The Workers’ Weekly

Guar

COMMUNIST PARTY OF AUSTRALIA

#1777 May 17,2017

WWW.CPa.org.au

Budget 2017-18

ISSN 1325-295X

To those who have much,

more will be given”

Anna Pha

At first glance Treasurer Scott Morrison’s
2017-18 budget bears little resemblance to
the Abbott-Hockey horror budget of 2014.
It promises increased funding for health,
education, the National Disability Insurance
Scheme (NDIS) as well additional afford-
able housing and imposes a levy on the big
banks. The language has changed from dire
references to a “budget emergency” and
“tsunami of government spending” to opti-
mistic references to “better days ahead”.

But has the leopard really changed its
spots? Is the 2014-15 budget dead, buried and
cremated? The answer to that question is a
resounding “NO”.

Despite all the talk about “fairness, secu-
rity and opportunity”, the Budget is anything
but fair. It sets out to clobber the unemployed,
young people, people with disability and other
social security recipients with even harsher and
more punitive measures.

The CEO of St Vincent de Paul’s National
Council, John Falzon, summed it up: “Our
economy seems to be based on the perverse
notion of ‘to those who have much, more will
be given. And from those who have nothing,
even the little they have, will be taken away.

“In other words, tax cuts for the corporates
and the wealthy, but cuts to incomes, penalty
rates, to social expenditure, to health and edu-
cation for the rest of us.

“What we need is an economy based on
from each according to their ability and to each
according to their needs.

Targeting youth

“Young people are the very ones who are
suffering increased exclusion and marginalisa-
tion and being blamed for being left out and
locked out of the prosperity that’s being gen-
erated,” Falzon said in a message in a GetUp!
You Tube.

There is no jobs plan. Morrison is relying
on “signs of an improving global economy”
to boost economic growth and “secure more
and better paying jobs” in Australia. The eco-
nomic underpinning of the budget is “the trick-
le down” effect, which in practice sees wealth
flowing up to the rich.

Young people will be hit on all fronts with
anew round of humiliating and punitive meas-
ures, whether it be cuts to education and unem-
ployment allowances or access to employment.
At present there is one job for every 10 people
seeking employment.

There is nothing fair in shifting unem-
ployed people aged between 22 and 24 off the

There are no
absolute freedoms
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NewsStart allowance onto the much lower star-
vation Youth Allowance.

In a most insulting manner new recipi-
ents of the dole face the prospect of “random”
drug tests and the possibility of being given a
Cashless Debit Card in lieu of social security
payments.

There will be tougher “mutual obligation”
rules, and a brutal system of cutting payments
if these are not met.

The government is doing nothing to create
the jobs or provide the training that young
unemployed require to enter the job market.
Unless they have rich parents they are doomed
to be excluded and humiliated.

Families take a hit with the freezing of
family tax benefit rates for two years and the
phasing out of annual family tax benefit end-
of-year supplements. Means test thresholds
are frozen, making it harder to qualify for
payments.

Mean and insulting

The government is throwing a few pea-
nuts at the 3.5 million people on age and
disability support pensions and parenting
payment with a one-off cash payment of $75
for singles and $125 for couples. While better
than nothing, it would be of greater benefit if
the electricity sector were nationalised and
prices controlled.

The lifting of the freeze on Medicare
rebates is likely to amount to an increase of a
few cents and go no distance towards compen-
sating doctors for the years of frozen rebates.

blueprint for Syria

Medicare needs to be adequately funded so that
doctors can afford to bulk bill without resorting
to the churning of patients.

While promising additional funding for the
NDIS, the government is doing so through the
Medicare levy, as if having a disability is some
illness. Government payments should come out
of general revenue as services, not be seen as
“welfare”.

The Coalition government is increasing
taxes on working people, supporting cuts to
penalty rates, keeping the cuts to Medicare for
at least another three years, and cutting $22 bil-
lion from our schools and $4 billion from uni-
versities. At the same time it is giving billions
of dollars in largesse to big business and cutting
taxes for the rich.

It won’t do anything to help the more than
two million workers who are unemployed or
looking for more work. Nor will it do anything
to help the 40 percent who are in casual, con-
tract or outsourced work.

Turnbull is cutting even more jobs from
much needed public services meaning longer
waiting times, fewer real people and more
“robo” problems with the sending out inaccu-
rate debt notices to social security recipients.

The levy on the five biggest banks sounds
great. According to budget figures the gov-
ernment will pocket around $6 billion over
four years based on the value of loans. Over
the same period it is cutting the corporate
tax rate which will deliver them around $7.4
billion.

There is a two percent tax cut for high

Culture & Life
An excuse for war

income earners, the high income tax deficit
repair levy ends and the rest of us pay an addi-
tional 0.5 percent Medicare levy.

There is yet another budget surplus predict-
ed within four years. This has been a constant
theme in every Coalition budget since the first
Abbott-Hockey budget in May 2014.

This predicted surplus relies on additional
income tax raised as a consequence of rapid
wages growth. If you believe the Treasurer, we
are on the eve of an explosion in wages after
several years of record low growth. Exactly
why this growth will occur is not clear.

The government has no intention of increas-
ing the pay of its own employees, instead the
“efficiency dividends” will continue along with
the sackings.

As for climate change, or research and
development of renewable energy, the budget
is silent: climate change is the elephant in the
room.

People’s budget

There is no shortage of funds that could be
put to the benefit of the people and the environ-
ment. All it needs is a government prepared to
stand up to big business and cut the big end of
town’s corporate welfare.

» Halve the $1 trillion military budget — save
$500 billion over 10 years
* Abolish fossil fuel and other subsidies to
mining corporations — save $24 billion pa
 Abolish negative gearing — save $5.5 billion
pa and improve the housing market
Continued on page 4
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“Receivers of stolen property”

May 27 marks the 50th anniversary of the na-
tional referendum of 1967 which gave the federal
government power to legislate on issues relating to
Aboriginal people. The referendum was carried by
a ten-to-one majority, the largest “Yes” vote ever
carried in an Australian referendum.

The 1967 Referendum was a landmark achieve-
ment for Indigenous Australians. Following decades
of Indigenous and non-Indigenous activism, over 90
percent of all Australians voted in favour of amend-
ing two sections of the Australian Constitution:

Section 51 (xxvi)

The Parliament shall, subject to this
Constitution, have power to make laws for
the peace, order, and good government

of the Commonwealth with respect to: ...
The people of any race, other than the
aboriginal people in any State, for whom it
is necessary to make special laws.

Section 127

In reckoning the numbers of the people of
the Commonwealth, or of a State or other
part of the Commonwealth, aboriginal
natives should not be counted.

These sections were originally included in the
Constitution because of the widely held beliefs that:
* Aboriginal people were “dying out” and,

hence, would soon cease to be a factor in ques-
tions of representation.

* Indigenous people were not intellectually
worthy of a place in the political system. A
Tasmanian Member of Parliament (MP) dis-
missed the need to include Indigenous people
in a national census: “There is no scientific
evidence that he is a human being at all.”

Following the 1967 Referendum, the words “...
other than the aboriginal people in any State ...”
in section 51(xxvi) and the whole of section 127
were removed, allowing for Indigenous people
to be included in the census, and giving federal
Parliament the power to make laws in relation to
Indigenous people.

Prior to the Referendum, making laws for
Indigenous people was the responsibility of the
states, and laws varied greatly from state to state.
For example, Indigenous Australians could own
property in New South Wales and South Australia
but not in other states.

Some common misconceptions

The right to vote: Indigenous people’s right to
vote in federal elections was secured by changes
to the Commonwealth Electoral Act in 1962, not
the 1967 Referendum

Citizenship rights: By 1967, Indigenous people
were already legally considered citizens, although
many experienced discrimination in their everyday
lives

Equal rights: Even though the Referendum re-
vealed a desire to extend equal rights to Indigenous
people, the referendum did not guarantee equality.
The Referendum gave the federal government the
power to make laws for Indigenous people, but it
did not require that those laws would ensure equal-
ity and would not be discriminatory

In 1837 a visiting British Quaker, James
Blackhouse, wrote to the Governor of NSW:
“Aborigines have had wholesale robbery of ter-
ritory committed upon them by the Government,
and settlers have become the receivers of stolen
property ...” In all states Aboriginal people were
dispossessed.

In 1839 Mr Chief Justice Stephen described the
process of theft: “A man passed into the interior
and took possession of a tract of country so oc-
cupied by himself ... was said to be in possession,
and he could bring an action against any person
who would intrude upon him. He was not bound
to show his title.”

Possession was not just nine-tenth of the law — it
was the law.

More recently, the years of the Howard gov-
ernment were an disaster for the Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people. The government led
a arrogant rearguard action to deny the reality
of the 1788 invasion, to deny the policies of geno-
cide, to refuse to recognise the monstrous history
of the Stolen Generations and, above all, to limit,
delay and, if possible, scuttle the land claims of
Indigenous Australians.

Appealing to racist tendencies and a widespread
perception that Aboriginal peoples received spe-
cial treatment, the Howard government denied the
existence of the Stolen Generations and refused
to consider an apology for the policies of earlier
governments, dramatically reduced spending on
Aboriginal affairs, watered down Native Title
legislation, and even attempted to interfere in the
curriculum of schools and universities and the ap-
proach of museums in representing the treatment
of indigenous peoples in Australia’s colonial past.

In June 2005, Howard abolished the Aborigines
and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC),
the only national, democratically elected Indigenous
voice.

In June 2007, Howard launched his “emergency
intervention” into the Northern Territory. Two
months later the Northern Territory Emergency
Response Act was passed, giving the government
power to acquire Aboriginal land and hold back
50 percent of all welfare payments for “necessary
items”. The government scrapped the permit sys-
tem which had enabled Aboriginal communities to
control entry into their land and deal with social
issues.

Behind the intervention in the Northern
Territory was the desire of the corporations to
wrest control of Aboriginal lands from the local
communities so they could better exploit the min-
eral wealth below.

A new Aboriginal activism began to develop
in response to this onslaught on Aboriginal rights
and land ownership.

Central to the fulfilment of Aboriginal rights is
the possession by Aboriginal communities of com-
munal and inalienable title to their land, including
the minerals and other natural resources on and
within it and in adjacent seas.

For the ruling class of capitalist Australia pri-
vate property is sacred, not concepts of justice or
what is right.

The Communist Party of Australia remains
committed to the campaign to win recognition of
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
as the original occupiers and owners of Australian
territory and their right to own and control their
land and resources.

The Party recognises that the issues confronting
Indigenous Australia are complex, resulting from
a long history of colonisation, dispossession and
injustice and require long-term policy solutions.

