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COMMUNIST PARTY OF AUSTRALIA

Peter Mac

Last week, by accepting demands of the
One Nation Party, the Nick Xenophon
Team and four crossbench Senators, the
government finally managed to dump cer-
tain laws that restricted the operations of
major newspapers and “free-to air” media
corporations.

Those changes will result in the concentra-
tion of media power in fewer hands, and the
independence of the ABC is now threatened
by conditions that accompanied the changes.

The media law reforms will give estab-
lished commercial media corporations a finan-
cial shot in the arm, and give them commercial
advantages over their competitors and the ABC.

But younger people are ignoring newspa-
pers and commercial free-to-air TV, and seek-
ing entertainment and news coverage from
digital applications such as YouTube, Twitter
and Facebook. As a result, over a 17-year period
digital media’s share of broadcast advertising
revenue has risen from zero to 40 percent.

Newspaper proprietors fear that if they
abandon hard copy for digital publication they
will not be able to compete with the ABC, an
independent publicly-funded national broad-
caster with a 70 percent level of public trust
in its news and current affairs reporting, (com-
pared to 41 percent for commercial TV), which
has entered into digital broadcasting with great
success.

The government has sneered that by oppos-
ing its “reforms” Labor and the Greens “sought
to defend media laws that were decades out of
date”. But those laws were implemented to pre-
vent corporations gaining a media stranglehold
and imposing their extreme right-wing views
on the public: monopoly is dictatorship.

That’s still on the agenda, and abolition of
the media ownership laws has enhanced the
power of the media corporations.

Abolition of the rule under which no
company could control more than two out of
three traditional media platforms (commer-
cial radio, TV or newspapers) within the same
radio licence area, will facilitate domination of
the media by one media proprietor, or a small
group of proprietors.

The “75 percent” rule, which stipulated that
no company could broadcast on TV to an area
containing more than 75 percent of the popula-
tion, has now been eliminated.

Because of the abolition of these rules, one
company may now make nationwide television
broadcasts, publish a national newspaper and
own two radio licences in every radio licence

area.

Public broadcasting
and human rights

The government has retained the “4/5
voices test” rule, under which it issues licences
to at least five independent and separate media
operators in metropolitan radio licence areas,
and four in regional areas. It has also retained
rules under which no company can hold more
than one TV licence or two radio licences in a
single licence area.

Those rules are intended to ensure media
diversity and local content, but given the media
law changes a few powerful companies are set
to dominate a licence area while abiding by
the rules. Media concentration is already hap-
pening; a media group associated with Rupert
Murdoch is now in a bidding war with US giant
CBS for Network Ten.

Broadcasters must now earn 720 local con-
tent points every six weeks, with each minute
of local news representing two points, and other
local content representing one.

Six months after a company begins to
broadcast to more than 75 percent of the popu-
lation, the government will require it to earn
900 points but this could be reduced by two
thirds for local news filmed on the spot. The
government’s new minimum local content
viewing time is 360 minutes every six weeks,
but that’s a pathetic 8, minutes a day.

The government has given $90 million to
each major TV corporation by replacing the
$130 million broadcast licence fees with a $40
million “spectrum” fee. And Murdoch’s Fox
Sports will receive $30 million for promoting
women’s and niche sports!

For working class
solidarity

Media ownership laws
Murdoch’s monopoly

Horse trading
replaces principles

The government promised the Nick
Xenophon Team it will reduce TV gambling
advertising time during sporting matches and
ban gambling advertising at other times until
after 8.30pm.

Gambling causes massive social damage,
yet the government won’t impose a total ban
on gambling advertising similar to the ban on
cigarette advertising.

Offshore video streamer organisations con-
tribute little local content, and many pay little
tax through their use of tax havens. However,
the government has taken no action against
them. It will direct the ACCC to inquire into
digital advertising, but has ignored a Senate
Select Committee recommendation to impose a
levy on digital media companies to fund public
interest journalism.

Over three years the government will
provide a $60 million package for journal-
ism scholarships and an innovation fund and
cadetships for small and regional publishers.
But after the money’s spent it’s back to square
one for all concerned.

One Nation Party leader Pauline Hansen
hates the ABC, in part because of a brilliant
Four Corners revelation of her dictatorial
party rule. In exchange for her Senate vote she
wanted ABC funding to be savagely cut.

Instead, the government will force the ABC
to focus on regional affairs, adopt “transparency
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measures” for the ABC and SBS, include the
words “fair” and “balanced” and references to
“rural and regional” matters in the ABC Act,
and appoint two people with rural or regional
backgrounds to the ABC board.

Inclusion of the word “balanced” would
threaten the public interest because it could
be interpreted as obliging ABC programs to
include all opinions on an issue, but not to draw
conclusions about it.

If the government tempts Xenophon with
some more horse-trading he may well support
changing the Act.

The government will also subject the ABC
to a “competitive neutrality inquiry” to deter-
mine whether it is “using its status to compete
in a way that isn’t reasonable with commercial
organisations”, and it may reveal publicly the
top ABC salaries, giving commercial broad-
casters a competitive advantage.

It’s also considering Murdoch’s demands
for the ABC to be forced to supplement its
funding with US-style pledge-plea telethons
appeals.

It is the media corporations themselves
that are out of date. They are hanging on to
an untenable position, resisting technologi-
cal change because they fear losing advertis-
ing revenues, and seeking government help to
enhance their power and profit levels.

And come to think of it, the government
itself'is well and truly out of date, and should be
replaced with the utmost speed. &
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Whose law?

Pages 6 and 7 of this week’s Guardian features an interview
with two trade union officials in which they expose how Australia’s
labour laws deny workers and trade unions fundamental rights
while allowing employers to act with impunity. The construction
union (CFMEU), in particular, has been subjected to a constant
barrage of large financial penalties for doing nothing more than
carrying out legitimate trade union activities.

Last week, on September 13, the Federal Court imposed record
fines totalling more than $2.4 million on the CFMEU and nine of
its officials. The case was taken to court by the notorious Australian
Building and Construction Commission (ABCC) which never lets
up hounding unions and trade union activists on construction
sites. The federal union received a fine of $1.3 million and the
NSW branch more than $950,000. Nine officials and delegates
were fined a total of close to $150,0000. This was over industrial
action taken at Barangaroo in Sydney in 2014.

“The CFMEU is to be regarded as a ‘recidivist’ offender,”
Justice Geoffrey Flick, said in his decision. “It is, with respect,
not possible to envisage worse union behaviour ... The CFMEU’s
conduct exposes a cavalier disregard for the prior penalties imposed
by this Court and exposes the fact that such prior impositions of
penalties have failed to act as a deterrent against further unlawful
industrial action”.

Flick feared “that even penalties imposed at the maximum now
permitted will not act as a deterrent.” He then throws a line to the
Turnbull government for harsher measures: “Whatever further
steps may be taken by the Legislature to prescribe a meaningful
sanction to achieve an acknowledged existing purpose of deterrence
is a matter for the Legislature to pursue.”

Just hours after Flick handed down his decision, came news
that Nigel Hadgkiss, Commissioner of the ABCC, had been forced
to resign. He had fallen on his own sword. The man who heads the
political police who hound trade unions and workers on construc-
tion sites had admitted to recklessly breaching the Fair Work
Act. The CFMEU had taken him to court over a serious breach
of the Act.

The former Labor government changed the right of entry
provisions in the Act in 2013. They were to come into force from
the beginning of 2014. Hadgkiss instructed his staff not to update
the information on the ABCC’s website and fact sheets and post-
ers that are distributed to workplaces. Instead, he told them that
the new Coalition government was going to change the law. For
almost four years the inaccurate information regarding right of
entry and where union officials could meet workers remained in
the ABCC’s material.

The official mission of the ABCC, according to its website, is “to
ensure that the rule of law prevails in the Australian building and
construction industry.” In reality the ABCC is a political instru-
ment which has the aim of destroying the trade union movement
and providing an environment of fear and intimidation in which
employers can hammer workers with impunity.

“He was prepared to put up misinformation, it appears he
wanted fact sheets to reflect laws he wanted to be in place rather
than what was actually there,” ACTU president Ged Kearney said.

Employment Minister Michaelia Cash, it turns out, knew back
in October 2016 that Hadgkiss was before the courts over his un-
lawful conduct. This knowledge did not stop her appointing him
as the Commissioner of the ABCC. Instead of stepping down, as
anyone with an ounce of law abiding integrity would, she issued a
press release following his resignation. In it she sings his praises
as having a long and distinguished career in the public service,
including Assistant Commissioner of the Australian Federal Police,
and Executive Director of the Office of the Director of Public
Prosecutions (NSW). If anyone knew the seriousness of recklessly
breaking the law, someone who has held such positions should!

Cash’s hypocrisy and lack of acknowledgement of the serious-
ness of Hadgkiss’s breach of the law is gobsmacking: “Mr Hadgkiss
has played a pivotal role in restoring the rule of law to Australia’s
building and construction industry, despite relentless opposition
and appalling intimidation from lawless construction unions and
their political supporters.”

Watch this space for Hadgkiss to receive a slap on the wrist;
after all he has paid the “ultimate price” of losing his $460,000 job.

PRESS FUND

Last weekend journalist Mike Seecombe revealed that the Hunter
Valley’s outdated, partly-operating Liddell power station emitted
not just vast quantities of greenhouse gas carbon dioxide, but also
1.9 tonnes of ammonia, 970 tonnes of carbon monoxide, 310 tonnes
of hydrochloric acid, 360 tonnes of sulphuric acid, 260 tonnes

of fluoride compounds, 17,000 tonnes of nitrogen oxides, 31,000
tonnes of sulphur dioxide, 550 tonnes of course particulate matter
and 170 tonnes of carcinogenic fine particulates. And the Turnbull
government wants it to continue operating for at least another five
years! We’re mad as hell over this issue, and if you are too, please
send us a Press Fund contribution for the next issue if you possibly
can. Many thanks to this week’s contributors, as follows:

June Ayres $30, NH $50, MM $10, A Pha $25, DR $15“Rough
Red” $5, “Round Figure” $15, E Dursten $10,
Dr Gianni Dittura $5

This week’s total: $165 Progressive total: $5,115
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The Indigenous Superannuation Working Group
(ISWG) is calling for the removal of the $450 month-
ly income threshold that means many Indigenous
people miss out on super.

