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“No Yankee boot will step in here. If 
they do they will die”: An officer of 
Venezuela‘s 2 million-strong Civilian 
Volunteer Militia. 
If I know anything, it is about people, such 
as you, I am a man of the people. I was 
born and raised in a poor neighbourhood 
of Caracas. I forged myself in the heat of 
popular and union struggles in a Venezuela 
submerged in exclusion and inequality.

I am not a tycoon, I am a worker of reason 
and heart, today I have the great privilege of 
presiding over the new Venezuela, rooted in 
a model of inclusive development and social 
equality, which was forged by Commander 
Hugo Chávez since 1998 inspired by the 
Bolivarian legacy.

We live today in a historical trance. There 
are days that will defi ne the future of our coun-
tries between war and peace. Your national 
representatives of Washington want to bring to 
their borders the same hatred that they planted 
in Vietnam. They want to invade and intervene 
in Venezuela – they say, as they said then – in 
the name of democracy and freedom. But it’s 
not like that. The history of the usurpation of 
power in Venezuela is as false as the weapons 

of mass destruction in Iraq. It is a false case, 
but it can have dramatic consequences for our 
entire region.

Venezuela is a country that, by virtue of 
its 1999 Constitution, has broadly expanded 
the participatory and protagonist democracy 
of the people, and that is unprecedented today, 
as one of the countries with the largest number 
of electoral processes in its last 20 years. You 
might not like our ideology, or our appearance, 
but we exist and we are millions.

I address these words to the people of the 
United States of America to warn of the grav-
ity and danger that intend some sectors in the 
White House to invade Venezuela with unpre-
dictable consequences for my country and for 
the entire American region.

President Donald Trump also intends to 
disturb noble dialogue initiatives promoted 
by Uruguay and Mexico with the support of 
CARICOM for a peaceful solution and dia-
logue in favour of Venezuela. We know that 
for the good of Venezuela we have to sit 
down and talk, because to refuse to dialogue 
is to choose strength as a way. Keep in mind 
the words of John F Kennedy: “Let us never 
negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to 
negotiate”.

Are those who do not want to dialogue 
afraid of the truth?

The political intolerance towards the 
Venezuelan Bolivarian model and the desires 
for our immense oil resources, minerals and 
other great riches, has prompted an interna-
tional coalition headed by the US government 
to commit the serious insanity of militarily 
attacking Venezuela under the false excuse of 
a non-existent humanitarian crisis.

The people of Venezuela have suffered pain-
fully social wounds caused by a criminal com-
mercial and fi nancial blockade, which has been 
aggravated by the dispossession and robbery of 
our fi nancial resources and assets in countries 
aligned with this demented onslaught.

And yet, thanks to a new system of social 
protection, of direct attention to the most vul-
nerable sectors, we proudly continue to be a 
country with a high human development index 
and low inequality in the Americas.

The American people must know that this 
complex multiform aggression is carried out 
with total impunity and in clear violation of the 
Charter of the United Nations, which expressly 
outlaws the threat or use of force, among other 
principles and purposes for the sake of peace 
and the friendly relations between Nations.

We want to continue being business part-
ners of the people of the United States, as we 
have been throughout our history. Their pol-
iticians in Washington, on the other hand, 
are willing to send their sons and daughters 
to die in an absurd war, instead of respect-
ing the sacred right of the Venezuelan people 
to self-determination and safeguarding their 
sovereignty.

Like you, people of the United States, we 
Venezuelans are patriots. And we shall defend 
our homeland with all the pieces of our soul.

Today Venezuela is united in a single cla-
mour: we demand the cessation of the aggres-
sion that seeks to suffocate our economy and 
socially suffocate our people, as well as the 
cessation of the serious and dangerous threats 
of military intervention against Venezuela.

We appeal to the good soul of American 
society, victim of its own leaders, to join our 
call for peace, let us be all one people against 
warmongering and war.

Long live the peoples of America!
Nicolás Maduro

President of 
the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela

See page 2 for solidarity action. 
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An Open Letter to the People of the United States from Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro
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There is only one thing that will create affordable housing 
and solve the current housing crisis – a massive revival of public 
housing and a revolution in how it is used. Nothing but a massive 
infusion of high-quality, publicly-owned housing of diverse types 
will challenge the choking dominance of the private market.

Throughout the 1980s, governments adopted neo-liberal policies 
with deregulation and privatisation. As a consequence, housing 
became increasingly commodifi ed and embedded in systems of 
accumulation. Housing as a commodity has come to take absolute 
precedence over any use it may have possessed as a home.

The issue is not simply that there is not enough public hous-
ing. The issue is that housing is treated as a commodity, rather 
than a right.

Housing is one of the most important areas in which we can 
fi ght for change.

Just as we can achieve universal education and health care 
within a capitalist system – despite their limitations – so we can 
also demand universal housing.

A new system of universally accessible public housing is the 
only way the current housing crisis can be overcome. Our com-
munity must have public housing available to all those who need 
it or who would rather live in public housing than be up to their 
necks in debt.

The workers of our country have created its wealth and have 
the right to share in its prosperity. This includes the right to a 
decent, secure, well-maintained, affordable home for themselves 
and their families.

Social housing is an umbrella term which includes traditional 
public housing, specialist Indigenous housing and, more recently, 
subsidised housing provided by non-government providers.

Social housing provides just 3.9 percent of homes for Australian 
households. Of this 77 percent is public housing.

Public housing is subsidised housing, not charity. It is a posi-
tive element of the whole housing system, as infrastructure and 
not welfare.

There are many forms of infrastructure that serve social as 
well as economic needs. Schools, courts, prisons and hospitals are 
long term services enhancing social and economic well-being which 
are allocated on a needs basis rather than for commercial return.

A place to call home is a basic human right. In a rich society 
like Australia, there should be no homelessness. Without a home, 
it is virtually impossible to exercise other rights such as education, 
going to work or meeting basic hygiene requirements.

Experience has shown that the private market alone can never 
provide the basic human right to housing.

People across Australia have had enough of policies that are 
working for the rich and powerful but not for working people. It’s 
time for new directions that will really change things.

The current housing policies of both Liberal and Labor are 
based on an economic rationalist approach in which government 
housing assets are valued at current market value and sold off if 
their value is suffi ciently high.

This is not a social policy; it is the government acting as a 
private investor playing with a large pool of assets. But housing 
is an essential service and should not be treated as if the govern-
ment, as the provider, is a private investor.

The provision by governments of necessary services like hous-
ing on the basis of universality and equity is being replaced by 
private organisations claiming to be “not-for-profi t” but requiring 
extra funds to maintain and expand their sector of the public 
housing system.

This must be reversed and government must take back the task 
of building a far greater amount of public housing.

It will require heavy expenditure to provide enough public 
housing. However, this investment will bring signifi cant revenues 
(rents) in subsequent years.

The process whereby public housing is becoming increasingly 
limited, given the ongoing trend to transfer the management of 
public housing to community housing providers, must be reversed 
if governments are to accept their responsibility for ensuring that 
the people are affordably and adequately housed.
* This is an excerpt from a CPA draft policy on public housing.
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QUOTE OF THE WEEK
Down there in the deep they are lying,
They died for nine shillings a day.
They worked out their shift and ’tis now they must lie
In the darkness until judgement day.

Song from the Gresford mine disaster, Wales – September 24, 1934Song from the Gresford mine disaster, Wales – September 24, 1934

”“

To solve the housing crisis*

PRESS FUND
Preparations are well underway for a nationwide strike on 
March 15 by school students demanding effective action on 
climate change. So far, demonstrations are to be held in 32 
cities, towns and suburbs, and the number is growing. It’s 
the children who will inherit the terrible legacy of climate 
change left to them by the big fossil fuel corporations and 
their backers in state and federal Parliament. We ask you to 
support the students by joining them on the day. And while 
you’re at it, we could also do with some support, by way of 
contributions to the Press Fund, so please send in something 
for the next edition if you possibly can. Many thanks to this 
week’s contributors, as follows:
Dr G Dittura $10, K Manski $70, “Round Figure” $10, 
“Rough Red” $5, “Sparky” $10, JNZ $100, Max Hunt $50
This week’s total: $255 Progressive total: $975

Hands off Venezuela!
Australia against the sanctions, no coup, 
no to the intervention, no war in Venezuela
Vinnie Molina

Over the weekend as part of the 
international weekend of actions 
in solidarity with the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela and its 
legitimate government, solidarity 
groups in Australia rallied against 
the economic sanctions, rejecting 
the coup d’état and saying no to 
military intervention.

Perth kicked off with its rally on 
Friday, February 22 at the William 
Street train station. Several people 
gathered to listen to the speakers 
who rejected the US sponsored coup 
d’état and condemned the Australian 
government’s recognition of the 
puppet self-proclaimed president 
Juan Guaido. Speakers acknowl-
edged the hardships created by the 

economic war the US has been 
waging for some time.

They noted that Venezuela is 
a rich country that doesn’t need 
humanitarian aid. What is needed 
is for the economic sanctions to be 
lifted and the payment of the billions 
of funds for oil that have been with-
held to be unlocked and the release 
of Venezuelan gold assets being held 
by the Bank of England.

The blockade has prevented the 
use of funds to purchase food and 
medicines. The rally rejected the use 
of humanitarian aid as an excuse for 
a military intervention in the country.

Community TV covered the 
event and interviewed some of the 
people attending.

US imperialism wants to take 
control of Venezuela’s natural 

resources and hates that the popu-
lar government is in the hands of the 
people.

Rallies in Perth, Melbourne, 
Sydney and Brisbane called for non-
interference in the internal affairs of 
a sovereign country and the recog-
nition of the democratically elected 
government of Venezuela. The soli-
darity groups demand the Australian 
government withdraw its recognition 
of the coup president.

We call on all progressive, 
unions and the anti-intervention 
forces to unite in solidarity with the 
Venezuelan workers, their unions 
and the democratically elected gov-
ernment of the Bolivarian republic 
of Venezuela.

Hands off Venezuela! 

Perth.

Melbourne.

Brisbane. Sydney.
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Undergraduate students starting the new 
academic year will face an additional 
roadblock this year. The federal govern-
ment’s university VET-FEE HELP voca-
tional education scheme, which (they said) 
would help undergraduate students meet 
the crippling demands of the HECS fee 
system, has been so unhelpful that the 
government has been forced to introduce 
a new $10.5 million assistance scheme to 
provide additional fi nancial assistance for 
students.