More specifically the CPA supports:

* Communal and inalienable land rights for
Aboriginal communities.
* An immediate review of the effectiveness
of the Native Title legislation with a view to
strengthening the powers of Aboriginal com-
munities wishing to oppose developments such
as the Kimberley’s natural gas project.
The immediate rescinding of the Northern
Territory Intervention and its discriminatory
provisions for Aboriginal peoples and the
reinstatement of the Racial Discrimination Act
in the NT.
The restoration of the Community
Development and Employment Program
(CDEP) program to all Indigenous communi-
ties that request it.
The ongoing campaign for the restoration of
unpaid wages to Aboriginal peoples as a result
of previous protection policies.
The establishment of a Federal Ombudsman
with sole responsibility for investigating com-
plaints by Indigenous people of their treatment
by the criminal justice system of the states,
territories and Australian governments.
The abolition of the current celebration of
Australia Day and its replacement by a more
meaningful, respectful and relevant national
day that can be celebrated by all Australians,
Indigenous and non-Indigenous.
The introduction of compulsory Aboriginal
Studies programs in teacher training courses
and in the school curriculum and, where
practical and applicable, the introduction of
Aboriginal language programs in schools.
Many of the planks of the Party’s program
would see the Commonwealth finally using the
powers given to it in an overwhelming vote by the
people of Australia in the Referendum of 1967.
Action is needed now.
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NO Pasaran!

A call for solidarity with
the Bolivarian revolution

The Communist Party of
Australia expresses its staunch-
est solidarity with the Bolivarian
Revolution, the government of
President Nicolas Maduro and the
Venezuelan people.

The Bolivarian revolution has
been enduring intensified right-
wing attacks for a number of months
now. The right-wing opposition has
resorted to organised violence which
has cost the lives of members of the
community and the police force.
The strategy used by the extremist
wealthy opposition has been to incite
violence. It has armed small groups
to terrorise Chavista supporters and
creating the impression of a failed
state. Images of violent events are
then reproduced by the mass media
and broadcast all over the world
as part of the counterrevolutionary
media campaign.

We condemn the attacks on mem-
bers of progressive parties, activ-
ists and supporters and diplomatic

missions of the Bolivarian revolu-
tion abroad.

The threats of a US invasion of
the country continue alongside the
millions of dollars in support of the
internal wealthy opposition.

The hoarding of food and other
essentials is a violation of the basic
human rights of the Venezuelan
people with the aim of discrediting
the government of President Maduro.

The CPA joins the international
community in expressing its solidar-
ity with the Venezuelan people and
supports the calls from the Bolivarian
government for a dialogue for nation-
al reconciliation.

We call on all CPA members and
supporters to join emergency ral-
lies in solidarity with the Bolivarian
Revolution and for the future of the
progressive and revolutionary move-
ment founded by Hugo Chavez.

Together with the international
community we say the counterrevo-
lution shall not pass! &
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oppression.

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

I just don’t believe that when people are
being unjustly oppressed that they should
let someone else set rules for them by
which they can come out from under that

Malcolm X

contributors, as follows:

PRESS FUND

The big banks have protested bitterly over the proposed new $6
billion levy on their vast profits. But are the protests genuine?
The government is now seen to be doing something about the
ruthless practices of the banks, and from the banks’ point of
view, having to pay off a levy is far better than having to face a
Royal Commission into the way they rip off their customers. Was
the levy arranged with the banks before it was announced? Are
the protests a carefully staged performance? We’ll be following
this issue with great interest (so to speak) but we really need
your support, so please send us a Press Fund contribution for
the next edition, if you possibly can. Many thanks to this week’s

Anonymous $10, C Greer $50, Mark Mannion $10,
“Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $15

This week’s total $90 Progressive total: $2,650

Sydney
The Bushwackers

Big Family Bushdance
7pm Saturday May 27
Addison Rd Centre — 142 Addison Rd Marrickville

Dinner, snacks and drink on sale
$26/521 con — S5 kids 10-16 — Under 10 free
Fundraiser for WestCONnex Protest Legal Fund
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Agreement appears
close on native title

{
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Rudi Maxwell

After months of uncertainty and ham-
fisted handling by the federal government,
it appears that an agreement is close on
changes to the Native Title Act. In February,
a full bench of the Federal Court struck
out an Indigenous Land Use Agreement
(ILUA) between the representatives of the
Noongar people, the South West Aboriginal
Land and Sea Council (SWALSC), and the
Western Australian government, ruling
that the agreement was only valid if it was
signed by all named applicants.

The decision, known as McGlade, over-
turned a 2010 Federal Court ruling, Bygrave
No 2, which said if the native title group had
given authorisation, then any named applicant
could sign off and an ILUA could be registered.

February’s decision created uncertainty for
more than 120 ILUAS registered between 2010
and 2017 — and could possibly have even fur-
ther-reaching consequences.

Following the court ruling, the govern-
ment moved quickly to introduce changes to
the Native Title Act, angering many Indigenous
people and groups, who didn’t believe there had
been sufficient consultation.

After a quick Senate inquiry into the
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proposed amendments, it looked like Labor
would support the government’s Bill, with
changes suggested by the inquiry.

However, after spending more than eight
hours of the most recent Senate sitting, discuss-
ing ultimately unsuccessful weakening of the
Racial Discrimination Act, Attorney-General
George Brandis added more changes to the
Native Title Act amendments, leading to Labor
withdrawing its support.

To further complicate matters and pouring
fuel on an already smouldering fire, Senator
Brandis and Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull
indicated last month that their priority was
certainty for Indian mining company Adani —
which needs an ILUA for its massive proposed
coal mine in Queensland and has been fighting
with the Wangan and Jagalingou Traditional
Owners Council — rather than the dozens of
native title groups affected.

Last month a meeting of native title repre-
sentative bodies was held in Melbourne, which
was initiated after a letter from WA Labor sena-
tor Pat Dodson, a Yawuru man, who had previ-
ously told the Koori Mail that more Indigenous
input was needed before the Native Title Act
was changed.

Senator Brandis, Indigenous Affairs
Minister Nigel Scullion, Shadow

Attorney-General Mark Dreyfus, Labor’s
Lingiari MP Warren Snowdon and Senator
Dodson all attended the roundtable, in an effort
to listen to native title stakeholders and came to
a legislative solution.

National Native Title Council chief execu-
tive Glen Kelly told the Koori Mail that it was
a relief to finally have native title groups, the
government and the Opposition all at the table
at once.

“We were able to really go over in proper
depth the ramifications of the decision — what
should have happened in the first place before
any Bill to change the Native Title Act,” he
said. “The general consensus is that the
amendment is very important because a lot of
traditional owner groups across the country
are really severely affected by the McGlade
decision, and in their interests it really needs
to be fixed.

“The bill is important and should go
through the Parliament.”

Kelly said the months of uncertainty had
been very frustrating for many traditional
owners.

“The whole discussion got caught up in
the middle of the Adani issue but in reality
ILUASs and these sorts of agreements don’t
often deal with mines, they’re more often for

From the archives

The McMahon Liberal government — The SPA, August 1972
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pastoral access, and some communities have
done ILUAs for infrastructure,” he said.

“For example, the Dja Dja Wurrung people
in Victoria used an ILUA for the settlement of
their native title claim (in 2013) so they are
really worried that the whole basis for their
native title settlement is now shaky.

“And there are many others in similar posi-
tions so they’re very keen for the situation to
be remedied.

“Effectively what the amendments do is
make sure that the traditional owner group is
the authority, so when something is happen-
ing that affects the community’s rights and
interests, the community is properly empow-
ered to make a decision about it. To me, that
makes perfect sense: the community is the
principal so it should be the principal deci-
sion maker.

“The way the Act is written, if the commu-
nity says yes or no, then there’s a second layer
— the named applicants, so now, if one doesn’t
sign or is deceased you can’t go forward, even
if the community says you should.

“There’s a need to re-empower the com-
munity and that’s why the Act needs to be
amended.”

Koori Mail &

Sydney

VIGIL

DEMANDING THAT
\ THE USA
STOP THE BLOCKADE
\ ON CUBA

|
5:30 pm Wednesday May 17
Martin Place — Sydney

Also to stop the subversion of funds against Cuba
and return Guantdnamo to the Cuban people
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Fight for Specia

We need your help right now in the after-
math of the Budget to fight off a Bill to
further commercialise SBS, undermin-
ing its purpose even further. In 2015 the
government tried to increase the hourly
advertising limit on SBS. Thankfully, you
and 62,000 other people signed a petition
opposing that and the proposed advertising
increase failed to become law.

The government has reintroduced the same
Bill you objected to in 2015 but in this year’s
Budget granted SBS a one-off sum “due to the
delayed passage of legislation”. This means
it remains government policy to double the
hourly advertising limit on SBS as stated in the
Communications Legislation Amendment (SBS
Advertising Flexibility) Bill 2017. That will be
at the expense of its Charter.

The relentless push to further commercial-
ise SBS has been ramped up again with SBS
management and government set on increasing
advertising within programs. This is a destruc-
tive policy that will ultimately make the public
broadcaster — SBS — indistinguishable from
mainstream commercial television.

Not only will advertising be more intrusive,
it will also increasingly become the driver of
programming decisions and the public broad-
caster will continue to be manoeuvred away
from its Charter obligations.

When SBS first accepted limited adver-
tising between programs, both the Managing
Director and then Communications Minister
told me this would not result in advertising
within programs. Years later, the goal posts
were shifted to advertise within program in
“natural program breaks”, even when no such
“natural” break existed, and to increase the
overall amount of advertising. Those goal posts
are set to be shifted again.

If this matters to you, it’s vital that your
voice is heard.

Australia

If the parliament were serious about
improving SBS they would remove the dis-
ruptive in-program commercial breaks but the
Communications Legislation Amendment (SBS
Advertising Flexibility) Bill 2017 fails to do
that.

Even the government’s own report into
SBS (the Lewis review) stated that increased
advertising will result in “risks to the amount
of Charter-related content” by shifting the focus
from viewer to advertiser. The report went on
to say, “there will be a greater pressure on SBS
management to consider the trade-off of deliv-
ering on commercial expectations, against
delivering those functions described in the SBS
Charter”.

Furthermore, three-quarters of SBS view-
ers nationally say that since SBS-TV intro-
duced in-program advertising, it is less faithful
to the Charter now than it used to be. If SBS
becomes more commercialised, this gap will
widen irrevocably.

No one wants even more commercial
breaks disrupting SBS programs.

In fact the recently published Survey 2017
about SBS found that 95 percent of SBS view-
ers in every State and Territory do not want
increased advertising on SBS and say that if
there is an increase in ads, then the law ought
to restrict advertisements to before or after pro-
grams only — except in sport — like SBS used
to be.

Unfortunately the parliament will not stop
SBS from broadcasting advertisements.

But if enough people demand it, the parlia-
ment could at least restrict the ads to between
programs as the original legislators intended.
SBS might then fulfil its Charter obligations.

