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based on mass democratic planning, in the interests of 
human need not profit. 
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against racism and to strengthen the confidence of rank 
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Qantas	unions	battle	job	cuts	and	outsourcing

“We	are	
digging	our	
heels	in	this	
time”

Above:	TWu	baggage	
handlers	on	strike

QANTAS UNIONS are fighting 
for job security against the airline’s 
efforts at outsourcing and cutting 
wages. 

The pilots and engineers oppose 
Qantas’ plans to set up new Asian-
based airlines to either employ work-
ers on lower wages or shift their jobs 
offshore. 

Transport Workers’ Union 
(TWU) members in baggage han-
dling have rejected a company pay 
offer that involves cutting 1000 jobs, 
employing new staff on lower wages 
than existing workers and no limits 
on outsourcing jobs.

One TWU delegate told Solidari-
ty, “There are two tiers of pay—EBA 
and entry level. [Any vacancy is] 
filled by an entry-level worker. The 
EBA gives you more job security 
than an entry level casual.

“The union wants entry level 
people to go onto the EBA after a 
period of time. Qantas won’t come to 
the party.”

The unions have been demonised 
by the media and the federal Labor 
government, accused of everything 
from “damaging the company” to 
harming the tourism industry and tar-
geting passengers with their strikes.

The odious Martin Ferguson, in 
his role as Tourism Minister, and Ju-
lia Gillard, have raised the prospect 
of government “intervention” to end 
the dispute using the Fair Work Act. 
Ferguson, a former leader of ACTU, 
called Steve Purvinas, leader of the 
licensed engineers union, “unAus-
tralian”. 

They raised the spectre of the 
1989 pilots’ strike that was broken 
by the then Hawke Labor govern-
ment using air force pilots as scabs.

The tourism industry is cam-
paigning for government interven-
tion. In early October, John Lee, 
CEO of the Tourism and Transport 
Forum, said the $94 billion tour-
ism industry depended on ending 
the strikes. He was joined by David 
Clarke, the chairman of Webjet and 
Graham Turner, managing director 
of Flight Centre. 

But tourists have not been 
stopped going anywhere, Qantas is 
just concerned that they’re not the 
ones making the profits off them. 
Aviation journalist Ben Sandilands 
noted in October, “the Qantas claim 
to have been forced to remove 
88,000 seats from availability in the 
current four weeks has it seems been 
more than offset by Virgin Australia 

Things	they	say
“They told me they would be there 
until capitalism ended, well, that is 
going to be a very long time away.”
NSW Premier Barry O’Farrell, after 
a conversation with Occupy Sydney, 
keeps his hopes up about the system

“What a magnificent job by Vic-
toria Police. From the outset the 
police planning and attention to 
detail was outstanding.”
Melbourne Lord Mayor Robert Doyle  
applauds the violent precision of the 
police at Occupy Melbourne

“Don’t blame Wall Street, don’t 
blame the big banks, if you don’t 
have a job, if you’re not rich, blame 
yourself.”
US Republican and multimillionare 
Herman Cain tries to deflect attention

“I have been called a liar, I’m 
shoddy, I’m slipshod, I’m terrible, 
I’m nasty and I’m a racist”
Andrew Bolt provides a helpful list of 
his crimes

“When you talk about a jet-set life, 
it means I spend a lot of time in jets, 
which is true.”
Ex-British PM Tony Blair does it hard

“I would expect British companies, 
even British sales directors, [to be] 
packing their suitcases and looking 
to get out to Libya.”
New UK defence secretary Philip 
Hammond sees opportunities for busi-
ness in a post-Gaddafi Libya

“I have been called a liar, I’m 
shoddy, I’m slipshod, I’m terrible, 
I’m nasty and I’m a racist.”
Andrew Bolt provides a helpful list of 
his crimes

“They hushed when she arrived, 
bathed in the pleasure that always 
seems to radiate from the Queen, no 
matter how trying her duties.”
The Daily Telegraph thinks sponging 
of British taxpayers and holding up 
Melbourne is a tough job

“Detention [of asylum seekers] has 
clearly not been a deterrent.”  
Andrew Metcalfe, secretary of the 
Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship

putting an additional 124,000 seats on 
sale over the same period.” 

Despite the tough talk Gillard has 
backed away from taking action so 
far. As the Sydney Morning Herald 
observed, “Intervention would re-
quire triggering the untested national 
interest provisions of the Fair Work 
Act and would provoke union out-
cry.”  

The unions have used their 
strategic power to hit Qantas hard 
during AFL and NRL Grand Finals. 
Their 4-hour stoppages have been 
enough to create a serious backlog of 
passengers.

Qantas retaliated with a semi-
lockout, cancelling hundreds of 
flights to punish the unions by deny-
ing their members work.

Unfortunately the licensed engi-
neers then suspended all industrial 
action, saying they wanted to show 
that Qantas was to blame for flight 
cancellations, not any union action.

Meanwhile, the Qantas board has 
given CEO Alan Joyce a 71 per cent 
pay rise, to $5 million a year. 

Qantas also finalised “the biggest 
sale in Australian aviation history” 
paying $9 billion for 110 new Airbus 
A320 aircraft. The jets will be used 
for Qantas’s new premium airline 
based in Singapore.

The unions are wary of Qantas’s 
promises: “We have learnt from pre-
vious pay sacrifices that Qantas won’t 
give job security and makes ever 
upward profits. So we are digging our 
heels in this time,” a TWU delegate 
told Solidarity. 

The unions are right to resist 
Qantas’ efforts to slash pay and 
conditions. This is a fight that Qantas 
should not be allowed to win. 
Tom Orsag
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EDITORIAL

As the world economy again tee-
ters on the edge of crisis, the Occupy 
protests that have spread across the 
globe has inspired people to fight 
against the priorities of the capitalist 
system.

In Australia, the Occupy protests 
have forced even treasurer Wayne 
swan to acknowledge, “there appears 
to be a growing sense of frustration 
in many countries that opportunities 
are not being evenly shared and that 
the burden of the global economic 
downturn has been carried by those 
who can least bear it.”

It was an astonishing com-
ment from a slavishly pro-business 
treasurer who has driven the policies 
that have created an even greater gap 
between rich and poor in Australia 
(see p20). 

But, swan, Gillard and the rest are 
not about to learn any lessons. the 
Labor Party hasn’t been so unpopular 
since the 1930s. they are so con-
cerned with running the system for 
the 1 per cent that they’re incapable of 
doing anything meaningful for their 
supporters. 

Although swan, admits that the 
economic crisis may yet hit harder 
here, he blindly declares that he is 
“absolutely determined” to return 
the budget to surplus in 2012-2013. 
Commonwealth public servants have 
begun rolling stoppages as they take 
on swan’s efforts to impose a wage 
cap. 

At a state level, Barry O’Farrell, 
the NsW Premier, has rammed 
through the first 1,900 of 5,000 job 
cuts planned for the NsW public 
sector.

One in ten Australian house-
holds is in housing stress and at risk 
of financial hardship, according to 
Australians for Affordable housing. 
Many households are saddled with 
huge mortgage debts to the big banks. 
the median house price is around 
6.5 times the disposable income, or 
more than double what is considered 
“affordable”.

Yet NAB is challenging the Victo-
rian Residential tenancies Act in the 
supreme Court because they want to 
give renters less than 28 days notice 
for evictions. 

And it was recently revealed that 
the Us Federal Reserve bailed out 
the NAB to the extent of $4.5 billion 
Us dollars in 2008-2009. Westpac, 
too, took $1.09 billion from American 

taxpayers. 
everybody knows that four years 

of a Labor government has changed 
virtually nothing in our lives. Gillard’s 
shift to the right has only workers to 
push Abbot and the Coalition to an 
election winning high in the polls 
and pushed the mainstream political 
debate further to the right. 

the comment more than a year 
ago by Patrick McGorry that deten-
tion centres are “factories of mental 
illness” has been proven again in the 
worst way, with yet another suicide 
at Villawood detention centre in 
October. 

But even despite the defeat of third 
country processing, Gillard is still des-
perate to appear the best at stopping 
the boats.

Occupy movement
It is no wonder the Occupy protests 
have hit a nerve. 

the political and economic system 
is failing the 99 per cent, but Labor’s 
worship of market is unquestioning. In 

preparation for the November meeting 
of G20 of rich nations, Gillard even 
lectured european leaders to effec-
tively speed up their austerity drive, 
calling for “less debt … freer trade 
and fewer barriers”—austerity that 
has driven down living standards and 
driven up unemployment. 

But the market approach has failed 
us on climate change. 

At the same time as Gillard made 
a song and dance about a “clean 
energy future”, pushing the carbon 
tax through parliament, the south 
Australian parliament pushed ahead 
with the expansion of the massive 
uranium, copper and gold mine, 
Olympic Dam. 

The environmentally toxic proj-
ect will cost more than $30 billion 
dollars (massively subsided by the 
state). It shows the kind of money 
and planning that is possible when 
BhP stands to make more billions in 
profit. 

But there is no money for renew-
able energy development and green 
jobs.

these are the perverse priorities 
of the capitalist system. While the 
Greens have stood strongly against 
some of Labor’s agenda, the real is-
sues will not be settled in parliament. 
We need to organise to fight the Labor 
and the system itself. that means 
building stronger movements but also 
a stronger socialist organisation to link 
up the struggles into a fight against the 
system. 

Qantas workers are still bat-
tling to get decent pay rises and 
keep jobs. Wharfies are facing up 
to battle with the union-bashing 
company Patricks. 

A six-hour occupation of a shell 
ship by nine MUA members has 
stopped Shell’s plans to use a “flag 
of convenience” ship and the cheap 
labour. Customs staff are staging a 
24-hour strike as Solidarity goes to 
press. 

There will be two major rallies 
at Labor’s national conference in 
December—on saturday 3 December 
for equal Mariiage and on sunday 4 
December for refugee rights—an end 
to offshore processing and mandatory 
detention. 

We need to build every fight for 
a different world—a world where 
those who create the wealth can 
reclaim it from the 1 per cent who 
exploit us.

Labor	rules	for	the	1	per	cent—time	to	build	an	alternative

Above:	The	Occupy	protests	have	struck	a	nerve	in	Australia	
because	concerns	about	inequality	and	governments	that	
govern	for	the	corporations	are	widely	felt
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OCCuPY	MOVEMENT

Occupy—reaching	out	t	o	the	rest		of	the	99	per	cent	By Amy Thomas

THE OCCUPY movement, rallying 
against a world run in the interests of 
the wealthy 1 per cent, has burst onto 
the scene in Australia. 

Vibrant demonstrations on October 
15 turned into city square occupations 
that were centres of radical political 
discussion and debate.

The movement here is a reverbera-
tion of the worldwide resistance to the 
economic crisis. As Occupy Sydney 
explained in a statement, “resistance 
around the world against corrupt 
governments and the devastating ef-
fects of the global financial crisis has 
exposed the realities of the world in 
which we live.”

Protesters have faced violent at-
tacks from the defenders of the 1 per 
cent. Melbourne’s occupation was 
fenced in by police and protesters 
dragged out violently, many by their 
necks. In response a spontaneous, an-
gry rally of 1000 grew on Melbourne’s 
streets—and though protesters had 
to confront police horse charges and 
capsicum spray, they marched through 
the city for three hours. 

Police also launched a violent 
dawn raid on Occupy Sydney. Hun-
dreds of police descended on sleep-
ing occupiers, beating and assaulting 
many in an effort to clear people out. 

But over 200 showed up to an 
emergency meeting that afternoon to 
discuss the next steps. 

But to successfully stare down 
police efforts to break up our occupa-
tions and protests, we need to mobilise 
much larger numbers than we have 
so far. The movement needs to push 
outwards into the suburbs, schools, 
universities and workplaces.

Occupy Wall Street won a stun-
ning victory against police intimida-
tion thanks to union support. A threat 
from the City to disband the camp was 
withdrawn after a call to mobilise to 
defend the occupation from the AFL-
CIO, the peak union body in the US. 
Thousands of union members have 
joined solidarity marches.

Union strike action is a direct 
threat to the flow of corporate profits. 
There are much higher consequences 
for the authorities of moving in to 
manhandle organised union members.

