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WHAT WE 
STAND FOR

Capitalism is a system of crisis and war
Capitalism is a system of competition, crisis, 
and war based on exploitation of workers, 
producing for profit not human needs. Although 
workers create society’s wealth, they have no 
control over production or distribution. Through 
environmental degradation and climate change 
capitalism has become a threat to humanity’s 
future and life on earth.

Workers power and socialism
The working class has the power to challenge 
the existing system and create a better world. 
We stand for socialism, a society based on 
democratically elected workers councils which 
would control and plan the economy to produce 
for human need. The authoritarian states like 
Russia and China are not socialist but forms of 
state capitalism where workers have no power.  

What about elections and parliament?
Parliament, the army, the police and the courts 
are institutions of the capitalist state that 
maintain the dominance of the ruling class over 
the rest of society. The capitalist state cannot 
be taken over and used by the working class, it 
must be smashed. Workers need to create their 
own state based on workers councils.

While parliament can be a platform for 
socialists, real change doesn’t come through 
parliament. It is won by mass action in strikes, 
protests and demonstrations.

We are internationalists
The struggle for socialism has no national 
boundaries. We oppose everything that turns 
workers from one country against those from 
another; we campaign for solidarity with 
workers in other countries.

We oppose borders and immigration 
controls, and welcome migrants and refugees.

We oppose imperialism and support all 

genuine national liberation struggles. We oppose 
Australian nationalism.

Australia is an imperialist power established 
through genocide on stolen Indigenous land. We 
support the continuing struggles of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people for land, 
justice and self-determination.

Oppression and liberation
We oppose sexism, racism, homophobia and 
transphobia. We fight against all forms of 
discrimination and the oppression of women, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 
migrants, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and intersex people. We oppose discrimination 
against Muslims and people from the Middle 
East.

Linking up the struggles
We are active building movements for 
environmental and social change and economic 
equality. We are active in our unions and work 
to build the organisation and self-confidence 
of the rank and file. We work to bring activists 
together to strengthen each movement and build 
a common struggle against capitalism.

Educate, agitate, organise
Socialism cannot be introduced from above, by 
parliament or parties. The emancipation of the 
working class is the act of the working class 
itself.

Solidarity is an organisation of activists, 
anti-capitalists and revolutionary socialists 
committed to socialism from below. We are part 
of the International Socialist Tendency.

A democratic revolutionary party is 
necessary to deepen resistance to capitalism and 
to build a movement to overthrow the system. 
Solidarity members are beginning to build 
such a party out of today’s struggles against the 
system.
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Federal Women MPs are furious and 
embarrassed but are not speaking out 
due to “Party loyalty” I have person-
ally passed my tipping point. I can’t 
defend the indefensible.
NSW upper house Liberal MP Catherine 
Cusack condemning Morrison’s sexism

Concerns and conversations about 
how dark his skin might be when he's 
born.
Meghan Markle, the wife of Prince 
Harry, on palace conversations while 
she was pregnant with her son Archie

Enough fussing and whinging. How 
much longer will the crying go on?
Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro on 
his government’s disastrous response 
to COVID-19 which has produced over 
300,000 deaths

I don’t think there will be a coal-fired 
blast furnace in operation by 2050. 
Period
Mr iron ore, Andrew Forrest, looks for 
his next billion

That’s how our country operates. 
That system protects all Australians.
Scott Morrison on why he opposes an 
independent investigation into rape 
allegations against Attorney-General 
Christian Porter in favour of the system 
of ‘the rule of law’

I’m aware of the contents
Morrison on why he didn’t bother to 
read the account sent to him from the 
woman who accused Christian Porter 
of rape

To be honest with you, the app could 
be the worst idea I have in 2021. But 
the reality is in five years perhaps it 
won’t be.
NSW Police Commissioner Mick Fuller 
trying to defend his ridiculous idea of a 
consent app to tackle rape
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INSIDE THE $Y$TEM
Send suggestions for INSIDE 
THE SYSTEM to solidarity@
solidarity.net.au

‘Gas-led recovery’ 
a farce as 3000 
workers sacked

SCOTT MORRISON has been 
promoting a “gas-led recovery” 
from the pandemic, claiming this 
will deliver new jobs. But despite 
$300 million in additional subsidies 
since October, the gas industry has 
cut 3000 workers in the last year—
around 10 per cent of its total work-
force. Despite record production 
of $82 billion in the 2020 financial 
year, Australian Bureau of Statistics 
figures show the industry had far 
fewer workers than a year earlier.

An Australia Institute report has 
also collected media reports detail-
ing 2600 of the job cuts over the 
period. They found that there had 
been major job cuts at, “virtually all 
of the largest oil and gas companies 
operating in Australia”, including 
Chevron, Shell, Woodside, Santos 
and ExxonMobil.

Woodside alone slashed 1200 
jobs, including 900 at its Pluto LNG 
project and its Karratha plant, “with-
out a word of explanation or a dollar 
of compensation”, according to the 
Australian Workers Union (AWU).

The new subsidies include $50 
million for gas exploration in the 
NT, $173 million for road construc-
tion there, and another $52.8 million 
in the last federal budget.

Dutton deports 15-year-old 
child to New Zealand

SHEV refugee process sham 

NOT A single refugee has gained a 
permanent visa via the Safehaven 
Enterprise Visa (SHEV) process 
introduced in 2014 for boat arrivals.

The visa, introduced follow-
ing a deal with Clive Palmer, was 
supposed to allow refugees to apply 
for another visa if they lived and 
worked in a regional area for three 
and a half years. Figures released 
to The New Daily by the Depart-
ment of Home Affairs show that not 
only has no one ever gained another 
visa, no one has even applied for 
one through the process. Although 
around 4000 refugees are living on 
SHEVs, the bar to qualify for other 
visas is simply far too high, refugee 
advocates say. 

Pandemic widens gender pay gap

WOMEN WERE more likely to lose their jobs when the pan-
demic hit, and when their jobs returned they were more likely 
to part-time or casual compared to men. The result has been a 
further widening of the gender pay gap, according to research 
by Alison Pennington of the Centre for Future Work.

Between May and November, 60 per cent of the jobs that 
returned following the COVID-19 lockdowns were casual, 
and women have taken up 62 per cent of them. 

Measuring the gender pay gap by comparing total earn-
ings between women and men, not just those in full-time 
roles, women earn 31 per cent less, the research found. This 
is due to a higher number of women working part-time and 
casual.

As Pennington put it, “The gendered nature of the pan-
demic recession on Australia’s labour market has markedly 
worsened pay inequality”.

Rinehart and 
billionaires 
pandemic winners
BILLIONAIRES HAVE had a very 
good pandemic—and Gina Rinehart 
is no exception. The company she 
inherited, Hancock Prospecting, 
revealed a 50 per cent increase in 
profit to $4 billion for the 2020 
financial year. This saw her total 
wealth surge to $36.3 billion on 
The Australian’s Richest 250 list, 
unveiled in March.

The list reveals that Australia’s 
five richest people increased their 
wealth by a staggering $60 billion 
between them over the year. They 
include Andrew Forrest, another 
iron ore magnate, Atlassian found-
ers Mike Cannon-Brookes and Scott 
Farquhar as well as Anthony Pratt, 
who has ridden the online shopping 
boom through his packaging empire.

As The Australian put it, “the 
biggest names in Australian busi-
ness have thrived during the CO-
VID-19 pandemic”. It puts the lie to 
Morrison’s claims we were “all in it 
together”.

PETER DUTTON has sparked outrage in New Zealand after 
deporting a 15-year-old child there. The move was part of 
ongoing expulsions of New Zealand citizens who commit 
criminal offences under section 501 of the Migration Act.

Nine News was granted access to a charter plane deporting 
New Zealanders from Brisbane as they boarded so a reporter 
could greet them with questions like, “How does it feel to be 
kicked out of Australia?” 

Dutton also appeared on the program himself to declare 
the deportations were about “taking the trash out” to “make 
Australia a safer place”. 

New Zealand’s foreign minister Nanaia Mahuta responded 
by saying his comments, “only serve to trash his own reputa-
tion” and were a “reflection on his own character”.

The 15-year-old is the first minor deported under the 
policy, which has seen over 2000 New Zealanders deported 
since 2014. The Australian government has claimed he wanted 
to be sent back to New Zealand, but have confirmed he was be-
ing held in immigration detention before making the decision.

The Coalition government has deported people who have 
lived in Australia for decades under the policy. It even tried to 
deport people with Indigenous ancestry born overseas, includ-
ing Brendan Thoms who was born in New Zealand and served 
over a year in immigration detention, until the High Court 
stopped them in early 2020.

Coalition wants 
domestic violence 
survivors to use up super

AS TENS of thousands protested 
sexual violence, the Coalition gov-
ernment needed an announcement 
supporting women. It came up with 
a plan to allow survivors of domestic 
violence to raid their own superan-
nuation accounts for up to $10,000 for 
emergency expenses.

Jane Hume, Minister for Superan-
nuation, Financial Services and the 
Digital Economy, said this was “an 
important last resort lifeline”. But 
women in desperate need were being 
told to fund their own survival. Women 
already have far less superannuation, 
since they are more likely to be forced 
to stay home to look after children. On 
average women currently retire with 36 
per cent less than men, and one third 
end up with no superannuation at all.

As Jane Caro wrote, “it would 
virtually guarantee that women fleeing 
violence would be left much more vul-
nerable to poverty, particularly as they 
aged. And fear of poverty is one of the 
major reasons women don’t leave.”

Following a backlash, Scott Mor-
rison says the policy is now “under 
review”.
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EDITORIAL
Turn rage at Morrison’s failure on rape into 
fightback against the Liberals’ sexist policies
THE MORRISON government is 
being engulfed by the outrage at its 
failure to respond to the accusations 
of rape and sexual assault in Parlia-
ment House, the appalling sexism 
among the Liberals and concerns over 
sexism more generally. 

Now the first female president of 
the NSW Young Liberals, Catherine 
Cusack, currently a Liberal MP in 
NSW, has said she will no longer attend 
parliamentary party room meetings. 
The Speaker of the Tasmanian parlia-
ment, recently pushed out of the party, 
has also condemned the shocking sexist 
attitudes that permeate the Liberals. 

The March 4 Justice rallies, which 
saw 100,000 people take to the streets, 
have massively increased the pressure 
on the government.

Practically every woman in the 
country has her own experience of ha-
rassment, assault and sexual violence. 
But all the Coalition is concerned 
about is its own media management 
and trying to tough out the scandals.