If the introduced Bill becomes law, SBS
will broadcast 14 minutes of disruptive com-
mercial breaks per hour in peak viewing —
6 pm to midnight and in sport — 10 minutes of

Guardian

Mary Kostakidis.

advertisements plus 4 minutes of promos every
hour; that’s a minute more of commercial intru-
sion than seen on commercial TV.
With every best wish,
Mary Kostakidis
Send an email fo your representative at
saveoursbs.good.do

Mary Kostakidis is a former SBS World
News Australia presenter, the first woman to
present a national prime time news bulletin
in Australia. She was a member of the
monaﬂement team that set up and developed

SBS Television in 1980 and went on fo present
its flagship World News for 20 years. &
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“To those
who have
more will

Continued from page 1

Abolish capital gains tax discount
— save $6.2 billion

Reverse income tax cuts for
highest earners — raise an extra

$4 billion pa

Phase out private health insurance
rebate — save around $7 billion pa
Reverse corporate tax cuts — raise
an extra $4.8 billion pa

End superannuation, trust and
other tax rorts by the rich — raise
an extra $15 billion pa (Figures
from Budget Papers, Treasury
Estimates and the Greens).

The total for such measures is
well over $100 billion. Redirected to
socially desirable projects, that $100
billion plus could go a long way
towards fully funding:

Universal bulk billing of
Medicare with adequate payment
of GPs for their services

The establishment of a national
preventative health care system
Provision of medical and
community services for aged care
An immediate increase in
NewsStart, the Youth Allowance,
aged pension and other social
security payments to the level of
the minimum wage

much,
be given”

¢ Fully fund the NDIS from general
revenue and remove all the
hurdles to qualifying for payments
and services

Properly staff the public sector
and provide services in a humane
manner

Abolition of TAFE and public
university fees, provision of
student allowances and a phasing
out of funds and subsidies for
private institutions

An increase in the funding of
government schools to the full
Gonski amount as previously
agreed with the states alongside
the phasing out of funding to non-
government schools

Restoration of previous cuts to
apprenticeship schemes

An increase in foreign aid
Funding for research and
development by the public sector
of renewable energy and climate
change study and mitigation
 Restoration of funding to CSIRO
A progressive tax system with
an increase in the marginal

rate of those on high incomes
and a higher rate for large
corporations. &
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Education smoke and mirrors

Marcus Browning

In an unprecedented move, the
head of NSW public education has
been compelled to urgently write
to every public school principal
in the state, instructing them not
to rely upon or trust the funding
figures released by the Turnbull
government.

Mark Scott, NSW Department
of Education Secretary, wrote:

“I am aware that the
Commonwealth Education Minister
has written to you with an estimate
of the funding increases that your
school will attract from the latest
announcement. You should not rely
on these figures for future planning
or budgeting purposes.”

It is now clear that the Turnbull
government’s funding figures are a
smokescreen for huge cuts to public
schools, where every child and
every school will lose.

The federal president of the
Australian Education Union
Correna Haythorpe said Malcolm
Turnbull’s education plan would
still see many schools fall short of
the minimum resource standard,
which means they wouldn’t be able
to provide their students with all the
support they need.

To quote Haythorpe: “There is
no guarantee that any school will
reach minimum resource standards,
which means many students will
continue to miss out.

She went on to ask. “How

can Malcolm Turnbull say the full
Gonski is not affordable when he
wants to spend $48 billion on com-
pany tax cuts?” The government
also has no difficulty in finding $1
trillion over the next 20 years pre-
paring to fight US wars.

But the smoke and mirrors do
not stop there. The Coalition has
hijacked the union’s and ALP’s
language with constant references,
albeit hollow ones, to the “disad-
vantaged” and a “system based on
needs”.

Recognising the success of the
AEU’s “I give a Gonski” campaign,
Turnbull has cunningly appointed
businessman David Gonski to carry
out another review.

The first 2012 Gonski report
was commissioned by the Gillard
Labor government and looked into
the level of funding for schools.

This new review is to provide
advice on how the funding should
be invested to Achieve Educational
Excellence in Australian Schools.
Already it signifies a shift away
from the concept of funding directly
reaching individual students accord-
ing to needs.

The NSW Teachers’ Federation
reports that NSW public schools
will lose $846 million under the
Turnbull government’s plan for
school funding.

The Federation has developed
a school-by-school comparison
revealing how much each NSW
school will lose in 2018 and 2019,

if the Turnbull government reneges
on the signed NSW Gonski agree-
ment. This analysis compares data
from the federal government’s
School Funding Estimator website,
and NSW government data obtained
via a GIPA (formerly Freedom of
Information) request that details the
federal government’s funding obli-
gations under the current funding
agreement.

Even Deputy Prime Minister
Barnaby Joyce’s electorate, New
England, will get 70 percent less
funding for its public schools in
2018 and 2019, with a staggering
$26.38 million stripped from the
area.

“This school-by-school data
shows the reality behind the deceit
of the Turnbull plan. Teachers,
principals and parents can see
how much funding and support
their students will miss out on if
the Turnbull government aban-
dons the NSW Gonski agreement,”
acting Federation president Gary
Zadkovich said.

“The callousness of the Turnbull
plan is evident in the scrapping of
the pledge to provide additional
Commonwealth funding for stu-
dents with disability”.

North Strathfield Public School,
where just last week the Prime
Minister and Education Minister
promoted their funding plan, will
actually lose $513,300 over the next
two years. @
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Lest we forget

There are no

Australia

absolute freedoms

Peter Mac

Since the government announced
its intention to amend section 18C
of the Racial Discrimination Act,
the proponents of “free speech”
have mounted virulent campaigns
against people who made public
statements with which they vigor-
ously disagree.

Sydney radio “shock jock”
commentator Andrew Bolt and
Murdoch press journalists have
attacked Human Rights Commission
President, Professor Gillian Triggs,
over the prosecution of seven
University of Queensland students
who lodged a Facebook message
about having been asked to leave an
Aboriginal students’ computer room.

The post read: “T just got kicked
out of the unsigned indigenous com-
puter rooms. QUT stopping segrega-
tion with segregation?”. Another post
referred to “niggers”, but the court
later accepted a statement by one stu-
dent that the words had been placed
by someone else in his name.

The case was not resolved for
nearly three years, and the com-
plaint was dismissed. Sydney’s Daily
Telegraph held Professor Triggs per-
sonally responsible for the delays and
legal costs, even though she had to
proceed with the case because the
complainant insisted on her rights.

Professor Triggs was also
attacked for the prosecution of the
late Bill Leak over his cartoon in The
Australian newspaper, in which an
inebriated Aboriginal man asks his
delinquent son what his name is.

The cartoon was highly offen-
sive to Aboriginal people, one of
whom made a complaint to the
Commission. In their defence, Leak
and The Australian were entitled to
formally lodge a claim that the car-
toon was published in good faith,
which would probably have been
accepted as grounds for dismissing
the complaint.

The defendants notified the com-
mission that they intended to do so.
However, the complainant ceased
proceedings before the case reached
the courts, so no formal defence
claim was lodged. Nevertheless,
federal Attorney-General George

Brandis attacked Commissioner
Triggs because she hadn’t ceased
the proceedings when informed that
the defendants intended to lodge the
claim.

Limits to free speech

The Australian constitution con-
tains no reference to free speech, and
the nation has no bill of rights.

Freedom of speech is also rela-
tive, not absolute. If a person is free
to say something, the person to whom
the statement is directed is not “free”
from its effects. Where those effects
could be damaging, society limits the
right to free speech.

Laws against slander are intend-
ed to protect people from unfounded
attacks on their character, and Clause
18C of the Racial Discrimination Act
is intended to protect people from
insult, offence, humiliation or intim-
idation based on their race, colour or
national origins. (Clause 18D defines
exceptions to 18C’s requirements.)

Some legal experts say 18C’s
current wording is not strong enough
to deal with cases of discrimination.
However, the government proposes
to replace “insult” and “offend” with
“harass” which would emasculate the
Act and negate its original intention.

The current legislation is valued
by many communities, includ-
ing Aboriginal people, Jews and
Muslims.

Regarding clauses 18C and 18D,
Dr Colin Rubenstein recently noted
“... since their inclusion in 1995,
organisations monitoring racism
have witnessed more circumspection
and less harm by openly racist groups
in Australia. ... statistics maintained
by the Jewish community show ...
there was a substantial decline in
incidents of anti-Jewish harassment
in Tasmania and South Australia fol-
lowing judgements ... under Section
18C”.

Naturally, the Racial
Discrimination Act doesn’t suit
those politicians who seek the elec-
toral support of bigots or racists.
Government members claim 18C
violates their right to free speech, but
they themselves strive to suppress
statements by others with which they
disagree.
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Yassmin Abdel-Magjied.

For example, immediately
after bushfires last year, a govern-
ment minister told a Greens MP he
shouldn’t discuss climate change,
even though it is associated with an
increasing number of bushfires.

A few years ago a member of the
audience in an ABC program said the
government’s anti-terrorism policies
were counterproductive and would
actually persuade certain young men
to become terrorists. It was good
advice, but the government suggested
that the audience member, who had
criminal convictions, was a terrorist
himself, and that the ABC should ter-
minate the program.

On Australia Day we’re encour-
aged to join in national celebrations,
but the government rejects calls for
the event to include interpretation of
it from the viewpoint of Indigenous
Australians.

After Anzac Day ABC commen-
tator Yassmin Abdel-Magied placed
a Facebook post that read: “Lest.
We. Forget. Manus, Nauru, Syria,
Palestine ...)”.

Bolt and the Murdoch press

immediately accused her of an out-
rageous violation of a sacred institu-
tion. Abdel-Magied later removed the
words from social media, and pub-
licly apologised.

But the anti-Muslim media hyste-
ria had done its work. Afterwards she
was publicly harassed, and received
a flood of abusive messages, stating
she was an “Islamic piece of s***”
and a supporter of genital mutilation,
that she should be stripped, beaten,
sodomised, publicly whipped, stoned
in the street, or deported to Yemen,
or that she should commit suicide by
jumping off a bridge.

So much for freedom of speech!

The real “problem” with Abdel-
Magied’s statement is that her implied
criticism was spot on. On Anzac Day,
rather than simply paying tribute to
fallen soldiers, we should discuss
ideals of compassion or equality, for
example, regarding our treatment of
the victims of war, including asylum
seekers, and we should certainly
question our involvement in wars,
past, present and future.

And that includes WW1, the

subject of widespread uncritical
public reverence. Former ambassa-
dor to Japan, John Menadue, recent-
ly commented: “The most important
and just war in which we have fought
was WW2, in defence of our own
people and land. But WW?2 is rated
by the Australian War Memorial and
so many others as of much less sig-
nificance. WW1 is the Holy Grail.”

Conservative politicians claim
Australia “came of age” in WW1.
However, Menadue points out that
the nation was by no means united
in support of our participation in that
war.

Many subjects are taboo for cur-
rent advocates of free speech. That
includes the question of who profits
from the wars in which we partici-
pate, one of the most important of all
public issues. In the struggle for free
speech, the issues the government is
most reluctant to discuss are the very
ones that are most important for the
nation to consider. &

Budget 2017-18

The Australian Nursing and
Midwifery Federation (ANMF)
says last Friday’s International
Nurses Day (IND) is a chance for
the whole community to acknowl-
edge and applaud the crucial
contribution nurses make to the
Australian health system each and
every day.

