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Privatisation
nighitmare

Anna Pha

The new Northern Beaches Hospital in
Sydney was to be a model for privately
run public hospitals. Since it first opened
its doors to patients the hospital has been
a shambles — a brutal lesson for anyone
attempting to defend privatisation.

The hospital, run by Healthscope, might
boast ocean views, but it is chronically under-
staffed and under-resourced. The NSW govern-
ment spent $600 million on the construction of
the new of the “state-of-the-art” facilities and
has allocated another $400 million for work on
roads in the area.

Healthscope is being paid $1.14 billion
over 20 years to run hospital.

In what can only be described as the
Americanisation of the health system,
Healthscope is out to make the maximum prof-
its possible with short-cuts across the board.

“It is just being done on the cheap. The
dollar is the primary motivator and it is
inevitable that patient care will be compro-
mised, Australian Salaried Medical Officers
Federation president Tony Sara said.

Profits first

Privately run, for-profit hospitals have one
aim — maximising profits. Health care is not
their prime purpose, it is a vehicle for profit-
generation. In fact, companies are obliged by
corporations law to put their share holders first.
That means patients last.

Numerous reports from staff claim the
hospital lacks adequate supplies of vital med-
ications and other products such as insulin,
adrenaline, dialysis fluids, heart failure medi-
cations, syringes, IV lines, saline bags, needles,
swabs, and a host of other basics. Computers
allegedly had blank screens, blood tests were
sent to the wrong laboratory and even taxi driv-
ers are complaining about signage problems
trying to get to the emergency department on
unfinished roads.

Staff have reported that there were only six
wheelchairs to cater for a 488-bed hospital.

A litany of organisational problems has
been reported. These include a card-reader to
open security doors being mislabelled, lack of
protocols for emergencies, staffing issues and
ill-equipped resuscitation trolleys.

One woman, who required an emergency
caesarian delivery, is lucky to be alive follow-
ing a hold-up of one hour due to the chaos as
staff tried desperately to source blood and find
the equipment they needed.

Elective was cancelled because of serious
staff shortages. None of this seemed to regis-
ter with the NSW Health Minister and Premier
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Northern Beaches Hospital in Sydney.

who attempted to write off such unacceptable
conditions as “a glitch”, “hiccups” or “teeth-
ing challenges”, at the official opening on
November 19.

Hours later the Medical Staff Council
called a crisis meeting over concerns for
patient and staff safety. It issued a statement
supporting trainee doctors. One intern was
reportedly allocated 60 patients and a doctor
reported working 110 hours in one week.

The hospital’s CEO resigned just days
after its opening, pre-empting a vote of no-
confidence by senior staff. A senior anesthetist
has since resigned. There may yet be indus-
trial action if urgent measures are not taken to
ensure conditions are safe for patients and staff.

It now appears that the hospital is now
working with the Medical Staff Council
and government to try to address some of
the issues. It remains to be seen how much
progress they can make.

Staff are angry and stressed. Some of the
nurses were forcibly redeployed to the new
hospital from the Manly hospital which closed
when the Northern Beaches Hospital opened.
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Public-private debacles

South Australians may well remember
another of Healthscope’s forays into running a
public hospital. It won the contract to manage
the Modbury Hospital, a public hospital in
Adelaide. It was also supposed to build a co-
located private hospital on the site.

The co-located hospital was never built.
As for the contract to run the privatised public
hospital, that proved to be a disaster when
profit became the driving force and the public
purse was repeatedly used to make extra pay-
ments to the company.

There was a huge public campaign against
the privatisation of Modbury, likewise the
Northern Beaches Hospital. There is strong
support for hospitals being public.

Eventually the Modbury Hospital was
returned to public management, but only after
considerable damage had been done.

In another public-private partnership,
NSW contracted Health Care of Australia
(parent Mayne Nickless) to run the new Port
Macquarie Base Hospital 24 years ago.

Nurses and other staff were shocked by the
emphasis given to keeping shareholders happy.
They were under the impression that patient
care was their priority!

Cost-cutting went to the point of plans to
replace all registered nurses by Assistants in
Nursing. Eventually things reached a point
with staff and public protests, and mount-
ing complaints that the hospital was also
returned to public hands.

It is incredible after such debacles that the
government is yet again attempting to con-
tract out a major hospital to the private, for-
profit sector. Such hospitals cannot provide
the quality care that public hospitals do, and
they cannot do it as cheaply and efficiently
because of the layers of profit built into the
system.

At present lives are at risk. The Communist
Party of Australia is calling for the auditor-
general to immediately intervene, investigate
and make public the hospital’s shambolic per-
formance, kick Healthscope out for failing
to honour its contract and hand it back to the
public sector. &
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Issue 1851
Governments fail to act on
domestic violence

Domestic violence is a major problem in Australia. It’s a
form of abuse which may include obsessive control of the vic-
tim’s movements, social contacts and/or finances. The majority
of domestic violence victims are women and children but they
also include men and members of the LGBTIQ community.
About 16 million Australian women have experienced domestic
violence from a current or former partner since the age of 15.
In the 12 months until October 25 this year, 68 women and 12
children died as a result of domestic violence, on average more
than one every week.

A new survey has revealed that only a small percentage of
Australians now regard consumption of alcohol as an excuse for
domestic violence; that men have the right to non-consensual sex
in marriage; or that incidents of violence are a private family
issue. Unfortunately, an emerging minority claim that women
exaggerate problems of violence or inequality.

State and federal governments have funded awareness pro-
grams resulting in greater public awareness of the issues and an
increase in demand for the specialist services that women require
to leave their abusive partners. Unfortunately, at the same time
there has been a massive cut in funding for refuges and other
services, causing a catastrophic reduction in the number of places
where women and their children can seek shelter. As a result,
they are often left with little option but to share the minimal
charitable accommodation available with men. Legal Aid is also
grossly under funded and failing to meet demand.

The Morrison Coalition government now wants to intro-
duce legislation to allow women to access their superannuation
savings, in order to help them cope financially after family sepa-
ration. But why should women have to sacrifice their retirement
income to cope with the aftermath of domestic violence of which
they are the victims? The government should offer them financial
relief so they wouldn’t have to take this drastic step.

The government has introduced legislation to provide vic-
tims of domestic violence five days unpaid leave to tackle the
multitude of housing, legal, schooling, health and other matters.
But why should it be unpaid leave? And only five days, which is
nowhere near long enough for them to re-establish their lives
in such circumstances? Some unions have gained longer paid
leave periods, public sector employees of some state governments
already have paid leave, such as in South Australia where they
are entitled to 15 days domestic violence leave. New Zealand
has granted victims a minimum 10 days paid leave.
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Another Stolen Generation

Despite opposition from the Greens, Labor and more than
70 community organisations, the NSW government is imple-
menting a new family dispute policy which will re-enact the
Stolen Generation tragedy and affect both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous families.

Under the new legislation, in cases where children have been
placed in foster care because of domestic violence, the birth
parents will have two years to gain reinstatement as primary
carers, but if they haven’t achieved reinstatement by then, the
children will be given to others for guardianship or adoption.

The NSW Minister for Family and Community Services,
Pru Goward says the intention is to prevent children remain-
ing in foster care. She admitted that, “After two or three years
in the foster care option, their chances of being returned to a
family are extremely low.” However, she effectively blamed her
own Department’s employees, commenting “Our view is the
Department of Family Services needs to be greater in its sense
of urgency.”

Tim Ireland, CEO of AbSec, the NSW peak body for
Indigenous children, stated: “... these harmful new laws have
been passed in the face of serious concerns from Aboriginal
communities as well as the child protection and community
service sectors.

“The fact that the NSW government rushed these changes
through Parliament without real engagement ... with any of these
parties shows that they are not interested in effective reform [or]
working with the experts on the ground and investing in true,
long-term solutions for the most vulnerable aboriginal children
in NSW. ... the lifelong wellbeing and safety of Aboriginal chil-
dren is at risk here.”

Support the Guardian
by donating to Press Fund
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Farewell 1o Daniel

Vinnie Molina

On Friday November 30 activ-
ists in Perth gathered at Trades
Hall to farewell Daniel Gasparri,
Chargé d’Affaires of the
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.
Gasparri has spent five years in
Australia and during this time
he worked tirelessly to break the
media misinformation about his
country.

He toured several cities bringing
together different solidarity groups
to strengthen the support for the
Bolivarian Revolution. As Guardian
readers might know, the govern-
ment of President Nicolas Maduro
has been under enormous pressure
from a violent right-wing opposition
backed by the United States.

The US has advanced hos-
tile policies towards the Bolivarian
revolution and its government. It
has manipulated public opinion
and often used blackmail to isolate
Venezuela from other countries. The

Trump Administration even at one
point threatened a military invasion
of Venezuela.

Purchase of medicine and
food-stuffs has also been hin-
dered severely by the US economic
blockade imposed on the country.
Unfortunately, the Australian gov-
ernment has given bipartisan support
and backed up US policies towards
the Bolivarian Revolution.

Mick Buchan, CFMEU State
Secretary presented Gasparri with a
plaque as appreciation for his soli-
darity and friendship with construc-
tion workers in Australia. Elly Hulm
also presented Gasparri with a mes-
sage of solidarity and gift on behalf
on the Australia-Cuba Friendship
Society, Perth branch. Several other
speakers from a number of solidarity
organisations expressed their com-
mitment to continue the effort to
overcome the right-wing mass media
and continue the solidarity work with
the Bolivarian people, their govern-
ment and revolution. &

“I ain’t got no quarrel with them Viet Congs.
No Viet Cong called me nigger.”