Morrison is still refusing to allow 
an independent investigation into 
the rape accusation against Christian 
Porter, although he has now asked the 
Solicitor–General for advice regarding 
his fitness to be a Minister. He even 
blustered in parliament that women 
were lucky to live in a country where 
they weren’t shot at for protesting.

Morrison also wants Linda Reyn-
olds to return to the Ministry despite 
her failure to offer support to Brittany 
Higgins, who she urged to drop any 
complaint about her rape within the 
Minister’s own offices. 

Morrison’s folksy comment that, 
“Blokes don’t get it right all the time” 
can’t hide the government’s inaction 
and the ingrained sexism of his re-
sponses. He tried to deflect any blame, 
telling Nine radio, “it is up to all of 
society to make change, not just the 
federal government.”

After their disgusting responses to 
sexual violence, Porter, Reynolds and 
Morrison should all go. 

Morrison insisted that the police 
should deal with rape allegations. But 
NSW police have admitted that just 
1 per cent of rapes reported result in 
convictions, with only 10 per cent 
producing charges. Little wonder that 
most women do not even report their 
assaults to police. 

Morrison’s government has cut 
JobSeeker and JobKeeper, dispropor-

tionately affecting women’s economic 
independence. It has abolished the Family 
Court. And his defence of Christian Porter 
and Linda Reynolds reinforces the sexism 
that comes from the top of society.

Sexism needs to be tackled at its 
source—the material pressures that 
reinforce women’s subordination and 
gender stereotypes through imposing the 
main burden of childcare and looking 
after families.

A liveable rate of JobSeeker and 
single parents’ payments would lift some 
of the economic pressure on women, 
as would the return of the government-
funded free childcare we had during 
COVID lockdowns.

Toughening consent laws will do 
little to address the unwillingness of po-
lice and the courts to believe survivors 
or take the issue more seriously.

And consent training will also fail 
while our whole society is still saturated 
in sexism, through advertising, the me-
dia, the police and the attitudes of senior 
politicians.

We need to build on the huge March 
4 Justice demonstrations. This is a key 
moment to demand change and organise 
the fight against all forms of sexism. 

Coalition slumps
For the first time since the beginning 
of the COVID crisis, the Coalition’s sup-
port has slumped, falling behind Labor 
in Newspoll in March at 52-48 per cent.

Morrison was forced to junk most 
of his industrial relations bill to get any-
thing through the Senate. His plans for 
wage agreements that undercut award 
minimum standards and eight-year 

“greenfields” agreements in construc-
tion were abandoned. 

But instead of stepping up the 
pressure on Morrison by championing 
a clear alternative, Labor and Anthony 
Albanese are just hoping the govern-
ment’s own blunders will be enough to 
lift them into office.

Their only major announcement on 
sexism has been legislation to make 
companies reveal the size of their 
gender pay gap. But Labor would not 
force them to do anything about it.

A rate of $80 a day is needed to 
keep the unemployed out of poverty. 
But Albanese has refused to commit 
to increasing JobSeeker beyond the 
Liberals’ $44-a-day payment.

Labor is still in retreat following 
its loss at the last election, dumping 
policies in order to present as small a 
target as possible. But it is the party’s 
failure to take a clear stand on issues 
like JobSeeker, climate change and 
refugees that stops people being confi-
dent it will deliver change.

Rallies on Palm Sunday will call 
for freedom for all the Medevac refu-
gees brought from Manus and Nauru, 
an end to all detention and permanent 
resettlement rights for refugees. 

School Strike for Climate has also 
called another student climate strike 
for 21 May. This is a chance to re-
invigorate the climate movement and 
strike a blow against Morrison’s efforts 
to entrench fossil fuels with his plan 
for a “gas-fired recovery”. 

It is strikes, protests and demon-
strations that show the real power we 
have to fight for system change. 

Above: Over 
100,000 joined 
the March 4 
Justice rallies 
to show their 
disgust at the 
government’s 
response to rape 
and sexual assault 
accusations Photo: 
Aman Kapoor

After their 
disgusting 
responses 
to sexual 
violence, 
Porter, 
Reynolds 
and Morrison 
should all go
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INDIGENOUS RIGHTS

By Paddy Gibson

ON 10 March, the findings of a coro-
nial inquest into the death of Nathan 
Reynolds were handed down in the 
Lidcombe Coroner’s Court.

Nathan was a 36-year-old Anaiwan 
man who died in 2018, following an 
asthma attack while being held in the 
John Moroney Correction Centre in 
western Sydney.

Deputy State Coroner Elizabeth 
Ryan found that Nathan’s death was 
“contributed to by deficiencies in the 
management of his severe asthma… 
and in the immediate response to his 
medical emergency”.

As Nathan’s sisters Taleah and 
Makayla Reynolds told supporters 
outside the court, “It is soul-crushing 
knowing that Nathan died on a cold 
prison floor… Nathan’s death was 
preventable.”

Nathan had repeatedly visited the 
prison clinic complaining of asthma 
but his condition was never noted in 
the prison’s chronic diseases system 
and he had no asthma management 
plan. 

Nathan and his cellmates buzzed 
frantically for help during his fatal 
attack but guards failed to call an 
ambulance and took 12 minutes to 
respond, telling the court, “we were 
taught never to run unless it’s an of-
ficer actually getting assaulted”.

When a nurse from Justice Health 
eventually arrived she gave Nathan 
an injection to treat a drug overdose. 
Taleah said, “We believe that Nathan 
was stereotyped as a drug user.”

Despite finding that Nathan’s death 
was the result of appalling failures 
that breached Justice Health policies, 
the coroner did not recommend any 
consequences for staff.

Taleah said, “Until someone suf-
fers some consequences for the deaths 
of our people, this is just going to keep 
happening.”

This April marks 30 years since 
the release of the findings of the Royal 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody (RCIADIC). The report made 
339 recommendations but most have 
been ignored.

Upwards of 470 Aboriginal people 
have died in custody since 1991, 
including at least four more in March 
alone. On 2 March a 35-year-old man 
died in the Long Bay prison hospital, 
the notorious facility where David 
Dungay Jnr died in 2015. On 5 March, 
a 44-year-old woman was found dead 

in Silverwater prison, in an apparent 
hanging suicide.

Racism and domination
The removal of hanging points from 
cells was one clear recommendation 
from the RCIADIC that continues 
to be ignored. In 2017, Tane Chat-
field died by hanging after serving 
two years unsentenced in Tamworth 
prison. Prison administrators told 
Tane’s inquest that hanging points had 
not been removed because it was a 
heritage building.

Corrections Commissioner Peter 
Severin recently told the NSW Parlia-
ment there was no money to remove 
hanging points despite a multi-billion-
dollar budget to expand prison capacity.

These callous priorities are indica-
tive of the continued systemic racism 
that the RCIADIC argued was rife in 
all Australian institutions.

RCIADIC was clear that deaths 
in custody would continue to escalate 
so long as the mass incarceration of 
Aboriginal people continued. The re-
port found that this incarceration was 
a direct result of the regime of racist 
domination over Aboriginal lives and 
Aboriginal land.

A key recommendation of 
RCIADIC was to ensure Aboriginal 
people enjoyed rights to self-deter-
mination and that land and resources 
were placed under Aboriginal control 
to challenge poverty and oppression.

The decades since, however, have 
seen a war on self-determination. 
Aboriginal community-controlled or-
ganisations and employment programs 

have been disbanded and overtly 
racist initiatives like the NT Interven-
tion dominate the policy landscape. 
Budgets have massively expanded for 
police, prisons, child-protection agen-
cies and other racist control measures 
like the “Income Management” system 
run by Centrelink.

Just this week, the NT government 
walked away from the recommenda-
tions of another Royal Commission, 
held into the abuse of Aboriginal 
children in NT prisons in 2017, 
instead flagging tougher bail laws and 
increased police surveillance. 

The result of this punitive policy 
agenda has been an explosion in the 
number of Indigenous people locked 
up. In 1991 an average 2140 Indig-
enous people were in prison Australia-
wide. In the December quarter of 2020 
that had risen to a shocking 12,344.

In March, Severin defended his de-
cision to stop publicising information 
about deaths in custody, arguing such 
announcements “cause a lot of anger 
and a lot of grief”. Corrections are 
right to be scared of a backlash. 2020 
saw the biggest protests against deaths 
in custody in Australian history, with 
tens of thousands of people joining 
Black Lives Matter rallies.

Aboriginal rights campaigners 
have called another National Day of 
Action against Deaths in Custody for 
Saturday 10 April, marking 30 years 
since the release of the RCIADIC 
report. It’s crucial these rallies regain 
the momentum of 2020 and smash the 
racist system of control that continues 
to kill with impunity.

Nathan Reynolds’ inquest shows still no justice for Black deaths in custody

Above: Nathan 
Reynolds’ family 
outside his inquest

This April 
marks 30 
years since 
the release of 
the findings 
of the Royal 
Commission 
into Aboriginal 
Deaths in 
Custody 
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CLIMATE CHANGE

By David Glanz

THE ANNOUNCEMENT that the 
closure of the Yallourn power station 
has been brought forward by four 
years to 2028 is another nail in the 
coffin for coal-fired energy.

Yallourn is one of three generators 
in the Latrobe Valley east of Mel-
bourne that burns brown coal, the 
dirtiest form of coal. It produces 13 
per cent of Victoria’s emissions, 3 per 
cent nationally.

The closure will lead to 500 work-
ers losing their jobs in a region that 
has been struggling since the Kennett 
Liberal state government privatised 
the power plants in 1994. The sudden 
closure of the nearby Hazelwood 
plant in 2017 destroyed many hun-
dreds more. 

Yallourn’s owner, EnergyAus-
tralia, said the earlier closure was 
because cheap renewable energy was 
making the operation unviable.

Over the past year, baseload 
electricity prices in Victoria have 
crashed 70 per cent from about $80 a 
megawatt-hour to $24, putting most 
coal-fired plants into the red.

The energy generation system is 
in chaos, with Friends of the Earth 
finding that if power prices continue 
to decline, Yallourn, along with the 
Eraring, Mt Piper, Vales Point B and 
Gladstone black coal plants would be 
making a loss by 2025. 

At the heart of the problem is the 
refusal of the federal government 
to plan a transition to 100 per cent 
renewable energy, relying instead on 
a defence of coal and a “gas-fuelled” 
recovery and relegating change to 
market forces. Sadly, Labor is offering 
little different.