IND was first declared on
May 12, 1974 by the International
Council of Nurses (ICN) to cel-
ebrate the birthday anniversary of
Florence Nightingale. ANMF fed-
eral secretary Lee Thomas said this
year’s IND theme — “A voice to
lead” — is relevant to the ANMF,
as the union speaks out against the

negative impacts of the Budget on
nurses.

“IND is a great opportuni-
ty for everyone to take a minute
and reflect on the amazing work
nurses do every day — we should
be acknowledging and indeed,
applauding their contribution to
Australia’s health and aged care
systems,” Thomas said.

“However, we also need to use
IND to voice our concerns about the
federal budget and how it’s going
to impact our members, particular-
ly nursing and midwifery students
and nurses working in the under-
resourced aged care sector. Like
other members of the community,

nurses will continue to pay more

in out of pocket costs for specialist
health services, given the govern-
ment has refused to immediately lift
the freeze on GP rebates.

“If the government was serious
about alleviating the cost of health-
care, it would immediately put an
end to the freeze, full stop. But even
when it is eventually and complete-
ly lifted in 2020, it will be too little,
too late — the damage would have
already been done.”

Ms Thomas said that the budget
again has shown no care for aged
care. Australia faces a shortage of
20,000 aged care nurses, but there’s
been no reversal of the crippling

$1.2 billion in funding cuts, nor has
there been any regulations for safe
staffing ratios for aged care nurses.

“Aged care nurses are finding it
harder and harder to cope with dan-
gerously high workloads and there’s
been a notable rise in the number of
missed care episodes at aged care
facilities across the country. Without
mandated 24/7 nurse ratios, the care
nurses can provide to vulnerable
nursing home patients continues to
be compromised.”

The budget will also force stu-
dents dreaming of becoming nurses
and midwives to pay thousands of
extra dollars for their degrees and
have to start repaying their HECS

debt much sooner, after the income
threshold was cut to $42,000.

“On International Nurses Day,
we are disappointed the government
can deliver up to $50 billion in cor-
porate tax cuts to big businesses,
but can hurt hard-working aged care
nurses and Australia’s next genera-
tion of nurses.”

The ANMF, with over 259,000
members, is the industrial and pro-
fessional voice for nurses, mid-
wives and assistants in nursing in
Australia. &



6 My 17 2017

CIA memo blueprint for Sy

A recently declassified CIA document
originating from the 1980s Reagan era
explores multiple scenarios for regime
change in Syria. What is particularly
uncanny about these scenarios is the
extent to which they appear to have
prefigured some of the more recent
developments in that country. Brad Hoff
explains.

A newly declassified US Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) document explored multiple
scenarios of Syrian regime collapse at a
time when then President Hafez al-Assad’s
government was embroiled in a covert
“dirty war” with Israel and the West, and
in the midst of a diplomatic crisis which
marked an unprecedented level of isolation
for Syria.

The formerly classified 24-page memo
entitled “Syria: Scenarios of Dramatic Political
Change” was produced in July 1986, and had
high-level distribution within the Ronald
Reagan administration and to agency directors,
including presidential advisers, the National
Security Council and the US ambassador to
Syria. The memo appears in the CIA’s latest
CREST release (CIA Records Search Tool) of
over 900,000 recently declassified documents.

The memo’s cover letter, drafted by the CIA’s
Director of Global Issues (the report itself was
prepared by the division’s Foreign Subversion
and Instability Centre), introduces the purpose
of presenting “a number of possible scenarios
that could lead to the ouster of President Assad
or other dramatic change in Syria”.

It further curiously warns that, “Because
the analysis out of context is susceptible to mis-
understanding, external distribution has been
severely restricted.” The report’s narrowed dis-
tribution list (sent to specific named national
security heads, not entire agencies) indicates
that it was considered at the highest levels of
the Reagan administration.

Sectarian war

The intelligence report’s contents contain
some striking passages which seem remarkably
consistent with events as they unfolded decades
later at the start of the Syrian war in 2011:

“Although we judge that fear of reprisals
and organisational problems make a second
Sunni challenge unlikely, an excessive govern-
ment reaction to minor outbreaks of Sunni dis-
sidence might trigger large-scale unrest. In most
instances the regime would have the resources
to crush a Sunni opposition movement, but we
believe widespread violence among the popu-
lace could stimulate large numbers of Sunni
officers and conscripts to desert or mutiny, set-
ting the stage for civil war.” (p2)

The “second Sunni challenge” is a reference
to the Syrian government’s prior long-running
war against a Muslim Brotherhood insurgency
which culminated in the 1982 Hama Massacre.
While downplaying the nationalist and plural-
istic composition of the ruling Ba’ath Party, the
report envisions a renewal and exploitation of
sectarian faultlines pitting Syria’s Sunni popu-
lation against its Alawite leadership:

“Sunnis make up 60% of the Syrian offic-
er corps but are concentrated in junior officer
ranks; enlisted men are predominantly Sunni
conscripts. We believe that a renewal of com-
munal violence between Alawis and Sunnis
could inspire Sunnis in the military to turn
against the regime.” (p12)

Muslim Brotherhood

The possibility of the Muslim Brotherhood
spearheading another armed insurgency lead-
ing to regime change is given extensive focus.
While the document’s tone suggests this as a
long-term future scenario (especially consid-
ering the Brotherhood suffered overwhelming
defeat and went completely underground in
Syria by the mid-1980s), it is considered one
of the top three “most likely” drivers of regime
change (the other scenarios include “succession
power struggle” and “military reverses spark
a coup”).

The potential for revival of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s “militant faction” is introduced
in the following:

“Although the Muslim Brotherhood’s sup-
pression drastically reduced armed dissidence,

Magazine

Guardian

we judge a significant potential still exists for
another Sunni opposition movement. In part
the Brotherhood’s role was to exploit and
orchestrate opposition activity by other organ-
ised groups. These groups still exist, and under
proper leadership they could coalesce into a
large movement. Should a new Sunni challenge
to the regime develop, certain sectors of the
Sunni populace are especially likely to play a
large role. They include ... Sunni students, intel-
lectuals, and young professionals who formed
the base of support for the militant faction of
the Muslim Brotherhood; and remnants of the
Brotherhood itself who could become leaders in
anew Sunni opposition movement.” (pp13-14)

The Brotherhood’s role is seen as escalat-
ing the potential for initially small Sunni pro-
test movements to morph into violent sectarian
civil war:

“Sunni dissidence has been minimal since
Assad crushed the Muslim Brotherhood in the
early 1980s, but deep-seated tensions remain —
keeping alive the potential for minor incidents
to grow into major flare-ups of communal vio-
lence. Excessive government force in quelling
such disturbances might be seen by Sunnis as
evidence of a government vendetta against all
Sunnis, precipitating even larger protests by
other Sunni groups.

“Mistaking the new protests as a resurgence
of the Muslim Brotherhood, the government
would step up its use of force and launch vio-
lent attacks on a broad spectrum of Sunni com-
munity leaders as well as on those engaged in
protests. Regime efforts to restore order would
founder if government violence against protes-
tors inspired broad-based communal violence
between Alawis and Sunnis.” (pp19-20)

The CIA report describes the final phase of
an evolving sectarian war which witnesses the
influx of fighters and weapons from neighbour-
ing countries. Consistent with a 1983 secret
report that called for a US covert operation to
utilise then US-allied Iraq as a base of attack
on Syria, the 1986 analysis says, “Iraq might
supply them with sufficient weapons to launch
a civil war’:

“A general campaign of Alawi violence
against Sunnis might push even moderate
Sunnis to join the opposition. Remnants of the
Muslim Brotherhood — some returning from
exile in Iraq — could provide a core of leader-
ship for the movement. Although the regime
has the resources to crush such a venture, we
believe brutal attacks on Sunni civilians might
prompt large numbers of Sunni officers and
conscripts to desert or stage mutinies in sup-
port of dissidents, and Iraq might supply them
with sufficient weapons to launch a civil war.”

(pp20-21)

Serving Western interests

While the document is primarily a theoreti-
cal exploration projecting scenarios of Syrian
regime weakening and collapse (its purpose is
analysis and not necessarily policy), the authors

admit of its “purposefully provocative” nature
and the document closes with a list of potential
outcomes. One provocative outcome describes
a pliant “Sunni regime” serving US economic
interests:

“In our view, US interests would be best
served by a Sunni regime controlled by busi-
ness-oriented moderates. Business moderates
would see a strong need for Western aid and
investment to build Syria’s private econo-
my, thus opening the way for stronger ties to
Western governments.” (p24)

Ironically, the Syrian government would
accuse the United States and its allies of
covert subversion within Syria after a string of
domestic bombings created diplomatic tensions
during the mid-1980s.

Dirty tricks in the 1980s

According to Patrick Seale’s landmark
book “Asad of Syria: The Struggle for the
Middle East”, 1986 was a year that marked
Syria’s greatest isolation among world powers
as multiple diplomatic crises and terror events
put Syria more and more out in the cold.

The year included “the Hindawi affair”, a
Syrian intelligence-sponsored attempt to hijack
and bomb an El Al flight to Tel Aviv and which
may or may not have involved Nezar Hindawi
working as a double agent on behalf of Israel.
The foiled plot brought down international con-
demnation on Syria and lives on as one of the
more famous and bizarre terror conspiracies in
history. Not only were Syria and Israel once
again generally on the brink of war in 1986, but
a string of “dirty tricks” tactics were being uti-
lised by Syria and its regional enemies to shape
diplomatic outcomes primarily in Lebanon and
Jordan.

In March and April of 1986 (months prior
to the distribution of the CIA memo), a string
of still largely unexplained car bombs rocked
Damascus and at least five towns throughout
Syria, leaving over 200 civilians dead in the
most significant wave of attacks since the ear-
lier 1979-82 war with the Muslim Brotherhood.

Seale’s book speculates of the bombings:
“It may not have been unconnected that in late
1985 the NSC’s [US National Security Council ]
Colonel Oliver North and Amiram Nir, [then
Israeli Prime Minister Shimon] Peres’s counter-
terrorism expert, set up a dirty tricks outfit to
strike back at the alleged sponsors of Middle
East terrorism.”

Consistency with WikiLeaks

The casual reader of Syria: Scenarios of
Dramatic Political Change will immediately
recognise strategic thinking on Syria that looks
much the same as what is revealed in national
security memos produced decades later in the
run-up to the current war in Syria.

When US cables or intelligence papers talk
regime change in Syria, they usually strategise
in terms of exploiting sectarian fault-lines.
In a sense, this is the US national security

bureaucracy’s fallback approach to Syria.

One well-known example is contained in
a December 2006 State Department cable sent
from the US embassy in Syria (subsequently
released by WikiLeaks). The cable’s stated pur-
pose is to explore Syrian regime vulnerabilities
and weaknesses to exploit (in similar fashion to
the 1986 CIA memo):

“PLAY ON SUNNI FEARS OF IRANIAN
INFLUENCE: There are fears in Syria that
the Iranians are active in both Shia proselyt-
ising and conversion of, mostly poor, Sunnis.
Though often exaggerated, such fears reflect an
element of the Sunni community in Syria that is
increasingly upset by and focused on the spread
of Iranian influence in their country through
activities ranging from mosque construction
to business.”

