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Privatisation a safety hazard

Peter Mac

Three years ago a fire broke out in
Melbourne’s Docklands area, in the
Lacrosse apartment block, where inflam-
mable cladding panels had been installed.
The fire spread from the 6th floor to the
21st in eleven minutes, and fire fighters said
they’d never seen anything like it. CSIRO
testing of material taken later from the
panels was stopped because of danger to
laboratory equipment.

Two weeks ago flames from a fire in a first-
floor London flat escaped through a window
and ignited external cladding panels. The fire
quickly reached the upper floors and engulfed
the 24-storey building, known as the Grenfell
Tower. The death toll has now reached 79, and
is expected to rise.

Insulating work carried out to the Grenfell
Tower building last year as part of a $14.3
million upgrade was in effect equivalent to
preparing what one observer called “a perfect-
ly-formed bonfire” around the building’s exter-
nal surfaces.

Cladding panels installed during the work
had aluminium outer linings which melt in the
presence of fire, highly flammable inner cores
of polyethylene, and backing panels which emit
extremely toxic fumes at high temperatures.

Protesting former residents of Grenfell
Tower say they asked repeatedly to have fire
sprinklers installed on the building. However,
they claim they were ignored because they are
poor and working class, and this was verified
when representatives of the local council and
the British government failed to visit the area
after the fire.

Last week 4,000 residents were asked
to leave their flats while investigations were
carried out in dozens of London buildings.
Criminal charges may now be laid against those
deemed responsible for the Grenfell Tower
inferno.

The tragedy has prompted world-wide
investigations of material now being used to
clad high-rise buildings. Fires involving insu-
lating panels have been reported in other British
cities and in Dubai.

No one died in Melbourne’s Lacrosse
fire, which did not reach the interiors and was
eventually extinguished. However, more than
30 Melbourne residential buildings have been
clad with flammable insulation panels, and the
Victorian government is considering suing con-
struction company Lend Lease over the use of
flammable panels during construction of the
Melbourne Royal Women’s Hospital and the
Comprehensive Cancer Centre.

Inquiries have now revealed that more
than 100 Melbourne buildings have been clad
in ways that do not comply with government
regulations.

Investigations are being carried out in other
capital cities. A freedom-of-information request
has revealed that 2,500 NSW buildings may be
clad in non-compliant material, including flam-
mable insulation panels.

Materials need to be tested, codes enforced, and inadequacies rectified by those responsible.

Where the buck stops

Chinese firms that manufactured the
Grenfell Tower panels have been blamed for the
fire there. However, unlike asbestos products,
flammable panels have not yet been banned.
Until they are, designers and contractors are
responsible for identifying the composition of
the panels and using them responsibly.

Regarding asbestos, the head of one
Australian building company said last week:
“We now ... test everything ourselves, even if
it has a stamp of approval on it”.

In contrast, last year contractors saved
about $8,300 during the Grenfell Tower
upgrade by substituting flammable panels for
others which would have resisted the spread of
fire but were more expensive. Non-flammable
mineral wool panels would have been the best
choice, but that would have doubled the cost of
insulating the building.

In Australia many people are being forced
to live in high rise apartments because of the
outrageous cost of housing, and because state
governments are enforcing high-density devel-
opment in city and suburban areas, often against
the wishes of local governments and residents.

There has been widespread criticism of
property developers and builders for using
unsafe materials in new high-rise buildings.

The Melbourne city building surveyor
recently ordered LU Simon, the corporation
that built the Lacrosse unit block, to replace

flammable panels. The surveyor denied the firm
permission to install a cheaper option sprinkler
system instead.

However, the building’s residents are now
being asked to pay much of the cost of repairing
the building, even though the problem appears
to have arisen from the builder’s negligence.

Privatisation
a safety hazard

Local councils are often accused of respon-
sibility for building failures. However, their
involvement is frequently limited by state gov-
ernment legislation which allows developers
or building owners to avoid council inspection
by commissioning a private firm to certify that
works carried out meet safety requirements.

Private certification now constitutes a
major conflict of interest within the building
industry, just as predicted by councils when the
practice was introduced.

Two years ago a fire within a block of units
at Bankstown in Sydney resulted in the death
of a young woman. The fire could have been
extinguished by sprinklers but the building was
constructed just short of 25 metres, the maxi-
mum legal height for residential buildings with-
out sprinklers.

The building’s defects included a lack of
adequate fire signage and low water pressure,
but the council couldn’t force the developer to
install sprinklers or remedy the defects because
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a private certifier had given the building a clean
bill of health.

Since the introduction of private certifica-
tion in 1993, widespread defects have become
apparent in many high rise blocks, particu-
larly regarding waterproofing and fire safety.
Professional body Engineers Australia claims
that 85 percent of apartments are defective
when declared complete, and that on average
post-sale remedial work costs body-corporate
owners 27 percent of the cost of erecting the
buildings.

A representative of Engineers Australia has
also predicted that a major fire will occur in a
residential block in NSW, which he says has
“the worst system of certification in Australia”.

Despite Australian regulations limiting the
use of flammable cladding to the lower storeys
of high-rise unit blocks, cladding their entire
exterior with that material has become wide-
spread, probably because of private building
certification. One observer has predicted that
removing flammable panels will be as diffi-
cult as the decades-long process of removing
asbestos.

And now developers are claiming that unit
owners must bear the cost of rectifying inad-
equacies in high-rise residential buildings.

Corporate greed and government policies
that cater to the needs of big developers are the
real culprits regarding fire hazards and the other
appalling problems that residents of our major
cities now face. &
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Repression and “national security”

Suspected “extremists” from 14 years up will be detained and ques-
tioned for up to two weeks without charge. Post-sentence detention
facilities to be built to hold suspected terrorists, without charge.

Enthusiastic supporter of more repressive laws, Victorian Premier
Daniel Andrews, made the agenda clear earlier this month: imprisonment
in unaccountable maximum security is for those who “on all the available
intelligence” present a “risk” but have “not yet committed a crime”.

There are also proposals for the construction of purpose-built pris-
ons and mandatory sentences to incarcerate suspects to be held with
no public accountability (secrecy is used to cover up illegal activities
carried out by the state, such as torture).

At the same time amendments to the Citizenship Act now allow the
minister to ignore decisions made on merit, after a lengthy process of
hearing evidence from an applicant and witnesses and submissions
from representatives.

These developments represent an attempt to reconfigure the state, as
seen in the breaking down of the separation of powers between govern-
ment and the judiciary and in the attack on decisions by the courts: the
government vests power instead to a minister who becomes prosecutor,
judge and jury.

Ill-informed on Venezuela

Greens Senator Peter Whish-Wilson recently addressed federal
Parliament on Venezuela’s human rights violations and his position
certainly needs a reply. We support many of the Greens’ progressive
policies, however, Senator Whish-Wilson’s assertions on Venezuela are
surprisingly ill-informed.

Whish-Wilson seems to ignore the pre-1998 Venezuela that was ruled
by successive right-wing governments aligned with the United States. As
the second richest country in the region at the time based on its GDP
with many in desperate poverty; all the income from selling its vast oil
production ended in private pockets or in the US.

When President Chavez came to power Venezuela was ranked seven
in the Human Development Index in South America, with more than
50 percent of people with no access to health, education and housing.

The redistribution process he undertook to bring health and educa-
tion to those who’d previously had no access infuriated the United States
and the rich 1%. Ever since they have been trying to overthrow the
Bolivarian government by all means necessary including a short-lived
coup d’état on April 11, 2002. During those critical moments of the
Bolivarian revolution the majority defended the gains of their govern-
ment and reinstated their president who had been taken away by the
lackeys of imperialism. By 2013 when Hugo Chavez passed away, in
spite of the attacks and sabotage of the oil industry and other sectors
of the economy by external forces, he left behind a Venezuela ranked
four in the HDI in South America.

The attacks by the US-sponsored right wing opposition have not
stopped. As late as Saturday June 24, President Maduro announced his
government managed to avert an imperialist oligarchy coup in progress,
which included actions inside and outside Venezuela. Could it be that
Peter Whish-Wilson has inadvertently played into the hands of these
elites who would like to reverse the gains the ordinary Venezuelan
people have achieved under the Chiavez and Maduro governments.
Would Whish-Wilson really want those people to again give up access
to housing, health and education?

The mass media has largely ignored these events. The media in
Venezuela is still controlled by the wealthy Venezuelans who also
promote the hoarding of food and medicine to create the “disaster”
described in Parliament by the Greens senator. We suggest scrutiny
more broadly through sources of information such as Telesur (English).

Venezuela is forging peace and they need support. The violent op-
position who cannot accept that the rich oil reserves and other natural
resources are in the control of public hands, that the profits have been
socialised and invested in public housing where, for example, 1.5 mil-
lion apartments have been given to the poorest. With the solidarity of
Cuba, Venezuela has been able to provide universal access to health
and education: if this is considered a violation of human rights then
clearly we have a different concept of human rights.

Perhaps Senator Whish-Wilson could use his position in Parliament
to form a fact-finding mission to Venezuela with the view of looking
with both eyes. We cannot rely on a biased Four Corners segment
recommended in his speech; a one-sided piece that did not interview
Chavistas supporters. What is happening in Venezuela is a heightened
class struggle in which we hope the forces of socialism continue in the
interest of the 99% not the 1% who have found a voice in the Australian
Parliament.
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Condemnation of
anti-union push
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CFMEU National Day of
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Richard Titelius

On Tuesday June 20, a National Day of Action
was called by the Construction, Forestry,
Mining and Energy Union against the Australian
Building and Construction Commission and
the introduction of the 2016 Code for the
Construction industry that will further erode
wages and conditions. Speakers at the rallies
called for the protection of workers’ wages and
conditions including the right to take industrial
action to protect those rights.

Across all states union members turned out in capi-
tal cities. Around 20,000 people heard Victorian State
CFMEU secretary John Setka give a forceful condem-
nation of the ethical and moral standards of the inspec-
tors of the federal construction watchdog.

In Perth, the rally marched to the office of federal
Employment Minister Michaelia Cash.

There was what can only be described as an over-
bearing police presence ostensibly to preserve law and
order, yet when more than 30 police were in attendance
on foot, bicycle and mounted on horseback and the
mounted police did not keep their distance from pro-
testers but insisted on having the horses so close they
were able to breath down protesters’ necks.

While Senator Cash was in Canberra telling fed-
eral Parliament how the comments by Setka were to
be referred to both Federal and Victorian police she
made sure her confrontational and antagonistic stance
towards the organised working class in WA would be
on public display in her absence.

Will Tracey, national deputy secretary of the
Maritime Union of Australia, stated that unions will

Action — Perth

continue to fight for the rights of workers and for
community safety, including protesting the construc-
tion of unsafe buildings, a reference to London’s
Grenfell Tower and to Perth’s Children’s Hospital
which underwent a number of safety scandals during
its construction.