The movement here has already 
begun linking up with the unions. 
Organisers in Sydney arranged for the 
Licencsed Aircraft Engineers Union, 
currently fighting Qantas, to speak to 
occupiers, and the camp endorsed a 
statement declaring, “support for the 
courageous struggle of Qantas and Jet-

the world. A similar response in Europe 
has shown the priority of governments 
of all stripes is to defend corporate 
profits, not the 99 per cent of us.

Australia’s economy has not yet 
plunged into recession in the same 
way, but we are linked into a global 
economy: if China’s growth slows, the 
crisis will hit here in a bigger way. 

Still, the system remains weighted 
towards the big end of town. We have 
a hugely unpopular Labor government 
that is slavishly pro-business—and the 
“alternative” is a Liberal government 
that is even more so.

Corporations here are making 
record profits. BHP Billiton made 
$22.46 billion last financial year. 
Westpac made $3.17 billion and the 
Commonwealth Bank $3.34 billion 
in the last six months of last year. 
Yet Julia Gillard’s first act as Prime 
Minister was to cave in to the mining 
companies and hand back $60 billion 
in revenue over ten years from the 
mining super-profits tax.

The Occupy Wall Street slogan 
“we are the 99 per cent” resonates 
with many, sick of wealth concentrat-
ed in hands of a few while we all work 
harder for longer. An ACTU survey 
this year showed 61 per cent of people 
are forced to work unpaid overtime.

We also face our own version 
of the spending cuts being imposed 
overseas. Along with a 2.5 per cent 
pay cap for public sector workers, 
the NSW Liberal government wants 

star workers”. Qantas’s CEO has just 
handed himself a 71 per cent pay rise 
while workers fight for 5 per cent.

Unions NSW passed a resolution 
supporting the aims of the occupation 
and the Maritime Union of Australia 
and the CFMEU each donated $1000. 
We need to build on these openings 
by getting out to as many construc-
tion sites, union meetings and 
workplaces as possible to draw union 
members into the Occupy movement.

But while an occupation can be a 
base for organising, it is not an end in 
itself. Our challenge is to radicalise 
as many of the 99 per cent of people 
as possible and win them to fight-
ing for a better world. That involves 
political argument, and relating to 
issues that can mobilise and attract 
people as well as radicalise them.

We can make common cause with 
everyone fighting the system and 
feed the spirit of Occupy into all the 
campaigns challenging Labor’s right-
wing agenda. 

Crisis and class
In the US, unemployment has been 
above 9 per cent for more than two 
years—and reflecting the racism of 
the US system, an astonishing 46 
per cent of African American youth 
are unemployed. Obama has served 
up only betrayal. An audit in July 
estimated the US Federal Reserve put 
$16 trillion into bailing out the banks 
and corporations in the US and around 

Above:	unions	join	a	
solidarity	march	with	
Occupy	Wall	St	in	
New	York

Occupy	Wall	
Street	won	
a	stunning	
victory	
against	police	
intimidation	
thanks	to	
union	support
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OCCuPY	MOVEMENT

Occupy—reaching	out	t	o	the	rest		of	the	99	per	cent	

MORE THAN a million people have 
taken to the streets around the globe as 
part of the Occupy movement. From 
Seoul to Santa Fe, in so many differ-
ent languages, the protests expressed 
the anger felt by millions at the eco-
nomic crisis and a political class that 
doesn’t represent their interests.

Along with a huge showing in 

to sack 5000 public sector workers 
and privatise Port Botany. Serco, the 
corporation that runs refugee detention 
centres, is bidding to run a privatised 
Sydney Ferries. Victoria’s Liberal 
government is attacking teachers and 
introducing new anti-construction 
union hit squads.

At least 35,000 public sector work-
ers took to the streets of Sydney on 
September 8 against the pay cap. With 
the NSW Teachers’ Federation about 
to begin fighting for a pay rise, there 
is a chance for one of the largest and 
most militant public sector unions to 
defeat the wage cap.

Both Qantas and the MUA are 
fighting greedy employers, including 
the infamous Patrick’s, who tried to 
smash the MUA in 1998.

A win for any of these struggles 
could set the scene for more wide-
spread resistance to the governments, 
banks and corporations that hold down 
the 99 per cent of us. Support from a 
vibrant Occupy movement can only 

boost their chances.
To break pro-business policies, 

we also need to oppose Gillard and 
Abbott’s constant battle over who can 
be the most racist towards refugees. 
Both Liberal and Labor are using rac-
ism to scapegoat asylum seekers and 
distract attention from their efforts to 
boost corporate power.

We also need to demand real 
climate action, not market mechanisms 
like the carbon tax, to tackle the power 
of the fossil fuel industry and transition 
to renewable energy through guaran-
teeing jobs and living standards.

Fight the system
It is capitalism’s ruthless, blind drive 
for profits that has created a world 
controlled by a wealthy few. Labor’s 
determination to serve that system has 
destroyed their popularity.

The global economic crisis is a 
product of the inability of the capitalist 
system to restore profit rates since their 
decline in the 1970s. The problems in 

Spain (see page 8), 100,000 filled 
Times Square in New York on Octo-
ber 15 and thousands faced down tear 
gas and water cannons in Rome.

The call out for a global day 
of action originated from Spain’s 
“Indignados” movement, which was 
itself inspired by the Tunisian and 
Egyptian revolutions. On top of that, 

the inspirational scenes from Occupy 
Wall Street over the last month have 
struck a chord. Their rallying call, “We 
are the 99 per cent”, against the “1 per 
cent” elite that accumulates power and 
wealth by robbing and exploiting the 
rest of us, has been taken up globally.

It shows both a feeling of rage 
that there is something wrong with the 
capitalist system, but also a new hope 
that we can do something about it.

The movement is full of creativity 
and humour. A 150-strong orchestra 
fittingly played Beethoven’s Ode to 
Joy in Madrid. A popular placard in 
the US is “Lost my job—found an 
occupation”.

Very importantly, the movement 
has fed into the resistance of the 
working class to the economic crisis in 
many countries. 

As socialist Jonathan Neale 
explains, the protests are putting the 
idea of class back on the map: “Now a 
generation is saying that the economy 
is the central reality, and the great ma-
jority of us are the class enemies of the 
ruling class. It cannot be put back in 
the bottle. And because protestors … 
are defining themselves in class terms, 
it is easy for unions to respond.”

The spirit of the movement shows 
the desire for a world not run by a 
handful of billionaires, but one that we 
run for ourselves.

the financial system have spread to the 
“real economy”, and the global working 
class is paying through its pensions, 
wages and public services.

As Occupy Sydney put it, this is a 
world where we produce a surplus of 
food, but people starve. It is a world 
where Aboriginal communities are 
deprived of health services but we can 
launch drone strikes that murder civil-
ians from the other side of the world. 

This system is being challenged 
worldwide—from Egypt where strikes 
are now facing down the military, to 
Greece where general strikes have 
shaken the government.

Every bit of resistance can be part 
of fighting the system. The global Oc-
cupy movement has become a focus 
for anger at the priorities of capitalism. 
Spreading the spirit of Occupy is the 
key to a world run not by a handful of 
billionaires, but one we control our-
selves. We need to fight for a socialist 
society run in the interests of human 
need, not corporate profit.

‘The	whole	world	is	marching’

Above:	An	Occupy	
protester	in	Japan

both	Qantas	
and	the	MuA	
are fighting 
greedy	
employers,	
including	the	
infamous	
Patrick’s,	who	
tried	to	smash	
the	MuA	in	
1998
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By Daisy Farnham, in Spain

THERE WERE beautiful scenes on 
October 15 when more than a million 
people took to the streets across Spain. 
One protester in Seville described it 
as “a human rain, an indignant rain 
which was to clean the streets of the 
filth of capital.”

Importantly, the “Indignados” 
(indignant) movement, that began 
with mass demonstrations and square 
occupations in May, is starting to link 
up with workers fighting the effects of 
the economic crisis.

The demonstrations gave inspi-
ration to the indignados movement 
in the face of disparaging media 
coverage proclaiming it in decline. 
But people are angrier than ever about 
the crisis. The Labor and conserva-
tive parties have put a cap on public 
spending, instead prioritising paying 
the state’s debt that was accumulated 
by bailing out the banks. Unemploy-
ment is now at 21 per cent.

In Madrid our numbers were 
boosted by tens of thousands of teachers 
fighting education cuts. In some cities 
the demonstrations ended with symbolic 
occupations.In Madrid and Barcelona, 
protesters occupied vacant bank-owned 
buildings and converted them into 
housing for those evicted from their 
homes by the banks. In Barcelona three 
families have already moved in.

Beyond the squares
But many in the movement are finding 

that the occupations alone will not 
stop the cuts or be enough to build a 
new economic system. After a month 
of occupying public squares in May, 
the movement was exhausted by the 
colossal logistical task of maintaining 
the protest camps.

Some in the movement have said 
that creating “autonomous” spaces 
outside the system is the solution. 
They saw the protest camps as an 
end in themselves and now advocate 
small-scale local activities to promote 
“self organisation”.

But most people couldn’t maintain 
the rhythm of sleeping in the square 
when they had to work or study the 
next day.

The shift to create assemblies 
in the suburbs in June expanded the 
movement and shifted the focus from 
the internal organisation of the camps 
to the coordination of actions to ad-
dress concrete political issues. It con-
nected the indignados with workers’ 
struggles against job losses and cuts.

In regions affected by the spending 
cuts, hospital workers and teach-
ers have formed mass assemblies 
like those of the movement to make 
decisions about the way forward. In 
Catalonia the assemblies have organ-
ised militant occupations of hospitals, 
some lasting more than 50 days. 
Recently, in the face of the inaction 
of their union leadership, several as-
semblies of hospital workers voted for 
an indefinite strike.

In Madrid, primary and high 
school teachers’ assemblies have al-

Eyewitness:	Spain’s	occupy	spirit	
spreads	to	the	workplace

Above:	Teachers	join	
the	mass	protests	in	
Madrid	on	October	
15

ready organised seven days of strikes, 
more than the one day proposed by the 
union leadership. The confidence of 
the workers was undoubtedly boosted 
by the presence of a supportive social 
movement in the streets.

Teachers and parents occupied 
several schools the night before their 
strikes whilst students gathered out-
side in support, holding meetings and 
discussions. One activist said, “The 
coordination between schools has been 
important. United action has given us 
confidence”.

These are important steps forward 
for the movement that has been held 
back by suspicion of trade unions and 
organisations. The strikes have dem-
onstrated the power that workers have.

Activist Juan from Seville said, 
“I think the movement should use the 
trade union base that already exists to 
demand a general strike”.

Inspired by the Madrid teachers, 
the students’ assembly in Barcelona 
has called a general strike of students 
and workers for November 12. It was 
immediately endorsed by the left wing 
unions and even the major conserva-
tive unions, showing that they will act 
under mass pressure from below.

This month elections will be 
held. The government is struggling to 
maintain credibility in the face of a 
social movement demanding real de-
mocracy and actively creating it in the 
assemblies and the workplaces. The 
cuts will not be stopped at the ballot 
box—Spain’s future will be decided 
on the streets.

In	Catalonia,	
workers’	
assemblies	
have	
organised	
occupations	
of	hospitals
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NT	INTERVENTION

THE BANKSTOWN campaign 
against income management and the 
campaign against the Northern Terri-
tory Intervention exchanged delega-
tions in October, building strength in 
the campaign against the Intervention.

Activists have united to call for a 
moratorium on income management. 
Income management quarantines 50 
per cent of Centrelink payments onto 
a BasicsCard that can only be used to 
buy approved items at government-
approved stores.

It is a cornerstone of the racist NT 
Intervention, imposed on Aboriginal 
communities since 2007.

In May, Bankstown was an-
nounced as one of five “trial sites” 
across Australia where income man-
agement will be expanded from July 
2012.

Barbara Shaw addressed a rally of 
150 people that marched through the 
streets of Bankstown in October.

Randa Kattan, CEO of the Arab 
Council of Australia and Semra Gupta 
from the Western Sydney Community 

forum traveled to Yuendumu, Amoon-
guna and smaller communities in the 
Anmatjere region.