Unfortunately, that initiative has been 
accompanied by a new levy on the HECS 
loans. The government also wants to reduce the 
period for repayment of student HECS debts, 
suppress free expression on campus and force 
students to pay for security services at events 
they disrupt.

For students who manage to fi ght their way 
through the fi nancial and academic hurdles of 
higher education and want to pursue postgrad-
uate courses, the government has provided 
another set of roadblocks.

Just before Christmas the Morrison gov-
ernment cut $328.5 million from the federal 
four-year allocation for postgraduate research, 
twice the amount it forecast it would cut in 
November.

The funding cut is to be achieved by freez-
ing the annual increases in research funding 
which are made each year to keep up with rises 
in the annual cost of living. As a result of the 
cuts some 500 postgraduate positions will not 
be available, and many projects will be lost, 
deferred or reduced in scope.

Professor Margaret Gardiner, Chair of 
Universities Australia, commented bitterly: 
“That’s 500 fewer people who will dedicate 
their talent to the creation of new knowledge 
in the national interest.”

The government argues that research 
funding saved will be used to provide addi-
tional help for higher education institutions in 
regional and remote areas. But postgraduate 
students from those areas will still be disad-
vantaged because fewer places will be avail-
able at Australia’s leading universities in the 
major cities.

Moreover, despite the redirection of 
research funding to higher education institu-
tions in remote and regional areas, they will 
still be disadvantaged by the government’s dis-
astrous 2016 decision to cut grants for student 
places.

Those grants enable universities to main-
tain the overhead costs of research programs, 
including the costs of paying researchers and 
technicians as well as keeping libraries and 
laboratories operating. According to Professor 
Gardiner, without these grants universities 
are being forced to fi nd $85,000 for every 
$100,000 they receive in competitive research 
grants.

The ongoing 2016 cuts will also reduce the 
number of PhD research scholarships and will 
damage the international status of Australian 
universities. That’s an important economic 
consideration, given that higher education 
is now the second highest contributor to the 
national economy. The world rankings of 
Australian universities are now beginning to 
slip because of the funding cuts.

The latest research funding cuts will partic-
ularly affect universities that put a high priority 
on research. Between them, Sydney University 
and the University of NSW will lose $30 mil-
lion in postgraduate research grants.

Much of the funding transferred from 
research will be directed to institutions that lie 
within marginal federal seats in Queensland, 
for example the University of the Sunshine 
Coast and James Cook University.

The heads of some regional and remote 
universities that will benefi t from the transfer 
of research funding were remarkably ungrate-
ful for the transferred research funding.

The head of Central Queensland 
University, Scott Bowman, said he was “quite 
shocked and quite sad to hear that the money 
is coming from elsewhere in the University 
system. ... really, it’s just money that we should 
be getting anyway.” 

Warped priorities
The government’s priorities are horribly 

warped. For example it wants to spend $13.5 
million of taxpayers’ money establishing the 
University of NSW’s Howard Library, “a col-
lection of offi cial papers and display items” 
from the period in offi ce of former coalition 
Prime Minister John Howard, one of the nasti-
est political leaders in Australia’s history.

The government has also allocated $4 mil-
lion to allow the Department of Prime Minister 
and Cabinet to “provide support to the cabi-
net”, and it wants to allocate an additional 
$2.3 million to expand the role of the National 
Windfarm Commission, so it can deal with 
complaints about solar energy plants as well 
as windfarms.

The Commission was established by the 

notoriously pro-coal government led by former 
Prime Minister and climate change denier Tony 
Abbott. Not to be outdone, the current Prime 
Minister Scott Morrison once brandished a 
lump of coal in federal Parliament and extolled 
its virtues as an energy source.

Not content with cutting research funding, 
the government is also introducing a “national 
interest” test for research grants on projects 
recommended by the Australian Research 
Council. Under the test the government could 
block any project which it said could under-
mine the nation’s security, foreign policy and 
strategic interests. The government would 
not have to provide reasons for its decisions, 
giving it effective control over the nominally 
independent Council.

The former Minister for Education, Simon 
Birmingham has already used his Ministerial 
powers to block 11 arts and humanities projects 
recommended to the Government for approval 
last year.

Industrial research might be subject to 
similar interference. For example, given 
Morrison’s overt bias in favour of fossil fuel 
energy systems, the government could block 

any research project that is likely to seriously 
threaten the dominance of coal and gas in the 
national energy market. And that in turn would 
threaten national development.

Last year government spending on research 
and development fell to $10 billion, which rep-
resents only .05 percent of national GDP, the 
lowest level in forty years. The Chinese gov-
ernment now spends 2.1 percent of its GDP on 
research and development, but in Australia the 
total spending by government, business and 
research institutions together represents only 
1.88 percent of GDP.

Vicki Thomson, chief executive of the 
Group of Eight universities, commented: “... 
the debilitating trend of cuts to higher edu-
cation and research ... ignores the reality that 
research investment is essential to underpin 
Australia’s economic strength and jobs – the 
health and wealth of Australia’s community.” 

Catriona Jackson, chief executive of 
Universities Australia described the research 
cuts as “a ram raid on Australia’s future 
economic growth, prosperity, health and 
development.” 

Australia

From the Archives The Guardian, February 2019

Crippling funding cuts for 
higher education research

Simon Bolivar 

giving the boot to US imperialism.
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With another burst of stories detailing the 
pain and suffering being experienced by 
nursing home residents appearing in the 
media as the Royal Commission into Aged 
Care Quality and Safety gets underway, 
the Australian Nursing and Midwifery 
Federation (ANMF) says it’s time we 
fi nally, and genuinely, acknowledge that the 
system has failed Australia’s most frail and 
vulnerable. Radical change is desperately 
needed, both to the system’s rules and the 
system’s culture.

Federal secretary Annie Butler said chronic 
understaffi ng and under regulation of our aged 
care system are the root causes of the hor-
rifi c stories that have come to light and that 
no doubt will continue to emerge as the Royal 
Commission continues. Yet, nurses and doc-
tors, and other health professionals, have been 
sounding alarms about these issues for over a 
decade, with no action.

“Australia has the opportunity to be a 
world leader in our delivery of aged care just 
as we are in our delivery of health care,” said 
Butler. “Older Australians, those who cared for 
us as we grew, are entitled to affordable, acces-
sible and high-quality aged care services deliv-
ered by a professionally trained, accredited and 
dedicated workforce.

“They do not deserve the current chronic 
understaffi ng and underfunding that leads to 
unnecessary wait lists, unmet expectations, 
pain and suffering.”

The unregulated use of chemical and phys-
ical restraints in nursing homes provides yet 
another example of how the elderly are suf-
fering as a result of chronic understaffi ng in 
aged care. Providing dignifi ed care for vulner-
able residents, particularly those with dementia 
and other complex high-care needs, requires 
the right number of nurses and carers with the 
right skills mix.

The union points out that time and time 
again it has warned governments of the effects 
of chronic understaffi ng in nursing homes, pro-
viding them with evidence of the dangerously 
low staffi ng levels that exist in too many nurs-
ing homes across the country.

“We have conducted rigorous academic 
research to provide evidence for the amount of 
staffi ng and care we know should be available 
in nursing homes, and we’ve even developed 
an implementation plan and a fi nancial analy-
sis for phasing in an evidence-based methodol-
ogy for improved staffi ng – with no response,” 
said Butler.

“Our warnings, and the warnings of doc-
tors and other front-line health profession-
als, our evidence, and our solutions were all 
ignored. Consequently, the situation has con-
tinued to worsen to the horrifi c levels we are 
witnessing now.

“One of the key barriers is that there is 

a culture of thinking that aged care, and the 
aged themselves, don’t deserve the attention 
or investment that we give to other sectors. 
That culture has to change. If we are to have 
any real hope of providing older Australians 
with the care they deserve, we must re-focus. 
The culture in aged care has long been about 
profi ts, not people. As the public is starting to 
see now, it’s certainly not about prioritising the 
care needs of residents.

“The Aged Care Royal Commission is 
important and necessary but it should not mean 
a delay in reforms. If we continue to delay 
doing what we know is right it means at least 
another 18 months of pain and suffering for 
the elderly and, potentially, too many undigni-
fi ed deaths.

“We know it requires investment but we 
also know that the investment will be recov-
ered through more jobs and by productivity 
gains over time.

“The measure of a society is how it cares 
for its elderly, those who cared for us. Right 
now we don’t measure up, but we can, and we 
can become the world leader in care for the 
elderly we should be.

“Nurses, doctors and qualifi ed health pro-
fessionals agree, the system must introduce 
mandated minimum staffi ng ratios and skills 
mixes to fi nally end this crisis.”

Ratios make sense
The ANMF has also released compel-

ling evidence which outlines how mandated 
minimum staffi ng ratios in aged care can be 
implemented to bring improvements in care 
outcomes for elderly nursing home residents 
while also providing economic benefi ts.

Independent economic analysis, under-
taken by the Flinders University’s Australian 
Industrial Transformation Institute (AITI), not 
only outlines the fi nancial benefi ts of imple-
menting mandated minimum staffi ng levels for 
the care of the elderly but also warns of the 
“signifi cant costs” of not mandating the mini-
mum levels of nursing and care hours in nurs-
ing homes.

Put simply, aged care ratios make eco-
nomic sense.

ANMF-commissioned research, the 
National Aged Care Staffi ng and Skills Mix 
Project 2016 (the Project), the fi rst of its kind 
in Australia, investigated care needs of elderly 
Australians living in nursing homes, fi nding 
that an average of 4.3 nursing and care hours 
are needed each day and also identifying the 
ideal skills mix required to deliver this care.

The research provided the evidence about 
what is required to address the current unac-
ceptable gap in care being provided to our eld-
erly but to develop the skills and workforce 
to fi ll that gap and ensure safe and best prac-
tice care for all elderly Australians, a phased 

implementation plan and an understanding of 
the costs involved are needed.

The economic analysis shows that the ben-
efits of implementing mandated minimum 
staffi ng hours outweigh the costs and warns 
against the costs of not implementing the rec-
ommendations. It also shows that the costs of 
increased staffi ng and improved skill mixes 
will be offset by savings in reduced workforce 
attrition and productivity gains, an increased 
tax take and reduced hospital system costs.

Signifi cantly, and for the fi rst time, the 
analysis has quantifi ed previously unrecog-
nised benefi ts of the implementation of man-
dated minimum staffi ng and care levels. These 
include savings to the economy gained from 
reduced mortality of residents, improved qual-
ity of life for residents and their families and 
carers, as well as reduced stress and depres-
sion among residents as better staffi ng and care 
levels provide them with a better, healthier end 
of life experience. The analysis indicates that 
the benefi ts will grow over time, reaching an 
estimated $9.4 billion by 2036.

