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Since 2010-11, the government has cut staff-
ing in the Department of Human Services
(DHS) by over 15 percent with the loss of
5,500 jobs. The cuts have hit Centrelink —
its staff and clients — with a sledge-hammer.
Information provided to a Senate commit-
tee earlier this year showed that the “func-
tional and efficiency reviews” established
in May 2014 by the Hockey/Abbott budget
would cut $3.2 billion from social serv-
ices between the 2014-15 financial year and
2020-21. Education and training, health
and child support are among other DHS
services in for the chop.

The Community and Public Sector Union
(CPSU) reports that more than 36 million calls
to the DHS went unanswered in 2015-2016 and
of the calls that did get through wait times were
well over an hour. Some have reported calling
multiple times and spending hours on the phone
to speak to Centrelink staff. There is one exam-
ple of a person attempting to call 86 times over
three days and still not getting through.

The result has been huge queues at
Department of Human Services offices, staff
directed to tell people to go online and custom-
ers spending hours of waiting on the telephone.

DHS staff have reported that delays in pay-
ments for Austudy and the Youth Allowance
have resulted in extreme financial hardship and
even the deferment or abandonment of study.
Likewise they have reported that significant
delays of carer’s payments have put vulnera-
ble families in a desperate position.

Avutomated theft

Perhaps the most serious of the govern-
ment’s attacks on social security recipients is its
Online Compliance Intervention (OIC) regime
for recovery of alleged overpayments.

Means testing for eligibility for social
security is based on fortnightly income. If in
a particular fortnight your income is above the
threshold you do not receive a payment. Then if
it falls below that threshold for a period of time,
perhaps through casual work or unemployment,
you receive a payment.

DHS staff would manually check your
records and then contact you. They might con-
tact your employer to check on how much you
were paid and if there were any discrepancies
with the information you provided.

The DHS has embarked on a new, auto-
mated data-matching process drawing on

human services
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Australian Taxation Office records. The ATO
data does not provide details of fortnightly
income, only quarterly. The DHS automatical-
ly averages out your annual income by divid-
ing by 26 and comes to an average fortnightly
amount. This figure does not reflect the fluctua-
tions in income and should not be used to deter-
mine if there are outstanding debts.

But it is being used and the minister respon-
sible sees nothing wrong with that. The onus
has been placed on recipients of debt notices
to track down payslips and employment his-
tory from up to six years ago to prove they did
not wrongly claim benefits. How many people
could produce fortnightly pay slips dating back
six years?

As pointed out by the government’s former
chief digital adviser, the problems have affected
people least capable of dealing with govern-
ment harassment. How do the homeless, the
illiterate, people with disability or experiencing
mental health issues cope with such require-
ments? If they are constantly changing jobs,
picking up casual work here and there, how
do they even remember the names of former
employers to chase up evidence?

And who has the time, skills and patience
to do battle with the DHS bureaucracy?
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The CPSU reports that staff have been
expressly told not to fix mistakes in debt notices
generated by the automated system even when
they could prove the debts were wrong.

Senate inquiry

A report released by a recent Senate Inquiry
into the automated system exposes the inhu-
manity and cruelty of the government’s latest
exercise in cost-cutting.

The report calls for the OCI regime to
be put on hold until all procedural flaws are
addressed and other recommendations in the
report are addressed.

The committee recommended that all
people who have had a debt amount determined
through the use of income averaging should
have their debt amounts re-assessed immedi-
ately by a team of departmental officers with
specialist knowledge of the OCI program, using
accurate income data sourced from employers.

It also recommended that the department
take full responsibility for calculating verifiable
debts based on fortnightly earnings and not on
an assumed average.

It also makes other recommendations
regarding additional increased investment
in communication channels and staffing,

improving privacy of clients, a review of
funding for community legal services and
the development of appropriate guidelines on
appropriate levels of debt repayment to income
ratios, to ensure that debt repayments do not
impact any individual’s ability to purchase life
essentials.

Prior to the automation, Department of
Human Services staff would manually check
the records and then contact recipients.

DHS staff have reported that the automa-
tion is in chaos and that staff morale is low.

Not surprisingly, client aggression has
risen, with increasing numbers of DHS offices
requiring permanent security guards.

Years of cuts in the name of “efficiency div-
idends” have crippled the public sector, resulted
in loss of services, increased inefficiencies and
put greater pressure on remaining staff to do
the impossible.

Staff report that anger and rage generat-
ed by the data matching strategy had placed
counter staff under confronting pressure.
The aggression is such that the Department
of Human Services recently sought private
contractors to provide “Advanced Customer
Aggression Training Services”. &
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CSIRO cuts threaten our future

In February last year after the CSIRO suffered $115 million in
funding cuts, its CEO, Larry Marshall, announced that 350 staff
positions would be terminated. They included 220 in the oceans and
atmosphere division and the land and water division. Both divisions
deal with climate change.

The axed positions included 100 out of 140 that deal specifically
with climate change, including that of Dr John Church, by reputation
the world’s leading expert on sea level rise. Last year his scientific
team demonstrated that emissions relating to human activity have
dominated sea level rises since 1970.

CSIRO climate change research data is used around the world.
However, Marshall claims that the phenomenon of climate change
has been proven, that CSIRO should move “away from the labora-
tory bench” and that climate change emphasis should be placed
on adaptation and mitigation (i.e. just making the best of things).

But proving that climate change is actually taking place was only
the first step. We must now determine its speed, its main impact,
actions to slow it down and reverse it, and protection from its im-
mediate impact. To do so, climate change must be monitored and
analysed. But that’s just where the axe will fall in CSIRO.

After a public furore over the cuts, the government hastily
contributed a paltry extra $37 million over ten years. Marshall
announced that only 35 positions dealing with climate change would
be lost, and 15 new positions created — but with their salaries drawn
from existing funding.

Although 350 positions will still be abolished overall, Marshall
claims the numbers will return to the current level in two years,
and that some climate change staff will simply transfer to other
areas of CSIRO work.

One opposition Senator has called for Marshall to be sacked,
but the government bears the main responsibility. Last May it an-
nounced proudly that a new $20 million ocean and climate change
research centre would be built in Hobart. But the CSIRO will only
get $8.25 million over five years for participating. Two universi-
ties will contribute $1.75 million and the Chinese government the
remaining $10 million.

The government claims it is now investing $37 million in long-
term climate change monitoring. However, the CSIRO has lost more
than 20 percent of its staff positions since 2013. Research CSIRO
has carried out to date, which provides most of the world’s climate
change data concerning the southern hemisphere, cannot continue
because of last year’s cuts, plus recent additional four-year funding
cuts of $13.6 million. Nor can the research be carried out by the
Bureau of Meteorology, as the government has claimed, because of
limitations in the Bureau’s funding and scope of operations.

The government claims it is reducing greenhouse gas emissions,
but they have actually risen six percent since 2013, including a
1.6 percent rise in this year’s first quarter, the biggest quarterly
increase in nine years.

The Australian Academy of Science says Australia requires at
least 40 new climate scientists and modellers, and 77 new research
positions, and that the CSIRO staff cuts should end immediately.

However, in order to retain power the government will com-
promise its policies in order to placate the climate change deniers
within its ranks, while still maintaining the PR fiction that it is
really concerned about the issue.

Australian coastal cities now face partial inundation by rising
sea levels within 50 years. The government has tacitly acknowledged
this by constructing a new runway at Brisbane airport much higher
than the current level.

This year Canada and Portugal experienced immense bushfires,
and Europe has suffered heat-related deaths and record heat waves
as far north as Poland. Within 50 years daytime summer tempera-
tures in some tropical countries will be too hot to permit residents
to walk outside without risking heat stroke or death. Many Pacific
Islands will be submerged.

Leading scientific organisations, including CSIRO, state that
climate change results primarily from the emission of greenhouse
gases, particularly from the combustion of fossil fuels.

But the government is determined to protect the fossil fuel indus-
tries and appears quite willing to hamstring the CSIRO’s operations
because of its key role in highlighting the dangers of climate change.

We must replace the grossly irresponsible coalition government
with one that is genuinely committed to the struggle against the
terrible threat of climate change. And we must do so with the utmost
speed.

On 12 July 2017 we lost our friend and comrade
Themis Speis. On behalf of the CPA and the
Beloyiannis branch, we honour his life.

Themis came with his family to Australia in 1950,
during difficult years in Greece, from Icaria — a place
famous for its progressive movement until today. The
Speis family brought with them from their birthplace,
camaraderie, a love for people, and a commitment to
working class values they brought to Australia and the
CPA. Themis recognised that the exploitation of people,
and the brutality of capitalism that breeds poverty, war
and injustice doesn’t change, unless overthrown by a
socialist society.

Themis was a member of the Party from 1972 and
an elected member to the Congress, he contributed to
the Greek community in Australia significantly through
ATLAS and the Greek Orthodox Community, and sup-
ported Greeks in Greece in their struggle against the
military junta, and the fight against institutionalised
extremism.

Those who knew Themis are lucky to have met him,
and even luckier are those he called friends. He was a
kind, generous, honest and gentle soul. Always with a
smile, he loved good company, music, reading, travel,
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fishing, hunting, and red wine. He loved his family and
adored his nieces and nephew.

During times of ideological differences and divisions,
he remained true to his principles for the common good,
and maintained his friendships with people of varying
beliefs. Themis never made enemies, only friends.

Comrade Themis, we will never forget you. Thank
you for being a part of our lives. We will continue our
common struggle for a better world. Your life will be a
moral compass for us all.