Under the current income threshold policy, employers
are not required to pay under the superannuation guaran-
tee to employees over age 18 who earn less than $450 a
month.

The ISWG says that based on Australian Bureau of
Statistics data, consequently an estimated 220,000 women
and 145,000 men are missing out on about $125 million
of superannuation contributions each year.

ISWG chair Jo Naquesage said the threshold affects
low income earners and many Indigenous peoples who
tend to be in that group.

“The weekly household income for ATSI adults is
almost half that of other Australian adults so they are
more likely to be affected by the income threshold,” she
said.

“As a result, many Indigenous people aren’t being
paid superannuation from their employer, meaning less
compound interest is being earned, and ultimately, they
are getting less money in retirement.”

First Nations Foundation chief officer Amanda Young
wants this issue addressed to “help everyone achieve a
dignified retirement”.

“Many ATSI people hold down several jobs, each
earning under the threshold, so no superannuation is
required to be paid. For example, someone working
nearly fulltime across several child care centres, but only

for a few hours each, will most likely miss the threshold
at any one centre and therefore not get paid any super,”
she said.

The ISWG says Indigenous people face many chal-
lenges in accessing superannuation, including verification
of identity, communication and literacy issues, different
cultural practices and relationships, and life expectancy
differences.

“There are still a number of challenges for ATSI peo-
ples in regards to superannuation and retirement out-
comes, however removing barriers like the $450 threshold
is an important step,” Naquesage said.

The threshold issue also affects other vulnerable
groups such as women, young people and low-income
earners.

“Superannuation should be a universal entitlement
without income exceptions,” Naquesage said. “We’re
calling on the government to update the policy and give
everyone, regardless of their income, a fair go at saving
for retirement.”

The threshold was originally introduced to reduce the
administrative burden of paying superannuation to casual
and part-time employees, however the introduction of
new technology to allow employers to send money and
information electronically has largely addressed these
issues.

“Now that we have SuperStream, the administrative
barriers have fallen away so the threshold should be made
redundant,” Naquesage said.
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How Far We Slaves Have Come

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

The book co-authored by Nelson Mandela and Fidel Castro
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urgent aid needed

CUBA

devastated by

Hurricane Irma

All donations greatly appreciated
Direct Deposit at Beyond Bank

Account Name: Australian-Cuba Friendship Society

BSB: 805 022 Account No: 022 102 78
Australia Cuba Friendship Society SA
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democracy and human rights

The healthy operation of the mainstream media is essential
to democracy and the exercise of human rights. Critical to
the quality and the diversity of the country’s media is the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC). An independ-
ent and comprehensive national public broadcaster that is
resourced to play a prominent role in the life of the nation
is integral to the maintenance of our culture. Another
fundamental prerequisite for the healthy operation of the
media is diversity of commercial media ownership.

Both must be protected in the expression of human rights
for Australia. The viable future of neither is secure if left to the
commercial market or government.

In modern times, the mainstream media has become the
gateway to information, largely determining what the public
does and does not know. It has a powerful influence on the atti-
tudes and actions of citizens and governments on a wide range
of important public and personal matters, and has a significant
effect on our culture.

In Australia, which has one of the highest concentrations of
media ownership in the world, and where direct access to and
meaningful participation in the mainstream media is largely
limited to a small and privileged number of people, the healthy
operation of the media for the good of all citizens is even more
important.

Importance of the media to
Australian life and human rights

Commercial media’s raison d’étre, to generate maximum
profit, influences its content. The public interest is readily
undermined by the opportunity that media ownership affords
its owners to use their media outlets as a vehicle to influence
public opinion, and therefore governments too, in pursuit of their
own commercial and political interests.

Diversity of media ownership is a prerequisite for more
sources of information and a greater breadth of opinion. Real
competition increases the pressure on commercial media outlets
to provide accurate information and to deliver a greater range
of content.

Diverse media ownership goes some way to countering the
anti-democratic nature of a service as essential as the media
being controlled by unelected individuals or corporations, by
lessening the influence that any single media owner can exert.

Australia’s public broadcasters enrich the life of our nation
and its citizens in a way that commercial media cannot. Unlike
the commercial media which exists to earn a profit, the public
broadcasters have charters that entail them addressing their audi-
ences as citizens, not consumers.

The ABC is a comprehensive broadcaster which informs,
educates and provides quality entertainment. Funded by gov-
ernment and independent in spirit and at law, the ABC is able to
report without fear or favour, uncompromised by commercial
or political influence.

The Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) is a niche broad-
caster with a responsibility to reflect and serve Australia’s mul-
ticultural society.

In a country with little media diversity left and the capacity
of commercial media to deliver quality content declining, the
public broadcasters are critical. Market and government cannot
be relied upon to ensure healthy media.

Australia’s media ownership diversity has been allowed to
shrink to the extent that we have one of the highest concentra-
tions of mainstream media ownership in the world.

On top of the lack of commercial media diversity, another
serious problem is unfolding: outside their public broadcasters,
citizens are losing access to quality local content and jobs in
serious journalism are disappearing.

Newspapers, a source of in-depth and investigative journal-
ism, are disintegrating — the result of readers and advertisers
migrating to new “free” online digital media, and compounded
by the present world economic downturn.

It should not be assumed that, without protection, public
broadcasting will continue to exist or will remain in its present
form. The ABC has been attacked, and both the ABC and SBS
have been seriously eroded, by governments of both major polit-
ical persuasions (see page 1).

Whether it be a deliberate intention to silence and/or control
the ABC, a philosophical interest to commercialise public assets,
or the desire to reduce government expenditure, both Coalition
and Labor governments have, at times, cut or failed to maintain
the ABC’s funding, sought to interfere in its independence and
to curtail its role.

In the most recent instance, the former Howard govern-
ment undermined the ABC’s independence and its capacity to
do its job with the use of intimidation and threats, by stacking its
board of directors, and by cutting and then directing the ABC’s
expenditure of funding to specific areas.

From the archives

The Guardian, December 1998

OUR CRUMBLING INFRASTRUCTURE

Commercial broadcasters have a vested interest in public
broadcasting being shut down or curtailed, and/or its production
outsourced to them. And they have the capacity to achieve this
in any instance the party in government either supports them or
feels it cannot risk not acting in their interest.

Public broadcasters are not in competition with commercial
broadcasters. They exist to meet responsibilities specified in leg-
islation. Nevertheless, commercial broadcasters regard public
broadcasters as competitors because public broadcasters take
audience share from them. In the case of SBS, it is increasingly
becoming more of a competitor for advertising revenue which
depends on audience share.

Increased cross-media ownership that resulted when the
Howard government relaxed Australia’s cross-media ownership
rules has resulted in influential media outlets, which were pre-
viously not involved in broadcasting, buying into broadcasting
and now also having a vested financial interest in the demise of
the ABC.

Commercial media owners with an interest in the demise of
the public broadcasters also have a strong capacity to undermine
them — through the operation of their own media outlets and the
influence they can exert on governments.

The operation of Australia’s mainstream media affects the
human rights of individuals both directly and in its influence on
every important local social and political issue and on our cul-
ture. The already low number of sources of serious news and
current affairs and the lack of quality local content in our media
damages the wellbeing of our nation and its citizens.

If further media diversity is lost or the ABC allowed to
decline as an independent and comprehensive national public
broadcaster, the situation may become almost impossible to
reverse.

This is an abridged version of the submission of the Friends
of the ABC to the National Human Rights Consultation. &
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Discussion and Documentary October 1917
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Sponsored by The Australian Society for the Study of Labour History (Perth Branch) and the CFMEL WA
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Change the System”
Politics in the Pub Perth

Richard Titelius

On September 6, more than 40
people came to the 43 Below venue
in Perth for Politics in the Pub
on the topic “Change the Rules,
Change the System”. The panel
of three union speakers had all
attended the NextGen Conference
in Sydney last June. At that con-
ference, Australian Council of
Trade Unions secretary Sally
McManus launched the ACTU
campaign, Change the Rules.
Launching the campaign
McManus referenced the strug-
gles and victories of the Australian
union movement from the Eureka
Stockade, 1946 Pilbara Aboriginal
shearers’ strike, Wave Hill and the
1976 campaign to save Medicare.
McManus also spoke of technology
as a disruptor of people’s lives and
of “the real disruptors which are the
Australian union movement through
their organising which has changed
the rules and disrupted history.”
Speaking first, Unions WA sec-
retary, Meredith Hammat, said the
union movement must protect the
conditions that workers have fought
for over the last 100 years. Hammat
reminded listeners about the IR
system that was forged 100 years
ago on the premise that a balance
could be struck between the inter-
ests of employees and employers,

recognising that employers had
greater power in the relationship.

According to Hammat, the
industrial relations system acted as a
restriction on the power of employ-
ers, to allow the economic model we
have in this country to deliver out-
comes which can bring a decent life
for workers and their families.

She questioned the validity of
this today as inequality is at a 70-year
high and only 40 percent of work-
ers have permanent work while the
rest are in insecure forms of work.
Wages have flatlined in recent years
which has worried not only workers
but also the Reserve Bank governor
who recently said workers should be
crying out to their employers for a
wage increase. Hammat noted that
workplace bargaining had sold the
idea to workers that they would share
in any increased productivity with
increases in wages.

This was no longer the case.
There had been a big shift in our
IR system that favours employ-
ers who have become more and
more emboldened by the aggres-
sion shown towards workers of the
Howard-Abbot-Turnbull govern-
ments. Employers and their law-
yers are increasingly finding ways to
rob workers of conditions and enti-
tlements such as the decisions of
the Fair Work Commission to strip
Agreements and wages for Griffin
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Coal and Murdoch University
workers.

For this reason we say these laws
are broken. Hammat said it was up to
us to save our wages and conditions:
when the union movement is united
and active it can win.