In terms of developing the workforce 
required, the union estimated that at least 
65,000 jobs will need to be created over the 

next 6 years; phased in with tiered increases in 
care hours over four stages from July 2019 to 
January 2025. An initial audit of current staff-
ing levels and care hours by providers will 
need to be undertaken with exemptions granted 
to some rural and remote aged care facilities 
who may experience diffi culties in recruiting 
suitably qualifi ed staff.

To achieve broad workforce improve-
ments, there must also be wage increases of 
10 - 15 percent for nurses and care-workers. 
This will be crucial to address current pay defi -
ciencies and better refl ect the value of the aged 
care workforce and its contribution to deliv-
ering best care outcomes for nursing home 
residents.

“The Morrison government must address 
this before the next federal election”, warned 
Butler. “The Aged Care Royal Commission is 
important and necessary but it should not mean 
a delay in reforms, the most critical of which 
is the urgent need for improved staffi ng levels.

“If we continue to delay doing what we 
know is right it means at least another 18 
months of pain and suffering and, potentially, 
many deaths.” 

Aged care
Pain and suffering for residents and families

Australia

Victoria University staff 
vote NO
Staff at Victoria University (VU) 
have again rejected a non-union 
agreement, with a resounding 67 
percent voting NO in a ballot con-
ducted in the past week.

The National Tertiary Education 
Union (NTEU) called on Victoria 
University to sit down with the 
Union and talk seriously about a 
new Enterprise Agreement that is 
acceptable to both staff and man-
agement at the University.

NTEU general secretary, 
Matthew McGowan, congratulated 
members at VU, who have now 
twice rejected management attempts 
to impose a non-union enterprise 
agreement.

“We want an agreement at 

Victoria University. The univer-
sity was a pioneer in tertiary edu-
cation for the western suburbs of 
Melbourne and we want it to pros-
per. However, this cannot happen 
while management shows no regard 
for the working conditions of staff,” 
McGowan said.

“It’s time that VU agreed to 
sit down and talk with us about 
solutions. We will consider fur-
ther industrial action if there is no 
progress in the near future.”

Stuart Martin, VU NTEU 
branch president added, “The 
University needs to come back to 
the bargaining table. Staff expect 
to have their conditions protected, 
their workloads to be fair, and their 

pay raises to recognise and refl ect 
their effort. We are ready to meet”

“Our members and the staff in 
general also rejected management 
attempts to weaken academic free-
dom and to prevent the NTEU from 
raising disputes on behalf of our 
members.

“Staff knew they were being 
sold a dud – they did not fall for 
promises of better times to come – 
insisting that salaries at least keep 
pace with infl ation, and no increases 
to workloads and working hours. 
Staff at VU rejected the fi rst non-
union ballot with a thumping 77 
percent NO vote. This second NO 
vote should make management stop 
and think,” Martin said. 

Sydney

Communist Party of Australia Communist Women’s Collective

invite you to celebrate
International Women’s Day

The Communist Party’s 
perspective on IWD

2 pm

Saturday March 9
Cyprus Community Club 

58-76 Stanmore Road Stanmore
$15 – Refreshments provided

RSVP: Linda on 02 9699 8844 by Friday March 1

Talk
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Dear Friends,
Greetings from the desk of the 
Tricontinental: Institute for Social 
Research.

The bodies of 300 Brazilians 
have gone cold, drowned in the 13 
million cubic metres of iron-ore 
sludge that swept out of a tailing 
dam at a mine owned by Vale – one 
of the world’s largest mining fi rms. 
Outrage was the normal emotion that 
greeted the news from Brumadinho, 
north of Rio de Janeiro.

In 1984, one of Brazil’s most cel-
ebrated poets – Carlos Drummond de 
Andrade (1902-1987) – wrote Lira 
Itabirana. It could have been written 
yesterday.

I

The river? Sweet.
Vale? Bitter.
Oh, how much we wish
the burden was lighter

II

Between the State
and multinationals,
Pain

III

The debt?
Internal.
External.
Eternal.

IV

How many tons of iron
do we export?
How many tears
do we hide without a scream

The tragedy at Brumadinho 
forced the government to act, but 
as all governments of this kind do, 
they arrested the low-level man-
agers. The long arm of the law is 
shortened when it comes to corpo-
rate crimes. Vale (market capitalisa-
tion at US$77.4 billion) will remain 
untouched. A few fi nes will be paid, 
but this likely will be taken care of 
by insurance companies. There is 
no confi rmation yet that the iron-ore 
mud is toxic.

Three years ago, another dam 
burst at another mine co-run by 
Vale and the Australian mining giant 
BHP Billiton in the town of Mariana 
(Brazil). Then, the companies said 

that the mud was not toxic, and the 
same song and dance began about 
compensation and new regulations.

The UN’s Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights 
released an important – much 
neglected – statement at that time 
about the 2015 Mariana disaster. UN 
Special Rapporteur on human rights 
and the environment John Knox and 
Special Rapporteur on human rights 
and hazardous substances and wastes 
Baskut Tuncak wrote:

The steps taken by the Brazilian 
government, Vale and BHP Billiton 
to prevent harm were clearly insuf-
fi cient. The government and com-
panies should be doing everything 
within their power to prevent fur-
ther harm, including exposure [of 
the miners and the residents of the 
area] to heavy metals and other toxic 
chemicals.

The 2015 dam burst released 
50 million tonnes of iron ore waste, 
enough to fi ll 20,000 Olympic swim-
ming pools. Nothing was done at that 
time, and nothing will be done now.

There is too much money to be 
made from the extractive industries, 
who are treated like royalty by gov-
ernments around the world as they 
come and make demands on coun-
tries, pay miserly rents to destroy the 

landscape and make fabulous profi ts 
by cheating the earth of its riches.

The firms that dominate this 
sector – from Glencore to Barrick 
– are largely based in Australia, 
Canada, China, Great Britain, 
Argentina and Brazil; the largest, 
Glencore, is based in Switzerland. 
Their annual revenues are in the 
hundreds of billions, their execu-
tives living lavish lives, their heads 
of government protecting them 
from the embarrassment of their 
profession.

Canada is home to half of the 
world’s mining fi rms, which have 
attracted the attention of the United 
Nations for their abuses of human 
rights and the environment. What the 
UN pointed towards is the behaviour 
of Canadian fi rms such as Barrick 
Gold (which has run into trouble 
with its private security force in 
the highlands of Porgera in Papua 
New Guinea), Goldcorp (which is 
accused of contamination of aqui-
fers in Zacatecas, Mexico) and 
Hudbay Mineral (which is accused 
of being party to violent evictions, 
during which women were sexually 
assaulted, in Lote Ocho, Guatemala).

It is easy to hide behind 
the charming smile of Justin 
Trudeau rather than to establish an 

independent body to investigate 
human rights abuses by the 1,500 
Canadian mining fi rms that oper-
ate 8,000 sites in over a hundred 
countries.

McDiyan Robert Yapari, a leader 
of the Akali Tange Association in 
Porgea (Papua New Guinea) writes 
to us that Barrick Gold and its part-
ner (Zijin Mining of China) have 
about 940 allegations of human 
rights abuses against them. The 
Association’s calls for investiga-
tion “have fallen on deaf ears”, he 
says. At Tricontinental: Institute for 
Social Research, we are produc-
ing a Briefi ng on Canada’s mining 
fi rms and their impact on the world. 
For now, please visit our friends at 
Mining Watch (Canada) for more 
details.

In his remarkable Condition of 
the English Working Class (1844), 
Friedrich Engels wrote: “The coal 
mine is the scene of a multitude of 
the most terrifying calamities, and 
these come directly from the selfi sh-
ness of the bourgeoisie”.

What happened in Brumadinho, 
as our Tricontinental: Institute for 
Social Research offi ce in São Paulo 
put it in a terrifi c report, is not an 
accident but a crime. So are the other 
mining crimes from Soma (Turkey) 

to Copiapó (Chile). Major mining 
fi rms care little for the lives and live-
lihood of the miners and of those 
who live in the vicinity of the mines. 
These areas are the planet’s sacrifi ce 
zones.

The large corporations have 
declared a war against the planet, 
their machinery digging deeper 
and deeper to make mountains of 
profi t for the few as many millions 
of people perish into starvation and 
disorientation. The people who live 
in these sacrifi ce zones are treated as 
disposable, as worthless.

Mining crimes are ceaseless. 
They seem to come each day. Some 
are more spectacular than others. 
It is hard to forget the thirty-three 
miners who sat 700 metres inside 
the Copiapó mine in Chile owned by 
the San Esteban Mining Company 
for 69 days in 2010. When the men 
emerged from the mine – a miracu-
lous rescue operation – they told the 
journalist Héctor Tobar, “the mine 
was weeping a lot” (La mina está 
llorando mucho).

The mine weeps, and so do the 
miners.

Not to be swept away in the 
mud, forgotten and discarded.

Warmly,
Vijay. 

Australia

Not an accident, a crime
The Mines are Weeping

Half a billion reasons to give the money back
The Australian Marine Conservation 
Society (AMCS) has welcomed the Senate 
Environment Committee’s report into the 
Great Barrier Reef 2050 Partnership and 
called for the funding to be reallocated into 
a new Reef Future Fund.

The report recommends that all unspent 
Foundation Partnership funds be returned to 
the Commonwealth immediately and that the 
Commonwealth government takes steps to 
tackle climate change as the most signifi cant 
threat to the Great Barrier Reef.

AMCS Great Barrier Reef campaigner 
David Cazzulino said, “The Turnbull-Morrison 
government made a big mistake when it con-
troversially handed $443 million of taxpayer 
funds to a private foundation.

“We support the money being handed back 
but want it to go to a transparent, open and 
accountable special purpose fund. The new fund 
should be in public hands and provide a long-
term commitment to invest in the health of the 
Reef in the face of escalating climate change.

“Everyone knows, other than the hard 
right in the Coalition, that the biggest threat 
to our Great Barrier Reef is warming ocean 
temperatures brought about by climate 
change. Funding to tackle poor water qual-
ity and coral-eating Crown of Thorns Starfi sh 
plagues is necessary, but it will be wasted 
unless tough action is taken to mitigate our 
warming planet.

“Our politicians should be in no doubt; 
the controversy around the Great Barrier 
Reef Foundation funding shows how much 
Australians care about our Reef. Yet as a nation 
Australia is failing to do its fair share on cli-
mate change.