In Themis’ memory the following comrades and
friends have made contributions to the Beloyiannis
branch of the CPA:

Speis family $50

Sarelas family $50

Maliaras family $50

Mavrandonis family $50

Vouros family $50

Petros Tzamouranis $50

Zisis Tsasis $50

Nikos Papanikitas $50

Evangelatos family $20

Stelios Filferis $20
See page 5 for Themis’ story. &

PRESS FUND

As one Fairfax correspondent pointed out recently, $17 billion

for Sydney’s appallingly destructive WestConnex tollway is no
problem, $14 billion for a totally unnecessary tollway extension is a
piece of cake, and $35 billion for new frigates a mere nothing. But
what about $50 billion for new submarines? Sure, why not! Despite
our national wealth, our conservative governments tell us they
can’t afford to provide shelter for homeless citizens. If this gross
injustice makes you hopping mad, why not help our campaign to
rectify it by sending us a Press Fund contribution for the next
issue? Many thanks to this week’s supporters, as follows:

D Cartwright $20, G Dittura $10, C Greer $50, NH $50,
K Manski $15, MM $10, “Rough Red” $5, “Round Figure” $10,
M Sullivan $10, M Whisson $20

This week’s total: $200 Progressive total: $4,330

The country’s largest union,
the Australian Nursing and
Midwifery Federation (ANMF), is
alarmed that another major aged
care provider is slashing hundreds
of nursing hours and compromis-
ing the quantity and quality of
care being provided to elderly
nursing home residents.

First it was Southern Cross Care
(SCC), now Queensland’s larg-
est aged care provider Blue Care is
playing the blame game by claim-
ing a $1.2 billion reduction in fed-
eral funding is the reason why it
may sack up to 11 nurses and dra-
matically cut the rostered hours of
other registered and enrolled nurses
at three of its Bundaberg facilities
(Millbank; Pioneer; Riverlea).

Federal secretary Lee Thomas
said the ANMF was also concerned
that as part of its “slash and burn”
job cuts, Blue Care will replace
specialist aged care nurses with
less-qualified personal care work-
ers in administering critical medica-
tion to more than 280 nursing home
residents.

“As an agency of UnitingCare
Queensland, we are terribly disap-
pointed that Blue Care is following

down this slippery slope, cutting
hundreds of nursing hours for vul-
nerable aged care residents, many of
whom have complex care needs and
medication regimes,” Thomas said.

“It’s incongruous that Blue
Care’s own Mission Statement is that
it’s ‘committed to assisting people
who require care’, yet it’s drastically
slashing hundreds of nursing hours
and allowing less-qualified personal
care workers to administer medica-
tion in lieu of high-trained nurses.
That’s hardly a commitment to care
is it? If anything, it’s only going to
compromise the care they can pro-
vide to their residents.”

Ms Thomas said the ANMF was
extremely concerned that providers
like SCC and Blue Care are blatant-
ly ignoring the findings of a recent
Senate Inquiry; the Australian Law
Reform Commission (ALRC) and
evidence from ANMF members
working in aged care — that inad-
equate staffing levels are resulting
in ever-increasing missed-care epi-
sodes and abuse and neglect of the
elderly.

“With all this evidence showing
how the elderly are at risk, it’s dis-
graceful that certain providers are

going ahead with these massive cuts
to nursing hours, then trying to pass
the buck on to the federal govern-
ment,” Ms Thomas.

“Unless the Aged Care Minister
Ken Wyatt steps-in and puts a stop
to it, then there’s little doubt other
aged care providers will get in on
the act and start sacking nurses and
cutting rostered nursing hours at
their facilities.”

Ms Thomas said the decision by
SCC and Blue Care to cut nursing
hours will only exacerbate the cur-
rent crisis in aged care.

In Tasmania, ANMF mem-
bers have voted under a protected
ballot to proceed with industrial
action against SCC whilst in South
Australia, the ANMF is continuing
to fight SCC’s plan to reduce ros-
tered hours across five sites.

The ANMF federal office is
supporting its respective state
branches in a national media cam-
paign against the nursing cuts and
to again urge the federal govern-
ment to introduce regulation for
minimum staffing which will stop
providers deciding on the number of
nurses needed to deliver care to vul-
nerable nursing home residents. &
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You will be home before the leaves have fallen from the trees.

Kaiser Wilhelm Il to troops leaving for the front, August 1914
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Climate of fear in the Torres Strait

“The island is b

Torres Strait fisherman Joseph
Billy says he has seen more land
disappearing from Masig (Yorke
Island) every year. “Last five
years, every year I have moved my
shed back from the beach another
few metres,” Mr Billy said.

“We used to have a road that
went all around the island but now
it is broken. We will lose our land
eventually.”

Masig is 2.7 kilometres long and
800 metres at its widest point, with
a population of about 250. It is one
of many small islands in the Torres
Strait now threatened by the impacts
of climate change, including coastal
erosion and inundation from rising
seas, higher temperatures, shifting
rainfall and damage to the critical
marine ecosystems on which their
livelihoods depend.

Alan Passi, a fisherman on
Thursday Island, said that if a lot
of coral is lost, the economy will be
affected. “It will get harder for us to
hunt fish,” he said. “If the coral dies
out so do the fish. It’s the mother of
all the animals. It doesn’t look the
same now. It’s not what [ remember.”

Another fisherman, Phillip Kewis
Mabo, is also concerned. “I’m close
to 60 now,” he said. “Something is
changing. Right now we are seeing
many more sharks, tuna and other
pelagic fish. The pattern is no longer
seasonal. They are here all the time in
great numbers. We don’t know why.”

Recently, Oxfam Australia cli-
mate change staff toured parts of
Masig, along with other nearby
islands, to observe first-hand the
impacts locals are experiencing.

Oxfam Australia chief officer
Helen Szoke said the islands were
made up of strong, flourishing com-
munities, but residents had been
forced into the frontline of the cli-
mate crisis.

“The Torres Strait Islands are
already facing the challenges of
delivering health services, hous-
ing, secure water supplies and other
essential infrastructure in such

remote and isolated communities,”
Ms Szoke said. “But the impacts
of climate change are growing and
pose a long-term threat, including
community members losing their
connection to land and culture if
they are faced with the last resort —
being forced to leave their islands.”

Songhi Billy, an engineering
officer on Masig, said the commu-
nity was doing everything possible to
try to slow the rate of erosion.

“In the short-term we can do
what we can,” he said. “We can’t
stop the erosion; our hope is to slow
it down. Long-term, we may have to
evacuate the island.

“But I am not going. Slowly, I
see Masig getting out of something
I can control. The island is being
eaten. This is a big issue. I kind of
feel hopeless in a sense. Our land is
part of us.”

Torres Council Mayor Vonda
Malone said while there had been
a lot of attention on climate change
issues in the Pacific, there was less
awareness of the real and frontline
impacts in the Torres Strait.

“In Boigu, part of the cemetery
has nearly been lost to the sea and
graves are at risk of being washed
away,” she said.

“These communities are facing
ongoing challenges in retaining their
foreshore and their gathering places —
this is their land and the land of their
ancestors.”

Ms Malone said that while some
funding for adapting to climate
change was filtering through, there
were no resources to address the
social impacts.

“There is a feeling of hopeless-
ness as communities do not know
where this is going to lead,” she says.

Boigu Island Elder Dennis
Gibuma said a seawall built several
years ago was no longer adequately
protecting the community. “Things
are changing every year,” he said.

“Our seawall is no longer any
good. When the high tide and strong
winds come together, it breaks.

From the archives

The Guardian, November 1986
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Diana Pabi, left, and Nelly Dau walk through Boigu Island cemetery, which is under threat from climate change.

“We pray we don’t lose our
homes. We don’t want to leave this
place.”

Masig resident Hilda Mosby said
climate change was “affecting us big
time”.

“When we talk about reloca-
tion, it is clear this is very much a
last resort,” she said. “This is our
home. No-one is willing to leave, to
lose their cultural ties, the loved ones
they have laid to rest here.

“We want to try everything to
keep our community here.”

Dr Szoke said the situation in
the Torres Strait shows the need for
stronger action by the federal govern-
ment to end Australia’s climate pol-
lution, including no new coal mines
and achieving zero emissions before
2040.

“It also highlighted the need to
provide greater support to communi-
ties like those in the Torres Strait, to
build resistance, develop adaptation
options and tap into the potential for
renewable, energy,” she said.
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Elder Dennis Gibuma on Boigu Island, a low-lying island just a few kilometres
from the coast of Papua New Guinea. It is the most northerly inhabited of the
Torres Strait islands with a population of about 250 people. Periodic flooding
has always been a challenge for those on Boigu. But with climate change, the
community faces ever-greater challenges from coastal erosion and inundation.
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Book Review — Tom Salishury

A musi-read -
Driving Disunity by Lindy Nolan

On May 29 this year, ABC TV screened a
program from a meeting in Canberra of
approximately 250 Indigenous delegates.
They were delegates who had previously
come from all parts of Australia to meet at
Uluru where discussions, deliberations and
decisions were agreed upon and from which
the “Uluru Statement” was delivered.

This statement is historic and very moving.
I am sure that everyone who heard it that night
would have been deeply affected by its message,
for it is indeed a “statement from the heart”.

Akey proposal passed by the delegates called
for the establishment of a First Nation’s voice to
be enshrined in the Australian Constitution. They
emphasised their aspirations for a fair and truth-
ful relationship with the people of Australia and
“for a better future for our children based on jus-
tice and self-determination”.

However, towards the end of the ABC pro-
gram, Noel Pearson was interviewed and admit-
ted that he had been advised in the preparation
of the Uluru Statement by some close friends —
“constitutional conservatives” as he called them.

The following weekend, the Saturday Paper
of June 3, featured on its front page a report by
Karen Middleton entitled “The Making of the
Uluru Statement” and I would like to quote some
of the remarks she made.

“Behind the landmark Uluru statement are
years of conservative negotiations and compro-
mise led by Noel Pearson ... In the vein of poli-
tics being the art of the possible, his was not a
search for perfect reform but for compromise.
Having first approached constitutionalist Greg
Craven to talk about the kind of change con-
servatives might accept, Pearson sat down with
conservative thinkers Damien Freeman and now-
Liberal MP Julian Leeser ... Unbeknown to many
who have engaged with the debate since, those
discussions significantly influenced the direction
of Australia’s constitutional debate ... perhaps
more than even any of its participants know”.

The article went on to say:

“Noel Pearson’s constitutional adviser,
Shireen Morris, revealed this week that the basis
for what Indigenous people agreed on at Uluru
was actually drafted in consultation with the
non-Indigenous ‘constitutional conservatives’”.