Both delegates were outraged at 
apartheid conditions in Central Aus-
tralia and the destructive impact of the 
NT Intervention.

Ms Kattan said, “income manage-

ment represents profound disempow-
erment, discrimination and hardship. 
We cannot allow this system to extend 
into Bankstown. We are also calling 
for a full restoration of the rights of 
people already suffering under income 
management. Our campaign is grow-
ing in strength.”

bankstown	builds	links	with	NT	Intervention	campaign	

Above:	The	crowd	
at	bankstown’s	
demonstration	
against	income	
management

“They’re	trying	
to	starve	us	
out	of	our	
home”

Consultations	whitewash	Intervention’s	failure	
INDIGENOUS AFFAIRS Minister 
Jenny Macklin has used sham consul-
tations with Aboriginal communities 
to announce an extension of the failed 
NT Intervention beyond the current 
legislation’s “sunset clause” of July 
2012.

The entire process of consultations 
was designed to whitewash the deep 
pain and anger felt in NT communi-
ties ripped apart by the Intervention. 
They were based on a discussion 
paper, Stronger Futures, which made 
it clear the agenda of the Intervention 
was not up for negotiation.

Macklin wants more of the same 
punishment policy. 

Results from the government’s 
own Closing the Gap in the NT 
Monitoring Report, released in 
October, show an 108 per cent surge 
in incidents of attempted suicide 
and self-harm since the Intervention 
began. In a clear echo of the pater-
nalism of the past, child removal 
rates have increased 40 per cent. The 
NT Department of Justice has also 
reported a similar 40 per cent increase 
in Indigenous incarceration.

Communities are hurting because 
of the federal and NT government’s 
restriction of resources to a handful of 
“growth towns”. This policy has no 

Aboriginal support, but it was excluded 
from discussion in the consultations.

Amnesty International chief Salil 
Shetty visited homelands in the Utopia 
region in October. He condemned the 
“growth towns” policy and described 
the third world living conditions at 
Utopia as “devastating”.

Community leader Rosalie Kunoth 
Monks told Mr Shetty: “It’s not that 
they’re coming here with bulldozers 
or getting the army to move us, it’s 
that they’re trying to starve us out of 
our home… if it’s not ethnic cleansing 
please let me know what it is.”

The consultations report acknowl-
edges that Aboriginal people want 
jobs in their own communities. But it 
fails to mention thousands of waged 
employment jobs have been lost as the 
Community Development Employment 
Projects (CDEP) close down. The gov-
ernment is committed to pushing 2000 
people who remain on CDEP wages 
onto the dole from April next year.

Macklin also announced the ex-
pansion of the School Enrolment and 
Attendance Through Welfare Reform 
Measure (SEAM). Under SEAM, 
parents whose children do not attend 
school can be cut off Centrelink ben-
efits for up to 13 weeks.

The consultation report claims that 

“most respondents” support cutting 
welfare payments as a way of improv-
ing school attendance. But many 
community representatives say they 
weren’t even asked about the policy. 
The report fails to acknowledge the 
deep community opposition to the 
bans on bilingual education imposed 
by the NT government in 2008.

When it was raised, government 
officials running the consultations 
presented welfare cuts as the only 
concrete policy available to improve 
school attendance.

There has been a decrease in 
school attendance and there are now 
less Aboriginal staff working in 
schools since the Intervention. 

Remote schools badly need 
resources, funding for local staff and 
local control over curriculum and 
school policy. 

Greens Senator Rachel Siewert 
said even senior Education Department 
officials had acknowledged the failure 
of SEAM in six communities where 
it has been trialed since 2009, saying, 
“We were clearly told… that punitive 
programs such as the school enrolment 
and attendance through welfare reform 
measure cannot be linked to better edu-
cation outcomes in communities”.
Paddy Gibson
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REPORTS

By James Supple

THERE IS no real freedom of speech 
in society. 

The mainstream media has over-
whelming control of the views and 
opinions that we read. Australia is one 
of the most concentrated media mar-
kets in the world. Rupert Murdoch’s 
News Limited alone controls about 70 
per cent of newspaper circulation and 
there are just three commercial TV 
stations in each city. 

This gives a tiny number of com-
panies enormous control over what 
appears in the media. 

While they are not all as ideo-
logical as Murdoch, the media owners 
are all part of the corporate elite and 
share a desire to defend the profits and 
power of big business.

Even the range of alternative 
views that the ABC will air is strictly 
limited, following government efforts 
forcing them to maintain “balance” by 
weeding out left-wing views.

That is why socialists reject the 
idea of universal freedom of speech 
under capitalism. 

We defend the freedom to discuss 
and organise for the working class, not 
free speech for the corporations and 
the ruling class. 

The Bolt case
Andrew Bolt’s commentary is a par-
ticularly shocking of the way limited 
opinions dominate the media. Bolt 
has a practically unequalled level of 
access to the media, with newspaper 
columns in the country’s highest sell-
ing tabloids, a Fox News-style TV 

show and a radio program.
Bolt’s media access is not due to 

his popularity, but to the fact that he 
spews out the kind of right wing, pro-
corporate views that the media barons 
want. There are no comparable figures 
on the left that get anything like his 
media air time. 

That’s why it was great to see 
him momentarily humiliated after a 
court ruling in October found him in 
breach of the Racial Discrimination 
Act (RDA), for publishing a column 
claiming fair-skinned Aboriginal 
people claimed to be Aboriginal to 
receive varied benefits.

The conservative media is foam-
ing at the mouth about the claimed 
threat to Andrew Bolt’s freedom of 
speech. 

But Bolt’s claim to have been 
“silenced” by the judgement was, 
ridiculous. He appeared on the front 
page of the Herald Sun, the country’s 
highest selling newspaper, responding 
to the judgement the next day.

Nevertheless, some bought into 
the claim that the court judgement 
set a bad precedent for freedom of 
speech.

In fact, as has been widely noted, 
Bolt only lost the case because what 
he wrote constituted “a significant 
distortion of the facts”, according to 
the judge. 

Furthermore the judge added 
that, “The intrusion into freedom of 
expression is of no greater magnitude 
than that which would have been 
imposed by the law of defamation.”

This is why even liberal journal-
ist David Marr had no issues with the 
court ruling.

Say	no	to	free	speech	for	the	likes	of	Andrew	bolt

Above:	Andrew	bolt	
outside	the	court

Many have a desire to defend free 
speech for everyone, no matter what 
they say. Often, this is because they 
want to defend the comments of left 
wing and marginalised groups.

It’s certainly true that the left 
often has to fight to defend our free 
speech and the right to demonstrate. 
Our limited means of political ex-
pression are constantly under attack, 
such as the ability to hand out leaflets 
on university campuses or in public 
areas. 

In the 1970s Queensland Pre-
mier Joh Bjelke-Peterson banned 
street marches. In 2007 police tried 
to intimidate people out of marching 
against the APEC summit. 

Companies such as Gunns have 
used defamation laws in an effort to 
silence criticism. In 2004 it claimed 
$6.9 million from 20 activists for 
protesting and criticising its pulp mill 
plan.

The left often has to fight for 
freedom of speech and a voice for the 
voiceless. But this shouldn’t bind us to 
defending it as some sort of absolute 
value.

For example, there is another 
important instance where social-
ists oppose free speech—for those 
attempting to incite racial hatred and 
bigotry, or build political movements 
aimed at destroying democracy and 
free speech itself. 

When Pauline Hanson started to 
build a political party based on racism 
against Aboriginal people and Asians, 
the result was a rise in violent racist 
attacks. Organised racist parties give 
confidence to racists to act on their 
repulsive ideas.

In recent years the far right in 
Europe has become a real threat, win-
ning parliamentary seats from Britain 
to Hungary. Worse, groupings like the 
English Defence League have organ-
ised street marches against Muslim 
immigration and mosques. Where 
these are allowed to happen, blacks 
and Asians face physical attacks from 
the racists. 

At the core of many of these far 
right groups are fascists who aim 
to build a movement of street thugs 
capable of attacking not just Muslims 
and blacks but trade unionists and the 
left as well.

Allowing them to abuse “freedom 
of speech” in this fashion puts the 
physical safety of others at threat and 
allows the poison of racist ideas to 
spread. 

This is why it’s extremely danger-
ous for the left to accept that the idea 
of universal freedom of speech.

The	
conservative	
media	is	
foaming	at	the	
mouth	about	
the	claimed	
threat	to	bolt’s	
free	speech
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REFugEES

By James Supple

THE DEMISE of third country 
offshore processing, and the govern-
ment’s efforts to send refugees to Ma-
laysia or the Pacific, does not mean 
the end of all offshore processing. 

The government maintains a 
discriminatory offshore process-
ing regime on Australian territory 
on Christmas Island. Located 2600 
kilometres from Perth, Christmas 
is among the most remote pieces of 
Australian territory. 

The Howard government excised 
4600 islands off Australia’s coast 
from the migration zone. This was 
designed to deny rights to asylum 
seekers arriving by boat who ar-
rive there. They are prevented from 
making asylum claims under the 
Migration Act, so that their claims 
are made simply on the discretion of 
the Minister, outside the formal legal 
framework. 

Labor promised to repeal the 
excision of many of these islands but 
reneged once in power. 

By contrast, anyone that arrives 
by plane and applies for asylum after 
they have reached Australia is almost 
automatically granting a bridging 
visa, allowing them to live in the 
community while their claim is pro-
cessed. Here they have much easier 
access to lawyers and community sup-
port than in a remote detention centre. 

If they are unsuccessful, they are 
also entitled to appeal to the Refugee 
Review Tribunal for a full review of 
the decision. 

Even last year, with a higher than 
usual number of boat arrivals, there 
were more refugees that arrived by 
plane and applied for asylum—6316 
compared to 5175 by boat. 

Normally more plane arrivals are 
granted refugee status each year too. 
In 2008-09, just 206 people gained 
refugee status after arriving by boat, 
compared to 2172 arriving by plane.

Last year 2700 boat arrivals got a 
final grant of refugee status, compared 
to 2100 people who arrived by plane 
and applied once they got to Austra-
lia. Many more were still awaiting a 
decision on their claim. 

But the bulk of the refugees 
accepted have remained those that 
Australia selects from refugee camps 
in other countries—last year of the 
13,800 total refugee visas granted, 
8900 went to people outside Australia.

Some of those accepted from over-
seas include family members of refu-
gees already in Australia. In a vindic-
tive effort to encourage division among 

refugee communities, the Howard 
government introduced changes in 
1996 that limited the number of family 
members accepted. They now compete 
for places with boat arrivals, so that 
in years when more refugees arrive 
by boat, less family members of other 
refugees are granted visas.

Two-tier system
Labor has maintained the two-tier 
processing system that discriminates 
against boat arrivals.

A High Court decision last year 
granted rights of appeal to the courts 
to boat arrivals, but did not end the 
discrimination. Asylum seekers 
who arrive by boat can now appeal 
to the Federal Court if their asylum 
claim is rejected, but only on errors 
of process, not factual errors in their 
decisions.

For instance the asylum seekers 
who won that initial High Court case 
showed that some of the issues they 
raised were not considered by their 
assessors, and the assessors had failed 
to give them the chance to respond to 
adverse information. 

The government can get around 
this by improving its “checklist” that 
assessors must go through to ensure 
due process. But all this requires is 
ticking the box and “considering” 
relevant issues, however unfairly.

There is now overwhelming evi-
dence that decisions on boat arrivals 
are being subjected to political inter-

ference. Upon announcing its “visa 
freeze” in 2010, the Labor government 
made it clear that it expected more 
rejections because it judged “condi-
tions were improving” in Sri Lanka 
and Afghanistan.

Assessors heard the message loud 
and clear. Rejection rates by Immigra-
tion Department assessors jumped 
from 26 per cent to 62.1 per cent from 
2009-10 to 2010-11. 

Approval rates for Iranians have 
sunk from 65 per cent in 2009-10 to 
27 per cent 2010-11 as the number 
of boat arrivals leapt from 197 to 
1549 following the crackdown on the 
democracy movement.

