitimacy without respect-
ing the rules required for a coun-
try to be legitimate. Israel wants to 
have it both ways: sustain its profi t-
able occupation, test its latest weap-
ons technology, detain and torture, 
besiege and assassinate while receiv-
ing international nods of approval.

Using threats, intimidation, cut-
ting off of funds, the US and Israel 
have laboured to silence criticism of 
Israel. A United Nations report said 
that Israel has established an “apart-
heid regime” and although the author 
of the report Rima Khalaf resigned 
under pressure, the genie cannot go 
back into the bottle.

Progressively, BDS has grown 
to become the incubator of much of 
the international censure of Israel. 
Its early impact included artists 
who refused to entertain in Israel, 
then companies started to shut down 
their Israel operations, followed by 
churches and universities divesting 
from the Israeli economy. With time, 
Israel has found itself facing a unique 
and formidable challenge.

Ignoring BDS has proved dan-
gerous and costly. Fighting BDS is 
like launching a war on civil society. 
Worse, the more Israel tries to disrupt 
the work of BDS, the more it legiti-
mises the movement, offering it new 
platforms for debate, media coverage 
and public discussions.

In March 2016, a large confer-
ence brought together Israeli gov-
ernment offi cials, leaders from the 
opposition, media pundits, scholars 
and even entertainers from Israel, the 
US and elsewhere.

The conference was organised by 
one of Israel’s largest media compa-
nies, Yedioth Ahronoth.

It was a rare display of unity in 
Israeli politics; hundreds of infl uen-
tial Israelis and their backers trying 
to forge a strategy aimed at defeat-
ing BDS. Many ideas were put on the 

table. Israeli Interior Minister Aryeh 
Deri threatened to revoke the resident 
status of Omar Barghouti, BDS co-
founder and one of its most effective 
voices.

Intelligence and Atomic Energy 
Minister Yisrael Katz called for the 
“targeted civil elimination” of BDS 
leaders, signalling Barghouti in par-
ticular. Public Security Minister 
Gilad Erdan wanted BDS activists to 
“pay the price.”

The war on BDS had offi cially 
started, although the groundwork for 
that battle was already in motion.

The Brit ish government 
announced earlier in the year that 
it was illegal to “refuse to buy 
goods and services from companies 
involved in arms trade, fossil fuels, 
tobacco products, or Israeli settle-
ments in the occupied West Bank.”

That same month, Canada passed 
a motion that criminalises BDS. 
A couple of months earlier, the US 
Senate passed the Anti-Semitism 
Awareness Act, confl ating the defi ni-
tion of anti-Semitism to include criti-
cism of Israel on US campuses, many 
of which have responded positively 
to the call made by BDS.

Eventually, Britain adopted a 
similar definition equating anti-
Jewish hate crimes and criticism of 
Israel.

More recently, Israel passed a 
law that bans individuals accused 
of supporting the BDS movement 
from entry to Israel. Considering 
that entering Israel is the only way of 
gaining access to the Occupied Pal-
estinian Territories, the Israeli ban is 

aimed at severing the strong rapport 
that has been connecting Palestinians 
to the global solidarity movement.

The anti-BDS campaign fi nally 
culminated in the detention and inter-
rogation of Omar Barghouti himself. 
On March 19, Israeli tax authorities 
detained Barghouti and accused him 
of tax evasion.

By doing so, Israel has revealed 
the nature of the next stage of its 
fi ght, using smear tactics and fault-
ing leading activists based on charges 
that are seemingly apolitical in order 
to distract from the urgent political 
discussion at hand.

Along with other steps, Israel 
feels that defeating BDS is possible 
through censorship, travel bans and 
intimidation tactics. However, Isra-
el’s war on BDS is destined to fail, 
and as a direct result of that failure, 
BDS will continue to fl ourish.

Israel has kept global civil soci-
ety in the dark for decades: selling it 
a misleading version of reality. But 
in the age of digital media and glo-
balised activism, the old strategy will 
no longer deliver.

Regardless of what transpires in 
the case of Barghouti, BDS will not 
weaken. It is a decentralised move-
ment with local, regional, national 
and global networks spanning hun-
dreds of cities across the world.

Smearing one individual, or a 
hundred, will not alter the upward 
movement of BDS.

Israel will soon realise that its 
war on BDS, freedom of speech and 
expression is unwinnable
Morning Star 

Israel won’t defeat solidarity

Unions warn over Brexit
Lamiat Sabin

LONDON: The British Labour Party 
and trade unions warned Prime Minister 
Theresa May against seeking to use EU exit 
negotiations as an excuse to ditch laws that 
protect workers, consumers, and the envi-
ronment as she kick-started the two-year 
separation process last week.

The Labour Party’s shadow Brexit secre-
tary Keir Starmer attacked former Tory work 
and pensions secretary Iain Duncan Smith fol-
lowing his call for a “radical root-and-branch” 
review of EU regulations.

Starmer said these “costly” regulations 
hated by right-wingers included basic work-
ers’ rights, adding: “It is increasingly clear 
that rights and protections are seen by many 
senior Tories, including the Cabinet, as an 
‘expensive’ luxury that British workers and 
consumers can do without.