Later in the article, Karen Middleton quotes
Noel Pearson again: “The decisive move that
needed to be made was to step right”, he said.
“We needed to fully take account of the conserv-
atives. We needed to take full account of their
reasonable objections.”

Karen Middleton’s revelations are very
alarming. There are implications that need to be
addressed and questions that have to be asked.
And so we come to this wonderful book by
Lindy Nolan, Driving Disunity: The Business
Council Against Aboriginal Community”.

Here is a treasure trove of recent Australian
history — pages full of facts and figures. In partic-
ular it exposes the nefarious and divisive activi-
ties of the Business Council of Australia (BCA)
and its affiliates — the largest 100 companies in
Australia — and its attempts to wrest control of
Aboriginal lands for exploitation and develop-
ment. Companies are named, CEOs are named
and their activities exposed.

Well researched and documented Driving
Disunity deserves to be in the front window of
every bookshop, in every council and school
library and in every home. This is a book that
needs to be discussed and the subject it presents
debated in universities and symposiums (and
Party branch meetings) for its message is so
important and topical.

If the BCA gets its way, they will desecrate
Sacred Sites, plunder ancient art galleries, van-
dalise Ceremonial Bora Grounds — all in the
guise of “jobs and growth”.

In Darkinjung Country, BCA’s insidious
propaganda has already split and divided its
people.

Driving Disunity, is very important for
understanding what is at stake for all of us.

Footnote:

On ABC’s 7.30 of July 17,2017, Leigh Sales
interviewed Pat Dodson. As a member of the
Referendum Council, he was asked if the work
of the Council was proceeding after its recent
meeting with the Parliamentary leaders, Turnbull
and Shorten. Unfortunately, Dodson readily
admitted matters were “going around in circles”.

This reminds me of an anecdote published in
the Sydney Morning Herald many, many years
ago. The Herald had commissioned a well-
known author to travel the outback and write a
series of articles on his observations. He went
way past the “black stump” gathering stories
as he went. Eventually he came across a tribal
elder camped by a creek and sat down in the
dust beside him and they yarned while the author
scribbled away. On leaving, the author asked the
elder, “And how do you get on with the local
whites?” The writer quickly noted the reply “Oh,
white fella all right I suppose — alla same — talk
too much plurry humbug”. &
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Well researched

and documented

Driving Disunity deserves
to be in the front window
of every bookshop, in
every council and school

library and in every home.

Crisis facing public interest journalism

Governments can no longer stand
on the side-lines but must step in
to support independent journal-
ism to preserve democracy, the
union for Australian media work-
ers has urged in its submission to
the Senate inquiry into the future
of public interest journalism.

In the submission, the Media,
Entertainment and Arts Alliance
explains that public interest jour-
nalism is at a crossroads. “The dig-
ital disruption that has transformed
the media has shaken everything we
knew about our industry. There is no
certainty. The audience is fragment-
ed. That fragmentation has savaged
revenue streams whether that rev-
enue comes from advertising, sub-
scriptions, circulation or eyeballs.

“Distribution and production
of media has been separated by the
internet with social media becoming

a useful distribution tool, albeit one
that effectively robs revenue. Social
media uses news media’s editorial
content to lure advertising from news
media to news “aggregators”.

Media organisations, public and
private, have largely abandoned
investing in their product and have
resorted to seemingly never-ending
cost-cutting. At the same time that
our industry and its established busi-
ness models have been under attack,
our profession is too,” MEAA says.

The MEAA submission exam-
ines the current state of public
interest journalism in Australia and
provides many examples of gov-
ernment support for public interest
journalism being utilised in other
countries including Canada, Ireland,
the US, France and others.

The MEAA series of recommen-
dations to the committee include:

» Restore and increase funding to
public broadcasting.

 Tax incentives and other forms

of support for rural and regional

news outlets.

More rigorous taxation of news

aggregators.

Consideration of a levy to raise

funds from “digital disruptors”

to be invested in public interest

journalism.

Consideration of direct and

indirect government subsidies to

media, with safeguards to protect

editorial integrity from being

compromised.

Creation of a media diversity

fund.

Tax deductibility for news

subscriptions.

Industry assistance to retrain and

re-educate journalists, along with

innovation grants and other forms

of assistance to maintain editorial
staffing levels.

Funding for counselling and
assistance to media workers as
they transition out of secure work.
Extension of charitable or tax-
exempt status to public interest
journalism.

Encourage the establishment

of foundations or not-for-profit
media outlets.

Further investigation about how
to extend workplace protections
and collective bargaining to
freelance journalists who work
as independent contractors with
poorer pay and less job security
than permanent staff journalists.

* Defamation law reform.

In summary: “There is no magic
bullet to restoring the media to the
position it was in just six years
ago. Digital disruption has and will

continue to reshape the industry.
There is no going back.

“But it is true that, unless some-
thing urgent and comprehensive is
done the media will continue to col-
lapse, redundancies will continue to
reduce the number of journalist ‘boots
on the ground’, audiences will become
increasingly dissatisfied with media
outlets and more susceptible to ‘fake
news’, and the public will become less
informed,” the MEAA says.

“Access to information is a
human right. The media plays an
essential role as the fourth estate in
a healthy, functioning democracy.
Government has for decades played a
role in the structure and regulation of
broadcast media. It is a major adver-
tiser. It is time for government to
foster, encourage, promote and sup-
port the media so that it can continue
to function for all Australians.” &
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Themis Speis
A free man

Anna Pha

Every Wednesday morning Themis
could be relied upon to turn up at the
Communist Party’s office in Sydney to
wrap Guardians for the weekly mail-
out. A warm, friendly and committed
comrade, it meant a lot to him that in
his 80s he was able to make a valuable

contribution to the Party.

Wednesdays were a social occasion
too. When the work was done, Themis
produced the red wine and cheese
and other comrades the soup, bread
and other food. His taste in red wine

and choice of cheeses was much
appreciated.

Themis sadly passed away on July 12,
2017 ot the age of 85. He remained

a committed member of the CPA,
attending his last meeting of the

Beloyiannis branch just two days before
his death. The following is an outline
of his life story, as told by Themis in an

interview with the Guardian.
(Photo: Anna Pha)

I was born on the Greek island
of Icaria in 1932 and had just
commenced school in 1939 when
the Second World War broke out.
This brought an abrupt end to my
formal education as schools were
closed and did not re-open until
1945.

Occupation

First Italy and then German and
Bulgarian forces invaded the country.
Despite assistance from the British,
Greece was conquered and divided
into three zones (German, Italian
and Bulgarian). In Athens, a repres-
sive puppet regime was established.
The people had to fight three occu-
pation armies and they had to fight
very hard.

I remember the occupation was
very bad. There were soldiers eve-
rywhere. They treated you like you
were not human beings, more or less
like animals.

The islands produced a bit of
wheat, oil and some fish. The occu-
pation army took almost all of this,
hardly leaving enough for us to
survive.

I remember my grandfather, he
used to have a little factory manufac-
turing olive oil and an Italian soldier,
he comes in, he wants some olive
oil. My grandfather says. “you have
to give me something for me to give
you oil.”

The soldier held out a hand full
of macaroni and said, “I will give
you that.” My grandfather said that
it was not enough, that there were six
of them to feed.

The Italian soldiers took every-
thing they wanted and left the rest for
the local population.

Refugees

There was an organisation on
my island which was not far from
the Turkish coast. They organised
and picked up people in a little
brown boat and took them to Turkey.
From there they went everywhere

Australia

— to Egypt, to the Congo, Abyssinia
[Ethiopia] Africa, Cyprus — like
people do now.

That situation lasted about two
or three years with people migrating
from Icaria.

I remember an incident in
January 1944. The Germans invaded
Greece with their guns and bombs.
They dropped their bombs in Athens
and Icaria. They knew exactly where
there were working class people, not
any other, just the working class.

The Germans left Greece in
October 1944. When they left people
thought they were going to be free
but it didn’t last very long. Freedom
was cut short by local right-wing
governments. The civil war started
in October 1944. That was much
harder.

They went into the big cities and
arrested all the democrats, any pro-
gressive people and sent them into
exile in various places. My island
was one of the islands that they
selected for them to be exiled.

Icaria, at a good time, had a pop-
ulation of 14,000. Around 40,000
political prisoner were exiled there
— communists, trade unionists and
the people who fought fascism, who
fought the occupation.

I remember I lived in a remote
house. It was big but never finished.
Me and a couple of other boys rented
one room. The exiled selected it as
their cooking house. They were
very nice men. We knew every one
of them that came around. We had
plenty of food.

They said to us boys: “Listen
very carefully, listen we want you to
finish school.” One of them said to
me, “What I want you to do is read —
read everything.” As kids we laughed
outside then said, “those communists
are right”.

I remember one particular sol-
dier, he was a general, Sariafris. He
was one of the most popular gener-
als at that time in Greece. His back-
ground was democratic. He went to

another island, Makronisos*, that
they call the Island of Hell. That
island was hell. There was no one
else living there. They could do any-
thing to him.

On my island, there were people
living there, they could always see
everything. He survived and after the
war he became a member of parlia-
ment. They finished up killing him on
the footpath. One of the US soldiers
killed him with a car. It was done to
look like an accident but it wasn’t.
That was in 1957, I was in Australia
then.

Exiled welcomed

The exiled people were so nice,
such popular people. The people on
the island helped them, without that
help they would probably have found
it very hard to survive.

But the people on the island
always gave everything, whatever
they produced, whatever they had
— food, even sometimes meat, when
they killed the animals.

I would say that some of these
small business people with shops —
groceries — supplied them without
being paid any money. They knew
they would get the money back.

My father was here before the
war. He came to Australia when he
was 21 years of age and worked here
up until 1930 when he returned to
Greece. He married and I was born
in 1932 and then he left to come back
here. My brothers were born in 1933
and 1934.

A free man

I came here in 1950, a 17-year-
old boy. I left high school and to be
honest when I arrived I was feeling
like a free man. I could walk freely
on the street.

We lived in Waterloo, in Sydney,
and used to walk around the streets
in those days, nobody stopped me,
no police stopped me.

Because, just months before that,
every few yards they’d stop you and
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ask for your identity card and ask you
what you were doing there. “I'm a
free man,” I said, “I think this is the
country,” and I still do.

