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Australia has the highest per capita 
gambling losses in the world – more 
than double those of the USA. These 
losses come at a huge social and eco-
nomic cost to gamblers and their fam-
ilies. They can lead to emotional and 
psychological harm, domestic violence, 
bankruptcies, homelessness, broken 
relationships or even suicide.

Australia has 75 per cent of the world’s 
pub and club poker machines with $11.4 bil-
lion lost on them in the last fi nancial year! 
NSW is the pokie capital of Australia with just 
under half of Australia’s 200,000 machines.

“It is the Labor battlers who are being 
belted by the poker machine operators who 
are raking in mega profi ts. It is also these 
communities suff ering most from crime 
waves that are fuelling poker machine habits,” 
said Tim Costello, chief advocate for the Alli-
ance for Gambling Reform in an article for 
the Sydney Morning Herald. (07/11/2022)

Gambling takes place in clubs, pubs, casi-
nos, TABs, and online. The industry’s lobby-
ists wield incredible power over politicians 
who resist pressure for regulatory reform.

According to Costello, there were an 
average of 948 gambling ads on free-to-air 
TV every day in 2021 with 148 ads airing 
between the traditional family time of 
6pm-8.30pm. “Kids are being groomed for 
a life of gambling and there is a white-hot 
anger from many parents that we are not 
protecting them.”

The gaming environment – the sounds, 
images and design of the pokies – is designed 
by psychologists with the aim of playing on 
the addictive and economic vulnerability 
of gamblers. Alcohol is also present, and in 
some clubs free drinks are on off er.

Apart from their impact on gamblers, 
pokies have another sinister side – money 
laundering. NSW Crime Commissioner 
Michael Barnes said poker machines off ered 
criminals one of the last remaining safe havens 
where cash from criminal enterprises could 
be “cleaned” with virtual impunity. In NSW, 
the gambling capital of Australia, $95 billion 
fl ows through poker machines a year. Today 
if you walked into a bank with a wad of cash 
you would be questioned as to its source. No 
such attempt at oversight in pubs and clubs.

UNREGULATED
“At the moment serious off enders can 

enter NSW pubs and clubs, sit down next to 
patrons in gaming rooms, and openly feed 
large sums of cash from their crimes into 
poker machines with no real fear of detec-
tion,” a recent inquiry led by the NSW Crime 
Commission found.

“The lack of traceable data collected 
by EGMs [electronic gambling machines] 
means the exact scale of this criminal activ-
ity is impossible to determine but it is clear 
from our investigations it involves many 
billions of dollars every year.” See page 2 to 
see how easy it is.

Inquiries into Star and Crown casinos in 
Sydney, Melbourne, Perth, Brisbane and the 
Gold Coast heard evidence of fraud, money 
laundering and the facilitation of organised 
crime. The casinos received a slap on the 
wrist, and continued to operate. The regula-
tory regimes failed to act decisively.

While there was a dip in gambling at 
clubs and pubs during COVID, there was 
a notable increase in online sports betting. 
Online betting focuses on horse racing and 
a wide range of sports, both professional 
and amateur.

Children are being groomed by video 
games and apps encouraging them to spend 
real or virtual money. “These games which 
mimic real gambling are potentially gateways 
to traditional gambling for young people,” 
director of NSW’s Offi  ce of Responsible 
Gambling Natalie Wright said.

BEHOLDEN POLITICIANS
The introduction of mandatory cashless 

gaming system was foremost amongst the 
Crime Commission’s recommendations. 
It is not the fi rst such inquiry to call for 
reforms. The Productivity Commission’s 
recommendations back in 2010 included 
“full ‘pre-commitment’ systems that allow 
players to set binding limits on their losses” 
and cashless gaming.

Politicians recoil from serious reform, 
fearing multi-million-dollar campaigns 
in marginal seats and loss of hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in political donations by 
gambling lobby groups. To state governments, 
they provide a lucrative source of taxation.

The federal Labor government refuses 
to legislate reforms saying it is a state 
responsibility. 

But the tide seems to be turning. In 
response to a Tasmanian Liquor and Gaming 
Commission’s report, the Liberal Party gov-
ernment passed legislation with bipartisan 
support. This includes precommitment 
cards and cashless gaming in Tasmanian 
hotels, clubs and casinos with the aim of 
minimising harm.

Gambling has become a big issue in 
NSW in the lead-up to the state elections in 
March. The state Coalition government says 
it is considering banning political donations 
from the industry. It is looking into manda-
tory cashless gaming.

Labor says it will not accept any such 
political donations. It plans to introduce a 
mandatory cashless gaming trial covering 
500 of NSW’s 90,000 machines and would 
appoint an “independent panel” to oversee 
the trial and make recommendations. This 
panel would include representatives from the 
industry! So much for independent!

The Whitlams’ song, Blow up the pokies 
says it all: “… blow up the pokies and drag 
them away/’Cause they’re taking the food 
off  your table.”
Assistance is available from Gambling Help 
1800 858 858 or Lifeline 13 11 14 
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Australian troops 
to train Ukrainian 

soldiers
In a decision that will ensure even more death and 

destruction, the Australian Government has sent 70 
Australian Defence Force (ADF) personnel to the UK 
to help train Ukrainian soldiers.

The contingent is part of ADF Operation Kudu 
and is intended to assist with the UK-led and based 
training program which will focus on basic infantry 
tactics for urban and wooded environments. “We are 
proud to support the brave people of Ukraine and 
their armed forces,” said Matt Keogh, Minister for 
Defence Personnel, as he farewelled the troops leav-
ing Darwin.

Defence Minister Richard Marles said the 
Australian government was committed to standing 
with Ukraine and that this operation “would save 
lives.” The Australian government should be deeply 
ashamed of these weasel words for in reality the 
operation will help keep the war going and destroy 
more lives.

The Morrison and Albanese governments have 
so far sent $655 million of taxpayers’ money to the 
Ukraine. Of this $475 million has been military aid 
for the US and NATO proxy war on Russia being 
waged in Ukraine. The Australian government has 
contributed only $180 million in humanitarian aid 
to Ukraine, less than half its military donations. This 
is not the way to stop the destruction of lives, homes 
and infrastructure, the human suff ering, the fl oods 
of refugees.

The war in Ukraine has repercussions around the 
world. Europe is shivering with no heating because 
fuel supplies from Russia have been cut off . Hunger 
stalks the African continent again as food prices go 
through the roof. Even in Australia the cost of living 
is rising because of the war’s impact on trade and 
supply chains.

The government claims that no ADF personnel will 
enter Ukraine, but it is not unknown for “trainers” to 
be the start of wars. The war is escalating, and this 
largely symbolic gesture may herald worse to come.

The big losers in the war are the men, women and 
children of Ukraine, followed by the people of the 
world. The big winners are the arms corporations. 
Military spending already on the rise prior to the 
Ukraine war is set to get a big boost.

In Australia’s case the massive arms company 
Thales must be rubbing its hands with glee as they 
have scored a massive order for $475 million worth 
of Bushmaster vehicles.

Along with growing millions around the world, 
we demand an immediate ceasefire followed by 
negotiations.

Any peace accord reached must be genuine. It can-
not be another trick like the 2014 Minsk Agreement 
which German Chancellor Angela Merkel confessed 
in an interview with the German newspaper Die Zeit 
was “an attempt to give Ukraine time. They used that 
time to get stronger.”

The talks must ensure the safety and security of 
Ukrainian civilians, the Russian speaking communi-
ties living in Ukraine, and the Russian people. Ukraine 
cannot be allowed to join NATO.

Australia’s dollars must be dedicated to repair 
and reconstruction. Ukraine does not need more 
Bushmasters from us. Its people need our donations 
for new hospitals, homes and schools; they need food, 
fuel, medical supplies and much more.

Peace will not be easy to win. Western leaders are 
falling over themselves to pledge their support for 
“democracy” in a country that has banned opposition 
parties and trade unions as well as “free speech.” A 
country that banned Russian, the fi rst language of 
many of its citizens.

In a further escalation, the US has begun to ship 
its brand new, more destructive B61-12 nuclear war-
heads to Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands 
and Turkey.

The Communist Party’s campaign for a peace budg-
et has never been more appropriate and important.
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How easy is it 
to launder money?

Troy Stolz was employed by the 
gambling industry lobby group, 
ClubsNSW as an anti-money 
laundering compliance audi-
tor. He turned whistle blower 
after fi nding that 95 per cent 
of NSW clubs were failing to 
comply with laws designed to 
prevent money laundering and 
terrorist fi nancing and alleg-
ing no action was taken.

Since going public in 2020 Stolz 
has lost his job and faced a series 
of court actions by ClubsNSW at a 
reported cost so far of $900,000 in 
legal proceedings. He has lost his 
home and on top of that, now has 
terminal cancer.

How easy it is to turn dirty 
money into clean money was dem-
onstrated in a since-deleted video 
Stolz appeared in with comedians 
Alex Apollonov and Aleksa Vulovic, 
cofounders of Boy Boy YouTube, 
and political comedian Jordan 
Shanks-Markovina (Friendlyjor-
dies) as they visited several clubs 
in  the western suburbs of Sydney.

They entered the clubs with 
$10,000 in notes to feed the pokies. 
At the fi rst club which had 743 
pokies, they managed to put in 
$7,500, gamble two cents and use 
a card to receive the maximum 

cash payout of $5,000 in “clean 
money” with the rest in the form 
of a cheque.

At the next club, they wore 
t-shirts – one saying, “Look at me 
I’m laundering money right now” 
and the other “I’m with money 
launderer.” The only reaction 
from staff  was they were told to 
stop fi lming the machines. They 
even sought assistance on how to 
get their money out without any 
reaction from staff . In this instance 
they “cleaned” their money without 
gambling. It was too easy!

They managed to “clean” 
$22,500 in one day without any 
eff ort.

Stolz and Friendlyjordies face 
criminal prosecution, not by the 
state prosecutor but by ClubsNSW, 
with the possibility of jail terms.

With his YouTubes and other 
reporting, Friendlyjordies has trod-
den on the toes of not only the clubs 
lobby group but extremely powerful 
corporations and politicians. His 
house was fi rebombed twice last 
November. Fortunately, he was 
not in it at the time. 

Marcus Browning

In 2000 the same issues of land ownership and 
forms of government were behind the confl ict 
of the two opposing “freedom” fi ghter groups 
which erupted Pacifi c; in the Solomon Islands 
and in Fiji, which led to a coup in the latter.