At the same time Iranians arriving 
by plane were accepted at rates of 98 
and 96 per cent in the last two years. 

Many rejections are being over-
turned when they are reviewed by 
independent assessors. However their 
independence is compromised by the 
fact that they are employed on con-
tracts by the department. The desire 
to see their contracts renewed acts as 
an incentive not to overly offend the 
department.

But the figures are a measure of 
the efforts the department is making 
to ensure more asylum seekers get 
rejected.

Nothing short of a complete 
overhaul of the refugee determination 
process, and the Immigration Depart-
ment itself, will be necessary to see a 
fair assessment process for refugees.

Discriminatory	offshore	processing	
continues	on	Christmas	Island

Labor	has	
maintained	
the	two-tier	
processing	
system	that	
discriminates	
against	boat	
arrivals

Above:	Refugee	
boat	arrivals	that	
are	intercepted	and	
brought	to	Christmas	
Island	are	denied	
rights	compared	
to	other	refugee	
applicants
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uNIONS

By Mark Goudkamp

NSW TEACHERS were gearing up 
for two-hour stop work meetings on 
November 2 as Solidarity went to 
press. The meetings are to map out a 
strategy to win our recently lodged 
wage clam. The next step is likely to 
be a 24-hour strike and rally outside 
NSW parliament later in the month.

Our entirely legitimate claim for 5 
per cent a year over three years (plus 
1 per cent superannuation and rec-
ognition of all temporary and casual 
work for progression up the salary 
scale) will be the first major challenge 
to the O’Farrell government’s 2.5 per 
cent pay cap.

Far from signalling a willingness 
to negotiate with the NSW Teachers 
Federation, the O’Farrell government 
(supported by the Shooters Party and 
Fred Nile) has upped the ante with an 
attack on TAFE. In October they in-
troduced legislation to transfer NSW 
TAFE teachers over to the federal 
FairWork Australia industrial frame-
work, a significantly worse arrange-
ment than the previous laws.

It mirrors the former Labor 
government’s attempt during our last 
salary settlement to separate the pay 
and conditions of TAFE teachers from 
school teachers.

There’s a risk that TAFE teachers 
will be discouraged from participat-
ing in our upcoming industrial action, 
because under FairWork both unions 
and individuals can face large fines 
for doing so.

Teachers’	strikes	can	sink	O’Farrell’s	laws

The scale of the attack is such that 
the only way to confront it is head on. 
The more teachers we have taking 
action, the less likely fines will be. 
We can build on the fighting spirit 
that was on display at the September 
8 union rally, where a huge number of 
the 35,000 in attendance were teach-
ers. The Teachers Federation should 
feel confident to encourage TAFE 
workers to join us.

O’Farrell’s attacks on TAFE 
dovetail with Gillard’s plans to deepen 
competitive tendering in vocational 
education, pitting institutions against 
one another. We’ve seen what such 
privatisation does to quality provision 
in areas like the Adult Migrant English 
Program. 

At the national level, the Aus-
tralian Education Union has called a 
national day of action on November 
15 around the need for greater invest-
ment in public school. 

The Gonski Review into educa-
tion funding is finalising its report and 
recommendations in December. We’ll 
need to do more than send messages 
to the review panel and lobby federal 
MPs, which is the actions currently on 
the table.

The Activist Teachers Network 
intends to call an after school protest 
to bring these issues together. Getting 
organised in our fight against O’Farrell 
here in NSW is crucial. If we win 
we can boost the confidence of other 
workers across the sector to defeat the 
pay cap, the TAFE workers to beat 
back the new legislation and of teach-
ers across the country in their battles.

Above:	Teachers	
Federation	members	
on	the	huge	
September	8	raly	
against	O’Farrell	
Photo: Unions NsW

Hands	off	Sydney	
uni	Political	
Economy!
TWO HUNDRED students ral-
lied and staged at sit-in at Sydney 
University in October to oppose 
the possible merger of the Depart-
ment of Political Economy into the 
Department of Government and 
International relations. 

A review board is consider-
ing the plan, which would destroy 
the possibility of taking a Political 
Economy major. They have so far 
ignored over 50 submissions from 
students and staff. 

The rally showed that many 
students are prepared to fight these 
cuts, turning up to the demonstration 
in the midst of assessments.

Speeches from students, staff 
and union representatives were met 
with applause and students marched 
up to the Dean of Arts’ office chant-
ing “Dean of Arts, hear us say, 
political economy, here to stay!” and 
“no ifs, no buts, no education cuts!” 
Outside his office students sat down 
and chanted, “O-pen the do-or!”

Political Economy has always 
been a thorn in the side of the 
university establishment, discussing 
criticism of mainstream, neo-liberal 
economics and encouraging discus-
sion of radical economists. 

The Department was won the 
1970s out of a joint student and staff 
campaign. Then as now, there was a 
major economic crisis sweeping the 
globe. Sydney University wants to 
cut the only economics department 
in the country that offers an under-
standing of the situation.

The attacks on Political Econo-
my are part of a plan for cuts across 
campus. Each subject is being made 
responsible to bear its own costs 
and income so as, in their words, 
to “encourage the development of 
revenue”. 

The university is increasingly 
orientated towards corporate sector 
funding rather than providing quality 
education. 

However, this amalgamation is 
not a fait accompli. As well as the 
brilliant demonstration, students 
have passed unanimous resolutions 
in several classes opposing the 
merger. 

The administration is nervous 
about confronting a politicised group 
of students. If we keep up the pres-
sure, we can save Political Economy.
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INTERNATIONAL

By Tom Orsag

AFTER TEN long years of war, 
Afghanistan is no safer, nor is an end 
date for the conflict any more certain.

The deteriorating security situa-
tion and the failure of the occupiers 
was underscored in September, when 
Taliban fighters made it into the centre 
of Kabul. Attacks on the US and 
other embassies led to gun battles that 
lasted for 20 hours. It was the second 
major attack in Kabul in less than a 
month. 

Then at the end of September 
the head of the government’s “peace 
council” and former president 
Burhanuddin Rabbani was assassi-
nated by the Taliban.

Officially, the war is supposed to 
be drawing to a close, with a deadline 
for handing over control to Afghan 
security forces by 2014.

But NATO’s planning meeting in 
October, in Brussels, committed the 
West to an ongoing, open-ended, oc-
cupation of Afghanistan, well beyond 
the supposed handover.

The continuing neo-occupation of 
the war-ravaged country is testimony 
to the West’s inability to “win” the 
war. Julia Gillard and Defence Minis-
ter Stephen Smith talk about “prog-
ress” on the ground. Marc Grossman, 
the US Special Representative for 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, has pushed 
the same contradictory spin. He 
admitted that the security situation 
across Afghanistan is “bad”, while 
hailing “considerable progress”. But 
the admission that a continuing troop 
presence after the 2014 deadline is 
needed undermines such optimism.

Ongoing Australian 
commitment
Ian McPhedran, News Limited’s de-
fence columnist, outlined the prepara-
tions for an ongoing war on October 
7, before the NATO meeting: 

“According to well-placed 
sources, the long-term plan includes 
transforming huge and costly coalition 
bases, at places such as Tarin Kowt, 
where Australia has invested millions 
of dollars, and Kandahar, into training 
centres and permanent special forces 
bases.

“This is where elite Australian 
SAS and commandos would be based 
for years to come to provide ‘over-
watch’ for Afghan forces.”

The commander of the Australian 

force in Afghanistan, Major General 
Angus Campbell, told McPhedran that, 
“Australian troops, including trainers, 
logistics experts and importantly elite 
special-forces fighter, will be based in 
the country well beyond 2014.”

This confirms comments made in 
August 2010 by the Chief of the Aus-
tralian Defence Forces (ADF), Angus 
Houston, about Australian involvement.

The ADF would stay in Afghani-
stan “well beyond” the 2014 deadline 
set by the government for an end to 
Australian involvement, he predicted.

The Australia ruling class sees 
this as part of maintaining a strong 
alliance with the US. The US alliance 
allows Australia to act as the dominant 
military power in the South Pacific. 
In return it acts as a loyal ally of the 
dominant Western imperial power. 
The ruling class does this in the face 
of popular, passive opposition to the 
Afghan war. The deaths of 29 soldiers 
and hundreds injured and the $1.2 
billion a year the war now costs are 
seen as the premium paid on the US 
“insurance policy”.

While the West has enough troops 
to contain the insurgency, they cannot 
defeat it. And their actions continue 
to breed further resistance to their 
occupation. In the first half of 2011, 
more than 1462 Afghan civilians were 
killed, up 15 per cent on the same 
period in 2010.

The US wants to impose its will on 
Afghanistan, which has the misfor-

tune of lying on a faultline of conflict 
between the great powers for one and 
half centuries.

The US has bigger enemies than 
the Taliban and al-Qaida. Despite the 
end of the Cold war, it is locked in gi-
gantic, geopolitical rivalry with other 
imperial powers. And that is why US 
victory is so important.

For all its military and economic 
muscle, the geographical position 
of the US places it offshore to the 
Eurasian landmass, where the bulk 
of the world’s population and wealth, 
including natural resources, is concen-
trated. That landmass also contains its 
two main imperial rivals, Russia and 
China. 

The war on terrorism has pro-
vided the US with an opportunity to 
establish a string of military bases in 
Central Asia—a region closed to it 
during the Cold War.

Tensions with these other powers 
are rising. Russia’s envoy to NATO, 
Dmitry Rogozin said Russia would 
not agree to a US military presence in 
Afghanistan after the end of the UN 
mandate of 2014. Rogozin told the 
media that the US offer to train armed 
forces in Afghanistan served only as a 
“pretext for preserving their military 
presence. This is something we have 
never agreed with.”

But after its failure in Iraq, a hu-
miliating defeat in Afghanistan would 
be a further blow to the credibility of 
US power, and one it cannot afford.

Afghanistan—an	unwinnable	war	with	no	end	in	sight

In the first 
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period	in	2010
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INTERNATIONAL

Kyriacos	banos is a member of 
solidarity’s sister organisation 
in Greece, the socialist Workers 
Party (or sEK). He spoke to us 
about the escalation of workers’ 
struggle in Greece.

Can you give us some of the politi-
cal background to the current situa-
tion in Greece?
Since the austerity measures started 
from January 2009 and from January 
2010 when the government entered 
into agreements with the “troika” [the 
IMF, the European Union, and the Eu-
ropean Central bank] they have tried 
to present the cuts as necessary. 

They said the Greek working class 
and the Greek government together 
could not do anything but implement 
the cuts to wages, unemployment 
and the cuts to public services like 
hospitals, schools and welfare. They 
claimed that it was a special and 
exceptional crisis in Greece due to the 
high cost of the public sector wages 
and a lack of competitiveness in the 
Greek economy.

What sort of resistance did Greek 
workers offer at that stage?
The first strike on December 17, 
2009 was small. It was organised by 
smaller unions. Only 3000 workers 
marched in Athens. The big union 
confederations of both the public 
and private sectors did not want to 
support it… they were saying that the 
austerity measures were “medicine for 
Greek society.”

[But] the austerity measures of 
the ruling class were failing to solve 
the crisis. They said they would cut 
benefits only once, now all benefits 
have been cut. They promised that 
the first cut to the [public service] 
salaries would be for one month. 
Now the cuts are permanent. They 
said they wouldn’t fire people in the 
public sector. Now they have sacked 
150,000 public sector workers. What 
the government does every three or 
four weeks is announce new cuts, new 
taxes and new privatisations.

As the attacks got worse did the 
workers begin to sense there was a 
political crisis going on?
At first workers were talking about 
issues like cuts to benefits and cuts to 
wages. But some groups of workers 
started to speak about more political 
issues. They started to say, “we don’t 
want a troika involved in Greece.” 
This happened from January 2010 

when we had the first big strike sup-
ported by the unions. People became 
aware that the attacks were not just 
directed at their individual jobs and 
wages, they recognised it as an attack 
on all workers. They began to con-
nect the battles on an ideological and 
political level. They now understand 
that this is a European and interna-
tional crisis.