Then I started working in a
glass factory. It was very easy to
find a job in those days. I remember
when I went to the glass factory to
get a job. In the main door, on the
side was an office and in big letters
“EMPLOYMENT OFFICE”.

What you had to do was just walk
in the door, you said you wanted a
job and you got a job. It was good in
those times.

I still remember the place in
Waterloo — walking down all the
streets in Alexandria. There used to
be big signs “Workers wanted”.

Trade unionist

Working in the glass facto-
ry I met one particular fellow. His
name was Ted Andrews, he was a
union delegate and a member of the
Communist Party.

I remember he had a square tin
and he’d come around and ask for
money — not everyone, just the ones
he knew — and I asked what it was
for. He said it was for the Party and I
asked what that was.

Then I joined the forces of the
union. We did a lot of things to
improve condition for the glass work-
ers at Crown Crystal. There was no
water. The toilets had no toilet paper,
just newspaper, there wasn’t any air
conditioning. The union changed all
these things day by day.

In 1956, everyone knew that Ted
was a communist. He was a good
talker and the most popular guy. I
think they offered him a job to be a
foreman but he refused.

I spent 38 years there. I was
happy, it was so good. As I said, the
union did all those things. I started as
a labourer, then as a driver, a glass-
maker, I operated on the machines
and then I finished up a fitter-welder.
I learnt a trade there. They taught you
most of it.

Sometimes I think I’d like to
go to work again. I’'m too old!
(chuckles.)

Communist

I joined the Party around 1978. At
that time Greece was up and down. In
1977 one of the Communists came
here from Greece. At that time it was
the Socialist Party of Australia and
Peter Symon was the general secre-
tary. The Greek comrade came and
said all communists should belong
to the Party. Don’t worry about our
problems in Greece.

Your problems are here, this is
your home and this is where you
work. You have to join the Party here.

When I arrived in Australia |
knew no English. I learnt it in the
streets, not at school. Reading news-
papers helped.

I used to go to a Greek coffee
club. The people there were here
before the war — they asked me what
I was reading. I said the newspaper,
and they said, “But you’ve just come
here and you read English!” I said,
“Yes, I don’t know all of it.”

I remember the time when
Gagarin went into space. It was in
April 1961. I sat reading about it.
Those people, they work in a restau-
rant in the kitchen and never leave
the kitchen except to go to bed.

I was back in Icaria in 1973. 1
was talking to a man in a street in this
particular village where there used to
be a place where they cooked for the
exiled people. I said I know where
1t 1s.

Then he asked me where I came
from and I said from this island. He
said that’s not possible from the way
you talk. So why do you say that?

I’d lost my dialect and told him
I came from Australia. I stood there
and looked at the place. It was still
the same. I looked, sat on a rock.
People see us and come along. I
ask about the people who were here
exiled a long time ago. They said
they were all dead. &
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Shamus Cooke

As Venezuela’s fascist-minded oligarchy
conspires with US imperialism to overthrow
the democratically elected government of
Nicolas Maduro, few in the US seem to care.
Instead of denouncing right-wing violence
that aims at regime change, many on the US
left have stayed silent, or opted to give an
even-handed analysis that supports neither
the Maduro government nor the oligarchy
trying to violently overthrow it. Rather,
the left prioritises its energy on lecturing
on Maduro’s “authoritarianism” and the
failures of “Chavismo”.

This approach allows leftists a cool emo-
tional detachment to the fate of the poor in
Venezuela, and clean hands that would oth-
erwise be soiled by engaging with the messy,
real life class struggle that is the Venezuelan
revolution.

A “pox on both houses” analysis omits
the US government’s role in collaborating
with Venezuela’s oligarchs. The decades-long
crimes of imperialism against Venezuela is
aided and abetted by the silence of the left, or
by its murky analysis that minimises the per-
petrator’s actions, focusing negative attention
on the victim precisely at the moment of attack.

Any analysis of a former colonial country
that doesn’t begin with the struggle of self-deter-
mination against imperialism is a dead letter,
since the x-factor of imperialism has always
been a dominant variable in the Venezuelan
equation, as books by Eva Gollinger and
others have thoroughly explained, and further
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demonstrated by the ongoing intervention in
Latin America by an endless succession of US
presidents.

The Venezuelan-initiated anti-imperialist
movement was strong enough that a new gravi-
tational centre was created, that pushed most of
Latin America out of the grasp of US domina-
tion for the first time in nearly a hundred years.
This historic achievement remains minimised
for much of the US left, who remain indiffer-
ent or uneducated about the revolutionary sig-
nificance of self-determination for oppressed
nations abroad, as well as oppressed peoples
inside of the US.

A thousand valid criticisms can be made
of Chavez, but he chose sides in the class fault
lines and took bold action at critical junctures.
Posters of Chéavez remain in the homes of
Venezuela’s poorest barrios because he proved
in action that he was a champion for the poor,
while fighting and winning many pitched bat-
tles against the oligarchy who wildly celebrated
his death

And while it’s necessary to deeply critique
the Maduro government, the present situation
requires the political clarity to take a bold,
unqualified stance against the US-backed oppo-
sition, rather than a rambling “non-partisan”
analysis that pretends a life or death struggle
isn’t currently taking place.

Yes, a growing number of Venezuelans are
incredibly frustrated by Maduro, and yes, his
policies have exacerbated the current crisis, but
while an active counter-revolutionary offen-
sive continues the political priority needs to
be aimed squarely against the oligarchy, not
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Maduro. There remains a mass movement
of revolutionaries in Venezuela dedicated to
Chavismo and to defending Maduro’s govern-
ment against the violent anti-regime tactics, but
it’s these labour and community groups that
the US left never mentions, as it would pollute
their analysis.

The US left seems blissfully unaware of
the consequences of the oligarchy stepping into
the power vacuum if Maduro was successfully
ousted. Such a shoddy analysis can be found in
Jacobin’s recent article, “Being Honest About
Venezuela”, which focuses on the problems
of Maduro’s government while ignoring the
honest reality of the terror the oligarchy would
unleash if it returned to power.

How did the US left
get it so wrong?

They’ve allowed themselves to get distract-
ed by the zig-zags at the political surface, rather
than the rupturing fault lines of class struggle
below. They see only leaders and are blinded to
how the masses have engaged with them.

Regardless of Maduro’s many stumbles, it’s
the rich who are revolting in Venezuela, and if
they’re successful it will be the workers and
poor who suffer a terrible fate. An analysis of
Venezuela that ignores this basic fact belongs
either in the trash bin or in the newspapers of
the oligarchy. Confusing class interests, or mis-
taking counter-revolution for revolution in poli-
tics is as disorienting as mistaking up for down,
night for day.

The overarching issue remains the same
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Nicolas Maduro is no Chévez, it's true, but he has kept most of Chévez’s victories intact, maintaining social programs in a time of crashing oil prices

while the oligarchy demands “pro-market reforms”.
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since the Venezuelan revolution erupted in
1989’s Caracazo uprising, which initiated a
revolutionary movement of working and poor
people spurred to action by IMF austerity meas-
ures. How did Venezuela’s oligarchy respond
to the 1989 protests? By killing hundreds if
not thousands of people. Their return to power
would unleash similar if not bloodier statistics.
In Venezuela the revolutionary flame has
burned longer than most revolutions, its energy
funnelled into various channels; from rioting,
street demonstrations, land and factory occu-
pations, new political parties and radicalised
labour-union federations and into the backbone
of support for Hugo Chavez’s project, which,
to varying degrees supported and even spear-
headed many of these initiatives, encouraging
the masses to participate directly in politics.

A rare event

Chavez’s electoral victory meant — and still
means — that the oligarchy lost control of the
government and much of the state apparatus, a
rare event in the life of a nation under capital-
ism. This contradiction is central to the confu-
sion of the US left: the ruling class lost control
of the state, but the oligarchy retained control
of key sectors of the economy, including the
media.

But who has control of the state if not the
oligarchy? It’s too simplistic to say the “work-
ing class” has power, because Maduro has not
acted as a consistent leader of the working class,
seeming more interested in trying to mediate
between classes by making concessions to the
oligarchy. Maduro’s overly-bureaucratic gov-
ernment also limits the amount of direct democ-
racy the working class needs before the term
“worker state” can be applied.

But Maduro’s power base remains the same
as it was under Chéavez: the working and poor
people, and to that extent Maduro, can be com-
pared to a trade union president who ignores his
members in order to seek a deal with the boss.

A trade union, no matter how bureaucrat-
ic, is still rooted in the workplace, its power
dependent on dues money and collective action
of working people. And even a weak union is
better than no union, since removing the pro-
tection of the union opens the door to sweep-
ing attacks from the boss that inevitably lower
wages, destroy benefits and result in layoffs
of the most “outspoken” workers. This is why
union members defend their union from corpo-
rate attack, even if the leader of the union is in
bed with the boss.

History is replete with governments
brought forth by revolutionary movements
but which failed to take the actions necessary
to complete the revolution, resulting in a suc-
cessful counter-revolution. These revolution-
ary governments often succeed in breaking
the chains of neo-colonialism and allowed for
an epoch of social reforms and working class
initiative, depending on how long they lasted.
Their downfall always results in a counter-rev-
olutionary wave of violence, and sometimes a
sea of blood.

Sharp class divisions

This has happened dozens of times across
Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where the
class divisions are sharper, where imperialism
plays a larger role, and where the class dynam-
ics are more variegated: the poor are poorer,
there is a larger informal labour force, a larger
section of small shopkeepers, larger rural popu-
lation, etc.

Winning significant reforms under capital-
ism is incredibly difficult, even in rich coun-
tries; it is twice as difficult in former colonial
countries, due to the death grip the oligarchy
has on the economy plus the collaboration of
imperialism, which intervenes in financial mar-
kets — or with bullets — to prevent the smallest
reforms.