The second speaker was CPSU/
PSU organiser Melanie Booth who
gave an account of the NextGen

Imporiant Conference
on Avustralian Peace and
Independence

Denis Doherty

Melbourne has just (September
8-10) hosted a highly significant
peace meeting. The fifth annual
conference of the Independent
and Peaceful Australia Network
(IPAN) marked a growth in
numbers and breadth of the new
national peace network, an aim
of communists and many others
after the demise of the Australian
Peace Committee as Australia’s
national peace organisation.

IPAN now has over 60 affili-
ates and, most importantly, at this
conference over 20 delegates from
a growing number of trade unions
attended.

The conference was hosted by
the Maritime Union of Australia
(MUA) and MUA assistant general
secretary Warren Smith spoke on
why peace is union business and
how the peace question is a class
question. His contribution was
warmly received and many confer-
ence goers expressed surprise and
delight, saying they have wished for
years for a union to say these sorts
of things.

The MUA announced that [IPAN
documents would become part of
education courses for union mem-
bers. Conference delegates were

also delighted when MUA branches
around the country began texting in
donations to the IPAN cause.

Indigenous speakers at the
opening night public forum empha-
sised that the struggle for Aboriginal
land and sovereignty, begun in the
Frontier Wars, continues to this day
and that the peace movement must
support this fight. This was a theme
which recurred throughout the
conference.

The conference was held
on the theme of War, Peace and
Independence: Keep Australia out
of US Wars.

Keynote speaker Professor
David Vine from the American
University in Washington and
author of a seminal book, Base
Nation, was a standout contribu-
tor and was supported by a superb
range of informative and empow-
ering overseas presenters. They
included Korean representative and
Jeju campaign activist Sung Hee
Choi, Olivier Bancoult from Diego
Garcia, Murray Horton from the
Aotearoa New Zealand anti-bases
movement and Stephanie Rabusa
from the Philippines.

Australian politicians, union-
ists, activists and academics gave
inspiring and valuable contributions
to the conference. In addition to the

MUA’s Warren Smith, other speak-
ers included Scott Ludlam (Greens),
Professor Richard Tanter, James
O’Neill, Dr Vince Scappatura, Dr
Margie Beavis (MAPW) and others.

David Vine argued that US
bases harm America domestically
and harm the countries where they
are imposed. He pointed out that
the first bases were established on
Native American territory to steal
the land from the Indigenous people
of North America. This tradition has
continued with the US today main-
taining an “empire” of about 800
bases in 80 countries around the
world.

These bases are called “gifts”
to the host countries but David Vine
says they are better described as a
Trojan Horse, intended to exercise
control, intimidate and threaten the
host nation. They are set up for the
benefit of US aims and objectives.

The final conference declaration
says in part that we have a vision of
an independent Australia that plays
a positive role in building peace
in our region and beyond through
peaceful resolution of International
conflicts. Presently an Australia
joined at the hip with the US plays
a negative role in the world and we
work to change that! &
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conference where around 1,100
union workers including delegates
and organisers came together. Booth
considered it an honour to be part of
the congress, which was stimulat-
ing and offered the opportunity to
workshop many of the practicalities
of the Change the Rules campaign.
She outlined the interventions of a
number of contributors to the con-
ference who she personally found
inspiring including Hassan Yussuff
President of the Canadian Labour
Congress, Dawn Modkins of Black
Lives Matter, Paddy Crumlin from
the International Transport Workers
Federation (ITF), among others.
Booth said the current rules have
locked out a whole generation and
created intergenerational inequal-
ity. The new rules make it more dif-
ficult for unions to organise in the
workplace, as reflected in employers

Sydney

VIGIL DEMANDING
THAT THE USA
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stripping back wages and conditions
won under enterprise bargaining and
moving employees back onto awards.

The third speaker was Western
Australian Prison Officers’ Union
industrial organiser Paul Ledingham,
who highlighted the high levels of
union density amongst prison work-
ers. He then went through a recent
case in the privatised prison system
that illustrated in a very real way how
employers can exploit the Fairwork
Act to undermine conditions. The
case involved a private company
entering the prison system in WA
that set out to get a Greenfields
agreement.

This agreement stripped the
rights enjoyed in the public system.

The presentations were followed
by a lively and informative Q&A
which lasted well past the scheduled
completion time of the event. &
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Rob Gowland

The capitalist media are often
seized with not just surprise but
amazement when ordinary people
pull together to help one another
in times of crisis, as so many
Americans did after Hurricane
Irma. Such “human interest” sto-
ries are always given prominence,
even ahead of stories about baby
animals.

But why should examples of
common humanity take them so
much by surprise? Because, dear
reader, they’re the capitalist media,
and capitalism is all about looking
out for number one, “get yours, and
get it first”, and Devil take the hind-
most! So when ordinary people set
aside all considerations of person-
al profit to help their neighbours it
runs counter to the entire ethos of
capitalism and must be treated as
extraordinary and exceptional. After
all, it would never do for people to
become used to the idea of helping
your neighbours, for it to become the
norm. Some smart aleck might point
out that that is what people living
under Socialism do!

Paul Buchheit, writing in US web
journal Common Dreams, made the
point that “except for brief surges of
generosity after cataclysmic events,
big corporations have little incen-
tive to provide for the long-term
well-being of people struck down by
catastrophe.” And those brief surges
of generosity usually have more to do
with being seen as “good PR” than
with any actual desire to help others.
Ifit isn’t going to make them a profit,
most capitalists simply can’t be both-
ered. If they did, it wouldn’t be capi-
talism any more.

Buchheit adds, “The business
world has little incentive to safe-
guard the population against pol-
lution and industrial poisons; or to
maintain infrastructure in the inner
cities and rural townships; or to make
sure everyone has the opportunity for
a living-wage job.” Little incentive?
Let’s face it, they regard such pro-
grams as theft of their hard-earned
profits. They go out of their way to
ensure that their money is not used
for such programs, employing an
army of tax avoidance accountants,
lobbyists and advertising agencies
to ensure that the funds government
needs for social services, welfare and
disaster relief are not drawn from the
corporate sector.

Heavens, no. Giving lovely cor-
porate profits to poor people would
be a dreadful waste! After all, they
can’t buy anything — they’re poor
remember. Except as cannon fodder
they don’t really have a role in the
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“We have hardly any places in the US where
a working class family can afford housing,

capitalist economy any more. Even
the capitalist media is aware of this,
as witness this comment in The
New York Times: “The free market
often does a terrible job of providing
basic services to the poor — see, for
instance, the lack of grocery stores
and banks in many low-income
neighbourhoods.”

In developed capitalist coun-
tries like the USA (and Australia),
the great majority of the recipients
of welfare and other life-sustaining
programs are children, the elderly,
and the disabled. Children, of course,
are essential if labour is to be replen-
ished. But the elderly? The disabled?
And suchlike? For capitalism, that’s
just money down the drain.

Which is no doubt why the lead-
ing capitalist country, the USA, has
such an abysmal record in health
care. Hollywood always portrays
the US health system, which is run

and yet the federal housing budget

is targeted for a cutback.”

strictly for profit, as the envy of the
world, but the reality is very differ-
ent. As Buchheit notes: “We have a
privatised health care system that
spends more and performs more
poorly than most other developed
countries ... Our infant mortality rate
is among the highest in the developed
world.” He thinks this “disregard for
the lives of children reflects a disdain
for poor women in America: their
children are more likely to die than
similarly poor mothers in other coun-
tries.” (Now theres a statistic that’s
not bandied around much — certainly
not in the capitalist media.)
Buchheit’s criticisms are not con-
fined to the US health care system.
He also lambastes the US educa-
tion system (already the only place
in the world where armed police
can be found patrolling school cor-
ridors). He points to the USA as the
place where you find “profit-seekers

Nine Eleven

Maria Rebeca Cartes

Before nine in the morning
the great city shines in the sun.
Against blue skies, innocent flights
arrive and leave. The cry of a des-
perate bird on its escape to the
ocean gets lost in the noise of the
big metropolis.

Tall buildings, like dark senti-
nels of order and efficiency, open
their doors to a dance of tapping
of heels, fingers on computers, the
music of coffee pots, smiles and
secrets. Schools are getting ready
for their morning rituals, colleg-
es are filled with laughter, songs,
books and kisses.

Factories, stores, street vendors,

poets, lovers, smog-poisoned
insects, struggling bees: foreign
threats will not get through this
hard-working army. The world has
seen here the finest example of
democracy.

Only the master minds who
planned it acknowledge the expect-
ed change in the path of airplanes,
the sound of engines coming closer.

And then, an explosion. Pieces
of the great building fall on the
pavement like ancient dirt-covered
tears. Explosions. There are people
covering their faces in horror before
they are obliterated. Bodies obstruct
the traffic of tanks and jeeps carry-
ing fire-spitting dragons.

Military buses open their jaws

to the fingers on the computers,
the dancing heels, the hands on the
coffee pot, the students and poets,
the lovers, insects and the terri-
fied bees. The undercover secrets
revealed in all their magnificent
evil.

From the smoke and the flames,
a great man is broadcasting his last
words to the people that elected him
to carry on the flag of their hopes.

In the far North of the world, a
president closes the book on another
successful coup d’état.

In the South of the continent, on
nine eleven nineteen seventy three,
the eternal snows of the Andes
bleed red rivers over Chile.
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promoting forms of school ‘choice’
that eliminate the poorest and needi-
est students, while draining money
from the public system, even as state
governments continue to cut school
funding.”

And as everyone knows, home-
lessness too is rife in “the land of
the free”. Those who do have homes
are lucky to live in a tiny inner-city
apartment. Many Americans have to
make do with a “mobile home” in the
caravan parks that surround every US
town. As Buchheit says, “We have
hardly any places in the US where
a working class family can afford
housing, and yet the federal housing
budget is targeted for a cutback.”

Capitalism is a system of “pri-
vate enterprise”, that is, it is intended
to provide opportunities for private
entrepreneurs to make profits. For
decades now, US governments
have railed against government

expenditure on social programs, den-
igrating it as “big government” which
is apparently a Very Bad Thing. In
reality, they attack it because gov-
ernment-funded public works com-
pete with private sector public works,
where big money can be made.