Even where the Liberals have cut 
against the market it has been to prop 
up coal and gas profits. They gave $4 
million for a feasibility study by Shine 
Energy into a coal-fired power station 
at Collinsville in north Queensland 
even though the funding broke their 
own rules.

Energy Minister Angus Taylor has 
threatened private operators that the 
government would build a gas-fired 
replacement for the Liddell coal-fired 
power station the NSW Hunter Valley 
if they failed to do so.

Yet a report by the Institute for 
Energy Economics and Financial 
Analysis says renewables are forecast 
to provide 40-50 per cent of national 
energy market demand by 2025.

“The additional renewable energy 
generation coming online from 2018 
to 2025 will be enough to supply 99.9 
per cent of the Australian Energy 
Market Operator’s (AEMO) expected 
demand growth and 98 per cent of 
the gap expected to be left from the 
Liddell power station retirement,” the 
report states.

Market failure
Moving to 100 per cent renewables 
is essential if there is to be any hope 
of slowing, let alone stopping, global 
heating. But there are two major prob-
lems that market forces can’t solve.

The first is the construction of 
enough solar power and wind plants, 
accompanied by large-scale batteries 
and, just as importantly, a transmission 
grid that can distribute power gener-
ated in new regions. 

The power system in Australia was 
built by governments and only govern-
ments have the resources to plan an 
updated system. That’s why govern-
ments should reverse privatisation 
and run the power system as a public 
service.

The second is ensuring that fossil 
fuel workers can move to secure, well-
paid union jobs. 

A senate committee found in 2017 
that, “companies, on average, have 
given less than four months’ notice to 
affected workers and communities of 
upcoming plant closures”.

Yallourn workers have seven 
years’ notice but many commentators 

expect the plant to shut earlier than 
announced.

The Victorian government did noth-
ing in the run-up to the Hazelwood clo-
sure. In its wake it announced a Worker 
Transition Service for power workers 
that was later expanded to include 
workers from a nearby timber mill.

Of the more than 850 workers 
to take part in the scheme, only 306 
were in full-time work two years later, 
with 307 finding casual work and 35 
working part-time. Some 219 were 
unemployed.

In 2018, the state government an-
nounced it would subsidise the estab-
lishment of an electric vehicle factory 
in the Latrobe Valley, to open in 2022. 
But in March this year the deal was 
declared close to collapse, with not 
one job created.

Change is needed on a much 
bigger scale. Beyond Zero Emissions 
argues that we should build 90GW of 
renewable energy supported by 20GW 
of batteries over five years and esti-
mates this could provide up to 50,000 
jobs per year (including in construc-
tion, manufacturing, transmission and 
batteries).

An effective transition will need 
to be led by the workers, unions 
and communities affected and must 
involve direct government spending 
to create jobs, whether through new 
renewable power plants, rehabilita-
tion of former mines or power plants, 
free training courses for new skills or 
expanded public services.

Yallourn closure’s threat to jobs shows need for publicly-run power

Above: The 
demolition of 
Hazelwood power 
plant following its 
closure in 2017

Yallourn 
workers 
have seven 
years’ notice 
but many 
commentators 
expect the 
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STATE ELECTION

Labor wins big in WA election but bosses can breathe easy

By Joel Connolly

LABOR HAS won the West Austra-
lian election in a landslide, on course 
to take 53 of the state’s 59 lower 
house seats. 

Liberal leader Zak Kirkup lost 
his own seat and the wipe-out leaves 
the Nationals’ Mia Davies poised to 
become opposition leader.

The scale of the win has seen 
Labor claim a succession of previ-
ously rock-solid Liberal strongholds 
throughout Perth’s affluent riverside 
suburbs. 

Blue-ribbon seats including 
Bateman, South Perth, Churchlands 
and probably even the very affluent 
Nedlands have all turned to Labor.

The Liberals will end up with 
just two seats and the Nationals four. 
Labor is also likely to gain control of 
the state’s upper house. The Greens 
suffered a 1.8 per cent swing against 
them and may win only one seat in the 
upper house, down by three.

In an extraordinary move Kirkup 
conceded early on in the campaign 
that the Liberals could not win gov-
ernment, urging Western Australians 
not to give Labor “total control”. That 
mission well and truly failed.

Premier Mark McGowan’s support 
has been built on his seemingly strong 
response to COVID-19. 

Closing the borders to the rest 
of Australia was an overwhelmingly 
popular move in WA.

His government, however, should 
not be mistaken as a government for 
the many. Over the past four years it 
has privatised so many assets that for-
mer Liberal Shadow Treasurer Dean 
Nalder complained: “This is a govern-
ment that promised they would stop 
privatisations [but] to date they have 
committed privatisations to an amount 
10 times what the former [Liberal] 
government did.”

The McGowan government abol-
ished the Department of Aboriginal 
Affairs, with key functions moved 
into the Department of the Premier 
and Cabinet. 

The commitment to Aboriginal 
heritage can be seen in McGowan’s 
flat refusal to suspend the decision-
making process that allowed Rio Tinto 
to blow up Juukan Gorge.

Failing test on pollution
This goes along with his attack on the 
Environmental Protection Agency for 
going too far with its proposed guide-

lines aimed at cutting greenhouse gas 
emissions.

Labor’s promises on the environ-
ment during the election campaign 
couldn’t fill anyone with confidence 
either.

Labor plans to buy a $100 million 
battery to help stabilise the power grid 
and is talking of building one of the 
longest continuous electric vehicle 
networks in the world.

These promises are part of a suite 
of measures worth $300 million but 
they are accompanied only by an “as-
pirational” aim of achieving net zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.

The Conservation Council of WA 
has criticised the policy, saying it 
failed the key test on cutting pollution 
because it did not set legislated targets 
to reduce greenhouse gasses.

The Council’s director Piers Ver-
stegen said: “WA is the only state in 
Australia with rising carbon pollution 
and this policy offers no concrete plan 
or targets to get this pollution under 
control. This undermines efforts under 
the Paris Agreement and could put the 
nail in the coffin even for Australia’s 
modest national emissions reduction 
targets.”

At war with unions
WA Labor is at war with unions over 
automation in ports and has become 
the darling of business in its relentless 
pursuit of jobs growth. 

Wages, however, are likely to 
continue to stagnate. In the October 
2020 budget the state’s 150,000 public 
sector workers were limited to wage 
increases of $1000 for the next two 

years.
Then UnionsWA Secretary, Mere-

dith Hammat, commented: “These are 
the same workers that did the heavy 
lifting during the difficult times of 
the pandemic, people in our schools, 
in our hospitals, who have kept our 
communities safe.” That critique 
didn’t stop Hammat from standing 
and winning as the ALP candidate for 
Mirrabooka.

McGowan also stoked West 
Australian parochialism in the election 
saying: “East coast FIFO [fly in, fly 
out workers] should be the rare excep-
tion. Not a common practice.”

According to his jobs plan, $15 
million would be funnelled into 
helping local manufacturers produce 
components for rail wagons used by 
the iron ore industry, another indica-
tor of McGowan’s preference for the 
mining industry over the environ-
ment.

With this raft of neo-liberal poli-
cies and playing on West Australian 
distrust of Canberra and the eastern 
states, it is perhaps little wonder so 
many Liberal voters were willing to 
vote for McGowan.

With Labor sitting on a super 
majority we need to take a cue from 
the CFMMEU and its willingness to 
campaign during the election against 
the McGowan government over mov-
ing maritime jobs from Fremantle 
harbour.

If we are to protect the environ-
ment, fight for better pay and decent 
jobs, and stand up for Aboriginal 
rights then the fight will need to be 
taken to workplaces and the streets.

Above: WA Labor 
leader Mark 
McGowan after his 
election win
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LABOR PARTY

Labor conference culls policies to confirm move to the right

By James Supple

SCOTT MORRISON’S appalling 
response to the rape scandals in the 
Liberal Party means an early election 
this year is off the cards for now. But 
Labor is getting itself ready just in 
case, with its National Conference be-
ing held on 30-31 March to set down 
policies.

The event will be even more 
stage-managed than usual after the 
party opted for an online event held 
over two days mid-week. 

Leader Anthony Albanese is 
dumping many of the policies Labor 
took to the last election, moving to 
the right and adopting a small target 
strategy that avoids serious change or 
any effort at taxing the rich to fund 
much-needed services.

The “draft” policy platform ham-
mered out between Labor’s factions 
prior to the conference has been 
slashed to 115 pages, down from the 
310-page document ratified at the 
party’s last national conference in 
2018.

The effort to reduce tax handouts 
for rich property investors taken to 
the last election, through changes to 
negative gearing and capital gains tax, 
have been dumped altogether. 

House prices have soared since 
negative gearing was introduced un-
der John Howard’s Coalition govern-
ment in 1998, making it all but impos-
sible for many young people to buy a 
home. After a dip last year during the 
COVID crisis, house prices are back 
to new record highs in Sydney and 
Melbourne and are set to rise further.

As economics commentator Greg 
Jericho wrote, “any political party 
seeking to do something about hous-
ing affordability needs first to change 
negative gearing and the ability for 
people to get a 50 per cent discount on 
capital gains tax rate.”

Yet Labor has waved the white 
flag on any action—blaming its fail-
ure at the last election on “too many 
policies” as Albanese has put it. But 
its real failure was to explain how 
the rich were the ones who would 
lose out. Its plan to increase taxes 
on shareholders through changes to 
franking credits has already been 
dropped too.

Labor’s policies now include 
further backing for fossil fuels, too. 
Instead of taking a stand against 
Morrison’s nonsense about a “gas-
fired recovery” from COVID, it has 

rushed to embrace it. Not only does its 
platform declare that Labor “supports 
the critical role that gas plays in the 
Australian economy”, it even accepts 
Morrison’s lie that gas is needed as a 
transition fuel in reducing emissions 
by saying it “has an important role to 
play in achieving Labor’s target of net 
zero emissions by 2050”.

Worse, it declares that failed Car-
bon Capture and Storage (CCS) tech-
nology has a “crucial role” to play. 
CCS was dreamed up by fossil fuel 
companies as a figleaf to pretend their 
operations could continue indefinitely. 
Despite decades of research and 
government funding it is still nothing 
but an expensive failure, currently 
estimated to inflate power costs to six 
times more than renewables plus stor-
age, if it even works.

Labor for Refugees made another 
attempt to amend the platform to end 
Labor’s support for offshore deten-
tion, but that won’t be changed at this 
conference. Labor, however, remains 
committed to providing permanent 
protection visas and abolishing the 
Coalition’s fast track system of refu-
gee assessment.