The example of Allende’s Chile could be
compared to Maduro’s situation in Venezuela.
Allende was far from perfect, but can anybody
claim that Pinochet’s coup wasn’t a catastrophe
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for the Chilean working class? In Venezuela
the counter-revolution would likely be more
devastating, as the oligarchy would have to
push back against decades of progress versus
Allende’s short-lived government. If it came
to power the street violence of the oligarchy
would be given the resources of the state, aimed
squarely at the working class and poor.
Maduro is no Chavez, it’s true, but he has
kept most of Chavez’s victories intact, main-
taining social programs in a time of crashing oil
prices while the oligarchy demands “pro-mar-
ket reforms”. He’s essentially kept the barking
dogs of the oligarchy at bay, who, if unleashed,
would savage the working class.
The oligarchy has not accepted the balance
of power that Chavez-Maduro have tilted in
favour of the working class. A new social con-
tract has not been cemented; it is being active-
ly fought for in the streets. Maduro has made
some concessions to the oligarchy it’s true, but
they have not been fundamental concessions,
while he’s left the fundamental victories of the
revolution in tact.
The social contract we call Social
Democracy in Europe wasn’t finalised until a
wave of revolution struck after WW2. Although
Maduro would likely be happy with such a
social democratic agreement in Venezuela, such
agreements have proven impossible in develop-
ing countries, especially at a time while global
capitalism is attacking the social democratic
reforms in the advanced countries.
The Venezuelan ruling class has no inten-
tion of accepting the reforms of Chévez, and
why would they so long as US imperialism
invests heavily in regime change? A ruling
class does not accept power-sharing until they
face the prospect of losing everything. And
nor should Venezuela’s working class accept
a “social contract” under current conditions:
they have unmet demands that require revo-
lutionary action against the oligarchy. These
contradictory pressures are at the heart of
Venezuela’s still-unresolved class war, which
inevitably leads either to revolutionary action
from the left or a successful counter-revolu-
tion from the right.
Thus, for a US leftist to declare that either
side is equally bad is either bad politics or
class treachery. Many leftists went bonkers
over Syriza in Greece, and they were right to
be hopeful. But after radical rhetoric Syriza
succumbed to the demands of the IMF that
included devastating neo-liberal reforms of
austerity cuts, privatisations and deregulation.
Maduro has steadfastly refused such a path out
of Venezuela’s economic crisis.
This is why Maduro is despised by the rich
while the poor generally continue to support the
government, although passively but occasion-
ally in giant bursts, such as the hundreds-thou-
sands strong May Day mobilisation in support
of the government’s fight against the violent
coup attempts, which was all but ignored by
most western media outlets, since it spoiled the
regime-change narrative of “everybody hates
Maduro.”
The essential difference between Maduro
and Chavez will make or break the revolution:
while Chévez took action to constantly shift
the balance of power in favour of the poor,
Maduro simply attempts to maintain the bal-
ance of forces handed down to him by Chavez,
hoping for some kind of “agreement” from
an opposition that has consistently refused all
compromise. His ridiculous naivety is a pow-
erful motivating factor for the opposition, who
see a stalled revolution in the way a lion views
an injured zebra.
Venezuelan expert Jorge Martin explains in
an excellent article, how the oligarchy would
respond if it succeeded in removing Maduro.
1. they would massively cut public spending
2. implement mass layoffs of the public
sector

3. destroy the key social programs of the
revolution (health care, education, pension,
housing, etc.)

4. there would be a privatisation frenzy of
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public resources, though especially the
crown jewel PDVSA, the oil company
5. massive deregulation, including turning
back rights for labour and ethnic-minority
groups
6. they would attack the organisations of the
working class that came into existence or
grew under the protection of the Chavez-
Maduro governments
This is “Telling the Truth” about Venezuela.
The US left should know better, since the ruling
class exposed what it would do during the
Caracazo Uprising, and later when they briefly
came to power in their 2002 coup: they aim to
reverse everything, using any means necessary.
The documentary “The Revolution Will Not Be
Televised” is still required watching about the
2002 coup.

No middle ground

Maduro may have finally learned his
lesson: Venezuela’s crisis has forced him to
double down on promoting the interests of the
poor. When oil prices collapsed it was inevita-
ble the government would enter a deep crisis, it
had only two choices: deep neo-liberal reforms
or the deepening of the revolution. This will be
the litmus test for Maduro, since the middle
ground he sought disappeared.

Rather than begging for money from the
International Monetary Fund — which would
have demanded such Syriza-like reforms —
Maduro instead encouraged workers to take-
over idle factories while a General Motors
factory was nationalised. A new neighbour-
hood-based organisation, CLAP, was created
that distributes basic foodstuffs at subsidised
prices that benefits millions of people.

On May Day this year, in front of hun-
dreds of thousands of supporters, Maduro
announced a Constituent Assembly, an attempt

to re-engage the masses in the hopes of pushing
forward the revolution by creating a new, more
progressive constitution.

It’s true that Maduro is using the Constituent
Assembly to overcome the obstruction of the
oligarchy-dominated National Assembly —
whose stated intention is to topple the govern-
ment — but the US left seems indifferent that
Maduro is using the mobilisation of the work-
ing class (the Constituent Assembly) to over-
come the barriers of ruling class.

This distinction is critical: if the Constituent
Assembly succeeds in pushing forward the
revolution by directly engaging the masses, it
will come at the expense of the oligarchy. The
Constituent Assembly is being organised to
promote more direct democracy, but sections
of the US left have been taken in by the US
media’s allegations of “authoritarianism”.

If working and poor people actively engage
in the process of creating a new, more pro-
gressive constitution and this constitution is
approved via referendum by a large majority, it
will constitute an essential step forward for the
revolution. If the masses are unengaged or the
referendum fails, it may signify the death knell
of Chavismo and the return of the oligarchy.

And while Maduro is right to use the state
as a repressive agent against the oligarchy,
an over reliance on the state repression only
leads to more contradictions, rather than rely-
ing on the self-activity of the workers and poor.
Revolutions cannot be won by administrative
tinkering, but rather by revolutionary measures
consciously implemented by the vast majority.
At bottom it’s the actions of ordinary working
people that make or break a revolution; if the
masses are lulled to sleep the revolution is lost.
They must be unleashed not ignored.

It’s clear that Maduro’s politics have not
been capable of leading the revolution to

success, and therefore his government requires
deep criticism combined with organised pro-
test. But there are two kinds of protest: legit-
imate protest that arises from the needs of
working and poor people, and the counter-
revolutionary protest based in the neighbour-
hoods of the rich that aim to restore the power
of the oligarchy.

Confusing these two kinds of protests are
dangerous, but the US left has done precise-
ly this. Maduro is accused of being authori-
tarian for using police to stop the far-right’s
violent “student protests” that seek to restore
the oligarchy. Of the many reasons to criticise
Maduro this isn’t one of them.

If a right-wing coup succeeds in Venezuela
tomorrow, the US left will weep by the car-
nage that ensues, while not recognising that
their inaction contributed to the bloodshed. By
living in the heart of imperialism the US left
has a duty to go beyond critiques from afar to
direct action at home.

Protesting the Vietnam war helped save the
lives of Vietnamese, while the organising in
the 1980’s against the “dirty wars” in Central
America limited the destruction levied by the
US-backed governments. In both cases the left
fell short of what was needed, but at least they
understood what was at stake and took action.
Now consider the US left of 2017, who can’t
lift a finger to re-start the anti-war movement
and who supported Bernie Sanders regardless
of his longstanding affection for imperialism.

The “pink tide” that blasted imperialism out
of much of Latin America is being reversed, but
Venezuela has always been the motor-force of
the leftward shift, and the bloodshed required
to reverse the revolution will be remembered
forever, if it’s allowed to happen. Their lives
matter too.

Counterpunch &
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Trump seeks to
split people of colour

Chauncey K Robinson

In addition to the continued
attacks on the rights of working
people to a liveable wage and
health care in the real world,
Donald Trump’s White House has
now decided to enter the fantasy
realm as well and vanquish mys-
tical creatures that don’t actu-
ally exist. The mystical creature
in question is reverse racism, or as
Attorney General Jeff Sessions is
calling it, “intentional race-based
discrimination” against applicants
for college admission.

Despite a recent statement by
the Department of Justice claiming
its review of affirmative action is
only in relation to a 2015 allegation
of racial discrimination by Harvard
University against Asian Americans,
it’s clear that Sessions is using this
incident as a means to attack affirm-
ative action in general. The nov-
elty of this latest attempt to get rid
of affirmative action is only differ-
ent than those of the past in that it
attempts to use Asian Americans as
cover so as not to be accused of white
supremacy.

Sessions and the GOP’s attack
on affirmative action is not just an
issue that should concern African-
American, Latino, and other stu-
dents of colour. This move serves as
an opening for his bigger goal: pull-
ing the plug on the department’s Civil
Rights Division. It’s part of his effort
to reverse years of progress made
on issues such as policing, voting
rights, and criminal justice. The fight
to defend affirmative action against
this impending attack is thus not only
important in the realm of education
and access for students of colour. It
is part of a larger battle to defend
the whole legacy of progress toward

racial equality in our country that was
won by decades of hard struggle.

Affirmative action has histori-
cally been used as a tool to bridge
inequalities in employment and pay,
to promote diversity, and combat
decades of unfair treatment and dis-
advantage bestowed upon margin-
alised sections of the population. A
tool only becomes obsolete when the
problem it is used to solve is fixed,
and that is certainly not the case with
systemic racism.

We do not live in a post-racial
society, where the idea of meritoc-
racy, or access granted solely based
on ability and talent, can be truly
implemented. One of the reasons
affirmative action is still in place in
education is that students of colour,
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as statistics continue to show, are not
afforded the same opportunities and
access as their white peers.

We still live in a society where
some of the main beneficiaries of
affirmative action — women and
people of colour — face systemic dis-
crimination. Women still earn 50-70
cents for every dollar a man makes.
Black people continue to suffer twice
the unemployment rate of white
people, and less than half obtain
a bachelor’s degree or higher. For
Latinos, the numbers are even worse.

After California banned colleg-
es from considering race, minority
admission rates at its top state uni-
versities declined 50 to 60 percent.
According to The Mercury News,
although Black, Latino, and Native
American students accounted for 54
percent of California’s high school
graduates in 2012, they only made
up 27 percent of freshmen admit-
ted to the University of California
system that year. Some individu-
al colleges had numbers far below
that. A mere 16 percent of students
at UC-Berkeley, for instance, were
from those groups.