“The world is watching Australia to see 
whether we’ll take action on climate change 
to protect the planet’s largest living structure 
and one of its most biologically rich and beau-
tiful treasures. This means we need to stop 
new coal mines opening up, including Adani’s 
Carmichael mine and move rapidly to renew-
able energy.

“Australians are watching more closely 
than ever before. We just want our Reef fi xed,” 
Mr Cazzulino said.

Senate Environment Committee 
recommendations:

Recommendation 1 6.12
The committee recommends that all 

unspent Foundation Partnership funds be 
returned to the Commonwealth immediately; 
and that these funds be earmarked for expend-
iture on projects to protect and preserve the 
Reef, to be expended by June 30, 2024.

Recommendation 2 6.16
The committee recommends the 

Commonwealth government undertake a 
review, to be completed by July 1, 2019, 
of the structure of Commonwealth fund-
ing to protect and preserve the Great Barrier 

Reef. The committee further recommends 
that the expenditure of unspent Foundation 
Partnership funds be guided by the outcome 
of this review.

Recommendation 4 6.81
Should a government decide to maintain 

the Foundation Agreement, the committee 
recommends that all necessary steps be under-
taken to ensure that the Foundation’s invest-
ment of public funds precludes investment in 
sectors or funds that directly or indirectly con-
tribute to climate change, particularly compa-
nies that generate energy from or undertake 
mining of fossil fuels.

Recommendation 7 6.104
The committee recommends that the 

Commonwealth government take steps to 
address and effectively tackle climate change 
as an underlying cause of economic, social 
and environmental damage to the Reef and 
the Australian environment more broadly. 
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In a recent report to the UN General 
Assembly, the Special Rapporteur on 
extreme poverty and human rights, Philip 
Alston (from Australia), said that existing 
human rights accountability mechanisms 
are clearly inadequate for dealing with the 
challenges presented by large-scale and 
widespread privatisation.

“Privatising the provision of criminal jus-
tice, social protection, prisons, education, basic 
healthcare and other essential public goods 
cannot be done at the expense of throwing 
rights protections out of the window,” Alston 
said.

“States can’t dispense with their human 
rights obligations by delegating core services 
and functions to private companies on terms 
that they know will effectively undermine 
those rights for some people,” he added.

According to the report by the Special 
Rapporteur, neo-liberal economic policies are 
aimed at shrinking the role of the state, espe-
cially through privatisation. This agenda has 
been remarkably successful in recent years and 
continues to be promoted aggressively by the 
World Bank, the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), parts of the United Nations and the pri-
vate sector.

“The logic of privatisation assumes no nec-
essary limits as to what can be privatised, and 
public goods ranging from social protection 
and welfare services, to schools, pension sys-
tems, parks and libraries, and policing, crimi-
nal justice and the military sector, have all been 
targeted,” it said.

There is no substitute for the public sector 
to coordinate policies and programs to ensure 
respect for human rights. Yet privatisation 
directly undermines the viability of the public 
sector and redirects government funds to subsi-
dies and tax breaks for corporate actors.

“The consequences for human rights are 
overwhelmingly negative. Human rights 
standards are rarely included in privatisation 
agreements. They are systematically absent 
from guidelines governing both processes and 
outcomes.”

With some exceptions, privatised enti-
ties are rarely held meaningfully to account, 
and government and quasi-government agen-
cies responsible for such tasks are often either 
underfunded or captured by the relevant 
industry.

The Special Rapporteur said while it is 
clear both from the evidence that exists and 
from the basic assumptions underpinning pri-
vatisation that it negatively affects the lives 
and rights of people living on lower incomes 
or in poverty, the unsurprising fact is that few 
detailed studies have been undertaken and rel-
evant data are often not collected.

In the face of externally or internally 
driven demands for “fi scal consolidation” (aus-
terity), governments retreat from direct service 
provision, trade short-term defi cits for wind-
fall profi ts from the sale of public assets, and 
push hidden fi nancial liabilities down the road 
for future generations. The opportunity to shed 
responsibility, rather than to exercise it at arm’s 
length, becomes irresistible, he added.

“Privatisation also undermines democracy 
by marginalising the role of governments in 
deciding on the allocation of public goods and 
services, thus giving citizens even less incen-
tive to participate in elections.”

The rights expert noted that a trend towards 
political demobilisation, especially affecting 

low-income persons, has occurred in many 
states in recent years, and austerity policies 
closely linked to privatisation have created fer-
tile ground for the rise of populist, anti-human-
rights politicians.

Waves of privatisation
The Special Rapporteur explained that pri-

vatisation is a process through which the pri-
vate sector becomes increasingly, or entirely, 
responsible for activities traditionally per-
formed by government, including many explic-
itly designed to ensure the realisation of human 
rights. It can take many forms, ranging from 
the complete divestiture of government assets 
and responsibilities to arrangements such as 
public-private partnerships.

Since the 1970s, several waves of priva-
tisation have swept the world. In 2017, the 
Privatisation Barometer concluded that “the 
massive global privatisation wave that began 
in 2012 continues unabated”.

According to the rights expert, that wave 
has been driven not only by governments and 
the private sector, but also by international 
organisations, especially the IMF, the World 
Bank and the United Nations.

While some proponents present privatisa-
tion as just “a fi nancing tool”, others promote 
it as being more effi cient, fl exible, innovative 
and effective than public sector alternatives. In 
practice, however, privatisation has metamor-
phosed into an ideology of governance.

Large-scale privatisation was fi rst cham-
pioned by General Augusto Pinochet, fascist 
President of Chile, in the early 1970s and then 
taken up by British PM Margaret Thatcher 
after her election in 1979.

In the UK, the fi rst national industries to 
be sold were in competitive markets, such as 
aerospace, road freight and storage, shipbuild-
ing, oil and council housing. By the mid-1980s, 
“natural monopolies”, or public utilities such 
as rail, water, sewerage, electricity, gas and tel-
ecommunications, were sold. And in 1992, the 
private fi nance initiative was introduced as a 
means by which to rely on private investment 
to deliver a wide range of public sector serv-
ices and infrastructure, in accordance with gov-
ernment specifi cations.

Internationally, privatisation was promoted 
as an antidote to patronage through public 
sector employment and as a means of reduc-
ing the size of government. It became a central 
feature of the programs promoted in the post-
communist states of Eastern Europe and spread 
to Africa, Latin America and Asia under the 
auspices of the Washington Consensus.

Development fi nance and structural adjust-
ment support were made conditional upon the 
transfer of ownership of “burdensome and inef-
fi cient public enterprises” to private compa-
nies. Public utilities, especially in water and 
sanitation, were the subject of large-scale 
privatisation.

By the early 2000s, as the pitfalls of struc-
tural adjustment became more apparent, propo-
nents of privatisation talked less of downsizing 
the state and more about correcting market fail-
ures, creating markets and enabling the private 
sector to thrive.

Public-private
Public-private partnerships also emerged, 

especially in the infrastructure context, as a 
favoured mechanism.

According to the Special Rapporteur, 
another wave followed the global fi nancial 
crash of 2007-08 and the resulting push for 

austerity and budget reductions. Privatisation 
generated funds for cash-strapped govern-
ments, reduced liabilities, allowed major 
projects to be pursued “off-budget” without 
being refl ected in government spending, and 
provided an occasion to push public sector 
reforms.

Alston said the current wave of privati-
sation emphasises the concept of “blended 
fi nance”, defi ned as “the use of development 
capital (from public sources like government 
aid or development banks, or philanthropic 
sources like foundations) to de-risk Sustainable 
Development Goal-related investments ... in 
order to attract commercial capital from pri-
vate investors who would otherwise not have 
participated”.

Whereas public-private partnerships are 
project-based and defi ne the contractual rela-
tionship between the parties involved, “blended 
fi nance” refers to the sources of fi nance. The 
role of the government is in part to “provide a 
signifi cant risk cushion”. In other words, cor-
porations take the profi ts, but governments will 
bear much of the losses if they are signifi cant.

Assessing the extent to which privatisation 
has occurred in global terms is diffi cult, if not 
impossible, given the wide variation among 
countries and sectors, and over time.

In the European Union, 1,749 public-pri-
vate partnerships, worth some US$336 billion, 
have been transacted since the 1990s, primarily 
in transport, healthcare and education.

“There is a real risk that the waves of pri-
vatisation experienced to date will soon be fol-
lowed by a veritable tsunami,” Alston warned.

Some observers suggest that privatisation, 
at least in some industries and sectors, is slow-
ing down in the face of “re-municipalisation”. 
One study documented 235 cases of water re-
municipalisation in 37 countries between 2000 
and 2015. A later study of essential services 
such as energy, waste collection, transport, 
education, health and social services found 
835 examples of re-municipalisation, involv-
ing more than 1,600 cities in 45 countries.

Privatisation has long been a key part 
of the agenda of the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF). Although the Fund claims to 

have introduced major changes to some of 
its Washington Consensus-era policies, the 
emphasis on the privatisation of a range of 
public sector enterprises and activities contin-
ues to feature prominently in the advice given 
to governments and in the conditions attached 
to its loans. A review of the 10 most recent 
Article IV staff reports dealing with coun-
tries in Africa shows that the IMF was actively 
advocating privatisation in six cases, while 
in virtually all of the others the governments 
themselves noted their commitment to public-
private partnerships and related projects.

In 2015, the World Bank promoted the 
concept of increasing private sector fi nanc-
ing “from billions to trillions” to meet the 
Sustainable Development Goals. In 2017, 
it announced its “Maximising Finance for 
Development” agenda, which “prioritises 
private financing and sustainable private 
sector solutions” to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030.

Using a “cascade approach”, the Bank 
seeks to “crowd the private sector in” and to 
“reserve scarce public fi nancing for those areas 
where private sector engagement is not opti-
mal or available”. In effect, profi table enter-
prises will be reserved to the private sector, 
while unprofi table activities will be publicly 
fi nanced.

Alston pointed out that the voluminous 
materials promoting this entirely one-sided 
solution to development fi nancing make no 
mention of the human rights implications of 
the resulting public/private division of labour, 
and the implications for those living in poverty 
are given short shrift.

He said it is, however, important to make 
the point that the arguments that are systemati-
cally invoked to justify privatisation are often 
challenged or contradicted by the available evi-
dence. In this context, the Special Rapporteur 
drew attention to the results of two very recent 
detailed offi cial studies.

The fi rst study, conducted by the National 
Audit Offi ce of the United Kingdom, con-
cluded that the private fi nance initiative model 
had proved to be more expensive and less effi -
cient in providing hospitals, schools and other 
public infrastructure than public fi nancing.