Because the economic and political processes are 
similar in other Pacifi c Islands, as well as Papua New 
Guinea (PNG), similar confl icts can be expected in the 
future across the region which constitutes Australia’s 
near north.

The Solomon Islands was formerly a British colonial 
possession. It won its political (but not its economic) 
independence in 1978.

The island of Bougainville, where a long strug-
gle for independence is taking place, forms a natural 
part of the Solomon Islands group. But Bougainville 
was thrown in as part of Papua New Guinea by the 
imperialist powers as they withdrew from direct rule.

Colonialism disrupted the former patterns of land 
ownership and forms of government. Land ownership 
resided in tribal groups passed down from generation 
to generation through the matrilineal (or in some cases 
patrilineal) line. The land was eff ectively communally 
owned and cultivated.

The colonial powers introduced a cash economy and 
imposed a Westminister style of bourgeois democracy, 
thereby contesting with the former system of chiefs 
which had administered tribal matters.

FACTORS
Another factor in the Solomon Islands was the 

movement of people from the island of Malaita to the 
nearby island of Guadalcanal during WW2 when US 
armed forces occupied the Solomon Islands during 
the war against Japan. The Malaitans began to take 
up residence in Guadalcanal and gradually took up 
land there.

Towns sprang up, together with shops, the provi-
sion of goods for sale. Some became workers in these 
shops and in the mines which were operated by big 
mining corporations.

Logging by foreign corporations in the Solomon 
Islands and in PNG also provided work but ripped 
out the natural wealth of the small and economically 
weak Island states.

The Solomon Islands has a gold mine which is now 
owned by Delta Gold. This mine could become a focal 
point of contest in the same manner that Bougainville 
Copper was closed by the Bougainville Revolutionary 
Army but this does not yet appear to have become an 
issue in the Solomon Islands.

The population of the Solomon Islands had grown 
to the point where the existing economy no longer 
provides a livelihood and work for all.

As far back as 1994 when Gordon Bilney was the 
Minister for Pacifi c Island Aff airs in the then Labor 
government, he said: “The lack of economic develop-
ment, when combined with high population growth 
rates, unsustainable exploitation of natural resources 
and rapidly rising community expectations has led to 
a growing range of social and economic problems, 
including permanent environmental degradation.”

Having correctly presented the problems his 
solution was “public sector reform and private sector 
development.” He said: “We believe that a confi dent 
and growing private sector is one of the keys to the 
success of any trade and investment strategy.”

DISASTROUS CONSEQUENCES
It is this approach that Australian governments has 

been attempting to foist on all Pacifi c Island nations 
with disastrous consequences.

If Australian forces, in whatever guise, are sent 
to “keep the peace” in the Solomons or any other of 
the Pacifi c Islands, it is this policy that they would be 
charged with upholding.

The Pacifi c Islands are rich in natural resources 
of timber, fi sh, minerals and as tourist destinations. 
But the people of these islands cannot gain the ben-
efi ts of these resources while they are ripped-off  by 
Delta Gold, Bougainville Copper, BHP or other big 
corporations.

The same situation confronts Fiji, PNG, West 
Papua, Timor Leste and other small island states.

While it is not possible to return to the condi-
tions which existed before colonialism, the struggle 
by the Indigenous people of these states is directed, 
at present, against the consequences of colonialism 
and the eff ects of private enterprise economic policies 
on their countries.

But within these struggles there are elements of a 
return to communal and collective ownership of land, 
grassroots democracy as against bourgeois democratic 
forms, and control over their natural resources.

The struggle to achieve real independence and 
the establishment of a social and economic system 
that will make them the owners of their land and its 
resources and in which all will be able to share col-
lectively, rather than have the wealth of their states 
creamed off  by largely foreign enterprises, will take 
many years.

The trade union movement and all progressive 
organisations must stand with their brothers and sis-
ters to break the grip of colonialism’s dead hand. 

Colonialism’s dead hand

Photo: youtube.com
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Dear Friends
We would like to invite you to take part in a 
short campaign intended to contribute to our 
eff orts to oppose the Federal government’s 
preparations for war against China as a part 
of US warfi ghting forces.

The north of our continent is being increasingly 
garrisoned, militarised and nuclearised by the US. As 
Professor Richard Tanter writes: “this unquestioned 
technical, doctrinal, and organisational integration of 
northern Australian military facility into US planning 
and preparation for an increasingly likely confl ict with 
China has grave implications for Australian security.”

One aspect of this that is not publicly mentioned 
is the humanitarian consequences of war, especially 
if nuclear weapons are used.

In his book The Eighties: The decade that trans-
formed Australia, Frank Bongiorno writes: “A nuclear 
attack on Nurrungar, for instance, if carried out during 
a north-westerly, might have killed about 10,000 
people in SA cities such as Port Augusta, Whyalla and 
Port Pirie, as well as making many in Adelaide very 
ill. The less likely event of an attack on the naval base 
at Cockburn Sound in Western Australia could have 
caused 100,000 fatalities in Perth and Fremantle, while 

a similar attack on the air force base in Darwin would 
have killed or injured almost the entire population of 
the city. Nuclear attacks on a major Australian city 
such as Sydney or Melbourne would have produced 
hundreds of thousands of fatalities, with people being 
killed either by the blast or fallout.”

We would like to ask you to do three things:
1. Send the letter next to this article to your 

Federal MP and a Senator for your State or 
Territory, asking for casualty estimates and 
medical response planning. Send it in hard copy 
or by email in the week of 9th-13th January, 
allowing time for replies before Parliament sits 
on 6th-9th February. Please feel free to amend 
the letter.

2. Share this campaign with people you know 
would be interested.

3. Send any information you receive to Hannah at 
hannahmiddleton1917@outlook.com

Yours for peace
Hannah Middleton
Denis Doherty
Australian Anti-Bases Campaign Coalition

Australia

Invitation for peace

US, Australian Defence Force troops train during Talisman Sabre 2011. 
Photo: Benjamin Kittleson / DVIDSHUB – fl ickr.com (CC BY 2.0)

“The Premier says the nazi uniform 
he wore aged 21 was a 

youthful mistake.

“That’s hard to hear when NSW 
prisons are full of children as young 
as 10, locked up for minor offences 
in a fundamentally racist system – 
50 per cent of imprisoned kids in 

Australia are First Nations.”

Lynda-June Coe

Greens NSW Upper House candidate

Wiradjuri and Badu Island woman

Every child has the right to a 
high-quality education, deliv-
ered by qualifi ed and profes-
sional teachers in their local 
neighbourhood. It is Austral-
ia’s public education system 
and its dedicated workforce 
that upholds this right.

But a decade of chronic under-
funding of public schools has put 
this right at risk.

The vision of the 2011 Gonski 
Review, in which all schools would 
be funded on the basis of student 
need to a minimum of a Schooling 
Resource Standard (SRS) plus addi-
tional loadings for disadvantage, 
has never been realised in public 
education. And, in 2017 the previ-
ous Coalition government stopped 

making any contribution to public 
school capital works and entrenched 
inequitable funding arrangements 
for public schools.

At the last election, federal 
Labor promised to deliver a path-
way to full and fair funding for 
public schools. To achieve this, a 
minimum of 100 per cent of the 
SRS must be delivered.

Resources delayed are resources 
denied.

The announcement of the 
extension of the current National 
School Reform Agreements for 12 
months, delays and therefore denies 
students in public schools the fund-
ing they need, particularly children 
with a disadvantaged background.

There has now been a 

generation of children who have 
been denied full and fair funding 
for their entire school lives. This 
can no longer continue.

The review of funding that will 
be conducted in this year must 
deliver on federal Labor’s com-
mitment to full and fair funding 
for public schools and confi rm the 
responsibility of all governments to 
ensure public schools are funded 
to a minimum of 100 per cent of 
the SRS from 2024.

The Australian Education 
Union, as the voice of public school 
principals, teachers and education 
support staff , will accept nothing 
less. 

Every child
Statement – Correna Haythorpe, federal president 

Australian Education Union

DRAFT LETTER
Dear [MP / Senator]

I am a constituent of yours and am writing about my 
concerns about the militarisation and even nuclearisation 
of the north of our wonderful country.

I am deeply worried about talk of war with China and 
statements by government and opposition politicians 
that Australia would support the United States in a war 
over Taiwan.

The government has committed us to combined military 
operations and unfettered access for US forces and 
platforms in northern and western Australia.

Tragically it is clear that Australia is moving, inexorably, 
towards a satellite, garrison state to be disposed of and 
used by the US in its eff orts to contain China.

This includes expansion of US troop rotations in 
Darwin, stationing of nuclear capable B52s at Tindal, 
the construction of eleven giant jet fuel storage tanks in 
Darwin to support US defence operations in the region; 
a major expansion of the US Pine Gap base which will 
play a vital role in any confl ict with Beijing; US bombers 
exercising out of Amberley with the South China Sea 
and beyond as targets; runway improvements, parking 
aprons, explosive storage infrastructure, and facilities to 
support the workforce; and substantial investments in 
modernisation of training areas, garrisons and airbases.

I have two specifi c queries and I request that you provide 
me with answers to them:

What is the Federal government estimate of the number 
of civilian casualties in the event of our country becoming 
involved in a war with China?

What planning is the Federal government putting in 
place for additional medical services to deal with civilian 
casualties in the event of our country becoming involved 
in a war with China?

I look forward to receiving your response.

Yours sincerely
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Last year Australia recorded 
an overall increase in rents of 
10.2 per cent, the biggest-ever 
rent increase recorded nation-
ally. The cost of rent has risen 
for seven consecutive quar-
ters across all Australian cit-
ies. Zach Doney, Renters and 
Housing Union (RAHU) mem-
ber, described the increases 
as “pathetic”, with tenants yet 
again being expected to pay for 
their landlord’s poor invest-
ment strategies as the cost of 
borrowed money increases.

RAHU is a union in the housing 
sector for everyone who needs a roof 
over their head but can’t aff ord to 
buy one. Zach writes:

“We are fi ghting multinational 
capital and one of the pillars 
of the Australian economy. 
It’s diffi  cult. The fi ght does not 
cease. I go to my job, get paid, 
then come home to apply for 
repairs, push back against a 
rent increase, mow the lawn, 
and do the rest of living while 
my real estate agent gets 
paid to oversee the largely 
automated tasks of ‘managing’ 
the property in which I live.”