So what about the last three 
months, has that political develop-
ment increased?
The Arab spring and Spain helped to 
internationalise the crisis in the eyes 
of the mass of Greek people. That 
inspired the occupation of Syntagma 
Square [in Athens]. People were even 
waving Spanish flags outside of the 
Greek parliament… It helped give 
a new coordination to the mass of 
people who wanted to organise them-
selves and not wait for the leadership 
of the government or even the trade 
unions.

People were meeting every day 
in the square and having political 
discussions. They were not always 
politically clear. Some had autono-
mous politics. But it was clear that 
they were all against the form of 
democracy that the government of-
fered them.

Were the trade unions involved in 
Syntagma Square movement?
Yes. The three most important days 
in Syntagma coincided with general 
strikes on June 15 and June 28 and 
29. The movement of the working 
class became mixed with the occupa-
tion of Syntagma Square. After that 
at the base of the unions, within work 
places, people started to organise 

their own committees. 

So the union leadership was being 
pulled along behind the rank-and-
file workers at that point?
Yes, exactly. They started coordinat-
ing with other committees in other 
workplaces. The biggest example 
was the strike yesterday [October 5]. 
That strike was pressed to the union 
officials by members working in hos-
pitals, schools, municipalities and the 
big companies involved in transporta-
tion and electricity. 

Where do the union leaders stand 
politically?
Around 60 per cent of the unions in 
the public sector are tied to the ruling 
social democratic party (PASOK), like 
a Labor party. The big public-sector 
strike on October 5, which was built 
from below, forced those union bu-
reaucrats to come out and say, “from 
now on we are at war with the govern-
ment.” This happened because we 
have had the … workers committees.

[The] committees were voted for 
at the general assemblies of workers 
and were intended not to work apart 
from the unions but within them. We 
believe this is a shift towards workers 
control within each workplace. So far 
it has only within the public sector and 
at a relatively small level.

Workers in several government 
ministries coordinated to occupy their 
buildings on the same day and to have 
common demonstrations. 

How has SEK been involved in the 
movement?
We sell our newspaper [Workers’ Soli-
darity] in over 450 workplaces around 
Greece. 

gREEK	ACTIVIST:	“WORKERS	CAN	TAKE	uS	OuT	OF		THE	CRISIS”	

Above:	Hundreds	of	
thousands	amassed	
outside	parliament	in	
Athens	on	October	19
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gREEK	ACTIVIST:	“WORKERS	CAN	TAKE	uS	OuT	OF		THE	CRISIS”	
After 2005 the party went through 

a transition. From a youth organisa-
tion, we became more of a workers 
organisation … our student members 
became workers, we developed a 
presence within several public sector 
unions. We could argue for general 
assemblies and strikes and so on. 

We have the analysis that social 
democratic parties don’t genuinely 
represent workers’ interests. Now that 
the support base of those parties is 
beginning to politically separate from 
the leadership we are in a position to 
push our ideas. 

We are the main organisation 
pressing for workplace committees. 
What we are saying is that you, the 
workers, must organise yourselves in 
your own workplaces with your own 
demands but at the same time have 
the political aims of the whole work-
ing class as part of your agenda. And 
in doing this you are laying the first 
bricks to build a society to take us out 
of this crisis. 

We are trying to make these argu-
ments in every workplace that we 
have members. Our arguments are 
that to end the crisis we must drop the 
debt, nationalise the banks, stop the 
sackings and tax the rich. 

Because of the relationships we 
have built over the last 25 years in 
various campaigns … people are will-
ing to trust our ideas. The Anti-Capi-
talist Front [of which SEK is a part], 
got 100,000 votes in the last munici-
pal election.

What role are students playing 
within the party?
The aims of student campaigns has 
been to stop the privatisations of 
universities, to keep businesses out 
of universities. But the shift we have 
seen in the recent wave of university 
occupations is that students… now 
see openly and clearly that the attack 
against students is connected to the 
attacks on every other section of 
society. 

The students asked for support 
from the workers. They wanted 
connections with the unions of the 
lecturers and teachers including those 
in schools. So we saw at the recent 
strikes the students demonstrating and 
protesting together with the education 
unions and other workers across the 
public sector. Our student members 
argue in the assemblies that there is no 
other way to stop the privatisations of 
the universities other than to continue 
the connections with workers unions.

Eyewitness:	Strikes	a	show	
of	workers’	power
HUNDREDS of thousands of angry 
Greek trade unionists marched 
through central Athens on October 19 
in the biggest workers’ demonstra-
tion since the toppling of the military 
dictatorship in 1974.

The mass strike followed another 
on October 5, itself one of many 
in the last year that have been the 
centrepiece of revolt against austerity 
measures.

Greece’s entire transport system 
stood still; even taxi drivers and airline 
pilots refused to work. Banks, shops 
and government offices shut, TV sta-
tions didn’t broadcast and ships stood 
idle in ports. The cost of the “mother of 
all strikes” will run into the billions, a 
serious blow to Prime Minister George 
Papandreou, who is failing to convince 
other Eurozone leaders that austerity is 
politically tenable.

The “troika” (a tripartite commit-
tee including the European Commis-
sion, International Monetary Fund 
and the European Central Bank) are 
demanding more cuts in exchange for 
bailout funds to allow Greece to pay 
its €370 billion debt. 30,000 jobs have 
just been slashed and taxes hiked, but 
the troika want 200,000 more jobs 
slashed in 2012.

Official unemployment is now 
at 16 per cent; many still employed 
have had their wage cut 30 per cent or 
more. Suicide rates among males have 
doubled.

The austerity program was sup-
posed to save Greece from the crisis, 
but GDP has fallen 15 per cent in 
three years. The ever-shrinking tax 
base has eroded almost all hope of 
Greece avoiding a default. 

Rising struggle
Workers, pensioners and students are 
adamant the debt is not theirs to pay.
The latest strikes came after weeks 
of protests. Workers have occupied 
hospitals and several government min-
istries, while students have shut down 
hundreds of universities and schools. 

A mass meeting of Metro transport 
workers in Athens in September voted 
to join bus drivers and municipal 
workers for several rolling days of 
strikes; by October taxi drivers had 
joined them.

Georgois, a worker involved in 
the transport strikes told Solidarity, 
“There are 600 billion euros in Swiss 
banks owned by people who never 
pay taxes. That is more than twice 

the Greek debt. But [the government] 
never talks about them.”

He believed Greek workers were 
ready to escalate their struggle, “The 
general view is that there are too few 
strikes. Union leaders try to calm the 
workers. But we think we have to 
strike more often.”

Rank-and-file workers are taking 
the initiative. Tax office workers took 
over the Ministry of Finance in central 
Athens for several days and prevented 
the government and the troika meeting 
in the building. They hung a banner 
from the window declaring solidarity 
with other workers. One of the strikers 
told Solidarity, “They [the govern-
ment] will not stop. They want to take 
everything from us.”

Networks of unionists helped build 
a series of hospital strikes and oc-
cupations, including a takeover of the 
Ministry of Health. Kristos, a doctor, 
said, “We set up our own syndicates 
at work to build support in the union 
for this occupation and strike… The 
workers wanted the strike but the 
union leaders did not. But now even 
[the union leaders] are talking against 
the government and speaking against 
capitalism,” he said. 

Mass assemblies of hundreds or 
thousands of workers have become 
common, especially in the public sec-
tor and transport. Likewise, each occu-
pied university has weekly assemblies 
where students vote on the next steps.

Vanessa, a student occupying her 
university, said, “It is important we 
join with the workers. Tomorrow we 
will be the new workers. They cut our 
wages and tax us more to save the 
bankers ... We need the strikes to last 
for days and days. We need to fight 
them on the streets.” 

Another student, Konstantinos, 
from Athens University added, “We 
suffer from the education [cuts] and 
then there are no jobs. The government 
now gives 1.4 per cent [of the budget] 
to education. It used to be 4 per cent.”

Another student joining the union 
rally described a shift in political con-
sciousness among students, “I think 
most students are anti-capitalist now 
after what the government has done… 
We know that under this kind of capi-
talism you cannot win alone.”

Confidence among Greek work-
ers is beginning to match their anger. 
They’re showing the rest of Europe 
how to fight.
Carl Taylor, in Athens

“We	need	the	
strikes	to	last	
for	days	and	
days”
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THE	gREENS:	bETWEEN	
PARLIAMENT	AND	
PRINCIPLES
Amy	Thomas analyses the The Greens’ role in left politics since the federal election

THE ONLY bright side to the federal 
election one year ago was the break-
through of The Greens, who scored 
1.6 million votes and won their first 
lower house MP, Adam Bandt, and the 
“balance of power” in the Senate. It 
was an expression of dissatisfaction 
with Labor and a small antidote to 
Abbott’s rise. There were very high 
hopes The Greens’ influence would 
help shift politics to the left.

But a year on, The Greens’ impact 
has not been what it could. Their sup-
port has hovered around 12-13 per cent. 
While Labor has sunk to a seriously 
low low of 26 per cent, the Liberals 
have grown an election winning lead. 
Labor is not bleeding to the left—they 
are haemorrhaging to the right. 

Despite speaking out on various is-
sues, The Greens’ focus on parliamen-
tary politics means they have missed 
opportunities and been pulled into com-
promises with the Labor government. 

There is an unresolved contradic-
tion at the heart of The Greens. Are 
they are a parliamentary party of the 
centre left, as some comments from 
Bob Brown would indicate, or are they 
to become a fighting left alternative 
to Labor as many of its members and 
voters are hoping for?

Left votes, but not yet a 
left party
Since the economic crisis of the 1970s, 
social democratic parties across the 
world have increasingly given up on 
the idea of redistributing capitalism’s 
wealth for social good. In Australia, La-
bor’s support drained away during the 
Hawke-Keating era as they embraced 
labour market deregulation, privatisa-
tion and economic rationalism. 

When Labor capitulated to How-
ard over refugees in 2001 and the 
Iraq war in 2003, The Greens stood 
proudly against them and reaped the 
electoral rewards. 

Statistics show a majority of The 
Greens’ votes in 2007 came from 

people who had voted Labor in 2004, 
and that trend intensified in 2010. 
Greens member and academic Ben 
Spies-Butcher’s research shows that 
Greens’ voters political attitudes are 
on average the most left of any major 
party and that Greens’ voters are most 
likely to identify as left of centre, 
including on “economic” issues like 
privatisation and union rights.

The Greens came out of the 
Tasmanian campaign against dam-
ming the Franklin River in the 1980s, 
aiming to take a conservationist 
voice into parliament. In terms of 
parliamentary representation and 
membership The Greens have come 
a long way since then, but there are 
contradictions between their radical 
origins in fighting the establishment 
and the parliamentary ambitions that 
pull them to make peace with it. 

There are forces that want The 
Greens to become more mainstream. 
Bob Brown has even expressed an as-
piration for The Greens to become the 
“major party of reform” in the “next 
fifty years”. But that pull to respect-
ability and the mainstream in practice 
has meant filling the void left by the 
Democrats. 

Bob Brown has declared that 
economically, The Greens are 
“mainstream and highly economi-
cally responsible”. He often talks up 
The Greens’ support for Labor’s 2009 
stimulus package as evidence that The 
Greens can be relied on to accept the 
limits imposed by the system and not 
to rock the boat. 

Guy Pearse, a prominent Greens 
member and commentator argues that 
The Greens should “seek to govern … 
beyond Right and Left.”

Labor’s crisis has provided The 
Greens with many opportunities 
to make stronger connections with 
organised labour in the trade unions. 
A few trade unions have both disaf-
filiated from Labor and donated to 
Greens candidates. 

However, The Greens officially 
regard unions in the same way they 
regard corporations, as “special inter-
est groups”, and so far will not allow 
unions to affiliate to the party. But if 
they are going to make inroads into the 
Labor vote and present a left alterna-
tive, an orientation to the working class 
will have to become a strategic priority. 

Voting for change?
This is in contrast to building a party 
that “seeks to govern”, which ends up 
as part of the establishment.