Another section of the 2006 cable explains
precisely the same scenario laid out in the 1986
memo in describing the increased “possibility
of a self-defeating over-reaction” on the part
of the regime:

“ENCOURAGE RUMOURS AND
SIGNALS OF EXTERNAL PLOTTING: The
regime is intensely sensitive to rumours about
coup-plotting and restlessness in the securi-
ty services and military. Regional allies like
Egypt and Saudi Arabia should be encouraged
to meet with figures like [former Vice President
Abdul Halim] Khaddam and [younger broth-
er of Hafez] Rif’at Asad as a way of sending
such signals, with appropriate leaking of the
meetings afterwards. This again touches on this
insular regime’s paranoia and increases the pos-
sibility of a self-defeating over-reaction.”

And ironically, Rif’at Asad and Khaddam
are both mentioned extensively in the 1986
memo as key players during a speculative
future “succession power struggle” (p15).

An Islamic State in
Damascus?

While the 1986 CIA report makes a case in
its concluding paragraph for “a Sunni regime
controlled by business-oriented moderates” in
Syria, the authors acknowledge that the collapse
of the Ba’ath state could actually usher in the
worst of all possible outcomes for Washington
and the region: “religious zealots” might seek
to establish “an Islamic Republic”. The words
take on a new and special importance now, after
the rise of ISIS:

“Although Syria’s secular traditions would
make it extremely difficult for religious zealots
to establish an Islamic Republic, should they
succeed they would likely deepen hostilities
with Israel and provide support and sanctuary
to terrorist groups.” (p24)

What continues to unfold in Syria has
apparently surpassed even the worst-case sce-
narios of intelligence planners in the 1980s.
Tinkering with regime change has proven itself
to be the most dangerous of all games.

Third World Resurgence &
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The Islamic Republic, which is busy build-
ing the momentum for its presidential elec-
tion, to attract workers and other segments
of society to participate in the election,
has conflicting news of the mine incident
published by news agencies in Iran, ini-
tially reporting two deaths and 50 trapped
miners. Even the governor of Golestan
province, with no shame at all, said: “the
cause of the explosion is the negligence of
the miners themselves”.

Minute by minute, the scale of the catastro-
phe has increased, and today the extent of this
explosion in the Zemestan Yurt Coal Mine, is
the largest disaster in the history of mining in
Iran. This is an accident, in which at the time
of writing, 21 miners’ lives have been lost, and
it is expected that the death toll will rise higher.

What can be said about the Azarshahr
Coal Mine is that the Coal Mine was priva-
tised in 2002-2003, and its major stakehold-
er, with 20%, is the Iranian Mehr Fund (Basij
— the regime’s militia), about 10% the Takido
(industrial and reclamation mining complex of
Sepahan), and partly owned by Negin Tabas .
Also, reports say that the Indusial and Mining
co, northeast of Shahrood, with Ali Nasiri as
the CEO, is the beneficiary of the Zemestan
Yurt Coal Mine.

The working conditions of this mine are
inhumane, with the fundamental problems of
unpaid wages. According to one of the miners,
some of them have not been paid for 17 months.
A large number of the miners are either not
insured, or have been working in the harsh con-
ditions of slavery, with greedy employers being
the beneficiaries of their toil.

Magazine

Solidarity with
Iranian mineworkers

An explosion in Zemestan Yurt Coal Mine in northwest of Iran buried miners alive.
In the aftermath of the explosion where the mine tunnel collapsed, trapping miners
inside, the following must be of grave concern.

The coal mines in Iran, on one hand, have
had the lowest level of safety in recent years
and on the other hand, the number of miners
lost, and who continue to lose their lives every
year, is due to greed for maximum profit of
the capitalist system of the Islamic Republic.
This is at a time when labour activists, politi-
cal organisers, and protesting workers, who are
struggling to achieve their human rights have
been severely oppressed, imprisoned, and in
the latest scandal, have been sentenced to 100
lashes, expulsion from their jobs and other
penalties.

We, the labour activists in the solidarity
committees with the Iranian workers move-
ment abroad, whilst expressing our sympathy
and solidarity with the families of the miners,
who have lost their loved ones in this inhuman
tragedy, strongly condemn the Islamic Republic
for hiding this terrible incident.

We believe that a crime of this dimension
should not be forgotten by a cursory announce-
ment by the Islamic Regime. We are calling
on all the supporters, and sympathisers of the
labour movement to protest widely and use all
of our power against those who caused this hei-
nous and inhuman crime, and bring the perpe-
trators to justice.

The cause of this disaster is the greedy
capitalist system of Islamic Republic. The
Islamic Regime is directly responsible for all
of those miners who died and the other injured
ones. Those responsible must be disclosed and
revealed before the people of the world.
Solidarity Committees with Iranian Workers
Movement — Abroad
nahadha.blogspot.com &

.
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Donald Trump seems to think Mexicans
made out like bandits from NAFTA.

In reality, workers in all three NAFTA
countries have suffered.

Victor Suarez and Alejandro Villamar

In a recent appearance with Canadian
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, Donald
Trump promised that “we’re going to
tweak” the North American Free Trade
Agreement, or NAFTA, because of its
“severe” impacts on US-Mexico trade rela-
tions. But the real impacts of the agreement
run much deeper than a trade deficit.

Some politicians and “experts” still don’t
understand — or don’t want to understand —
that a great deal of popular discontent in the
United States, Mexico and Canada alike is
rooted in undemocratic policies that have
produced inequality, unemployment, migra-
tion, food dependency and pollution. NAFTA
isn’t the only factor — but it’s one of the most
powerful.

The reason is that NAFTA was never
designed for the development of our peo-
ples through trade, but instead to advance the
narrow corporate interests of multinational
firms and the governments that serve them.

In the case of Mexico, it was negotiated and
signed by an authoritarian government which
only served the interests of large Mexican and
global corporations, and which turned its back
on productive sectors linked to the domestic
market.

NAFTA was once boosted as a democ-
ratising force for Mexico. Though Mexico’s
traditional ruling party did lose a few presi-
dential elections, the continued involution and
deterioration of the Mexican political system
since 2000 has given the lie to the claim

to scrap NAFTA

that NAFTA was going to spur meaningful
democratisation.

Mexico’s economy has grown since then,
but the rate of growth has actually been much
slower than in periods from before NAFTA.
What has grown since then is extreme ine-
quality, between both social classes and
regions in Mexico.

Yet Donald Trump would have us believe
that Mexicans have made out like bandits
from NAFTA, robbing middle-class jobs
from the United States. Instead, more than
60 million Mexicans — more than half of the
total population — live in poverty, exposing
Trump’s deceptive claims as propaganda.

Almost one million small and medium-
level entrepreneurs in Mexico were ruined by
NAFTA’s rules of competition, which were
written in favour of big transnational corpo-
rations, and by the lack of internal support
policies for displaced workers and owners.
Millions more there were once middle-class
and thought that with NAFTA they had a
prospect of social advancement, but now
they’re approaching poverty, too.

In all three countries, NAFTA has meant
a downward standardisation of wages, labour
rules and environmental standards affect-
ing workers and farmers across each border.
Just as many American farmers and workers
saw their incomes decline and jobs vanish
under NAFTA, millions of Mexicans similar-
ly watched as their economic lot in life grew
unbearable.

NAFTA forced the abandonment of the
countryside by the Mexican government,
effectively expelling millions of peasants who
emigrated to the United States and opening
the doors to the growth of the narcotics trade
— and hence to the control of vast rural territo-
ries by organised crime.

Social organisations and networks in
Mexico have monitored the results of NAFTA
for over two decades now. And in a tri-nation-
al alliance with our US and Canadian coun-
terparts, we’ve evaluated and constructed
alternatives based on fair trade and coopera-
tion, where human rights and respect for the
environment are priorities.

Of course, NAFTA has been success-
ful for a few industries in the three countries,
but not for the majority of ordinary people.
Nor has it been beneficial to our common and
unique ecosystems. To “tweak” the agreement

is, once again, to peddle the deception of
“change so that nothing changes”.

It’s time to replace NAFTA, not to rene-
gotiate it with the same corporate-friendly
premises of the Trans-Pacific Partnership
(TPP). It’s time to think about the interde-
pendence and legitimate interests that exist
between our peoples, not perpetuate the
narrow mercantile and financial interests
that prevailed in the design and operation of
NAFTA.
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Venezuela

International

US eyes oil reserves

Richard Irons

If you remember one thing about
Venezuela in the coming months,
it is that the context to every story
in the media is the Donald Trump
administration cranking up inter-
vention aimed at regime change.
To give a clear example, a recent
press leak revealed that US sena-
tors have submitted another Bill
calling on the government to add
more sanctions on Venezuela and
to isolate it internationally.

According to a report on
Venezuelanalysis.com, the sena-
tors recommend sanctions on those
accused of “undermining democra-
cy” or “corruption” as well as call-
ing for a report from US intelligence
services into the “involvement of
senior officials of the government ...
the National Electoral Council, the
judicial system, and security forces,
in acts of corruption.” This report,
they said, should also detail how
these officials represent a threat to
US “national security.”

US hostility since Trump’s
election represents a continuation
of intervention aimed at “regime
change,” but also a ramping up of
hostility.

Several Venezuelan govern-
ment officials were sanctioned in
December 2014 and February 2015.
Then in March 2015, the US issued an
executive order labelling Venezuela
an “unusual and extraordinary threat
to US national security.” This year
more sanctions were imposed on
Vice-President Tareck El Aissami,
the highest level Venezuelan official
to be harassed.

The Bill would also commit
the US government to invoke the
Organisation of American States
(OAS) InterAmerican Democratic
Charter against Venezuela thereby
giving a veneer to US intervention.

The US and its allies have tried
unsuccessfully to have Venezuela
suspended from the OAS as some
member states resisted this approach.

Venezuela has recently
announced that it would be the first
country to officially withdraw from
an organisation becoming a cloak for
US intervention.

Other “pro-democracy”

initiatives included in the senators’
proposals are a number of ideas seek-
ing to extend funding to Venezuela’s
anti-democratic right-wing opposi-
tion, which has already been fun-
nelled tens of millions of dollars in
the last decade via NGOs linked to
USAid and the so-called National
Endowment for Democracy.

The proposed Bill would allocate
funds for the Department of State
and USAId to provide “humanitar-
ian assistance” — code for funding
rightwing activities.

If this Bill is approved, the
Caribbean region would also come
under renewed lobbying by the
US government to strengthen its
“energy security initiative” (CESI)
project —a move designed to under-
mine Venezuela’s support in the
region and opening up new markets
for the US.

At the end of 2016, Venezuela’s
state oil company PDVSA used its
US subsidiary CITGO in the US
as collateral to secure a substantial
Russia-backed loan. Now, the pro-
posed Bill calls on Trump to stop
Russian state oil company Rosneft
from taking over CITGO in the
event of a Venezuelan default: “A
Russian government-controlled
entity, currently under US sanc-
tions, would pose a significant risk
to US national security and energy
security,” reads the text. Clearly the
key reason behind US intervention
in Venezuela’s internal affairs is the
grabbing of control over the coun-
try’s massive oil resources.