IS PUBLIC HOUSING 
THE ANSWER?

Genuine public housing is 
a good solution to the housing 
crisis except that it requires state 
governments to be well resourced 
and have enough political capital 
to take on the property industry, 
meaning we shouldn’t hold our 
breath while waiting for public 
housing to come to the rescue, and 
that public housing will have to be 
fought for.

Widespread availability of 
public housing reduces the “scar-
city” aspect of housing. Therefore 
prices decrease. In reality, there 
is not really a scarcity issue every-
where. Instead, there is a mixture 
of land-banking, vacant-properties-
as-large-scale-investment-strategy, 
and short-term rental carry on 
which has the outcome of increasing 
the price of rent (land banking is 
the practice of buying vacant land 
or property in bad condition with 
an eye to developing it later on).

The Victorian Labor govern-
ment has committed $1billion to 
a social housing fund called the 
Social and Aff ordable Housing 
Contribution (SAHC). The funding 

is managed by a board chaired by 
private social housing and develop-
ment companies, so any expansion 
or improvement in public housing 
will depend on investment returns 
generated by the growth fund.

HOW BAD IS THE 
RENTAL CRISIS?
On Victoria’s Mornington 

Peninsula, the CEO of Morning 
Peninsula Shire has said that there 
is no longer a viable private rental 
market. There are an estimated 
1,000 rough sleepers and there have 
been just under 3,000 applications 
for public housing. A majority of 
renters in Australia are at a much 
higher risk of homelessness than 
of ever owning their own home.

WHAT’S BEING 
DONE? WHAT 
CAN WE DO?

RAHU is organising about this. 
Since they are not a trade union, 
they can’t use OH&S or industrial 
action as a lever. “We have the 
Residential Tenancies Act as our 
legislation and that’s about it,” 
said Doney. RAHU works to agitate 

against predatory Real Estate 
Agencies and exposes them where 
possible. They work to help people 
push back against rent increases 
and dodgy eviction notices.

RAHU is campaigning for:
• A National Housing Policy to 

regulate the rental market. 
This would include tying a 
National Rental Price index to 
the national Cost Price Index 
and median wage growth.

• An independent Residential 
Tenancies Ombudsman 
to investigate breaches 
by agencies and owners, 
like the ombudsmen that 
enforce regulations in other 
consumer codes such as 
telecommunications and 
utilities.

• Abolition of negative gearing 
and tax breaks for landowners 
and investors.

• A rent freeze.
• A ban on no-grounds evictions.
• A vast expansion of real public 

housing.
Last year RAHU ran a campaign 

called “The Rent Is Too High”, 
picketing some of Melbourne’s 
most notorious real estate agencies, 
and demonstrating at the Victorian 
Parliament for improved legislative 
protections for renters. Doney says 
“We are politicising people on the 
basis of housing.”

The Communist Party of Aus-
tralia strongly supports public hous-
ing and the rights of tenants. If you 
are in rental housing, join RAHU 
and help them fi ght back. 

Record rent increases
Renters and Housing Union fight back

As the Albanese Government pours billions of dollars of 
taxpayers’ money into fuelling the war in Ukraine it is offering the 
fossil fuel miners $500 million to placate the gluttonous demand 
for never-ending profi t increases. The Australian Manufacturing 
Workers’ Union has urged the government that its proposed 
supply incentives to energy companies must benefi t workers 
and not become a Qantas-style corporate handout to highly-
paid coal, oil and gas CEOs. “… reports that up to $500 million 
will be set aside as ‘supply incentives’ for coal companies raises 
concerns that more public money will go into the pockets of 
some of the wealthiest CEOs in the country,” warns the union. 
“The median pay of energy CEOs rose nearly 50 per cent last 
year. Any supply incentives must have proper governance 
and accountability measures in place to make sure the energy 
price cap does not become another corporate raid on public 
funds. Any public funds given to energy companies must come 
with enforceable commitments that the money is invested in 
Australia’s energy workforce – and does not end up in CEOs’ 
pockets.”

In a statement last week, the NSW Nurses and Midwives’ 
Association (NSWNMA) announced that it “stands in solidarity 
with the Gomeroi people in their fi ght for land rights and 
opposition of the expansion of fossil fuel extraction in Narrabri, 
on Gomeroi land. Nurses and midwives will always proudly 
advocate for real action on climate change. Nurses and 
midwives truly understand the impacts of climate change; the 
impact on our personal health, the health of our communities 
and the health of our land and water. We see our members, and 
their communities, affected by extreme weather events – through 
heatwaves, drought, fi res, and fl oods, which are occurring more 
frequently and with greater intensity. Within health services, we 
see an increase in illness, injury and death from these extreme 
weather events. As health professionals, nurses and midwives 
have a responsibility to educate the community about the health 
effects of climate change that are already being felt. Nurses 
and midwives must use our voice to advocate for real action on 
climate change – this means no new fossil fuel extraction should 
occur. The NSWNMA commits our ongoing support for the right 
of the traditional owners of this land to have their voice heard.” 
Nurses and midwives took part in a community gathering last 
week by the Gomeroi people of Coonabarabran, protesting the 
native title tribunals’ decision to throw out their native title claim.

PARASITE(S) OF THE WEEK: Amazon and Microsoft are 
cutting 28,000 jobs to, as Amazon put it, “continue investing in 
low prices and fast shipping that our customers love.” And as 
Microsoft described it in corpspeak – “We will have to do more 
with less – we will have to show our own productivity gains with 
our own technology,” just one of the growing number of job 
losses as the global crisis of capitalism deepens.

Mitchell St, Glebe, Sydney. Photo: Sardaka (CC BY-SA 4.0)

Hundreds of mostly Afghan 
refugees protested last week 
in Jakarta calling for reset-
tlement and for basic support 
while they are stranded in 
Indonesia. The protest assem-
bled at the Canadian embas-
sy and marched to the IOM 
(International Organisation 
for Migration) offi  ce.

Around 7000 of the 14,000 
refugees in Indonesia are Afghan 
refugees; many of them have 
been in Indonesia for nine years, 
condemned to limbo by Austral-
ian government policies. Many 
of the refugees in Indonesia have 
not even had refugee status inter-
views by the UNHCR, because 
UNHCR considers they have no 
hope of resettlement.

Many of those stranded 
believed Australian offi  cials when 
those offi  cials told them in 2013 
and 2014 that they would be 
speedily resettled if they didn’t 
take a boat to Australia.

Survival in Indonesia has 

become even more diffi  cult in 
recent years as IOM, which is 
funded in the most part by Aus-
tralia, has not given any allow-
ance to arrivals since 2018. Many 
refugees have no support at all.

The IOM allowance has also 
fallen well below the poverty line 
in Indonesia as the cost of living 
has dramatically increased with 
infl ation over the last year.

“Already poverty condi-
tions in Indonesia have become 
impossible in recent months, 
as everything from cooking gas 
to washing powder, food and 
medications have dramatically 
increased in price,” said Refugee 
Action Coalition spokesperson, 
Ian Rintoul, who was part of a 
fact-fi nding mission to Indonesia 
in October, 2022.

“That allowance should 
be doubled and paid to every 
adult,” he said. “I saw families 
of two adults and four children 
trying to survive on one allow-
ance, because IOM won’t support 

recent arrivals and won’t pay an 
adult allowance to children when 
they turn 18.”

The Albanese government 
has said that it will fulfi l the pre-
vious Liberal promise to reset-
tle 16,500 Afghan refugees over 
four years on top of the annual 
humanitarian intake. But reports 
from Indonesia from UNHCR 
indicate Australia has set a quota 
of just 250 Afghans to be reset-
tled from Indonesia this year.

Nor has the Labor govern-
ment lifted the ban, imposed by 
the Morrison, government on 
taking any refugees from Indone-
sia who arrived after July 2014.

“Desperation in Indonesia 
is driving refugees there to pro-
test,” said Rintoul, “Their fate is 
in Labor’s hands. The increase 
in the humanitarian quota is 
expected this year to increase 
from 13,750 to 27,000, enough to 
bring all the refugees in Indone-
sia to Australia.” 

Protest for resettlement
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Surrendering sovereignty
The US-Australia Force Posture 
Agreement has opened the gate 
for the US to set up Australia as 
a launching pad for its next war.

Bevan Ramsden
When it comes to military 
activities or agreements 
between Australia and the 
United States, the ANZUS 
Treaty is waved to provide 
“motherhood” authorisation 
or justifi cation for such activi-
ties. More recently, the AUKUS 
security pact between Austral-
ia, the UK and the US has been 
used to authorise and justify 
certain military acquisitions, 
nuclear-powered submarines 
in particular. However, neither 
of these treaties mention, jus-
tify, or authorise the US mili-
tary build-up in the Northern 
Territory and elsewhere in 
Australia.

It is the US-Australia Force 
Posture Agreement (FPA), signed 
in 2014 by Julie Bishop and David 
Johnston, respectively the then for-
eign minister and defence minister, 
for the Australian government and 
by John F Kerry and Chuck Hagel 
for the US, which provides the 
legal basis for the comprehensive 
US militarisation of Australia, 
especially the Northern Territory, 
thus setting up Australia as a US 
forward base from which to launch 
its next war.

It is somewhat surprising that 
the FPA, which surrenders our 
sovereignty to a foreign military 
power, is given little attention by 
the media or defence academics 
and strategists. Even the peace 
movement presently doesn’t give 
the FPA the attention it deserves. 
Nothing in the ANZUS Treaty or 
the AUKUS Pact has opened the 
gate for a foreign military build-up 
on our territory with integration of 
our ADF in its war preparations. 
Only the FPA does that.

It started in 2011, when Presi-
dent Obama announced to the 
Federal Parliament his “Pivot to 

Asia” military strategy and his 
deployment of up to 2,500 US 
Marines for six months each year to 
the Northern Territory to practice 
for war with our ADF.

His announcement was greeted 
with a standing ovation by a joint 
sitting of Federal Parliament, with 
the then-Prime Minister Julia 
Gillard sycophantically praising 
Obama and eff usively thanking 
him for his supposed generosity. 
Representatives of the Australian 
and US governments then sat down 
and produced the FPA, which was 
signed in 2014.

Meantime, the deployment of 
US Marines to Darwin commenced, 
initially with 1,200 personnel and 
increasing each year to the present 
2,500. Following the 2022 AUSMIN 
conference between US and Aus-
tralian defence and foreign aff airs 
ministers, that fi gure is expected 
to increase even further. 