WA state secretary of the CFMEU, Mick Buchan,
wrapped things up by saying his union and several
other unions present at the rally would continue to fight
for local content for the construction and manufactur-
ing of building projects and to create jobs for future
Australians through apprenticeships with Australian
companies.

Buchan highlighted how many jobs could have
been provided for Australian workers if the bridge
over the Swan River to the new football stadium had
been built here — a net benefit to Australia as the wages
would have been paid to Australian workers.

Buchan proposed a motion to the rally calling
for the rally to “condemn the Turnbull government’s
attacks on workers and their wages and conditions.”
He has also previously condemned the appeal by the
ABCC of the decision of the Federal Court over the
Perth Airport Terminal workers which resulted in their
fines being increased tenfold for protesting the non-
payment of their wages by a shonky contractor.

The Communist Party of Australia supports the
call by the union movement to condemn the Turnbull’s
government’s one-sided attack on corruption and rorts
in the construction industry. It opposes all attempts to
weaken the organised working class which protects
workers’ wages, conditions, workplace safety and the
safety of the community in which workers and their
families live. &
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Endless miles of railroad laid;

But the Union makes us strong.

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

It is we who ploughed the prairie;
Built the cities where they trade;
Dug the mines and built the workshops;

Now we stand outcast and starving,
‘Mid the wonders we have made;

Solidarity Forever — Ralph Chaplin, 1908
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PRESS FUND

Language can be a subtle political instrument. Man Monis, who held
people under siege with tragic results, was described by conservatives
as a terrorist, even though he wasn’t a member of a terrorist group.
Last week British PM Theresa May didn’t describe a man who drove
his car into worshippers outside a London Mosque as a terrorist, even
though he also acted individually, and also wanted to inspire mass
terror. Why not call them both terrorists? Perhaps it’s got something to
do with religion, bigotry and the desire to hang on to political power.
But speaking of motive, we really need your help, so please send in a
Press Fund contribution for the next issue if you possibly can. Many
thanks to this week’s supporters, as follows:

C Greer $50, John Hale $50, Mark Mannion $10, Don Mudie $30,
“Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $15

This week’s total $160 Progressive total: $3,715

Perth
Politics in the Pub - Wage theft

6:00pm - 8:00pm Thursday 13 July

43 Below Bar & Restaurant
43 Barrack St enr Hay St Mall — opposite Perth Town Hall

Listen to guest speakers Kevin Sneddon (CFMEU legal), Holly Dawson (University student and hospitality worker)
and George Johnston (RTBU) discuss what has been described as a new business model.
Surplus value is no longer enough to satisfy employers' greed. Chaired by the CPA
Food and drink at Pub prices, free entry
For more information contact: 0419812872 or perth@cpa.org.au
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met a Gonski ...

Anna Pha

The Coalition’s so-called Gonski 2.0 was
rushed through the Senate in the early
hours of Friday morning (June 23) with
the support of the Coalition and 10 cross-
benchers. Gonski 2.0, despite all the claims
of Education Minister Simon Birmingham,
is not a needs-based model. Quite the
opposite.

Consistent with other Coalition policies,
the new funding model for primary and second-
ary schools will result in richer schools becom-
ing richer and poorer schools with the majority
of disadvantaged students continuing to strug-
gle on inadequate funding in the public system.

The Coalition has never supported a needs-
based model and still does not.

The government’s slick sales-pitch appears
to put all schools on an equal footing — non-
government and government, rich and poor,
advantaged and disadvantaged.

As former Coalition Prime Minister Tony
Abbott once said, giving priority to private and
Catholic schools: “It’s in our DNA.” Nothing
has changed.

By naming its funding model “Gonski 2.0”
the Turnbull government is opportunistically
riding on the popularity of what is referred to
as Gonski funding. The “I give a Gonski” cam-
paign of the Australian Education Union (AEU)
made Gonski a household name and resulted in
widespread support for schools to be funded on
a more equitable needs basis.

State governments — Liberal and Labor
alike — are not happy with the replacement of
existing agreements by legislation. They now
stand to lose millions of dollars in funding pre-
viously negotiated for 2018 and 2019.

The states and territories were not consult-
ed, even though their education funding from
the Commonwealth will have conditions placed
on it such as spending the amounts dictated
by the Coalition and implementing a national

policy.
Original Gonski

The Gonski report recommended that there
should be a base level of government funding
for all Australian students, a schooling resource
standard (SRS), with one SRS for primary
schools and a higher one for secondary schools
where it costs more to educate a child. The SRS
is the total of federal and state or territory gov-
ernment funding.

At the same time the Gonski report rec-
ommended loadings for additional support for
students with disability, for students from low
socioeconomic backgrounds, for Indigenous
students, for students from language back-
grounds other than English and for smaller
rural, regional and remote schools.

In the case of non-government schools the
SRS should be discounted according to the
assessed capacity of each school community
to contribute to funding (fees, donations, charg-
es, etc). This was based on a socio-economic
standard (SES) introduced by the Howard gov-
ernment using postcodes rather than the eco-
nomic status of families.

Labor’s Gonski

When Labor was in office, it delayed
implementing the original Gonski report sev-
eral years and then negotiated agreements with
a number of states for 2014-18. The Gonski
funding was to be phased in, with the bulk of it
promised post-2018.

Millions of extra dollars have been invest-
ed in schools, and some public schools have
definitely benefitted from the additional funds
with great results. But Gonski 2.0 wipes their
additional funding for the remainder of the state
agreements.

As a result, some of the poorest and most
disadvantaged public schools will miss out on
the additional funds they had been guaranteed.

Many of the richest schools were already
receiving well above their SRS-assessed fund-
ing when Labor introduced its Gonski funding.

At the time Prime Minister/Education
Minister Julia Gillard promised that no private
(non-government) school would lose money.
As a result the needs-based and equity aspects
that the Gonski report had emphasised were
brushed aside.

In other words much of the Gonski money
went to the wrong schools and perpetuated
existing inequities.

The AEU website details the loss of income
over the next two years as a result of Gonski 2.0
wiping out the existing agreements with states.

Making matters worse, there was no
consultation.

Increases inequalities

In fact, over-funding (above the SRS) is set
to increase in non-government schools under
Gonski 2.0 with only a decrease in a few of the
most blatant cases as a cover-up.
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Simple Simon met a pieman,
Going to the fair;

Says Simple Simon to the pieman,
“Let me taste your ware.”

Says the pieman unto Simon,
“Show me first your penny.”

Says Simple Simon to the pieman,
“Indeed, I have notany.”

Despite their carry-on, Catholic system
schools in the ACT, NSW, Queensland and
Western Australia will be over-funded under
Gonksi 2.0.

The funding increase for public schools is
nearly 60% less than planned under Gonski 1.0
while the increase for private schools is double
that planned under Gonski 1.0, according to the
Save Our Schools calculations.

In particular the majority of public schools
will remain underfunded. This is despite the
fact that public schools enrol over 80 percent
of disadvantaged students across Australia.
Their doors are open to all students. They do
not cherry pick like the wealthy private schools.

Gonski 2.0 will perpetuate the inconsisten-
cies and inequities in school funding and hence
will do nothing to lift the overall standards of
Australian schools when ranked internationally.

States squeezed

The aim is for states to contribute 80 per-
cent of the SRS to public schools and at least 20
percent (or more) to non-government schools.
There is a phasing in period of six years for
combined state and federal funding, with the
aim of reaching at least 95% of the SRS for all
schools by 2023.

From the archives

The Guardian, August 2000

Sydney

Public forum
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Entry: S5 donation

Light refreshments available.

Gonski 2.0 also abolishes the exist-
ing requirements for the Commonwealth to
increase funding for all schools whose funding
is below their SRS by at least 4.7 percent a year
until they reach their SRS. This requirement is
replaced by a cap on Commonwealth funding
of public schools at 20 percent of their SRS.

Education has been turned into a political
football.

The running down of public schools while
injecting extra funds into private schools is
designed to drive parents who can scrape the
money together into sending their children to
private schools in the belief they will get a
better education there.

The long-term objective is privatisation
with a good education becoming a privilege
for those with wealthy parents.

The inequalities and gross injustices in
funding and, as a consequence of these, in
outcomes will continue until such time as
governments phase out all funding to private
schools and focus on providing a fully funded
and resourced, high quality public educa-
tion system which is secular and universally
accessible. &

Lenin, Globalisation & the challenges of 2017
Assessing Lenin’s book:

Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism

Commemorating the Centenary of the 1917 Russian Revolution

1:00pm - 5:00pm Saturday July 8
Granville Public Library Meeting Room — 8 Carlton Street Granville

Presentations by: Anna Pha: political economist, former editor of the CPA newspaper
The Guardian; Joe Collins: Faculty of Arts and Social Science, University of Sydney;
Peter Murphy: International League of Peoples Struggles; Dr Drew Cottle: Senior
Lecturer, University of Western Sydney

MC: Jane Corpuz-Brock: Migrante Australia

Community singing led by Migrante Kultura Singing Collective

Presentations will be up to 30 minutes each. There will be group discussion and general
discussion, followed by a wrap up by Dr Drew Cottle.

RSVP by July 6 to peter_murphy1_au@bigpond.com

Event sponsored by: International League of Peoples Struggles - Australia
Migrante Australia
Philippines Australia Union Link
FILEF - Federation of Italian Migrant Workers & Their Families
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Come and see

May Day International Brigade 2017

Kamarra Morris

I was privileged enough to participate in the
XII International May Day Brigade, from
April 24 to May 8, 2017. It was an exciting
brigade to join, because it was the first time
American delegates were allowed to attend
this “May Day” Brigade after travel restric-
tions were eased and US based airlines began
offering service to Cuba. The 50 Americans
joined the 290 delegates/brigadistas from 26
other countries. I was the only one who rep-
resented Australia.

The Brigade experience is unlike a typi-
cal “Cuban tourist” experience. You spend most
of your time at the International Camp “Julio
Antonio Mella” (CIJAM), located in the munici-
pality Caimito, Artemisa province, about 45 kil-
ometres from Havana. The camp is beautiful,
covered in natural flora and fauna, with mango
trees dripping in ripe fruit every day and cows
freely walking in the field across from the dormi-
tories where you sleep. You can also hear dozens
of birds chirping their sweet melodies in the trees
above you everywhere you walk. The arrange-
ments are basic and humble. You sleep in eight
bedded dorm rooms and share a bathroom/show-
ers with 20 other people of your gender. Everyone
eats in the main canteen together, and you’re
served healthy, local (and mostly organic) Cuban
food cooked fresh every day.