The private sector, however, has
little interest in providing housing for
low income families (i.e. the poor)
because, once again, providing hous-
ing or any other essential service to
poor people is money down the drain.
How can you get a profit out of them?
They’re poor. Building houses for the
rich, that’s where you can make real
money!

In a rational society, the govern-
ment would fund the construction of
public housing because people have
a right to housing (shelter), but who
thinks the capitalist USA is a rational
society?

Not me, that’s for sure. @

Adeloide

Chris White
Reminiscences

Sunday September 24

Doors open at 1:00pm  Event: 2:00pm - 5:00pm
Star Theatre
145 Sir Donald Bradman Drive Hilton

More information: Please contact
Kathryn Moyle: kathrynmoyle@internode.on.net
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For working class solidarity

In their offensive against the trade union movement and workers, the
Turnbull government and capitalist media have singled out the building and
construction unions and the Maritime Union of Australia (MUA) for special
treatment. As two of the most militant unions, the aim is to break them and
then move on to destroy the rest of the movement.

Warren Smith is the assistant national secretary of the MUA and a member
of the Central Committee member of the Communist Party of Australia (CPA).
Vinnie Molina is the WA president of the CFMEU Construction Division and
national president of the CPA. These two union officials confront this struggle
on a daily basis. They took time out o speak to the Guardian. In Part 1 of
this two-part interview Warren talks to Anna Pha about the legislation that is
restricting the capacity of unions to fight for their rights.

Warren Smith: The current situation for
unions and workers can be characterised by the
phrase “a war on workers”. That is not an exag-
geration in so many respects.

Firstly, people die in wars and workers are
dying on a daily basis in this country because
of the boss’s complete lack of commitment to
safety laws where they exist. We see a reduc-
tion of safety standards putting the lives of
workers on the line.

The Australian Marine Safety Authority
(AMSA), for example, has just reduced mari-
time safety regulations to guidance material for
wharfies.

When workers are told to do a job unsafely,
it is compounded when there is a lack of capac-
ity to stand up and fight back because of the
extreme limitations of the Fair Work Act.

The Fair Work Act is broken for workers
but not for the bosses.

We need to engage in a struggle to build a
broad movement and change the Fair Work Act.
We need to fight to see basic rights for workers,
enshrined in law, to give working class people
the maximum capacity possible within this hor-
rible capitalist system that we operate within.

At the moment the Fair Work Act doesn’t
deal with things like contracting out. So new
contractors can come in, put a contract on for
$10,000 less, and $10,000 comes off the wages.
You’ve got no rights then with respect to trans-
ferring old workers into new operations. There
are limitations on collective activity aimed at
restraining the class.

Act fails workers

The Fair Work Act allows the boss to slash
wages without the capacity for any legal oppo-
sition. We are seeing that sort of stuff happen-
ing all over the place. When workers fight the
Act says you are taking illegal industrial action,
because nearly every action is illegal and it
works to shut down struggle.

Workers are taking action and are fight-
ing back. But what we see are massive fines
and damages, and laws that allow employers
to breach agreements but prevent workers from
stepping one centimetre over the line.

If workers are seen to be breaching their
agreements they are generally taken straight
into the Fair Work Commission, they usually

Warren Smith.

get 418 orders to cease that action. In fact the
Commission is obliged to give the orders if
there is a sniff of activity. Workers face hefty
fines and are pursued in the Federal Court as
criminals for protecting their families future.

Anna Pha: What are 418 orders?

WS: 418 orders refer to section 418 of the
Fair Work Act which provides employers with
the capacity to stop workers taking what is
deemed illegal industrial action.

There is nothing that stops the employ-
er breaching agreements. Employers seem to
breach agreements at will. Anything but follow-
ing due process is generally considered unlaw-
ful so you end up in the Fair Work Commission
(FWC) where the principle of employer pre-
rogative is enshrined. Generally speaking, you
don’t end up with a happy situation for the
workers or the union.

That undermines your whole bargain-
ing capacity. So even if you can bargain for
an agreement, the employer can just say, “I’'m
not going to adhere to it.” The Act doesn’t
give workers the right to change agreements
and doesn’t allow workers to fight back when
aggrieved. We need to change the laws.

There needs to be the legal right to strike,
to withdraw your labour — a fundamental right
— without jumping through all the hoops and
all of the charade that the present “protected
action” throws up. That means without the AEC
ballots, the obligatory three days’ notice, only
during bargaining and after termination of a
current agreement and so on.

While the bureaucracy churns the employer
can plan their business during the three days’
notification, particularly on the waterfront,
because the ship doesn’t come in for another
three days or is moved.

The bosses can manipulate the limited
rights we have to take “protected action”. That
is not to say that taking action is ineffective.
They hate it when workers take action. It’s just
not effective in its capacity to make positive
and long-lasting changes for workers.

Employers are coming out attacking.
Workers are defending their position but it is
only during a bargaining period for a new enter-
prise agreement that workers can take “protect-
ed” action to defend their wages and working
conditions.
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But during the life of an agreement no such
legal rights exist.

AP: So, its illegal to take any form of indus-
trial action when an agreement is in place?

WS: Yes. Any form of industrial action is
illegal most of the time. Even during safety dis-
putes bosses will run the line that it is illegal
industrial action. That is a consistent challenge
for workers. The struggle to change the laws is
an important class struggle.

Decentralisation

The other element that employers, or really
a Labor government, put in place is enterprise
employment. It was an Accord (Prices and
Income Accord) concept that split industries
apart and tore away the capacity of trade unions
to have broad power across an industry.

Workers were hived off into enterprises
without the right to take solidarity action. If
you remove workers’ capacity to give soli-
darity to one another, which is a fundamental
thing for working class people, then enterprise
employment is just like putting people in sepa-
rate enterprise jails and letting them fight the
class struggle and deal with their employer in
a completely segregated manner without the
solidarity of their class.

And that is what enterprise bargaining is
all about. We need to change those laws so
that workers have the right, even if it is about
a political issue, to take strike action and to
organise across industries.

Accord era

AP: You mentioned the Accord. What was
the Accord and why do you refer to that period?

WS: I constantly refer back to that period
because I think it is central to where unions are
now in terms of the legal framework and ideo-
logical awareness. It was an agreement, a social
contract between the Hawke and Keating Labor
government(s) and the trade union movement
to cooperate with employers.

It’s contradictory. Some people are criti-
cal of the Accord in some respects but so often
people who criticise it tend to put forward poli-
cies that are consistent with those class collabo-
rationist views that the Accord threw up.

The Accord, based on the premise that there
is a possibility for workers, employers and the
government to sit around a table with common
interests, is the great class lie. You don’t just sit
around those tables with the government man-
aging the state, we need to recognise the state
is a tool of the ruling class.

Some people say many of the outcomes
that were delivered over the period of the
Accord — Medicare, free tertiary education,
superannuation — were great positive develop-
ments. Medicare probably was, superannua-
tion is probably debatable on an ideological
level as historically in a negative sense I think
it reflected the privatisation of the pension in
many respects.

Those things are put up as the wins of the
Accord period when really even the victories

don’t outweigh the great shift of wealth away
from the working class. From 1983 we have
seen a massive decline in trade union densi-
ty. We’ve seen a massive disparity in the dis-
tribution of wealth where wealth gravitated
towards the rich at an unprecedented level.
And we’ve seen a huge curtailment in indus-
trial action.

Those three things are absolutely linked.
Unions were put in a position where work-
ers couldn’t or wouldn’t fight because of the
Accord relationships, strikes and struggle were
reduced to record lows and hence the distribu-
tion of wealth gravitated towards the rich.

And that is part of the way things are now:
yes there is a place for unions in society as long
as they don’t struggle, as long as they obey the
laws that are completely and totally directed
towards the interests of the employers that
want to put unions out of business. Then we
can accept unions.

Safety

AP: Is safety a big issue on the waterfront
like in the construction industry?

WS: It is a massive issue in the maritime
industry and it is fundamentally an industrial
issue. Regulations and laws governing steve-
doring safety are actually being weakened. We
fought hard and won a national code of prac-
tice for stevedoring but a code is not legisla-
tion and the safety of workers must be strongly
enshrined in law. It isn’t.

““We need to fight to see
basic rights for workers,
enshrined in law, to give
working class people

the maximum capacity
possible within this
horrible capitalist system
that we operate within.”



Guardian

1))

We are seeing a pure government attack on
workers, what the government calls a reduction
of red tape — red tape meaning protecting peo-
ple’s lives ultimately.

AP: Can you give an example of what this
means in practice?

WS: It means ultimately workers are less
safe. Statistics are fudged, injuries are hidden,
especially in non-unionised areas.

Basic and critical safety jobs are under
threat constantly in most industries. Employers
engage at the highest levels within the corpo-
rate state and federal safety regulators. Safety
regulators are not resourced or directed to take
on the real non-compliance issues that exist but
merely become a complaint department.

Industrial manslaughter

AP: Vinnie, it seems that construction
workers and their unions are having similar
difficulties in protecting safety and enforcing
agreements when employers breach them?

Vinnie Molina: Correct. It is a war on
workers, a war on jobs.

Most of the disputes that workers deal with
in construction are dealt with in civil courts
where workers and unions get massive fines,
rather than in an industrial court.

In Western Australia we’ve got more than
500 workers who have been charged and many
of them fined. I must say that not a single
worker has paid a dollar in legal fees or fines.
The union has been able to fund-raise to pay
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for the fines that were imposed on workers and
their families.

The union has also copped millions of dol-
lars in fines. The whole objective of this legisla-
tion is to destroy the unions. Warren mentioned
how Turnbull talks about unions not doing their
job and that unionists who stand up for their
members are criminals.

There are several examples of this in WA.
The government is happy to deal with yellow
unions who don’t do their job, but when mil-
itant unions like the CFMEU and MUA are
there representing their members it is a differ-
ent story.

In response, the Turnbull government has
ramped up legislation to further restrict the
trade union movement and its members. They
reintroduced the full powers of the Australian
Building and Construction Commission
(ABCC) that prevents the organising of work-
ers, prevents the officials coming into contact
with workers to recruit new members, prevents
officials entering workplaces for safety issues
and impose heavy penalties if workers dare to
take action.