But the gate opened by the FPA 
to the US military doesn’t end with 
US marines stationed in Darwin, 
as a review of the FPA clauses 
makes clear.

ARTICLE IV 
“Agreed facilities and areas
“1. With full respect for Aus-

tralian sovereignty and the laws 
of Australia, United States Forces 
and United States Contractors 
shall have unimpeded access 
to and use of Agreed Facilities 
and Areas for activities under-
taken in connection with this 
Agreement.

“2. Such activities may include: 
training, transit, support, and relat-
ed activities; refuelling of aircraft; 
bunkering of vessels; temporary 
maintenance of vehicles, vessels, 
and aircraft; temporary accommo-
dation of personnel; communica-
tions; prepositioning of equipment, 
supplies, and materiel; deploying 
forces and material; and such other 
activities as the Parties may agree.

“3. Australia hereby grants 
to the United States operation-
al control of Agreed Facilities 
and Areas, or portions thereof 

designated pursuant to Article 20(3) 
of the SOFA, for construction activi-
ties and authority to undertake such 
construction activities on, and make 
alterations and improvements to, 
such Agreed Facilities and Areas.”

ARTICLE VII 
“Prepositioning of defence 

equipment, supplies and materiel
“1. In accordance with the 

consultation mechanisms in Arti-
cle III of this Agreement, United 
States Forces may preposi-
tion and store defence equip-
ment, supplies, and materiel 
(“prepositioned materiel”) at 
Agreed Facilities and Areas. 
United States Forces shall notify, 
appropriately in advance, the ADOD 
[Australian Department of Defence] 
regarding the types, quantities, 
and delivery schedules of defence 
equipment, supplies, and materiel 
that United States Forces intend 
to preposition in the territory of 
Australia, as well as regarding the 
United States Contractors who will 
make such deliveries.

“3. The prepositioned mater-
iel of United States Forces, and 
Agreed Facilities and Areas des-
ignated for storage of such prepo-
sitioned materiel shall be for 
the exclusive use of United 
States Forces, and full title to 
all such equipment, supplies, and 
materiel remains with the United 
States. United States Forces shall 
have exclusive control over the 
access to, use of, and disposition 
of such prepositioned materiel 
and shall have the unencumbered 
right to remove such prepositioned 
materiel at any time from the ter-
ritory of Australia.

“4. United States Forces and 
United States Contractors shall 
have unimpeded access to 
Agreed Facilities and Areas for 
all matters related to the prepo-
sitioning and storage of defence 
equipment, supplies, and materiel, 
including delivery, management, 
inspection, use, maintenance, and 
removal of such prepositioned 

materiel. As mutually determined 
by the Parties, aircraft, vehicles, and 
vessels operated by or for United 
States Forces shall have access to 
aerial ports and seaports of Aus-
tralia and other locations, for the 
delivery to, storage and mainte-
nance in, and removal from the ter-
ritory of Australia of United States 
Forces’ prepositioned materiel.” 
(Emphasis added)

The gateway authority provided 
to the US military by the FPA might 
have the agreement of successive 
Australian governments, both Coa-
lition and Labor, but that does not 
alter the fact that our sovereignty 
has been sold out. On the contrary, 
it simply means that successive Aus-
tralian governments have severely 
compromised our sovereignty and 
should be treated as collaborators 
with a foreign government to the 
detriment of the Australian people’s 
best interests.

The terms of the FPA allow 
massive fuel, munitions, and spare 
parts storage facilities, as well as 
maintenance facilities, to be built in 
the Northern Territory exclusively 
for US military use. This construc-
tion has already commenced.

Because of the FPA, RAAF 
Tindal, near Katherine in the NT, 
is being massively upgraded at 
Australian taxpayers’ expense to 
accommodate and support US 
military aircraft, including up to 
six US B52 nuclear-capable long-
range bombers, each able to reach 
China without refueling.

Of course, the FPA facilitates 
the stationing of US marines in 
Darwin each year and the war 
preparation training they under-
take in conjunction with our ADF. 
To better direct and control their 
military forces the US has estab-
lished a regional command centre 
in Darwin. The US marines, air-
force and navy operating within 
and from Australia are all under the 
command of the US Indo-Pacifi c 
Command whose region of respon-
sibility includes Australia, New 
Zealand, India, Indonesia, Japan, 

Korea, and China, all the Pacifi c 
Nations and the other countries 
in South-East Asia.

The US military forces and mili-
tary facilities in Australia are not 
under the control of the Australian 
government.

It would surely be fair com-
ment to see the eff ect of the FPA 
as enabling the US military to set 
up Australia as one of its launching 
and supporting bases for a war. No 
second guesses are needed.

That war, those hostilities, 
will be directed at China who the 
US sees as a threat to its regional 
dominance. The presence of these 
launch-pad US military facilities 
and troops on Australian soil could 
well bring retaliation in such a war 
from China using their long-range 
missiles, which can reach all parts 
of Australia.

Targets would include Pine Gap, 
the Harold E Holt Submarine Com-
munications facility at North-West 
Cape in WA, and other strategic 
US facilities in Australia provid-
ing critical support for such a war.

Involvement with the US in a 
war against China would be a dis-
aster for Australia, the region and 
the world.

The interests of the Austral-
ian people, our peace and secu-
rity, would be best served by the 
Australian government invoking 
Article XXI, clause 3 of the FPA 
which enables the FPA to be ter-
minated by either party giving one 
year’s notice.

The Independent and Peace-
ful Australia Network, in a recent 
media release, called for termina-
tion of the FPA. It will take thou-
sands of such calls to educate and 
awaken the public to the implica-
tions of the FPA and to generate the 
public anger and pressure which 
will give an Australian government 
the electoral threat and backbone 
to take the necessary termination 
action.
For more information visit 
ipan.org.au 

The US military forces and 
military facilities in Australia 
are not under the control of 
the Australian government.

Talisman Sabre 2007 in Shoalwater Bay, Australia, 2007. 
Photo: US Air Force, Tech Sgt Jeremy Lock – fl ickr.com (CC BY 2.0)
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Robert Crooks

1st January marked the 64th anniver-
sary of Cuba’s national liberation. On 
New Year’s Day, 1959, the brutal US-
backed dictator Fulgencio Batista fl ed 
the country after several key military 
defeats at the hands of the 26th July 
Movement. Finally, Cuba would be 
ruled by the Cuban people.

On July 26, 1953, a young lawyer named 
Fidel Castro and his fellow fi ghters carried 
out a raid on the Moncada military barracks 
in the city of Santiago de Cuba with the inten-
tion of capturing weapons to overthrow the 
US-backed dictatorship. The raid was unsuc-
cessful. Fifty-three of the 136 participants 
were executed; the rest were put on trial. 
For his part, Fidel was sentenced to 15 years 
in prison. However, popular protests forced 
his release after just 22 months.

Exiled to Mexico City, Fidel would join 
up with a small band of revolutionaries, 
including an Argentinian Marxist, Ernesto 
Guevara. The rebels would sail to Cuba in a 
shoddy yacht named Granma, landing on 
the shores of Playa Las Coloradas on Decem-
ber 2, 1956. Suff ering heavy casualties in a 
surprise confrontation with Batista’s forces, 
the survivors would take cover in the Sierra 
Maestra mountain range, from where they 
would organise their guerrilla war against 
the US puppet regime.

The attack on the Moncada Barracks is 
widely considered the beginning of the Cuban 
Revolution. But the struggle for Cuban inde-
pendence goes back much further than 1953.

COLONIALISM
Christopher Columbus arrived in Cuba 

in October 1492. In the ensuing centuries, 
Spanish colonialism would bring genocide 
and slavery to the island. The Indigenous 
Taino people were almost completely wiped 
out. Kidnapped Africans were forced to slave 
in gold and copper mines, and in sugarcane, 
tobacco and coff ee fi elds. Revolts were com-
monplace. Spain’s colonial rule had a brutal 
and precarious history in Cuba.

In the 19th century, inspired by the 
ideals of the French Revolution, Carlos 
Manuel de Céspedes instigated the fi rst 
Cuban War of Independence. Céspedes was 
typical of a new class of national bourgeoisie 
in Cuba. Born to Cuban and Spanish elites, 
he was educated in Europe before inherit-
ing a sugar plantation in Oriente Province. 
On 10th October, 1868 Céspedes freed his 
slaves and declared independence for Cuba. 
Cubans, Africans, Creoles and Chinese 
fought side-by-side against Spanish colo-
nisers. Although this war did not free the 
island of colonialism, it planted the seed 

of what would become the heterogenous 
Cuban national identity.

CUBAN NATIONALISM
José Martí, a champion of Cuban nation-

alism, was born in Havana to Spanish parents 
in 1853. At 16 years old, Martí was arrested 
for supporting Cuba’s independence and was 
exiled to Spain in 1871. Returning to Cuba in 
1895, he sparked the second Cuban War of 
Independence. Martí was killed in battle that 
September, but the Cubans fought Spain to 
the brink of defeat before the United States 
seized the opportunity to expand its territory, 
intervening and starting the Spanish-Amer-
ican War. Spain and the US would sign the 
Treaty of Paris in 1898, transferring colonial 
rule to the burgeoning empire.

The imposition of US-styled democracy 
in Cuba during the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century only masked de facto US control. 
Foreign investments carved up the country, 
building colonial infrastructure to transport 
the country’s resources to the ports. Social 
unrest continued to stew, as revolts by work-
ers, peasants and Afro-Cubans broke out 
intermittently.

The 1933 Cuban Revolution established a 
provisional government led by Rámon Grau 
San Martín. The government signifi cantly 
reduced rents, redistributed land to peas-
ants, and implemented a minimum wage, 
the eight-hour workday, women’s suff rage, 
and other progressive policies. To protect 
their economic interests on the island, the 
US government called upon an army ser-
geant named Fulgencia Batista to depose 
the government.

A violent crackdown on revolutionary 
activities followed. Batista was elected to 
power in 1940 but lost to Grau in 1944. 
Carlos Manuel Prío Socarrás was elected 
in 1948, but incapable of bringing order, 
Batista overthrew him in a military coup 
and remained at the head of the neo-colonial 
regime until being overthrown by the 26th 
July Movement.