There is a shop, bar, medical clinic, money
exchange office, computer room (with six com-
puters — yes, you might have to fight for your pre-
cious 15 minutes of internet time each day), an
outdoor stage for entertainment, and some places
to play sports or relax on your own if you want.
The conditions allow you to bond even more
closely with everyone there. The best part of the
camp is the artwork. Every building is covered in
stunning murals which all have a different mes-
sage of hope, peace, solidarity, or political asser-
tion. Every inch of the camp is a gem to discover,
and is always kept clean and safe by the dozens of
hard working local Cuban staff, who always have
a smile on their face and a warm embrace to give
to the brigadistas.

The daily schedule is full, starting from six
am through to as late as you want, with activities
ranging from political discussions to salsa lessons
(and many activities involving good Cuban rum!).

I enjoyed every last minute of every single
day. Even the early morning rooster wake up call.

Farm workers

The first few days consisted of farm work on
various types of farms around the district. One
day I planted radishes, and the next day I picked
weeds. On one of the days, I simply moved rocks
into large piles, scattered on a field that was soon
to be used for more agriculture. You were at the
service of the farmers to do whatever was needed
on the day, and it was humbling. The work is
sometimes monotonous but always important,
giving you a great appreciation for the farmers;
and the farmers take a lot of pride in their work
(and deservedly so!).

Various lectures, discussion panels, and docu-
mentaries are offered throughout the fortnight to
brigadistas who wish to learn more about Cuban
history, the revolution, socialist ideas, and current
affairs. There are also excursions to local com-
munities to demonstrate how they use socialist
principles to improve the standard of living for
the Cuban people.

We even had the opportunity to visit the
Provincial Hospital Dr Gustavo Aldereguia Lima
in Cienfuegos (where Fidel Castro preferred to be
treated when he needed medical care) to see the
incredible work the Cuban medical team are doing
to create first class health care in their country,
despite the immense detriment the US Blockade
has on their economy.

There were many historical and tourist trips to
Havana, Santa Clara, and Cienfuegos, which gave
us the opportunity to better understand the culture
and enjoy the beauty of Cuba.

The highlight of this Brigade is, of course,
the “Primero de Mayo” parade on May 1, which
celebrates International Workers’ Day. I was able
to march with 750,000 people through the streets
of Havana, past the José Marti memorial where

Raul Castro stood watching us all in solidarity,
marching for the “trabajadoras’ in support of the
revolution and socialism. I had goosebumps on
my arms and tears in my eyes the entire morning.

It was frustrating to re-learn every-thing I
had been taught about the history of Cuba, what
socialism truly represents, and how much the US
Blockade affects the Cuban people.

For instance, the US government financially
penalises other countries if they do business with
Cuba. They also “punish” import boats that dock
in Cuba by restricting them from coming to the
US for six months after arriving to Cuba, which
deters these countries/businesses from exporting
goods to Cuba at all.

The US Blockade extends far beyond trade
between the United States and Cuba. Foreign
companies routinely shy away from trade with
Cuba because a product produced with even a
drop of Cuban materials is prohibited from US
markets.

For example, a Japanese car company that
uses Cuban nickel in production cannot sell their
cars in the United States. Cuba is rich in resources,
but has difficulties making significant financial
profit with these ridiculous impositions enforced
on them. Needlessly to say, discovering these
truths put a very bitter taste in my mouth.

So, when the public perception of socialism
is represented by the current conditions in Cuba,
there needs to be an understanding that Cuba
would look vastly different if they were not being
economically stifled by the consequences of the
Blockade.

However, Cuba is so amazing in spite of this
challenge. The fact that they still maintain univer-
sal, and high quality, healthcare and education for
all of their citizens, produce the most number of
teachers and doctors per capita than anywhere else
in the world, have extremely low rates of home-
lessness and crime, and can produce most of their
own food (organically at that) to feed all their citi-
zens, and so on and so forth, is a true testament to
the power of socialism.

Of course, not everything in Cuba is perfect.
We were shown mostly the “shiny” parts of the
country, but the Cuban hosts were not afraid to tell
us what they really thought, and what still lacked.

There is still a struggle to communicate
through technology and the internet, although this
is exacerbated by the Blockade, as the US owns
many telecommunication lines through Cuba,
charging an inflated rate for calls going out of
the country.

We were also informed that there are plans in
place to create more Wi-Fi spots in the cities as
this issue is becoming more of a priority.

In addition, the wages are low, even for highly
skilled workers, but this is also reflective of the
economic struggle caused by the Blockade. There
are a lot of people who wish to have more “first
world luxuries”, but at least all of their basic
human needs are met whilst they wait, and that
cannot be said for nearly every other country in
the world, especially the capitalist ones.

I would highly recommend for everyone who
is interested in creating positive social change to
attend a Brigade in Cuba at some point in their
life, if the opportunity arises, especially the May
Day Brigade.

It has opened my eyes to a whole new real-
ity of what the world can be like when there is a
collective shift in societal consciousness about
how to look after each other and the planet so that
everyone can thrive. [ am now inspired to partake
in more activist work to raise awareness about
the reality of Cuba, the devastating impact of the
Blockade, and the powerful societal benefits of
socialism. Hopefully one day, in my lifetime, I can
witness a revolution in my country too.

The Australia-Cuba Friendship Society organ-
ises the Southern Cross Brigade every year in
December/January.

This year is the 35th contingent and we
encourage everyone to experience Cuba as a
brigadista and be part of the international move-
ment in solidarity with Cuba.

For more information visit: cubabrigade.org.au
Or contact Rhonda Andrews on

(08) 9247 2731 or

acfsperth@gmail.com &
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Taking Issue — Rob Gowland
Genie out of the bottle

Do you give much thought to
bio-security? Or how to safely
manage the outputs of industrial
innovation? Well, perhaps you
should. As Jonathan R Latham,
PhD, co-founder and executive
director of the US Bioscience
Resource Project, has noted,
“novel products incorporating
nanotechnology, biotechnology,
rare metals, microwaves, novel
chemicals, and more, enter the
market on a daily basis. Yet none
of these products come with an
adequate data set of scientific
information.” Latham is the pub-
lisher of Independent Science News
(independentsciencenews.org). He
has published scientific papers in
disciplines as diverse as plant ecol-
ogy, virology, and genetics.

“We expose our world to unique
hazards with every product launch.
In comparison with its tremendous
importance, this is surely one of the
least discussed issues of our day,”
he says. “How will the product be
disposed of? What populations and
which ecosystems will be exposed
in the course of its advertised uses?
What will be the consequences of
accidental, off-label or illegal uses?

. Each product of the chemical
and biotech industries has a close
to infinite list of potential negative
outcomes.”

The overriding concern of cap-
italism of course is making money,
not protecting the environment or
preventing unfortunate impacts on
public health. Rather than spending
money on such measures, corpora-
tions prefer to spend money on legal
teams to defend them against possi-
ble lawsuits arising from their failure
to act on these issues.

Latham points to the recent expe-
rience of the Caribbean islands of
Martinique and Guadeloupe, gener-
ally thought of as tropical paradis-
es. In 2007, professor Dominique
Belpomme reported to the French
government that the 800,000 inhab-
itants of the islands faced a “health
disaster” as a result of the spraying
of the banana pesticide chlordecone.
Half the male population would
develop prostate cancer, infertility on
the islands was rising, and all chil-
dren on the islands were contaminat-
ed. And chlordecone will remain in
the soil for up to a century.

Dr Latham points out that in
fact around the world “a long line
of chemical insecticide families
have entered widespread use only
to be discarded or banned for their
broad negative ecological and health
consequences.” He notes that “any
single synthetic chemical, such as
a pesticide, may potentially cause
an enormous number and diver-
sity of harms. They may result in
reproductive toxicity, neurotoxicity,

or carcinogenicity, for example, to
any of a very large (often unknown)
number of species. Moreover, these
harms may vary according to life
stages, with environmental or die-
tary conditions, the presence of other
pollutants, and so forth. Furthermore,
these harms may occur near to or far
from the places and times where the
chemical was used.”

And the harm may take surpris-
ing forms. “For example, contracep-
tives entering sewage systems may
later contaminate water bodies and
so disrupt the endocrine systems of
fish.” Some of these harmful effects
may be difficult to predict, and equal-
ly difficult to prevent.

Chemical giants like Monsanto
have their sights set on gaining con-
trol of the world’s food industry
(just as other capitalist corporations
are seeking to gain control of the
world’s water supply — in strategic
terms it’s called “full spectrum domi-
nance”). They produce and aggres-
sively market genetically modified
crop varieties that are resistant to the
pesticides and insecticides that are
indiscriminately sprayed from the
air over large areas in Western com-
mercial agriculture.

Aerial spraying is the fast, effi-
cient way to eliminate weeds and
pests. It also eliminates non-harmful
insects and plant species, everything
except the genetically modified vari-
eties with built-in resistance. Which
is good for Monsanto or whichever
chemical company has produced the
GM variety, but potentially highly
destructive for the people whose
agricultural land is being sprayed.

“GMOs [genetically modified
organisms] intended for agricul-
tural use ... may harm human and
other intended consumers, soils,
other crops, non-target insects, and
so forth,” says Latham, and quotes
the example of “creeping bentgrass
(Agrostis stolonifera) ... a turf grass
for which the Scotts corporation (in
collaboration with Monsanto) created
a GMO version resistant to the herbi-
cide glyphosate.

“The Scotts GMO bentgrass was
open field-tested by the company in
preparation for marketing between
2001 and 2003. However, it escaped
from several company test sites.
Whether mainly by pollen flow or
by seed dispersal is not known, but
glyphosate-tolerant A. stolonifera
can currently (as of 2016) be found
in several Oregon counties and in
neighbouring Idaho. The escape of
this GMO grass has created problems
for weed management of waterways.
Since 4. stolonifera is a wind-polli-
nated species, we can anticipate that,
in the absence of a dramatic interven-
tion, GMO A. stolonifera transgenes
will spread globally to wherever this
grass grows wild.”
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Genetically modified turf grass
is not by any means the only GMO
to have “escaped” from “approved”
locations to run wild with unpredict-
able results. Latham again: “GMO
herbicide-tolerant canola (Brassica
napus) has been approved for agri-
cultural use in Canada, the US, and
Australia. Within those countries,
herbicide-tolerant canola GMO pop-
ulations have been found growing as
feral populations. Feral GMO canola
populations have also been found in
Great Britain, Japan and France.”

So what? I hear you ask. Latham
answers that question with the exam-
ple of GMO corn in Mexico. “GMO
corn often contains one or more
members of the Cry family of insec-
ticidal proteins. In much of Mexico,
unlike most of the US, corn growth is
not restricted by frost — which means
that, in essence, self-replicating
insecticides are spreading across the
landscape. This corn arguably repre-
sents a degree of risk to ecological
and food systems that exceeds the
threat from chemical pesticides.”