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

Muhammad Ali, April 30, 1967. The world heavyweight boxing
champion refused to be drafted for military service in Vietnam to fight
against the Viet Cong (National Liberation Front) during the Vietnam War.
He was convicted of draft evasion and stripped of his world title.
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week’s contributors, as follows:

This week’s total: $175 Progressive total: $7,880

With Christmas approaching there are plenty of appeals to help poverty-stricken families cope over the
festive season. The advertising leaflets of one Sydney real estate agent now include pleas for donations

to the charity the Bernardo Homes. Mind you, not all charities are what they seem. The ABC radio
program Background Briefing recently noted that members of ultra right-wing groups have been joining
conservative political parties and then establishing their own charities, presumably to gain a veneer of
respectability. The Guardian’s Press Fund also appeals for money, but we want to change the system, not
just patch it up, so please send in something for the next edition if you possibly can. Many thanks to this

B Brown $100, Dr G Dittura $25, “Round Figure” $10, “Rough Red” $5, E Seymour $25, “Sparky” $10

Guessing Competition Results

A big thank you to everyone who supported
the Eureka Guessing Competition and
congratulations to the following winners:

1. Maree Hulm

2. M Mitchell

3. Dimitri Gotsis

4. Rhody Milon

5. Bob Brown
Seller's prize: Zuzana Betakova

If you didn’t win this time, then there is always next time!
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Voices raised in protest over
new adoption laws

Aboriginal, human rights and legal organi-
sations have joined the NSW Labor and
Greens parties to criticise the NSW govern-
ment’s changes to the state’s adoption laws,
fearing they will lead to another Stolen
Generation.

Hundreds of people gathered outside NSW
Parliament to protest the laws.

The Berejiklian government last month
passed legislation changing the process of
granting the guardianship of children or adopt-
ing them out. Under the plan, birth parents
will have two years to be reinstated as primary
carers before an alternative permanent home
is found.

But Aboriginal, human rights, welfare
and community groups, as well as Labor and
Greens MPs, are against the changes. Greens
MP David Shoebridge said the laws would hurt
the most vulnerable children in NSW.

“This will remove more Aboriginal chil-
dren and basically more poor children from
their families, despite what we know about his-
tory,” Shoebridge said. “That’s what has united
us today, to ensure we don’t repeat the mis-
takes of the past and the Stolen Generations.”

An open letter signed by more than 70
organisations — including AbSec, Grandmothers
Against Removals and Jumbunna — and thou-
sands of people was presented to Parliament,
calling on the Government to drop the plan.
But Family and Community Services Minister
Pru Goward accused Labor and the Greens of
politicising the issue.

She said the intention of the system is to
ensure children are kept with their birth par-
ents but that can’t always happen. The two-
year rule ensured a child didn’t languish in the
foster care system, she said.

“After two or three years in the foster care
option, their chances of being returned to a
family are extremely low,” Goward told 2GB
radio. “Our view is the Department of Family
Services needs to be greater in its sense of
urgency.”

Shadow Minister for Family and
Community Services Tania Mihailuk said the
Berejiklian government had rammed through
draconian mandatory adoption laws during the
last sitting day of the 56th NSW Parliament
after rejecting every amendment proposed by
NSW Labor.

Mihailuk said none of the amendments to
safeguard children, parents or families from
fast tracked pathways to adoption, or to pro-
vide adequate judicial discretion with regard
to the rights of families and young people
were passed by the Liberal-National govern-
ment. Additional provisions for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander families were also
refused.

She said a Labor government would repeal
the legislation.

“Minister Goward has insisted on ramming
through this legislation after failing to issue a
draft exposure bill or allowing for any public
scrutiny,” Mihailuk said. “The lack of consul-
tation and the minister’s dogmatic approach to
amendments show her disregard of the sector
and the many stakeholders that work in part-
nership with the government to support the
child protection system.

“We’re dealing with incredibly vulnerable
and complex families and having an arbitrary

figure of two years is not achievable and sets
these families up to fail.

“These draconian laws are a last-ditch
attempt by Minister Goward to cement a
legacy for herself at the expense of vulnerable
children.”

Shadow Aboriginal Affairs Minister David
Harris said the legislation would impact most
on Aboriginal families. “Given what past gov-
ernment policy has inflicted on Aboriginal
people through the Stolen Generations and
forced adoptions, it seems incredible that this
legislation was passed without listening to the
experts who deal with Aboriginal families,” he
said.

AbSec, the NSW peak body for Indigenous
children, chief executive Time Ireland said the
legislation threatens to sever another genera-
tion of Aboriginal children’s connection to
their heritage, family and community and alter
the course of their lives forever.

“We are extremely disappointed that these

From the Archives

The Socialist, November 1978

harmful new laws have been passed in the face
of serious concerns from Aboriginal communi-
ties as well as the child protection and commu-
nity service sectors,” he said.

“The fact that the NSW government rushed
these changes through Parliament without real
engagement on the proposed amendments with
any of these parties shows that they are not
interested in effective reform.

“They are not interested in working with
the experts on the ground and investing in true,
long-term solutions for the most vulnerable
Aboriginal children in NSW.

“We firmly believe the lifelong wellbeing
and safety of Aboriginal children is at risk here.

“It is our responsibility to act under this
regressive policy of forced adoption and assure
support is there when needed.”
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Climate change
is class warfare
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Eileen Whitehead

At the end of November school children will
be going on strike to demand that, because
their future and that of their children is
threatened by catastrophic changes to the
world in which they live, governments all
over the world must actually begin to take
drastic action now to halt the inevitable.
What history tells us is that, unless they
take their future into their own hands
and seek to overthrow the current system
responsible for this catastrophe, nothing
much will change.

They will discover they are fighting a
system of capital that is far more interested
in making money than it is in their future
and that this is a system which working class
people have been fighting for a very long time.
Today we are trying to achieve change politi-
cally through the electoral system, but find
that the institutions of capitalism, which are

responsible for our present situation, are only
interested in economics: the markets and what
resources they can get their hands on.

Hence the brutal wars which have been,
and are still being waged around the world.
In Australia, we have a two-party system rep-
resented by the Liberals — aided and abetted
by the National Party — doing the bidding of
big business. Labor, currently in opposition,
promises to introduce legislation which will,
at best, simply postpone the inevitable catas-
trophe, because they too are controlled by big
business: our whole political system operates
solely at the will of big business.

The issue of climate change has become an
issue of class warfare. The ordinary people rec-
ognise the danger of continuing along the same
path and want to change the system that has
created it. But the capitalists’ power is in their
control of the ownership of the means of pro-
duction, i.e. the mines and factories. The eco-
nomic power they wield is quite separate from
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the power of the state and they can, therefore,
make or break world economies.

It is this threat that makes minnows of our
politicians. So four or five mammoth corpora-
tions with interests in fossil fuel are, in fact, in
control of our future.

It is obvious that throughout history the
rich and powerful — the capitalist class — were
always willing to destroy democracy. Any
workers’ uprisings were cruelly and violently
put down. As we can see here in Australia,
democratically elected governments are
destroyed when the interests of the elite are
threatened. We only have to look at how Gough
Whitlam was treated and how Murdoch’s
poison has been used against any government
that doesn’t conform to the interests of the
ruling class.

So, back to these innocent, enlightened
young people who, globally, will leave their
classes on November 30. What do they hope to
achieve? Will they, like so many working class
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people who currently face unfair work laws,
reduced wages, longer hours and increasing
inequality, knuckle down to face an increas-
ingly uncertain future, or will they seriously
begin to fight the system?

What if these children were to begin to
fight the system literally by taking up arms and
demanding justice? We would see bloodshed.

History again confirms this. One only
needs to know how uprisings in the past were
dealt with by those in power: there were many
before the successful 1917 Russian Revolution
for which many paid with their lives. Then they
were fighting for a fairer society, now we are
fighting for the future of the planet and it looks
as though it will have to be a fight as that will
be the only way to stop the damage being done
by big business.

It will be painful, not only physically, but
also economically, but unless we start now to
reorganise our society and introduce at least a
modicum of democracy, it will be too late. &

Serco secrecy exposes

Centrelink privatisation sham

The Community and Public Sector Union
(CPSU) says the Morrison government’s
extreme secrecy around its privatisation of
critical Centrelink services confirms that
the policy will only benefit multinational
corporations.

Human Services Minister Michael
Keenan has refused a Senate order to produce
a report by global consulting giant KPMG,
examining privatised Centrelink call centre
services provided by multinational com-
pany Serco. Minister Keenan has claimed
the KPMG report is a confidential Cabinet
document, despite having publicly released
selected sections of the report as justification
for expanding the privatisation of Centrelink

services to three other multinational corpora-
tions — Stellar, Datacom and Concentrix.

CPSU deputy secretary Melissa Donnelly
said: “The Abbott-Turnbull-Morrison govern-
ment has trashed Centrelink services while
turning them into a cash cow for multina-
tional corporations, and somehow thinks it
can hide its damaging agenda by keeping
this report secret. This government is treating
both the Senate and the Australian public with
contempt.

“Human Services Minister Michael
Keenan has heavily spruiked this report in the
media, but tellingly he’s only released a few
tiny segments that don’t contradict his sales
pitch for selling off Centrelink services. It

seems the bits of the report the government
likes are public but the bits it doesn’t must
remain locked away.”

The union points out that it is damning
that even a report prepared by KPMG, one
of the biggest beneficiaries of the Liberals’
love for privatising Commonwealth work,
can’t be released to justify putting sensitive
Centrelink services in the hands of multina-
tional companies.

“From what we’ve seen Serco, Stellar,
Datacom and Concentrix have a patchy
record at best of providing services, yet this
Government is handing these companies hun-
dreds of millions of dollars,” said Donnelly.