In Tasmania, The Greens entered a 
coalition with the Liberals in 1989 and 
joined them in vicious public sector 
cuts and school closures. Now, The 
Greens-Labor coalition in Tasmania 
are implementing spending cuts of 
10 per cent over the next four years, 
meaning the loss of 1700 public sector 
jobs, increasing water costs and public 
housing rent and cutting $190 million 
from public education. They have 
backed down on the closure of 20 
public schools temporarily only after 
a union and community backlash. Tas-
mania reveals graphically where being 
“economicly responsible” for capital-
ism actually leads. Instead of being on 
the side of those fighting the priorities 
of the system, The Greens are on the 
side of those implementing them.

The focus on getting votes and get-
ting elected means relying on Liberal 
preferences and being willing to seek 
Liberal votes, such as in the 2010 
Victorian election. Bob Brown has 
declared the party, “more liberal than 
Liberals”.

The prioritisation of elections is 
not confined to the more conservative 
elements of The Greens. In a major 
speech on the future of The Greens 
last year, a leading member of the 
NSW left, Sylvia Hale, argued that 
The Greens could only hope to influ-
ence politics through taking part in 
minority governments and pushing for 
electoral reform, in particular to get 

Labor	is	not	
bleeding	to	the	
left,	instead,	
they	are	
haemorraghing	
to	the	right
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proportional representation. 
Such a focus on elections inevi-

tably stifles the ability of the party to 
mobilise its membership and support-
ers beyond elections themselves.

The BDS test
One of the ramifications of this ap-
proach was exposed in the furore that 
surrounded the support of The Greens 
local councillors for a successful reso-
lution in Marrickville Council for the 
pro-Palestinian Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions (BDS) campaign. 

Although BDS is The NSW 
Greens policy, in the face of a tirade 
from The Australian and Zionist lobby 
groups, Bob Brown caved in and dis-
tanced himself and The Greens from 
the Marrickville councillors. 

A hundred or so pro-Palestinian 
supporters crammed into the council 
chambers when the motion was re-
committed. But in a humiliating back 
down, two of The Greens councillors 
reversed their position, voting against 
Mayor Fiona Byrne to rescind the 
council’s support for BDS.

Rather than seize the opportunity 
to take the arguments about Palestine 
onto the front pages, The Greens took 
the route of other parliamentary par-
ties willing to bend to conservative 
pressure on “unpopular” positions.

Carbon tax debacle
The carbon tax is an even more obvi-
ous example where The Greens have 
shot themselves in the foot by putting 
a pragmatic outcome with Labor 
before a principled position.

The Greens did not let their agree-
ment with Labor stop them from op-
posing Labor’s Malaysia solution. But 
over the carbon tax, they have pinned 
their colours to Labor’s mast. 

The Greens have even mobil-
ised to back up the climate NGOs 
“Say Yes!” campaign promoting the 
tax. Bob Brown has parroted Julia 
Gillard’s sales pitch, calling the tax, 
“the most important economic reform 
in decades”.

But this is a market reform that 
will raise prices while doing very little 
about emissions. While a majority still 
favour climate action, the carbon tax’s 
impact on the cost of living has made 
it unpopular. 

The Greens correctly opposed 
Kevin Rudd’s CPRS, but from the be-
ginning of their agreement to support 
the minority Gillard Labor govern-
ment, The Greens attached themselves 
to a parliamentary committee on 
climate policy. Yet the limits of such 
a committee were obvious; it would 

only discuss a carbon tax and was only 
ever going to adopt something accept-
able to Labor and big business.

The Greens Senator Sarah Han-
son-Young explained this approach 
in an article on The Greens and the 
balance of power written in July: 
“With this new position in the political 
landscape and our new seats on the 
Senate benches comes even greater 
responsibility to deliver achievements 
for the community and stability for 
the Parliament. We will work hard 
to improve legislation and to keep 
presenting innovative ideas to be 
adopted by government and opposi-
tion. But, just as importantly, we must 
make sure we deliver more construc-
tive than destructive solutions to the 
topics that land on our desks. Working 
to secure our nation’s future prosper-
ity requires more leadership than just 
saying ‘No’.”

But even as the carbon tax was 
launched, Greens deputy leader Chris-
tine Milne admitted that the $23 a 
tonne carbon price “isn’t high enough 
to drive the revolution in renewables 
that we need”.

Adam Bandt’s statement that “We 
are now going to see dirty power 
stations like Hazelwood [in Victoria] 
close and we will not see any more 
commercial coal-fired power stations 
built in this country,” is at best wishful 
thinking, at worst deceptive apologet-
ics. In the case of the carbon tax, The 
Greens are pulled to a false solution 
by the mirage of a market solution to 
climate change and the prospect of a 
compromise with Labor. 

Rather than setting the political 
agenda, The Greens have found them-
selves tailing Labor’s. 

What kind of party? 
Gillard’s shift to the right over refugees 
will no doubt have cemented more 
Labor voters to the Greens. But the 
future does not belong to holding the 
balance of power or displacing Labor to 
become a mainstream reformist party. 

The power to change society 
doesn’t lie in parliament. It is the 
power in the streets and workplaces 
that can change the world. 

A voice in parliament can help 
build the movements—it could fan 
the flames of resistance of the Occupy 
movement, stand up to O’Farrell and 
the Baillieu and their police thugs who 
cleared the protests in Sydney and 
Melbourne in October, condemn the 
Qantas bosses, champion the rights 
of the Palestinians and the need for 
renewable energy. 

Parliamentary democracy tries to 
separate politics and economics and 
limit democracy to a tick or cross on a 
ballot paper every three or four years. 
Socialists fight to overcome that divi-
sion. 

With BDS, the carbon tax, refu-
gees and everything else, there is a 
constant contradiction between par-
liamentary pressure and the principles 
that won them votes in the first place.

The future of the Greens is going 
to be determined by which side wins 
out—stronger movements and stronger 
unions to fight for real change or the 
dead hand of parliamentary politics. 

Above:	Some	of	
The	greens’	Senate	
team	in	action
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THE	POLICE:	
ARMED	guARDS	
FOR	THE	RICH	AND	
POWERFuL
The actions of the police at the Occupy protests say a lot about their role in our society, 
argues James	Supple

AFTER A week of peaceful occupa-
tion, police in Melbourne and Sydney 
moved in to violently break up the 
Occupy movement and clear out 
protesters. Occupiers were punched in 
the face, grabbed by the throat, pepper 
sprayed, dragged across the ground 
and assaulted, in operations involving 
hundreds of officers. 

A video on YouTube shows a Syd-
ney occupier’s arm bent backwards 
by police while he screams in pain, 
begging them to loosen their grip. 

The mass use of force over-
whelmed the occupiers. Close to 100 
were arrested in Melbourne and 40 in 
Sydney, though most were released 
without charge.

Victoria Police were cheered on 
by Melbourne Lord Mayor and former 
Liberal opposition leader Robert 
Doyle who congratulated them on “a 
magnificent job” and called occupiers 
a “self-righteous, narcissistic, self-
indulgent rabble”.

Police told straight out lies about 
the operation, claiming in Sydney 
that Occupiers had received plenty 
of notice to leave, despite entering 
the occupation at 5am in the morning 
with less than a few minutes warning.

They also accused Occupiers of 
violence, saying police encountered 
“varying levels of resistance” but 
had acted “very peacefully”. Federal 
Treasurer Wayne Swan joined them in 
accusing the protesters of “instances 
of violence”.

But it is clear that the police were 
responsible for the violence, launch-
ing pre-meditated, vicious assaults to 
disperse the Occupations. One person 

was arrested in Melbourne simply 
for taking photos of police who had 
removed their nametags to avoid 
identification. 

An occupier in Sydney was 
given a bloodied nose by police, but 
disgracefully, has been charged with 
assault. 

Police come to demonstrations 
armed with guns, batons and pepper 
spray to contain and demobilise them. 
Resisting police violence by linking 
arms or even mass marching on police 
lines when they are blocking a march 
route is not violence, it is an assertion 
of our right to protest.

More than that, it is absurd to talk 
about violence from protestors when 
police are defending an extremely 
violent system that leaves people to 
starve, wages wars for profits and 
leaves 300,000 homeless across Aus-
tralia every night.

Capitalism and the state
The Occupiers are not the first pro-
testers to face this. Police have a long 
history of violent attacks on protests 
and strikes. The reason they are so 
brutal towards protests has to do with 
the role they play in our society.

We live under capitalism, a world 
system where a tiny rich minority, the 
1 per cent, seek to control and live 
off the work of the other 99 per cent 
of us. 

And as the rich and powerful are 
only a small number in comparison to 
the people they exploit, they have cre-
ated the police and the army to protect 
this wealth and power. These “armed 
bodies”, the police and the military 

together with institutions like ASIO, the 
courts, prisons and government depart-
ments, make up the state as we know it.

The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
have brought home with terrible clar-
ity the continuing strength of states. 

It was not General Motors or Shell 
that hurled F-16s and cruise missiles 
onto Iraq. It wasn’t Ford or Exxon that 
planned the war on Afghanistan. It 
was the US state and the other states it 
attracted to its murder gang. 

Karl Marx wrote that this state 
apparatus came into being when 
social classes emerged. The exploiters 
needed some organisation to apparent-
ly “stand above” the battles between 
classes, while in reality helping one 
class to crush another.

Once the state is created, the eco-
nomically dominant class, the one that 
owns and controls the factories, banks 
and so on, becomes the politically 
dominant class. 

The state creates “order”, an order 
that enshrines the right of the rich and 
powerful to exploit the vast major-
ity of society, of the government to 
launch imperialist wars against the 
wishes of the majority, of the courts 
to imprison people who refuse to be 
evicted from their homes.

Marx therefore described the state 
as “a committee for managing the 
common affairs of the whole bour-
geoisie”, the capitalist class.

In extreme situations the state has 
been prepared to physically eliminate 
governments when the interests of 
capitalism are threatened—such as 
when the military overthrew Salvador 
Allende’s government in Chile in 
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Above:	The	police	
violence	at	Occupy	
Melbourne	that	
outraged	many	
Photo: Justyn Burrows

1973. 
The state is much more permanent 

than any government. Parliamentary 
majorities change. But the state ma-
chine goes on regardless of the views 
of voters. 

The police
The origins of the police go back to 
the early days of capitalism. The rul-
ing class realised they needed such an 
organisation as the new urban work-
ing class gathered strength.

In 1848 the Chartists, the first 
mass working class movement in the 
world, faced down London’s Met-
ropolitan Police. They are generally 
considered the first modern police 
force and had been set up less than 20 
years earlier.

Some 150,000 workers wanted 
to march from London’s Kennington 
Common to parliament to present 
their six million signature charter, but 
the government used 100,000 special 
constables to stop the march.

Protecting wealth doesn’t just 
mean making sure we don’t steal from 
the rich, it means making sure their 
authority isn’t challenged by large 
numbers of people. It means propping 
up the existing system. 

Throughout history, ordinary 
people have marched against injustice 
only to be met with violence, even 
when their demonstrations have been 
overwhelmingly peaceful.

During the Vietnam War a peace-
ful crowd outside the Chicago Demo-
cratic National Convention in 1968 
faced a savage police beating. Tear 
gas canisters were fired directly into 
the crowd, some protesters shoved 
through restaurant windows, and oth-
ers pushed to the ground and kicked 
repeatedly. Four students were shot 
dead by police at Kent State Univer-
sity in the US in 1970 for protesting 
against the Vietnam War.

Not neutral
The police’s defenders argue that they 
are simply “workers in uniform”, and 
that any violence is perpetrated by a 
few “rotten apples” or in response to a 
hostile and violent crowd.

But police violence is a result of 
the force’s role in society. They are 
not some kind of neutral “referee” 
between the movement and the ruling 
class; they are the arm of the state 
used to oppress the working class.

Some police recruits may be from 
working class backgrounds, but once 
they become police they are no longer 
workers. They are taught to hate 
working class people and protesters 
and are systematically used against us.

New recruits are trained to “keep 
order”—meaning protect the existing 
system—and given weapons to do it 
with. And they are protected from ac-
countability for their actions.

We’re told that the police are there 
to “fight crime”. But their real purpose 
is to fight us.