“That is why one of Labour’s six tests for 
the Brexit deal is that it defends hard-fought-
for rights and protections and doesn’t lead to 
a race to the bottom.”

Communist Party general secretary 

Robert Griffi ths said leaving the EU must 
not become “an excuse for diluting people’s 
already meagre rights at work,” but said the 
left should “set its sights on the opportunities 
the negotiations present.”

Referring to the section of the Lisbon 
Treaty that allows for unilateral EU exit, Grif-
fi ths said, “Triggering Article 50 opens the 
way to progressive policies outside the EU to 
control capital, raise public funds for infra-
structure investment, enforce equal rights for 
migrant workers, and radically cut or abolish 
VAT.

“Such policies would remain unlawful if 
we stay in the single market.”

The government must also not lose sight 
of the three million EU nationals who live 
in Britain and one million British nationals 
living on the continent, campaigners have 
said.

Groups reminded May that she has to 
resist using people as “bargaining chips” in 
upcoming negotiations with 27 other EU 
nations.

Frances O’Grady, secretary general of 
the Trades Union Congress, Britain’s largest 

labour federation, said: “The best deal will 
guarantee that hardworking Brits keep their 
hard-won rights at work – and that in the 
years to come they won’t miss out on protec-
tions that Dutch, Spanish, and German work-
ers get.

“The best deal has to protect good jobs, 
with decent wages, by keeping our trade free 
from tariffs and unnecessary bureaucracy.

“And it has to end the disgraceful uncer-
tainty for workers from other EU nations 
who’ve made the UK their home. The Brexit 
deal will defi ne Britain’s future for a genera-
tion. We owe it to ourselves and our children 
to take the time needed to get it right.”

But Trade Unionists Against the EU’s 
Doug Nicholls saluted what he characterised 
as “a great day” for workers in Britain. “Forty 
years of being controlled by those we don’t 
elect will soon be over, and we can rebuild a 
full-employment economy.”

Stand Up to Racism condemned the gov-
ernment for not making rock-solid prom-
ises over the residency rights of EU citizens 
whose families may be separated and whose 
jobs could be lost.

German national, teacher, and resident in 
Britain for 28 years Ulrike Schmidt told the 
anti-fascist group that her 81-year-old EU 
citizen father has already been questioned 
by border control offi cials as to how long he 
intended to stay in Britain and whether he 
wants to work here.

She said, “I wonder how many vulnerable 
people are getting targeted even before Britain 
has left the EU.”

Global Justice Now said that efforts 
should go into preventing the Prime Min-
ister from having an “unprecedented” carte 
blanche to “pick and choose” from existing 
EU laws.

The group’s director Nick Dearden said, 
“We don’t have the luxury of sitting around 
and lamenting the fact that Theresa May 
has triggered Article 50. Using ‘Henry VIII 
powers’ could mean ministers making sig-
nifi cant changes to important legislation 
without parliamentary approval – some-
thing which many countries would deem 
unconstitutional.”
Morning Star 
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Emile Schepers

Slavery was offi cially abolished in 
Brazil only in 1888, later than in 
the United States and much later 
than in all the other independ-
ent Latin American countries. 
De facto slavery has persisted, 
however, though the progres-
sive governments of Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva and Dilma Rous-
seff took measures to get rid of it. 
Now, under right-wing President 
Michel Temer, there is fear that 
the progress made up to now will 
be reversed.

Brazil was a major centre for 
chattel slavery under Portuguese 
colonial rule. First, it was Indigenous 
Brazilians who were forced to labour 
for the European conquerors. Then, 
according to data from the Trans-
Atlantic Slave Trade Database, up to 
4.8 million imported African slaves 
and their descendants became the 
backbone of agriculture and mining 
during the colonial period.

The practice continued during 
the empire of Pedro I and Pedro II 
even following independence. The 
opulence of the Brazilian ruling class 
relied significantly on the wealth 
extracted from the labour of slaves.

When Emperor Pedro II’s daugh-
ter, Princess Isabel, announced the 
abolition of slavery in 1888, some of 
these wealthy interests were angered. 
Their opposition to the move was 
one among a number of motives that 
shifted upper class support for efforts 
to abolish the monarchy the follow-
ing year.

Slavery after slavery
Subsequent to the offi cial aboli-

tion of slavery, agricultural and other 
wealthy interests simply replaced it 
with other forms of unfree labour, 
including debt peonage and forced 
labour. This was the case in a number 
of other Latin American countries as 
well.

Such arrangements were and still 
are considered slavery by another 
name by labour, the left, and peas-
ants’ organisations. Many of the prac-
tices, though they survive today, are 
illegal.

The offi cial defi nition of slavery 
under Brazilian law includes the fol-
lowing criteria agreed on with the 
UN Human Rights Council and the 
International Labour Organisation 
(ILO), only one of which has to be 
found applicable for a company to 
be in violation of the anti-slavery 
law: degrading working conditions, 
exhausting work routines, debt bond-
age, or forced labour.