Gutted
The slimming down of party policy 
has also removed rafts of previous 
commitments. Both Palestine and 
LGBTI policies were initial victims of 
the cull.

Labor’s agreement to recognising 
a Palestinian state, voted through at its 
last national conference, was a small 
break from its otherwise firm devotion 
to supporting Israel and the US alli-

ance. But it simply disappeared from 
the platform. 

NSW right faction heavyweight 
and former NSW Premier Bob Carr 
had to intervene personally to have it 
reinstated.

LGBTI activists have not had the 
same success. Pledges to end coercive 
medical interventions on intersex chil-
dren and to end out-of-pocket costs 
for trans and gender diverse people 
seeking gender affirmation treatment, 
as well as all references to HIV, have 
all been removed. 

Advocacy group just.equal has 
also condemned the failure to commit 
to measures to extend anti-discrimi-
nation laws to protect LGBTI school 
students and teachers.

“Labor’s LGBTIQ+ policy com-
mitments continue to go backwards. In 
the 2018 platform the term LGBTIQ 
appeared 46 times, now it appears 
eight times,” just.equal’s Charlie 
Burton said. “Labor’s 2019 election 
loss was not the fault of LGBTIQ+ 
people but we seem to be ones being 
punished for it.”

Labor has announced changes over 
industrial relations that it says will 
increase the rights of casual workers. 
Some of these address union demands 
over equal pay for those employed via 
labour hire companies and an in-
creased right for casuals to move into 
a permanent job. 

But the overall direction is clear. 
Labor lost the last election because 
not enough people trusted it to deliver 
on promises of change. Dropping 
those promises altogether won’t get it 
anywhere.

Above: Labor leader 
Anthony Albanese
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REPORTS

Royal Commission: Funding cuts, lack of staff cause aged care horrors

By Tooba Anwar

FULLY THREE-QUARTERS of the 
909 deaths caused by COVID-19 in 
Australia so far have been among 
aged care residents, a total of 685 
people. The virus tore through aged 
care homes, particularly in Victoria’s 
second wave last year.

But the pandemic has only 
exposed the ongoing dysfunction 
in Australia’s aged care system that 
already existed due to government 
neglect. 

The recently released findings 
of the three-year Royal Commission 
into Aged Care show that the sector is 
permeated by a severe level of neglect 
and suffers from chronic shortages of 
funding.

“At times in this inquiry,” co-
commissioner Lynelle Briggs wrote, 
“it has felt like the Government’s main 
consideration was what was the mini-
mum commitment it could get away 
with, rather than what should be done 
to sustain the aged care system so that 
it is enabled to deliver high quality 
and safe care.”

Although the commissioners 
failed to estimate how much extra 
funding was needed, they docu-
mented an accumulated $9.8 billion 
in cuts in annual funding by 2018-19 
as a result of the actions of successive 
governments.

The Royal Commission estimated 
Australia spends just 1.2 per cent of 
total GDP on aged care, compared to 
an average of 2.5 per cent for similar 
nations.

A major injection of funding is 
also needed into at-home care, with 
the report criticising the failure to fund 
packages for 100,000 people wanting 
to stay in their own homes and already 
on the waiting list.

The report recommended a system 
where the elderly have the right to the 
standard of care they need, instead 
of the current approach that rations 
limited resources.

It also found chronic problems 
with inadequately trained workers and 
inadequate numbers of staff in aged 
care homes. 

The proportion of registered nurses 
in the workforce fell from 21 per cent 
in 2003 to 14.6 per cent in 2016. More 
than half of residents are in homes 
with levels of staff it described as 
“unacceptable”.

The COVID crisis exposed how 
reliant aged care homes are on a casu-

alised, underpaid workforce. 
Workers are not given the time 

and resources to properly care for 
each person. 

Residential aged care homes 
are notorious for abuse and neglect, 
with a survey showing 39 per cent of 
residents have experienced some form 
of abuse, including emotional and 
physical abuse.

An estimated 30 per cent of 
people have received substandard care 
and as many as 68 per cent in residen-
tial care homes were malnourished or 
at risk of malnutrition.

Free market model
These problems are also the product 
of a largely profit-driven system and 
high levels of privatisation. 

The 1997 Aged Care Act, intro-
duced under John Howard’s Coalition 
government, produced many of these 
problems, removing the requirement 
to have a registered nurse on duty 
at all times and cutting $1 billion in 
funding. It also allowed private com-
panies to increase their share of the 
sector to around 40 per cent of aged 
care beds.

This means the rich are able to 
purchase a higher quality of services, 
with some eastern suburbs aged care 
homes in Sydney offering spas and 
allowing residents to order from res-
taurants each day, given that they fork 
out $2.2 million to secure a room. 

The Royal Commission found that 
just 1.4 per cent of residents lived in 
aged care homes with “best practice 
care” levels of staff.

Its report found that, “staffing 
ratios should be introduced to ensure 
that there are sufficient nursing and 
other care staff present at all times in 
residential aged care”. 

This echoes what the Australian 
Nursing and Midwifery Federation has 
long argued. 

As its federal secretary, Annie 
Butler, put it, “Our politicians must 
come together and act now on the 
Royal Commission’s recommendation 
that providers meet a minimum staff 
time quality and safety standard which 
guarantees all health and care needs of 
older Australians are met.”

But there is no indication that 
Scott Morrison’s Coalition is about to 
provide the funding needed. It refused 
to release the report until minutes 
before a press conference announcing 
the government’s response.

Its aim was to prevent media 
outlets having time to digest the full 
scandal of neglect and abuse outlined 
in the Royal Commission’s report, 
ensuring coverage instead of a govern-
ment announcement of a paltry $452 
million funding boost.

There needs to be an end to private 
companies creaming off profits from 
aged care in a sector where 75 per 
cent of overall funding is provided by 
government. 

Aged care needs to be nation-
alised, with adequate government 
funding to provide proper care.

Anything less will see the ap-
palling levels of abuse of the elderly 
exposed in the Royal Commission 
simply continue.

Above: Neglect due 
to lack of staff is 
rampant in aged 
care homes
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 INTERNATIONAL

Workers’ power can block Myanmar coup
By Mark Goudkamp

THE STRUGGLE against the 1 Feb-
ruary military coup in Myanmar is en-
tering a crucial stage. The Tatmadaw 
(or military) is stepping up repression 
to drive back the widespread and cou-
rageous opposition to their takeover. 
As Solidarity went to press, the death 
toll was well over 200, with more than 
2200 people arrested. 

A wave of strikes has seen tens 
of thousands take to the streets in 
Yangon, Mandalay and many smaller 
cities and towns across Myanmar. 
Several unions, including the railway 
workers’ and garment workers, issued 
a joint call for a nationwide stop-
page as part of a drive for, “the full, 
extended shutdown of the Myanmar 
economy”.

The Tatmadaw are worried that 
they cannot maintain control and have 
imposed martial law on a number of 
working class suburbs, including Hla-
ing Thayar in western Yangon. 

Thomas Andrews, the United Na-
tions special rapporteur, noted: “There 
is video of soldiers and police system-
atically moving through neighbour-
hoods, destroying property, looting 
shops, arbitrarily arresting protesters 
and passers-by, and firing indiscrimi-
nately into people’s homes.”

Until last November’s election, a 
massive landslide to Aung San Suu 
Kyi’s National League for Democ-
racy (NLD), the military had happily 
shared power with her. The deeply 
undemocratic 2008 constitution guar-
antees the military 25 per cent of all 
seats in both houses of the national 
parliament, as well as the power to call 
a state of emergency.

While voter fraud was the mili-
tary’s justification for the coup and the 
mass arrest of NLD MPs, General Min 
Aung Hlaing and other military leaders 
fear that the large parts of the economy 
they control might be threatened if 
democratisation gets out of hand. 

Many of the more lucrative en-
terprises are under the control of two 
military-controlled business con-
glomerates, the Myanmar Economic 
Corporation and Myanmar Economic 
Holdings Limited. As commander-in-
chief, Hlaing has authority over these 
conglomerates, on top of the busi-
nesses that are directly controlled by 
his family.

Even before the coup, Hlaing had 
international sanctions placed on him 

due to his genocidal policies towards 
the Rohingya. He is required by law 
to step down as head of the military 
when he turns 65 in July and fears 
that his massive wealth could be 
threatened under international law 
once out of power. 

He also knows the workers’ move-
ment threatens both the military’s 
control and its profits. On 26 February 
the regime declared most unions il-
legal, a decision that so far remains a 
dead letter despite the repression.

Nurses, doctors, lawyers, teachers, 
engineers, farmers, railway staff, pub-
lic servants, factory workers and even 
some police officers have gone on 
strike or defected in a bid to cripple 
the military government. 

The strikes are also disrupt-
ing elements of the military’s vast 
business empire. A copper mine in 
the northern Sagaing region, jointly 
owned by the military and a Chinese 
company, ceased operations when 
more than 2000 workers walked out. 
And hundreds of engineers and other 
staff working for Mytel, a telecoms 
operator part-owned by the military, 
have stopped work. 

Movement’s demands
The demonstrators are not only de-
manding the restoration of the elected 
government and the release of Aung 
San Suu Kyi and others. They are 
calling for the scrapping of the 2008 
constitution, with growing demands 
for the rights of Myanmar’s numerous 
national minorities.

There are calls for the boycott of 
military-owned companies, which 

are central to the food and beverage, 
tobacco, entertainment and banking 
industries. Pressure is being applied to 
global corporations with joint ventures 
in Myanmar. Global fashion brands 
like H&M and Zara are being targeted 
by the militant Federation of Garment 
Workers, which represents many of 
the industry’s 700,000 workers. 

Woodside Energy, Australia’s 
highest-profile business operating in 
Myanmar, was forced to announce it 
would “demobilise” its operations. But 
other Australian companies like Myan-
mar Metals, Transcontinental Group, 
ROC and Tap Oil continue to operate.

The civil disobedience move-
ment’s emphasis on disrupting the 
system via strike action shows the 
strategic centrality of the working 
class. 

Now workers need to step up the 
organising. They need to take over the 
state-run media and establish self-
defence groups in workplaces and 
neighbourhoods. 

For the mass movement to 
succeed, it will need to go beyond 
restoring last November’s election. 
The military may well come under 
pressure to negotiate with the NLD for 
a solution and, given Suu Kyi’s history 
of collaboration with the military, she 
can’t be relied on not to take the bait. 