The second study, conducted by the 
European Court of Auditors of the European 
Union, examined 12 public-private partner-
ships in France, Greece, Ireland and Spain in 
road transport and information and communi-
cations technology. It concluded that the part-
nerships were characterised by “widespread 
shortcomings and limited benefi ts”.

In terms of costs, private fi nance is more 
expensive than public fi nance, and public-pri-
vate partnerships can also incur high design, 
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Human rights at risk from 
“tsunami” of privatisation

“States can’t dispense with their human rights 
obligations by delegating core services and functions 
to private companies on terms that they know will 
effectively undermine those rights for some people.”
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management and transactional costs due to 
their complexity and the need for external 
advice. In addition, negotiations on issues 
other than traditional procurement can cause 
project delays of some years.

Similar fi ndings emerged from a review 
of public-private partnerships in health and 
education in Africa, Asia and Latin America 
that pointed to high public costs and onerous 
ongoing administrative burdens for the public 
sector.

The rights expert noted that privatisation 
arrangements are rarely conducive to human 
rights impact assessments. First, human rights 
criteria are systematically absent from almost 
all such agreements. Second, sustained moni-
toring is rarely undertaken on issues such as 
the impact on the poor, access to services and 
service quality.

But available reports attest to innumerable 
ways in which those living in poverty or on 
low incomes can be negatively affected by pri-
vatisation, said the Special Rapporteur.

Citing some examples, Alston said that as 
aspects of criminal justice systems are priva-
tised, many different charges and penalties are 
levied with far greater impact on the poor, who 
then must borrow to pay them or face default. 
The quality of the services that they can afford 
diminishes, and their prospects of obtaining 
justice recede even further.

The privatisation of social protection often 
results in the poor being “relegated to a new 
even more underfunded public sector”.

Alston also noted that social security sys-
tems are increasingly being privatised, which is 
leading to service outsourcing, social insurance 
marketisation, commercialising administrative 
discretion and paying by results.

“These approaches empower private-for-
profi t-actors to make determinations about the 
needs and capacities of individuals, incentivise 
them to do so within a corporate rather than a 
public goods framework, and reward spending 
reductions rather than the achievement of posi-
tive human outcomes.”

Infrastructure projects will be most attrac-
tive to private providers where signifi cant user 
fees can be charged and construction costs are 
relatively low. But the poor are badly placed to 
pay, cannot afford to use many services, and 
often live in distant or otherwise under-serv-
iced areas.

Water, sanitation, electricity, roads, trans-
port, education, healthcare, social services and 
fi nancial services are far less likely to be pro-
vided adequately or at good-quality levels to 
the poor. Instead, such persons either go with-
out those services or pay even higher prices for 
substitute services.
Third World Resurgence 

Everyone at this gathering in Yerevan are 
young, hip and determined, and they are 
learning how to stage a revolution. RT 
(Russia Today) managed to get inside the 
protesters’ camp, which was funded by 
US cash, and see what is being taught.

The CampСamp 2018 forum in Yerevan 
was sponsored by the Prague Civil Society 
Centre, an organisation financed by 
the United States under the Countering 
America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions 
Act (CAATSA). Section 254 of the Act 
allocated $250,000 for activities to “coun-
ter Russian infl uence” in 2018 and 2019. 
Capitol Hill lawmakers seem to believe 
that this “Russian infl uence” is a threat 
to all NATO’s actual and potential mem-
bers, including Georgia, Moldova, Kosovo, 
Serbia, and Ukraine.

The Yerevan gathering is proving that the 
State Department’s money is doing its job 
all right. Protest-lobbying spin doctors have 
been putting the money to “good use” drag-
ging more and more people into their skilfully 
woven web.

And it is no coincidence Armenia was 
chosen to host the camp. After large-scale 
protests forced Prime Minister Serzh Sargsyan 
to resign, protesters from all over the 
Commonwealth of Independent States started 
fl ocking to Yerevan for more inspiration.

Trendy and cheap
A total of 150 people participated in the 

forum; most were sponsored by the organisers 
from Prague. Local participants were hailed 
as heroes, and visiting young men and women 
from other ex-Soviet republics got their own 
injection of inspiration from their triumph. If 
Armenia could, they can, too.

The focus in CampCamp is on new tech-
nologies, on all things young and hip.

“Fighting the authorities must be the 
cool thing to do, it must be trendy,” teaches 
Nikolay Artyomenko, head of the opposi-
tion Vremya (Time) movement from St 
Petersburg.

His portfolio is quite impressive. He put 
up banners on St Isaac’s Cathedral protesting 
against the Orthodox Church taking over the 
museum. He ran a copy of the country’s con-
stitution through a shredder, Banksy style, co-
organised anti-corruption protests with rubber 
ducks; distributed “Dictator” prints where 

Putin was depicted like Obama in his “Hope” 
posters.

Nikolay teaches others to be creative and 
invent new ways to protest that should take 
over the old-school crowd with picket signs 
format.

“You have to stretch your imagination; 
there’s quite a problem on the protesting 
market these days. Protesting has become 
very expensive”, he shares. But Zhenya, an 
activist from Siberia, knows how to cut costs.

He just turned 18, yet he has already risen 
to stardom on the activist scene: his one-man 
protests have made front-page headlines in his 
city more than once. Each of Zhenya’s dem-
onstrations is like a theatrical performance. 
He carefully selects props and plans according 
to the country’s Administrative Penal Code: 
“You have to make sure you violate different 
laws to avoid being double-fi ned.”

He’s locked in a long debate with Sasha 
from St Petersburg about what kind of a 
public protest will get the smallest fi ne, and 
how to cut the “expenses”. Sasha is the more 
experienced of the two: he is already a law 
student and knows how to protest with mini-
mal charges.

This is yet another important factor in 
making protesting popular. Protests should 
not be seen as something heroic that one pays 
too high a price for. Just slap a poster on a 
wall here and there, upload a stinging meme 
or at most join a protesting crowd, take a 
selfi e in the police van, pay your fi ne and go 
home. In today’s world of social media, abso-
lutely anyone can be a reporter, an expert, 
a critic or a TV journalist – so why not be a 
revolutionary?

“It is easy to get a grant; you can spend 
a month in the Czech Republic or work at 
Radio Free Europe or some think tank”, 
Michael Zolyan tells Polina from Omsk. By 
coincidence, he is also a Prague Civil Society 
Centre expert.

The CampCamp 2018’s most active group 
is the one from Kyrgyzstan. It’s a crowd of 
young journalists led by Bektour Iskender, 
founder of opposition web portal Kloop.kg.

Bektour sees no harm that this “festival of 
democracy” is sponsored by foreign money. 
During the break, he confi rms that his project 
is fi nanced by the Prague Civil Society Centre.

“They treat me as an equal. They don’t try 
to be my boss, and I’m good with it”, he says.

Bektour’s workshop is called “How to 
fi ght things you hate doing what you like”. It 

looks like he has honed his skills to perfec-
tion and is quite happy doing journalism in 
Kyrgyzstan with US funding.

The workshop starts off very much like 
one of those self-esteem web courses where 
you have to write a list of things you don’t 
like about yourself; only instead of “I’m 
overweight” or “I’m single” you write down 
things that are wrong with your country, like 
“corruption,” or “totalitarianism,” or “Putin,” 
or “fake news,” or “no respect for children.” 
Masha, a student from Odessa seems to be 
unable to fi gure out what to write under 
“What do you hate most?” Instead of ”corrup-
tion” she fi nally settles on “sloppy eaters.”

Step number two: think of a solution to 
the problem you’ve indicated using something 
you enjoy doing. Zhenya from Siberia and 
Boris from Dushanbe spend the next 15 min-
utes thinking of how they can overthrow the 
government while “sky gazing in the trees.” 
Sounds downright comical, but the guys 
admit freely that they don’t mind using falsi-
fi cation and manipulation for the right cause, 
if necessary.

“We can spread a rumour that the authori-
ties are going to cut down trees”, they begin. 
The audience cheers them on. “Sure, that’s 
not true, but if we scare enough people, if 
we make them believe they are about to lose 
something good, that might help make them 
more active and start asking the government 
questions.”

Artist Dasha Sozanovich goes on to 
explain in her workshop how to use cool visu-
als for protest purposes.

“Pictures work for both good and evil,” 
she says. “The Islamic State’s (IS, formerly 
ISIS/ISIL) visual campaign is an example of 
how pictures served evil.”

Dasha’s own project called “Khabarstan” 
is, on the other hand, an example of how pic-
tures serve the “good guys.” Her presentation 
makes Kazakhstan funding state TV chan-
nels much more exciting. Dasha points out 
that it was the Prague Civil Society Centre 
that united all those who collaborated on this 
project.

Dasha’s pictures do their best to help 
the viewers understand that spending state 
money on media is very wrong. No one men-
tions though that her time, meals, travel and 
lodging expenses have been fully covered 
from the state budget of the United States of 
America.
RT – Russia Today 
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The day after the signature of NATO’s member-
ship protocol with North Macedonia as its 30th 
member, Ukraine did something without prece-
dent: it included in its Constitution the engagement 
to enter offi cially into NATO and the European 
Union at the same time.

On February 7, on a proposition by President Petro 
Poroshenko – the oligarch who made himself rich by 
plundering public properties, and who is once again 
a candidate for the presidency – the Kiev parliament, 
by 34 votes to 35 with 16 abstentions, approved these 
amendments to the Constitution.

The Introduction pronounces “the irreversible 
movement of Ukraine towards Euro-Atlantic integra-
tion”; articles 85 and 116 state that it is a fundamental 
duty of the parliament and the government to “obtain 
Ukraine’s full membership of NATO and the EU”; arti-
cle 102 stipulates that “the President of Ukraine is the 
guarantor of the strategic decisions of the State aimed 
at obtaining full membership of NATO and the EU”.

The inclusion in the Ukrainian Constitution of the 
engagement to enter offi cially into NATO bears with it 
some very serious consequences.

On the interior, it alienates the future of Ukraine 
from this choice, by excluding any alternative, and out-
laws de facto any party or person who might oppose the 
“strategic decisions of the state”. Already, the Central 
Electoral Commission has forbidden Petro Simonenko, 
director of the Ukrainian Communist Party, to partici-
pate in the Presidential elections to be held in March.