“Ordinary Australians needing to access

Centrelink know that service standards have
really suffered under this Government, includ-
ing the 48 million callers who couldn’t even
get through on the phone at all in 2017-18.
We recently surveyed members to get the real
picture on how these costly privately-run call
centres are undermining services, along with
the growing use of labour hire arrangements.
“This government can’t be trusted with
critical public services and has already begun
to expand its privatisation agenda from
Centrelink into Medicare, starting with the
use of labour hire. Australians now know
that a vote for the Coalition is a vote for
more damaging cuts and privatisation in the
Department of Human Services.” &

Bill too weak to eradicate modern slavery

The peak body for working people
says the Modern Slavery Bill that
passed in the Senate last week is
too weak to properly fight to erad-
icate modern slavery and see it as
a missed opportunity to introduce
strong measures that would hold
companies accountable.

The Australian Council of
Trade Unions said the Bill fails to
introduce penalties for companies
that refuse to take part in a report-
ing and compliance regime, and

appointing an independent anti-slav-
ery commissioner.

Penalties are needed now, not in
three years, if we want to properly
eradicate slavery — forced labour,
child labour, and debt bondage —
in the supply chains of companies
doing business in Australia and
overseas.

As it stands, without fines, there
will be no incentive for companies
to report what they have done to deal
with slavery in their supply chains.

The ACTU also called on a deci-
sion not to appoint an independ-
ent anti-slavery commissioner to be
revised, noting that the experience in
the United Kingdom shows us that
without fines there is no incentive for
companies to report.

“It’s disgusting that slavery
exists widely in the supply chains of
Australian companies doing business
here and abroad and unfortunately
this bill has missed an opportu-
nity to really eradicate slavery by

making sure companies are fully
held accountable,” ACTU president
Michele O’Neil said.

“The ACTU calls for civil penal-
ties and the appointment of an inde-
pendent anti-slavery commissioner
as essentials in holding companies
accountable for the presence of slav-
ery in their supply chains.

“As it stands this bill doesn’t
send a strong enough message to
companies — we need fines in order
to really be able to say they cannot

get away with tolerating the presence
of slavery as ‘business as usual’.

“Waiting for three years for a
decision on whether to introduce
fines to companies that refuse to
take part in a reporting and compli-
ance regime is a weak measure, it
won’t be effectively in eradicating
slavery.” &
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Lauren Smith

Social media and Google serve three stra-
tegic purposes for the US government.
Firstly, they allow the United States to con-
duct espionage; secondly, they facilitate the
spread of disinformation; and thirdly, they
serve as conduits for the transmission of
social contagions.

In employing thought control against the
users of social media and Google, the US gov-
ernment shapes and regulates voting outcomes
and civil unrest. Social media and Google
can therefore best be understood as uncon-
ventional weapons for use in proxy wars to
achieve regime change against non-compliant
non-aligned governments, such as Venezuela
and Nicaragua.

Through geopolitical manipulations to
overcome opposition, the US government
seeks to bring about the ruling elite’s vision of
a corporate-controlled global economy with-
out deploying troops. This “non-violent” or
“soft-coup” model of unconventional warfare
is organised through the efforts of American
quasi-non-governmental organisations (quan-
gos), such as the National Endowment for
Democracy (NED). Used in various so-called
“colour revolutions” in eastern European coun-
tries, the Middle East, and now Latin America,
the model’s “user-friendly” packaging and
features, through social media and Google,
conceal their fundamentally military and secu-
rity-oriented application. The NED makes
no secret of its advocacy of the use of social
media to fight proxy wars.

At a minimum, non-aligned governments
should promote wide public awareness of this
reality but should also fight back by using
commercially available software that is able to
search, monitor, analyse and manage the con-
tent of social media. To counter American cor-
porate and government manipulation of social
media, non-aligned governments can and
should integrate this software in their commu-
nications strategies.

Concurrently, either unilaterally or
together, they should guard against cyber-
invasion by passing cyber laws with strong
penalties, as done by Germany with its ground-
breaking Network Enforcement Act. Non-
aligned countries, such as the member-states
of the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of
our Americas (ALBA), should perhaps follow
Germany’s example of robust laws and fines.

Cambridge Analytica and
social contagion

Two things are important in understanding
the US government’s offensive against unfa-
vourable non-aligned countries: firstly, the ori-
gins of Facebook and Google, and secondly,
their collective influence over human motiva-
tion through coercion and the spread of social
contagion through distorted reality.
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Facebook’s influence can best be under-
stood through the two scandals over Cambridge
Analytica and the Social Contagion Study.

The Cambridge Analytica scandal revealed
that Facebook exposed the personal data of 87
million users to a political consultancy firm of
which the Trump adviser Steve Bannon was
founder and vice-president. They used personal
data to influence Facebook users’ votes in the
US presidential election of 2016 in favour of
Donald Trump.

The main client of SCL, Cambridge
Analytica’s parent company, is NATO, as
well as the defence departments of NATO
member-states.

Another company involved in the scan-
dal is Palantir, whose chairman and founder,
Peter Thiel, was a major contributor to Trump’s
presidential campaign. Palantir not only has
numerous contracts with the US intelligence
community and Department of Defence but
was Facebook’s leading investor, remains on
its board of directors, and is also on the steer-
ing committee of the elite corporate strategy
group Bilderberg.

Another scandal involving Facebook is the
Social Contagion Study, in which Facebook
altered the news feed content of 700,000
unsuspecting users.

The study controlled posts containing
words with positively or negatively charged
emotions to spy on reactions. They con-
cluded their study by saying that emotions are
spread by contagion through social networks.
Facebook was publicly condemned for using
Orwellian thought-policing on its users.

The Department of Defence’s Minerva
Research Initiative paid for research by
Cornell University for a similar study, entitled
Modelling Discourse and Social Dynamics in
Authoritarian Regimes.

Cornell University also worked on a
study financed by the US Air Force Office of
Scientific Research, which aimed to develop
an empirical model of the dynamics of social
movement mobilisation and contagions. The
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object was to determine the “critical mass” or
tipping-point of social contagions by studying
their “digital traces.”

Facebook and Google:
Origin and influence

The CIA has a non-profit venture capi-
tal corporation called In-Q-Tel. Its senior
managers are founders or board members of
Facebook, and it is linked to Facebook through
Peter Thiel of Palantir.

In August 2004 Thiel acquired a 10 percent
share in Facebook, for US$500,000. The next
two capital injections were US$12.7 million
from Thiel and Accel Partners in May 2005
and then US$27.5 million from an Accel-led
round of financing that included Thiel, Accel
and Greylock Partners in April 2006.

In 2012 Thiel sold the majority of his
shares for more than $1 billion, but he remains
on Facebook’s board of directors.

Google’s founders, Larry Page and Sergey
Brin, were both on the payroll of the National
Science Foundation (NSF) while working on
its Stanford Digital Library Project, which
involved creating search algorithms for scan-
ning large quantities of data to find relation-
ships. Financed by the US government, the
NSF in its mission statement includes among
its objects “to secure the national defence.”
It has a long-standing relationship with the
Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency
(DARPA).

Google’s development was nurtured not
only by the NSF and DARPA but also by
the secretive Massive Digital Data Systems
scheme, administered by private contractors
for the CIA and NSA.

In 2004 Google bought Keyhole from
In-Q-Tel. Its mapping technology software,
Earthviewer, became Google Earth. Both In-Q-
Tel and Google financed the “threat intelli-
gence” company Recorded Futures, and have
seats on its board.

Besides geographical and location tracking,

Google assists the US government in its efforts
to write — and rewrite — history. According to
Google’s transparency report, the US govern-
ment has nominated 79,901 items for removal
since 2009. In the same period Venezuela nom-
inated ten items for removal, and Nicaragua
just one.

According to the authors of the report,
Olivia Solon and Sam Levin, Google’s search
and auto-complete algorithms give priority
to sites with right-wing bias, while far-right
groups trick it to boost propaganda and mis-
information in search rankings. As explained
by Robert Epstein of the American Institute
for Behavioural Research and Technology,
Google has the power to rig elections through
something he calls the search engine manip-
ulation effect. Appearing on the first page of
Google search results can give web sites undue
authority.

Besides taking active security measures,
activists and non-aligned countries can learn
from the US government and control the tech-
nology by posting supportive material on
social media and Google. Most people using
the internet already know that everything devi-
ating from the prevailing imperialist narrative
is automatically considered subversive and is
likely to be blocked.

On social media our “friends” in the
US government are watching, ready to con-
trol anything tactical we post on the inter-
net. One striking example of that control is
the fact that Facebook has twice removed
the English-language page of Venezuela’s
Telesur channel.

But while the US government takes the
lead in unconventional warfare technology, it
also offers opportunities that can be exploited.
What can’t be appropriated can be protested
against. Their elaborate global surveillance
system was devised because the ruling elite
know they are outnumbered. Knowing this
gives us power.

Socialist Voice &

Call for taxi drivers to join Uber class action

towards them and their fami-

The Transport Workers’ Union
has informed its taxi driver
members that the class action
is now open to those living in
NSW, Queensland and Western
Australia, as well as Victoria,
following the announcement by
Maurice Blackburn lawyers last
month which are prosecuting the
case.

“Taxi drivers have seen their
incomes go into free-fall in the
few years Uber has been here,”
said Tony Sheldon, the TWU’s co-
ordinator on the on-demand econ-
omy. “Their businesses have gone
under, their families are struggling
and some have even been pushed

to suicide. The federal government
has stood by and let this happen.
Rideshare companies need to be
regulated to ensure workers have
the rights they deserve. Fairness for
all drivers will bring a stable ride-
share and taxi industry.”