We’ve got the example of Hanssen
Constructions where on October 10, 2016, a
young German back-packer fell to her death
from the 15th floor. No fall protection, no
access to the site, where the union had pre-
viously identified shortcomings in safety the
union official was prevented from accessing
the site.

“The law has to be
changed and replaced
with an industrial law

that works for working
people. The whole Fair
Work Act which was
drafted by bosses’
lawyers has to go.”

One of the problems is that the local
Worksafe is reactive. They never make visits.
They don’t pay attention to safety on the jobs. A
young woman died unnecessarily and the build-
er has not been charged with anything. There
is no industrial manslaughter legislation in
Western Australia and other parts of Australia
and that is a must.

Negligence kills

Employers whose negligence kills workers
must be charged, must go to jail.

Currently the fines are very small which
only encourages employers to put work-
ers at risk because it is more expensive to
improve safety than replace a worker in the
workplace.

AP: Vinnie, the Turnbull government has
increased your fines in the building and con-
struction industry to ten times those under the
Fair Work Act.

VM: Yes, the fines have been increased.
An example of this is the dispute that we had
at the airport in 2013. After the workers had
been robbed of their wages and entitlements,
they had had enough and stopped the job. The
union held negotiations on behalf of the work-
ers and recovered $480,000 in unpaid wages
and entitlements.

We copped a fined of $23,500 from the
court, then on appeal the ABCC actually won
an extra fine that increased it by tenfold to a
disgusting $240,000.

AP: So the higher fine was retrospectively
applied under the new legislation which came
into force this year?

VM: Correct.

WS: So this is part of this war on workers,
war on unions. That’s an absolute deliberate,
targeted, strategic approach to de-unionis-
ing the construction industry and every other
unionised industry and workforce.

Where bosses can’t replace unionised
workers they relentlessly attack the unions
and workers. You can’t get rid of construction
workers. You can’t get rid of wharfies. So they
seek to keep those workers in chains.

As for ships, they are replacing Australian
seafarers daily with low cost foreign ships and
highly exploited third world crews. There is
no way Australian workers who have strug-
gled over many, many, many decades to win
wages and conditions that are consistent with
a good standard of living in Australia can
compete.

You can’t compete on an Australian wage
with some poor worker who gets paid $2 an
hour. Industries are destroyed, families and
people are destroyed and this government is
prepared to deliberately destroy whole indus-
tries, strategic industries for an island nation to
destroy a unionised workforce.

We are talking about Australia’s independ-
ence. The whole of Australia’s trade is in the
hands of foreign shipping conglomerates. Why
shouldn’t Australia be able to control its own
trade security, and have our own industries that

Vinnie Molina.
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can provide for that safety and security of the
people.

It comes down to a common-sense
approach, whether governments are prepared
to adopt a protectionist approach to protect the
interests of a vital strategic Australian indus-
try. Governments must adopt a protectionist
approach to protect and develop shipping.

This is where this neo-liberal hate of pro-
tectionism has got to be thoroughly argued out
and shown and demonstrated to be against the
interests of the Australian people.

“Free trade” is in the interests of big
corporations.

VM: The laws currently in place have to
be changed, have to be repealed. Warren spoke
about the shortcomings of the Fair Work Act
but there are other issues, for example, labour
hire.

Immigration and Free Trade Agreements
really affect WA workers because when, for
example, they come to Western Australia
they can work in dangerous occupations like
construction.

We love to receive these young people here,
but they should be able to work in occupations
where they don’t put their lives at risk, such as
in hospitality or fruit picking. We condemn the
case of the 27-year-old German woman who
had had no experience or training, went onto a
building site and died.

We are trying to stop this. Temporary visa
workers come to Australia, are exploited and
are used by companies as a way to undermine
local wages and conditions and that has to stop
as well.

The Turnbull government recently changed
the name of the s457 Visa and just replaced it
by another number, a populist approach not a
solution. Those workers are welcome if there
is a genuine shortage but must enjoy the same
wages and conditions as local workers.

Fair Work Act must go

The law has to be changed and replaced
with an industrial law that works for work-
ing people. The whole Fair Work Act which
was drafted by bosses’ lawyers has to go. That
should be the new call from unions and the key
commitment made by the ALP.

WS: That should be the demand going
forward. I’ve been really encouraged by the
comments out of the ACTU. It’s progressive
with its recognition that workers must stand
up and fight bad laws and we are dealing with
bad laws.

And that call should be translated into
action in the broadest possible sense against
the government and the Fair Work Act in the
interests of workers’ rights in this country. No
union or group can do this alone because they
would be smashed.

Next week in Part Il of this interview Molina
and Smith continue discussing the war on
workers, the necessity of new industrial
relations legislation and the question of united
community and trade union struggle. &
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Hurricanes Harvey and Irma

The storm of climate denial

Blake Skylar

As Texas deals with the aftermath of
Hurricane Harvey, Florida braces itself
for Hurricane Irma, and Hurricane Jose
strengthens in the Atlantic Ocean, the
effects of climate change are once again on
display. The Trump administration contin-
ues to deny what scientists have been saying
for decades: that global warming would
increase these types of weather extremes,
with devastating results. Those results are
plain to see, and there’s still more to come.

Harvey pummelled the city of Houston,
displacing over one million people and caus-
ing at least 71 confirmed deaths. Irma’s damage
cannot yet be fully quantified, but it is already
the strongest Atlantic hurricane in history,
wending its way through Puerto Rico, Cuba,
and Hispaniola, and currently on target to strike
southern Florida. Already, it has wreaked cata-
strophic damage on Eastern Caribbean islands,
including Barbuda, which has been rendered
uninhabitable. Jose, while still classified as a
Category 1 storm, is growing stronger, and is
expected to continue to do so over the next 48
hours.

What do these hurricanes have in common?
All three were bolstered by conditions estab-
lished due to the effects of climate change.
According to Dann Mitchell, researcher at the
University of Bristol, to say that global warm-
ing produced the tropical storms is inaccurate.
What it has done, however, is turn them into
more destructive forces than they would other-
wise have been. “We must probe how climate
change alters extreme weather,” he advised.
“Aside from the warming atmosphere, rising
sea level and surface ocean warming have
likely contributed to the impact of both Harvey
and Irma.”

Kerry Emanuel, an atmospheric scientist at
MIT, also agreed that conditions were, unfor-
tunately, just right for these storms — particu-
larly, for Irma, which “had everything going
for it. The water was warm, the layer of warm
water was deep, and there was almost no wind
sheer, which tends to be very destructive to
hurricanes. [Irma] can live up to its potential,
if you will.” As for Harvey, in 1990 it would
have been a 100-year storm, said Emanuel.
In today’s climate conditions, it’s a 15-year
storm. As these storms go, this is the new state
of affairs.

“It’s important to note that climate change
has already caused higher sea levels, so any
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storm surge is happening on top of a higher
initial level, leading to more coastal flooding,”
said Chris Holloway, a tropical storm expert
at the University of Reading. “Also, climate
change leads to increased rainfall for a storm of
given strength, leading to increased freshwater
flooding. Climate change also likely increases
the probability of storms reaching an extremely
high intensity.”

Climate change, of course, is not the only
contributing factor. Outdated infrastructure —
and a deliberate lack of funding to bring it into
the 21st century — is also to blame, as is the
ongoing denial of global warming by politi-
cians, particularly the Republican Party, who
are part of a presidential administration that has
been stacked with climate change sceptics and
friends of the fossil fuel industry.

It’s worth noting that the Houston-Harvey
situation was very much a conditional one. A
lack of rain-absorbing green space and poor
zoning laws were important factors, as was
Houston’s outdated and poorly regulated drain-
age system, which is designed to clear out just

12 to 13 inches of rain in a 24-hour period, ren-
dering it incredibly obsolete and ridiculously
inappropriate for what is regarded as the most
flood-prone city in the US.

What happened in Texas is but one exam-
ple of the crumbling infrastructure in this coun-
try. Long before Harvey came along, domestic
infrastructure had consistently received a “D”
grade from the American Society of Civil
Engineers for the last 19 years, showing that
there has been no progress made in rebuild-
ing or improving anything. It’s estimated that
at least US$4.6 trillion would be required to
sufficiently address this crisis over the 2017-
2025 period.

Rather than fund infrastructure improve-
ment, President Trump has mostly withdrawn
what protections former president Barack
Obama was able to put into place. He rescinded
an Obama administration mandate that called
for federal agencies to consider the impacts of
climate change when building infrastructure.
Now, construction projects can take place along
the coasts without considering the impacts of

sea level rise, which will further place people in
harm’s way when more hurricanes hit.

“This is climate science denial at its most
dangerous, as Trump is putting vulnerable com-
munities at risk by throwing out any guarantee
that our infrastructure will be safe,” said Sierra
Club executive director Michael Brune. “He
decries our failing and crumbling infrastruc-
ture, but rather than continue policy that would
fix some of the problems, he’s decided to pour
taxpayer dollars into the rising seas.”

Jeffrey Kargel, of the Department of
Hydrology & Atmospheric Sciences at the
University of Arizona, said that the current
administration must question its denial of cli-
mate change in order to begin to make the US
resilient enough to deal with extreme weather
events. “Right now,” he remarked, “the rapid
pace of climate change is set by government
policies in the US and many other countries.
We cannot turn it around in a few years or even
a decade, but we can still worsen it.”

People’s World &

Disney workers demand living wage

As one media headline put it: “There’s
trouble in the Magic Kingdom.”
That’s because almost 40,000 union-
ised workers at Disney World’s prop-
erties there are vastly underpaid.

And now they want a raise — to a
living wage.

The workers, represented by UNITE
HERE Locals 737 and 362 and four
smaller locals from other unions, unveiled
a proposal designed to meet the stand-
ards of living in Orlando, Florida, site of
Disney’s main complex.

Bargaining opened on August 28.
But to step up the public face of their
fight against Orlando’s largest employ-
er, UNITE HERE held a mass rally, of
union members and their allies from all
over central Florida, on September 14.
The current contract expires October
24,

Before talks opened, Disney man-
agement offered workers a 2.5 percent
pay raise and demanded a freeze on new
workers’ pay at $10 an hour — a rate set
by the current contract years ago. It also
claims the average worker makes $13 an
hour, including overtime and premiums

for performers, such as workers parading
in Mickey Mouse costumes.