But enforcement has been dif-
fi cult and weak, and dangerous for 
workers who, if they complain or try 

to organise, may end up murdered or 
without a livelihood.

Under the progressive govern-
ments of Lula da Silva and Dilma 
Rousseff, enforcement efforts were 
ramped up. Key was Lula’s introduc-
tion, in 2003, of “a Lista Suja” – “the 
Dirty List” – which publicly named 
the companies who were, in effect, 
practicing slavery in violation of the 
law.

The rationale for this list is that 
if a company’s name appears on it, 
it becomes harder for the fi rm to 
secure fi nancing from private sourc-
es worldwide, because the providers 
of such fi nancing would not want 
to be associated with activities that 
could get them into legal trouble or 
hurt their bottom lines and corporate 
reputations.

Once placed on the list, a com-
pany remains there for two years and 
can only be removed if it proves, to 
the government’s satisfaction, that it 
has cleaned up its act.

Employers sued, and a court 
ruling, issued just in time for the 
increased private economic activities 
in the run up to the Rio Olympics, 
forced the suspension of the “Dirty 
List” in 2014, raising fears that in 
certain industries the bad old days 
would be back in force.

A recent report, Beneath the 
Forest: Amazonia in Pará Looted 
with Slave Labor, published joint-
ly by the Carmen Bascarán Centre 
for the Defence of Life and Human 
Rights and the Pastoral Commission 
on Land, shows how the slave system 
works in the Amazonian forest 
regions of the Brazilian state of Pará.

During the military dictator-
ship that lasted from 1964 to 1985, 
the Brazilian government sought to 
“solve” the situation of impoverished 
peasants by resettling thousands on 
lands in the Amazon jungle, obviat-
ing the necessity to carry out land 
reform that would have involved 
breaking up the estates of the rich.

The plan was a failure, however, 
producing death and destruction for 
Indigenous people, devastating the 
environment in the region, and left 
non-Indigenous farmers unable to 
make a living in the allotted parcels.

Capital’s 
new pool of labour

Moving in to pick up the pieces 
were corrupt companies interested in 
making fortunes from the exploita-
tion of forest resources, especially 
the high quality wood that was in 
demand by the international furni-
ture industry.

Destitute peasants in the Amazon 
settlements felt they had little choice 
but to sign on with these companies, 

even though, as the Beneath the 
Forest study shows, every one of 
the Brazilian and UN criteria for the 
existence of modern slavery exists in 
these places.

Workers have inadequate food, 
housing, and water and are not pro-
tected from dangerous animals such 
as snakes, scorpions, jaguars and, 
perhaps worst of all, disease-car-
rying mosquitoes. The workday is 
excessive and exhausting. Work-
ers are often trapped in debt to the 
company, and those who object risk 
either being fi red in the middle of the 
Amazon jungle or being subjected to 
deadly violence.

These things have been allowed 
to go on due to government corrup-
tion and because the forest canopy 
hides many illegal activities from 
view which would likely be detected 
in other kinds of terrain.

In addition to the hardships 
imposed on the former peasants now 
drawn into the industries of resource 
capitalism, Beneath the Forest 
emphasises that the situation in the 
Brazilian wood industry is also a dis-
aster for the environment and Indig-
enous peoples. Sometimes the illegal 
exploitation, with slave labour, of 

forest resources takes place in nature 
reserves or on land offi cially reserved 
for indigenous tribal people.

“Neoliberal globalisation’s most 
important transformation: the glo-
balisation of production processes 
… and its driving force: the hunger 
of Northern capitalists for low-wage 
labour corralled in Southern nations.”

An important aspect of the study 
is that it links the abusive practices 
on the ground to global supply chains 
controlled by major transnational 
corporations and their affi liates. Rare 
and valuable woods harvested ille-
gally in the Brazilian Amazon have 
ended up, after going through sev-
eral corporate intermediaries, in the 
Lowes furniture chain in the United 
States and in the Brazilian branch of 
Walmart.

The role of monopoly corpora-
tions based in wealthy countries and 
their supply chain providers is the 
focus of a recent book by John M 
Smith, Imperialism in the 21st Cen-
tury: Globalization, Super-Exploita-
tion, and Capitalism’s Final Crisis 
(Monthly Review Press, 2016).

The situation of Brazilian forest 
products and the vast network of pro-
curers, suppliers, and retailers pro-
ducing them is an example of the 
phenomenon of “the global commod-
ity” described by Smith. “Neoliberal 
globalisation’s most important trans-
formation,” he argues, has been “the 
globalisation of production process-
es” driven by “the hunger of North-
ern capitalists for low-wage labour 
corralled in Southern nations.”

Reaction strikes back
Last summer, President Dilma 

Roussouff was pushed out by a con-
stitutional coup fomented, in part, 
by major Brazilian agribusiness 
interests. The new president, Michel 

Temer, and his allies in the national 
Congress have set out to destroy all 
the progress on workers’ and human 
rights achieved by his predecessors.

The wealthiest and most abusive 
elements of Brazilian society domi-
nate the Temer cabinet. His minister 
of Agriculture, Blairio Maggi, is him-
self the wealthiest soybean magnate 
in the country, and so has a vested 
interest in agricultural activities that 
are impeded by the defence of peas-
ants’ rights.