The workers leading the struggle 
need to push beyond the political 
boundaries laid down by both the mili-
tary and Suu Kyi and fight for better 
wages and conditions, more jobs, bet-
ter and universal education, healthcare 
for all and the right of self-determina-
tion of all the people of Myanmar.

The civil 
disobedience 
movement’s 
emphasis on 
disrupting the 
system via 
strike action 
shows the 
centrality of 
the working 
class
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Above: Daniel Kaluuya as 
Fred Hampton in the film, 
speaking at a Panthers 
meeting

REVIEWS

How the FBI murdered the ‘Black messiah’—revolutionary Fred Hampton

Judas and the Black 
Messiah
Directed by Shaka 
King
In selected cinemas 
now

“WE AIN’T gonna fight 
racism with racism, we’re 
gonna fight racism with 
solidarity. We ain’t gonna 
fight capitalism with Black 
capitalism, we’re gonna 
fight capitalism with 
socialism.”

These are the insight-
ful words of the Black 
Panther leader Fred 
Hampton, sampled at 
the start of this impor-
tant new film. It narrates 
his attempts to build a 
multiracial working class 
revolutionary movement 
in the US, as well as how 
the FBI spied on him and 
then brutally assassinated 
him. 

In the 1960s US 
society was in tumult, with 
massive anti-racist rebel-
lions following the assas-
sinations of both Malcolm 
X and Martin Luther King 
Jr in the space of just 
three years. The move-
ment against the Vietnam 
War was snowballing, and 
student resistance on cam-
puses was radicalising. 

One of the biggest 
fears the FBI held was 
that a Black leader would 
emerge who could unite 
Black, brown and white 
workers, with broader left 
movements and that this 
could set the stage for a 
domestic revolution. The 
“Black Messiah” was the 
name they gave to such 
a leader, and they feared 
Fred Hampton would be 
the man to take on this 
role. They had launched 
an illegal domestic spying 
operation called COIN-
TELPRO designed to stop 
this. 

In the 1960s sections 
of the Black civil rights 
movement, which had 
begun as a movement in 
the Southern states for in-

tegration into US society, 
were radicalising into the 
Black power movement, 
with a much more wide-
sweeping critique of the 
racist, capitalist society. 

One question that 
came up was the role 
of white people in the 
struggle to end racism. 
Black separatist move-
ments had emerged in the 
urban ghettos in the 1920s, 
influenced by the ideas of 
Marcus Garvey. He argued 
that Black liberation could 
not be achieved in white 
society and so called for 
a mass return of Black 
people to Africa. 

Separatist politics was 
given a boost in 1960s 
and many Black rights 
organisations started 
restricting membership 
to only Blacks. Some 
organisations argued that 
including whites would 
blunt the militancy of their 
message. Others were 
influenced by third-world-
ist politics which meant 
they saw everyone in the 
mostly-white, rich world 
as oppressing everyone 
else in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America. 

The Black Panthers 

emerged in this context as 
a revolutionary Marx-
ist organisation geared 
towards the self-defence 
of Black people. They 
understood that capitalism 
created racism, poverty, 
war and everything else 
that plagued Black people 
in America. They also 
understood that the police 
and the army represented 
the interests of capitalists. 
One of their main activi-
ties early on was arming 
themselves and follow-
ing police around when 
they were harassing other 
Black people, or as they 
called it “Pig Patrols”. 

They were also orient-
ed to community welfare, 

organising free meals and 
free education, healthcare 
and legal support for the 
Black communities. 

These initiatives and 
the fact that they sup-
ported the mass rebellions 
in the Black ghettos of 
Northern US cities, when 
many others in the respect-
able civil rights organisa-
tions condemned them as 
violent riots, meant they 
found huge support among 
poor Black communi-
ties. For those looking for 
an alternative to “non-
violence”, the Panthers’ 
militancy was appealing.  

Fred Hampton
While many Panther mem-
bers and some in the lead-
ership held more separatist 
views, Fred Hampton 
was very clear that unity 
between all workers was 
necessary to build a move-
ment that could overthrow 
the system. 

This conviction drove 
his organising efforts, as 
the film displays. Initially, 
he was able to unite the 
rival Black gangs in his 
home city of Chicago, 
convincing them to turn 
their guns away from each 

other and towards the 
police. 

Next, he helped broker 
the alliances that led to the 
formation of the Rainbow 
Coalition. This group was 
made up of the Panthers, 
the Latino working class 
revolutionary organisa-
tion called the Young 
Lords and the Young 
Patriots, a leftist group of 
white Southerners. They 
were later joined by the 
Students for Democratic 
Society, the American In-
dian Movement and some 
other socialist groups. The 
groups came together to 
campaign against poverty, 
corruption, police brutality 
and slum housing.  

The FBI was ex-
tremely concerned about 
these developments and 
recruited infiltrators in the 
Panthers and other leftist 
organisations. “Judas” in 
the title refers to one of 
these infiltrators, William 
O’Neal, who gave infor-
mation about Hampton’s 
location.  

The police raided 
Hampton’s apartment, 
launching a volley of 
bullets without warn-
ing, killing him and one 
other Panther. They later 
claimed the Panthers fired 
first but the claims were 
discredited by the courts.   

Unfortunately, the film 
spends too much time on 
William O’Neal and not 
enough on Hampton and 
detailing Hampton’s poli-
tics in more depth.  

However, it is very 
good to see a main-
stream film that portrays 
Hampton’s revolutionary 
Marxist politics and his 
commitment to mul-
tiracial working class 
unity against the capitalist 
system. 

With police brutality 
and the declaration that 
Black Lives Matter still 
necessary today, a revival 
of this kind of politics are 
badly needed.
Miro Sandev
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SEXISM

By Lucy Honan    
High school teacher and   
AEU Vic state councillor

CHANEL CONTOS’ website and 
petition demanding schools fore-
ground consent in sex education from 
a young age has become a platform 
for women’s seething rage against 
sexist abuse. 

The testimonials on the website 
confirm the pattern of elite private 
school students enacting debased and 
brutal sexism against girls. 

But consent lessons cannot solve 
rape any more than the NSW Police 
Commissioner’s bizarre consent app 
idea can. 

The degradation, humiliation and 
objectification of women in our soci-
ety have deep roots. Teachers cannot 
cut those off with classroom consent 
lessons. 

In public schools across Australia, 
students are already taught until Year 
10 that they have a right to determine 
their own sexuality, to be respected 
and to feel unashamed and safe as they 
develop sexual relationships. Teachers 
in private schools should also be sup-
ported to teach against sexism. 

But unless the movement con-
fronts the social and political inequali-
ties that drive rape, our “Respectful 
Relationships” messages ring hollow.  

When we teach about the inequali-
ties experienced by women and the 
prevalence of harassment and sexual 
assault against women, we are contra-
dicting the most powerful people in 
our political system. 

It is our word against Christian 
Porter’s, whose brief denial to the 
PM is the only investigation required 
into the sexual assault he was accused 
of, and Linda Reynolds’, who gets to 
keep her job as Defence Minister de-
spite covering up a rape in her office.

Shockingly sexist ideas are legiti-
mate in mainstream politics. Trump’s 
pussy grabbing presidency breathed life 
into openly misogynistic ideas. Profes-
sional rape denialist Bettina Arndt 
received the Order of Australia last year 
for her advocacy of men’s rights. 

Still more influential to our stu-
dents is the mainstream trade in sex-
ism in the film and music industries. 

Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion 
claimed a victory for sex positivity 
and female empowerment with the 
chart-topping WAP music video but 
they are cashing in on the same old 
objectification of (Black) women’s 

bodies and sexuality. 
WAP and the like tell young men 

and women that women’s confident 
sexual expression happens as a money-
making performance, not an authentic, 
dynamic, human relationship. 

‘Consent’ is inadequate
The commercialisation of sex is so 
deep that it is even implied in the 
legalistic, contractual terms we have 
to use to talk about stopping rape and 
assault. Ideas of a clear-cut “negotia-
tion” during which “consent” for sex 
is obtained from the woman reflect an 
alienated, individualised conception of 
sex and rape. 

The testimonies recorded on 
Contos’ Teach Us Consent website 
show that the rapes and assaults are 
occurring in a social context. The 
young women refer to incessant “slut 
shaming” and the pressure to be sexu-
ally available, but not too much. 

Focusing on the negotiation of 
consent is a misguided technical fix, 
as if the problem causing rape is a 
communication break down between 
individuals, not the disastrous, predict-
able consequences of social inequality.

While teachers try to convince our 
students to conduct respectful relation-
ships, our own lives are organised and 
degraded by sex discrimination in the 
most fundamental ways. 

Education is a sharply segregated 
industry, where the vast majority of 
teachers in early childhood, primary 
and secondary schools are women. 
This affects our pay—both men and 
women workers in female-dominated 
organisations have lower average wag-

es when compared to male-dominated 
organisations.

Students and teachers go home to 
families that are also organised around 
gender inequality. The triple burden, 
where women are working, caring for 
children and maintaining an appearance 
of sexual attractiveness, is driving wom-
en mad with anxiety and depression. 

To undermine us further, the Prime 
Minister fomented the campaign 
against Respectful Relationships les-
sons by saying it “made his skin curl” 
and didn’t meet his values for his own 
daughters. He accused teachers who 
acknowledge transgender students of 
being “gender whisperers”. 

Teachers are supposed to walk a 
tightrope between conducting open, 
explicit discussions about sex and 
sexuality on the one hand, battling the 
sexist ideas our students are fed by our 
ruling class on the other, and at the 
same time not triggering a conserva-
tive backlash.  

The tens of thousands of women 
and men who marched against the sex-
ism in Parliament have enough collec-
tive power to take the fight to where it 
belongs: conservative politicians, the 
industries of sexual objectification, 
and the bosses who benefit from pay 
inequality and women’s unpaid labour. 

Women leading those struggles 
builds their own confidence and dents 
the conservative common sense about 
subservience that is still being rein-
forced by the Liberals and the system.

Teachers are part of that fight but 
our lessons in the classroom will re-
ally hit home when we are part of the 
struggle for power and control over our 
own lives, as working women and men.  

Teaching consent won’t counter the sexism all around us

The 
degradation, 
humiliation 
and 
objectification 
of women in 
our society 
have deep 
roots

Above: Anger 
against rape and 
sexual violence at 
the March 4 Justice 
in Sydney Photo: 
Aman Kapoor
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SEXIST LIBERALS RUN 
A SEXIST SYSTEM
The recent rape scandals highlight the need to smash a system that reduces women to 
sex objects and unpaid carers, writes Ruby Wawn 

IN THE past month, the Liberal Party 
has been rocked by a series of sexual 
assault allegations. 