The merit for having introduced into the Ukrainian 
Constitution the engagement to enter offi cially into 
NATO goes in particular to Parliamentary President 
Andriy Parubiy. Co-founder in 1991 of the Ukrainian 
National-Socialist Party, on the model of Adolf Hitler’s 
National-Socialist Party; head of the neo-Nazi para-
military formations which were used in 2014 during 
the putsch of Place Maïdan under US/NATO command, 

and in the massacre of Odessa; head of the Ukraine 
National Security and Defence Council, which, with 
the Azov Battalion and other neo-Nazi units, attacked 
Ukrainian civilians of Russian nationality in the Eastern 
part of the country and used his squadrons for acts of 
ferocious abuse, the plunder of political headquarters 
and other auto-da-fés in a truly Nazi style.

On the international level, we should keep in mind 
that Ukraine is already linked to NATO, of which it is 
a partner: for example, the Azov Battalion, whose Nazi 
character is represented by the emblem copied from 
that of the SS unit Das Reich, has been transformed 
into a special operations regiment, equipped with 
armoured vehicles and trained by US instructors from 
the 173rd Airborne Division, transferred to Ukraine 
from Vicence, and seconded by other NATO members.

Since Russia has been accused by NATO of having 
illegally annexed Crimea, and of launching military 
operations against Kiev, should Ukraine offi cially join 
NATO, the 30 other members of the Alliance, on the 
basis of article 5, would be obliged to “assist the party 
or parties under attack by adopting immediately, indi-
vidually and in agreement with the other parties, any 
action that it should deem necessary, including the use 
of armed force”.

In other words, they would have to go to war with 
Russia.

These dangerous implications of the modifi cation 
of the Ukrainian Constitution – behind which are most 
certainly strategies by the USA and NATO – have been 
met with political and media silence. Including that of 
the Italian parliament, which, in 2017 established an 
agreement with the Ukrainian parliament, supported by 
Laura Boldrini and Andriy Parubiy.

Thus cooperation has been reinforced between the 
Italian Republic, born of resistance against fascism and 
Nazism, and a régime which has created in Ukraine a 
situation similar to that which brought about the arrival 
of fascism in the 1920s and Nazism in the 1930s.
globalresearch.ca 
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Dangerous precedent
Phil Miller

British socialists who fought with Kurdish 
forces against ISIS in Syria have con-
demned Sajid Javid for stripping Shamima 
Begum of her citizenship and leaving her 
stateless.

“As socialist volunteers who partici-
pated in the YPG’s military campaigns in 
Syria that led to the decline of ISIS, we are 
the last people to have any sympathy with 
members of the group,” they said in an 
anonymous statement to the Morning Star.

“However, Sajid Javid’s attempts to look 
‘tough on terrorism’ by stripping Shamima 
Begum of British citizenship are to be 
condemned.”

The Home Secretary appears to believe 
that the teenager is eligible for Bangladeshi 
citizenship via a family member.

Begum ran away from her east London 
home four years ago aged 15 after being 
groomed by the death cult to join them in 
Syria.

She emerged last week in a refu-
gee camp after having left the last ISIS 
stronghold.

She has denied taking part in combat 
operations and claims she was a housewife.

The former YPG volunteers said: 
“Whatever her crimes, Begum was born and 
raised in Britain, and so the British govern-
ment has a responsibility to investigate and 
prosecute her in Britain.

“That is unless the Syrian government 
or the local authorities in the Democratic 
Federation of Northern Syria (Rojava) wish 
to hold her themselves.”

They said if the British government was 
serious about stopping terrorism, then it 

should sever ties with states that have sup-
ported perpetrators such as Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey.

“The current Tory government stance on 
Begum is completely bogus,” they added.

“It has already allowed hundreds of 
ISIS members to return with no clear public 
information on how they are being depro-
grammed, monitored and so forth.”

They also warned: “The stripping of 
citizenship for terror offences sets a danger-
ous precedent that could be applied not only 
to former international volunteers like our-
selves, many of whom are still under inves-
tigation, but Kurdish and Turkish refugees 
who also participated in the YPG’s anti-fas-
cist struggle against ISIS.”

Labour’s shadow home secretary Diane 
Abbott said today that anyone returning 
to Britain who is suspected of terrorism 

“should be fully investigated and where 
appropriate prosecuted.”

However she warned: “If the govern-
ment is proposing to make Shamima Begum 
stateless, then it is not just a breach of inter-
national human rights law but is a failure to 
meet our security obligations to the interna-
tional community.

“Potential citizenship rights elsewhere 
are entirely irrelevant.”

Speaking later in Parliament, she 
reminded Mr Javid that his department 
has previously “lost two cases where they 
attempted to strip people of their nationality 
on this basis of Bangladeshi nationality by 
descent.”
Morning Star 

South Africa: National strike over job losses
Steve Sweeney

Trade unionists across South 
Africa are walking out in a 
national strike as the country 
faces a shutdown over “pri-
vatisation, retrenchment and 
imperialism.”

The Congress of South African 
Trade Unions (COSATU) called the 
strike – which is backed by affi liated 
unions covering most sectors includ-
ing schools, hospitals, mining and 
textile workers – over job losses and 
privatisation.

Figures released by Statistics 
South Africa today showed that there 

were 6.1 million people without jobs 
in the three months to the end of 
December 2018, one of the highest 
unemployment rates in the world.

The South African Communist 
Party (SACP) backed the walkout, 
calling for a national strategy to deal 
with job losses “higher than at work-
place level.”

It claimed in a statement that the 
real “crisis level unemployment rate” 
was as high as 38 percent, according 
to the expanded defi nition of unem-
ployment. It said 9.8 million South 
Africans are unemployed, requiring 
“economy-wide interventions” to 
tackle the issue.

COSATU a ff i l i a t e  the 
Chemical, Energy, Paper, Printing, 
Wood and Allied Workers Union 
(CEPPWAWU) warned of attempts 
by the ANC-led government to 
erode hard fought gains of the labour 
movement.

In a statement the CEPPWAWU 
said: “The responsibility falls upon 
all our members and the entire work-
ing class to revolt against privatisa-
tion, retrenchments, unemployment 
and imperialism.”

The South African Democratic 
Teachers’ Union (SADTU) – the 
largest education workers’ union in 
the country – said its members were 

joining the strike, warning of unsafe 
schools “targeted by criminals.”

It called on the government 
to fund more teachers with over-
crowded classrooms having a neg-
ative impact on children’s learning 
and called for the strike to be 
legally protected by the issuing of a 
certifi cate.

The Democratic Nursing 
Organisation of South Africa 
(DENOSA) will be joining today’s 
action calling on its members to walk 
out across all provinces to “highlight 
the negative impact of job losses in 
both the private and public health 
sectors in the country. “

The union is demanding govern-
ment action to “fi ll vacant nursing 
positions in many health facilities in 
the country so that quality healthcare 
can be provided to communities.”

The action is the fi rst national 
strike since President Cyril 
Ramaphosa came to power in 
February 2018.

COSATU spokesman Sizwe 
Pamla said: “The strike is about 
fi ghting the ongoing job losses across 
all the sectors of the economy.”
Morning Star 
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Conn Hallinan

“Democracy is like a tram; you get off 
when you have reached your destination.” 
The comment by Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
– made more than 20 years ago when he 
was fi rst elected mayor of Istanbul – sums 
up the Machiavellian cynicism of Turkey’s 
authoritarian president. As Turkey gears 
up for municipal elections on March 31, 
it is a prophecy Erdogan has more than 
fulfi lled: the prisons fi lled with the opposi-
tion, the media largely silenced, the courts 
intimidated, the bureaucracy tamed, and 
more than 150,000 people fi red.

But for all that, there are dark clouds 
on the horizon, many of them largely of the 
President’s own making. And since it is tra-
ditional for the Turkish electorate to use local 
elections to send a message, Erdogan and his 
Justice and Development Party (AKP) may be 
in for a setback.

For one thing, the AKP’s bread and butter 
issue, the economy, is in trouble and may be 
in very serious trouble. Industrial production 
has fallen six percent and retail sales seven 
percent, and overall growth has dropped from 
7.4 percent in 2017 to a projected two percent 
in 2019. Infl ation is at 20.3 percent and unem-
ployment is accelerating. The most recent fi g-
ures show that more than 11 percent are out of 
work, with almost twice that for young people 
age 15 to 24, who constitute some 20 percent 
of Turkey’s population.

In the past “terrorism” was the major con-
cern for voters, but recent polls indicate that 
the economy is the number one issue, followed 
by unemployment and Syrian refugees.

Erdogan constructed his election jugger-
naut on economic growth that lifted a consid-
erable section of the population out of poverty 
and fuelled a major growth of the middle class. 
Much of that economy was centred on the 
construction industry and mega-projects like 
shopping malls, bridges and the largest airport 
in the world.

For Erdogan an economy built around 
massive projects was a win-win formula: the 

AKP handed out lucrative contracts to big 
construction fi rms, which, in turn, fi lled the 
electoral coffers of a party that went from 
the margins of the political spectrum to at 
one point winning almost 50 percent of the 
electorate.

But growth fell to an anaemic 1.6 percent 
in the third quarter of last year, and the con-
struction industry is in a recession, with large 
layoffs almost certain. The crisis of the build-
ing trades has had a domino effect on allied 
industries in cement, steel, and ceramics. And 
the combination of the lira’s fall in value, cou-
pled with the economic insecurity people are 
feeling, has depressed sales in the automotive 
industry, electronics, and appliances,

The Turkish economy has long been reli-
ant on foreign capital – so-called “hot money” 
– to keep the factories humming and living 
standards rising. But hot money is drying up 
and the bills are coming due.

Since much of Turkey’s debt is in foreign 
currency, it is harder to pay off those debts 
with a depressed lira. Ankara has opened 
talks with the International Monetary Fund to 
explore a bailout, but IMF bailouts come with 
a price tag: austerity, not exactly a winning 
electoral program.

While much of Erdogan’s political oppo-
sition has been jailed or sidelined, it has not 
been cowed. In spite of nine parliamentary 
deputies from the Kurdish-based left-wing 
People’s Democratic Party (HDP) being 
imprisoned, that party still managed to get 
enough votes in the last election to hold their 
spot as the third largest party in the parliament. 
A hunger strike by imprisoned Kurdish activ-
ists has also generated sympathy for the HDP, 
and for the fi rst time in Turkish history many 
of the Kurdish parties have formed a united 
front.

The HDP has also decided not to run can-
didates for the mayoralties of the big cities 
like Istanbul and Ankara, in order to help 
elect candidates from the secular centre-right 
Republican People’s Party (CHP). In short, 
anyone but the AKP.

The AKP used to get a substantial number 

of Kurdish votes, particularly from conserva-
tive rural areas. But when Erdogan launched 
a crackdown on the Kurds in an effort to 
marginalise the HDP, he lost many of those 
voters. While not all of them have migrated 
to the left party, they have shifted their votes 
to other Kurdish parties, now united under the 
Kurdistani Election Alliance.