It should come as no surprise 
that the government has announced 
it wants to change the definition 
of what constitutes slave labour. 
Removed would be the criteria of 
degrading and exhausting working 
conditions. This will put an end to 
some of the most important aspects 
of enforcement of the slave labour 
laws, as well as place the country at 
odds with norms established by the 
ILO and the UN Commission on 
Human Rights.

In addition, the cuts to the budget 
which Temer’s allies in Congress 
have imposed are already affecting 
the possibility of enforcing even the 
weakened anti-slavery laws. The 
Communist Party of Brazil (Partido 
Comunista do Brasil) is warning that 
last year, the number of people res-
cued from slavery in Brazil was the 
lowest since the year 2000, and there 
is a danger of things worsening even 
further.

This danger looms not only due 
to the weakening of the defi nition of 
slavery, but also because of a radical 
reduction in the number of inspectors 
and even of automobiles to enable the 
inspectors to travel around rural areas 
to do their work – all results of Tem-
er’s massive austerity program.
People’s World 
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The opulence of the Brazilian ruling 
class relied significantly on the wealth 

extracted from the labour of slaves.

Brazil

Push to weaken 
anti-slavery laws
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Unforgettable Cuba
I’d like to congratulate Richard 
Titelius on his very thorough 
report on the Southern Cross Bri-
gade’s 34th trip to Cuba (Guard-
ian March 22). Having been there 
five times and being a fluent 
Spanish speaker, his views about 
the present-day situation in Cuba 
were, I thought, extremely accu-
rate. I had spent fi ve days before 
reaching Cuba, in Mexico City, 
which was dirty, smelly and where 

I saw homeless people begging and 
raiding rubbish bins in the street. 
I did wonder what I would fi nd 
in Cuba.

I was one of three or four eld-
erly ladies who, with trepidation, 
ventured into the unknown with the 
34th Brigade, and left with wonder-
ful memories of all the patient and 
respectful Cubans we met. My lack 
of Spanish made little difference as 
the genuine sincerity of the people 
shone through all our communi-
cations. Everywhere we went was 
clean, people were well-dressed and 
there wasn’t a beggar in sight.

While Richard’s description of 
our program gave the reader an accu-
rate idea of what we did, I want to 
tell your readers about the fun we 
had. The participants from Australia 
and New Zealand ranged from young 
students, middle-aged professionals, 
such as teachers, physiotherapists, 
unionists and even a DJ, to those of 

us who were retired, and we all had a 
whale of a time.

The program which ICAP had 
created was incredibly interesting 
and varied and, as Richard said, we 
learnt all about the way Cuban soci-
ety is formed and how it functions. 
(I’d actually heard the unemploy-
ment rate was as low as 3%, but sus-
pect Richard is correct in saying 7%). 
What surprised me was the amount of 
entertainment we enjoyed, with visits 
arranged from local schools giving us 
concerts: dancing, guitar playing and 
with one little singer who put Edith 
Piaf to shame!

New Year’s Eve was amazing 
and I don’t think any of us missed 
celebrating back home that night. But 
the most amazing experience (for me 
anyway) was taking part in the rally 
in the early hours of January 2. It was 
the 60th celebration of the landing of 
the Granma and had been put back a 
month because of Fidel’s death. For 

this reason, it also became a homage 
to him and the atmosphere amongst 
a million people rallying in support 
of the revolution was bitter sweet 
but also felt like a clarion call to the 
believers in his socialist revolution. 
Unforgettable – but then the whole 
trip for me was the trip of a lifetime. 
Better start saving up again!

Eileen Whitehead

Aiming at 
easy targets
Poverty is everywhere in Aus-
tralia ... casual work leaves 
mainly young mothers not making 
enough to pay their rent. Many 
after paying high rent don’t earn 
enough to eat properly. The poor 
are an easy target for our govern-
ment ... to take what little they 
have, in order that the rich keep 
getting richer ...

Employers are getting away with 
paying a wage that is putting people 
in poverty. The technology age was 
supposed to cut our hours, but those 
bosses at the top decided to replace 
workers with machines, all for profi t 
... machines can’t contribute to the 
economy. They just replace workers; 
the greed keeps going, more people 
put off. If it keeps going like this only 
half of Aussies will have jobs.

Government keep selling our 
Australia off for a quick buck, with 
no thought for the consequences, and 
the future of our children and grand-
children. Stop punishing the unem-
ployed, the sick and the old.

This Liberal government disgust 
me with its ignorance, meanness, and 
the porkies it tells.

Joyce Catanzariti

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

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

When the major capitalist powers decided 
that they were losing control of Saddam 
Hussein, their “strong man” in oil-rich 
Iraq, they resorted to a policy they had 
perfected elsewhere: demonisation.

Suddenly, the whole world was told some-
thing the Iraqi people had known all along: that 
Saddam was in fact a brutal dictator. This fact 
had not bothered the imperialist powers when 
they installed Saddam in power. But he turned 
out to also be a nationalist, who objected to his 
country’s oil revenues being looted by the West.