THE REVOLUTION
It was within this context that Fidel 

Castro led a group of 136 rebels to attack 
the Moncada Barracks. At his trial, Fidel 
delivered his famous speech, History Will 
Absolve Me, in which he defi ned the Cuban 
nation as consisting of all who suff ered under 
Spanish colonialism and US imperialism: 
peasants, workers, students, civil servants, 
small business owners, young professionals 
and maltreated soldiers. As a category, the 
people “turn the wheel of history,” according 
to Fidel, by producing wealth through labour 
and by struggling against exploitation. “He 
who lives as a parasite,” Fidel wrote in the 

second Declaration of Havana, “does not 
belong to the people.”

The Cuban revolution was, fi rst and 
foremost, a democratic struggle. But seiz-
ing the state does not complete a revolu-
tion. Demanding everything promised by 
the revolution the day after it seizes power 
is ahistorical. It is the task of the revolution-
ary forces to transform the state from one 

designed to protect the interests of foreign 
capital into one that serves the people. This 
process must unite the people in a nation-
building project that supersedes the narrow 
interests of competing segments.

Unlike a multi-party system, which 
off ers a false choice between two or more 
parties representing the same capitalist 
class, democracy in Cuba builds consensus 

End the b

Fidel Castro. Photo: Ismael Francisco/Cubadebate – fl ickr.com (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Vigil at Sydney Town Hall last year. Photo: CPA
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blockade!

through popular consultations and elections 
that begin at the hyper-local level.

Block by block in the cities, region by 
region in the rural areas, committees are 
formed, assemblies are held, and informa-
tion is disseminated via radio, television and 
online; bulletins are posted on surfaces in 
areas with high pedestrian traffi  c; discus-
sions are held in apartment blocks and in 
workplaces. Reactionary voices that promote 
counter-revolution, and espouse anti-LGBTQ, 
misogynist or racist views are suppressed for 
sowing division.

PEOPLE FIRST
Before 1959 the majority of Cubans, 

especially those living in rural areas, had 
been intentionally marginalised and were 
ill-prepared to participate in the democratic 
process. The initial stages of the post-Batista 
revolution had to be directed towards meet-
ing people’s basic needs.

One of the fi rst initiatives of the revolu-
tionary government was the Cuban Literacy 
Campaign. Close to half of the rural workers 
were illiterate. Over three-quarters of rural 
youth did not attend school. By the end of 
1961, illiteracy had been eradicated. Today, 
Cuba boasts one teacher for every nine stu-
dents. Education, including post-secondary, 
is free. In comparison, here in Canada we 
have one teacher for every fourteen students 
and post-secondary education has been 
thoroughly commodifi ed.

HEALTH CARE
Prior to the overthrow of Batista, many 

Cubans had never seen a doctor. Fourteen 
per cent of the population suff ered, or had 
suff ered, from tuberculosis and 13 per cent 
from typhus. Thirty-six per cent of rural 
workers had parasites and another 31 per 
cent had malaria.

On 23rd January, 1960, the Rural Health 
Service was established. By the follow-
ing year, the government had completely 
nationalised healthcare. Cuba’s community-
based approach prioritises prevention over 

profi t-making treatments. Today, Cuba 
employs one doctor for every 150 citizens. 
Canada has 2.7 doctors for every thousand. 
The average Cuban lives to be 80; the average 
person from the United States lives 78 years.

Cuba’s socialised pharmaceutical industry 
produces ground-breaking treatments for 
ailments such as lung cancer and diabetes, 
which the blockade denies to patients in 
capitalist countries.

The US blockade has also seen Cuba 
produce its own COVID-19 vaccine. They 
produced fi ve of them, becoming one of the 
quickest and most fully immunised countries 
in the world. Whereas vaccine hesitancy is 
relatively widespread in capitalist countries, 
the Cuban people trust their health system 
because the profi t motive has been subor-
dinated to human need.

Cuba also ensures that its citizens are 
fed and housed. In 1962, the government 
created the ration system, guaranteeing 
staples such as rice, cooking oil, bread and 
sugar for each household or individual. Other 
food items can be purchased at fi xed prices 
at state-run markets.

Today, Cubans pay around ten per cent 
of their income on housing. There is no 
unhoused population in Cuba. These achieve-
ments should impress those of us in Canada 
where 5.8 million face food insecurity and 
approximately 2000 people die yearly from 
being homeless.

The destitution in which many Cubans 
lived before 1959 was not a matter of mis-
management. In the 1950s, three-fi fths of 
the value of Cuban exports were siphoned 
off  to US corporations. Seventy-three per 
cent of Cuba’s farmland was controlled by 
nine per cent of landowners.

EXPROPRIATION
Cuba’s First Agrarian Reform Law of May 

1959 expropriated land from foreign inves-
tors and large landlords, and redistributed 
it to the people who worked it. The law also 
created a state agricultural sector to maintain 
control over a third of national farmland.

The government also expropriated three 
oil refi neries, 126 sugar mills, 16 rice mills 
and, eventually, took possession of all land 
held by US corporations and individuals. 
A total of 4.4 million hectares and 6,000 
properties were nationalised, recapturing 
the Cuban economy for the Cuban people.

This was too much for US oligarchs. A 
1960 memo from the US Deputy Secretary 
of State for Inter-American Aff airs regret-
fully admitted that “the majority of Cubans 
support Castro” and so the US government 
should adopt a policy which inconspicuously 
“makes the greatest inroads in denying 
money and supplies to Cuba, to decrease 
monetary and real wages, to bring about 
hunger, desperation and overthrow of 
government.”

THE BLOCKADE
The following year, US President Dwight 

D Eisenhower launched the ongoing hybrid 
war against the Cuban people. The US block-
ade largely shuts Cuba out of international 
trade, resulting in shortages of medical sup-
plies, energy and other basic necessities. Most 
Canadians know something about the 600 
assassination attempts on Fidel Castro. Far 
fewer know about the CIA-supported terror-
ists who continue to operate openly in Miami 
from where they have planned attacks on 
Cuban infrastructure, downed airplanes and 
bombed hotels, killing hundreds of innocent 
people in the process.

Government offi  cials in the United States 
call Cuba an undemocratic regime and spon-
sor of terrorism to justify their inhumane 
and illegal policies. But these propagandistic 
projections poorly mask the real intentions 
behind the US’s war on Cuba. The Foreign 
Extraterritorial Measures Act, better known 
as the Helms-Burton Act, states, with regards 
to “US claims to confi scated property in 
Cuba … the satisfactory resolution of such 
property claims by Cuba remains a condi-
tion for the resumption of economic and 
diplomatic relations between the United 
States and Cuba.” In other words, the United 

States will lift the blockade if Cuba submits 
to being recolonised.

When Fidel Castro stated, “history will 
absolve me,” it was not simply a nice phrase 
but a truth that is still materialising. Eleven 
years after Cuba’s second Agrarian Reform 
Law, in 1974, the United Nations adopted 
the Declaration on the Establishment of a 
New International Economic Order. This 
resolution declares:

“Full permanent sovereignty of every 
State over its natural resources and all eco-
nomic activities. In order to safeguard these 
resources, each State is entitled to exercise 
eff ective control over them and their exploi-
tation with means suitable to its own situa-
tion, including the right to nationalisation 
or transfer of ownership to its nationals, this 
right being an expression of the full perma-
nent sovereignty of the State. No State may 
be subjected to economic, political or any 
other type of coercion to prevent the free 
and full exercise of this inalienable right.”

In the wake of the historic 1955 Bandung 
Conference and a wave of national liberation 
movements across the Third World, the UN 
recognised the right of former colonies to 
self-determination. The US blockade exists 
in direct defi ance of this resolution. The 
blockade is a reactionary imposition on the 
Cuban people, an attempt to roll back the 
progress achieved not only by the Cuban 
people, but by all anti-colonial and national 
liberation struggles across the globe.

Despite being under immense imperial-
ist pressure, Cuba’s revolution houses the 
people, feeds them, educates them, and sup-
ports a healthcare system that puts capitalist 
countries to shame. At the October release 
of Cuba’s annual report on the eff ects of the 
blockade, Cuban Foreign Minister Bruno 
Rodriguez Parrilla asked us to “imagine 
what Cuba could have done if there was no 
blockade.” This is exactly what the United 
States and all its imperialist lackeys are so 
desperate to prevent.

Long live the Revolution! Long live Cuba!
People’s Voice 

Timba neighbourhood October 2022 – the Cuban people get together in solidarity to fi nd solution to their problems caused by the US blockade. Photo: Vinnie Molina
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PARIS: At least 1.1 million people pro-
tested on the streets of Paris and other 
French cities amid nationwide strikes 
against plans to raise the retirement 
age – but President Emmanuel Macron 
insisted he would press ahead with the 
proposed pension changes.

French unions announced new strikes 
and protests for 31st January, vowing to try 
to get the government to back down on plans 
to push up the standard retirement age from 
62 to 64. Macron says the measure – a cen-
tral pillar of his second term – is needed to 
keep the pension system fi nancially viable, 
but unions point out it threatens hard-fought 
worker rights.

Out of the country for a French-Spanish 
summit in Barcelona, Macron acknowl-
edged the public discontent but said that 
“we must do that reform” to “save” French 
pensions. We will do it with respect, in a 
spirit of dialogue but also determination 
and responsibility,” he added.

As Macron spoke, riot police pushed 
back against protesters throwing projectiles 
on the sidelines of the largely peaceful Paris 
march. Some other minor incidents briefl y 
fl ared up, leading offi  cers to use tear gas.

Paris police said that 38 people were 
detained as a mass of people thronged the 
streets of the capital despite freezing rain, 
the crowd so big that it took hours to reach 
their destination. Retirees and college stu-
dents joined the diverse crowd, united in 
their fear and anger over the reform.

In a country with an ageing population 
and growing life expectancy where everyone 
receives a state pension, Macron’s govern-
ment says the reform is the only way to keep 
the system solvent.

Unions propose a tax on the wealthy or 
more payroll contributions from employ-
ers to fi nance the pension system instead.

Polls suggest most French people oppose 
the reform, and last week’s was the fi rst 
public reaction to Macron’s plan. Strikes 
severely disrupted transport, schools, and 
other public services, and more than 200 
rallies were staged around France.

The Interior Ministry said more than 1.1 
million people protested, including 80,000 
in Paris. Unions said more than 2 million 
people took part nationwide, and 400,000 
in Paris.

Big crowds also turned out for protests 

against previous eff orts at retirement reform, 
notably during Macron’s fi rst term and 
under former President Nicolas Sarkozy in 
2010. But none of those drew more than 
one million people.