The Bill will go before the Senate
at a time when the State Department
is releasing numerous statements
condemning Venezuela, therefore
progressives around the world need
to be clear that whatever problems
Venezuela is facing, the purpose of
the Bill is neither to help solve the
country’s economic crisis, nor bring
a peaceful solution to the political
crisis.

In justifying the intervention the
US and its willing allies in much of
the Western media are seeking to give
the impression that Venezuela is a
unique case, and that the Bill doesn’t
represent a broader policy of reclaim-
ing their so called “backyard.”

Yet the reality is that it is not just
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Venezuela that is singled out by the
US for regime change.

In a move ominously reminiscent
of the aggression against Nicaragua,
governed by the Sandinistas in
the 1980s, when the US waged a
brutal clandestine war by proxy
(the Contras) — legislation was put
last month before the House of
Representatives that would, if enact-
ed, destabilise Nicaragua.

As the British Nicaragua
Solidarity Campaign put it: “Almost
40 years after a war that cost 30,000
lives, the US is once again threat-
ening Nicaragua with another war,
this time an economic one, which
would severely undermine the widely
praised progress of the Nicaraguan
government in reducing high levels
of poverty.”

Known as the NICA Act
(Nicaraguan Investment Condit-
ionality Act), the legislation would

mean that the US, which effec-
tively has veto powers within the
World Bank and InterAmerican
Development Bank could block all
loans to Nicaragua.

Currently running at £194m
annually, these loans are being
invested in education, social pro-
grams, electrification, roads and
other infrastructure initiatives.

The Bill calls for the US to
oppose loans unless Nicaragua pro-
motes democracy, strengthens the
rule of law and respects freedom of
expression to the satisfaction of the
US State Department.

Since 2007, Nicaragua has under-
gone a remarkable transformation
under the leadership of the Sandinista
government. Health and education
are free and maternal deaths has been
halved. Poverty and extreme poverty
have also been halved and the coun-
try has been praised by the UN for

achieving the millennium develop-
ment goal of halving malnutrition.

Nicaragua has been declared
illiteracy-free by UNESCO and cur-
rently enjoys growth rates which are
among the highest in Latin America.

It has peace and stability and
has been declared the safest coun-
try in Central America by the United
Nations Development Program.
Regime change in Venezuela has
been official US government policy
under George W Bush, Barack
Obama and now Donald Trump —
worryingly it is becoming a policy
with regards to Nicaragua, Bolivia
and Ecuador.

Progressives everywhere have
to be increasingly vigilant. We must
stand by those under threat and
stand up to Trump’s interventionist
policies.
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Firefighters hose down plans

Will Stone

Britain: Firefighters have threat-
ened to extinguish their response
to medical emergencies if their
wages are not increased beyond
the Tories’ derisory pay cap. Fire
Brigades Union (FBU) general
secretary Matt Wrack told confer-
ence that all public services are
suffering from the government’s
stubborn one percent cap on pay.

He pointed to TUC analysis that
shows public-sector workers have
taken a £2,000 a year dent in their
wages since 2010. But an FBU-
commissioned study by Incomes Data
Research, which looked specifically
at firefighters’ pay, showed they have
lost as much as £5,000.

Wrack said these findings, along-
side the extra work firefighters are
carrying out by responding to medi-
cal emergencies, “lay the basis for
a strong evidence-based case for

improved pay.” He said: “We think
we can make the strongest pay claim
in years.”

However, Mr Wrack was not
hopeful that the national pay body
will budge on the cap when it comes
to decide a settlement on July 1.

Firefighters are currently carry-
ing out trials helping with the work of
paramedics and ambulance response
Crews.

But they voted to refuse to con-
tinue this additional work, known as
emergency medical response trials,
unless they get a rise beyond one
percent.

“If the offer made is for one per-
cent then the agreement on those
trials will cease,” Wrack vowed.
“There are appalling pressures on
members under those trials. We will
give notice that the trials will not pro-
ceed and our members will no longer
be obliged to take on any emergency
response work.

“We will be very disappointed if
that happens. If that’s what happens it
will not be the fault of the union but
fire service employers.”

Cambridgeshire’s Cameron
Matthews said: “We’ve been fair and
reasonable with the trials. Let’s hope
employers treat front-line firefighters
with the respect they deserve.”

Delegates heard the role of those
working in emergency control cen-
tres across the country is “extremely
stressful and demanding” — and is
expanding.

They called on the union to con-
duct a review into their pay rates to
bring them in line with front-line
staff.

Dorset & Wiltshire’s Hamish
Daya said: “Work of control is of
equal value. No lives are rescued
without control. If we are a progres-
sive union we should not accept pay
disparity.”
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International

John Woijcik

James Comey was unceremoni-
ously fired from his job as director
of the FBI. A lot of talk on cable
TV and on the Internet compared
the Trump termination of Comey
to Nixon’s historic Saturday
Night Massacre, the night Nixon
fired one person in the Justice
Department after another until
he could find someone who would
dump Archibald Cox, the prosecu-
tor who was relentlessly investi-
gating the president himself.

The events of last week were far
more serious than the Saturday Night
Massacre. They were in fact the latest
in an unprecedented attack by the
Trump administration on democracy
itself. They signal the beginning now
of a full-fledged constitutional crisis.

The crisis is deep enough already
that only the appointment of a spe-
cial independent prosecutor to look
into the misconduct of the Trump
Administration will satisfy the need
for justice and the demands of the
people of the country.

In the words of Representative
Jerrold Nadler, the former chair
and ranking member of the House
Judiciary Sub Committee on the
Constitution, speaking on MSNBC,
the Comey firing has the nation
“careening towards a constitutional
crisis. The Administration is system-
atically attacking all of the institu-
tions that are meant to put a check on
the power of the president.” Nadler is
absolutely correct.

The firing of Comey has to be
seen as a major step bringing us
much closer to authoritarian rule.

Among the first to come under
attack from Trump, however, was
the media — described by him as “the
enemy” of the American people.
During his campaign, Trump began
an assault on the nation’s courts, pro-
claiming that a judge with Mexican
background was incapable of
ruling on Trump’s criminal rip-off
of students at the so-called Trump
University.

As president he stepped up the
attack on the nation’s courts when
they blocked his attempt to tear
up the US constitution with illegal
executive orders banning Muslim
immigrants.

He has nullified another long-
time bulwark of democracy, the
Justice Department. That depart-
ment has frequently stopped undem-
ocratic attacks on civil and voting
rights. Trump put an end to that by
putting Jeff Sessions, a long-time
segregationist and one-time Ku
Klux Klanner into the department’s
top position.

Sessions supported the mas-
sive gerrymandering tricks that have
given us congressional district lines
that dilute the voting power of work-
ing people and minorities all across
the country.

Trump appointed a cabinet full
of billionaire businessmen — the
same businessmen who the Supreme
Court, through its Citizens United
decision, allowed the companies
from whence his cabinet members
come to buy the congressional repre-
sentatives and senators who are sup-
posed to represent the people.

He very possibly colluded, both
before and after his election, with
billionaire oligarchs from and lead-
ers of the government of Russia to
not just influence the US elections
but to arrange self-enriching mul-
ti-national business deals. Many of
those Russian oligarchs are them-
selves criminals who have no use
for democracy. They enriched them-
selves by stealing publicly-owned
resources designed to serve the
people in the former Soviet Union.

Trump struck down long-estab-
lished ethics policies and procedures
to set up the biggest and most lucra-
tive pay for play operation the White
House has ever seen.

To add insult to all his injurious
assaults on democracy he fired early
on in his administration the acting
Attorney General, Sally Yates, when
she warned him about the extent
to which his hand-picked National
Security Adviser, General Flynn,
had compromised himself and endan-
gered the country in his dealings with
the aforementioned oligarchs.

He seriously thwarted the ability
of Congress to play its assigned con-
stitutional role as a check on execu-
tive power when he meddled in the
affairs of the House committee inves-
tigating his administration. It had the
effect of destroying the credibility of
congressional investigations.

And of course he fired the man
responsible for leading the investiga-
tion into his own (Trump’s) miscon-
duct, including his association with
the oligarchs and foreign leaders who
had tampered with US democracy.

Unfortunately there is another
aspect to this that makes it far worse
than the Saturday Night Massacre.
There could not have been a Saturday
Night Massacre had their not been
public servants willing to stand up
to Richard Nixon’s lawlessness.
Archibald Cox, the special prosecutor
at the time, refused to lighten up on
Nixon as Nixon had demanded, then
Attorney General Elliot Richardson
refused Nixon’s order to fire Cox.
Then Deputy Attorney General
William Ruckelshaus refused to do it.

Tragically we have quite a dif-
ferent situation today, one that makes
the Trump actions even more danger-
ous to democracy than those taken by
Nixon. We have the current Attorney
General fully supporting the presi-
dent’s attack on democracy. We
have Deputy Attorney General Rod
Rosenstein writing a memo support-
ing the firing. We have Republican
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senators saying little or nothing about
the situation or like Lindsay Graham
of South Carolina actually supporting
the president.

The latest attacks by Trump are
also worse than the Nixon attacks
because we now have a seriously
eroded democracy in which there is
control of state houses and Congress
by a Republican Party that employed
undemocratic tactics including voter
suppression and gerrymandering
to achieve that control. We have
“Walmartisation” of the economy,
programs of mass incarceration and
right-to-work (for less) campaigns
and laws not just across the South but
increasingly in northern states too.

Democrats have expressed out-
rage over the Comey firing even
though they recognise how badly
his unjustified moves in 2016 hurt
Hillary Clinton’s campaign. Some
have even called for the impeach-
ment of the Attorney General.

The greatest credit so far goes
to the American people, however.
Starting only one day after the Trump
inauguration millions have poured
out into the streets to defend against

the assaults on democracy whether
those assaults were on the rights of
women, on workers, on minorities,
on immigrants, or even on the right
to breathe clean air. Before our eyes
one of the greatest mass movements
in American history has unfolded.
As for impeachment, Sessions,
of course, should be impeached but
it is time to add to the impeachment
list the name of Donald Trump him-
self. He has repeatedly lied to the
Congress and the American people.
He has repeatedly tried to turn uncon-
stitutional schemes into practice with
his inhumane immigration policies
and executive orders. He has endan-
gered the security of the US and
threatened the peace of the world.
An impeachment campaign,
along with a continued and stepped-
up mass movement of the American
people is critical. Then, turning part
of that movement into a powerful
machine that sweeps Republican rep-
resentatives out of office in 2018 will
go a long way to stopping the danger-
ous slide into authoritarian govern-
ment and preserving our democracy.
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Coup riots dismissed

James Tweedie

Venezuela has condemned
the most recent attacks from
Washington amid deadly putschist
riots. Venezuelan Foreign Minister
Delcy Rodriguez issued an early
morning statement in response
to acting US Assistant Secretary
of State Francisco Palmieri’s
comments at the 47 Washington
Conference on the Americas.