The last straw was when Saddam began 
investigating the establishment of an inde-
pendent oil market, with oil traded in curren-
cies other than US “petrodollars”. He had to go, 
and suddenly Iraq was found to have “weapons 
of mass destruction” necessitating invasion by 
the West.

Iraq was conquered, Saddam was executed, 
and the country’s oil was secured for the big 
Western oil companies. But that was not enough 
for imperialism: Iraq was not to be allowed to 
ever threaten Western corporate dominance 
again. The once-rich country’s economy and 
infrastructure were systematically wrecked and 
ethnic and religious divisions fostered.

This was not a new idea for the strategists 
of imperialism. The British had used it to pro-
long their control of India for several years and 
various British possessions in Africa were split 
into smaller countries before being given their 
“independence”.

However, the country that has elevated par-
titioning to the level of strategic policy is the 
USA. The policy was seen in full display during 

the destruction of Yugoslavia. As a central ele-
ment of the Non-Aligned Movement, Yugosla-
via had long been a thorn in the side of the US 
and NATO. By playing on ethnic and religious 
differences that had always existed but had not 
previously been considered signifi cant; and by 
pandering to local politicians who thought play-
ing the nationalist card was their best bet for 
gaining power if only in part of the country, the 
US set about breaking the country up. Germany 
helped by encouraging the revival in Croatia 
of the Ustashi who had backed the pro-Nazi 
puppet regime in WW2.

Serbia’s President, Slobodan Milosevic, led 
his country in fi rmly opposing NATO’s plan, so 
they demonised him, then kidnapped him and 
bundled him off to The Hague as a ”war crimi-
nal”. Confi ned in a small cell he died there from 
harassment and medical neglect.

From being a pillar of the non-aligned 
countries, Yugoslavia became a collection of 
tiny little states that were individually power-
less but which were nevertheless encouraged to 
engage in internecine warfare with one another.

A very similar procedure was followed with 
regard to another country that had pursued a 
foreign policy independent of the Western capi-
talist powers: Libya. Its oil revenues were used 
to give its population the highest standard of 
living in Africa. It aided countries struggling 
for independence or to overcome the legacy 
of colonialism, and was esteemed throughout 
Africa and the Third World generally.

Its long-time leader, Muammar Gaddafi , 
was alternately courted and demonised. At 
the beginning of 2011, a Western-engineered 

revolt broke out in Benghazi. It had all the hall-
marks of the similarly Western-backed “colour 
revolutions” that had brought down numer-
ous progressive governments from Moldova 
to Ukraine. The revolt began in February. In 
March, as Libyan government forces prepared 
to crush it, the UN Security Council was per-
suaded to impose a “No Fly Zone” on the coun-
try. However, instead of preventing outside 
interference as anticipated, the decision was 
“implemented” by NATO, which talked ful-
somely about freedom and even democracy, but 
in fact set about systematically bombing and 
destroying the country’s infrastructure.

French, British, US, Canadian, Swedish 
and Italian air-forces backed up by the Gulf 
States launched air-strikes against the Libyan 
Army. NATO’s bombing campaign continued 
until October, and only ended with the capture, 
brutalisation and murder of Gaddafi .

Libya was left in chaos, with tens of thou-
sands dead and millions – a third of the coun-
try’s population, in fact – forced to seek refuge 
in other countries. Tens of thousands still lan-
guish in the prisons of the NATO-installed 
government while various warlords and pow-
er-hungry factions – including Daesh/ISIS and 
other terrorist groups – wage civil war for con-
trol of portions of the country’s oil industry. At 
the same time antiquities have been looted and 
the country’s uranium resources appropriated 
by thieves and fl y-by-nighters.

As an article in Sputnik noted: “At the 
beginning of 2011, when the ‘revolt’ began, the 
Libyan state had approximately US$600 billion 
worth of assets, inside and outside the country, 

including US$200 billion in bank accounts 
abroad, along with tons of gold and silver. Six 
years on, all this has been plundered.”

And Muammar Gaddafi ’s cousin, Gaddaf 
al-Dam adds: “During these six years, not a 
single brick has been laid. The streets of the 
capital have no electricity, the water supply has 
been turned off, wages are not paid, schools are 
not functioning. ...

“If the problem [in Libya and Iraq] lay in 
the need for Gaddafi  or Saddam Hussein to give 
up power, as some have claimed, then why is 
all this senseless destruction and killing still 
going on?”

Because the US has no interest in normal-
sized countries being viable as independent 
political and cultural entities. Its interest is not 
in the countries themselves but in their resourc-
es. And their resources are more easily looted if 
the countries have been broken up into barely 
viable “statelets”.

Libya is ripe for partitioning between its 
various factions. The US has fl oated the idea of 
partitioning both Iraq and Syria. Turkey would 
support the partitioning of Syria, expecting that 
the north-east of the country would fall under 
its control. The US of course would support 
partition because a segmented Syria would 
be unable to stand up to Israel/US plans in 
the Middle East or to be part of the proposed 
Iran-Syria-Europe oil pipeline, and would 
be useless to Russia as an ally in the eastern 
Mediterranean.