Jean Paul Cachina, 56, a worker in 
human resources, joined the march in the 
French capital – a fi rst ever for him. “I am 
not here for myself,” he said. “I am here 
to defend the youth and workers doing 
demanding jobs. I work in the construction 
industry sector and I’m a fi rst-hand witness 
of the suff ering of employees.”

Many young people were among the 
Paris crowd, including high school students.

Nathan Arsac, 19, a student and member 
of the UNEF (National Union of Students), 
said: “I’m afraid of what’s going to happen 
next. Losing our social achievements could 
happen so fast. I’m scared of the future when 
I’ll be older and have to retire.”

Sylvie Béchard, a 59-year-old nurse, said 
that she joined the march because “we, health 
care workers, are physically exhausted.”

“The only thing we have is to demon-
strate, and to block the economy of the 
country,” she added.

Police unions opposed to the retirement 

reform also took part in the protests, while 
those on duty sought to contain scattered 
unrest.

Most train services around France were 
halted, including some international connec-
tions, and about twenty per cent of fl ights 
out of Paris’ Orly Airport were cancelled.

The Education Ministry said more than a 
third of teachers were on strike, and national 
electricity company EDF announced that 
power supplies were substantially reduced 
amid the strikes.

The Versailles Palace was closed while 
the Eiff el Tower warned about potential 
disruptions and the Louvre Museum closed 
some exhibition rooms.

Philippe Martinez, secretary general of 
the CGT (General Confederation Of Labour), 
urged Macron to “listen to the street.”

Laurent Berger, head of the CFDT 
(French Democratic Confederation of 
Labour), called the reform “unfair” and said 
the show of resistance was a warning sign.

Many French workers expressed mixed 
feelings about the government’s plan and 
pointed to the complexity of the pension 
system.

“It’s a social issue. Do you want to retire 

sick, broken, and even some dead? Or do you 
want to enjoy life?” asked Fabien Villedieu, 
a 45-year-old railway worker.

French Labour Minister Olivier Dus-
sopt acknowledged “concerns” prompted by 
the pension plans but said the government 
rejected other options involving raising taxes 
– which he said would hurt the economy and 
cost jobs – or reducing pensions.

Under the planned changes, workers 
must have worked for at least 43 years to be 
entitled to a full pension. For those who do 
not fulfi l that condition, like many women 
who interrupted their career to raise chil-
dren or those who studied for a long time 
and started working late, the retirement age 
would remain unchanged at 67.

Those who started to work under the age 
of 20 and workers with major health issues 
would be allowed early retirement.

Protracted strikes met Macron’s last 
eff ort to raise the retirement age in 2019. 
He eventually withdrew it after the COVID-
19 pandemic hit.
People’s World 

More than a million 
take to the streets

Source: CGT (General Confederation Of Labour)

Mark Gruenberg

WASHINGTON: When it comes 
to fi ghting the fascist right, 
there’s no shortage of ideas 
from union members – at least 
from those attending small-
group discussions on the issue 
at the union umbrella body 
AFL-CIO’s Martin Luther King 
Jr commemorative conference 
in Washington.

The seminars, led by AFL-CIO 
Associate General Counsel Raven 
Hall and federation Senior Field 
Representative Jocelyn Woodards, 
saw participants off er a wide range 
of tactics to combat the right – bat-
tling the same menace the legendary 
civil rights leader discussed at the 
federation’s 1961 convention.

The topic of fi ghting the right, 
whose main recent manifestation 
was the 1000-Trump insurrection, 
invasion and attempted coup d’état 
at the US Capitol on 6th January, 
2021, was a key theme of the con-
ference. But as participants, espe-
cially African-Americans, noted, the 

right-wing has oppressed people 
and voters of colour for decades.

Which means they’re familiar 
with what many call Jim Crow 
2.0. That’s repression so bad, and 
not just in the South, that workers 
must develop new tactics to fi ght 
new subjugation methods which 
have spread to border states like 
Kentucky and northern states such 
as Iowa.

After all, when Kentucky 
reduces the total number of poll-
ing places state-wide from 3700 
in 2018 to 200 and when Iowa’s 
draconian voter suppression law 
actually is worse than Georgia’s 
infamous statute – according to the 
state AFL-CIO’s Political Director 
Al Womble – workers have a big 
problem nationwide.

And there’s now one state that 
scrubs voters from the rolls if they 
miss one election, even a primary.

“We had some of the largest 
turnout” percentage-wise, in the 
country in 2020,” Womble told the 
group, elaborating on examples Hall 
gave. “We had lines” at voting sites 

“a mile long, and the Republicans” 
who now have a stranglehold on 
state government “realised that the 
more people are physically voting, 
the more labour-supporting candi-
dates are winning.”

VOTING 
RESTRICTIONS HIT

Voting restrictions, Hall said, 
particularly aim at disenfranchis-
ing the voters who have proven to 
be the most-obstinate foes of the 
Radical Right’s tyrannical agenda: 
Voters of colour, particularly Blacks.

Shades of the post-Civil War 
Reconstruction Era of literacy tests, 
licence restrictions, whites-only 
Southern primaries – which the 
Supreme Court outlawed in 1944 – 
and poll taxes, now banned by the 
US Constitution, that reached as 
high as US$400. Replacing those 
taxes are high fees people must 
pay for confi rming ID documents, 
such as drivers’ licences and birth 
certifi cates.

Tactics discussed included 

intensive year-round, face-to-face 
political education, and organising 
mass movements with like-minded 
organisations to both hit the streets 
and lobby in state capitols and 
Washington for expanding the 
franchise and against repressive 
measures.

Others included not only ensur-
ing all workers and their families 
are registered, but following up to 
ensure their registrations are cur-
rent, while educating workers on 
the importance of exact signature 
matches between their names when 
they registered and their names 
as they sign voter ID books before 
every election.

Or as Hall put it, one diff er-
ence as small as a hyphen in your 
name can lead to you being disen-
franchised. “In Georgia this year, 
53,000 people were cancelled” 
from voting “because of a trans-
posed letter” in their names, she 
elaborated.

Hall and Woodards encour-
aged participants to run for local 
offi  ce, and also to serve as election 

monitors and poll workers in 2024, 
to counter the expected onslaught 
of rightists’ intent on challenging 
and intimidating. Participants 
advocated making it more diffi  -
cult to challenge both voters and 
election results. In the waning 
days of the Democratic-run 117th 
Congress, lawmakers closed most 
of that latter loophole by enacting 
a comprehensive overhaul to the 
1887 law mandating how electoral 
votes for president should be certi-
fi ed and counted.

For hours on 6th January, 2021, 
the Trumpite invaders disrupted 
the count and the certifi cation of 
Democratic nominee Joe Biden 
as the White House winner. Their 
failure has only further embold-
ened the fascist foes of workers 
and people of colour.

Hall’s conclusion: The right 
“wants to ensure you do not exist” 
electorally.
People’s World 

Anti-fascist tactics
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Brazil
Coup forces foiled

President Luiz Inacio “Lula” da Silva 
fi red Brazil’s army chief last week, just 
days after warning that some military 
members had connived at the far-right 
8th January uprising in Brasilia.

The official website of the Brazilian 
armed forces said General Julio Cesar de 
Arruda had been removed as head of the 
army. He was replaced by General Tomas 
Miguel Ribeiro Paiva, formerly head of the 
South-east Military Command.

Lula, who did not comment publicly on 
the fi ring, met with Defence Minister Jose 
Mucio, chief of staff  Rui Costa and the new 
army commander in Brasilia at the end of 
the day.

Speaking to journalists afterward, Mucio 
said the 8th January insurgency had caused 
“a fracture in the level of trust” in the army’s 
top levels and the government had decided 
a change was needed.

Lula has heavily criticised the military 
since supporters of right-wing former 
president Jair Bolsonaro stormed through 
government buildings and destroyed public 
property in an attempt to keep Bolsonaro 
in offi  ce.

The uprising underlined a deep polari-
sation in Brazil between the left and right.

Lula said several times in public that 
there were defi nitely people in the army who 

allowed the rioting to occur, though he never 
cited General Arruda.

During a meeting with the press, Lula 
said that “a lot of people from the military 
police and the armed forces were complicit” 
and had allowed protesters to enter the build-
ings through open doors.

In another interview, the president said 
that “all the military involved in the coup 
attempt will be punished, no matter the rank.”

Rioters who stormed through the Bra-
zilian Congress, presidential palace and 
Supreme Court in Brasilia sought to have the 
military intervene and overturn Bolsonaro’s 
loss to Lula in October’s presidential election.

In a video posted on social media from 
inside the presidential palace on the day of 
the attack, a colonel is seen trying to stop 
police from arresting Bolsonaro’s support-
ers who had invaded the building. He asks 
for patience from the military police, who 
report to the federal district’s government.

More than a thousand people were 
arrested on the day of the riot and the morn-
ing after the disturbance.

A Brazilian Supreme Court justice earlier 
this month authorised adding Bolsonaro in 
its investigation into who incited the rioting 
in Brasilia as part of a broader move to hold 
those responsible to account.
Morning Star  “Lula”. Photo: Oliver Kornblihtt / Mídia NINJA – fl ickr.com (CC BY-NC 2.0)

PERU: The tense confrontation between the police and 
protesters seems to be escalating daily. Only last week the 
police raided the largest public university in the capital Lima. 
They forcefully tried to evict protesters who came to the capital 
from provinces in bus caravans to express their disagreement 
with the political coup in their country. As a result of the police 
action more than 100 people were detained with the police using 
a small tank, helicopters and tear gas. Further police attacks 
followed against the crowds gathered near government buildings. 
So far 52 people are dead and hundreds are in detention.

SOUTH AFRICA: South Africa is to hold naval drills with China 
and Russia off its east coast. “As a means to strengthen the 
already fl ourishing relations between South Africa, Russia 
and China, a multinational maritime exercise between these 
three countries will take place in Durban and Richards Bay 
in KwaZulu-Natal province from 17-27th February,” the South 
African Defence Force said in a statement. South Africa is 
a member of BRICS, a block of emerging economies which 
includes Brazil, Russia, India and China.

BURKINA FASO: Hundreds of protesters took to the streets 
of Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso to demand the 
withdrawal of French troops from their military base. The 
protesters claimed that the French military presence does not 
solve the security problems of this West African country. The 
demonstration was mainly organised by the Pan-African Leaders 
Collective which supports the president Captain Ibrahim Troore.