If GMO crops pose problems
for humanity in the future, consider
what potential disasters await us with
the unleashing of genetically modi-
fied insects and other animals. This
is already under way. Oxitec is plan-
ning experimental releases in New
York State of a GMO diamond back
moth (Plutella xylostella), contain-
ing DNA from several viral patho-
gens including Herpes Simplex
Virus (HSV). As Latham points out:
“Whether genes from viral pathogens
can ever be safely inserted and used
in other organisms is still an open
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question.” We may find out the hard
way.

These planned measures rely on
in vitro techniques to introduce for-
eign gene sequences to drive gene
frequencies. “Their ultimate goal is to
alter the genetic composition of pop-
ulations, including for the purposes
of engineering population crashes
or extinctions.” Latham points out
however, that “the main distinction
between gene driven organisms and
most GMO crops is that gene driven
organisms are explicitly designed to
live and reproduce in the wild”. And
we are already in trouble with GMO
crops running wild!

These genetic modifications are
being pursued by scientists working
for companies whose overriding con-
cern is seizing profit opportunities. In
this instance, what they are seeking
to produce are “products” that, if they
fail, cannot be recalled. Any damage
they do will be final and irreversible.

Latham poses some worrying
questions, including whether geneti-
cally modified creatures such as mice
or mosquitoes could be hazardous
to the predators that eat them. Who
knows? Other questions concern
whether genetic modifications could
spread from the original species to
others with which it may sometimes
interbreed. This is important because
the genetic modification is likely to
negatively impact these other spe-
cies. Moreover, any unwanted or
unanticipated impacts beyond the
original species will likely be felt
outside the predicted “impact zone”.

People rely on their governments
to ensure that business’ reckless
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pursuit of profit does not result in
harmful effects on society. But at
a time when business is waging an
open and vigorous struggle against
any and all government regula-
tions, as “restrictive interference”,
it is becoming increasingly difficult
to protect the community from the
effects of corporate greed. The drive
for profit is compounded by the cor-
porate desire to get the product into
the market place before the competi-
tion. Companies don’t want to wait
while possible socially or environ-
mentally undesirable side-effects are
researched.

The result is that everywhere that
commerce dominates science, the
population has not been adequately
protected against synthetic chemicals
and the environment has not been
adequately protected against GMOs.
With genetic engineering being
extended to insects and animals, it is
only logical to expect more “unfore-
seen” impacts and more wild GMO
organisms.

The only feasible answer, accord-
ing to an increasing number of sci-
entists and activists is to embrace
biodiverse ecological farming instead
of genetic engineering.

Even without profit-driven inter-
ference with the genetic structure of
plants and animals, human activity
has still managed to seriously (in
some cases catastrophically) affect
the operation of the natural world.
We need from here on to err on the
side of caution. As Dr Latham says:
“Gene driven organisms ... must
never be released.” &
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Housing, long accepted as a basic need and a human right, has now been
transformed into a financial commodity with its value dependent on the vagaries of the
market. In highlighting how the process of financialisation has become an impediment
to the realisation of this right, the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate
housing has in her recent report suggested some remedial measures.

Kanaga Raja

The “financialisation” of housing is one
of the greatest challenges to the right to
adequate housing, with housing now being
valued as a commodity rather than a human
dwelling, a United Nations rights expert has
charged.

This admonishment came in a report by the
UN Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate
housing, Leilani Farha, which was presented
to the UN Human Rights Council on 1 March.

The Human Rights Council held its 34th
regular session in Geneva from February 27
to March 24.

At a media briefing on March 2, Farha
said the housing sector has been transformed
by global financial actors and unprecedented
amounts of excess capital. “It is no longer as we
once knew it. Housing has been financialised:
valued as a commodity, rather than a human
dwelling, it has become for investors a means
to secure and accumulate wealth rather than a
place to live in dignity, to raise a family, and
thrive within a community.”

“Housing has lost its currency as a human
right,” she said, noting that the amount of capi-
tal now being invested in housing is stagger-
ing. Global residential real estate is valued at
US$163 trillion, more than twice the world’s
total gross domestic product (GDP). “Imagine
if that capacity was harnessed for the realisa-
tion of housing instead of for speculation and
profit.”

The impact of the commodification of
housing and commodified housing markets is
devastating, Farha added. Informal settlements
are being razed to create space for luxury devel-
opments, communities are becoming devoid of
human life as houses sit empty — mere vehicles
for capital gain — and extreme unaffordability is
pushing low- and moderate-income people out
of city centres — all in the name of investment.

“Financialisation has robbed housing of
its function as a social good. In financialised
housing markets, housing is no longer ‘people-
driven’. Decisions about housing — its use, its
cost, where it will be built or whether it will
be demolished — are made from remote board-
rooms with little if any consideration of the out-
come,” she said.

In her report to the Human Rights Council,
the rights expert referred to the financialisation
of housing as structural changes in housing and
financial markets and global investment where-
by housing is treated as a commodity, a means
of accumulating wealth and often as security
for financial instruments that are traded and
sold on global markets.

It refers to the way capital investment in
housing increasingly disconnects housing from
its social function of providing a place to live in
security and dignity, and hence undermines the
realisation of housing as a human right.

“It refers to the way housing and finan-
cial markets are oblivious to people and com-
munities, and the role housing plays in their
well-being.”

The report noted that housing and real
estate markets have been transformed by cor-
porate finance, including banks, insurance and
pension funds, hedge funds, private equity firms
and other kinds of financial intermediaries with
massive amounts of capital and excess liquidi-
ty. The global financial system has grown expo-
nentially and now far outstrips the so-called
real “productive” economy in terms of sheer
volumes of wealth, with housing accounting
for much of that growth.

“Housing and commercial real estate have
become the ‘commodity of choice’ for corpo-
rate finance and the pace at which financial cor-
porations and funds are taking over housing and
real estate in many cities is staggering.”

The value of global real estate is about
US$217 trillion, nearly 60% of the value of all
global assets, with residential real estate com-
prising 75% of the total. In the course of one
year, from mid-2013 to mid-2014, corporate
buying of larger properties in the top 100 recip-
ient global cities rose from US$600 billion to
USS$1 trillion.

Global investment

“Housing is at the centre of an historic
structural transformation in global investment
and the economies of the industrialised world
with profound consequences for those in need
of adequate housing,” said Farha.

In “hedge cities”, prime destinations for
global capital seeking safe havens for invest-
ments, housing prices have increased to levels
that most residents cannot afford, creating
huge increases in wealth for property owners
in prime locations while excluding moderate-
and low-income households from access to
home ownership or rentals due to unaffordabil-
ity. Those households are pushed to peri-urban
areas with scant employment and services.

Elsewhere, financialisation is linked to
expanded credit and debt taken on by individ-
ual households made vulnerable to predatory
lending practices and the volatility of markets.

According to the Special Rapporteur, finan-
cialised housing markets have caused displace-
ment and evictions at an unparalleled scale: in
the United States over the course of five years,
over 13 million foreclosures resulted in more
than nine million households being evicted.
In Spain, more than half a million foreclos-
ures between 2008 and 2013 resulted in over
300,000 evictions. There were almost one mil-
lion foreclosures between 2009 and 2012 in
Hungary.

“In many countries in the global South,
where the majority of households are unlike-
ly to have access to formal credit, the impact
of financialisation is experienced differently,
but with a common theme — the subversion of
housing and land as social goods in favour of
their value as commodities for the accumula-
tion of wealth, resulting in widespread evic-
tions and displacement. Informal settlements
are frequently replaced by luxury residential
and high-end commercial real estate.”

According to the rights expert, millions of
foreclosures, evictions and displacements and
more than a billion people living in grossly
inadequate housing conditions and homeless-
ness worldwide signal, among other things,
the failure of states and of the international
community to manage the interaction between
financial actors and housing systems in accord-
ance with the right to adequate housing.

Impact of financialisation

According to the report, the financialisa-
tion of housing has its origins in neoliberal-
ism, the deregulation of housing markets, and
structural adjustment programs imposed by
financial institutions and agreed to by states. It
is also tied to the internationalisation of trade
and investment agreements which make states’
housing policies accountable to investors rather
than to human rights.

The financialisation of housing is also
the result of significant changes in the way
credit was provided for housing and, more

specifically, of the advent of “mortgage-backed
securities”.

The 2008 global financial crisis revealed
the fragility, volatility and predatory nature of
financialised housing markets and the potential
for catastrophic outcomes both for individual
households and for the global economy. In the
United States, there were an average of 10,000
foreclosures per day in 2008, and as many as 35
million individuals were affected by evictions
over a five-year period.

“Many expected that the global financial
crisis and its impact on the human rights of
millions of households would act as an alarm
bell, forcing States and international financial
institutions to reassess the value of unbridled
financialisation and introduce reforms to ensure
that the financial system addressed rather than
exploited the housing needs of low-income
households,” said Farha.

It seemed to have the opposite effect.
Individuals and families who were affected by
the crisis were often blamed for taking on too
much debt, and new rules and regulations were
put in place to restrict their access to mortgag-
es. Austerity measures cut programs on which
they had relied for access to housing options,
and the march towards the financialisation of
housing continued.

States have continued to focus on attract-
ing capital and wealthy investors with reduced
taxes and other benefits. Countries like Cyprus,
Greece, Portugal and Spain, where harsh aus-
terity measures have been implemented, have
enacted policies to entice foreign investors into
their domestic markets.

Decisions about housing are made from
remote boardrooms with little if any
consideration of the outcome.
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“Great Wall of Money”

The report said the amount of money
involved in the purchase of housing and real
estate is almost impossible to digest. Cushman
and Wakefield, an American global real estate
services firm engaging in US$90 billion worth
of real estate sales per year, publishes an annual
report entitled “The Great Wall of Money”
which includes a calculation of the amount of
capital raised each year for trans-border real
estate investments. The total in 2015 was a
record US$443 billion, with residential prop-
erties representing the largest single share.

“Housing and urban real estate have
become the commodity of choice for corporate
finance, a ‘safety deposit box’ for the wealthy,
arepository of capital and excess liquidity from
emerging markets and a convenient place for
shell companies to stash their money with very
little transparency.”

Housing prices in so-called “hedge cities”
like Hong Kong, London, Munich, Stockholm,
Sydney and Vancouver have all increased
by over 50 percent since 2011, creating vast
amounts of increased assets for the wealthy
while making housing unaffordable for most
households not already invested in the market.

Corporate finance not only profits from
inflated prices in hedge cities, it also profits
from housing crises. The global financial crisis
created unprecedented opportunities for buying
distressed housing and real estate debt, which
was sold off at firesale prices in countries such
as Ireland, Spain, the United Kingdom and the
United States.
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The Blackstone Group, the world’s larg-
est real estate private equity firm, manag-
ing US$102 billion worth of property, spent
US$10 billion to purchase repossessed prop-
erties in the United States at courthouses
and in online auctions following the 2008
financial crisis, emerging as the largest rental
landlord in the country. Other major institu-
tional players invested US$20 billion to pur-
chase approximately 200,000 single-family
homes in the United States between 2012 and
mid-2013.