“Divide and rule” was a guiding law of 
imperialism from the 17th century onwards. 
It still is – it’s just a little harder to apply. 

Divide and Rule

Culture
&Lifeby

Rob Gowland
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Generations of activists and revo-
lutionaries have been inspired 
by the intense hyper-realism 
of French writer Emile Zola’s 
late 19th century novels such as 
Thérèse Raquin, about amorous 
passion gone murderous; Nana, a 
study of the corrupt aristocracy; 
Germinal, a literary fl ashpoint of 
class warfare; La Débâcle, about 
the bloody Franco-Prussian War, 
and many others. Both in his par-
tisan journalism and in his sensa-
tionalistic novels, Zola sought to 
rip away the curtain of respect-
ability from the bourgeoisie (the 
word is French after all) and 
give dignity and agency – though 
not a sanctifi ed holiness – to his 
working-class protagonists.

What writer and director Danièle 
Thompson (co-writer of the well 
known fi lm Cousin, Cousine) focuses 
on in her new work Cézanne et moi 
(Cézanne and Me) is the almost life-
long friendship Zola shared with the 
painter Paul Cézanne, whose early 
attraction to Impressionism gradual-
ly fractured into what would become 
known as Cubism and later Expres-
sionism and even Abstract art. Both, 
as it turns out, were schoolboy com-
panions in Aix-en-Provence in the 
1850s. And both transferred to Paris 
to establish their careers, while main-
taining family and sentimental ties to 
the sunny, pastoral South.

As two major cultural fi gures 
who lived not all that long ago – Zola 
1840-1902, and Cézanne 1839-1906 
– a tremendous amount of documen-
tary evidence exists for their lives. 
Less familiar is that they shared one 
of the greatest “bromances” in cul-
tural history. Yet it was a troubled 
friendship, and this is the terrain 
Thompson explores. 

Zola achieved success early in 
life: His heyday came between the 
third and the fi fth decades of his 
life. But Cézanne was consistent-
ly rejected by the Salon, the grand 
arbiter of painting, and only late in 
life came to be recognised for his 
particular vision. The fi lm examines 
how two friends on vastly different 
social levels were able to maintain 
their association, and ultimately what 
came between them.

Their lives crossed paths diago-
nally. Zola started off fatherless and 
poor, but through his writing eventu-
ally joined the very bourgeoisie he 
mocked in his early work. By con-
trast, Cézanne came from a wealthy 
banking family but rejected his priv-
ilege to focus entirely on his work, 
depending, often unwittingly, on the 
kindness of his more successful col-
leagues, such as Zola himself and the 
painter Edouard Manet.

“I wondered whether I could 
take enough liberties to make a 
fi lm,” Thompson says in an inter-
view for her producer, Magnolia 
Pictures. “But it turns out that one 
of the most plausible explanations 
of their growing apart is Zola’s book 
The Masterpiece (L’oeuvre). Zola’s 
inspiration was Cézanne, their youth 
and friendship, their obsessions and 
discussions. But he also did what 
novelists do with the truth: he took 
liberties with their lives, with the art 
scene, creating situations that weren’t 
entirely true, if at all. If he could take 
those liberties, so could I. For exam-
ple, Cézanne introduced Zola to the 
woman who would become Zola’s 
wife. Rumour had it that she might 
once have been Paul’s mistress. So I 
said to myself: ‘All right, she was!’ ”

Among the many joys of 
Cézanne et moi are the luscious 
interiors, the elegant 19th century 
manors with their mannered dinner 
parties (that often become unman-
nered), the rowdy cafés where bohe-
mian artiste friends gathered, the 
period clothes, and, yes, the grimy 
Parisian garret where Cézanne paints 
his nude subjects, mostly his mistress 
Hortense, who eventually becomes 
Mme. Cézanne. And equally, the 
warm, maternal landscape of Pro-
vence, which has attracted artists, 
writers, poets, gastronomes, trouba-
dours and tourists for many centuries. 
The fi lm is a visual feast.

Structurally the fi lm is a – dare 
I say Cubist? – series of fl ashbacks 
from which we piece together the 
growing mutual love of engagement 
with aesthetic problems that the 
two artists shared, as well as their 
fondness for beautiful women and 
a sense of restoration in nature. We 
are reminded often of the historical 
context of their lifetimes, for exam-
ple, the Paris Commune of 1870 and 
the Franco-Prussian War, the com-
mercial market for both writers and 
painters, and the emergence of new 
ideas, technical advances and media, 
such as photography. Toward the 
end there is a nodding reference to 
Zola’s impassioned defence of Cap-
tain Alfred Dreyfus in his famous 
pamphlet “J’accuse” which took the 
side of the framed Jew in a disgrace-
ful case of anti-Semitism that rocked 
French society in the 1890s (and in 
which, by the way, not all the great 
names in the pantheon of French 
cultural titans came out smelling so 
good).