Uber drivers are also strug-
gling on low rates of pay because
of continually slashed rates and
high company commissions. They
face threats and physical and sexual
assault, with the choice of turn-
ing up to work the next day to
earn money or staying at home to
recover from their injuries and lose
pay.
The union says that the

Uberisation of working lives,
whether it involves rideshare driv-
ers or taxi drivers, has re-introduced
eighteenth century working con-
ditions, this time via an app and
that the class action will go some
way to put Uber on notice that the
Australian community will not
accept this.

Uber is hoping for a valuation
of $120 billion ahead of its public
sale next year but the class action
exposes the house of straw it is built
on. “Uber is being held to account
for the trail of destruction it has
caused. Despite its backers in Saudi
Arabia and Qatar, Uber’s liabilities
are massive,” Sheldon said.

Uber is operating on a short-
term licence in London following
a ruling which said it was not a “fit
and proper” operator. In the USA
in August, New York City Council
voted to regulate rideshare compa-
nies, capping the number of new
vehicles and guaranteeing the driv-
ers a minimum wage.

A survey of over 1,100 ride-
share drivers across Australia shows
the average pay is just $16 per hour
before fuel, insurance and other
costs are taken out. One in 10 driv-
ers has been physically assaulted
while 6 percent have been sexually
assaulted.

Drivers have faced death threats

lies, rape threats, sexual assault,
being punched in the face, held

at knife-point, had their car win-
dows broken, their cars stolen and
have received racial abuse. They
have been immediately deactivated
from the ride-share apps when pas-
sengers leave wallets in their cars
or when passengers make entirely
false reports. Almost two-thirds of
drivers have had false reports by
passengers. &
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Yemen’s descent into hell

For years now, says Rajan Menon, a relentless Saudi air campaign (quite literally
fuelled by the US military) has hit endless civilian targets, using American smart
bombs and missiles, without a peep of protest by Washington. Through what he
calls “the statistics of suffering”, he attempts to convey the unspeakable plight of the

Yemeni people.

It’s the war from hell, the savage one
that Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, along with seven other Middle
Eastern and North African states, have
been waging in Yemen since March 2015,
with fulsome support from the Pentagon
and American weapons galore.

It’s got everything. Dead children, a never-
ending air campaign that pays scant heed to
civilians, famine, cholera, you name it. No
wonder it’s facing mounting criticism in the
US Congress and from human rights groups.
Still, ever since President Donald Trump (like
Barack Obama before him) embraced the
Saudi-led coalition as the US’ righteous knight
errant in the Middle East, the fight against
impoverished Yemen’s Houthi rebels — who
have, in turn, been typecast as Iran’s cat’s
paw — has only grown fiercer. Meanwhile, the
Al-Qaeda affiliate there continues to expand.

For years now, a relentless Saudi air cam-
paign (quite literally fuelled by the US mili-
tary) has hit endless civilian targets, using
American smart bombs and missiles, without a
peep of protest or complaint from Washington.
Only a highly publicised, completely over-
the-top slaughter recently forced the Pentagon
to finally do a little mild finger wagging. On
August 7, an airstrike hit a school bus — with a
laser-guided bomb made by Lockheed Martin
— in northern Yemen, killing 51 people, 40
of them schoolchildren. Seventy-nine others
were wounded, including 56 children. Soon
after, a UN Security Council-appointed group
of experts issued a report detailing numer-
ous other egregious attacks on Yemeni civil-
ians, including people attending weddings
and funerals. Perhaps the worst among them
killed 137 people and wounded 695 others at a
funeral in Sana’a, Yemen’s capital, this April.

The attack on those schoolchildren and the
UN report amplified a growing global outcry
against the carnage in Yemen. In response,
on August 28, US Secretary of Defence
James Mattis let it be known that the Trump
administration’s support for the Persian Gulf
potentates’ military campaign should not be
considered unreserved, that the Saudis and their
allies must do “everything humanly possible to
avoid any innocent loss of life”. Considering
that they haven’t come close to meeting such a
standard since the war started nearly five years
ago and that the Trump administration clearly
has no intention of reducing its support for the
Saudis or their war, Mattis’s new yardstick
amounted to a cruel joke — at the expense of
Yemeni civilians.

The statistics of suffering

Some appalling numbers document the
anguish Yemenis have endured. Saudi and
Emirati warplanes officially have killed — and
it’s considered a conservative estimate — 6,475
civilians and wounded more than 10,000 others
since 2015. Targets struck have included farms,
homes, marketplaces, hospitals, schools and
mosques, as well as ancient historic sites in
Sana’a. And such incidents haven’t been one-
off attacks. They have happened repeatedly.

By April 2018, the Saudi-led coalition had
conducted 17,243 airstrikes across Yemen, hit-
ting 386 farms, 212 schools, 183 markets and
44 mosques. Such statistics make laughable the
repeated claims of the Saudis and their allies
that such “incidents” should be chalked up to
understandable errors and that they take every

reasonable precaution to protect innocents.
Statistics compiled by the independent Yemen
Data Project make it clear that the Gulf mon-
archs don’t lie awake at night lamenting the
deaths of Yemeni civilians.

Saudi Arabia and its partners have accused
the Houthis, the rebels with whom they have
been in such a deadly struggle, of also attack-
ing Yemeni civilians, a charge Human Rights
Watch has validated. Yet such a they-do-it-too
defence cannot excuse the relentless bomb-
ing of non-military sites by a coalition that has
overwhelming superiority in firepower. Houthi
crimes pale by comparison.

And when it comes to the destruction of
civilian lives and livelihoods, believe it or
not, that may be the least of it. Take the naval
blockade of the country by Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates that cut the number
of ships docking in the Houthi-controlled port
of Hodeida from 129 between January and
August 2014 to 21 in the same months of 2017.
The result: far less food and medicine entered
the country, creating a disaster for Yemenis.

That country, the Arab world’s poorest, has
long relied on imports for a staggering 85 per-
cent of its food, fuel and medicine, so when
prices soared, famine spread, while hunger and
malnutrition skyrocketed. Nearly 18 million
Yemenis now rely on the emergency food aid
to survive: that’s an unbelievable 80 percent of
the population.

Spiral of death

According to the World Bank, “8.4 million
more are on the brink of famine”. In December
2017, following a barrage of bad publicity, the
Saudi-Emirati blockade was eased margin-
ally, but it had already set in motion a spiral
of death.

The blockade also contributed to a chol-
era epidemic, which the shortage of medicines
only exacerbated. According to a World Health
Organisation report, between April 2017 and
July 2018, there were more than 1.1 million
cholera cases there. At least 2,310 people died
from the disease, most of them children. It is
believed to be the worst cholera outbreak since
statistics began to be compiled in 1949. At
800,000 cases between 2010 and 2017, Haiti
held the previous record, one that the Yemenis
surpassed within half a year of the first cases
appearing. The prime contributors to the epi-
demic: drinking water contaminated by rot-
ting garbage (uncollected because of the war),
devastated sewage systems, and water filtra-
tion plants that stopped running due to lack of
fuel — all the result of the horrendous bombing
campaign.

War crime

Wartime economic blockades starve and
sicken civilians and soldiers alike and so
amount to a war crime. The Saudi-Emirati
claim that the blockade’s sole purpose is to
check the flow of Iranian arms to the Houthis is
nonsense, nor can it be considered a legitimate
act of self-defence, even though it was insti-
tuted after the Houthis fired ballistic missiles
at the airport in the Saudi capital and the resi-
dence of that country’s monarch. (Both were
shot down by Saudi air defences and were clear
responses to coalition airstrikes on Houthi-
held territory that killed 136 civilians.) By the
standards of international humanitarian law or
simply common sense, choking off Yemen’s

imports was a disproportionate response, and
clairvoyance wasn’t required to foresee the
calamitous consequences to follow.

True to form, President Trump’s UN
ambassador, Nikki Haley, echoed Saudi
charges that the Houthi missiles were Iranian-
supplied Qiam-1s and condemned that coun-
try’s interference in Yemen. Given the scale of
destruction by a foreign coalition using arma-
ments and technical assistance provided by
the United States (and Britain), her comments,
in less grim circumstances, would have been
laughable.

Cluster carnage

Those American-supplied weapons have
included cluster munitions, which pose a
particular hazard to civilians because, when
dropped from a plane, their devastating
bomblets often disperse over enormous areas.
(Such bombs are banned under a 2008 treaty
signed by 120 countries that neither Riyadh
nor Washington has joined.) In May 2016,
the Obama White House confirmed that it had
stopped sending such weapons to Saudi Arabia,
which then continued to use Brazilian-made
variants.

However, other American arms have con-
tinued to flow to Saudi Arabia, while its war-
planes rely on US Air Force tankers for mid-air
refuelling (88 million pounds of fuel as of this
January, according to a Central Command
spokeswoman) and the Saudi military has
received regular intelligence information and
targeting advice from the Pentagon since the
war began.

And with the advent of Donald Trump,
such military involvement has only deepened:
US Special Operations forces are now on the
Saudi-Yemen border, helping to find and attack
Houthi redoubts.

In June 2018, ignoring US opposition, the
Saudi coalition heightened the risk to Yemeni
civilians yet more by launching an offen-
sive (Golden Victory) to capture the port of
Hodeida. (So much for the Pentagon’s stand-
ard claim that supporting the war gives the US
influence over how it is waged and so limits
civilian casualties.)

Saudi and Emirati airpower and warships
supported Emirati and Sudanese troops on
the ground joined by allied Yemeni militias.
The advance, however, quickly stalled in the
face of Houthi resistance, though only after
at least 50,000 families had fled Hodeida and
basic services for the remaining 350,000 were
disrupted, creating fears of a new outbreak of
cholera.