Some may argue when affirma-
tive action is not applied that it will
simply mean that “less qualified”
applicants simply lose out. “Less
qualified” can be a subjective term
though, when we know admissions
qualifications are often rooted in
prior educational advantages not
always afforded to poor students of
colour. Not to mention the fact that,
in some cases, measurements of
“merit” might amount to little more
than whose alumni parents donate the
most money to the school.

Sometimes your mom or dad
don’t even have to be alumni. Donald
Trump’s son-in-law and top advis-
er, Jared Kushner, for instance, got
into Harvard even though officials
from his high school say his GPA
and SAT scores weren’t that impres-
sive. But right around the time Jared
was applying, his dad (who did not
go to Harvard) made a $2.5 million
donation to the school. That’s a lot
of merit.

So obviously the playing field
in society is not equal for everyone,
which means a tool like affirma-
tive action is still needed to combat
discrimination and oppression.
The history of race and racism in
the United States also needs to be

remembered. In an effort to dispel
the myths that surround affirmative
action, the educational resource site
UnderstandingPrejudice.org reminds
us that “over the past four centuries,
Black history has included nearly
250 years of slavery, 100 years of
legalised discrimination, and only
50 years of anything else.”

1t’s a history lesson Jeff Sessions
needs to hear. In a doublespeak
exercise worthy of George Orwell,
the Justice Department he heads is
trying to claim that affirmative action
is actually intentional race-based dis-
crimination. That is just not the case.
His wordplay paints a narrative that
is a work of fiction.

Affirmative action is not the
exclusion of white applicants (or
Asian-American applicants), but
rather it is the inclusion of students
of colour, women, and the poor, who
are often denied access to institutions
and jobs. Whites have not been dis-
placed because of affirmative action.

UnderstandingPrejudice.org lays
out the facts:

“According to the US Commerce
Department, there are 2.6 million
unemployed Black civilians and 114
million employed white civilians (US
Bureau of the Census, 2011). Thus,
even if every unemployed Black
worker in the United States were
to displace a White worker, only 2
percent of whites would be affected.
Furthermore, affirmative action per-
tains only to job-qualified applicants,
so the actual percentage of affected
whites would be even smaller. The
main sources of job loss among white
workers have to do with factory relo-
cations and labour contracting out-
side the United States.”

This is not to play down the
plight of the Asian-American stu-
dents in the Harvard case, for
instance, who may feel that they are
held to higher standards than other
students. Yet, the uplifting of one sec-
tion of the population that is margin-
alised and oppressed does not have to
be, and is often not, in direct correla-
tion to the detriment of other groups.
As Nicole Gon Ochi, an attorney
for the civil rights group Asian
Americans Advancing Justice told
the Los Angeles Times: “Affirmative
action benefits everyone, including
Asian Americans. It especially helps
traditionally disadvantaged Asian-
American students, like Southeast
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Asian university students and low-
income Asian students.”

The narrative that Trump,
Sessions, and their crowd will likely
push is that if Asian Americans are
against affirmative action and not
benefiting from it, then race-based
admission policies must be more of
a hindrance than a help in the march
toward equality. But this narrative is
a false one. A study from as recent
as 2014 has shown that the majority
of Asian Americans are actually in
favour of affirmative action. To say
that all Asian Americans are against
affirmative action or don’t benefit is
to make generalisations about the
opinions and needs of what is actu-
ally a very diverse group.

As Jennifer Lee, a University
of California sociologist, explained
to ThinkProgress, “While some
Asian ethnic groups like Chinese
and Koreans — who are highly-edu-
cated, on average — may not benefit
from affirmative action in education,
the reality is that affirmative action
policies are needed for less advan-
taged Asian ethnic groups such as
Cambodians, Laotians, and Hmong.”
She continued, saying: “These
groups are disproportionately poor
and exhibit higher high school drop-
out rates than African Americans and
Latinos. Their disadvantage results in
poorer test scores and grades, which
would make admission into elite uni-
versities difficult if admissions were
based on these indicators alone.”

In taking up this case, Sessions
and the Trump White House are not
suddenly joining the struggle for
racial equality. This is about those
leaders protecting the privilege of a
few — usually the wealthy and white
— under the guise of protecting the
rights of all. It is a backdoor way
to go after a policy that was fought
for during the Civil Rights era and
which is still very much needed to
combat the racism still embedded in
our system.

The White House seeks to divide
people of colour and working people
generally using false pretences. The
divide-and-conquer tactic the admin-
istration is aiming for when it tries
to pit Asian-American students and
parents against Black and Latino stu-
dents and their families is opportun-
istic. It is certainly not a pursuit of
any sort of true justice or equality.
People’s World &
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Tom Gill

After Brexit and Trump,
Emmanuel Macron’s victory in
France counts among the great
political surprises of recent times.
His rise to potentially unchecked
political power has invited com-
parisons with all-powerful leaders
of the Hexagon’s past.

Is he the Sun King — Louis XIV
— the most supreme of all Europe’s
absolute monarchs? Or perhaps like
another King Louis, XVI, who faced
a revolt of the masses and lost his
head.

After taking the Elysée Palace in
May, Macron stormed the National
Assembly. His 350 (out of 577)
seats dwarfed the 137 for Frangois
Fillon’s Republicans and 44 for
Benoit Hamon’s Socialists, the two
main parties for more than three
decades.

Yet the voter abstention rate hit
a record high of 58 percent in the
second round of the parliamentary
election. Despite his shock success,
Macron’s hold over France is less
solid than some predicted and cer-
tainly less than he would like.

Macron’s obsession with pomp
has been rightly ridiculed in the
French press. Not content with
French historical comparisons,
Macron has been reaching into clas-
sical mythology — promoting himself
as king of the Roman gods, Jupiter,
no less.

Aloof from mere mortals, he’s
also distancing himself from the
media, cancelling the traditional
Bastille Day TV interview, for exam-
ple. Most seriously, Macron appears
determined to bypass parliament
and rule by presidential decree. He
declared recently that if legislators
don’t quickly implement his planned
parliamentary reforms, he will go
over their heads.

Initial enthusiasm with Macron’s
“democratic revolution” may soon
give way to disillusionment: a dra-
matic situation where the former
banker and Socialist minister may
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have all the levers of formal power
but lacks backing on the streets.

Macron’s ambitions are large.
His sell to the electorate was to bring
France and Europe back from the
brink, after Britain voted to exit the
EU and Euroscepticism appeared to
overwhelm even Europe’s founding
member and long-time motor.

His resounding defeat of Marine
Le Pen in presidential elections in
May appeared to put paid to a Gallic
rejection of the EU dream. The Front
National (FN) secured just eight
seats, half of Le Pen’s own modest
target of 15. But for how long?

The 39-year-old Macron talks
of “reforms” — code for rolling back
of genuine reforms of capitalism
secured by ordinary people and the
left in decades of struggle, from cuts
to the public sector and the welfare
state to deregulating labour markets.

Rather than workers, it is busi-
ness interests that must be champi-
oned. Gone is the Gaullist defence of
“difference.” The most pro-Europe-
an French leader ever seems ready to
embrace the federalist dream.

Against forecasts that he’d soon
be facing difficulties “cohabiting”
with a parliamentary majority of one
of France’s two major parties, in the
space of just a few months he con-
verted a vehicle to make him presi-
dent into a party that overtook them
at the ballot box.

Macron’s success was as dra-
matic as the collapse of the Socialists
from whence he came. President
Frangois Hollande had promised to
deliver jobs and defend the 99 per-
cent against the rich and the greedy
bankers.

Instead, unemployment rose on
his watch (only in recent months fall-
ing to close to the levels when he was
elected in May 2012), while he quiet-
ly dropped plans to reign in France’s
financial sector (responsible, among
many crimes and misdemeanours, for
a big chunk of Greece’s unsustaina-
ble debt) as well as his 75 percent tax
on earnings over €1 million.

For appearances’ sake, a
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youthful, apparent outsider was
needed, and candidates with no
political experience. Macron’s plan
— backed by many in the establish-
ment, including within the Socialist
and Republican parties — was, as
Tancredi in The Leopard puts it: “For
things to remain the same, everything
must change.”

Le Pen gained 10.6 million votes
in the presidential elections on the
back of calls for a referendum on EU
and euro membership, as well as her
politics of law and order and pro-
posed anti-immigrant clampdown.

Even her much diminished three
million score in parliamentary elec-
tions showed she has as much support
as the radical left, whose position as
critical supporters of the EU and
European monetary union have
seen many in blue-collar heartlands
switch their political colours from
socialist or communist red to fascist
brown. (It has been said by observ-
ers and indeed it’s a debate with the
FN itself, that Euroscepticism cost
the party the election. In fact, Le Pen
substantially toned down the anti-EU
rhetoric towards the end of her cam-
paign, while her rather poor personal
TV performances were no doubt a
factor too.)

Within the left, there’s been little
“Left Exit,” or Lexit debate, even
though regaining political and eco-
nomic sovereignty would be popu-
lar. The risks of ducking the issue
are huge. The monetary and fiscal
one-size-fits-all straightjacket of
Eurozone membership does not allow
individual countries to manage their
economies according to the needs of
their citizens.

Few countries bar Germany —
whose surpluses mirror the debts
of Europe’s south — have benefited.
It’s not just the leaders of Greece or
Italy. Macron is condemned to crisis
management too. When he falters —
in fact, if you care to believe opinion
polls, his popularity is already slip-
ping — do we really want Le Pen at
the guillotine?
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President of France Emmanuel Macron declared recently that if legislators
don't quickly implement his planned parliamentary reforms, he will go over
their heads.

- H.

@ Region Briefs

India: In Kerala, a southern Indian state that is currently run by the
Communist Party of India (Marxist)-led Left Democratic Front, tens
of thousands of nurses ended a two-month strike after the gov-
ernment agreed to more than double their wages from less than
Rs10,000 to Rs20,000 ($196.18 to $392.30 AUD) per month.
This is a great win by these workers and their unions, the Indian
Nurses’ Association (INA) and the United Nurses’ Association
(UNA), who were responsible for co-ordination of industrial
action. The nurse’s determination was fuelled by years of being
paid poor wages and increasing levels of poverty experienced.