There is a certain amount of irony here. 
In an effort to make sure the AKP’s ally, the 
extreme right wing National Action Party 
(MHP) made it into Parliament, Erdogan 
rammed through a law that allows parties 
to form electoral alliances. Even if a party 
doesn’t reach the 10 percent threshold required 
to enter parliament, it will still win seats if it is 
allied with a bigger party.

But what is sauce for the goose is sauce 
for the gander.

The CHP has formed an alliance with the 
nationalist Iti (“Good”) Party, and most of the 
Kurdish parties are under one umbrella. It is 
likely that those alliances will end up win-
ning seats that they wouldn’t have under the 
old rules.

Besides domestic woes, Erdogan’s foreign 
policy is hardly a major success. The Turkish 
occupation of northern Syria has failed to 
scatter the Kurdish-based Syrian Democratic 
Forces, and it looks increasingly like Ankara 
has stumbled into a quagmire. Erdogan’s plan 
was to drive the Kurds out and re-populate the 
area with Syrian refugees. Instead, he is in a 
standoff with the Russians and the Americans, 
and, to protect themselves, the Kurds appear 
to be cutting a deal with the government of 
Bashar al-Assad.

There is a strong streak of nationalism 
among the Turks, and Erdogan may yet har-
vest it by pressing the Kurds in Turkey’s 
southeast, Iraq and Syria. But the Turkish 
army is overextended and still reeling from 
the purge of offi cers and rank and fi le that 
followed the failed 2016 coup. And there are 
credible reports that the military is not overly 
happy with occupying part of Syria.

The Turkish President did score points 
in his battle with Saudi Arabia over the 

kingdom’s murder of the journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi, as well as with his support for 
Kuwait and Qatar in their dispute with the 
United Arab Emirates and the Saudis. His will-
ingness to resist US sanctions against Iran is 
also popular because it means trade and a lift 
for Turkey’s ailing economy.

However, the March vote is not likely to 
turn on foreign policy, but rather on pocket-
book issues like unemployment and the wob-
bling economy. Erdogan is doing his best 
to head off any unrest over the economy by 
handing out low-interest loans and giveaways, 
like paying electrical bills for economically 
stressed families.

The opposition also claims that the AKP 
alliance is stuffi ng the rolls with non-exist-
ent voters. HDP investigators found that one 
house in Hakkari in the Kurdish southeast has 
1,108 registered voters.

But Turkish agriculture is a mess, and 
construction and manufacturing are stagger-
ing under an enormous debt load. Erdogan has 
used the power of the state to hobble his oppo-
sition, but the state of emergency is alienating 
foreign investors and many Turks are increas-
ingly weary of it.

In the 2017 referendum that bestowed 
almost unlimited executive powers on 
Erdogan, he lost Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, 
Turkey’s largest cities. A recent poll showed 
support for the AKP had dropped from 42.5 
percent the Party got in the 2018 election to 
35 percent today.

After 17 years of power, after using 
every device he could – including stuffi ng 
ballot boxes – to build a powerful executive 
system orbiting around him, it is hard to imag-
ine Erdogan suffering a setback. But tossing 
people in prison and intimidating opposition 
has had little effect on repairing the economy 
or raising living standards. And many Turks 
may be souring on the “destination” that 
Erdogan has brought them to, and they could 
well decide to send that message on March 31.
People’s World 
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No excuses
Venezuela is “screaming,” and the 
noose is being tightened. It is dif-
fi cult to see a way out that will not 
result in an end to democracy and 
probably the suspension of the 
constitution. The United States is 

unlikely to openly commit troops 
to an invasion, but undercover 
support for opponents of the 
elected government is already in 
place.

Proxies such as the Organisation 
of American States could be used, or 
possibly a manufactured border inci-
dent with Colombia. Such scenar-
ios could give the United States an 
excuse to intervene militarily.

Cuba, Bolivia and Nicaragua 
are next in the cross-hairs of US 
foreign policy. There have already 
been parliamentary coups in Brazil, 
Honduras, and Paraguay. Chile and 
Argentina have right-wing govern-
ments. It’s too early to make a pre-
diction on the future political path of 
Mexico.

Now is a bad time for progres-
sives in Latin America; but the rest 
of the world doesn’t look great for 
us either.

The struggle continues!
Robert Navan

Venezuela-Ireland Network

See you in court

In January I was caught spray 
painting CLOSE THE CAMPS 
on an advertising billboard.

I faced court, at the Downing 
Centre at 9:30 am Tuesday February 
26.

Outside court we had a speak 
and play-out.

Another person, apart from the 

hostages on Manus and Nauru, held 
captive, is Julian Assange, who 
Australia must have released and 
brought safely here.

Inside court I read out the 
names of the 12 people killed by 
the Australian state on Manus and 

Nauru, from Reza Barati to Fariborz 
Karami.

Thanks to those who joined us.
Best wishes,

Stephen Langford OT 
(Order of Timor) Sydney

Letters to the Editor
The Guardian
74 Buckingham Street
Surry Hills NSW 2010

email:  tpearson@cpa.org.au

Mark Gruenberg

MIAMI: A federal judge’s ruling in Florida 
has added President Donald Trump’s 
Labour Secretary, Alexander Acosta, to 
the ever-lengthening parade of ethically 
suspect Trump Cabinet choices. And, in an 
eerie resemblance to how Acosta got the 
Department of Labour (DOL) job in the 
fi rst place, Acosta got caught for the same 
reasons – exploitation of women in the 
#MeToo era – that forced Trump’s prior 
DOL nominee, business executive Andrew 
Puzder, to drop out.

Acosta was cited for, as US attorney for 
Miami, going easy on serial sexual offender 
Jeffrey Epstein. The multimillionaire hedge 
fund manager lured 30 underage girls to his 
Palm Beach mansion for sexual exploitation.

Acosta had his prosecutors give Epstein 
a 13-month sentence in a county jail, which 
let Epstein go to his offi ce six days a week. 
Acosta sealed the plea bargain and kept it 
secret. The girls never got a chance to object, 
as federal law requires.

Acosta thus joins a parade of Trump 
Cabinet offi cers either under fi re or forced to 
quit for ethical violations, law-breaking, or 
both. And that’s not including similar prob-
lems plaguing his White House staff and 
family members, including constitutional 
confl icts of interest regarding Trump’s hotel 
chain.

Cabinet miscreants include current 
Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross, who faces 

questions about if he lied to Congress about a 
racist census form question. Former Veterans 
Affairs Secretary David Shulkin and former 
Health and Human Services Secretary Tom 
Price both charged personal expenses to the 
government’s dime.

In Price’s case, it was $1 million in air 
travel. Shulkin invented an excuse to have 
Veterans Affairs pay for him and his wife to 
attend the Wimbledon tennis championship in 
the UK, then tried to cover it up. Price had to 
quit. Shulkin, caught in verbal shelling from 
Trump-named pro-privatising ideologues, was 
canned.

Other Trump malefactors include former 
Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke and former EPA 
Administrator Scott Pruitt. His own agency is 
still investigating Zinke for multiple confl icts 
of interest involving a land deal in his home 
state of Montana.

Pruitt, a climate change denier infamous 
for his $43,000 “secure” telephone booth and 
his cut-rate DC apartment rented from a lob-
byist with business before his agency, still 
faces 15 federal probes. True to form, Trump 
nominated long-time coal industry lobbyist 
Andrew Wheeler to succeed Pruitt.

Untouched, so far: Treasury Secretary 
Steven Mnuchin, a fi nancial wheeler-dealer 
whose fi rm became infamous for seizing and 
repossessing people’s homes in the wake of 
the Great Recession, even when they had sat-
isfi ed the requirements for refi nancing.

Labour secretary nominee Puzder had to 
drop out after revelations of exploitation of 

women in ads for his CKE Restaurant chain, 
as well as on the job – and his opposition to 
workers. His withdrawal led Trump to nomi-
nate Acosta.

But after an extensive Miami Herald 
exposé of the Acosta-Epstein deal just after 
the November election, US District Judge 
Kenneth Marra ruled on February 21 that 
Acosta, when US attorney for the Southern 
District of Florida, and his offi ce broke fed-
eral law by concealing the plea deal from 
Epstein’s victims.

The judge conceded Acosta and his pros-
ecutorial team could solve the Epstein case 
any way they wanted. But he said the women, 
now in their 20s and 30s, were illegally shut 
out. The victims’ attorneys noted they fi led 
their suit in 2008, but the Justice Department 
kept delaying resolution of the case.

“Particularly problematic was the govern-
ment’s decision to conceal the existence of the 
non-prosecution agreement and mislead the 
victims to believe that federal prosecution was 
still a possibility,” Marra wrote. “When the 
government gives information to victims, it 
cannot be misleading. While the government 
spent untold hours negotiating the terms and 
implications of the agreement with Epstein’s 
attorneys, scant information was shared with 
victims.”

When the Herald broke the story, the 
National Organization for Women demanded 
on December 7 that Acosta quit. On February 
22, UltraViolet co-founder Shaunna Thomas 
demanded Congress impeach and remove 

him. She called Acosta’s plea deal with 
Epstein “a slap on the wrist.”

“Jeffrey Epstein is a serial child molester 
who used his wealth, power and infl uence to 
escape serious penalties for his crimes,” said 
NOW President Toni Van Pelt. “The charges 
brought against him could have resulted in 
Epstein spending the rest of his life in prison. 
Instead, he played ‘Let’s Make A Deal’ to sub-
vert justice and escape punishment. Labour 
Secretary Alexander Acosta, who as US 
Attorney in Miami cut the deal with Epstein, 
must resign.”

Acosta’s plea deal with Epstein, Van Pelt 
added, “was made possible by a culture of 
powerful men enabling each other while dis-
missing, excusing or demeaning the women 
and children they brutalize with physical and 
sexual violence.”

“Too often, money and power buy out-
sized infl uence in Washington at the expense 
of regular people.”

That certainly seems to be what happened 
in Florida, with tragic consequences, and we 
fear it is what may be happening again in 
the Department of Labour,” added Christine 
Owens, executive director of the National 
Employment Law Project.