“What is so stark about the pouring of
those vast amounts of money into housing
is that hardly any of it is directed towards
ameliorating the insufferable housing con-
ditions in which millions live,” the rights
expert noted.

If even a portion of those amounts was
directed towards affordable housing and access
to credit for people in need of it, target 11.1 of
the Sustainable Development Goals, to ensure
adequate housing for all by 2030, would be
well within reach.

The market rules

Financialisation under current regimes,
however, creates the opposite effect: unac-
countable markets that do not respond to hous-
ing need, and urban centres that become the
sole preserve of those with wealth.

According to Farha, financialised hous-
ing markets respond to preferences of global
investors rather than to the needs of communi-
ties. “The average income of households in the
community or the kinds of housing they would

Magazine

like to inhabit is of little concern to financial
investors, who cater to the needs or desires of
speculative markets and are likely to replace
affordable housing that is needed with luxury
housing that sits vacant because that is how best
to turn a profit quickly.”

The report noted that more than 36,000
properties in London are held by shell com-
panies registered in offshore havens such as
Bermuda, the British Virgin Islands, the Isle
of Man and Jersey. “Many residential rental
properties are now owned by bondholders or
holders of public stock with no direct connec-
tion to properties. It is difficult to know who is
accountable for human rights when the owner
of housing is a multi-billion dollar fund, bond-
holders, public stockholders or a nameless cor-
porate shell.”

The report said that increased prices of
housing and real estate assets have become
key drivers in the creation of greater wealth
inequality. Those who own property in prime
urban locations have become richer, while low-
er-income households confronting the escalat-
ing costs of housing become poorer.

“Patterns of inequality are often starkest
in developing countries. In Africa, if current
trends continue, the number of households
living in informal settlements will continue to
increase while the number of ultra-high-net-
worth individuals is predicted to rise by almost
50 percent in the next decade.”

The financialisation of housing has dra-
matically altered the relationship of states to
the housing sector and to those to whom they
have human rights obligations. Rather than

being held accountable to residents and their
need for housing, states’ housing policies have
often become accountable to financial institu-
tions and seem to pander to the confidence of
global credit markets and the preferences of
wealthy private investors.

“Given the predominance of housing-relat-
ed credit in many economies, domestic housing
policy becomes inter-twined with the priorities
and strategies of central banks and internation-
al financial institutions, which are themselves
rarely held accountable to States” human rights
obligations to ensure access to adequate hous-
ing and do not meaningfully engage with
rights-holders.”

Accountability to global finance rather than
to human rights has been rigorously imposed
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
other creditors when governments have faced
foreign debt crises. Decisions made by cen-
tral banks and finance ministers in consulta-
tion with international financial institutions
are rarely informed by input from stakehold-
ers or those involved with housing policy and
programs.

Austerity measures

In circumstances where governments
should be relying on positive measures and
resource allocation to provide housing to house-
holds affected by economic downturns and
widespread unemployment, many have been
held accountable to austerity measures imposed
by creditors. They have agreed to dramatically
reduce or eliminate housing programs, privatise
social housing and sell off massive amounts of
housing and real estate assets to private equity
funds.

In many developing and emerging econo-
mies, said the report, the World Bank and other
international and regional financial institutions
continue to actively promote the financialisa-
tion of housing as the dominant strategy for
addressing the critical need for housing, despite
evidence that such strategies fail to provide
housing options to the households that are
most in need and lead to greater socioeconom-
ic inequality.

The report further pointed out that there
are currently almost 2,500 bilateral invest-
ment treaties in force and almost 300 trea-
ties with investment provisions. Provisions in
investment treaties generally provide protec-
tion for investors from actions by states with-
out imposing obligations on them to uphold
human rights.

Investors are guaranteed fair and equita-
ble treatment, protection from direct or indi-
rect expropriation, and other protections, and
have access to an investor-state dispute settle-
ment procedure to seek damages for breaches
of those provisions.

Claims have recently been brought against
the Dominican Republic and Panama, for
example, on the basis that government deci-
sions to cancel planned luxury developments in
order to protect Indigenous territories or envi-
ronmental resources violated investors’ rights
under bilateral investment treaties.

The government of Mauritius is currently
being taken to arbitration by a group of prop-
erty development companies from the United
Kingdom that invested in luxury real estate
developments in Mauritius and are now seek-
ing damages for a decision on the part of the
government to change its planning policy to
restrict such developments.

“The mere threat of those kinds of claims
can have a directive effect on State housing
policy. Investment treaty arbitration frequently
involves millions of dollars in damages, and
thus acts as a disincentive for States to enact
and enforce any regulatory measures restrict-
ing the profitability of housing or real estate
assets purchased by foreign investors,” said
Farha.
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In some instances, courts have played an
important role in holding financial institutions
liable for predatory and discriminatory lend-
ing practices, albeit without reference to inter-
national human rights obligations. In a recent
case, the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals in
the United States ruled in favour of a lawsuit
brought by the city of Miami against Bank of
America and Wells Fargo for discriminatory
predatory lending practices linked to the mort-
gage crisis.

“Policy responses to the financialisation
of housing have tended to prioritise support
for financial institutions over responding to
the needs of those whose right to adequate
housing is at stake. Spending on bailouts
of banks and financial institutions after the
2008 financial crisis far outstripped spend-
ing to provide assistance to the victims of
the crisis.”

Nonetheless, a number of sub-national and
national governments have started to address
the effects of excess capital flows and finan-
cialisation on affordability and access to hous-
ing for low-income households. Initiatives have
been advanced at both national and sub-nation-
al levels providing a number of tools that can at
least curb the excesses of financialisation and
mitigate its effects.

The report cited the fact that a number of
states, including Austria, China, the Philippines,
Thailand and Vietnam, have instituted restric-
tions on foreign purchasers of residential real
estate.

Conclusions

“What is lacking is for States to reclaim
the governance of housing systems from
global credit markets and, in collaboration with
affected communities and with cooperation
and engagement by central banks and finan-
cial institutions, redesign housing finance and
global investment in housing around the goal of
ensuring access to adequate housing for all by
2030,” said the rights expert.

Many states have been too deferential to
the dynamics of unregulated markets and have
failed to take appropriate action to bring private
investment into line with the right to adequate
housing. By providing tax subsidies for home
ownership, tax breaks for investors, and bail-
outs for banks and financial institutions, states
have subsidised the excessive financialisation
of housing at the expense of programs for those
in desperate need of housing.

“There seems to be a gross imbalance
between the attention, mechanisms and resourc-
es that States have developed to support the
financialisation of housing and the complete
deficit of housing for the implementation of the
right to adequate housing.”

The Special Rapporteur suggested that the
way forward requires a shift to take hold so
that states ensure that all investment in housing
recognises its social function and states’ human
rights obligations in that regard. That requires a
transformation of the relationship between the
state and the financial sector, whereby human
rights implementation becomes the overriding
goal, not a subsidiary or neglected obligation.

The Special Rapporteur believes that can
be achieved with more constructive engage-
ment and dialogue between states, human rights
actors, international and domestic financial reg-
ulatory bodies, private equity firms and major
investors.

The rights expert recommended, amongst
others, that an international high-level meet-
ing of states, international financial insti-
tutions, human rights bodies, civil society
organisations and relevant experts be organ-
ised to design a strategy for engaging finan-
cial regulatory bodies and actors in the
realisation of the goal of adequate housing
for all by 2030.

Third World Resurgence &

Increased prices of housing and
real estate assets have become key drivers in
the creation of greater wealth inequality.
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Why Israelis

Mike Peled

One of the most disturbing aspects about
the reality in Palestine is its normalcy. It
has become normal to see Palestinians
shot and Killed, even children. The faces
of young Palestinians showing up daily on
social media, boys and girls shot by sol-
diers, accused falsely of attempting to stab
a soldier.

It has become normal to see Israeli soldiers
shooting skunk water and tear gas, and snipers
using live ammunition at unarmed protesters
who want the land that was once theirs and the
freedom they never had.

And it has become normal for us to engage
in the endless, fruitless debate on whether
Palestinians throwing stones at armed Israeli
soldiers who invade their homes constitutes
violence, or whether or not Zionism — which
produced this violence — is a racist ideology.
And all the while the suffering and the oppres-
sion of millions of Palestinians go on almost
uninterrupted.

It is no secret that Israelis and Palestinians
live two separate realities.

Even when we privileged Israelis go to
the village of Nabi Saleh on a Friday to par-
ticipate in the weekly protest, at the end of the
day we are free to leave the village, leave the
occupation and return to our safe, clean, well-
paved spheres. Unlike the Palestinians we leave
behind, our homes will not be raided, our roads
will not be blocked and our children will not
have to hide for days or weeks from the threat
of being shot, arrested and tortured.

We return home sweaty and tired, covered
in tear gas and skunk water and we feel we did
our bit. But what bit did we do? What is the
role of the privileged Israeli activists within
the resistance and why are we accomplishing
so little?

To begin with we need to admit that this is
resistance and ask whether we are willing to
take part. On any given Friday there may be
about 10 Isracli activists, be it in Nabi Saleh
or Bilin, currently the two main locations for
Friday protests in the occupied West Bank.
Some Israelis walk in the back, some in the
front.

Some like to say they are merely docu-
menting. Most, like shadows, don’t seem like
they know their place and don’t want to inter-
fere. Few confront the Israeli forces. So the
question that begs to be asked is, what are we
accomplishing?

If we don’t use our privilege to push the
envelope and to confront the Israeli authorities,
then we are indeed mere shadows. My latest
visit to Nabi Saleh was on May 26, exactly two
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weeks after Saba Abu Ubaid, 23, was shot and
killed by Israeli forces during a protest there.

The march began, as always, with people
walking down the hill from the mosque after
noon prayer, carrying flags and chanting.
There were about 30 or 40 people (though in
the charges that would be brought against me,
the Israeli police claimed there were 200 pro-
testers), mostly Palestinians with a few regular
Israelis and other foreigners.

After a few minutes we were confronted by
the Israeli forces who informed us we were to
disperse. How does one begin to describe the
outrage? Fully armed soldiers on occupied land
telling the people whose village they invaded
that they must disperse. But in Palestine, this is
normal so there is little outrage.

“Shoot them in the legs”

The usual pushing and shoving began and
was then followed by the firing of tear gas,
skunk water and, before too long, live ammu-
nition. Considering what had taken place there
just two weeks earlier, seeing snipers take their
positions and take aim at the kids on the hills
was cause for serious concern. I heard some-
one whose name badge identified him as Raja
Keyes order the snipers to “shoot them in the
legs.”