The roots of war

Yemen’s progression to its present state
of perdition began as the Arab Spring’s gales
swept through the Middle East in 2011, uproot-
ing or shaking regimes from Tunisia to Syria.
Street demonstrations grew against Yemen’s
strongman, Ali Abdullah Saleh, and only gath-
ered strength as he attempted to quell them.
In response, he allied ever more strongly with
Saudi Arabia and the United States, alienating
the Houthis, whose main bastion, the governate
of Saada, abuts the Saudi border. Adherents of
Zaydi Islam, the Houthis played a pivotal role
in creating a political movement, Ansar Allah,
in 1992 to assert the interests of their commu-
nity against the country’s Sunni majority. In
an effort to undercut them, the Saudis have
long promoted radical Sunni religious leaders
in Yemen’s north, while intermittently raiding
Houthi territories.

As a Houthi rebellion began, Saleh tried
to make himself an even more indispensable
ally of Washington in its post-9/11 anti-ter-
rorist campaigns, notably against Al-Qaeda

Yemenis present documents in order to receive food rations

in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), a grow-
ing local franchise of Al-Qaeda. For good
measure, he joined the Saudis in painting the
Houthis as little more than tools of an Iran that
Washington and Riyadh both loathed.

When those powers nonetheless came to
see the Yemeni autocrat as a political liabil-
ity, they helped oust him and transfer power to
his deputy, Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi. Such
moves failed to calm the waters, as the country
started to disintegrate and Saudi-US efforts to
consolidate the transition from Saleh to Hadi
unravelled.

Meanwhile, regular American drone strikes
against AQAP angered many Yemenis. In their
eyes, not only did the attacks violate Yemen’s
sovereignty, they intermittently killed civilians.
Hadi’s praise for the drone campaign only dis-
credited him further. AQAP’s power continued
to grow, resentment in southern Yemen rose,
and criminal gangs and warlords began to oper-
ate with impunity in its cities, highlighting the
Hadi government’s ineffectuality.

Economic “reforms”

Neo-liberal economic reforms only fur-
ther enriched a clutch of families that had long
controlled much of Yemen’s wealth, while the
economic plight of most Yemenis worsened
radically. The unemployment rate was nearly
14 percent in 2017 (and exceeded 25 percent
for young people), while the poverty rate rose
precipitously, as did inflation.

It was a formula for disaster, and when

By April 2018, the Saudi-led coalition h

17,243 airsirikes across Yemen, hitting
212 schools, 183 markets and 44 mosq
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provided by a local charity.

Hadi proposed a plan to create a federal system
for Yemen, the Houthis were infuriated. New
boundaries would, among other things, have
cut their homeland off from the Red Sea coast.
So they gave up on his government and girded
for battle. Soon, their forces were advancing
southward. In September 2014, they captured
the capital, Sana’a, and proclaimed a new
national government. The following March,
they occupied Aden in southern Yemen and
Hadi, whose government had moved there,
promptly fled across the border to Riyadh.
The first Saudi airstrikes against Sana’a were
launched in March 2015 and Yemen’s descent
into hell began.

The American role

The commonplace rendition of the war
in Yemen pits a US-backed Saudi coalition
against the Houthis, cast as agents of Iran
and evidence of its increasing influence
in the Middle East. Combatting terrorism
and countering Iran became the basis for
Washington’s support of the Saudi-led war.
Predictably, as this cartoonish portrayal of
a complicated civil war gained ground in
the mainstream American media and among
Beltway (the political, economic and social
world of Washington, DC, viewed especially
as insular and exclusive) pundits, as well, of
course, as in the Pentagon and White House,
inconvenient facts were shunted aside.

Still, all these years and all those dead
later, it’s worth considering some of those
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facts. There are, for instance, significant dif-
ferences between the Houthis’ Zaydi variant
of Shia Islam and the Twelver Shiism domi-
nant in Iran — and some similarities between
Zaydis and Sunnis — which makes the ubiqui-
tous claims about an Iran-Houthi faith-based
pact shaky.

Moreover, Iran did not jump into the fray
during the violent 2004-10 clashes between
Saleh and the Houthis and did not have long-
standing ties to them either. In addition, con-
trary to the prevailing view in Washington, Iran
is unlikely to be their main source of weaponry
and support.

Sheer distance and the Saudi coalition’s
naval blockade have made it next to impos-
sible for Iran to supply arms to the Houthis
in the volume alleged. Besides, having pil-
laged various military bases during their
march towards Aden, the Houthis do not lack
for weaponry. Iran’s influence in Yemen has
undoubtedly increased since 2015, but reduc-
ing the intricacies of that country’s internal
crisis to Iranian meddling and a Tehran-led
Shiite bloc expanding from Syria to the
Arabian Peninsula amounts to, at best, a mas-
sive oversimplification.

Trump obsession

The obsession of Trump and his key advis-
ers with Iran (a remarkable number of them
are Iranophobes) and Trump’s obsession with
plugging American arms makers and hawk-
ing their wares help explain their embrace
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of the House of Saud and continuing support
for its never-ending assault on Yemen. (Jared
Kushner’s bromance with Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammad bin Salman undoubtedly played a
part as well.) None of that, however, explains
the full-scale American backing for the Saudi-
led intervention there in the Obama years.
Even as his administration denounced Bashar
al-Assad’s slaughter of Syrian civilians, his
officials seemed unmoved by the suffering war
was inflicting on Yemenis. In fact, the Obama
administration offered US$115 billion worth
of weaponry to Riyadh, including a US$1.15
billion package finalised in August 2016, when
the scale of Yemen’s catastrophe was already
all too obvious.

In recent years, opposition to the war in
the US Congress has been on the rise, with
Senator Bernie Sanders and Representative Ro
Khanna playing prominent roles in mobilising
it. But such congressional critics had no effect
on Obama’s war policy and are unlikely to
sway Trump’s. They face formidable barriers.
The mainstream narrative on the war remains
powerful, while the Gulf monarchies continue
to buy vast quantities of American weaponry.
And don’t forget the impressive, money-is-
no-object Saudi-Emirati lobbying operation in
Washington.

That, then, is the context for the Pentagon’s
gentle warning about the limits of US sup-
port for the bombing campaign in Yemen and
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo’s subsequent
certification, as required by Congress, that the
Saudis and Emiratis were taking perfectly cred-
ible action to lower civilian casualties — with-
out which the US military could not continue
refuelling their planes. (Mattis “endorsed and
fully supported” Pompeo’s statement.)

As the fifth anniversary of this appalling
war approaches, American-made arms and
logistical aid remain essential to it. Consider
President Trump’s much-ballyhooed arms
sales to the Saudis, even if they don’t total
$100 billion (as he claimed): Why then would
the Saudi and Emirati monarchs worry that
the White House might actually do some-
thing like cutting off those lucrative sales or
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terminating the back-end support for their
bombing campaign?

Al-Qaeda’s narrative

One thing is obvious: US policy in Yemen
won’t achieve its declared goals of defeat-
ing terrorism and rolling back Iran. After
all, its drone strikes began there in 2002
under George W Bush. Under Obama, as in
Pakistan and in Afghanistan, drones became
Washington’s anti-terrorist weapon of choice.
There were 154 drone strikes in Yemen during
the Obama years, according to the most reli-
able high-end estimates, and civilian casual-
ties ranged between 83 and 101. Under Trump
they soared quickly, from 21 in 2016 to 131
in 2017.

The reliance on drone attacks has bol-
stered Al-Qaeda’s narrative that the American
war on terror amounts to a war on Muslims,
whose lives are deemed expendable. And so
many years later, in the chaos of Yemen, the
group’s power and reach is only growing.
The US-backed, Saudi-led intervention is also
likely to prove not just self-defeating but self-
prophetic. It seems to be cementing an alliance
between Iran and the Houthis who, though they
have been pushed out of Aden, still control a
big chunk of Yemen.

Meanwhile, in a move that could make the
war even deadlier, the Emiratis appear to be
striking out on their own, supporting seces-
sion in southern Yemen. There’s not much to
show on the anti-terrorism front either. Indeed,
the Saudi coalition’s airstrikes and US drone
attacks may be moving Yemenis, enraged by
the destruction of their homes and livelihoods
and the deaths of loved ones, towards AQAP.
In short, a war on terror has turned into a war
of and for terror.

In Yemen, the United States backs a grim
military intervention for which — unless you
are a weapons company — it is hard to find any
justification, practical or moral. Unfortunately,
it is even harder to imagine President Trump or
the Pentagon reaching such a conclusion and
changing course.

Third World Resurgence &
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Emile Schepers

During the last several days, the
Central American country of
Honduras, population 9,300,000,
has loomed large in news reports.
First, there is the mounting
tragedy of the refugees from the
caravan, now stuck in Tijuana,
Mexico, across the border from
San Diego, California. Though
they have been treated with warm
hospitality by the inhabitants of
Mexican towns and villages along
the route of their march to the US
border, the situation is different
in Tijuana.

The city’s mayor (technically,
municipal president) Juan Manuel
Gastelum, is from the right-wing
National Action Party (PAN).
Evidently, he is trying to bolster his
flagging popularity by stoking up the
same kind of anti-immigrant nation-
alism that Trump, whom he admires,
is famous for — except that in this
case it is Mexican nationalism. In

addition to wearing a red baseball
cap with the slogan “Make Tijuana
Great Again,” Gastelam has echoed
Trump’s rhetoric about the refugees
being “riffraff.” Taking the hint,
right-wingers in Tijuana have pro-
tested against the migrants.