Palmieri dismissed socialist
President Nicolas Maduro’s calling
of a National Constituent Assembly
(ANC) to draft amendments to chart
a way out of the crisis.

“We know the solution to
Venezuela’s problems is not less
democracy, but more democracy,”
he said, echoing Venezuelan opposi-
tion demands for an unconstitution-
al early presidential election.

“An autocratic, top-down
authoritarian exercise dressed up
as a constituent assembly, having
already lost legitimacy at home and
abroad, will not help either.”

Palmieri also announced a

“comprehensive review” of the pre-
vious government’s detente with
Havana, consulting prominent anti-
Cubans including Florida Senator
Marco Rubio.

Rodriguez said her govern-
ment condemned the US govern-
ment’s “pretension to intervene in
Venezuela and impose its tutelage
over our homeland.”

ANC commission presi-
dent Elias Jaua said the opposi-
tion Democratic Unity Roundtable
(Mud) coalition’s boycott of inter-
nationally mediated talks since
January made the assembly vital to
avoid a civil war.

Earlier this week, two more
Venezuelans were killed in Mud
regime-change riots.

Miguel Castillo died of a chest
wound he suffered at a demonstra-
tion in the Las Mercedes district
of Caracas, where 93 were also
injured.

And tuk-tuk driver Anderson
Dugarte died in hospital after he
was shot in the head.
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May Day celebration
report

May Day 2017 in the bush and
Monday May 1 brought a bright
sunny day. We started off around
11 am with a talk on the origins of
May Day, including some Henry
Lawson poetry set to music. Most
of those attending had never
known that May Day was a day
for workers and were very sur-
prised at the history of our day.

Whilst the Comrades cooked the
BBQ I talked of the struggle of work-
ers for over 150 years for fair work-
ing hours, of wages and conditions. A
few of the local retired landed gentry
gave some arguments which created
some good discussion.

A few became vocal saying “you
killed our way of life”! An Irish man
— 94 years young — jumped in then,
in defence, saying it’s our kind who
ploughed your fields, tended your
stock on slave wages. Yes you may
have worked beside us but you pock-
eted the spoils of our labour.

Of the 80 or so attending about
10 got up and left and my Irish com-
rade stood and waved them good day.

We had a great meal a few drinks
and a lot of laughter. We came to a
close about 3pm as it was starting to
get cold and a lot of us stood talk-
ing with the families who thanked
the Branch and ask if we could do it
again another day.

Western NSW CPA Branch

North Korea,
friend not foe

With Trump sabre rattling that
will see Australia dragged into
another war, this time with China
and DPRK (North Korea) we need
to see past propaganda that capi-
talist media and politicians tell us
about the DPRK. So, who are the
real threat to peace since the end
of the Korean war?

The US occupying South Korea
with military bases, are hated by the
Korean people who want them out.
The DPRK want to turn the cease
fire that ended the actual fighting
into a true armistice and the demil-
itarisation of the Korean Peninsula
and bring about the reunification of
Korea.

Sam Bullock
Brisbane
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Cul

by
Rob Gowl

A trumped
Up excuse
for war

The April 4 chemical warfare
incident at Khan Shaykhun in
Syria was instantly blamed on
the Bashar al Assad government
by the forces trying to oust the
popularly elected Syrian govern-
ment. Those forces are backed
— supported, armed, funded and
reinforced — by the US, so it was
perhaps not surprising that the
US President and his administra-
tion of right-wing hawks jumped
on that bandwagon, embracing
war with Syria with remarkable
vigour and single-mindedness.

Before the US election, many
observers believed that between
the candidates, the bigger threat to
peace came from Hillary Clinton
whose hawkish credentials had been
well established in Libya and else-
where. But Donald Trump, despite
his pre-election posture of having
good relations with President Putin
of Russia and intending to extricate
America from unwanted wars in the
Middle East, needed to distract atten-
tion from the gaffes and missteps that
have already marred his “for profit”
Presidency.

The Trump administration seized
on the “poison gas attack” in Syria,
despite it being an all-too obvious
“false flag” operation intended to
discredit the al Assad government,
as the pretext for launching a cruise
missile attack on a Syrian air base.
Flattening the Syrian air base with
59 Tomahawk missiles served to
divert attention at home in the USA

from the ongoing investigations into
alleged Russian election tampering,
as well as from the very public rallies
and protests against the new adminis-
tration’s domestic policies.

Even members of the US’s own
intelligence community have voiced
their scepticism about the allegations
of a poison gas attack by the Syrian
Army. Ray McGovern, a former
Army officer and CIA analyst who
prepared the president’s daily intel-
ligence brief under the Nixon, Ford
and Reagan administrations, ques-
tions the chemical attack seeing it as
a case of “fixing the intel[ligence]” to
justify the policy after the fact.

“They came up with this embar-
rassing three-and-a-half pages about
the event that don’t hold water, and
[now] we have an MIT professor
totally debunk it.” The MIT professor
is Ted Postol whose analysis of the
event flatly contradicts the “assess-
ment” issued by the White House.

“I think it’s clear that Donald
Trump found it expedient to fire the
59 Tomahawk missiles ... as a way
to quell the media frenzy surround-
ing ‘Russiagate’ that was causing his
approval ratings to tank,” Elizabeth
Murray, who was formerly the deputy
national intelligence officer for the
Near East in the National Intelligence
Council, told the on-line progressive
news journal Truthout. Murray had
a 27-year career with the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), where
she served as a media and political
analyst on Middle Eastern issues.

Murray believes the Trump
missile attack violated internation-
al law and set a dangerous “shoot-
from-the-hip” tone for US foreign
policy under the new administration.
“There’s little mention of the 13
Syrian civilians who were killed by
the US missiles, including four chil-
dren, which is a clear war crime,”
she said.

Murray pointed out how the
US bombing also took place in the
absence of any actual evidence of
Syrian government involvement in
the preceding attacks, and that, if
anything, there are indications that
the US-backed Al-Qaeda-affiliated
rebels may be responsible.

Philip Giraldi, a former CIA
operations officer who worked on
counter-terrorism in Europe and
the Middle East, also told Truthout
that “Trump is demonstrating to the
public that he can be tough with
America’s ‘enemies’ and that he is
also not afraid to offend the Russians.
He has been accused of being a de
facto Russian agent so it is particu-
larly important that he demonstrate
that he is not.

“The cruise missile attack is a
visceral reaction to show he is not a
tool of Putin, and show he’s a tough
guy and can react immediately,” Ray
McGovern added.

Giraldi, who is currently exec-
utive director of the Council for
the National Interest, a think tank
focused on Middle East policy,
sees the Russia situation becoming

increasingly embarrassing for
President Trump.

“Trump is particularly thin
skinned and he reacts to protect his
image, in this case doing something
quite stupid in Syria to make a point
about himself and his administra-
tion,” Giraldi said.

“By giving his generals the
green light to launch the missiles,
he was able to silence media criti-
cism, appease pro-war neo-con-
servative elements [‘neo-cons’] and
shore up his flagging image,” Murray
explained. “The neo-con-controlled
US mainstream media are now refer-
ring to Trump as ‘presidential’ ... so
in that sense, it worked.”

Despite Trump’s pre-election
posture, Murray believes that US
military activity in Iraq and Syria
is being ramped up in a clandestine
manner; and since deploying ground
troops to these countries is wildly
unpopular, the Trump administration
has decided to keep the American
people in the dark.

McGovern agrees, citing the fail-
ings of the media: “The transcend-
ent problem is that Americans don’t
know what is going on in the world.”
Murray felt similarly, pointing to the
silence around the US attacks on
Mosul.

“It disturbs me that so little is
reported about what is taking place
in Mosul, Iraq, where thousands
of innocent people are dying from
US-led coalition air-strikes — one
report said more than 2,000 Iraqi

civilians died in the month of March
alone. But the American people are
simply told that Mosul is being ‘lib-
erated’,” she said.

“These kinds of policies will
leave us dependent on journalists and
whistleblowers willing to risk their
lives and livelihoods to tell the truth,”
Murray added. “Meanwhile, weap-
ons manufacturers and Washington,
DC-based ‘beltway bandits’ [the
think tanks and contractors servicing
the Defence Department and intel-
ligence agencies] will continue to
thrive under a foreign policy of end-
less wars.”

Murray had been optimistic
about Trump’s early statements about
seeking a modus vivendi with Russia,
cooperating with Moscow to coun-
ter ISIS in Syria, and not seeking a
Syrian regime change.

“But these were just words,” she
said. “As with nearly every other US
president, Trump has caved to the
pressures brought by neo-conserva-
tive elements within the government
and the military-corporate complex,
otherwise known as the Deep State.

“I believe that Trump will now
proceed according to the dictates of
these powerful groups, which means
more wars to support the military
machine and the interests of Israel,
which wants the overthrow of gov-
ernments in Iran and Syria,” Murray
explained. “In return, he will see far
less media criticism and even receive
accolades as with the ‘presidential’
missile strikes on Syria.” &
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The Handmaid’s Tale
The hook behind the TV series

Cathy Colton

TV critics are lauding the high
quality of the new Hulu adapta-
tion of Margaret Atwood’s 1985
novel The Handmaid’s Tale, typi-
cally noting the story’s enhanced
relevance for a USA helmed by
Donald Trump and the GOP.

While I have been eagerly await-
ing the show’s release to us regular
mortals, my lapsed Hulu subscription
recently renewed, I gravitated back
to the book — which I have read and
taught numerous times since my first
encounter with it in the late *80s.

While like most feminists —
female and male — I find Trump,
Pence, Ryan, et al to be nightmares,
what Atwood’s nightmarish novel
demonstrates is that they are nothing
more — and nothing less — than part
of a large cross-cultural, cross-gener-
ational mass, grown from the ancient
petri dish of patriarchy.

As much as many in the US
would like to think and hope other-
wise, the reduction of this mass will
not happen in a neat, progressive,
linear fashion. Atwood has said for
decades that everything that happens
in The Handmaid's Tale has hap-
pened somewhere, some time.

Her imagined future Gilead is
born out of the destruction of the
United States. It both hurtles us to the
past of the pre-US Puritans, to 19th
century injunctions against women’s
and slaves’ literacy and education,
AND into an imagined future that
could happen if we continue poison-
ing the earth and our environment.
Past and future blend into a suspend-
ed present of the novel.

Much of the sensation of sus-
pension that Atwood’s writing gen-
erates for readers comes through the
frequent focus on dreams, inaction,

and ennui in Offred’s narration.
For all of the horror story elements
Gilead constructs for its residents —
bodies hanging off hooks on a wall;
torturous flaying of feet and hands
with steel cables (“Remember, said
Aunt Lydia. For our purposes your
feet and your hands are not essen-
tial” [91]); black vans kidnapping
people off the streets, driving away
with shrieks coming from the back
— the bulk of the narrative is focused
on banal activities, a gliding through
the world in long red robes, blinded
from a full view by a claustropho-
bic head covering.A fostered sense
of unknowing. A sleep-walk — or sit —
through existence. A numbing. A Iull-
ing. A nap, that can get one through
a life unchosen, but also get one into
a life unchosen. We need to stay
woke, this book tells us. We need to
do more than just wait.