Is the fi lm really told from the 
point of view of Zola, as the title 
Cézanne et moi suggests? It would 
certainly be true to the period that 
Zola was the far more widely rec-
ognised fi gure. Everyone knew his 

name at a time when no one had 
heard of the struggling and per-
haps self-destructive painter. Yet 
today Cézanne’s name is more likely 
the name audiences will gravitate 
toward. Art lovers can see hundreds 
of his paintings in museums around 
the world and appreciate his semi-
nal role in priming the canvas for the 
20th century. Nowadays my guess 
is that Zola is read primarily in col-
lege-level literature courses as a rep-
resentative of the naturalist school of 
writing. He is probably better known 
for his role in the Dreyfus case than 
for his novels.

Paul Cézanne is portrayed by 
Guillaume Gallienne, who captures 
the painter’s volatile, turbulent per-
sonality, a man obsessed with his 
work to the profound distraction and 
disappointment of all those around 
him. Emile Zola is played by the ele-
gant Guillaume Canet, whose every 
gesture and glance reveals his grow-
ing tedium with Cézanne’s company. 
Other important roles are the writ-
er’s mother Emilie played by Isa-
belle Candelier, wife Alexandrine 
(Alice Pol), and late-in-life mistress 
Jeanne (Freya Mavor); and Hortense 
Cézanne (Déborah François), and the 
painter’s parents played by Gérard 
Meylan and Sabine Azéma.

Reaching far beyond a docu-
mentary instalment in the cinemat-
ic “Lives of the Great Artists,” this 
fi lm is a sensitive embrace of human 
problems, of the waxing and waning 
of a companionship once believed 
unbreakable, a window open to the 
question of what makes art.
People’s World 
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The Article 50 bill has cleared parliament 
and awaits Royal Assent when it will 
ascend into law. While there is still more 
drama to unfold as the negotiations get 
underway, the triggering of Article 50 
this week is likely to be one of the most 
dramatic constitutional changes to the UK 
for a generation, writes Adam Ma’anit.

“National sovereignty” was the Leave cam-
paign’s hottest hit single. It was on constant 
rotation in Fleet Street, Sky, and Broadcast-
ing House. Michael Gove, lead vocalist of 
Leave house-band The Brexiteers, belted 
out memorable lines like, “our membership 
of the EU stops us being able to choose who 
makes critical decisions which affect all our 
lives,” in dulcet Oxbridge falsetto. Gove, 
Boris and Nigel were the Three Tenors of 
“taking back control”. Or perhaps they 
fancy themselves as The Sopranos …

When MPs demanded that triggering Arti-
cle 50 must fi rst be put to parliament, Theresa 
May (became Prime Minister not via elector-
al contest but appointed by her Conservative 
chums in some pantomime papal succession) 
tried to bypass parliament by exercising her 
“prerogative power”. One wonders whether 
talk of “regaining sovereignty” was confused 
with restoring a “reigning sovereign”.

“Brexit means Brexit” was the tautological 
refrain. “Red, white and blue Brexit” its scato-
logical cousin. A political discourse so vapid 
it leaves any hope of a well-informed public 
debate concussed and shivering by a barren lit-
ter-strewn lay-by.

The people stirred. A crowdfunded legal 
challenge ensued led by Gina Miller, Deir Dos 
Santos and the People’s Challenge Group. 
Miller explained their case thus: “It is about 
any government, any prime minister, in the 
future being able to take away people’s rights 
without consulting parliament. We cannot have 
a democracy like that. That isn’t a democracy, 
that is verging on dictatorship.”

The High Court judges agreed and ruled 
that parliament should have a vote on such a 
massive constitutional change. The Brexiteers 
were apoplectic. The Mail declared the judges 
“enemies of the people” alongside photos of 
each of them. It alleged confl icts of interest and 
divided loyalties, describing one of the judges 
as “an openly gay ex-Olympic fencer”, as if that 
in itself was somehow an act of high treason.

The Sun cried: “Who do you think EU are?” 
and blamed the “loaded foreign elite” for “defy-
ing the will of the people”. It did so with no 
irony whatsoever that The Sun is owned by an 
Australian billionaire media baron or that the 
Leave campaign employed the data-munging, 
fake-news generating, social media engineering 
nous of a Canadian one-per centre.

Miller was subject to a tsunami of racist 
and sexist abuse. “She is black and therefore 
a primate, so we should hunt her down”, went 
one rabid Leaver. Another chillingly threatened 
that “she should be the new Jo Cox”. She has 
had to restrict her travel and public appearanc-
es, and was forced to hire personal bodyguards 
to protect her for daring to speak up for the 
very parliamentary sovereignty the Brexiteers 
claimed they cherished above all else.

Few pro-Leave political leaders spoke out 
against the abuse and threats to her life. Some 
fanned the fl ames further. Nigel Farage waved 
an accusatory fi nger at Miller and called her 
the “Chief Wrexiteer” on live television. He 
threatened riots in the streets if Brexit was 
impeded. “If the people of this country think 
that they’re going to be cheated, they’re going 

to be betrayed, then we will see political anger, 
the likes of which none of us in our lifetimes 
have ever witnessed in this country.”