Facing interminable processing
delays at the border, a small group
of desperate refugees tried to rush
across. This led to a reprehensible
scene, condemned worldwide, of US
border agents lobbing tear gas at ter-
rified women and children. As was
to be expected, the Trump adminis-
tration simply used this incident to
continue to slander the refugees as
an invading army of criminals and
moochers.

But there was another item in
the news that helps to elucidate
what the real situation in Honduras
is. On November 23, US authorities
in Miami arrested Antonio “Tony”
Hernédndez Alvarado on major
drug trafficking charges. A former
member of the Honduran Congress,
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Hernandez Alvarado is accused of
working with corrupt elements in
the Honduran police to import mind-
boggling amounts of cocaine into the
United States.

There is nothing new about this
sort of thing unless you take into
account that Tony Hernandez is the
brother of Juan Orlando Hernandez,
the president of Honduras. Both
belong to the right-wing National
Party.

Military coup

When the legally elected pro-
gressive president of Honduras,
Manuel Zelaya, was overthrown
by a military coup in June of 2009,
the United States broke with hemi-
spheric consensus and pushed for a
scheduled presidential election to
go ahead. The rest of the nations of
the Americas had wanted Zelaya to
be restored to his presidency before
any such an election could take
place, but the United States did not
support this, and the election took
place on November 29, 2009, with
troops in the streets suppressing the
opposition.

Declaring that no election could
be seen as valid under such repres-
sive circumstances, much of the
opposition boycotted the vote. The
victor was Porfirio Lobo Sosa, from
the right wing National Party. Lobo,
whose surname means “wolf” in
Spanish, ruled Honduras from 2010
to 2014, when he was replaced by
the current president, also from
the National Party. Lobo’s tenure
was characterised by a sharp rise
in repression and general societal
violence.

Corruption and involvement
with the drug trade also flourished,
but eventually, the chickens began to
come home to roost. In September
of 2017, Fabio Lobo, ex-presi-
dent Lobo’s son, was sentenced to
24 years in prison by a US District
Court judge, for conspiring with Los
Cachiros, a Honduras-based drug
cartel, to import cocaine into the
United States. Other high ranking
Honduran politicians have also been
caught for their involvement with
Los Cachiros.

Fraud

That’s not the end of it. Earlier
this year, Rosa Elena Bonilla, wife
of ex-president Lobo, was arrested
by special anti-corruption author-
ities for embezzling hundreds
of thousands of dollars in funds
meant to be used to help the poor-
est Hondurans. Investigations of
involvement of Porfirio Lobo him-
self with Los Cachiros have been
ongoing.

Salvador Nasralla a centrist supported by the left.

The current president, Juan
Orlando Hernandez, came to
power after a very fishy elec-
tion in November of 2013. There
were credible complaints of fraud,
but Hernandez, in his old job of
President of the National Congress,
had managed to pack the Electoral
Tribunal with his own supporters,
and was declared the winner, with
Xiomara Castro, wife of ex-president
Zelaya and candidate of the leftist
LIBRE party as the runner-up.

Hernandez’ term should have
been up at the beginning of this
year, but in a blatantly unconstitu-
tional move, he managed to get the
Honduran Congress to authorise him
to run for re-election. The November
26,2017 election was even more bra-
zenly fraudulent than the 2013 one,
and when Hernandez was declared
the winner over a centrist supported
by the left, Salvador Nasralla, there
were mass protests which were vio-
lently suppressed by the country’s
militarised police force.

There were deaths, and some
people arrested after the demonstra-
tions are still in prison.

Corrupt, violent

The Lobo and Hernandez pres-
idencies have been characterised
by corruption, violence, declin-
ing living standards and the looting
of the country’s resources to bene-
fit the country’s own elites as well
as foreign corporations. All of these
things are so scandalously obvious
that there has even been movement
in the US Congress to block aid to
Honduras. These are the immediate
causes of the massive movement of
refugees to the US border, including
the latest caravan.

The fingerprints of US corpora-
tions, and the US government, are
all over this. During most of the
20th Century, successive US admin-
istrations have used Honduras as a
base to fight against left-wing guer-
rillas in neighbouring countries. The
United States has a major military
base at Cano Soto, and its contin-
ued presence depends on a friendly
(right wing) government being
in power in the Honduran capital,
Tegucigalpa.

When President Manuel Zelaya
began to orient Honduras’ foreign
policy toward the ALBA group of
left-led countries, all this was threat-
ened. Zelaya’s restoration of diplo-
matic relations with Cuba was seen
as a danger sign, and during the
George W Bush administration, there
was an increased focus on destabilis-
ing Honduras, which involved well
known right-wing Republican opera-
tives such as Otto Reich.

But this goes back further. The
authoritative National Security
Archive has published documents
which show how the Reagan admin-
istration abetted the Honduran mil-
itary in the commission of abuses
against the opposition, again with
the purpose of maintaining a gov-
ernment in power in Tegucigalpa
that could be relied on to help the
United States’ fight against left-
wing governments, political move-
ments and guerrilla insurgencies
region-wide.

US investors

Such governments were also
guaranteed to be friendly to major
US investors, going back to the
heyday of United Fruit. Such com-
panies could rely on right-wing gov-
ernments in Tegucigalpa to suppress
labour organising and to guaran-
tee high rates of profit. Today, the
same thing goes on, with poor farm-
ers being pushed off their land to
make room for African palm cultiva-
tion and other corporate controlled
enterprises.

Left out of the past week’s
news stories, at least in the United
States, were the continuing pro-
tests of the Honduran people against
the Hernandez government. On
November 22 a lively anti-corruption
protest in the Choluteca region in the
South of the country was violently
suppressed by militarised police.
There have been other demonstra-
tions during the past week, includ-
ing a major one in Tegucigalpa on
November 27 in which ex-President
Zelaya participated.

The demonstration was called
because this week is the first anni-
versary of the fraudulent re-elec-
tion of Juan Orlando Hernandez.
Eyewitnesses reported that the dem-
onstration was met not only with tear
gas but with live ammunition which
wounded two people.

To properly evaluate the cara-
van situation and Central American
migration in general, people here
need to know these things. When
President Trump accuses the
migrants of drug dealing and vio-
lence, people in the United States
need to say: “Wait a minute? Aren’t
our government’s ‘friends’ in power
Honduras, in fact, up to their necks
in drug dealing and violence? And
doesn’t that drug dealing involve
cocaine imports to the United States?
So why is our government propping
up regimes like that of Juan Orland
Hernandez, while tear gassing and
arresting men, women, and chil-
dren trying to flee from his gangster
government?”’

People’s World &
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risk all-out war

Finian Cunningham

With the US, EU and NATO all bolstering
claims of “Russian aggression” — in face
of contrary evidence — the real danger is
that the Kiev regime will be emboldened
to carry out more reckless provocations
leading to all-out war.

It seems indisputable that the three
Ukrainian Navy vessels were dispatched last
week in order to instigate a security response
from Russian maritime border forces. In con-
trast to normal procedures for passage clear-
ance through the Kerch Strait, the Ukrainian
warships refused to communicate with Russian
controls and acted menacingly inside Russia’s
Black Sea territorial limits.

At a United Nations Security Council
emergency meeting, the US, Britain and France
pointedly refused to take on board Russia’s
legal argument for why it felt obliged to detain
the Ukrainian boats and 24 crew. The Western
powers automatically sided with the version of
events claimed by President Petro Poroshenko
— that the Ukrainian Navy was attacked unlaw-
fully by Russia.

The US, EU and NATO denounced
Russia’s “aggression” and demanded that the
Ukrainian vessels and crew be repatriated
immediately, even though under Russian law
there is a case for prosecution.

Fascist coup

It is the West’s refusal to acknowledge
facts that is part of the problem. Russia is con-
tinually accused of “annexing” Crimea in 2014
instead of the Western powers recognising that
the Black Sea peninsula voted in a constitution-
ally held referendum to secede from Ukraine
and join the Russian Federation. Crimea was
prompted to take that historic step because
the US, EU and NATO had only the month
before backed an illegal coup in Kiev against
the elected Ukrainian government. That coup
brought to power the present Kiev regime led
by Poroshenko and a parliament dominated by
neo-Nazi parties.

So, the problem here is a refusal by
Western supporters of the dubious Kiev
regime to accept the legal, historic reality that
Crimea is part of Russia’s territory. Ships pass-
ing through the Kerch Strait between Russia’s
mainland and Crimea are obliged to notify
Russian maritime controls of passage. Russia
has since reopened the strait to civilian cargo
transport following the naval skirmish at the
weekend.

When the Ukrainian Navy vessels violated
legal procedures and entered Russian territorial
limits, their action was aggressive, not Russia’s
response.

Orchestrated event

Furthermore, there are already emerging
signs that the Ukrainian naval transport was
orchestrated for the purpose of inciting an
incident.

Some of the detained crew members have
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admitted carrying out orders which they knew
would be seen by Russia as provocative.

It has also been reported by US govern-
ment-owned Radio Free Europe that the
Ukrainian secret services (SBU) have con-
firmed that its officers were among the crew
on the boats. The vessels were also armed. If
the transfer was an innocent passage, why were
secret services involved? Recall that Ukrainian
secret services have previously been caught
staging sabotage operations in Crimea.

Another major background factor is the
increasing NATO military build-up in eastern
Ukraine and the Black Sea.

When Russian President Vladimir Putin
officially opened the 19 kilometre bridge link-
ing Russia’s mainland with Crimea in May
earlier this year, there were calls in US and
Ukrainian media for the structure to be sabo-
taged. Moscow has understandably stepped up
security controls around the vital infrastructure,
which cost US$3.7 billion and is the longest
bridge in Europe.