RUSSIA: The siege of Leningrad during the Second World War 
is often called the 900-day siege – it lasted from September 
8, 1941 to January 27, 1944. President Putin met with army 
veterans and Leningrad siege survivors on 18th January, 2023 
to mark the anniversary of the end of the siege which remains 
a great testament to people’s courage and the will not only to 
survive but to fi ght back. During the meeting the veterans 
suggested that more attention be paid to explaining the events of 
the Second World War and the role of the USSR and the Allies 
in achieving victory. Putin noted that unfortunately we see many 
attempts to revise the assessment of some historical events, 
with some people denying the Holocaust and some downgrading 
the role of the Soviet Union in the defeat of Nazism.

Global Briefs
Police raided Peru’s most important public 
university in Lima to evict protesters who were 
being housed at the campus during huge dem-
onstrations against the government.

Interior Minister Vicente Romero told reporters 
that more than 100 people were detained in the raid.

Police used a small tank, helicopters and tear gas 
to burst into the National University of San Marcos 
in the morning.

Javier Cutipa, who travelled by bus from Puno, 
had been sleeping on the fl oor there but left before 
the police arrived. He described the action as “practi-
cally an assault.”

“This outrages us. The only thing the government 
is doing with these detentions is worsen tensions,” 
Cutipa said. He added that “when the population 
fi nds out about this they’re going to react in a more 
radical fashion.”

Protesters congregated outside the law enforce-
ment offi  ces where the detainees were being held 
on Saturday evening chanting “freedom” and “we’re 
students, not terrorists.”

More congregated at other points of downtown 
Lima.

The Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights expressed “concern over the police incursion, 
eviction and massive detentions” at the university, 
urging the state to “guarantee the integrity and due 
process of all people.”

The university issued a news release alleging the 
police raid took place after protesters “assaulted” 
security personnel.

Until recently protests had been concentrated in 
the country’s south. They began on 7th December last 
year after then-president Pedro Castillo, Peru’s fi rst 
leader with a rural Andean background, was ousted in 
a coup by the congress and his deputy Dina Boluarte.

Former vice-president Boluarte was installed as 
president by the congress to replace Castillo.

Protesters are demanding her resignation, for 
Congress to be dissolved, new elections held and Mr 
Castillo’s release from the detention he was placed in 
by authorities since the coup.

Peruvian authorities indefi nitely shut the famed 
ancient ruins of Machu Picchu. The Culture Ministry 
said it had closed both the famed tourist attraction 
and the Inca Trail leading up to the site “to protect 
the safety of tourists and the population in general.”

More than 55 people have died in the unrest, 
most recently on Friday night (20th January) when 
a protester was killed and at least nine others injured 
in clashes with police in Puno.

At least 21 protesters and one police offi  cer have 
died in the southern region.
Morning Star 

Peru
Police raids after protests

LONDON: Amazon’s plans to 
shut three of its warehouses 
in Britain, putting 1,200 jobs 
at risk, are a “real kick in the 
teeth for hard-working staff ,” 
the British union GMB said.

The union, which represents 
hundreds of the US-owned fi rm’s 
British-based staff , blasted Ama-
zon’s announcement that it had 
launched consultations on the 
widely-criticised move.

About 900 jobs are in danger 
at two sites in England – Hemel 
Hempstead and Doncaster – and 
about 300 in the western Scottish 
town of Gourock.

The mega-rich online retail 

giant, which also revealed plans 
to create 2,500 positions over the 
next three years at two new major 
fulfi lment centres in the West Mid-
lands and County Durham, insisted 
that every worker would be off ered 
roles elsewhere.

A spokesperson claimed: “We’re 
always evaluating our network to 
make sure it fi ts our business needs 
and to improve the experience for 
our employees and customers.

“All employees aff ected by site 
closure consultations will be off ered 
the opportunity to transfer to other 
facilities, and we remain commit-
ted to our customers, employees, 
and communities across the UK.”

But GMB organiser Steve 
Garelick pointed out that “hard-up 
Amazon workers can’t suddenly be 
expected to up sticks and move to a 
diff erent fulfi llment centre, which 
may be many miles away.

“Amazon is struggling in part 
because it has hugely expensive staff  
turnover rates due to their long-
standing health and safety issues 
and poor workplace practices.”

The fi rm faced its fi rst-ever 
British strike on 25th January, 
when GMB members at Amazon’s 
Coventry warehouse are due to walk 
out over falling take-home pay.
Morning Star 

Strike action against Amazon
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LONDON: The fi rst ever Stop the War 
Coalition trade union conference held 
last weekend looked at how to build a 
bigger peace movement – and how to 
reverse the TUC’s (Trades Union Con-
gress) decision last autumn to support 
increased arms spending.

Multiple unions are affi  liated to Stop the 
War, and the organisation has signifi cant 
support on the left – a 2020 survey found it 
was the most popular campaigning organisa-
tion among Labour members.

Labour members’ opposition to milita-
rism was also clear in the 2021 Labour con-
ference vote to oppose the AUKUS nuclear 
submarine pact between Britain, the United 
States and Australia, which guest speaker 
Warren Smith of the Maritime Union of Aus-
tralia warned was an attempt to ratchet up 
tension with China and assert Anglo-Saxon 
military dominance of the Pacifi c.

But the campaign’s vice-chair Andrew 
Murray pointed out that Saturday’s confer-
ence was also the fi rst national Stop the War 
conference that would not be addressed by 
a single Labour MP.

“If you remember the vast demonstra-
tion 20 years ago against the Iraq war, which 
Stop the War led, that demonstration had 
the support of nearly every major union in 
the country – and in many cases the union 
leaderships had been driven there by their 
members, rather than necessarily by their 
own willingness to confront the Labour 
government,” he said.

Nearly 140 Labour MPs defi ed Tony 
Blair’s three-line whip to vote against the 
invasion of Iraq, but in the modern Labour 
Party the situation is bleak.

The lack of Labour MPs on the platform 
was not because “no Labour MP agrees with 
Stop the War’s position on [the Ukraine 
war]” noted Murray, “but because the leader 
of the Labour Party, revealing himself every 
day as more of an authoritarian imperialist, 
has made it clear that any Labour MP would 
sacrifi ce the whip and their seat in Parliament 
if they associate with the anti-war movement 
– something even Tony Blair did not do.

“That is a democratic outrage which our 
movement should be standing against loud 
and clear.”

Given NATO’s responsibility for the 
attack on Yugoslavia in 1999, the attack on 
Afghanistan in 2001 and the destruction of 
Libya in 2010, all countries which posed 
no threat at all to any NATO member, “to 
say NATO cannot be criticised is to endorse 
lawless aggression around the world and 
is a betrayal of the values of the labour 
movement.”

And the TUC vote to back more military 
spending showed the pervasive infl uence of 
reactionary ideas, he warned.

“Trade union leaders who would not 
dream for a second of following Boris John-
son or Liz Truss or Rishi Sunak on economic 
or social policy somehow imagine there is a 
diff erent Boris Johnson who is fl ying to Kiev 
to sabotage peace negotiations, that there is 
a diff erent Rishi Sunak who is committing 
more and more armaments to the battlefi eld. 
This is nonsensical.”

Former Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
who had just returned from the United 
States where he was campaigning against 
the extradition of Julian Assange to that 
country, warned that imprisoning Assange 

would further silence the peace movement 
as journalists would be intimidated against 
reporting on US or its allies’ war crimes.

Further arms spending could only come 
at the expense of other areas of public 
expenditure which meant supporting it was 
to campaign in eff ect against the pay rises 
that unions are striking to secure, speak-
ers argued. “We must get the TUC motion 
[on arms spending increases] rescinded,” 
Salma Yaqoob told the conference. “It is a 
blight and shame on a movement which 
is rising up.”

Unison’s Liz Wheatley said it was impor-
tant to challenge the idea that arms spend-
ing was good for jobs, noting that pound for 
pound it created very few jobs compared with 
more labour-intensive areas like healthcare.

“Arms make a few people, a few com-
panies and a few countries a lot of money 
but much larger numbers pay for that with 
their lives.”

She called for a bottom-up movement 
through branches to push union executives 
to oppose escalation of the Ukraine war and 
militarism. The 20th anniversary of the Iraq 
war march was an opportunity for union 
branches to invite Stop the War speakers to 
address them and prompt discussion on the 
risk of a third world war, she said.

For the National Education Union 
(NEU), Alex Kenny pointed out that in 
2003 its predecessor the National Union 
of Teachers had not been a Stop the War 
affi  liate – but “thousands of our members 
were on that march.”

Years of campaigning and a refusal 
by peace activists to give up had eventu-
ally transformed it into a strongly anti-war 
union that had argued fi ercely against the 
TUC motion on arms spending last autumn.

There was still work to do, though, with 
the last NEU conference a “score draw” on 
peace. Anti-war campaigners had defeated 
an amendment to a resolution on the Ukraine 
war that would have removed opposition to 

escalation and expanding NATO, but then 
the resolution itself had failed to pass.

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 
chair Kate Hudson stressed the urgency of 
building a stronger peace movement given 
the risk of nuclear escalation of the Ukraine 
war and pacts like AUKUS raising the pos-
sibility of war with China too, a theme 
elaborated by China expert Jenny Clegg, who 
detailed British military co-operation with 
Japan, which like Germany is doubling its 
military spending and has ongoing island 
disputes with both China and Russia which 
could spark confl ict.

Hudson and Stop the War convener 
Lindsey German rejected an argument from 
one attendee from the fl oor, who said blam-
ing both NATO and Russia for the Ukraine 
war confused the question and that Russia 
should be seen as a victim of US imperialism.

It was important to acknowledge the 
“humanitarian catastrophe” unleashed by 
Putin’s invasion and the aggressive expan-
sionism of Russia, while also recognising 
the role of NATO expansion in provoking 
the war, German stressed.

Looking at the balance of forces in the 
trade union movement, Murray pointed out 
three positive qualifi cations to the TUC’s 
passage of a pro-arms spending resolution.

For one, the win was very narrow and 
required a card vote. Second, even some 
unions which backed it – prominently Unite, 
as well as the TUC general council – had 
expressed serious reservations about parts 
of it, showing there was still considerable 
unease about backing militarism.

Third, since Liz Truss’s disastrous pre-
miership’s impact on public fi nances, even 
the government was downplaying earlier 
vows to increase arms spending and the 
TUC had in consequence not campaigned 
on an issue that would put it to the right of 
the Tories.