Nabi Saleh residents began sitting in front
of the snipers to block their sights. More
tear gas, more skunk water and more snipers
followed.

Keyes was right next to me when he walked
to a group of women and children watching
the events from the side of the road and, with
a smile on his face, threw a tear gas grenade
at them. One of the mothers ran up a terrace
to interfere with the snipers and was pushed
around by soldiers. I ran up towards her, went
around a young officer who tried to stop me
and by the time I reached her they came for me.

Four or five officers, including Keyes
had me in a tight grip. The officers were from
Magav — although often described as “border
police,” Magav is a unit within the Israeli
military.

At one point after I was arrested, Keyes
introduced himself formally to me as “force
commander” and asked for my ID, which I did
not have.

Later on, when I was taken away in the
armoured vehicle, he was seated in the front and
I proceeded to tell him that he was no “com-
mander” and he was not heading any “force”
but rather they were all a gang of armed bullies.

But this is not about me or any other single
activist. It is about the role that we Israelis can
play which is unique because Israeli law pro-
vides us with a shield that Palestinians and
international activists do not have.

It is not our role to play unbiased spectators
or to document, nor is it our role to just follow
along. We can get in the faces of the command-
ers and the soldiers and disrupt their work. In
fact, one of the comments made constantly by

the commanders is that we are “disrupting their
work, and will be arrested for that.”

Along Highway 443 — sometimes known
as the “apartheid highway” — there is a sign in
Hebrew that says: “By order of the command-
ing general, Israelis are prohibited from enter-
ing the villages along this road.” When activists
do go to the villages to protest, they challenge
this command. But still, the shield that our
Israeli ID provides us can be used to disrupt
the normalcy of the occupation everywhere.

Israelis, even dedicated, well-meaning
ones, do far too little and we use far too little
of our privilege to challenge and combat the
injustice meted out against Palestinians. Most
Israeli activists won’t even call for refusal to
serve in the Israeli army because they consider
that too radical.

No one likes to be arrested, particularly
when it involves a night or two in jail, sharing
a smoke-filled room with no ventilation and no
company save cockroaches and two-bit crim-
inals who hate activists even more than they
hate Arabs.

If we are to play a role in the overthrow
of injustice, and if we are to one day see an
end to the oppression of more than half of the
people with whom we live, then we must use
our privilege and act to end the normalcy and
the oppression.

The Electronic Intifada &

Win for BDS movement

BRITAIN: High Court recognition
that Theresa May’s government
acted unlawfully by attempting to
undermine the peaceful tactic of
isolating Israel through boycott,
divestment and sanctions (BDS)
is an important ruling.

Communities and Local
Government Secretary Sajid Javid’s
department exceeded its supervi-
sory powers last September in issu-
ing politically based guidance to the
Local Government Pension Scheme
(LPGS).

It attempted to bludgeon the
scheme into falling in line with Tory
politics over support for the Zionist
state and for the arms trade, but
the decision by LPGS to challenge
executive heavy-handedness has
been vindicated.

Palestine Solidarity Campaign
chair Hugh Lanning is correct to
call the court ruling “a victory for
Palestine, for local democracy

and for the rule of law,” but it is
equally a check on an overbearing
government.

It beggars belief that govern-
ment counsel Nigel Giffin QC
argued that boycotts are contrary
to this country’s foreign policy
when the current administration has
applied various boycotts to Russia,
Iran, Syria and elsewhere.

What Theresa May’s govern-
ment opposes — as with every pre-
vious Tory administration — are
grassroots-generated boycotts.

Britain’s Anti-Apartheid
Movement (AAM), which did so
much to build public sentiment
against apartheid South Africa,
began life as the Boycott Movement
in 1959, encouraging shoppers not
to buy South African produce.

Despite backing from the oppo-
sition Labour Party, the AAM was
frustrated when Labour took office
in 1964 and prime minister Harold

Wilson reneged on the boycott deci-
sion, adopting the position of NATO
which justified military links with
apartheid South Africa as a bulwark
against communism in Africa.

Wilson explained that Labour
was “not in favour of trade sanc-
tions partly because, even if fully
effective, they would harm the
people we are most concerned
about — the Africans and those white
South Africans who are having to
maintain some standard of decency
there.”

NATO cold war considerations
dictated the stance of all British
governments, Tory and Labour, until
apartheid’s demise, but the boycott
movement mushroomed with rank-
and-file support from many political
parties, including Labour.

A key factor in assisting pro-
boycott mobilisation was the firm
backing for the campaign by the
African National Congress, seen

correctly as the voice of the over-
whelming majority of disenfran-
chised South Africans.

Those enlisting their plight as a
reason to oppose the boycott were
exposed as duplicitous apologists
for the apartheid regime.

A similar situation pertains
today with regard to occupied
Palestine as, despite the Palestinians
being cut off by the Israeli occupi-
ers from trading freely with the rest
of the world, their acknowledged
representatives have united in sup-
port of BDS.

Supporters of Israeli expan-
sionism — the government has just
begun building yet another new
settlement on the West Bank — per-
sist with mythology about Tel Aviv
wishing to negotiate over the land it
occupied and began colonising 50
years ago.

Haaretz columnist Gideon
Levy, who first visited the occupied

territories in 1967 as a 14-year-old,
has since revealed horrific realities
that most Israelis, as did their white
South African counterparts, refuse
to consider.

“Never has a single Israeli
prime minister seen the Palestinians
as human beings or as a nation with
equal rights, nor has there ever been
one who seriously wanted to end
the occupation. Not one,” he wrote
yesterday.

“Our Tory government is as
insensitive to Palestinian nation-
al rights as its predecessors were
to those of black South Africans.
Yesterday’s High Court decision
cannot simply be applauded. It must
serve to mobilise yet more effec-
tively for BDS against Israel.”
Morning Star &
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Trump and the undocumented

Michelle Zacarias

Last week Trump shocked people across
the political spectrum on June 15 when he
issued a series of memos announcing that he
was tentatively suspending his earlier deci-
sion to do away with the Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals Act. The policy was
first put in place during the Obama admin-
istration, in June of 2012, and allowed for
limited protection of about 800,000 undocu-
mented minors who entered the country at
a young age.

Not only did the legislation make room for
DACA recipients to receive a renewable two-
year period of deferred action from deportation,
and eligibility for a work permit, but it also
became a way for de-prioritising individuals
with no criminal record. Trump had indicated
carlier this year that he would end the program.

DACA was widely popular, especially
within the undocumented student population,
but also failed to address a number of existing
issues, including concerns that “unauthorised”
immigrants would have to “out” themselves
by providing their names, addresses, and other
personal information to the government when
applying. This led to growing security con-
cerns, and a pushback from communities that
were being encouraged to seek relief under the
DACA/DAPA programs.

While many rejoiced at the rare “good
news,” immigration advocates called into
question how good the news really was.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE)
acting director, Thomas Homan stated that all
undocumented immigrants “should be afraid”
of being deported. According to CNN, during
a follow up press conference, Homan claimed
that the administration is prioritising for arrest
of criminals, national security threats, individu-
als who re-enter the country after being legally
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IPAN Planning workshops

IPAN, Independent and Peaceful Australia Network,

is a growing network of community organisations,
trade unions, church groups and concerned people,
coordinating national campaigns around our aims.
These workshops will help to plan the focus of these
campaigns to build the movement for peace and
independence

deported and those who have a final order for
deportation.

Homan failed to address the fact that
because local police forces often collaborate
with ICE, undocumented individuals constant-
ly run the risk of arrest; especially for minute
infractions that might otherwise go unnoticed.
Stories of immigrants who have been deported
over jaywalking tickets, or minor traffic vio-
lations range far and wide. These narratives
depict the chilling culture of fear in which
many undocumented communities live.

Undocumented communities remain doubt-
ful of their safety. According to Homan the
Trump administration have made clear that any
undocumented immigrant still face deportation
and arrest at any time, unless they have cur-
rent and valid protection under DACA. Earlier
this year however, the deportation of DACA
applicant Juan Manuel Montes-Bojorquez,
raised questions in regards to the guarantee of
the current administration’s promises. Montes-
Bojorquez is now suing the US government,
with the assistance of the National Immigration
Law Centre.

While in theory DACA would remain in
place, DAPA, Deferred Action for Parents of
Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents
(DAPA) remains in jeopardy. DAPA, similar
to DACA, was an executive policy that was
enacted under the Obama-era, and was avail-
able to undocumented parents of Americans or
lawful permanent residents (green card holders)
who have lived in the US since January 1, 2010
who can apply for permission to work and per-
mission to stay in the US for three years. This
would mean that while children are “allowed”
to remain in the country, their undocumented
parents would continue to live with a target on
their backs.

According to a research study conducted
by the MPI-Urban Institute, over 3.6 million
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undocumented immigrant parents were poten-
tially eligible for DAPA. The report also
stated that “more than 10 million people live
in households with at least one potentially
DAPA-eligible adult, including some 4.3 mil-
lion children under age 18 — an estimated 85
percent of whom are US citizens.” The retrac-
tion of such a program would put both undoc-
umented children and adults at risk, and would
likely result in many more families being
separated.

Despite these unfolding developments,
Trump has continued to voice his thoughts on
the necessity of programs like DACA. When
asked, during a February 16 press conference,

about his thoughts on whether he considered
keeping the programs intact, he stated “We’re
going to show great heart. DACA is a very, very
difficult subject for me, I will tell you. To me,
it’s one of the most difficult subjects I have
because you have these incredible kids.”

Nevertheless, Republicans continue to push
for a tougher stance on immigration and have
continued the raids and deportations that have
left so many families fearing for their safety.
Whether or not Trump will follow through on
his numerous anti-immigrant campaign prom-
ises remains in question.

People’s World &
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The growing threats of war: US military bases,
US foreign policy, and the global situation.

The struggle against the U.S. military base on
Jeju Island and the situation on the South Ko-
rean Peninsula.

Australia: a subservient ally of the U.S?

Can Australia defend itself ?

What would an independent Australian foreign
policy look like?

Why justice & peace are union business.

US drone warfare.

Senate Republicans last week released their
secret plan to kick millions off of health insur-
ance and transfer hundreds of millions of
dollars that now go to healthcare for working
people and the poor into the pockets of the
rich.

The massive tax cut for the wealthy, dis-

guised as a healthcare plan, hues closely to and
in some respects is even worse than the plan
passed by the House in May.

Determined to stop what they see as an

unconscionable attack on the healthcare of
millions of Americans, Democratic lawmakers,
labour, civil rights, community, and health-

Corporate military inroads into public education.
Public spending on wars of aggression & nuclear
disarmament.

U.S. political and military influence over Aus-
tralia.