At the S11 anti-capitalist protest 
in Melbourne in 2000, 30 people were 
hospitalised following vicious police 
assaults on the non-violent block-
ade of the World Economic Forum, 
a gathering of some of the world’s 
most powerful CEOs and government 
leaders. Then Victorian Trades Hall 
secretary Leigh Hubbard called it “the 
worst savagery by police in 25 years”. 
Police were prepared to act illegally, 
removing their name badges to prevent 
identification and using baton handles 
as a weapon to assault protesters.

Yet the rich and powerful were 
incredibly pleased with their perfor-
mance—having threatened to cancel 
the meeting unless police moved in 
to defend them. Klaus Schwab, the 
founder of the World Economic Fo-
rum, summed up their attitude: “The 
police action was excellent. They 
gave the protesters a chance at the 
first day to behave in a civilised way, 
they charged when it was necessary to 
restore law and order.” 

Then Victorian Premier Steve 
Bracks said that the police “did a 
sterling and outstanding job” and 
that protesters “got everything they 
deserved”.  

There were similar scenes of po-
lice thuggery in defending the APEC 

meeting in Sydney in 2007, another 
gathering this time of world leaders 
including George Bush, Hu Jintao and 
John Howard. Reporters were thrown 
to the ground, a middle-aged accoun-
tant was punched and aggressively 
restrained while trying to cross the 
road, and again police refused to wear 
identification badges at protests.

But when workers and students 
unite, our side can win. The police 
may have batons and helmets and 
horses—but a mass movement can 
beat them back and win victories for 
us and future generations. 

The key to this is building a move-
ment large enough to stare down the 
police. 

The APEC protest was a tremen-
dous example of this. Activists faced a 
sustained campaign of police intimi-
dation, with the introduction of a set 
of special powers to keep people and 
protests out of large areas of central 
Sydney and establishing an “excluded 
persons list” of activists. 

Police made it clear they did 
not want street marches during the 
summit. But 10,000 people defied 
the police intimidation to join the anti-
APEC protest and the police had no 
alternative but to allow the march to 
take place. It was a major victory for 
the right to protest and the police were 
seriously embarrassed.

Fighting against the repression of 
the state must be part of a fight against 
capitalism as a whole—to beat back 
the armed guards of the rich minority 
and win justice for the vast majority 
of people.
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FEATuRES

THE EVIDENCE on income and 
wealth inequality illustrates that the 
class divide in Australian society is 
alive and well. Australia may be a 
relatively rich society compared with 
countries like Bangladesh or even 
Egypt. 

But Australian workers don’t have 
to be as absolutely poor as their third 
world sisters and brothers for them 
to make common cause against a 
system that exploits them both. People 
everywhere have understood that the 
struggle in Wall Street is the same as 
the struggle in Spain, Greece, Italy, 
Britain and the Philippines.

The key to understanding the 
impact of class in any society is rela-
tive inequality, that is, the income and 
assets considered necessary to survive 
from a general social or cultural level 
in that society.

If we set the poverty line at half 
of the national median income, then 
Australia ranks poorly by OECD 
standards. A study ten years ago by 
the Economic Policy Institute in the 
US found that 17 per cent of people in 
Australia were living in poverty, the 
second worst in the OECD after the 
US. For the elderly, the proportion was 
nearly 30 per cent.

Inequality has been on the in-
crease. According to Frank Stilwell 
and Kirrily Jordan’s 2007 study, Who 
Gets What?, the incomes of the top 
20 per cent of households rose four 
times faster than the bottom 20 per 
cent between the mid-1990s and late 
2000s. 

According to Bureau of Statis-
tics figures just released, in terms of 
wealth (i.e. asset ownership such as 
shares or property), the wealthiest 20 
per cent owns nearly 70 per cent of all 
wealth in Australia.

The Global Wealth Report by the 

Boston Consulting Group, released in 
June, shows an increasing concentra-
tion of wealth in Australia in 2010. 
Millionaire households jumped from 
98,000 in 2009 to 133,000 last year—
a record 36 per cent increase. Twelve 
more Australian families joined the 
“ultra wealthy” during the past year, 
taking the total to 231 households that 
have more than $US100 million ($94 
million) in personal wealth. 

The same report revealed some-

thing of the astonishing inequality 
at a global level—with 1 per cent of 
households having 39 per cent of the 
globe’s wealth.

Most people perceive this injus-
tice. In the mid-2000s, the Australian 
Survey of Social Attitudes, which cov-
ers about 4000 respondents, found that 
82 per cent believed the gap between 
rich and poor was too large.

So the carbon tax debate comes in 
the context of rising relative inequality 
and widespread opposition to this. In 
this context, arguing that we should 
all bear the burden of the transition to 
lower emissions is silly. 

In the face of unaffordable housing 
and childcare costs, the suggestion 
that we are all well-off only strength-
ens the hand of the big polluters. In 
many people’s eyes, it confirms the 
caricature that proponents of action 
on climate change are middle-class 
elitists.

Marxism and theories of class
Marxists have always argued that 
capitalist society is divided by class. 
Marx argued that the emergence of 
capitalism drew social groups into two 
“great hostile camps”: the capitalists, 
who owned and controlled the means 
of production, and the working class, 
whose survival depended on the ex-
change of labour power for wages. A 
person’s relationship to production is 
therefore what determines their class 
position. 

Capitalism’s competitive drive for 
profit compels employers to attack 
workers’ wages and conditions. This 
logic can force many different kinds 
of workers into defensive struggles, 
whether they work as teachers, nurses, 
and retail workers in the “services” 
sector or as manufacturing workers, 
bus drivers or in other “blue collar” 

uNDERSTANDINg	
THE	CLASS	DIVIDE:	
THE	99	VERSuS	THE	1	PER	CENT	IN	AuSTRALIA
For weeks world attention has focussed on the Occupy movement that spread from 
Occupy Wall street. Across the world placards have proclaimed “we are the 99 per cent”. 
Every society in the world is divided by class with a ruling class—the 1 per cent—owning 
and controlling the wealth of society. Tom	barnes looks at class in Australia. 

Above:	Service	
sector	workers,	
including	call	centre	
workers,	are	just	
as	much	classically	
working	class	as	
blue	collar	workers
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occupations. 
For Marxists, the key question 

is what drives workers to resist and 
how their ideas change in the process 
of fighting. It is such attacks motivat-
ed by their employers’ class interests 
which has pushed Qantas workers 
to fight against real wage cuts and 
public sector workers to campaign 
against draconian anti-union laws in 
NSW.

However, there are different “class 
analyses” which emphasise factors 
like occupation, status and income 
rather than class struggle. 

One view, influenced by the Ger-
man political economist Max Weber, 
says that class divisions represent 
the different economic resources that 
people are able to access by virtue of 
their social standing or wealth. While 
this sounds very similar to Marxism, 
Weberians have never been particu-
larly concerned about class struggle. 
They have been far more likely to 
emphasise things like occupational 
status or levels of education.

For Marxists, the fact that a 
“blue collar” trade-qualified build-
ing worker might earn more than a 
university lecturer with a PhD is not 
the most important issue—the issue 
is how workers struggle, how these 
struggles can be linked together and 
how an anti-capitalist consciousness 
can be built. 

Construction workers with a 
long tradition of militant unionism 
might show a higher degree of class 
consciousness, but university lecturers 
themselves are becoming proletarian-
ised as universities become tertiary in-
dustries. They are increasingly likely 
to be involved in industrial action 
over their employment conditions.

Another view—which students 
of politics or sociology are likely to 
come across—is that of French radi-
cal theorist Pierre Bourdieu in which 
class divisions reflect individuals 
identifying with particular groups, 
trends or tastes. For example, people 
use their “cultural capital” (such as 
their education, consumption habits, 
sense of fashion, etc), as well as their 
“economic capital” (wealth, assets 
and so on) to distinguish themselves 
from “lesser” groups.

An example of this might be the 
idea of the “bogan”, identified by 
their sense of dress, schooling, accent 
or any number of supposed, often 
derogatory, characteristics. 

Like Weberians, followers of 
Bourdieu have a lot in common with 
Marxists. They draw links between 
people’s incomes, jobs and social sta-

CONFUSION ABOUT class and the 
class divide in society lies behind the 
argument among climate campaign-
ers about who exactly should bear 
the burden of making the transition 
to a less carbon-intensive economy. 
“Make the polluters pay,” is a popu-
lar slogan. 

But how do we make sure that 
those responsible for carbon pollu-
tions really do pay?

In July, Geoff Lemon, a pro-
climate Melbourne-based blogger, 
wrote that genuinely struggling 
working families:

“Will get compo anyway. But 
even they could afford it if they had 
to. Buy one less deck of Holiday 50s 
a week. Buy two less beers. Leave 
off the Foxtel subscription”. Whether 
it was intended or not, this argument 
from a climate sympathiser involves 
a dreadful caricature of working 
class people.

At the heart of the debate about 
who should pay is the widely-held 
view that individuals and house-
holds should pay their fair share of 
the transition as well as polluting 
companies. 

It is true that individual actions 
have an impact on climate change. 
But individual choices are far less 
important than the economic deci-
sions of large producers in a capital-
ist economy.

Large capitalist firms have enor-
mous power to manipulate prices. 
Increased costs can be absorbed 
by some firms looking to drive out 
competition. For example, Coles and 
Woolworths have enough market 
control to be able to engage in peri-
odic price wars. 

Other firms can pass on higher 
costs as higher prices for consumers 
without suffering from a major drop 
in demand. 

For instance, motoring bodies 
have criticised the big fuel compa-
nies for keeping petrol prices artifi-
cially high during the dollar’s recent 
appreciation. 

BP, Shell, Caltex, etc, are able 
to do this because individuals don’t 
have any choice but to accept the 
bowser price.

And it’s clear that mining com-
panies feel they can either absorb 
the extra cost of the carbon tax or 
pass it on to with no threat to their 

profits. 
Australian Bureau of Agricultural 

and Resource Economics data for 
April revealed that mining compa-
nies are planning to invest a whop-
ping $173.5 billion, with capital 
expenditure set to rise by 86 per cent 
in a single year.

Playing on class
Tragically, this is being used by cli-
mate deniers and opponents of radi-
cal action to stifle the debate, even 
though such figures would ordinarily 
have nothing to do with working 
class interests. 

The “Australian Trade and 
Industry Alliance”—a collection 
of peak bodies representing large 
manufacturing firms, coal miners, 
steel producers, retailers, builders 
and the Chamber of Commerce—
has run a $10 million campaign 
with TV ads that show workers ask-
ing the government, “Why threaten 
our jobs?”, families, hospital 
workers and farmers asking, “Why 
should our electricity bills nearly 
double?” and a pensioner asking, 
“Why should I have to pay more for 
groceries?”. 

The ads are nauseating, but they 
rely on assumptions about class. We 
do not see images of mining mag-
nates explaining, “Why we should 
keep our profits” or top CEOs trying 
to justify, “Why I should be paid 
millions”!

Under the carbon tax, any cost 
imposed on carbon-emitting firms 
will be passed down to smaller firms 
and, eventually, onto wage-earners. 
The unpopularity of the carbon tax 
suggests that most workers perceive 
this. 

Tony Abbott and the big capi-
talists are exploiting this mood to 
prevent action on climate change.

Climate is a class issue. To argue 
that capitalist markets can fix climate 
change is to rely on a lop-sided eco-
nomic world-view in which classes 
do not exist. 

Worse still, to emphasise that 
the cost is small and that we can all 
pay—when it is clear that the burden 
is not evenly shared—will only 
strengthen the influence of capitalist 
ideas over workers while seriously 
damaging the prospects for radical 
climate action in Australia.

Class	and	the	carbon	tax
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tus. Bourdieu himself was an excellent 
critic of capitalism and a prominent 
activist.

There is significant agreement 
between all of these analyses. For 
example, they would acknowledge 
evidence which shows that where you 
live, or were brought up, has a huge 
impact on how much you will earn, 
how much wealth you will have or 
how you are regarded by others.

But Marxists differ because of 
their much clearer emphasis on class 
struggle. We argue that incomes, 
geography, social standing, etc, are 
all intimately connected with class 
divisions but they do not explain or 
subsume them. “Bogans” are part of 
the working class.