The party was exposed as covering 
up the rape of former Liberal staffer 
Brittany Higgins in her parliamentary 
office by a male colleague in 2019. 
Then Attorney-General Christian Por-
ter was accused of raping a 16-year-
old girl in 1988.  

This has led to women all across 
society speaking out about their expe-
riences of rape and sexual violence, 
including hundreds of accounts from 
women of abuse while teenagers at 
school.

There is no doubt that sexism is 
an everyday reality for women. One 
in three women in Australia has been 
harassed or assaulted at work. One in 
six women has experienced at least 
one sexual assault by the age of 15. 

But what can be done to stop this?
The most common response has 

been to call for more consent educa-
tion at schools and improved reporting 
procedures at work.

But this fails to get to the heart of 
why rape and sexual violence remains 
so widespread.

Our society is so saturated with 
sexism that simply running consent 
classes will have little impact. And 
consent education individualises the 
problem as a result of male attitudes.

Rape isn’t a result of men’s insa-
tiable sexual needs or instincts—most 
men don’t rape or murder women. Nor 
is it due mainly to “stranger danger”—
the majority of women experience 
sexual violence at the hands of some-
one they know. 

Sexual assault is a product of a 
society where sexuality and sex are 
a commodity that can be bought and 
sold. 

All around us women’s sexuality 
is subjugated—we are told women’s 
self-worth derives from their relation-
ship status and ability to conceive chil-
dren, women are sexualised and used 
to sell us things, while pornography 
objectifies women. 

This is reinforced by common nar-
ratives of rape—that women are raped 
because they were drunk or dressed 
provocatively and that men can’t 
control themselves. 

These ideas are promoted and per-
petuated by major social institutions 
like the mainstream media, advertis-
ing, entertainment—and by govern-
ments like Scott Morrison’s.

The view of women as submissive 
and valued mainly for their sexuality 
is a product of women’s role in the 
family—an institution that is of mas-
sive benefit to capitalism.

The system relies on the unpaid 
work done by working class women 
in the home to raise the next genera-
tion of workers. Women are expected 
to play the role of mother, raising 
the next generation of the produc-
tive working class, while men go to 
work to provide for their partners and 
children. 

The nuclear family underpins 
these “common sense” sexist ideas—
that women should be the primary 
caregiver, that women should do 
most of the domestic labour and that 
women are innately more caring. 

These ideas are constantly 
reinforced from the top of society—
that’s why men like Christian Porter 
campaign around “family values”, 
why ideas that challenge traditional 
gender roles like the Safe Schools 
Program face virulent attacks, why 
homophobia exists and why women 
are constantly objectified and sexual-
ised in the media. 

The Liberals have also brought 
down a barrage of sexist policies that 
make it harder for women to escape 
this.

At the whim of One Nation, none 
other than Christian Porter recently 
dissolved the Family Court, the only 
specialist court where families and 
women experiencing violence and 
relationship breakdowns can turn for 
legal redress. 

The Liberals also privatised 
1800RESPECT, a national telephone 

and online counselling service for vic-
tims of domestic violence and sexual 
assault. 

Callers are now triaged by call 
centre staff, not trained counsellors. 
Natalie Lang, NSW secretary of the 
Australian Services Union, called it a 
“McDonald’s drive-through approach 
to counselling” which aims to reduce 
costs and increase profits.

Domestic violence services in 
Australia are also chronically under-
funded. 

Domestic Violence NSW chief 
executive Joanne Yates says that every 
year three out of four women who ac-
cess homelessness services are fleeing 
violence. But at least 150 women are 
turned away each day by underfunded 
services. Despite the government 
promising a $150 million funding 
boost to domestic violence services, 
much of the sector is yet to see the 
funds. 

The Liberals are even slashing 
funding for what Scott Morrison 
describes as “skin curling” sex educa-
tion taught in public schools which 
aims to “address and prevent family 
violence, through the examination 
of topics around gender, power and 
respect”.

This comes as more than 3000 
girls and young women have recently 
provided testimony about being sexu-
ally assaulted by teenage boys.

Benefiting capitalism
But there’s nothing innate about the 
traditional gender roles we experi-
ence under capitalism. In pre-class 
societies, women played a much more 
equal role both economically and 
politically. 

Capitalism reinforces these sex-
ist ideas because the ruling class is 
unwilling to pay for services like child 
care, aged care, disability care, cook-
ing, cleaning and laundry.

Instead, women step in to provide 
this in the home at as little cost to the 
system as possible. Where we have 
won such public services, the logic 

The view of 
women as 
submissive 
and valued 
mainly for 
their sexuality 
is a product of 
women’s role 
in the family
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of neo-liberalism means that they are 
limited, privatised and under constant 
attack.

It is estimated that the unpaid 
labour associated with childrearing 
saves the Australian state $345 billion 
every year. 

Given that Australian families 
spend on average 30 to 40 per cent of 
their income on childcare it is often 
difficult for both parents to work 
full-time. And it is nearly always the 
lower-paid woman that stays at home 
to look after the family. 

The rising cost of living means 
that most women also work outside 
the home. 

Women now make up 47.2 per 
cent of all employees. But they are 
also more likely to be insecurely 
employed, making up 67.2 per cent 
of all part-time employees and on 
average earning 13.4 per cent less 
than men. 

Casualised and insecure work 
leaves women vulnerable to assault 
and harassment, both in the home and 
in the workplace. Wage disparities and 
casualisation mean women are more 
likely to be economically dependent 
on their partner and lack the financial 
ability to leave unsafe relationships 
or speak up about harassment in the 
workplace. 

Our taxation system even discour-
ages women from working more than 
three days a week, with women losing 
up to 90 per cent of their wage for 
every extra day they work and use 
childcare. 

In many cases it actually costs 
women money to go to work. But 
childcare workers themselves, who 
are over 90 per cent women, earn well 
below the national average and on 
average as little as $23 an hour. 

Ruling class women can afford to 
outsource domestic tasks like cleaning 
and childcare to low-paid, working 
class women. 

They are also unreliable allies 
in the fight for women’s liberation. 
It was two female ministers, Linda 
Reynolds and Michaela Cash, who 
covered up Brittany Higgins’ rape in 
parliament. 

Australia’s richest person, Gina 
Rinehart, who earns $600 a second 
from the mining company she inher-
ited, has lamented not being able to 
pay workers $2 an hour. 

And it was our first female prime 
minister, Julia Gillard, who cut access 
to the Single Parenting Payment, forc-
ing more single mothers to live on the 
dole. 

Sexist ideas clearly exist among 

working class men as well. But men 
aren’t born sexist: they learn sexist 
ideas from the world around them. 
As Karl Marx said, “The ruling ideas 
in society are the ideas of the rul-
ing class.” And sexism is constantly 
pushed by the ruling class. 

Like other ideologies such as 
racism, sexism is designed to divide 
the working class and keep us under 
control. 

Sexism also affects men. Men 
feel the pressure to fill the traditional 
male breadwinner role. When working 
women earn less, men have to work 
more to make up for the difference in 
income. 

In his 2019 International Women’s 
Day address, Scott Morrison claimed 
that the rise of women shouldn’t come 
at the expense of men. 

But working class men don’t get 
paid more because women get less. 
The only people pocketing money 
from the gender pay gap are the 
bosses.

United struggle
We all have an interest in fighting for 
the material conditions which can 
liberate women. 

Men have the potential to be our 
allies in the struggle against the sys-
tem and to join us in the fight against 
casualisation, for equal pay, for free 
childcare and to liberate women from 
the confines of the home. 

At the height of the women’s 
liberation movement in the 1960s 
and 1970s, men and women fought 
alongside each other in strikes over 
equal pay. 

In 2019 workers at Chemist 
Warehouse went out on strike over 
casualisation and sexual harassment in 
the workplace and got sexist managers 
sacked. 

In October 2020, men in Poland 
joined women on strike for abortion 
rights.

We must call for an independent 
investigation into the allegations 
against Christian Porter, we must call 
for him to stand down and we must 
call for increased funding for services 
for survivors of sexual violence. 

But these things alone won’t solve 
sexism. 

We also need to fight for reforms 
that will have an impact on women’s 
lives right now. We need to fight to 
increase JobSeeker so that women 
and families aren’t forced to live in 
poverty. 

We must fight for secure employ-
ment so that women feel confident to 
speak up about unsafe work condi-
tions. 

We must fight for proper funding 
and against the privatisation of health, 
disability and aged care. 

And we must fight for a system 
that doesn’t have sexism hard-wired 
into it. 

Above: The March 
4 Justice protests 
gave voice to anger 
against the sexism 
women face every 
day Photo: Matt 
Hrkac
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THE PARIS COMMUNE 150 
YEARS ON—WHEN WORKERS 
STORMED HEAVEN
Peter Robinson explains the achievements of the Paris Commune of 1871, and its vital 
lessons about what a workers’ government would look like 

ONE HUNDRED and fifty years ago 
the workers of Paris took control of 
their city, then the second biggest 
in the world. For 72 days they ran it 
collectively, as a commune—the first 
instance of a workers’ government. 

Socialists celebrate the Commune 
because of its magnificent achieve-
ments, its vision and ambition, and 
the utter heroism of the participants. 
They tried to reshape what it means 
to be human, how we live and work. 
As Karl Marx said, “They stormed 
heaven.” 

The Commune emerged from 
the defeat of the French army in the 
Franco-Prussian war. 

More than 100,000 French troops 
had been killed and a quarter of a mil-
lion taken prisoner. 

In the years before the war, the 
French economy expanded massively. 
In 20 years coal production tripled. 
Steel production grew nine-fold. By 
1870 half the population of Paris 
were workers, mostly earning barely 
subsistence wages, with 62 per cent of 
workplaces employing no more than 
two workers.

Bloody conquest, in Algeria, Indo-
china (now Vietnam, Cambodia and 
Laos) and New Caledonia had seen 
the French Empire triple in size. But 
a humiliating defeat in Mexico was 
followed by the disastrous war against 
Prussia. 

In September 1870, the Prussian 
army laid siege to Paris. The city’s 
economy collapsed. By December 
500,000 people were registered as 
paupers. 

Thousands starved to death while 
thousands more resorted to eating rats 
and pets.

With most of the French army held 
prisoner, the Government was forced 
to mobilise the National Guard to 
defend Paris. 

The Guard was a volunteer citi-
zens’ militia first mobilised during the 
Great French Revolution in 1789. The 

small daily payment to the guards 
acted like a kind of dole and 340,000 
men enrolled.