Afghanistan: In Kabul, a bomb targeted buses carrying pub-
lic servants on the way to work, killing 35 and injuring many

more. Indiscriminate bombings and military actions by
insurgents, government and Western forces in the “war
on terror’” continue to devastate Afghanistan and kill or

injure thousands of workers, peasants and their families.

Iran: Over a thousand teachers in Iran issued a public statement
last week, calling for the unconditional and immediate release of
Mohsen Omrani saying, “We believe the authorities should stop
looking at trade union activities as a security threat and uncon-
ditionally free Mohsen Omrani.” Omrani is currently serving a
one year sentence for “propaganda against the state” for organ-
ising teachers in the southern port city of Bushehr. Independent
unions are banned from operating in Iran, strikers lose their
jobs and risk arrest, and labour leaders who attempt to organise
workers and bargain collectively are prosecuted under nation-
al security charges and sentenced to a long prison sentence.

Pakistan: Former petroleum minister, Shahid Khagan Abbasi,
has been elected as Pakistan's interim Prime Minister. Ousted
PM Nawaz Sharif's brother Shahbaz is expected to take over
in September and continue until the 2018 election. The ruling
Pakistan Muslim League-N (PML-N) party had nominated Shahid
Khagan Abbasi, the petroleum minister in former PM Nawaz
Sharif's cabinet, to succeed the ousted premier for an inter-
im period. Shahbaz Sharif, Nawaz's younger brother and chief
minister of the Punjab province, is expected to take over from
Abbasi in September. Shahbaz will have to resign from his seat
in the Punjab assembly and contest a by-election for the seat left
vacant after his older brother's disqualification. Sharif's party will
have to nominate Shahbaz's successor as Punjab's chief minister.

Andrew E Rayment
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Before it’s too late

So, whom will Trump attack first?
Let’s hope nobody, but with con-
tinuing pressure over the unprov-
en “Russiagate” allegations, it
increasingly looks like he will
seek relief by starting a “nice little

war.” If he does so, however, his
presidency will likely be over and
he may end up blundering into a
much bigger war in the process.

Although Trump’s bombastic
rhetoric on Iran and North Korea has
been pretty consistent, the American
people voted for Trump because he
was seen as the less likely of the two
candidates to get the US into a major
war.

A recent study by the Boston
University and the University of
Minnesota concluded that Trump
won the most votes in parts of the
country with the highest military cas-
ualties. Those most directly suffering
the costs of war were attracted to the
candidate they saw as less likely to
take the US into another major war.

Will Trump’s legacy be bluster-
ing us all into one or two wars that
will make Iraq and Afghanistan
look like cakewalks by comparison?
Millions dead? It’s time to make our
voices known before it’s too late!

T Southern
Brisbane

Great Strike
Community Day

Part of the commemorative events
of the weekend’s memorial of
the 1917 Great Strike included
a moving premiere perform-
ance of Andrew Byrne and Tom
Nicholson’s aleatonic composi-
tion “Towards A Monument To

The Great Strike” in the mag-
nificent vault of the Eveleigh
Railway Workshop in Redfern,
Sydney before a most enthusiastic
audience.

The work was performed by a
single, amplified solo voice and a
massed symphonic wind ensemble of
a very large number of very talented
mature student performers (with the
enthusiastic support of a much small-
er number of still active veteran play-
ers, at least two the descendants of
members of the Industrial Workers
of the World of the time).

The audience stood spellbound
for some 40 minutes or more in a
large open performance space bound-
ed by many superb mega banners of
the era as the excruciating tension of
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remembering the long struggle grew
more and more insistent, dramatical-
ly depicted by musicians either stand-
ing motionless to attention to play,
while others very slowly roved back
and forth across the huge, bare, open
workshop area, playing their allot-
ted parts. The performance ended as
softly as it had begun.

As a complete unintended con-
trast, the Sydney Trade Union Choir
dazzled as they always do, with a
strong performance of familiar, rous-
ing anthems and popular folk music
from the time of those momentous
events of what was to be a century
changing year — 1917.

Pete Bannister
Sydney

by

Rob Gowl

The ongoing Cold War

Anyone who tries to tell you that
the Cold War finished years ago
“with the fall of the Soviet Union”,
has not been paying attention
to what is happening right now
in various parts of the world,
most conspicuously perhaps in
Venezuela. A democratically-elect-
ed government that is trying to
meet the needs of the poor is being
destabilised by a well-organised,
well-funded foreign-directed cam-
paign supported by a massive,
co-ordinated propaganda blitz
through all the world’s monopoly-
controlled media.

That was the essence of the Cold
War — that and the fact that it was
always aimed at disrupting and if
possible removing left-wing govern-
ments, whether the social democrat
Allende in Chile or the Communist-
led government in Moldova.

Capitalism prefers to remove
troublesome left-wing governments
by way of Cold War destabilising
because that way the illusion can be
retained that it was “popular discon-
tent” that brought about the regime
change that imperialism wanted
and that somehow democracy is not
only still in place but has actually
“triumphed”.

But if the Cold War was not so
much a thing as a collection of tactics
used by imperialism against progres-
sive governments everywhere, those
tactics have been refined over the
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Maduro s striving to save the genuine revolution in Venezuela, the Bolivarian Revolution launched by Hugo Chévez that has so improved the lives of the
poor and the landless in his country.

century since 1917. They certainly
did not come to an end in 1989.

Attempts by the imperialist
powers to preserve Russian capi-
talism from the dread prospect of
socialist revolution began in 1917
well before October. The American
Ambassador cabled his government
that an anarchist named Lenin was
stirring up trouble but the ambas-
sador assured Washington that he
would deal with the problem before
it got out of hand. After all, Russian
capitalism had installed Kerensky in
power in Petrograd, but his efforts to
continue the imperialist war met with
resistance from the Russian people.

When the Revolution broke
out, Kerensky fled in a car flying
the American flag. Almost immedi-
ately imperialist-backed anti-Soviet
conspiracies broke out. The aristo-
cratic officer corps felt besmirched
by the Revolution’s raising up of
common working people and peas-
ants. The ruling class in Britain and
France agreed that the Revolution
was unnatural and an affront to the
established order and that it must be
put right by being promptly removed
from history.

Unfortunately, the Russian work-
ers and peasants saw things differ-
ently. When the British agent Sidney
Reilly tried to play on the Lettish
Kremlin Guard’s supposedly anti-
Russian sentiments to get them to
arrest Lenin (who would probably

have been summarily shot had they
done so) they played along with
Reilly’s conspiracy while report-
ing everything to the Cheka (the
Revolution’s security service). Reilly
only just evaded capture himself.

For the next decade, European
imperialism tried to cripple the new
Socialist state with a trade boycott,
while simultaneously conducting
a non-stop propaganda campaign
against it together with espionage
and sabotage actions (and even assas-
sinations) against Soviet diplomat-
ic and trade missions. Meanwhile,
imperialism prepared to launch an
actual invasion. The latter was ulti-
mately set down for 1929 but the col-
lapse of Wall Street and the onset of
the Great Depression rendered impe-
rialism’s plans null and void. (To the
aggravation of the capitalist powers,
the only country that was not afflict-
ed with economic chaos during the
Great Depression was the USSR,
which actually closed its last employ-
ment bureau in 1929.)

That was the time, at the end of
the 1920s, when the USSR launched
its industrialisation program.
Leading capitalists everywhere saw
this ambitious program as the chance
to make profits by breaking the boy-
cott and trading with the socialist
enemy. By skilfully taking advantage
of this capitalist greed, the USSR was
able to obtain the necessary technol-
ogy and expertise it required to carry

out its unprecedented program of
rapid industrialisation and moderni-
sation throughout the 1930s. At the
same time, the most reactionary ele-
ments of capitalism sought to protect
themselves from the danger of Red
Revolution by imposing fascism on
the rest of the world by force.

Fortunately for the rest of us, the
USSR was able to take advantage
of the rivalry between the imperial-
ist powers to stall their manoeuvres
and — by great effort and with con-
siderable sacrifice — to build up its
industrial capacity to the point where
it was able when the Nazi invasion
finally came, to smash it and thereby
save us all.

Since then, imperialism’s meth-
ods have been further refined and
made more sophisticated. The lan-
guage of the Left has been appro-
priated by the Right and applied in
a topsy-turvy fashion. The counter-
revolutionary disturbances that over-
threw the People’s Governments of
Eastern Europe were labelled by the
Right wing as “revolutions”, dis-
tinguished by their chosen colour,
always a colour with no actual polit-
ical connotations. Now the destabil-
ising of any left-wing government
is promptly and enthusiastically
labelled a “revolution” by the bour-
geois media.

At the same time, a left-wing
leader such as President Maduro of
Venezuela is prominently and — in

the bourgeois media — universally
labelled a “dictator”. Maduro is striv-
ing to save the genuine revolution in
Venezuela, the Bolivarian Revolution
launched by Hugo Chavez that has so
improved the lives of the poor and
the landless in his country.

In the Cold War lexicon of cap-
italism, black is white and white is
black. The rich are benevolent and
the poor are terrorists. The crimes
of mass murder and genocide once
egregiously ascribed to the leaders
of the USSR are now laid at the feet
of the anti-imperialist government of
Syria, and before that the government
of Libya, to justify war against them.

The manipulation of public
opinion has long been a favoured
tactic of capitalism. With the con-
centration of the mass media in
fewer hands and ingenious research
into ways of moulding popular
perception this manipulation has
become much more adroit and enor-
mously more powerful. The unscru-
pulous albeit sometimes subtle
methods used to increase sales are
now applied to the manipulation of
bourgeois democracy.