In recent months, the US and Britain have
ordered increasing military deployment to
the region under the guise of “training” and
“assistance” to the Kiev regime forces.

Earlier this year, in July, the NATO alli-
ance held naval drills, Sea Breeze, along with
Ukrainian forces in the Black Sea. That’s in
spite of the fact that Ukraine is not a member
of NATO, although it is aspiring to join the
29-member US-led bloc at some time in the
future.

It was the following month, in August,
that Russia began stepping up its controls and
searches of vessels through the Kerch Strait
linking the Black Sea to the Sea of Azov.
The latter leads to ports under the control of
the Kiev regime such as Mariupol, which is
adjacent to the breakaway Donetsk People’s

Republic. The DPR and Luhansk People’s
Republic broke away following the coup in
Kiev in 2014 and have been under military
attack for the past four years despite the so-
called Minsk peace treaties. These are more
facts that the Western backers of the Kiev
regime refuse to deal with.

More NATO build-up continued in
September with the supply of two gunboats by
the US to the Ukrainian Navy for deployment
in the Sea of Azov. Pentagon-linked publica-
tion Defence One described that supply as part
of efforts by Washington and Kiev to develop
a “mosquito navy” in order to skirmish with
Russian forces.

Only four days before the latest naval
clash, Britain’s Defence Minister Gavin
Williamson announced the Royal Navy was
to send HMS Echo to patrol with Ukrainian
special forces to “defend freedom and democ-
racy.” Williamson said: “As long as Ukraine
faces Russian hostilities, the United Kingdom
will be a steadfast partner.”

Tensions

This is background to the simmering ten-
sions in the Black Sea between Ukraine and
Russia. The situation has arisen because of
Western interference in Ukraine — primarily the
coup in Kiev in February 2014. Yet, in all dis-
cussions about events since then, the Western
powers are in denial of facts and their culpa-
bility. The recent militarisation of the Black
Sea by the NATO alliance is a stark provoca-
tion to Russia’s national security, but again the
Western powers bury their collective heads in
the sand.

Given the reckless indulgence by the US,
Europe and NATO of the Kiev regime amid its
ongoing violations against the populace in east-
ern Ukraine, its refusal to abide by the Minsk

agreements, and its continual inflammatory and
unhinged rhetoric against Russia, it should not
be surprising if this same regime feels embold-
ened to provoke an armed confrontation with
Moscow.

Nazi adulation

Arguably, the Kiev regime and its adula-
tion of World War II Nazi collaborators never
had any legitimacy in the first place. It contin-
ues to demonstrate its lack of legitimacy from
the immense social problems in Ukraine of
poverty, corruption, human rights violations,
neo-Nazi paramilitaries running amok, and
now martial law being imposed.

It remains to be seen if the recent naval
provocation was carried out with the tacit
approval of Washington and other NATO
powers as a pretext for further militarisation
against Russia. The initial misplaced condem-
nations of Russia have subsided to more meas-
ured calls from US President Donald Trump
and French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian for “restraint” and “dialogue.”

That might suggest Kiev’s failing President
Poroshenko and his security services acted
alone to order the naval confrontation as a
desperate throw of the dice to escalate NATO
and EU support for his shaky regime against
Russia.

Trump’s comments hoping that Kiev and
Russia would “straighten things out” sound
like Washington is not behind the provocation
and has no desire for a wider conflict. Just as
well, because such a development is a gateway
to all-out war.

Nevertheless, such a catastrophe is always
a serious risk when Western powers indulge
this unhinged Kiev regime.

RT - Russia Today &

“Positively medieval”

Greece ground to a halt today
after public transport was dis-
rupted and ports shut down as
workers staged a 24-hour stop-
page against the Syriza govern-
ment’s austerity measures.

The strike was called by the
country’s largest private-sector
union, the General Confederation of
Greek Workers (GSEE), demand-
ing tax cuts and a rise in the mini-
mum wage, which was slashed by
as much as 32 percent under the
country’s harsh and punitive bailout
conditions.

Unions are also demanding the

reinstatement of collective bargain-
ing, which was stopped by Prime
Minister Alexis Tsipras at the behest
of the European Union (EU), World
Bank and International Monetary
Fund (IMF).

The IMF, in particular, had
pressed for the implementation of
the anti-trade union measures and
demanded Greece restrict the right
for workers to take strike action
over austerity, which saw wages,
jobs and pensions decimated.

Workers hit out at the impact
of the neo-liberal reforms, with
telecoms worker loannis Mariolis

saying the three Greek bailouts have
turned job conditions in the private
sector “positively medieval.”

He added: “What am I supposed
to do with the hard-euro currency of
the Germans when I don’t have any
to spend? We were much better off
with the drachma.”

Strike action took place in most
major Greek towns and cities with
the GSEE warning bosses that they
were sending a clear message.

“No more burdens on the
backs of Greek society,” the union
said in a statement. “There must
be a definitive end to the policies

of punitive austerity, poverty and
impoverishment, policies that have
had tragic effects on society and the
economy.”

Tsipras faces elections next
year and is under pressure from the
growing unrest and series of gen-
eral strikes aimed at his government
which has been branded “anti-
worker,” siding with the bosses and
the troika.

He hinted that collective bar-
gaining could be reinstated as he
prepares for the first of the coun-
try’s post-bailout budgets for 2019,
although he insists on targeting a

3.6 percent of GDP surplus to rein
in public spending.

But GSEE general secretary
Nikos Kioutsoukis warned against
Mr Tsipras implementing a bosses’
budget.

“Today’s strike is aiming
against another budget of austerity
and over-taxation,” he said. “It is
not restoring the collective bargain-
ing regime.”
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No compromise on
discrimination

Australians are overwhelmingly against
compromises that will allow continued dis-
crimination against LGBTI people in faith-
based schools in legislation purporting to
take some of that discrimination away.

Advocacy group, just.equal, conducted
a survey of almost 2,000 LGBTI Australians
across all demographics which found around
94.5 percent opposition to leaked government
legislation that bans discrimination against
LGBTI students on the basis of sexual orien-
tation and gender identity but allows it on the
basis of “religious ethos”.

95.2 percent of those opposed to this pro-
posal said they would rather wait for better
legislation.

Over 90 percent also want teacher, other
staff and parents to also be protected.

LGBTI Australians have delivered an
emphatic “No” to any compromises that allow

for continued discrimination. The message to
law-makers is clear, if you want to tackle dis-
crimination tackle it all.

The survey was submitted to the Senate
inquiry into discrimination in faith-based
schools.

The legislation removes the capacity of
faith-based schools to directly discriminate on
the grounds of sexual orientation and gender
identity but allows indirect discrimination on
the grounds of a school’s religious ethos.

It does not protect teachers, other staff or
parents.

Almost 500 respondents to the survey
explained their reasons for opposing all
discrimination.

The most common was that faith-based
schools should not have special exemptions
from discrimination law while in receipt of
public funds. Some respondents wrote about
their personal experiences of discrimination in
faith-based schools.

Others wrote that the suitability of staff
and students should be based on their behav-
iour and abilities not their sexual orientation or
gender identity.

Rodney Croome
Just.equal spokesperson

Thoroughly modern slaves

The changes to the Modern Slavery Bill
passed by the Senate (last week) would see
Australia take a meaningful step in the
global fight to eradicate modern slavery,
which is estimated to affect more than 40
million people around the world.

Guardian

Find out more about the

Communist Party of Australia

WWW.Cpa.org.auv

The strengthening of the proposed leg-
islation is to be applauded — the Senate has
listened to calls for tougher laws that will sig-
nificantly improve the way modern slavery is
combated in the supply chains of Australian
businesses and organisations.

Changes to the Bill will ensure that the
responsible Minister has additional powers to
request an explanation from entities that fail to
report or comply, to ask for remedial action and
to publish information about failed compliance.
There will also now be an annual report to the
Parliament on the level of compliance with the
Act, and the government has confirmed that a
list will be created of the entities that need to
report.

It is disappointing that proposals to appoint
an Independent anti-slavery commissioner or
advisor were not heeded — and Oxfam urges
for this decision to be revisited as the Act is
reviewed in the future.

Importantly, the Bill still does not include
penalties for non-compliance, which would
help ensure companies report. However,
Oxfam welcomes amendments passed that will

ensure the question of the need for civil pen-
alties is specifically reviewed as a part of the
built-in three-year review of this legislation.

Overall, the changes approved by the
Senate are real improvements that will help
tackle rampant and inexcusable abuses of fun-
damental human rights.

What is now crucial is that the government
does not rest on its laurels.

The amended legislation must now to be
taken back to the House of Representatives
as a matter of urgency. This legislation needs
to be passed before the end of the parliamen-
tary year, so that the laws can be brought into
effect.

“There is no excuse for any continued tol-
erance of the scourge of modern slavery in the
supply chains of Australian organisations.

These proposed laws are a welcome oppor-
tunity for Australia to take a leading role in the
global battle to stamp out systemic exploita-
tion, which is leaving millions of people in
entrenched poverty.

Dr Helen Szoke
Oxfam Australia chief executive

Maria Duarte and Alan Frank

Robin Hood

The fabled bandit of Sherwood
Forest made his screen bow
(sorry) 110 years ago in 1908’s
Robin Hood and His Merry Men,
followed by over 200 movies and
television shows. And in this
remake he’s buckling his swash
like crazy once again to make life
hell for the malevolent Sheriff of
Nottingham.

Traditional genre tropes —
Robin, his Merrie Men, Maid
Marion and a memorably malign
Sheriff of Nottingham, along with
sufficient whizzing arrows and
assorted violence — are all there to
satisfy fans of historical action and
adventure.