But the costs are so high in Orlando,
and workers have suffered for so long,
that the unions seek more. Local 737
President Jeremy Haicken told local
media their proposal would see the aver-
age worker’s pay increase from $11.28
hourly to $15.71, just over the “Fight for
$15 and a union” line that low-paid work-
ers nationwide demanded on Labor Day.

The company’s 2.5 percent hike left
workers unhappy. “It’s disappointing,”
Magic Kingdom parking hostess Susie
Easton said to local stations. “And I speak
on behalf of all my fellow cast members
when I say we deserve more.”

Bus driver Steven Brainard said
Disney “makes enough money to give
employees a sizable bump in pay.

“It is sickening how they make mil-
lions and they give us little pennies here
and there,” he said.

Disney ticket prices range from $44
daily per person 10 years old and over for
a 10-day theme park ticket to $99.50 per
person for a 2-day ticket, its website says.

The two unions say the workers need

the raises to construct “a path out of
poverty.”

“Our wages here in Central Florida
are some of the lowest in the country,”
Local 362 president Eric Clinton told a

local alternative weekly. “A majority of § .

people who work in this town make less
than $30,000 a year. When you couple
that with increasing rents, increasing
housing costs, child care costs, this is
something we find unacceptable.”

Clinton and Haicken said the union
presented a three-part wage proposal:
An “accelerated” progression toward a
living wage, raises for veteran workers
who have been on the job for at least 30
years, and simpler pay scales. Haicken
says the current Disney contract means a
worker now making $10 hourly wouldn’t
reach the $15 living wage until 2028. In
that contract, four years ago, the locals
won a raise of $1.97 hourly, to $10, for
the new workers.

“We do know Orlando workers and
their families cannot wait until 2028 to
earn a living wage,” Haicken told the
weekly.

People’s World &
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BRICS fo end

domination of West

Said Gafurov

Chinese leader Xi Jinping deliv-
ered a landmark speech within
the scope of the BRICS business
forum, in which he challenged
the dominance of the West in
global economy. Judging from his
speech, China intends to build a
new global chain of values with
partners by re-balancing eco-
nomic globalisation.

According to Xi Jinping, Western
powers have been ruling the world
order for too long, but this page has
been turned and it is developing
countries that come to the forefront.
The growth rate of developed econo-
mies this year will make up 2% and
1.9% next year, a report from the July
IMF World Economic Outlook said.
Similar indicators for emerging mar-
kets and developing countries make
up 4.6% and 4.8% respectively. As
we can see, the latter will be devel-
oping twice as fast — this trend has
been observed for several consecu-
tive years and many approach it as a
normal phenomenon.

In September 2006, Foreign
Ministers of China, Russia, India
and Brazil held their first meet-
ing on the sidelines of the meet-
ing of the UN General Assembly
and launched official cooperation
of BRICS countries. For ten years,
interaction between them has been
deepening further and further, and
it is BRICS members that make an
important contribution to stimulat-
ing the growth of the world econo-
my, improving global management
and promoting the democratisation
of international relations.

The combined economy of five
BRICS countries has grown by
179%, and their share in world econ-
omy has exceeded 50%. It took the
countries only ten years to become
one of the strongest drivers of
world economy. More importantly,
Xi Jinping noted, the above-men-
tioned figures designate consider-
able improvement in the lives of

billions of residents of countries out-
side the Western world. The progress
of emerging markets and developing
countries in the modern world are
impressive against the background
of “chaos” and “retreat” of Western
countries.

The Chinese leader asks how
BRICS members can handle the
new historical reality, let develop-
ment embrace broader territories and
increase the participation of countries
with emerging markets in global gov-
ernance. He offers an answer to this
question, which may seem a surpris-
ing one to many.

According to Xi Jinping, BRICS
countries should promote the
“BRICS plus” format. In Xiamen,
a dialogue between emerging mar-
kets and developing countries is to be
held, when leaders of Egypt, Guinea,
Mexico, Tajikistan and Thailand
and their counterparts from BRICS
countries will discuss cooperation in
global development. “BRICS attach-
es great importance to cooperation
with other emerging and developing
countries and has formed an effective

dialogue mechanism with them,”
the Chinese leader said. Countries
with developing economies seek to
enlarge the “pie” of world economy,
“without touching someone else’s
cheese,” which is one of the deep-
est manifestations of the spirit of the
BRICS countries.

The Chinese leader believes that
the creation of BRICS+ will create
a stable, open, inclusive and favour-
able development environment for
emerging markets and developing
countries and will also help such
countries jump into the fast train of
China’s development by increasing
the share of their responsibility and
the right to vote.

“One arrow is easy to break,” Xi
Jinping quoted the Chinese proverb,
“but if you take ten arrows, it’s not so
easy to break them.”

Although BRICS countries go
against the wind to some extent, the
“golden bricks” will never lose their
value, and the general trend of the
development of the group will not
change.

Pravda.Ru &

Strike against
“predatory elite”

South African trade unions last
week urged workers in the county
to support a national strike this
month to challenge the power of
what it called a “predatory elite”
and press President Jacob Zuma
to set up an inquiry into its influ-
ence on the government.

The Congress of South African
Trade Unions (COSATU) federation
said that “in order to promote and
defend the interests of workers, the
working class and the poor,” trade
unionists must mobilise “against
this predatory elite and pushing for
processes that will ultimately dis-
mantle their network.”

COSATU said it was prompted
to call for action by “the revelations
by the public protector that the cur-
rent South African administration
has been captured and there is a
network of the predatory elite that is
engaged in looting of state resourc-
es and corrupt activities.”

The “state capture” allegations

refer primarily to the billionaire
Gupta family, accused of having a
very close relationship to and influ-
ence over the government of Zuma.

Those allegations have strained
the revolutionary alliance between
COSATU, the South African
Communist Party (SACP), and the
ruling African National Congress
(ANC).

COSATU called for an urgent
review of the government’s rela-
tions to the Guptas and contracts
with Gupta-owned businesses, as
well as investigations of ministers
“implicated in alleged state capture
activities.”

In an address to the COSATU
shop steward council in KwaZulu-
Natal, SACP General Secretary
Blade Nzimande urged support for
the COSATU action, scheduled for
September 27, and called it “very
crucial.”

“The Communist Party pledges
its unqualified support behind the

action,” Nzimande said, noting that

“in 2015 at our last alliance national
summit we adopted a declaration to

take the problems of corporate cap-

ture and corruption head-on.”

“The COSATU action provides
all alliance partners an opportunity
to walk the talk and come to the
party in support of the action.

“It is also important to welcome
society as a whole and therefore
other organizations in the action and
transform it from a single, one-day
event, into a long-term, formidable
movement against corruption and
state capture.”

Nzimande also said that it was
vital to “reconfigure our alliance,”
to build “the broadest possible patri-
otic front to fight corruption, state
capture, defend our constitution
and deepen the development of our
democracy to the fullest.”

Morning Star
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Kazakhstan: On August 31 at the Kazakhstanskaya coal mine
operated by ArcelorMittal Temirtau in the Karaganda region,
nearby capital Astana was rocked by a major explosion. The
blast was caused by extremely high levels of methane gas. Three
workers were killed while three others were seriously injured.
This was not the first time that a major incident has occurred at
this mine. Coal mining is a very hazardous industry worldwide as
companies put profits before safety. The mine stopped operation
and staff began procedures for de-gassing the mine, as the gas
concentration in the mine was 70 percent instead of the allowed
4 percent.

Korea: On September 7, as tensions in the Korean peninsula
remained high, the South Korean government proceeded with
the deployment of further Terminal High Altitude Area Defence
(THAAD) systems in Seongju. Hundreds of South Koreans
clashed with security forces when the police sent thousands of
officers to remove the protesters who were blocking a road to a
former golf course where the THAAD system has been set up. At
the protest 38 people, including six police officers, were injured in
the clashes. Activists from all over South Korea have been pro-
testing for months against these deployments which they believe
puts them at risk of being a North Korean target.

India: On September 5, the Indian journalist Gauri Lankesh
was shot in the front yard of her home by two assailants on a
motorbike, in the southern Indian city of Bengaluru. Gauri was
a staunch critic of right-wing Hindutva politics and a well-known
local journalist who was also critical of government corruption
and the growing dangers of Hindu nationalism and sectarianism.
In her last column, she exposed the generation of “fake news”
and how it is spread by powerful interests to sow hatred towards
minorities. She was given a state funeral and demonstrations to
condemn her murder were held all around India. Statements of
protest were released by many media bodies, as well as by sev-
eral unions.

Pakistan: In Baldia, it has been five years since the Ali
Enterprises factor fire. On its anniversary on September 11,
survivors, victims’ families and others paid tribute to the 257
workers killed in 2012. The Ali Enterprises Factory Fire Affectees
Association (AEFFAA) and National Trade Union Federation
(NTUF) held a gathering on September 11 outside the factory
where the fire took place. Anniversary speakers said that jus-
tice was not delivered to the victims, and factory owners have
been relieved of all charges. When the accident occurred, there
was no emergency exit at the factory and the only gate used was
locked after the fire started. The absence of fire alarms contrib-
uted to a large number of deaths.

Andrew E Rayment
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Sign nuclear ban

It has been 72 years since the Hiroshima
and Nagasaki bombings revealed to the
world the devastating horror of nuclear
conflict: unspeakable human suffering on
a catastrophic scale. And yet in 2017, an
end to nuclear weapons has still not been
realised.

With the drums of war beating ever louder,
it’s vital that rather than pledging to follow the
US into a potential nuclear conflict with North
Korea, Australia takes the strongest possible
stand against nuclear weapons and signs the
Nuclear Weapon Ban Treaty.

The treaty offers hope at a time when we
desperately need it. With everything we know
and love in this world at risk, it’s crucial that

Australia uses its influence to steer a course
towards peace and to position itself on the right
side of history. Right now, the most powerful
statement our nation can make is to sign that
treaty.

The Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons (Nuclear Weapon Ban Treaty) is a
legally binding international agreement which
would see the destruction of all nuclear weap-
ons and ban their use forever.

And yet so far Australia has been a con-
stant thorn in the side of progress, with the
government outright refusing to take part in
treaty negotiations earlier this year. We have
even been accused of actively trying to derail
progress by other nations.

I don’t know about you, Tom, but I think
that’s shameful. Will you speak up and demand
that our leaders stop putting our future at risk?

There is simply no place for nuclear weap-
ons in our world. Their existence stands as an
affront to our chances, and the chances of gen-
erations to come, of lasting safety, security and
peace.

And with the reckless sabre-rattling on dis-
play from the US and North Korea, it’s never
been more important for us to commit to a path
forwards through cooperation, not violence,
and to the abolition of nuclear weapons.

Experience tells us that these treaties can
make a real difference, even when some coun-
tries refuse to sign on. In the past, and with

Australia’s support, they have gone a long way

to putting an end to the use of landmines, clus-

ter munitions, biological and chemical weap-

ons. Together, we can end the age of nuclear
weapons.

For peace,
Max, Andy, Ella, Barnaby
Greenpeace Australia Pacific

Changing neo-liberal rules

It is obvious that Australian governments
— of both political persuasion — have been
using propaganda and also instigating legis-
lation to “divide and rule” the workers. The
practice of the ruling “elite” throughout the
ages has been to keep the lower classes, i.e.
the workers, in their rightful place.

The generations born since WW2 have
lived in a time of relative affluence in the west-
ern world. They know very little about the hard-
ships their parents and grandparents endured,
or the history of the terrible conditions prevail-
ing which led to the formation of trade unions.
It had become obvious that being united in a
common cause made the workers a force to be
reckoned with.

This is why neo-liberal practices since
the 1980s have focussed on eroding the rights
that the trade unions had gained. Rights like
an eight hour day, paid overtime and penalty
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rates for weekend work. Unions are demon-
ised and being legislated against with massive
fines meted out by the courts for union reps
who have the audacity to enter workplaces to
ensure health and safety concerns are being met
by the employer.

The practice of demanding individual con-
tracts is another method used to destroy union
support for workers, often offering instant
emoluments but also leading to loss of control
over working conditions.

This has become a class war — whatever
frilly epithets the government wants to call it
— and every worker, regardless of race or reli-
gion, must stand together and fight unfair laws
which are giving the bosses unlimited power
over employees.

When I first came here from London in
the late 1960s, I was told that Australia was
a “classless” society, and I haven’t stopped
laughing since. I came here to escape a society
blinded by Royalty and run by Robber Barons
and, although Australia may not have the same
structure as Old Blighty, it is rapidly becoming
a divisive society of “them” and “us”, and one
where we are encouraged to blame the new-
comer, the asylum seekers, the Muslims — in
fact anyone who isn’t the same as us. That was
an old ploy used by Adolf Hitler and it’s about
time we saw through the smoke and mirrors
and the lies.

Eileen Whitehead

Cult

by
Rob Gow

Donald Trump campaigned on
the slogan “Make America Great
Again!” He told unemployed coal
miners in Pennsylvania he would
get them jobs — but not by fund-
ing retraining to equip them to
take up new generation green
jobs. Certainly not! Trump has no
interest in green jobs (a situation
which at least saves his adminis-
tration the cost of any retraining)
despite the fact — and it is a fact
— that developing green energy
will provide many more jobs than
continuing with fossil fuels.

Trump however is in bed with
the fossil fuel industry, and his only
answer to the unemployment in US
coalfields is to promote the mining
and use of coal — global warming go
hang! Green energy would not only
provide more jobs; it would also
provide healthier jobs, and healthier
communities. But Trump is a billion-
aire capitalist. He is really only inter-
ested in what will make even more
money for him and his family than
they already have. That is the reason
— certainly the principal reason — why
he ran for President.

He has no comprehension of
the complexity of international
affairs and instead uses his position
as President to boost the status and
income of his various resorts. His
Presidential campaign was the work
of a typical demagogue, filled with

glib but empty phrases meant to reas-
sure his listeners that he was “on their
side” and equally filled with bombast
as to what America under his leader-
ship would do to anyone who dared
to defy its diktat.

His pool of campaign advisers
were drawn from the extreme Right
and since being elected he has greatly
enlarged their number while confirm-
ing his status as a modern-day fascist
with every move he makes.

Besides threatening to start a
nuclear war wherever the US or its
cronies find themselves in difficul-
ties, the gang in the Trump White
House are waging war against
Native Americans, letting oil com-
panies build huge pipelines across
their Reservations and providing
FBI protection against the substan-
tial opposition organised by the out-
raged people.

Trump’s mob are also waging
war against environmental cam-
paigners, against all in fact who put
nebulous nature before the sacred
tenets of profit. President Trump,
like so many right-wingers, is a vocal
“climate sceptic”, convinced that sci-
entists warning of global warming
are making a fuss about nothing and
are probably motivated by some sort
of sinister left-wing plot. Which puts
him at odds with no less an organi-
sation than that bright star that sup-
posedly symbolises the USA’s world

leadership, the National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (NASA).

It was NASA, we must never
forget, that met the Soviet chal-
lenge that began with the launch of
Sputnik, and — at colossal expense
— put a man on the moon before the
Russians could. But NASA’s scien-
tists are still scientists, and tend to put
science ahead of the wishes of their
political elite, even a very rich one.
In fact, in the words of Joe Romm
of ThinkProgress: “NASA scientists
have led the way in documenting the
scientific reality of climate change.”

So what has been the response
of the Trump White House? Why, to
try to bring NASA to heel of course.
Trump has just nominated one of
his political cronies to be the new
head of NASA: Jim Bridenstine,
a Republican Congressman from
Ohio with no science credentials of
any sort. He does have a triple bach-
elor’s degree from Rice University,
but in economics, psychology,
and business, as well as a Masters
in Business Administration from
Cornell University. Oh, well, no need
for worry then!

Like Trump, Bridenstine is a cli-
mate denier. Andrea Germanos, of
US online-journal Common Dreams,
notes that “in 2013, Bridenstine not
only gave a speech on the House floor
filled with standard denier talking
points, he actually ended his remarks
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with a demand that President Obama
apologize for funding research into
climate science!

“Mr. Speaker, global tempera-
tures stopped rising 10 years ago,”
declared the man who is to be the
new head of NASA. That figure is so
patently false, he must have plucked
it out of the air. So why has Trump
picked Bridenstine for this impor-
tant scientific post? I think the jour-
nal ArsTechnica might have the
answer: it reported last month that
Bridenstine “was championed by
several commercial space compa-
nies because he is open to increased
privatization of US civil and military
space activities.”

Of course, in the USA, space and
the military are probably the only sig-
nificant areas of industrial activity
left that are still available to be pri-
vatised, since so much of American
industry has been moved off-shore
by companies who have no qualms
about taking work away from their
employees if it means improving
their profits.

Trump no doubt will tell unem-
ployed American workers that he
has “great love” for them, just as he
claims to have for the undocumented
immigrant children he has just con-
demned to being deported. His anti-
immigrant rhetoric has encouraged
American Nazis, the Ku Klux Klan
and other racists to attack people of

colour (immigrant and non-immi-
grant alike) and whites protesting
right-wing violence (including the
common US phenomenon of police
violence). He refused for days to
condemn the racist murder of a dem-
onstrator until forced by public pres-
sure. And then all he could bring
himself to do was read a glib state-
ment one of his staff had prepared
for him.

His latest moves include nomi-
nating Tom Marino, a Republican
Congressman from Pennsylvania
(where else?), as the new “drug czar”
— officially director of the Office
of National Drug Control Policy.
Marino was “one of Trump’s most
enthusiastic supporters” during his
presidential campaign, now gets his
payoff.

According to US internet journal
LancasterOnline, Marino is a typical
Trump right-winger: the Washington
Post identified him as “a hard-liner
on marijuana issues, [who] recent-
ly said that he’d like to put nonvio-
lent drug offenders in some sort of
‘hospital/prison’”.

This does not suggest there
will be any improvement in future
in the disastrous “war on drugs” in
the US.

But then, expecting any sort of
social improvement under Trump
does seem a trifle naive, doesn’t

it? @
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Alexei Tolstoy

Rob Gowland

No, I haven’t made a mistake and
misspelled the name of the author
of War And Peace. Appropriately,
in this centenary year for the
October Revolution, I have been
re-reading Alexei Tolstoy’s great
trilogy about that turbulent time,
Ordeal (whose Russian title actu-
ally translates as Road to Calvary).
A great nephew of the author of
War And Peace, Alexei was also
related through his mother to
the writer Ivan Turgenev. Not
surprising, perhaps, given his
antecedents, that when he finally
began writing — at his mother’s
prompting in his teens — the words
flowed readily.

Like the majority of Russian
intellectuals in the first decade or so
of the 20th century, Alexei Tolstoy
was vaguely in favour of anti-mon-
archist revolution, but had no idea
of what it would mean in practice or
how it could be carried out. Although
he had inherited the title of Count,
when the Great War began in 1914
he was revolted by the indifference
of the Russian aristocracy to the sac-
rifices and loss of life among the
peasantry who made up most of the
common soldiers in the Tsarist army.

In February of 1917, after three
years of disastrous war, the Russian
bourgeoisie sought to head off the
rising popular anger and discontent
by overthrowing the Tsar themselves
and installing a supposedly “dem-
ocratic” capitalist regime under
Alexandre Kerensky. Alexei Tolstoy
probably welcomed the February
Revolution as long overdue, but
when Kerensky’s government sought
to continue the War and opposition to
it grew even stronger, the Socialist
Revolution of November 1917
(October in the old, faulty Tsarist
calendar in use in Russia at the time)
thoroughly discombobulated him.

Tolstoy was confused and unpre-
pared for such a far-reaching social
change as the October Revolution
initiated, or for the privation and
hardship that accompanied it. Like
so many other intellectuals (especial-
ly upper-class intellectuals) he fled
to the South of the country where
the Whites claimed to be preserv-
ing the traditions of Russia. When
the Whites were defeated Tolstoy
joined them in fleeing abroad with
his family, first to the Russian émigré
community in Paris and then to the
even larger community in Berlin.