The Cold War is not dead and
buried: it is alive and well. It has
merely altered its camouflage. It
is just as vicious, dangerous and
destructive as it ever was. It is up
to us of the Revolutionary Left to
expose it wherever and whenever it
rears its evil head. &
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On Saturday July 29 outside
Sydney Town Hall a rally organ-
ised by the Australia-Venezuela
Solidarity Network heard from
unions and solidarity groups
about the shocking pressure
that the present government of
Venezuela was withstanding: the
Constitutional Government of
President Nicolds Maduro who is
continuing the Bolivian Revolution
started by Hugo Chavez. This rev-
olution aimed to restore the ordi-
nary people’s resources robbed
from them by neo-liberalism of
former governments.

The Maritime Branch of the
Communist Party of Australia issued
the following release on the occasion
of this rally.

“We support the Constitutional
Government of President Nicolas
Maduro. Venezuela’s Bolivarian rev-
olution swept aside the forces of neo-
liberalism which had brought nothing
but massive misery for the poor, the
ordinary workers and massive ine-
quality. In doing so Venezuela, its
people, and its government earned the
enmity of US imperialism and elite
sections of the Venezuelan society
that benefited from US exploitation.

“These forces are organising dis-
ruption and disturbances. Gangs of

thugs who are presented in our media
as heroes are nothing more than paid
criminals and vandals. Massive prop-
aganda using their media monopoly
is being used to project a false picture
of the Government of the Venezuela.
The scenario they present is com-
pletely false. Maduro is the democrat
while his opponents are hoping for a
return to dictatorship. The Maritime
Branch of the Communist Party
recognises these people for what
they are — nothing but agents of US
imperialism, neo-liberalism and the
oppression of the ordinary people.

“We have no trouble in knowing
where our loyalty lies — it is with the
Venezuelan people, President Nicolds
Maduro, and the patriotic, progres-
sive and revolutionary forces.”

The MUA and CFMEU also
issued similar statements condemn-
ing the actions of those who are
seeking to undermine the present
legitimate Government of Venezuela.
These unions were well represented
at the rally at the Town Hall. They
also put the resolutions to the ALP
State Conference but the ALP con-
ference rejected the motion on tech-
nical grounds. A prominent member
of the MUA noted: “They can find
room for right winger Richo (former
Senator Graham Richardson) but

Solidarity groups
stand up for Venezuela
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they can’t find room to stand up for
democracy.”

The rally was timed to sup-
port the Venezuelan people as they
voted in Saturday’s elections. True
to form many countries such as the
US and other western powers have
condemned the elections as undem-
ocratic and are urging the people to
revolt against the results of the recent
election. @

Emile Schepers

In spite of threats from the Trump
administration and sometimes
violent demonstrations and a
boycott by the right wing opposi-
tion, the scheduled elections for
Venezuela’s National Constituent
Assembly were held on July 30.

In the several days before the
Sunday vote, and on Sunday itself,
the opposition tried to create a situ-
ation of instability that would dis-
courage turnout or even make the
vote impossible. A call for a nation-
al strike by businesses flopped. But
there was an uptick in the violence
that the opposition has been foment-
ing since April. On Saturday, a
“Bolivarian” (i.e. pro-government)
candidate for one of the Constituent
Assembly seats, José Felix Pineda,
was murdered in his home in
Ciudad Bolivar, by parties as yet not
apprehended.

Before the vote, US President
Donald Trump had demanded
that the plans for a Constituent

Assembly be cancelled, and slapped
economic sanctions on 13 top
Venezuelan officials, including
Lucena of the Elections Council.
He threatened to apply even harsh-
er sanctions if the vote was not
stopped. The Bolivian, Cuban and
Nicaraguan governments, how-
ever, immediately recognised the
Venezuelan vote.

Other countries that con-
demned the Constituent Assembly
vote include reliably right-wing
governments in Argentina, Brazil,
Colombia, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru
and Costa Rica, plus Chile. All but
Chile have worse human rights
records and more dubious demo-
cratic credentials than Venezuela
does, and this applies to Trump’s
United States of America also,
where vote suppression efforts are
in full swing and civil liberties are
in the cross-hairs.

Why the government of Chile,
headed by Michelle Bachelet of the
Socialist Party, has lent its name
to this charade is not explained.

But the Communist Party of Chile,
a coalition partner in the govern-
ment, has strongly denounced
outside interference and supports
Venezuela’s Constituent Assembly.
The Constituent Assembly’s 545
members will immediately take up
the task of reviewing the country’s
constitution and laws, and enact-
ing changes they feel will help get
the country out of its current politi-
cal and economic difficulties. Some
supporters of the government,
including the Communist Party and
environmentalist groups, are hoping
the new body can push the coun-
try in the direction of more direct
participatory democracy, and get
it out of a chronic situation which
long preceded the coming to power
of President Nicolas Maduro and
his predecessor, Hugo Chavez, of
excessive dependence on the sale
of oil to raise revenues and also on
the importation of many articles that
theoretically could be produced by
Venezuela itself.
People’s World &
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Mark Gruenberg

Scott Pruitt doesn’t want you to know what
hazardous chemicals are being manufac-
tured or used in the plant next door. And his
decision, yanking a federal rule revealing
the existence of such chemicals to workers,
communities and first responders, has the
United Steelworkers (USW) and a top job
safety and health specialist mad.

Pruitt, GOP President Donald Trump’s
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
administrator, gained notoriety as Oklahoma’s
Republican Attorney General for suing the
agency he now runs on any environmental issue
he could challenge, up to and including curbing
the emissions that cause climate change.

But now that Pruitt’s in charge of EPA, he’s
not suing it any more. Instead, he’s yanking its
rules that would protect people. In doing so,
he’s also parroting chemical company claims.

Pruitt’s plan would, in essence, let the
chemical firms return to the bad old days when
they didn’t have to tell communities, workers
and first responders what chemicals are in their
plants — and how dangerous they are.

He accomplished that by deciding in early
July to again delay implementing updated
Risk Management Protection (RMP) for com-
munities around the chemical plants for 20
more months, until February 19, 2019, reports
Jordan Barab, former deputy director of the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration
during the Obama administration, in his blog,
Confined Spaces.

Pruitt said the EPA wants “to conduct a
reconsideration proceeding and to consider
other issues that may benefit from additional
comment.” That’s on top of a current 4-month
delay. “We are seeking additional time to
review the program, so that we can fully eval-
uate the public comments raised by multiple
petitioners and consider other issues that may
benefit from additional public input,” the EPA
notice adds.

“Or to simplify: What the chemical indus-
try wants, the chemical industry gets,” added
Barab, a former union job safety and health
director.

The Steelworkers, who represent workers
in US chemical factories, are upset.

“The EPA’s delay is another tactic for the
chemical industry to return to the days when
companies didn’t tell their workers or the sur-
rounding communities about the hazardous
chemicals being used and the possibilities for a
dangerous chemical reaction,” Lynne Hancock,
spokeswoman for the United Steelworkers’s
sector that represents chemical workers, said
in an email to this writer.

“It only makes sense for companies to
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Rescue personnel search the damage from the explosion of the West Fertilizer plant, West, Texas, 2013.

inform workers about the nature of the chemi-
cals they are working with and to give chemical
information to emergency responders so they
know what they are dealing with if there is an
explosion and fire,” Hancock added.

The 25-year-old risk management program
was updated in 2013, following Obama’s exec-
utive order for better chemical plant safety and
security. Obama issued that order, which USW
lobbied for, after the West, Texas, chemical
plant exploded, killing 15 people, including 12
first responders. But Pruitt used that fire as a
reason to yank the rule.

“It is disturbing the EPA is justifying
its delay of the updated Risk Management
Protection rule with unsubstantiated arson alle-
gations about the cause of the West, Texas, fer-
tiliser plant fire,” Hancock said.

“It is the lack of company adherence to
process safety management and failure to use
inherently safer materials and processes that
cause more workers, emergency responders
and community members to be killed.” Process
safety management requires inspectors to probe
an entire plant’s manufacturing processes and
products, not just individual machines.

Once such an inspection reveals hazardous
chemicals, “the updated RMP rule helps avoid
unnecessary deaths and injuries. Delaying it
puts the lives of workers, emergency responders
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and community members at unnecessary risk,”
Hancock concluded.

Nevertheless, Pruitt used that Texas fire as
a reason to yank the chemical revelation rule.
Citing yet another federal agency, the Bureau
of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF), Pruitt
says arson caused the West plant fire. Which he
claims changed everything.

Barab said EPA’s rule “significantly
improved communication between facilities
and emergency responders, clarified infor-
mation emergency responders need to safely
respond to incidents, required root-cause analy-
ses of chemical plant incidents and near-miss-
es, and required chemical facilities to consider
‘inherently safer’ chemicals and production
processes.

“The most infuriating thing about this delay
is not just that it caved into petitions from the
chemical industry to weaken or repeal the rule,
but that Pruitt’s justification for reconsidering
the rule was primarily based on the completely
unsubstantiated 2016 allegation by ATF that
the fire at West Fertiliser was caused by arson,”
he said.

“ATF inappropriately based that conclusion
on the fact that it couldn’t figure out how the
fire had started, and concluded that it therefore
must be arson.” The chemical industry picked
up that “and ran with it.” Arson, the industry
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said, could have changed the whole back-
ground for Obama’s order and EPA’s rule. So
it demanded EPA do so. Pruitt readily acceded.

“This statement” by the chemical indus-
try “is demonstrably false,” Barab noted.
Nevertheless, in a response to the industry’s
petition, Pruitt noted the Clean Air Act lets
EPA “reconsider a rule if there were issues
that ‘arose after the comment period or were
impracticable to raise during the comment
period,” and Pruitt wrote that he had, in fact,
identified just such an issue,” the alleged arson.

The US Chemical Safety Board — which
Trump wants to eliminate — found that “improp-
er nitrate storage procedures” led to the West
plant blast.

“If you look at the history of chemical facil-
ity catastrophes affecting workers and citizens
in this country, you’ll find that faulty plant man-
agement is much more effective than terrorism
in killing Americans in chemical incidents,”
and not just at the West plant, Barab said.

“Modernisation of safety oversight of US
chemical facilities is needed and President
Obama’s Executive Order and the RMP regu-
lation moved the federal government further
down the road to making these facilities safe
for the workers who operate the plants, and the
people who live near them,” he concluded.
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