The prospect for a better society is 
ultimately linked to our orientation to 
the production process and whether we 
exercise any real control over it. The 
central divide is between the ruling 
capitalist class and the mass of wage-
earners, the working class, rather than 
the differences between categories of 
wage-earners.

Confusion over the meaning of 
class has practical consequences. 
Take, for example, the debate over 
the means-test for family tax benefits 
and paid parental leave in Labor’s last 
budget. 

The Liberals and News Ltd 
responded with the usual anti-Labor 
line, lamenting this as an attack on 
workers. Sydney’s Daily Telegraph 
raised this as a class argument with the 
headline, “It’s a bit rich”, suggesting 
that two-income households earning 
$150,000 were under attack. Many 
people responded that “upper middle 
class” families on this income were 
“bleating” for undeserved entitle-
ments.

But the suggestion that work-
ers on above-average incomes are 
undeserving reduces debates about tax 
and welfare to an issue of redistribu-
tion within the working class. While 
it’s fair that those workers on higher 
incomes should pay a bit more tax, the 
real money is not among people who 
rely on wages to survive.

A quick glance at Business Review 
Weekly’s top 200 “rich list” for 2011 
clears up any confusion about this. 
The cut-off for this year’s list was a 
personal fortune of $215 million. Gina 
Rinehart topped the list ($10.3 bil-
lion), followed by commodities trader 
Ivan Glasenberg ($8.8 billion), miners 
Andrew Forrest ($6.2 billion) and 
Clive Palmer ($5.1 billion), manufac-
turer Anthony Pratt ($5.2 billion) and 
retail and property developer Frank 
Lowy ($5 billion).

The biggest money is with the 
miners, including Rinehart and For-
rest who were instrumental in fighting 
Labor’s Mining Rent Resources Tax 
and currently want to derail any ac-
tion on climate change. But, as the 
examples of Pratt and Packer show, 
there’s plenty of money elsewhere. 
James Packer, further down the list 
at $4 billion, was able to spend $12.5 
million for recent house purchases 
in Vaucluse, Sydney, and planned to 
spend $13 million on a 13-car garage, 
a 23-metre pool, underground cinema 
and gym.

The super-rich occupy another 
world—and this should put debates 
about tax and welfare spending 
among wage-earning households in 
perspective. Hardly a week goes by 
without a media report attacking out-
of-control CEO salaries. 

A few years back, labour market 
researcher John Shields reported that 
the average total salary packages of 

CEOs in Australia’s top 51 companies 
listed with the Business Council of 
Australia rose from 18 times the aver-
age full-time wage in 1990 to 63 times 
in 2005.

These forces own and control 
the lion’s share of wealth and invest-
ment resources and make up the core 
of Australia’s ruling class. They are 
united in their belief that the profits of 
the companies they control should not 
take even a minor hit. 

They are not accountable in any 
way to the “99 per cent” yet they have 
the power to create and manipulate 
markets. It is their decisions that 
largely determine the level of unem-
ployment.

That’s why if society is to be run 
for human need and not profits, we 
need to take the power away from the 
1 per cent and build a new socialist 
society in which the control of every 
aspect of society is democratically 
controlled from below.

The	prospect	
for	a	better	
society	is	
ultimately	
linked	to	our	
orientation	to	
the	production	
process	and	
whether	we	
exercise	any	
real	control	
over	it

Working	class	people	are	pushed	into	resisting	efforts	to	hold	down	wages	
and	conditions	by	bosses’	desire	to	keep	down	costs	



23Solidarity | IssUE FORTY NOVEMBER 2011

ECONOMICS

THE COLLAPSE of investment 
bank Lehman Brothers in September 
2008 was the event that triggered the 
global economic crisis. Pointing to the 
financial sector as the creator of the 
crisis, many argue that we must tame 
the credit system.

But Marxists argue that finan-
cial regulation will neither fix nor 
prevent economic crises. This is 
because financial crises are merely 
a symptom of a wider crisis of 
profitability in the whole economy.

Credit is essential to the function-
ing of capitalism. Even when Marx 
was writing in the mid 19th Century, 
companies had already grown to the 
point where they required credit in 
order to invest and expand their busi-
nesses. 

The scale of investment in new 
machines and buildings needed could 
no longer be funded simply by the 
money made from their own profits 
in previous rounds of production. To 
stay in the game capitalists had to bor-
row money.

Other companies found that they 
had pools of profits lying idle which 
they did not yet need to fund their 
own investments. These capitalists 
realised that they could profit by 
loaning it to another firm and charging 
interest. As capitalism developed this 
lending and borrowing became run by 
banks and finance capitalists specialis-
ing in lending.

Banks and other credit providers 
are capitalists too and need to make a 
profit to stay afloat. But unlike those 
of other capitalists, bank profits don’t 
come from the direct exploitation of 
workers. The bankers’ profits—inter-
est—are made by taking a slice of the 
profits made by other capitalists.

As we saw in the sub-prime hous-
ing bubble, lending to workers for 
mortgages and credit cards has also 
become a huge market for financial 
institutions. But for a time this credit 
too contributed to the expansion of 
real production. This is why the US 
government allowed the housing 
bubble to grow so big. The housing 
boom led to a boom in construction, 
and consumer credit allowed con-
sumption in places like the US and 
Australia to support the growth of 
industry in export-focused economies 
like China.

But the “interest-bearing capital” 

that banks and other credit-providers 
specialise in has another strange fea-
ture. Credit is a gamble, a claim made 
on future profits that may or may not 
eventuate. 

Bad debts
When a business cycle starts capital-
ists are able to expand and make high 
profits. Banks too are happy to lend, 
on the bet that when products are sold 
and profits wash in they will get a cut 
of the spoils.

But when all this new production 
comes on-line the anarchy of the mar-
ket starts to bite. Suddenly capitalists 
realise that too many firms have begun 
producing the same products and the 
market is saturated. They are therefore 
unable to sell all the products they 
expected to. Some firms go bankrupt 
and are unable to repay their debts.

Banks that accumulate too many 
bad debts can collapse, unable to repay 
the people who have deposited or 
loaned money to the bank. Other banks 
may refuse to lend any more money, 
worrying that they will not be repaid. 

This is what happened when 
Lehman Brothers collapsed. A credit 
crunch saw banks refusing to lend 
money, and the whole economy 
ground to a halt. There was a round of 
bank collapses and government bail-
outs to save banks with bad debts.

While the credit crunch appeared 

to be the cause of the economic crash 
in 2008, it was actually a manifesta-
tion of the crisis of profitability that 
dominates the global economy. But the 
financial crisis also compounded the 
underlying crisis and even profitable 
companies were threatened by the 
failure of the banks.

Both in China, the EU and the US, 
part of governments’ response to the 
crisis has been to underwrite more 
cheap credit—desperately trying to 
kick-start a new boom. This is central 
to why governments refuse to seriously 
regulate the financial system—they 
understand that access to credit is es-
sential to production under capitalism.

Credit doesn’t create booms and 
busts, but it is pro-cyclical, meaning 
it intensifies the highs and the lows of 
capitalist production. As Marx put it in 
Capital:

“The credit system … acceler-
ates the material development of the 
productive forces and the creation of 
the world market… At the same time, 
credit accelerates the violent outbreaks 
of this contradiction, crises…” 

As the Occupy movement rightly 
fights to hold banks and predatory 
lenders to account for throwing people 
out of their homes and into bankrupcy, 
we need to understand that the financial 
system is not an optional part of capital-
ism. The devastation it wrecks is funda-
mental to capitalist production itself.

bad	banks,	credit	and	the	capitalist	economy

Credit	is	a	
gamble,	a	
claim	made	on	
future profits 
that	may	
or	may	not	
eventuate

Above:	A	protester	
outside	a	former	
Lehman	brothers	
office after the bank 
collapsed	in	2008

Jean	Parker	begins a series on issues in economics by looking at credit and banking
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MALAYSIA	AgREEMENT	STALLED,	NOW

END	MANDATORY	DETENTION,	
FREE	THE	REFugEES

By Ian Rintoul

NOT WITH a bang but a whimper. 
Rather than have the legislation de-
feated on the floor of parliament, Julia 
Gillard withdrew the Migration Act 
amendments that would have allowed 
Labor to implement the Malaysia 
Agreement. 

But the amendments have not 
gone for good. They remain “before 
the parliament” so they can be re-
introduced at any time Gillard thinks 
she might get the numbers. We also 
know that significant sections of the 
Labor Cabinet, including Immigra-
tion Minister Chris Bowen (and more 
shamefully the Labor Left’s Anthony 
Albanese) were in favour of offering 
to re-open Nauru as a way of securing 
Liberal support for Labor’s amend-
ments. These people are no friends of 
refugees.

It is a strange situation—on the 
one hand third country processing, in 
Malaysia or Nauru or anywhere else, 
remains unlawful. The government 
has no choice but to process asylum 
seekers in Australia. 

On the other hand, both Labor and 
Liberal parties are committed to third 
country processing. Gillard says she 
will seek a mandate for the Malaysia 
Solution at the next election, which 
could be up to two years away. So, 
whichever party wins that election, 
third country processing will likely be 
back on the agenda. In the meantime, 
far from asylum boats being wel-
comed, both parties remain locked in 
a race to the bottom over which party 
has the best policy to stop the boats.

The movement cannot afford to 
be complacent. It has two years to 
campaign against Malaysia and Nauru. 
Most importantly it has to campaign 
hard to put the focus on the Australian 
government’s abuse of human rights 
in its own detention centres—and free 
the refugees. 

No shift on detention
There is a danger that the refugee 
movement will be disarmed by the 
government’s declared shift to on-
shore processing. 

But it is precisely onshore process-
ing that has created the hideous toll 
of self-harm and attempted suicide as 

thousands of asylum seekers languish 
in detention. 

Despite throw-away comments 
from Immigration Minister Chris 
Bowen that there might be an in-
creased use of bridging visas and com-
munity detention to relieve crowding 
in immigration detention, the proposal 
was heavily qualified. There is no gen-
eral move by the government to adopt 
any form of community processing, 
using bridging visas to release people 
to live and work in the community 
while their claims are processed. 

The government also remains 
committed to offshore processing on 
Christmas Island, which means that 
asylum seekers who arrive by boat 
will continue to be processed under 
off-shore arrangements which are 
discriminatory and open to political 
interference. Fully 75 per cent of initial 
asylum rejections are overturned on re-
view. But this can take months, a year, 
or longer after the initial hearing. 

Over 1500 people who have been 
found to be refugees are waiting in 
detention for ASIO security clearances, 
although ASIO told recent Senate Esti-
mates hearings that they do not require 
refugees to remain in detention while 
they carry out security checks. 

There can be no compromise 
with the pillars of Howard’s and now 
Labor’s anti-refugee policy. The cam-

paign needs to redouble its efforts to 
end mandatory detention and offshore 
processing. 

A Four Corners program, “Asy-
lum”, has helped lift the lid on the 
culture of abuse that exists inside the 
detention centres run by Serco and the 
Immigration Department. 

The suicide of a young Tamil man, 
“Shooty”, in Villawood detention centre 
at the end of October has shown again 
the terrible cost of detention. He had 
been in detention for over two years. 

Chris Bowen has admitted he has 
the power to use bridging visas to 
release asylum seekers, but he is doing 
nothing to make it happen. Left to 
Julia Gillard and Chris Bowen, it will 
be business as usual. 

Hundreds of Iranian and stateless 
asylum seekers remain trapped in soul-
destroying detention although the gov-
ernment knows it cannot return them.

Worse, as the processing grinds 
away more Afghan and Tamil asylum 
seekers inch closer to the time when 
the government is able to deport them. 

As Solidarity goes to press, two 
Rohingyan refugees are staging a 
rooftop protest at the Darwin detention 
centre. Found to refugees, they have 
been in detention two years waiting 
for security clearances. These are 
two more reasons, among many, to 
demand that Labor frees the refugees. 

A	major	protest	is	
planned	outside	
Labor’s	national	
conference	in	
Sydney:	12PM	
Town	Hall,	Sunday	
December	4	and	
march	to	the	
conference.	

Above:	Protest	
outside	Villawood	
earlier	this	year	
Photo: Mohsen 
soltany