The National Guard elected its of-
ficers, who were also instantly recall-
able, and the 260 Guards battalions 
met daily to discuss the defence of 
the city. 

The growing outrage at the 
Government’s incapacity led to a kind 
of dual power developing. Vigilance 
committees were formed in each 
of Paris’s 20 districts. “Red clubs” 
emerged where mass gatherings 
would discuss the siege and lambast 
the government. 

Then, on 28 January, the French 
Government signed an armistice 
with Prussia and called elections to 
endorse their capitulation. Heavily 
backed by the provinces, it won eas-
ily. But Adolphe Thiers, who headed 
the new government, still did not dare 
to disarm Paris.

Finally, on 18 March at 3am, 
Thiers sent the French army into Paris 
to re-assert control and remove 200 
cannons that the National Guard had 
placed at the top of Montmartre hill 
to defend working class areas. But at 
dawn the army was still there waiting 
for horses to pull the cannon away. 
The local Women’s Vigilance Com-
mittee, led by Louise Michel, sounded 
the alarm by ringing the church bells. 

A crowd of hundreds, mainly 
women and children, came out, frater-
nising with the soldiers, imploring 
them to side with the working class. 
The troops were ordered to fire on 
the crowd but refused, turning their 
guns upside down. In that moment of 
mutiny, the Commune was born. 

The government, fearing the rest 
of the army would side with the Com-
mune, ordered an immediate retreat. 
The entire apparatus of the state fled 
to the Palace of Versailles, 20 kilome-
tres away. 

In Paris the Central Committee of 
the National Guard took control of the 

city, becoming the de facto leadership 
of the first workers’ state. 

An election to the Communal 
Council took place. Using the old 
electoral system and with the vote 
confined to universal male suffrage, 
it was not the direct democracy that 
characterised the National Guard. 
Nevertheless, those elected to the 
Council on 28 March had a mandate to 
establish a workers’ government.

Actions
On its first day, the Communal 
Council abolished both the permanent 
army and the police. The democratic 
National Guard was the only armed 
force in the city and they called on all 
those of fighting age to join.

All Communal Council members 
and functionaries were to be paid no 
more than a worker’s wage and all 
those elected were subject to instant 
recall. 

The Commune was to be “a work-
ing, not a parliamentary body; execu-
tive and legislative at the same time”. 
Council members would debate, vote 
and also work to implement the deci-
sions.

Now the French government laid 
siege to Paris. But this time no one 
went hungry. There were communal 
canteens and provisions were distrib-
uted free to those in poverty. There 
was a moratorium on evictions and 
the payment of back rent. The Council 
requisitioned empty properties to 
house the homeless. 

The Commission for Labour and 
Exchange was headed by Leo Frankel, 
a German follower of Karl Marx. 
The Commission immediately placed 
the Communal Council’s workshops 
under workers’ control. New contracts 
had to specify a minimum wage. 

To keep production going, work-
shops whose owners had fled were 
passed to “the cooperative associa-
tion of workers who were employed 
there”. 

All Communal 
Council 
members were 
to be paid no 
more than a 
worker’s wage 
and were 
subject to 
instant recall
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Above: The toppling 
of the statue of 
Napoleon I from 
the Vendome 
Column during the 
Commune

Working class women played a 
central role in the Commune. One 
newspaper wrote, “It seems like 
women see this revolution as precise-
ly their own, and in defending it they 
defend their own future.”

The Commune began to address 
some of the inequities facing women. 
It abolished the differentiation be-
tween “legitimate” and “illegitimate” 
relationships when paying pensions to 
the partners of fallen National Guards. 
It also recognised “illegitimate” chil-
dren when paying the Guards. 

In place of religious vows, civil 
marriage was instituted; divorce was 
re-established and could be obtained 
if there was mutual consent; and 
alimony had to be paid to “women 
demanding separation”. These were 
huge blows to the church, the old 
moral order, and the institution of the 
family.

One of the most successful of the 
Commune’s organisations was the 
Women’s Union, founded by Elisa-
beth Dmitrieff, a 20-year-old Russian 
émigré and collaborator of Karl Marx. 
At its height, 3000 to 4000 attended 
its meetings. 

Its manifesto called for, “A variety 
of work in each trade… A reduction 
in working hours… An end between 
all competition for male and female 
workers… Equal pay for equal hours 
of work… A local and international 
federation of the various trade sec-
tions… State credit for the setting up 
of these associations.”

Women’s Committees were set up 
in every district. Education commit-
tees established a free and secular 
education system. Nuns and priests 
were removed from the classrooms. 
For the first time, women were edu-
cated. Female teachers were recruited 
and awarded equal pay. 

The Commune also raised calls for 
internationalism, granting citizenship 
rights for migrants. “The flag of the 
Commune is the flag of the world’s 
republic,” the Commune declared.

Workers’ state
The experience of the Commune led 
Marx to make his only correction to 
the Communist Manifesto, adding, 
“The working class cannot simply 
lay hold of the ready-made state 
machinery and wield it for its own 
purposes.”

It was a vital lesson for the work-
ers’ movement. The state is the appa-
ratus the minority capitalist class uses 
to oppress the working class. Capital-
ist armies, the police, the courts, the 
church and bureaucratic functions 

all serve to maintain the power of the 
ruling class. 

But what happens when this is 
turned on its head? If the working 
class democratically wield power in 
the interest of the majority and estab-
lish a workers’ state, once the old rul-
ing class is finally defeated, the state 
itself can begin to wither away. 

Fatally, the Commune never 
resolved how best to defend itself 
against the Versailles government. 
Thiers successfully called on the 
Prussians to return French soldiers 
being held prisoner to be used against 
Paris. 

On the evening of 22 May, Ver-
sailles troops entered Paris. 

For eight days, in what became 
known as Bloody Week, the National 
Guard, with the active involvement 
of women, fought to hold back the 
French army. Some 120 women fight-
ers held the barricade on the Place 
Blanche.  

 The reprisals against the Com-
munards were merciless. Anyone 
captured was executed on the spot, 
some along with their families. 

Between 5000 and 10,000 Nation-
al Guards were killed during Bloody 
Week. In the weeks that followed 
more than 20,000 were executed by 
firing squad. 

Women were savagely treated as 
the state tried to extinguish the ex-
ample of the women Communards. 

The revolutionary women of Paris 
horrified those who defended the 

bourgeois order. 
The director of the Theatre Fran-

cais wrote, “When we remember the 
squads of women, armed, uniformed, 
bedecked with sashes around their 
waists and red cockades, running 
through the streets and, like hysterics 
in politics, preparing for the impla-
cable resistance of the last eight days, 
we can only wonder from what slime 
the human species is made and what 
animalistic instincts, hidden and in-
eradicable, still crouch in the dark soul 
of mankind.” 

About 40,000, including women 
and children, were tried by military 
courts. Ten thousand were convicted 
with 4000 transported to New Cale-
donia. 

Writing just two days after its 
defeat, Karl Marx paid tribute to the 
Commune. “Working men’s Paris, 
with its Commune, will be forever 
celebrated as the glorious harbinger 
of a new society. Its martyrs are 
enshrined in the heart of the working 
class.” 

The experience of the Commune 
foreshadowed the recallable delegates 
and workers’ councils (soviets) of the 
1917 Russian revolution. 

Writing State and Revolution just 
before workers seized power that 
year, Lenin wrote, “The Commune 
is the form ‘at last discovered’ by the 
proletarian revolution, under which 
the economic emancipation of labour 
can take place.”
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KEVIN COOK—FROM BLF 
UNIONIST TO ABORIGINAL 
LAND RIGHTS
After starting as an organiser in the militant BLF construction union, Kevin Cook went on to 
play a key role in Indigenous education and the fight for land rights, writes Niko Chlopicki 

KEVIN “COOKIE” Cook was a 
proud Indigenous man, well known as 
a unionist in the Builders Labourers 
Federation (BLF), and as an Aborigi-
nal activist and educator at Tranby 
College. 

He was a key player in the fight 
for land rights and against Black 
deaths in custody in NSW. 

When asked about what his life 
of activism had taught him, Cookie 
would talk about the importance of 
“sticking fat”. 

To “stick fat” is to always stick by 
those around you, through thick and 
thin, and to share not just the hopes 
but also the hard work involved. It 
is key to working together to make 
change happen. 

Cookie was born in 1939 and 
raised in the shadow of the Port Kem-
bla steel works in Wollongong. His 
ancestry was Wandandian, a people 
who had close relations with the Yuin 
and Dharawal peoples, as well as 
amongst the working class migrant 
community. 

After working in the steel mills 
in Wollongong, Cookie moved to 
Sydney to work in the construction 
industry. 

Sydney in the 1960s and 1970s 
was undergoing a high rise boom. 
New construction techniques and 
materials allowed for bigger and 
higher buildings, yet this often meant 
dangerous conditions for workers. Ini-
tially there were no guarantees about 
permanent work, meaning workers 
were being treated as expendable, 
and were forced to take risks with no 
safety protection. 

Cookie worked as a dogman, and 
was responsible for riding the crane 
loads up to the towers, with no safety 
harnesses or equipment. If you lost 
your balance you fell 20 stories onto 
the footpath. 

The literal life and death condi-

tions created a deep sense of comrade-
ship, where Cookie and others learnt 
the importance of working together 
and “sticking fat” to improve working 
conditions.

Being a dogman may have been 
a very dangerous job, but also a very 
important one, as Cookie put it: “it 
was a job where you could do things. 
You had control of the crane. If you 
didn’t lift and didn’t put things where 
they wanted it to go, it’d hold up the 
job, and so you was a pretty important 
cog in the wheel.” 

The new construction techniques 
also meant that workers, when or-
ganised, had more power than ever 
before. Cookie was part of the militant 
leadership that developed in the BLF 
around Jack Mundey, Bob Pringle and 
Joe Owens from the late 1960s.

Workers in the BLF would stop 
work at crucial moments in the build-
ing process to demand improvements 
in pay and conditions, including in the 
middle of concrete pours. 

Originally, most of the disputes 
involved issues like basic safety and 
amenities, like fighting for a first aid 
officer on site, access to taps, suitable 
change rooms, worker’s compensation 
or defending workers who faced the 
sack. 

Once these were successfully won, 
other problems didn’t seem so impos-
sible to fight against. BLF members 
gained a sense of their own collective 
strength and were able to translate 
that into struggle around wider social 
issues. 