This state of perpetual waiting is
structurally highlighted in the book,
which is divided into 15 multi-chap-
ter sections. Every other one is called
“Night,” except for the fifth, which
breaks the pattern with its heading —
“Nap.” In it, Offred tells us about her
strictly scheduled day, ripe with nap
times and other periods of enforced
inaction: “There’s time to spare. This
is one of the things [ wasn’t prepared
for — the amount of unfilled time, the
long parentheses of nothing. Time
as white sound ... I wait, washed,
brushed, fed, like a prize pig” (69).

The book is horrifying and dys-
topic with human rights abuses form-
ing the building blocks of the regime,
but so much of the protagonist’s life
— and those of other women — is just
boring. Many focus on how the novel
screams a spotlight onto our current
regime’s push for increased con-
trol of women, sex, and reproduc-
tion; on the manipulation of texts,
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“alternative facts,” “fake news”; on
the Puritanical theology and rigid
gender norms, all of which are both
the hallmark of Gilead and the dream
and goal of many in today’s federal
government, and in the populace.

The Handmaid's Tale dramatis-
es how all of these policy and ide-
ological projects create a dystopian
society. But what makes this a truly
great novel rather than a work of
feminist propaganda is its portrayal
of the day-to-day ennui of Gilead’s
“pearls,” their handmaids, and its
painting of how each and every one
of the characters who live in Gilead —
from its many victims and oppressed
women all the way up to its crafters
and leaders — are profoundly unhap-
py, living deeply unfulfilled lives.

“Be careful what you wish for”
is the message to ideologues of any
stripe who don’t look beyond their
particular desire for/gripe with the
world, who work to box everyone
else into their vision.

This is best typified by the
Commander’s Wife, Serena Joy. In
the time before, she was first a gospel
TV show star, then travelled to give
speeches about “the sanctity of the
home, about how women should stay
home,” though she — like the real-life
Phyllis Schlafly she seems to be mod-
elled upon — didn’t stay home.

“She made speeches instead, but
she presented this failure of hers as a
sacrifice she was making for the good
of all”(45).

Offred remembers how her hus-
band, Luke, found Serena Joy to be
funny, but Offred found her to be “a
little frightening.” But, she “doesn’t
make speeches anymore. She has
become speechless. She stays in her
home, but it doesn’t seem to agree
with her. How furious she must be,
now that she’s been taken at her
word”(46).

Even the Commander, very
high up in the regime, is not happy
with the reduction of male/female
relations to the purely sexual, at
the most functional level: with a
Handmaid in a bizarre ritual for the
purpose of procreation, or with pros-
titutes at Jezebel’s for the purpose of
recreation.

Either way, there is no genuine
feeling involved; there is no com-
panionship; there is no interest. So,
he sends for his Handmaid to break
the rules and play Scrabble with him,

Margaret Atwood.

then to kiss him, “as if you meant
it”(140). And for a while, Offred is
not bored.

Staying awake is the opposite of
napping. Offred doesn’t like napping
alone in her room because the night-
mares — those of being torn away
from her daughter are her worst —
visit. But, “staying woke” is a dif-
ferent thing. She also tells us that
they just weren’t paying attention
to the signs around them until it was
too late: her job was terminated, her
bank account frozen, then her child
taken away.

“We lived, as usual, by ignor-
ing. Ignoring isn’t the same as igno-
rance, you have to work at it. Nothing
changes instantaneously: in a gradu-
ally heating bathtub, you’d be boiled
to death before you knew it. There
were stories in the newspapers, of
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course, corpses in ditches or the
woods, bludgeoned to death or muti-
lated, interfered with, as they used
to say, but they were about other
women, and the men who did such
things were other men. None of them
were the men we knew. The news-
paper stories were like dreams to us,
bad dreams dreamt by others”(56-7).

I’m very busy with the end of a
semester for the next couple of weeks
as the Hulu series begins, but I plan
to stay awake longer than usual for
a few nights to get the watching —
and writing about it — started. I take
it, from everything the critics have
written, that I won’t be bored. And,
maybe we’ll all have the opportunity
to reflect — through this great piece of
fiction on screen — on what it means
to be a woke feminist.
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Crimes of
APARTHEID

A UN report which concluded that Israel was guilty “beyond

a reasonable doubt” of imposing apartheid policies against
Palestinians has predictably drawn a furious response from Israel
and its supporters. Under pressure to withdraw it, the UN official
behind the report Rima Khalaf, UN Under-Secretary-General and
Executive Secretary of the UN Economic and Social Commission
for Western Asiq, refused and preferred to resign from her post.
Vijay Prashad considers the implications of the report.

Apartheid is a powerful word, with
evocations of the South African
experience and with implications
of crimes against humanity. The
United Nations does not use this
word loosely. It rarely enters UN
reports and is not heard from the
lips of UN officials. But now, in
a report released on March 15
in Beirut, Lebanon, the UN has
proclaimed that Israel “is guilty
of the crime of apartheid”. This
is a very significant judgment,
one with important ramifications
for the UN, for the International
Court of Justice and for the inter-
national community.

In 2015, the UN Economic and
Social Commission for Western
Asia (ESCWA) was charged by its
member states — the 18 Arab states
in West Asia and North Africa —
with studying whether Israel has
established an apartheid regime.
ESCWA asked two American aca-
demics — Richard Falk and Virginia
Tilley — to undertake the study. Falk
had been the UN Special Rapporteur
on the situation of human rights in
the Palestinian territories from 2008
through 2014. Tilley had served as a
Chief Research Specialist in South
Africa’s Human Sciences Research
Council, which had produced a study
in 2009 showing apartheid-like con-
ditions in Israel and the Palestinian
Occupied Territories.

The report that they have now
produced makes the “grave charge”
that Israel is guilty of apartheid not
only in the West Bank, Gaza and East
Jerusalem — the Occupied Territories
— but also within its own boundaries
and against the Palestinian refugees.
This is a very sharp report which will
be hard for Israel to ignore.

End of two-state
consensus?

Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu was in Washington DC
recently to meet US President Donald
Trump. At that meeting, Trump
seemed to disregard the internation-
al consensus towards the creation of
two states. In fact, as this report and
others show, the two-state solution
has been long vitiated.

The Israeli government’s ille-
gal Jewish settlement project in the
West Bank and its virtual annexation
of East Jerusalem makes it impossi-
ble to imagine the establishment of

Palestine in that region. What exists
is a one-state, with Israel having
exercised its dominion in the entire
land west of the Jordan River, but a
one-state with an apartheid system,
with Israeli Jews in a dominant posi-
tion over the Palestinians. The new
UN report speaks to this disturbing
apartheid situation not only in the
Occupied Territories of the West
Bank and East Jerusalem, but in all
of Israel.

One reason the Israeli govern-
ment is unwilling to consider a one-
state solution with equal rights for all
Israelis and Palestinians is what they
call a “demographic threat”. If the 12
million Palestinians — exiles and ref-
ugees included — would be citizens of
this one-state, then they would dwarf
the six million Jews in the country.
The UN report argues that Israel is
a “racial regime” because its institu-
tions are premised on maintaining a
Jewish nation by techniques of sup-
pression and expulsion.

Gross discrimination

Palestinians who have Israeli
citizenship (ezrahut) do not have the
right to nationality (/e um), which
means that they can only access
inferior social services, face restric-
tive zoning laws, and find them-
selves unable freely to buy land.
Palestinians in East Jerusalem are
reduced to the status of permanent
residents, who have to constantly
prove that they live in the city and
that they do not have any political
ambitions.

Palestinians in the West Bank
live “in ways consistent with apart-
heid” write the authors of the UN
report. And those who are exiled
to the refugee camps in Lebanon,
Syria and Jordan have absolute-
ly no rights to their homeland. All
Palestinians — whether those who live
in Haifa (Israel) or in Ain al-Hilweh
(Lebanon) — suffer the consequences
of Israeli apartheid. This indignity is
punctuated with laws that humiliate
the Palestinians. The latest law — the
Muezzin Bill — imposes limits on the
Muslim call to prayer in Israel and
East Jerusalem.

Matters would be less grave if
the Israeli political system allowed
Palestinians rights to make their case
against apartheid-like conditions.
Article 7(a) of the Basic Law prohib-
its any political party from consider-
ing a challenge to the state’s Jewish

character. Since this description of
the Israeli state renders Palestinians
as second-class citizens, their voting
rights are reduced to merely an affir-
mation of their subordination.

As the UN report suggests, “An
analogy would be a system in which
slaves have the right to vote but not
against slavery.” Palestinians inside
Israel and in the Occupied Territories,
as well as in enforced exile, are for-
bidden to fight to change the terms
of politics in Israel. This roadblock is
the reason why the UN report appeals
to the international community to
live up to its commitments.

Since most of the world’s states
have signed the Convention Against
Apartheid, they are now obliged to
act to punish instances of apartheid.
Two recommendations from the
report stand out.

First, the authors ask that the
International Criminal Court (ICC)
investigate the situation in Israel. The
ICC’s Prosecutor Fatou Bensouda
opened an investigation on Israel’s
2014 bombing of Gaza and on the
illegal settlements in the West Bank.
Bensouda has indicated that she is
not averse to a full assessment of
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Israel’s actions. Whether she will
now widen the scope of her investi-
gation to the apartheid nature of the
state is a separate matter.

Second, the report asks that
member states allow “criminal pros-
ecutions of Israeli officials demon-
strably connected with the practices
of apartheid against the Palestinian
people”. Earlier this year, former
Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni
cancelled a trip to Brussels when she
was alerted that the prosecutors there
might arrest her using the principle of
universal jurisdiction. Such actions
raise the cost to Israel for its apart-
heid policies.

When the UN Security Council
declared late last year that Israel’s set-
tlements in the Occupied Territories
were illegal, there was worry in Israel
that Bensouda would accelerate her
work. Others in Israel said that there
was nothing new in the resolution,
which neither used the word “grave”
to describe the situation nor consid-
ered Israeli actions to be a war crime.
But the new report does both.

If it is acknowledged that Israel
is an apartheid state, then this is tan-
tamount to a war crime (in the 1977
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Protocol Additional to the Geneva
Conventions) and to a crime against
humanity (in the 1973 Apartheid
Convention and the 1998 Rome
Statute of the ICC).

India’s reaction

To prepare the ground for Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s trip
to Israel later this year, his Foreign
Secretary S Jaishankar will soon
go to Israel. Word comes from the
Ministry of External Affairs that it
is likely that Modi will not visit the
Occupied Territories, which will be a
snub to Palestine.

India’s overall reaction to this
report will define Modi’s attitude
towards Israel. The appearance of
this report — and its strong conclu-
sions — should give Modi pause
before he shreds decades of consen-
sus for Palestine from India. Will
India take leadership in upholding
international law as it did in the fight
against South African apartheid? Or
will India back away from high prin-
ciple and settle for arms deals and
empty rhetoric?
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