While still living in France,
Tolstoy began writing the first
volume of The Road to Calvary
(the volume is subtitled The Sisters)

which takes its middle-class char-
acters Dasha and her sister Katya
and the men they love (Telegin and
Roshchin) through the period from
1914 to the eve of the Revolution in
1917. Written while he himself was
an émigré, the book faithfully reflects
the confused hopes and aspirations
of Russia’s middle class intelligent-
sia before the Revolution as well as
their often ludicrous pursuit of “intel-
lectual” fads and follies.

After his removal to Berlin,
Tolstoy mixed with émigrés who
were not as hostile to the Soviet
regime as he had previously encoun-
tered. They included Ilya Ehrenberg,
Mayakovsky, Yesenin and Pasternak.
After a time, he even began collabo-
rating with Maxim Gorky on a pro-
Soviet journal, Nakanune.

The literary life of the Russian
diaspora in Berlin may have been in
ferment, but they knew they were
cut off from their roots, and as the
Soviet regime consolidated itself in
the 1920s and boldly prepared to
begin building a new society, many
of the ex-pats began thinking of
returning home. Ilya Ehrenburg said
of Alexei Tolstoy at this time, “He
once said to me, ‘You’ll see, no lit-
erature will come out of the emigra-
tion. Emigration can kill any author
within two or three years.” He knew
that he would soon be going home.”

Writers and other artists who had
fled the Revolution and now returned
found themselves welcomed and
honoured. It was a different country
that they returned to, one that was full
of optimism for the future despite the
privations and shortages caused first
by the Intervention and the Civil War
and then by the capitalist blockade.
It was also one in which artists were
held in high esteem, especially those
who had returned in order to throw in
their lot with the masses of the work-
ing people struggling to develop the
new Soviet Russia.

Tolstoy returned to the USSR in
1923, and produced a political sci-
ence fiction tale, Aelita, which was
made into a pioneering sci-fi movie
in 1924. He also resumed work on
the second and third volumes of the
Ordeal trilogy, both volumes taking
his characters through the turmoil of
the Civil War, from 1918 to its suc-
cessful conclusion. Tolstoy finished
writing the third volume on the day
the Nazis invaded the USSR (June
22, 1941).

While working on that trilogy,
Tolstoy also found time to write
other works, including plays, novels,
screenplays and children’s tales.
Between 1929 and 1934, he wrote
the first volume of his mammoth
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historical novel Peter the First.
Although he was never to finish
the novel, we know the outline of
it because in 1937 and 1938 a very
enjoyable epic Soviet film adapta-
tion was made in two parts (one each
year) for which Alexei Tolstoy wrote
the screenplay.

As well as writing, Tolstoy
attended international anti-Fascist
conferences in the ’30s and, after
the USSR was invaded by the Nazis,
played a major role in investigating
the crimes committed by the German
fascists in the Stavropol region.
Tolstoy directed the investigation by
the Extraordinary State Commission
investigating mass exterminations in
the region, and proved that the Nazis
had gassed hundreds of people in
mobile gas vans, evidence that was
used at the Nuremberg war crimes
trials.

Alexei Tolstoy won the Stalin
Prize in 1941 for his novel Peter the
First and in 1943 for The Ordeal tril-
ogy. He died in February 1945.

If you look him up on Google,
you will find a viciously anti-Sovi-
et (and consequently, anti-Tolstoy)
entry that makes copious use of
material from “his distant relative,
the conservative author, historian and
ardent monarchist Nikolai Tolstoy”,
and “Professor Gleb Struve, a former
White Army soldier and committed
anti-Communist”. Well, so long as
they’re not biased, I guess it’s OK,
wouldn’t you say? &
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Between a shark
and the deep sea

Can a US chain of profit-making schools
really help the poor2 Patience Akumu
reports on the impact of Bridge
academies in Uganda.

Mention Bridge International Academies
and the wrinkles on 70-year-old Veronica
Akumu’s face relax, bringing a smile to her
lips. Of course, she knows the Bridge school
near her village in Tororo district, Eastern
Uganda. Had it not been for Bridge, she
says, her five-year-old grandson would not
be speaking English in the pristine way he
does. He would be like her other grandchil-
dren who went to the nearby government
school and can hardly write their names.

Akumu struggles to raise several grand-
children, many orphaned by HIV/AIDS, and
feeds them off land that is exhausted, thanks to
erratic rains. She is exactly the kind of person
targeted by Bridge, a chain of low-cost private
schools that operates in Africa and Asia. It pro-
fesses to give quality education to children of
low-income earners, the rural and urban poor
who find a way to send their children to private
schools — even if it means going hungry.

And that is the quarrel education activists
such as Salima Namusobya, head of Ugandan
NGO Initiative for Social and Economic Rights
(ISER), have with Bridge and similar low-cost
private schools — the fact that parents trade
everything to afford education whose quality
has yet to be proven.

Bridge is not shy to shout about its success
in bringing what it considers quality, affordable
education to under-served families. A high-pro-
file operation, it has attracted over US$100 mil-
lion in investment from the likes of Bill Gates,
Mark Zuckerberg and other philanthropists, as
well as international donors.

Its model is predicated on scale. Bridge
beams out standardised lessons, devised in the
US, to its 500 or so schools around the world.
The lessons are read off, word for word, from
e-readers by teachers, often high-school gradu-
ates without formal teaching qualifications.

With an investment of about $3 million,
Bridge has built 63 schools over two years in
Uganda alone, and runs a sophisticated mar-
keting operation. From Liberia to India, sto-
ries abound of contented parents and children
achieving amazing results beyond their dreams.

But critics say it is too early to measure the
success of Bridge schools, which have exist-
ed for less than a decade. In most countries,
including Uganda, there is yet to be one entirely
Bridge-educated cohort to sit national exams.
Bridge’s own, internal studies register high
scores, but the system has so far proved resist-
ant to external monitoring, and criticism in gen-
eral. An independent researcher in Uganda was
arrested at the request of Bridge last year. (Over
in neighbouring Kenya, Bridge is suing the
National Union of Teachers for defamation.)
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Besides, Namusobya explains, uneducat-
ed parents like Akumu, are not always best
placed to judge the quality of their children’s
education.

“They will tell you that their children speak
English, but there is great value in teaching
young children in their mother tongue lan-
guage. Also, education is beyond numeracy
and literacy, it is about the whole being. There
has been no fair assessment, no evidence that
Bridge schools are providing wholesome edu-
cation,” Namusobya says.

While Bridge says that educating a child
costs parents on average 5 percent of their
household income, a 2016 report by Education
International, a federation of teacher unions,
worked out that parents spend closer to 25 per-
cent of their income educating one child at
Bridge.

“They should stop describing themselves
as low cost,” says Namusobya. Bridge schools
charge about $7 dollars a month but with other
costs such as uniforms and materials, it can rise
to over $15. “Also, they never set up in places
where people are really poor or where there
are no schools at all. They go to places where
people have some money to sacrifice and where
there are already public schools.”

An independent researcher in Uganda was
arrested at the request of Bridge last year.

Namusobya is also sceptical about Bridge’s
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highly automated system. “Teachers are not
comfortable with the things they are talking
about — faraway places that they have never
been to,” she says. “They tell us that the script
leaves them no time to explain. Sometimes in
rural areas, teachers need to explain in the local
language but this is not possible.”

Bridge appears to have strained relation-
ships with East African governments. Last
November, the Ugandan High Court ordered
the closure of all Bridge schools for failure to
have a school licence, unsanitary conditions
and unqualified teachers. Bridge appealed, and
was overruled again in August. It rumbles on.
Kenyan Courts have ordered the closure of 10
Bridge schools for not “meeting national edu-
cation standards”.

Parents have protested passionately to keep
the schools open. Victoria Achieng, 26, whose
six-year-old nephew goes to Bridge school
admits the buildings are basic but is quick to
point out that they are better than some gov-
ernment schools. She is weary of what she
sees as a government intent on entrenching its
rule rather than giving people the basics like a
decent education.

“Pick out any pupil in primary four at any
government school and put him or her along-
side my nephew at Bridge and you will see the
difference,” she says confidently.

It’s no surprise that parents who can afford
it, have opted out of the public education
system. Universal primary education (UPE),
introduced in Uganda in 1996, should have
given more poor people a chance to get an
education and better life. But UPE is grossly
underfunded and mismanaged. In 2015, the gov-
ernment spent US$2 to educate a child through
the entire school year, a figure unchanged since
1997. Teachers miss up to a day’s work a week,
costing Uganda millions for paid services that
are not delivered. They often prefer to spend

time in their gardens or running side business-
es, such as bodabodas (motor-cycle taxis), to
supplement their salaries, which are among the
lowest received by public servants. Close to 70
percent of Ugandan children do not complete
primary school, one of the highest dropout rates
in the world, according to UNESCO.

For many parents, it is easier to take a child
to Bridge than to demand that the government
fix the inadequate public education system.

“Where else would the children in Bridge
be?’ asks Achieng, her face breaking into a
subtle sneer. “The government schools do not
teach but they want money, almost the same
amount as Bridge. Bridge wants money and
teaches. We are between a shark and a deep
sea here.”

Namusobya insists that private schools
such as those provided by Bridge are part of
the problem rather than the solution. Even if
they ultimately proved to be better quality, over
the long run, they will only deepen inequality.
Meanwhile, the government is diverting valu-
able public resources towards regulating errant
private schools.

Bridge insists that they are now co-operat-
ing with the Ugandan government. The com-
pany has promised to revise the curriculum,
employ qualified teachers, and improve infra-
structure to comply with regulatory standards.
But will this be enough? Namusobya worries
that Bridge is selling an illusion.

“In the developed world, where Bridge
founders are from, they would never accept
schools such as Bridge. But they are here
selling us the lie that quality education can
be cheap. Education is not cheap: it requires
investment and our governments have a duty
to make this investment,” she says.

Patience Akumu is a freelance journalist based
in Kampala.
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