Eventually any issue that involved 
workers was suddenly the business of 
the BLF. 

This period saw the anti-Vietnam 
and anti-Apartheid marches, issues of 
land rights for Aboriginal communi-
ties, equal pay for women, fighting 
racist discrimination against migrant 
workers, and environmental activ-

ism—eventually leading to the famous 
BLF Green Bans.

The BLF in those days had a firm 
commitment to union democracy. BLF 
officials were often drawn from the 
most militant rank-and-file workers, 
Cookie himself became one in 1971. 

Union officials within the BLF 
also did not serve for life, but went 
back on the job when their tenure was 
up. 

This was in complete contrast to 
Cookie’s experience in the steel works 
at Wollongong, where as he recalls: 
“we were on strike for three days, 
and we called out the organiser—it 
took him three days to get out to us! 
And then he went to the boss first, 
come out to us and said, ‘Get back to 
work’.”

The decreased gap between the 
leadership and BLF members allowed 
for greater accountability. 

In Cookie’s own words: “The 
union was very democratic. It showed 
a lot of people, especially me, what 
could be done by a very small amount 
of people if they all stuck fats. And 
those principles have carried on, all 
the way through to working with Ab-
original people in the early land rights 
campaign.”

Saving The Block
This intersection between Aboriginal 
rights and union struggle was perhaps 
most evident in the campaign to save 
“The Block” in Redfern. 

The area had become a key centre 
for the Aboriginal population in 
Sydney, attracting many people who 
had left rural areas for better work and 
education opportunities in the city. 
But Sydney’s the pressure for devel-
opment was displacing working class, 
low income Aboriginal residents. 

The demolition of the Block 
would not only have left residents 
homeless, but would also have re-

As a BLF 
organiser, 
Cookie worked 
to ban any 
demolition on 
construction 
work in the 
Block
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duced access for Aboriginal people to 
low cost housing in the inner city. 

The BLF were supposed to be 
the people called in to demolish the 
houses. 

However, young Aboriginal 
activists, who had been involved in 
stopping police from evicting tenants, 
called on the unions, particularly the 
BLF, to stop the demolitions, as they 
had already been involved in support-
ing Aboriginal movements and had 
sent members to attend demonstra-
tions. 

As a BLF organiser, Cookie 
worked directly with the Redfern 
community and helped to organise 
BLF members to ban any demolition 
on construction work in the Block, 
and worked to secure funding for the 
Aboriginal Housing Company, (under 
local Aboriginal control) to purchase 
the Block. 

As liaison officer between the 
Aboriginal Housing Company and the 
BLF and other unions in the building 
industry, Cookie was able to use his 
experience fighting in the union to 
assist Aboriginal workers.

The struggle for the Block is an 
important reminder on the advantag-
es of “sticking fat” and forging con-
nections between Aboriginal people 
and unionised workers, as Cookie 
argued, “We needed to take it out of 
the narrow focus of ‘these are issues 
for Aboriginal people and Aboriginal 
people need to be the ones that fight 
it’. 

“These issues do restrict and 
oppress Indigenous peoples. But we 
needed to involve a much larger por-
tion of the community to achieve what 
needed to be achieved, because it was 
a thing for all of us. It wasn’t just a 
thing for Black fellas. It was for all 
Australians.” 

Tranby College and land rights
After the NSW BLF was taken over 
by Victorian official Norm Gallagher 
in 1975, Cookie could no longer get a 
job in the building industry. 

From there he became involved 
as an advocate for Tranby College, 
an education co-operative in Glebe, 
where he eventually became the first 
Indigenous General Secretary. 

At Tranby, Cookie also used 
his organising skills to be a staunch 
advocate for Aboriginal education and 
issues like Black Deaths in Custody, 
Land Rights and the Stolen Genera-
tion. 

Cookie used his union networks 
to secure funding for the college and 
bring in a diverse range teachers and 

learning programs, where Aborigi-
nal students and unionists were able 
to develop their own organising 
skills and abilities, as well as form 
networks of their own, with Cookie 
eventually establishing the Trade 
Union Committee for Aboriginal 
Rights (TUCAR). 

TUCAR functioned to connect 
unions to Aboriginal communities 
and support for campaigns, with the 
college often becoming a base for 
campaign activity, as with the 1988 
Bicentennial Protest. 

As part of the Black Defense 
Group, Cookie played a key role in 
organising the 1977 Land Rights Con-
ference held in the Block. 

This was a major turning point 
in the campaign for land rights as it 
brought Aboriginal groups from differ-
ent regions of NSW together to discuss 
the way forward. 

The conference resulted in a 
demand for full scale recognition of 
Aboriginal Land Rights and the estab-
lishment of a NSW Aboriginal Land 
Council, of which Cookie became 
chairperson. 

Around this time Cookie was also 
involved in the Aboriginal Affairs 
Policy Committee within the NSW 
ALP. The committee successfully 
campaigned, with pressure from trade 
unions, for land rights legislation from 
the NSW Labor government.

While the Land Rights Act that 
resulted in 1983 was a disappoint-
ment, it did allow limited claims over 
Crown Land that was not already in 
use and the transfer of Reserve land to 
Aboriginal Lands Councils.

The Land Rights campaign em-
ployed a range of strategies, including 
street demonstrations, bush meetings, 
and worked directly with regional 
Aboriginal communities. 

There was a similar principle to 
the rank and file democracy of the 
BLF, where activists directly listened 
to Aboriginal communities about what 
their needs were. 

As Cookie puts it: “The older 
people would say: ‘This is what you 
have to do.’ And all we did was to do 
their bidding. It wasn’t us jumping up 
and down and saying: ‘We’re going 
to get you land rights, and this is the 
way we’re going to do it.’ It was them 
telling us what to do!” 

Cookie was the kind of person 
who avoided the limelight and instead 
worked to bring others with him, 
always encouraging them along the 
way. 

Cookie was seen as a person who 
was able to see past personal feuds in 
order to gather alliances. The kind of 
person who not only holds the mega-
phone for others to speak, but the one 
who brought the megaphone and all 
the people out to listen.

Kevin Cook passed away in 2015, 
after a long battle with emphysema. 
The lessons he learnt as a militant 
unionist in the BLF and the networks 
across the union movement he devel-
oped there allowed him to become 
a staunch advocate for Aboriginal 
rights. 

He was a living expression of the 
power to bring change that can come 
through linking Aboriginal struggles 
to the working class movement.

Above: Kevin Cook in 
his office at Tranby 
College
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Above: Refugees 
protest inside 
Kangaroo Point 
detention hotel

THE DISCRIMINATION against 
refugees doesn’t end after their 
release from detention. Those be-
ing freed are getting a scant three 
week’s accommodation and $100 
a week. While that can be pushed 
to six weeks, after that they are ex-
pected to support themselves. With 
no permanent visas, no Centrelink, 
no English classes, no right to study 
(for them or their children), no right 
to family reunion, the government 
is creating a permanent poverty-
stricken underclass of refugees, 
vulnerable to exploitation.   

No refugees have even been 

brought to Australia under the normal 
humanitarian program since March 
2020. In practical terms, all the 
Medevac refugees and all the other 
boat arrivals on temporary protection 
visas are permanently in Australia, 
but they are being denied perma-
nency and the full support provided 
under the humanitarian program. 

The deliberate and blatant dis-
crimination has to stop. The Palm 
Sunday “Justice for Refugees’ rallies 
are marching - to end offshore deten-
tion, close all the camps, free the 
Medevac refugees and for permanent 
visas.  

Released into another cage

Refugees with 
wives, children 
and family in 
the community 
are being kept 
in detention, 
while others 
are freed

By Ian Rintoul

WHEN 50 Medevac refugees were re-
leased from detention in early March, 
Border Force issued a statement that 
they had been released on “final depar-
ture bridging visas” to finalise their 
medical care. Most of them, however, 
had never even begun to receive medi-
cal care.

Border Force went on to restate 
its tired mantra that detainees should 
“continue on their resettlement path-
way to the United States, return to 
Nauru or PNG, or return to their home 
country”. Yet many are rejected from 
the US and as refugees, they cannot 
return to their home countries.

But in yet another bizarre 
Catch-22 style twist, the government 
has no intention of returning anyone to 
Nauru or PNG either. Unless detainees 
actually take legal action to force the 
issue, the government is not returning 
anyone to either Nauru or PNG, even 
if they ask for it. 

In fact the government is vigor-
ously resisting the request by one 
Iranian released refugee to be returned 
to PNG because—wait for it—he has 
been released from detention!

Refugees transferred for medical 
treatment as long ago as 2014 have 
been requesting to go back to Nauru to 
escape the misery of Australian deten-
tion centres, but have never been sent. 
Recent court cases have exposed the 
fact that the detention of the Medevac 
refugees has been unlawful at least for 
some of the time, either because they 
have not been receiving treatment or 
they have requested to be returned. 

To avoid the legal finding that it has 
been unlawfully detaining refugees, the 
government will return refugees if they 
take them to court—rather than have 
the courts order their release.

On 15 March, a Tamil couple 
brought to Australia for medical 
treatment more than a year ago was 
returned to Nauru. Like others brought 
from Nauru after the Medevac laws 
were repealed, they were led to 
believe that they would be released 
from detention. But they weren’t, and 
their health and well-being, like that of 
others being held in the Darwin hotel, 
was deteriorating.

They were returned only because 
they had taken the government to 
court, where their lack of treatment 
and their requests to return to Nauru 
were revealed. But choosing to return 
to Nauru is not a “choice” that has 
any meaning when the alternative is 
indefinite detention in Australia.

After holding another refugee in 
the Kangaroo Point hotel for over a 
year, and ignoring his requests to be re-
turned to PNG, similar legal action has 
resulted in the government now saying 
that it will “attempt” to return him.

Even as the hotel-detention of 
Medevac refugees is ending, the 
government is waging a bitter battle 
to keep the legal facade of offshore 
detention intact. While some refugees 
are being freed, the government is 

strenuously defending its legal right to 
hold others in detention. 

The result is that the 80 or so 
Medevac refugees (and around 20 oth-
ers transferred from Nauru) remaining 
in detention, are left wondering if they 
will ever be released. The releases are 
arbitrary; there is no possible expla-
nation for the fact that refugees with 
wives, children and family members 
in the community are being kept in 
detention, while others are freed. 
Among those left behind, the incidents 
of attempted suicide and self-harm are 
increasing.

What is clear is that the court ac-
tion is not going to free the refugees; 
it will be the on-going protests that 
can provide the momentum to free all 
those still being detained.