The South China Sea and the threat of war.
Building a peoples’ movement against war: for
an independent and peaceful foreign policy in
Australia and the Asia-Pacific,..organising, cam-
paigning and mobilising.
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Jasper Hotel Conference Centre, 489 Elizabeth Street, Melbourne CBD
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MUA - Victorian Branch Building, 46-54 Ireland Street, West Melbourne

Bookings: www.trybooking.com/286873

care groups, backed up by doctors, nurses and
countless others, are marching and mobilis-
ing across the country. The Republican Senate
Majority leader, Mitch McConnell, hopes to
railroad the bill through the Senate before the
Fourth of July.

Senate rules requiring that the
Congressional Budget Office score the bill
before a Senate vote are the only thing that
forced McConnell to allow the secret stealth
attack on the Affordable Care Act (Obamacare)
out of the closet before a vote. Republicans are
itching to tell their constituents that they have
killed Obamacare, regardless of the severe harm
that will be done to millions of Americans.

Polls indicate that support for the
Republican bill that passed the House in May
is less than 20 percent among the American
public, another reason Republican lawmakers
have proceeded in secret in the Senate.

The Senate plan rolls back subsidies for
people who purchase insurance on the ACA
exchanges and drastically slashes Medicaid to
the tune of hundreds of billions of dollars. In
a totally transparent and what Senator Bernie
Sanders described “obscene” way those cuts in
Medicaid are funnelled, under the Senate plan,
into tax cuts for the wealthy.

John Wojcik

Union peak body the AFL-CIO, in recent
statements on its website, has warned that many
people are unaware of what Medicaid cuts could
mean. Medicaid pays for long term care in nurs-
ing homes, for example, something Medicare
does not cover. Millions of working families
could be left with horrible choices if nursing
home patients are thrown onto the streets.

One half of all births in the United States
are paid for by Medicaid as is health care for
millions of children. Medicaid money also is
used under the Affordable Care Act to insure
millions of poor people whose income is too
to low afford paying for the price of insurance
listed on exchanges.

The Senate bill ends federal assistance to
Planned Parenthood. Cecile Richards, presi-
dent of the Planned Parenthood federation
of America, said that one in five women get
essential healthcare from Planned Parenthood
centres.

“If this is the Senate’s idea of a bill with
heart, then the women of America should have
fear struck in theirs,” she said.

Many healthcare advocates are scoffing at
President Trump’s recent characterisation of the
House bill, passage of which he celebrated in
May, as “mean.” Advocates say the Senate bill
is, in some respects, even meaner. The Bill the
House passed in May would kick 23 million off
health insurance but the bill now passed by the
Senate would kick off many millions too. In the
meantime, Obamacare remains, for now, the
law of the land.

Richard Trumka, president of the AFL-
CIO, urged everyone to contact their mem-
bers of Congress and the Senate. “If they are in
the Senate,” he said, “call them and tell them
to vote against the bill when it arrives in their
chamber for a vote or face an uphill battle when
they run for re-election.”

People’s World &
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Our right to build
an independent and
socialist nation

The Cuban Workers’ Federation and
its unions support the Revolutionary
Government statement, in the face of the
aggressive speech by the President of the
United States Donald Trump, regarding
relations between that country and Cuba.
We ratify the conviction to stand firm in
defence of this genuine Revolution, built
with and for the workers, under the leader-
ship of Fidel and Raul.

Having chosen to address relations with
Cuba in a setting linked to the invasion of Playa
Girdn, and treating mercenaries like heroes,
constitutes an offence for all those from the
most humble ranks of our nation, many of them
workers, who defended their socialist homeland
until they were forced to bite the dust of defeat.

Trump’s words constitute a setback in
relations between the two countries, given the
threat of rigorously enforcing the blockade
laws, placing conditions on its lifting, as well
as any improvement in bilateral relations, on
our country making changes inherent to its con-
stitutional order.

But this backward step does not intimidate
us. From our trench in production and services,
Cuban workers, with their intelligence, ingenu-
ity and creativity, will continue to break down
the barriers imposed by the blockade, as has
happened for almost 60 years in which they
have not been able to defeat us with this crimi-
nal siege.

As always we will continue to find solu-
tions to the limitations, we will remain faithful
to the Communist Party of Cuba, guiding the
work we construct, which is strengthened by
the updating of the Cuban economic model that
has the workers as its fundamental protagonists.

In these circumstances we must maxim-
ise productive reserves and the rational use of
all material and financial resources, including
labour and technological discipline.

We reject the manipulation of the issue of
human rights for political purposes, and the
double standards in addressing it.

We are outraged to hear Trump talk about
human rights for Cubans, when on the triumph
of January 1959 the Revolution guaranteed the
right to work and equal pay for women and
men, social security, universal and free health
and education, to a dignified life and to civil
order.

Perhaps Trump intends to prevent, with the
restriction on visits by his fellow citizens to

Cuba, that they may verify the enjoyment here
of those rights that are disrespected in their own
country?

We have a history of revolutionary intran-
sigence, resistance and rebellion, guided by the
teachings of José Marti, who knew the beast
as he had lived in its belly, and its hopes of
returning us to the neo-colonial past, which
have failed.

Our rich tradition of struggle provides
us with motivations that inspire us to defend
the achievements made and continue to
move forward. We have demonstrated this
with our unwavering position of principles
before the aggressiveness of successive US
administrations.

Each labour collective will be a stronghold
against imperialist ambitions. Once again the
US government is wrong about Cuba and its
workers, who will not give up our independ-
ence or our solid unity.

We will never sacrifice our right to build a
sovereign, independent, socialist, democratic,
prosperous and sustainable nation.

Cuban Workers’ Federation

Future sold-out

The one-off sugar hit from the NSW gov-
ernment’s sale of our public assets masks a
Budget that shows this government has no
plan for the people of NSW and the com-
munity’s future. There is not one mention
of climate change and no real plan to ensure
young people can afford a home or a place
to rent in the future. Is that wise? Is it fair?

Guardian

The Greens think this budget is a lost
opportunity to invest in a future where people
are given opportunities to build a good life for
themselves, where we protect our environment
and ensure a healthy climate and good public
services.

Budgets can’t just be about the bean
counters. Our greatest assets are our people,
communities and the environment. The Greens
are working every day to create a society where
we have clean air and water, good health, the
opportunities of education, worthwhile work
and time for our families and friends.

We want action on climate change and a
transition plan to get off dirty coal and gas,
and harness the power of the sun and wind for
clean, renewable energy. Everyone should have
a right to a home but speculative investors are
pricing out a generation. We want to invest in
public housing and ensure tax breaks to support
the people who need it most.

Privatisation is destroying our public
wealth and trust. TAFEs, hospitals, public
transport and other essential services must stay
in community hands so we share the benefits
and can control our own future. The Greens
want liveable cities and towns that help people
and communities grow, thrive and express
themselves fully.

The Greens believe a fairer community is a
good place to live. We think budgets shouldn’t
be about bean counters, they should be about
people.

Justin Field
NSW Greens
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The borderless

Evi Stamatiou presents her satirical piece Caryatid Unplugged.

Britain’s largest festival about
refugees and sanctuary is
more relevant than ever, writes
Lydia Noon.

It is lunchtime on June 21, the
hottest day of the year so far.
Sheffield’s office workers, tourists,
families and friends are eating
their lunch, reading messages on
their phones and smoking ciga-
rettes in the city centre’s Tudor
Square.

That is, until two drummers
signal the start of an outdoor African
Fusion Dance Workshop. Dancing is
not compulsory but participation is —
the beat is infectious and hearing it
is unavoidable as sweaty beginners
learn the routine and wiggle their
hips.

Refugee Week has arrived in the
South Yorkshire city.

Britain’s largest festival that cel-
ebrates the contribution of refugees
and promotes understanding of why
people seek sanctuary is more rele-
vant than ever.

One of the Migration Matters fes-
tival’s hashtags is #Sheffieldisopen.
Sheffield was the first city in Britain
to win City of Sanctuary status in
2007. A decade later and cities,

towns, universities and even librar-
ies have followed suit. The festival
began on June 20 until June 24 and
reflects the city’s proud history and
diversity.

Rather than many refugee issue
themed events that preach to the
converted, this festival aims to be
inclusive, reflected in its line-up and
its “pay as you decide” approach to
ticket sales. Flyers and free ice cream
tempt members of the public to par-
ticipate in a welcoming space, along-
side artists, people seeking sanctuary
and local community groups. Theatre,
film, fashion shows, art exhibitions,
workshops and storytelling are all in
the mix.

The performance All Over &
Everywhere is also in the open the-
atre space of Tudor Square. On the
first anniversary of the Brexit vote,
they explore post-Brexit problems
through folk dance and the creation
of'a “borderless Republic”.

“Everyone has the right to stay
or to leave,” the five say in unison. In
45 minutes they illustrate a refugee’s
journey, from losing a loved one, to
living in a tent in a European refugee
camp and finally going through the
UK’s traumatic asylum system where
residency and citizenship remain out

of reach. Through paint and dance,
they urge the audience, those hurried-
ly walking past and those actively
watching the performance, to “resist
and re-imagine” our world.

Sheffield’s Why Refugee Women
group showcase the fashions from
their countries of origin.

Greek political theatre artist
Evi Stamatiou presents seven char-
acters on different sides of the
Brexit vote in her satirical piece
Caryatid Unplugged. Taking to the
stage in Sheffield’s cultural centre
DINA, she explores the irony of the
Conservative government’s refusal
to return Greece’s Elgin marbles that
have been “imprisoned” in the British
museum since 1817, while wishing to
deport the fictional Rita, an economic
immigrant, back to Greece. Asking
the audience to decide whether the
marbles should be returned to Greece
or Rita be allowed to stay in the UK,
there is silence. “Like the democratic
process in this country,” Stamatiou
quips.

Stamatiou also questions the
timing of last year’s referendum
when Britain was facing mounting
pressure from the EU to accept a
quota of refugees living in limbo in
Greek refugee camps.

Also in DINA centre, the
co-author of Refugee Tales — a
Canterbury Tales for the modern age
— Dragan Tdorovic, reads from his
book the traumatic story of a Syrian
refugee in hiding in Birmingham.

At the same time, outside
Sheffield’s City Council offices,
a vigil is taking place for the resi-
dents of Grenfell Tower. Syrian ref-
ugee Mohammed Alhajali died in
London’s Grenfell Tower fire trag-
edy on June 14.

The 23-year-old escaped war
and endured a harrowing journey to
reach safety in 2014, only to be killed
on the 14th floor of the tower block.
Speakers lament the government’s
treatment of refugees, migrants and
poor people while praising the volun-
teer and community response.

Back inside the Theatre
Delicatessen, the festival hub, three
young actors in Indefinite Leave to
Remain, explore the challenges that
first and second generation immi-
grants face in Britain.