Director Otto Bathurst, screen-
writers Ben Chandler and David
James Kelly and a praiseworthy
hard-working cast deliver a riotous
revisionist take on the legendary
story.

Early on, we’re told to “forget
everything you think you know ...
this is no bedtime story” and the
adrenaline-loaded mélange of adven-
ture and action should keep most
film goers awake.

We first meet Hood, played by
an admirably straight-faced Taron
Egerton, fighting in the Crusades in
an action-packed high-body-count
sequence featuring a futuristic auto-
matic-firing crossbow before return-
ing to Nottingham with Jamie Fox’s
Little John.

Cue more action as Robin, Little
John and the not always so Merrie
Men wreak havoc and chaos as they
set out to destroy the villainous
Sheriff of Nottingham (a show-steal-
ing Ben Mendelsohn) and so on and
so forth.

It’s been filmed in Croatia
and thus depicts a uniquely moun-
tainous Nottinghamshire and the
international bent continues with
a cast including US actors Jamie
Foxx, Mendelsohn and F Murray
Abraham, while Fifty Shades of
Grey’s Ulsterman Jamie Dorman

appears this time with his kit on as
Will Scarlet.
Alan Frank

Back to Berlin

With the shocking rise in fas-
cism and the far right, Catherine
Lurie’s moving and poignant
documentary is a timely reminder
of why we should never forget.

It follows 11 bikers in the
summer of 2015 as they set off from
Israel to Berlin on an epic 24-day
trip across nine countries to take the
Maccabiah torch to the site of the
infamous 1936 German Olympics.
The riders, ironically astride
German-made BMW motor bikes,
were retracing the journey of the
original Maccabiah Riders of 1935.

Seven were descendants of
Holocaust survivors, two were actual
survivors and another pair were the
grandsons of the 1930s Maccabiah
riders.

While nothing dramatic or
untoward unfolds during this emo-
tionally-charged journey, what hits
home and moves to the core is how
they try to come to terms with their
painful and dark past, along with the
admission by the Holocaust survi-
vors of the horrors they witnessed at
German concentration camps which
they have never spoken about.

Their detour to the Auschwitz-
Birkenau death camp rakes up hor-
rendous memories and emotions, as
a father reveals to his biker son how
he watched Nazis stamp on Jewish
babies and old people to kill them.

The facts and figures of the num-
bers of Jews that were killed in each
country they ride through speak for
themselves, but it is the personal
anecdotes, punctuated by archive
footage, that really makes an impact.
It’s hard to even begin to imagine
what any of these survivors went
through.

What rings out loud and clear
from this powerful film is that this
must never be allowed to happen
again.

Maria Duarte

Assassination Nation

“This is the story of how my town
of Salem lost its motherfucking
mind,” a voice announces at the
start of this increasingly repellent
amalgam of horror, teenage sex
and bloodshed which, I assume,
writer and director Sam Levinson
sold to backers as a pungent
take on small-town mores and
miseries.

He kicks off by signalling what’s
to follow in an urban setting whose
sanitised-by-Spielberg-style bland
streets and suburbs soon become the
scene of mounting nastiness.

The key protagonists — high
school senior Lily (Odessa Young)
and her three best female friends —
enjoy typical US teen lives. They
talk about, and have, sex and enjoy
the wonderful world of selfies and
texts until an anonymous hacker poi-
sons the place by revealing the per-
sonal lives and secrets of thousands
of townspeople.

'\ |

“I'm not a rent boy, | am a muse” — Harris Dickinson as Jim in Postcards from London.

Before long, society starts col-
lapsing and purge-style violence
erupts, leaving Lily and her friends
to fight for their lives against gangs
of armed attackers.

As the mad mobs poison the
town, Lily — sporting the Stars and
Stripes as a mask, something less
subtle than a piano falling on you
from a great height — takes to sport-
ing a rifle and using it.

Levinson lays on the violence
thick and bloody in a shocker that
could have been better used to sati-
rise Trump’s US rather than simply
satisfying himself with a slick and
frequently nauseating money-mak-
ing horror flick.

Alan Frank

Postcards from

London
Writer and director Steve
McLean’s offbeat one-of-a-

kind story begins with beautiful
18-year-old Essex boy Jim (Harris
Dickinson) telling his father and

mother: “This will be my educa-
tion” and then leaving home and
heading for London in search of
a more intellectually stimulating
life.

He ends up sleeping in a card-
board box in darkest Soho, but his
luck changes when he meets and
then joins the Raconteurs, a band
of upper-class male escorts offering
intellectual conversation as well as
the expected carnal stimulation.

After learning a great deal about
art, Jim becomes popular with the
high end of the market — “I’m not a
rent boy, I am a muse” — before his
rise and rise is halted when he finds
that he’s suffering from Stendhal
Syndrome, which has him fainting in
front of beautiful baroque paintings.

In synopsis, MacLean’s narra-
tive seems far-fetched but, thanks to
Dickinson’s unexpectedly credible
performance, Postcards from London
holds the attention most of the time,
while Jim’s segue from rent boy to
“art expert” almost convinces.

Maria Duarte
Morning Star &
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in the Rohingya crisis

It is now more than one year since violence erupted in Myanmar’s Rakhine State,

triggering the massive Rohingya exodus to neighbouring Bangladesh. As the crisis
continues with no immediate end in sight, it is crucial to expand and sustain health
and life skills services for Rohingya women, girls and youth to locate opportunities

amid challenges.
Asa Torkelsson reports

A year ago, renewed violence in Myanmar’s
Rakhine State ripped 14-year-old
*Fathema’s family apart. Her father and
brothers were killed, her widowed mother
became the head of a household on the
run, escaping with Fathema and her other
daughters to the crowded Rohingya refu-
gee camps in neighbouring Cox’s Bazar,
Bangladesh.

Given the atrocities experienced by so
many thousands of Rohingya women and
girls, the immediate humanitarian response
focused on providing urgent medical atten-
tion and health supplies, along with psycho-
social counselling for traumatised survivors,
including those who became pregnant
through rape.

Much of this help came through Women
Friendly Spaces in Cox’s Bazar — the “shanti
khana” or “homes of peace” — which have long
provided a safe space for women and girls to
avail of essential services, or simply to bond
with others, as they seek to heal. The help and
information provided there have also inspired
many Rohingya women to become community
volunteers themselves.

Forty-year-old Zarina* recalls, “In
Myanmar, I didn’t know child marriage was
bad. Here, through the caseworkers at the
Women Friendly Space, I’ve learnt about it
and other issues like domestic violence. My
eyes are now open, my brain is working. I real-
ise that child marriage is bad for health, it robs
a girl of her youth and her life. I want to end
child marriage.”

Zarina and other community volunteers are
also seeking to improve a key health indica-
tor. Currently, only about one in five pregnant
women in the refugee camps will give birth in
a proper health facility, despite the availability
of dozens of trained midwives and other per-
sonnel. Sometimes they are prevented by their
husbands — or, in the case of women who have
been raped, they fear stigma and discrimination
from the wider community.

“Giving birth is like a war, it can be so
challenging,” said 35-year-old Nasreen*,
another community volunteer. “Every month I
help four to five women to the facility here for
deliveries. If girls or women don’t willingly
want to go to the delivery services, I convince
them to access health points and ensure safer
pregnancy and childbirth.”

Back in Myanmar, Fathema would

probably have been married by now and, at
14, may already have become a mother. But,
just as Zarina and other women were provided
with key information about life and love, a
new youth-focused initiative at these Women
Friendly Spaces is transforming them into
learning centres for Fathema, her sisters and
other young persons, teaching them about the
spectrum of gender equality and rights through
the prism of sexual and reproductive health and
well-being.

The module — adapted from the global
Gender Equity Movement in Schools (GEMS)
prototype — underscores how crucial it is to
impart life skills education as early as possi-
ble, to better equip young persons to navigate
the often difficult choices faced during the tran-
sition from childhood to adolescence to adult-
hood, including issues such as gender equality,
pubertal changes and hygiene, relationships
and conflict management.

For young girls in particular, long con-
strained by the complexities of patriarchy and
sexism, the sessions can be liberating, showing
them how they should be in charge of making
decisions about their own lives — including if
and when to marry and to whom, whether to
have children and how many, and how to better
address and protect themselves from gender-
based violence and child marriage.

These concepts can be overwhelming for
any young person, and all the more so for those
raised in particularly conservative environ-
ments. But by bringing such issues to the fore-
front in a gentle, non-threatening way, multiple
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points of view can be discussed and debated
openly and safely.

Fathema learnt so much from the sessions
at the Women Friendly Space, she’s become a
volunteer herself. “The first people I talk to are
my parents,” she said. “And then I talk to other
young people in my area. | knew nothing about
the changes that happen to girls. Now I know
how to cope, and I can help other girls as well.”

Putting all these lessons into practice will
not be easy for Fathema and her peers, just
as it hasn’t been for Zarina and older refugee
women, but introducing them to these ideas is
an important first step towards moving from
disempowerment to empowerment, even in this
challenging context.

As humanitarian actors strategise a long-
term response to this protracted crisis, there
must be a strong emphasis on the interactions
between the obvious pillars of aid — food,
water, health, sanitation, shelter and protec-
tion — and the special needs of women, girls
and young persons, including safer pregnancy
and childbirth; the prevention of, and response
to, gender-based violence; and education and
life skills for children and youth who will, in
all probability, become adults in the camps of
Cox’s Bazar.

“Initially I faced violence from my hus-
band because I had four daughters which he
wasn’t happy about,” Zarina said. “But [ now
teach my husband and others about gender
equality.”

*Not their real names
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