“For that reason, Congress should not 
simply investigate the Epstein case. It should 
also take up the question of who is driving the 
current Department of Labor’s agenda. Time 
after time, the Trump administration has sided 
with corporate lobbyists over working people.”
People’s World 
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White House exploring Acosta’s responsibility in Jeffrey Epstein case.
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Birds of Passage tells an intimate 
story of the erosion of tradition 
in an Indigenous Wayúu family, 
to refl ect the much larger impact 
of the Colombian drug war on 
a nation and society. In a tale of 
conflict between holding onto 
tradition and aiming for material 
wealth, Birds of Passage puts a 
new spin on the crime fi lm genre.

Directed by Cristina Gallego 
and Ciro Guerra of Embrace of the 
Serpent, the film focuses on the 
character of Rapayet (José Acosta), 
who is torn between his desire to 
become a powerful man and his 
duty to uphold his culture’s values. 
Rapayet joins the drug traffi cking 
business, through marijuana, in the 
1970s in order to secure a dowry 
to marry Zaida, played by Natalia 
Reyes.

His quick success comes with 
a price, as he is in constant confl ict 
with his tribe’s matriarch, Ursula 
(Carmiña Martínez). The movie fol-
lows the family over the years as 
they deal with the corruption of their 
culture, values, and safety, a tragic 
refl ection of what many Colombian 

families who dived into the preva-
lent drug trade had to endure in 
search of fi nancial security.

Fans of popular crime drama 
fi lms, such as The Godfather fran-
chise, Goodfellas and Casino, 
will appreciate the way the movie 
doesn’t shy away from violence and 
death. As in those fi lms, the pro-
tagonists here are painted in shades 
of grey rather than stagnant black 
and white. Corruption, betrayal 
and crime occur, but the fi lm does 
an effective job of displaying the 
motives and drive of the characters.

Where the movie takes a step 
farther than its predecessors is 
exploring the theme of honour 
in a unique way to those belong-
ing to Indigenous culture. Most of 
the fi lm’s dialogue is in the native 
Wayúu language, and the discus-
sion of the old ways versus the new 
world of capitalist infl uence is inter-
woven throughout. It’s masterful 
at showcasing the puzzle piece the 
family represents in the larger his-
torical picture of Colombia.

One could watch the film 
without being knowledgeable of 

the history of drug traffi cking in 
Colombia, but with that knowledge 
much of the story takes on more sig-
nifi cance. In the 1960s and 1970s 
there was an increased worldwide 
demand for psychoactive drugs. 
Many of these drugs were processed 
in Colombia, then sent to the United 
States, which is still the world’s 
largest consumer of cocaine and 
other illegal drugs.

During this time, powerful 
Colombian drug barons emerged, 
such as Pablo Escobar, José 
Rodríguez Gacha, Carlos Lehder, 
and Griselda Blanco. The corruption 
of the drug trade played a large part 
in the Colombian confl ict, which is 
described as an internal war among 
Colombian governments, paramili-
tary groups, crime syndicates and 
far-left organisations, such as the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC) and the National 
Liberation Army (ELN), fighting 
each other for increased infl uence in 
the country.

Throughout the decades, and 
even most recently, the United 
States government has been heavily 

involved in the internal Colombian 
confl ict. Beginning in the 1960s, 
the US government encouraged the 
attack on leftist militias in rural 
Colombia by the Colombian military 
in relation to the US-led hemispheric 
fi ght against communist infl uence.

A telling scene in the movie 
reflects this moment in history: 
Rapayet and his friend encounter 
young American Peace Corps mem-
bers who are passing out anti-com-
munist propaganda, while looking 
to score drugs from the Colombian 
locals. As Rapayet and his friend 
Moisés make a business deal with 
the Peace Corps members, thus set-
ting Rapayet on his dangerous path 
into drug traffi cking, they all chant 
in Spanish, “Long live capitalism! 
Long live capitalism!” It’s a subtle 
introduction to the larger picture 
showing how globalisation comes 
to Colombian society.

The fi lm showcases the beautiful 
landscape of Colombia, in particular 
Colombia’s La Guajira region where 
the Wayúu tribes reside. The stun-
ning visuals make a great contrast 
to the brutal incidents of murder and 

violence. The standout performance 
goes to Carmiña Martínez, playing 
the tribe matriarch, who constantly 
straddles the line of maintaining tra-
dition and seeking prosperity for her 
clan and children. She’s a layered 
character fi lled with both passion 
and hypocrisy that Martínez plays 
beautifully.

Despite being a crime drama 
with killings and mayhem, the 
atmosphere is often calm and 
quiet. Social unrest isn’t shown 
through the chaotic shootouts that 
genre fi lms often rely on, but rather 
through scenes of dark clouds, vio-
lent winds, and eerie silence, as the 
corrupt world begins closing in on 
the family.

At a little over two hours long, 
Birds of Passage is an expansive 
tale of a family in the midst of his-
toric upheaval. Instead of focusing 
on infamous larger-than-life drug 
lords, like Escobar and Blanco, the 
fi lm goes a more intimate route, tell-
ing the kind of fresh story that rarely 
receives attention.
People’s World 

Film Review by Chauncey K Robinson

Birds of Passage

José Acosta as Rapayet and Natalia Reyes as Zaida.
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WHAT SORT OF GOVERNMENT DOES AUSTRALIA NEED?
• Jenny Leong, Greens MP for Newtown;
• Elly Howse, State Labor candidate for Balmain;
• Rachel Evans, Socialist Alliance candidate NSW election.
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Eoghan O’Neill

In this series on the Capitalist Illusion I 
have tried to expose as clearly and plainly 
as possible the exploitative class nature of 
the capitalist system at the level of both 
the individual worker and internation-
ally. The next task is to clearly understand 
how all this is facilitated within borders, 
structures and laws, created by citizens of a 
state, in order for us to further understand 
the exploitative system and its ability to 
perpetuate itself.

When dealing with the state it would do 
well for readers to read Lenin’s book The State 
and Revolution (from which I have taken some 
extracts). Even though it’s more than a hundred 
years old it’s as relevant now in Ireland as it 
was in Russia in 1917.

The modern state of the western capitalist 
model comes in many forms, but generally it 
has a central government to develop, oversee 
and implement state policy and law. It has a 
judiciary to oversee and apply the law. It has a 
form of law enforcement, i.e. police and secret 
service, etc, to ensure that people abide by the 
law; it has courts and a prison system to ensure 
that those who don’t abide by the law are pun-
ished or penalised; and the modern state will 
have some form of armed forces to protect its 
borders and, in some cases, to extend its sphere 
of infl uence.

Within all these institutions there is an 
army of civil servants, who take on the func-
tion of running and maintaining state policy.

Conventional thought would say that 
from these structures stems the rest of society, 
organised in different areas, ways, and means, 
including agriculture and industry, services to 
education, and everything in between.

There are those who are employers, and 
those who are employable, those who are 
dependent and those who are independent; and 
all must abide by the law of the land, whereby 
each member and each section of society is 
equal, has access and is able to direct state 
affairs through the democratic procedures and 
practices that have been established.

This summary of the state defi nes it as a 
neutral actor, a steward between all the various 
strands and groups in society, acting above and 
outside classes. However, this too is another 
illusion, perpetuated throughout our society, 
only becoming convention because the true 
nature of the state is camoufl aged by those very 
powers that have and control state power.

The premise we need to begin with, in ref-
erence to the state, is that, as Lenin explained, 
“bourgeois states are most varied in form, but 
their essence is the same: all these states, what-
ever their form, in the fi nal analysis are inevita-
bly the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie.”

The conclusion reached here by Lenin is 
worthy of some thought, because understand-
ing this will allow us to understand the class 
nature of the state, thereby shattering the illu-
sion that the state is an arbitrary actor and 
allowing us, as a class, to expose the class 
nature of the state for those who are still spell-
bound by its illusion.

To do this it is important at this stage that 
we give a brief outline of political economy, 
notably using Oskar Lange’s writings on the 
subject as a frame of reference, in order for us 
to embed our analysis and critique in Marxist 
theory.

We as a species have adapted our natu-
ral world (resources) to satisfy our needs and 
wants and have gone through various stages of 
historical development – from slave to feudal 

to capitalist. The activity of creating goods is 
known as production, and human labour is the 
effort and time an individual contributes to pro-
ducing goods or services.

Products are goods resulting from produc-
tion, and our activity in the material world is 
part of the social process of production, which 
determines the productive relations, which in 
turn determine the distribution relations.

The ownership of the means of produc-
tion (factories, ports, railways, roads, tools, 
resources, etc) determines how labour is organ-
ised, divided, and put to use (productive rela-
tions) and how, through exchange mechanisms, 
goods meet our needs (distribution relations). 
The ownership structure determines who owns 
the products, hence who decides how they are 
distributed.

Ownership can be either private or social. 
If it is private it belongs to an individual or 
group, such as a family or company, and does 
not include every member of society. If it is 
social it is the common property of all citi-
zens, and so its production and distribution are 
directed by all members of society, or those 
mandated by society, to meet the needs of all 
members of society.

The production and distribution of 
goods and services has developed over time. 
Historically there have been fi ve basic modes 
of production: primitive communal, slave, 
feudal, capitalist, and socialist. These modes 
have either been antagonistic or non-antagonis-
tic. They have also developed through transi-
tional stages, a mix of modes, where remnants 
of the old society persist and survive in the 
new dominant mode of production; think of 
Britain’s (capitalist) parliamentary democracy 
under a (feudal) constitutional monarchy.

In antagonistic modes (slave, feudal, 

capitalist) not all members lay claim to the 
ownership of the means of production. This 
causes a split in society into distinct groups, 
which we label classes. In a capitalist society 
there are those who own the means of produc-
tion (capitalists) and those who operate the 
means of production (labour).

These two classes have interests that are 
antagonistic to one another, because the share 
of total wealth of capital and labour expands 
at the expense of the other; however, it is only 
the capitalist class that actually don’t create 
wealth, they only take ownership of it. Labour, 
the productive mass of the people, in their rela-
tionship to the means of production create the 
wealth, which is appropriated by the capitalist.

Only one of these classes is actually neces-
sary for the production of goods and services to 
meet the needs and wants of society.

It is vital at this stage that we make this 
distinction – that class is a relationship rather 
than a category construct – so that when we 
make reference to class we think of it in these 
terms: the relationship between the individual 
and the ownership of the means of production.

This is the distinguishing feature that sep-
arates the working class from the capitalist 
class. The wage system that exists in capitalist 
countries, the category that many people mis-
take as defi ning class, we must remember is a 
capitalist construct, developed by capitalists, 
and is in existence in order for the capitalist 
to be able to get more value from the worker 
than they pay them in wages – a non-equiva-
lent exchange – without the worker being con-
scious of the fact that they are being exploited.
Part 2 of this article will be published in March
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