In the physical performance, the
mother of the central character Maria,
moved to Britain to give her daughter
a better life but is separated from her
husband who remains in the fiction-
al country of Matvia. Maria doesn’t

want to return to a “home” she has
never set foot in, but her mother does.

Temperatures rise as Maria’s co-
workers believe that Western inter-
vention in war-torn Matvia would
simply be “collateral damage”, Maria
challenges their “othering” and tells
her co-workers that we are all the
same and lives should be equal,
wherever we are from.

The stories of the people that
have made Britain their home and the
celebration of the communities that
have welcomed them is what makes
this festival special.

Recent terror attacks and the
Grenfell Tower fire have affirmed
the importance of community over
division. And the celebrations of
Ramadan, the recent Great Get
Together weekend in memory of the
late MP Jo Cox and Refugee Week
are uniting people in the face of
Brexit, the right-wing government
and the tabloid press’ attempts to
scapegoat migrants and pull people
apart.

As 2017’s Refugee Week draws
to a close, the power of community
has never felt stronger.

New Internationalist &
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Film Review by Eric Gordon
Caiching
Feelings

Writer/director Kagiso Lediga’s
new film Catching Feelings
received its world premiere on
June 18 at the Los Angeles Film
Festival. Lediga is a familiar figure
in South Africa as a comedian,
actor and writer. He stars in this
film, his directorial debut, as Max
Matshane, 34, who had a bestsell-
ing book early on, but acquired
a serious case of writer’s block.
Now he’s teaching advanced-level
writing at the University of the
Witwatersrand (known as Wits)
in Johannesburg.

He has a stunningly beauti-
ful wife Samkelo (Sam), played by
Pearl Thusi, and they are living in an
expensive, heavily guarded home in
a Joburg suburb that they can barely
afford. She’s a journalist, and for the
time being they’ve ruled out having
children.

Sam would rather be out seeing
the world — indeed, she is reading
Noam Chomsky’s How the World
Works. Max, in his anomie, is cruis-
ing along on autopilot as a distin-
guished African academic. Most
of their time, so it seems, is spent
bouncing from art openings to poetry
readings, from bars to cafés, hotel
eateries and well-appointed private
home parties. An unnamed but fre-
quently seen featured player in the
film is the bottle: Prodigious amounts
of alcohol are being consumed. Other
substances make cameo appearances
as well.

Max’s buddy Joel (Akin
Omotoso), an economist, is also mar-
ried, to Lazola (Precious Makgaretsa),
but carrying on a barely concealed
affair with Tabitha (Kate Liquorish),
a white woman whose own marriage
has dead-ended. (Liquorish played
the anti-apartheid activist Ruth First
alongside Laurence Fishburne’s
Nelson Mandela in the BET mini-
series Madiba.)

As in the long-running televi-
sion show Sex in the City, and also
recalling any number of Woody Allen
films that twist human relationships
into a complex entanglement of lies
and indiscretions, the urban envi-
ronment establishes the setting for
the actors to work. In this case it’s
today’s Johannesburg, the modern,
sparkling, consumerist high-rise eco-
nomic engine of Africa. The struggle
against apartheid — one of the world’s
greatest movements for human dig-
nity in the 20th century — is now only
distantly perceptible in the rear-view

mirror. Joburg is fast, pulsating with
movement, it’s hip, it’s where the
action is happening, and the newly
emancipated middle class is rushing
to drink it all in.

Into this mix drops the character
of Heiner Miller (Andrew Buckland),
a much celebrated and hedonistic
older white ex-pat author who left
South Africa for reasons of his own
convenience but achieved unde-
served renown abroad as a supposed
“anti-apartheid” intellectual. Never
married, by choice, he has savoured
life as an indiscriminate, all-purpose
copulater. He’s back at Wits now for
aresidency in Max’s department, and
the two become friendly over their
mutual literary concerns and careers,
and over that familiar bottle.

After experiencing a sudden
health crisis, Heiner moves into
Max and Sam’s home to recuper-
ate. His presence, and his exces-
sive behaviour, only further stress
the marital relationship with many
complications.

Catching Feelings is billed as
a “highly nuanced dark romantic
comedy”. Now “comedy” is when no
one gets killed, so it’s a broad term
that can encompass a lot. There’s a
lyrical interlude in this 118-minute
film where Max and Heiner take a
bicycle trip around Soweto, the town-
ship that was the epicentre of the anti-
apartheid struggle. It’s all cleaned up,
portrayed in pastel and smiles — and
that ever-present bottle.

Yet the film also has its unseen,
underlying tragic facets. Millions of
South Africans who have been left
out of the new prosperity reflected
in the film — such as the huge trade
union movement in the country and
the South African Communist Party,
which are two of the three legs, along
with the African National Congress,
that comprise the governing tripar-
tite alliance — are now questioning if
this is the best that could have been
achieved out of the anti-apartheid
saga. Is this what Nelson Mandela
and his fellow convicts on Robben
Island wanted? Did Ruth First sacri-
fice her life for this? Are extravagant
corruption and favouritism — and
the persistence of mass poverty —
simply the unavoidable by-products
of freedom?

Other than some observations
about the white writer’s privilege
and some remaining colonial atti-
tudes, the fact that no one in the film
is “catching failings” is obviously
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Lediga’s deliberate choice, perhaps
motivated by considerations of com-
mercial appeal. In a director’s state-
ment, he says that in contrast to many
“heavy and tragic” films about pover-
ty, violence and drought being made
in Africa, “we were grateful to tell
a light story with reasonably unen-
cumbered urban Africans who have
consensual sex and pay mortgages.”
If Max and Sam, and other cou-
ples as well, are reaching a cross-
roads in their relationships, can
this be taken as a metaphor for the
nation? I believe most viewers, both
inside and outside the country, will
likely come away thinking that all the
alcoholic and sexual escapism can be
explained by a reticence to ask these
more deeply troubling questions
about the nature of the new non-
racial society that is modern South
Africa. And about the responsibility
of the educated middle classes to help
effect change.
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Corbyn

proven

right by history

Women and children stand near an armed British military soldier patrolling the streets in Belfast.

Richard Rudkin

LONDON: Despite the force of the Tory
mantra, it appears the electorate has rum-
bled that a government led by Theresa
May would be neither strong nor stable,
but instead would bring five more years of
attacks on the poor and sick, an increase
in zero-hours jobs, the privatisation of the
National Health Service and further strug-
gle for the working class outside the EU
while ensuring the wealth of the rich and
privileged continues to grow.

Knowing Labour cannot be attacked for
its policies, which are becoming increasing-
ly popular, the Conservatives, in true “nasty
party” fashion, have reverted back to “Plan A”
by attacking Jeremy Corbyn personally.

In the lead-up to the election, after the sus-
pension of campaigning through the horrific
murders in Manchester at the hands of a person
whose name doesn’t deserve to be mentioned
on these pages, Corbyn stated that the UK’s
exploits in the Middle East had done little to
reduce terrorism on our streets.

May seized on this opportunity to sick-
eningly accuse Corbyn of political oppor-
tunism over the Manchester attack, which
killed 22 people and injured many others,
once again dragging out the well-documented
but false allegation of Corbyn being an IRA
sympathiser.

May’s comments gave the green light to her
friends in the mainstream media to challenge
Corbyn over these claims at every opportunity,
which conveniently deflected the attention from

Labour’s popular policies which while her own
manifesto unravelled day by day.

Time and again Corbyn was asked by polit-
ical reporters to condemn the IRA. Time after
time he answered by saying that he condemned
bombings on all sides.

Those asking the question completely
missed the irony that by raising the old subject
of the IRA, it was they, not Corbyn, who were
trying to exploit a long period in history which
cost the lives of over 3,000 people and turn it
into political gain for the Tory Party.

By accident or design, it appears these so-
called professional journalists seem to confuse
the term “understanding” with “condoning” —
terms that I can fully relate to through my own
past experience, which set me out on a road of
enquiry many years ago.

In 1972, as a young 18-year-old soldier,
I served in both Londonderry (Derry) and
Belfast, and witnessed events on all sides that
will stay with me forever.

I know what it’s like to be shot at (more
than once) and to lose three comrades to IRA
snipers. I have experienced the aftermath of
sectarian killings, be it by bullet or bomb.

I guess most former soldiers would have
experienced some or all of these events too,
however, this is where the connection between
us ends.

Unlike the majority of those who served in
Northern Ireland, I have been openly critical of
the role of the security forces and successive
governments during the period of the Troubles.

This has led to me too being labelled
everything from IRA supporter to terrorist
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sympathiser. Again, the confusion seems to stem
from the words “understand” and “condone.”

I was critical because I witnessed how
the Catholic community suffered unnecessary
treatment at the hands of the security forces,
some of which was not only unlawful, but
also damaging to the role which I believed the
British army was there to fulfil.

Moreover, I would argue those actions
helped to turn the Catholic community — which
in the early days of the Troubles was support-
ive or at least indifferent to the British army —
firmly against its presence in Northern Ireland.

On reflection, I can see why the Catholic
community felt aggrieved at being disadvan-
taged in what appears to be every aspect of civil
rights.

I can comprehend the frustration and anger
as parents tried to clothe and feed their children
while all the time being faced with inequality
and poverty.

I shudder to think what it was like in 1971,
being subject to a curfew because you were a
Catholic living in the Falls Road and having
your possessions broken and floorboards
ripped up during the search for weapons that
the majority of people never had.

I can understand the fear of children watch-
ing as their fathers and older brothers (it was
predominately men) were stopped, searched
and, on occasions, physically and/or ver-
bally assaulted, before being taken away for
“screening.”

I have absolutely no idea how I would com-
fort my young children while soldiers with
camouflaged, blacked faces carrying rifles

woke them in their bed as they search the ward-
robes, toy boxes and under the mattresses they
sleep on.

I can’t imagine how I would react if a
member of my family was shot dead by the
security forces who had claimed that he was
armed and had fired first when I knew that it
was a blatant lie — when no weapon existed and
the authorities covered up the act, leaving an
uphill struggle for the relatives to obtain justice
for the victim.

Having witnessed some of these events, can
I understand why some people chose to join the
IRA? Yes. Can I understand why they would
want to harm the security forces? Yes. Do I con-
done the killing of anyone? No. And that’s the
difference.

Does this make me a terrorist sympathis-
er? Absolutely not. What my experience did
was provide me with an understanding of
why someone may choose to join a terrorist
organisation.

Corbyn came to the conclusion that talk-
ing and compromise were the only solutions to
the Troubles many years before the peace talks
began — and history shows he was right.

This was because he took the time to under-
stand the situation, which is a far cry from con-
doning what was being done.

Finally, Corbyn is correct in suggesting
the UK’s actions abroad have done nothing to
reduce the risk of terrorism and a fundamental
change of policy is required.
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