Asked if he meant “disturbances in the 
street”, he replied: “Yeah, I think that’s right.” 
This just fi ve months since Labour MP and 
Remain supporter Jo Cox was murdered in the 
street by a white supremacist Leave supporter 
shouting “Britain First”. Twenty-fi ve thousand 
tweets on Twitter hailed her murderer a “hero” 
and a “patriot”.

The government appealed in vain, as the 
Supreme Court upheld the High Court ruling. 
The judges defended parliamentary sovereign-
ty but were nevertheless derided for it by very 
same people who had been telling us all along 
that it was the most precious thing in the world. 
The judges explained it thus: “Where, as in this 
case, implementation of a referendum result 
requires a change in the law of the land, and 
statute has not provided for that change, the 
change in the law must be made in the only way 
in which the UK constitution permits, namely 
through parliamentary legislation.” A modest 
victory for democracy and an opportunity for 
parliament to fi nally grab hold of the reins.

Or so we had hoped … 
Fast forward to the past few weeks’ skul-

duggery in parliament and it was clear that 
most politicians didn’t even bother to saddle 
up. The bill was skilfully and swiftly manoeu-
vred through the process straight off the gate by 
May & Co’s chicanery and sheer belligerence.

MPs and Lords attempted to ensure that 
parliament would have a say in the negotia-
tions with the EU and/or a guarantee of a fi nal 
debate and vote on the terms and content of 
any ensuing deal. However, Chief Brexiteer for 
the government David Davis bared his teeth 
at the Lords and, in Trumpian fashion, com-
manded them to “do your patriotic duty”. Tory 
MP Suella Fernandes threatened that the House 
of Lords could be abolished if it obstructed the 
holy “will of the people” (a sacred invocation 

cast by the Brexit priesthood in order to ward 
off any momentary pangs of doubt or con-
science). Not enough Lords were willing to 
sacrifi ce their subsidised wine-bar privileges 
at Westminster to call that particular bit of bluff.

The UK fi rst applied to join the then EEC 
in 1961. Years of painstaking effort, diploma-
cy, debate and negotiation led to the European 
Communities Bill being introduced in 1972. 
It took 300 hours of debate in parliament to 
pass. It took this parliament a mere 70 hours 
of debate to begin to take us back out. All this 
because David Cameron wanted to put an end to 
the internecine warfare between “eurosceptics” 
and “Europhiles” in his own party by making it 
all of our problem now. (#thanksdave)

And so, we have arrived at the culmination 
of this kakistocratic farce of a process to leave 
the European Union like some drunk gatecrash-
er that fi nally left the party before the police 
arrived. There will be more dramatic acts in 
this tragicomedy to be sure, and we await still 
its suspenseful denouement with bated breath 
and paracetamol. Nevertheless, this moment 
passing before us was our great missed oppor-
tunity to change course, or at least stop for a 
toilet break and double-check that the GPS is 
working properly lest we, in our haste, wind up 
driving into the Thames.

Dressed in full Orwellian (or Trumpian) 
garb, this government’s fl agrant rejection of 
democratic accountability and parliamentary 
sovereignty is apparently urgent and necessary 
in order to “take our country back”. By which 
they probably mean, back behind the shed.

The Brexitspeak assaults us at every turn. 
We deny votes to young people, EU resi-

dents and expats in order to “safeguard their 
future”. 

We refuse to give a voice to the people of 
Scotland and Northern Ireland – the majority 
of whom voted Remain – in order to treat them 
with “mutual respect”. 

We will spend more to get less;

Bring prosperity through austerity;
Broker peace by waging war; and
Help children in need by turning them 

away.
We will strike trade deals without treaties;
Protect EU residents by bargaining with 

their lives;
Promote education by making it unattain-

able; and
Defend the NHS castle by raising the port-

cullis to an invading army of privateers led by 
a windsurfi ng Gordon Gecko acolyte.

We will respect “the will of the people:” by 
ignoring half of them. 

We will be independent by holding hands 
with demagogues and introducing them to the 
Queen in a taxpayer-refurbished palatial monu-
ment to British plunder, conceit and arrogance.

We are taking our country back …
When ex-Olympic fencer Mercutio sees 

his miserable drip of a friend Romeo refuse 
to fi ght the bully Tybalt, he is appalled by his 
friend’s “calm, dishonourable, vile submis-
sion” and fi ghts the brigand himself. Romeo 
tries to stop them only to get in the way, ena-
bling Tybalt to slay Mercutio and abscond. As 
Mercutio lay there dying, he realises only too 
late that his valiant effort was for nought. The 
houses of Capulet and Montague were as bad 
as each other. Both alike in feculence, they 
served no greater interest than their own petit-
barbarian concerns. All else to them was just 
collateral damage. It is in this fi nal realisation 
that he curses them both in epic Shakespear-
ean fashion. 

And so I say to those who were chosen to 
serve in the nation’s interest – be they Com-
mons or Lords – and who knowingly voted 
against their own better judgement, whether 
for short-term political expediency or out of 
fear of the baying mob at the gates:

“A plague on both your houses!”
New Internationalist 
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