Winning unions against militarism had to 
contend against the tendency of most unions 

to align with the Labour Party, especially in 
the run-up to elections.

It was especially diffi  cult in unions rep-
resenting arms industry workers – GMB 
and Unite.

Arguments should stress that as a means 
of using public money to create jobs, arms 
spending is very ineffi  cient – it is “very high 
on the constant capital, technology and 
machinery, but very low on the variable 
capital, which is labour,” Murray argued.

But that wasn’t enough because while it 
was true that equivalent investment in the 
health service would create far more jobs, 
they would not be equivalent jobs – the 
workers currently employed in the arms 
sector would not be likely to see those as 
plausible jobs to transition to.

That was why the movement should 
revive discussion around defence diver-
sifi cation and increases in other forms of 
high-tech manufacturing – something most 
plausible if part of a wider economic plan, 
which is why the arguments against milita-
rism tie naturally to pushing for socialism 
and a planned economy.

From the fl oor, a Unite branch secretary 
in the road haulage sector called for confi -
dence in winning members to an anti-war 
understanding, pointing out unions had 
supported members in the tobacco industry 
without becoming advocates of smoking.

“We’re not about putting [arms industry 
workers] on the dole but we don’t have to 
support the products. We need to argue with 
confi dence and not tame what we’re arguing 
for fear of some mythical right-wing reaction 
from our members – the right-wing reaction 
will come from employers and the press.”

The conference vowed to organise for a 
bigger, stronger peace movement in 2023, 
to win the TUC to an anti-war policy and 
to mobilise for a demonstration for peace 
talks on Ukraine to be held in London on 
February 25.
Morning Star 

Stop the War

Warren Smith. (Photo: YouTube screen shot)

“Arms make a few people, a few companies 
and a few countries a lot of money but much 
larger numbers pay for that with their lives.”

Liz Wheatley
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PHONSAVAN, Laos – Xiengkhouang 
Province, in the Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic, is a vast, ancient pla-
teau extending over 16,000 square 
kilometres between the Luang Pra-
bang mountain range in the west, and 
Annamite range in the east.

Home to nearly a quarter-million people 
from fi ve local ethnic groups that have settled 
in the region over the previous centuries, as 
well as Vietnamese and Chinese communities, 
it served as the ancient capital of the Muang 
Phuan principality. It was also the prehis-
toric home of a people who left behind vast 
fi elds of massive stone jars believed to have 
been used for burial purposes, though the 
exact purpose of the jars remains a subject 
of fascination and study to this day.

As of 1975, however, it is also one of 
the most heavily bombed places in human 
history.

Inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site for its importance to humanity in July 
2019 – alongside the Great Wall of China and 
Cambodia’s Angkor Wat – the Plain of Jars 
is a collection of multiple sites spread out 
over a vast area, each containing anywhere 
from one single stone jar to several hundred.

However, the ancient megalithic sites 
scattered among the rice fi elds and forests 
also bear another legacy, one that is far less 
often discussed in the West today. Buttress-
ing the hilltop of Site 1, the most commonly 
visited and documented of the jar sites, is a 
bomb crater, roughly 15 metres wide and 
three metres deep, and the remains of a 
trench line.

The trench line, which overlooks the 
modern city of Phonsavan, was once a com-
munist (Pathet Lao) position during the con-
fl ict US citizens know as the “Vietnam War.” 
The crater, one of at least three at Site 1, is 
the result of a US bombing campaign aimed 
at “dislodging and suppressing communist 
forces” – a reign of terror that claimed the 
lives of thousands of Lao soldiers and civilians 
alike in the 1960s and ’70s and continues to 
scar the land and people.

Around a hundred metres from the 
trench line at Site 1, near another bomb 
crater, stands the entrance to a small cave. 
Local legend holds that it was a kiln used 
by a giant to bake the large stone jars now 
scattering the landscape. Archaeologists in 
the early 20th century came to believe that 
it was a kind of ancient crematorium. In the 
mid-20th century, however, the cave was 
used as a refuge against the indiscriminate 
US air force bombing.

Despite never offi  cially declaring war, 
the United States dropped more than 270 
million cluster bombs on Laos; equivalent 
in total to one bomb every eight minutes, 
nonstop, for nine years. The Xiengkhouang 
Plateau and the so-called “Ho Chi Minh Trail” 
would be the hardest hit; with Xiengkhouang 
becoming one of the most heavily bombed 
provinces in the most heavily bombed coun-
try in the world.

Today, local Lao visitors to the cave at 
Site 1 stack small pebbles and stones into 

the shape of stupas along the cave’s inte-
rior and leave off erings at a small Buddhist 
shrine – prayers and tributes for the spirits 
of the dead, both ancient and contemporary.

Of the over two million tons of bombs 
dropped by the United States on the Lao 
people between 1964 and 1973, an estimated 
30 per cent failed to detonate. In the ensu-
ing decades, these unexploded ordnances 
(UXO) have been responsible for the deaths 
of another 20,000 Lao people – almost half 
of them children.

Hiking briefl y through the pristine rice 
fi elds to reach Site 3 of the Plain of Jars, one 
is likely to notice – or to be directed towards 
– small fl agstones every couple of hundred 
metres. The stones, altogether unremarkable 
in comparison to the ancient jars nearby, 
show only three letters: MAG.

From 2004 to 2005, the Mines Advi-
sory Group (MAG), in cooperation with 
the governments of Laos and New Zealand, 
painstakingly swept the areas of Sites 1, 2, 
and 3 for unexploded US bombs. In 2007, 
four more Sites were swept. Exploring the 
less commonly visited areas of the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site, travellers are warned 
to be careful where they step – only one per 
cent of total UXO left behind by the United 
States in Laos have been cleared.

Phonsavan, the current capital of Xieng-
khouang Province, is a young city. Roughly 
20 minutes south of the modern city sits 
Khoune District. In many ways, Khoune 
District appears not dissimilar to other 
modern villages and developing areas in the 
country; with its large Development Bank 
of Laos building taking centre-stage in the 
market area, one might even think Khoune 
is an up-and-coming young area just like 
Phonsavan.

Mr Ken, a local guide, was born in Khoune 
District in 1984. He recounts that, in his 
youth, no more than a handful of wooden 
buildings existed in the area; the area was 
left so devastated and underdeveloped fol-
lowing the war that he had to leave Khoune 
in order to go to school, only to return later 
after he had graduated.

Khoune District, however, is not a young 
place.

Established in the 13th century, Muang 
Khoune, as it was known then, was the capital 
of the Muang Phuan principality – named 
after the Phuan people who had migrated 
into the region in that period. As a crossroads 
between the Luang Prabang mountains in 
the west, and Annamite range in the east, the 
Xiengkhouang plateau became an important 
centre for overland trade and logistics.

Wars and politics would come and go, but 
Muang Khoune would become renowned for 
its many stupas, and its key geographic loca-
tion. Centuries later, that same geographic 
importance would see the province also 
become the site of the fi ercest struggles in 
the Lao theatre of the Second Indochina War, 
and the target for one of the most heinous 
bombing campaigns in history.

By the time Mr Ken was born, the city 
of Muang Khoune was little more than a 
memory. Of Muang Khoune’s 62 stupas and 
centuries of development, only one piece, 

the badly damaged Buddha image of Wat 
Phiavat, remains; all other remnants of the 
city, its great culture, and centuries of his-
tory, were destroyed.

It was because of the destruction of 
Muang Khoune, and the dangers of remaining 
UXO, that the young city of Phonsavan was 
born – the current capital of Xiengkhouang 
Province.

Of the over 270 million bombs dropped 
by the United States on the Lao people, 
roughly 81 million (around thirty per cent) 
are believed to have failed to detonate. And 
as mentioned, only around one per cent have 
been cleared. So ubiquitous and unrelenting 
was the American bombing campaign in the 
region that, today, deactivated and repur-
posed bombs can be seen in the unlikeliest of 
places: canoes, planters, doorstops, or even 
as load-bearing supports for traditional-style 
Lao homes – typically built on wooden stilts.

However, the most common usage of 
UXO in Laos, by far, is in the making of 
handicrafts.

Not far from Plain of Jars Site 3 sits Ban 
Na Pia: better known as spoon village. There, 
families once targeted by American bombs 
take the deactivated UXO, melt them down, 
and mould them into a variety of trinkets and 
goods – spoons, keychains, bottle openers, 
and bracelets, just to name a few.

For the price of 20,000 kip – around 
US$1.15 US – little by little, bombs that had 
once cost US taxpayers over a billion dol-
lars, as well as the lives of many thousands 
of Lao people, are being turned into useful 
objects and souvenirs, and sold back to visi-
tors from the West.

One local father shares that his family 
produces 200-300 pieces per day; as his 
daughter fi les the freshly-made bracelets, 
he displays his forearm for the visitors to 

see – a bright pink streak runs from wrist 
to elbow: a testament to the millions of 
American bombs that remain unaccounted 
for, often until it’s too late. “Now buy back 
the bombs,” one souvenir vendor’s sign in 
Luang Prabang reads.

Leaving the village, one is bid farewell by 
the remains of a Soviet-made tank, resting 
where it stood some fi ve decades ago when 
struck by an American plane. Though both 
public and private off ers had been made 
for the wreckage, the family, whose land 
this testament to the past rests on, refuses 
to sell – ensuring instead that visitors are 
able to see it for free. It is one more in a 
long line of monuments to the sacrifi ces of 
the Lao people.

As of August 18, 2022, some 8,470 square 
kilometres of Laos are believed to still be 
contaminated by unexploded US bombs.

The 2008 international Convention on 
Cluster Munitions (CCM) bans the produc-
tion and usage of cluster bombs such as those 
used by the US against the people of Laos. 
As of this writing, the United States refuses 
to sign the Convention, and a 2008 internal 
US Department of Defense memorandum 
claimed that “cluster munitions are legitimate 
weapons with clear military utility,” that they 
“provide distinct advantages against a range 
of targets,” and classify them as “an integral 
part of US forces capabilities.”

Formally established following the US’s 
withdrawal from the region, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic continues eff orts to 
clean up left-behind American bombs. It is 
a nation that is both incredibly young, and 
ancient, marked with the scars of imperial-
ism from a war that many have forgotten. 
It was a genocidal secret war that claimed 
the lives of one-tenth of the Lao population.
People’s World 
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“Now buy back the bombs”
Laos bears the scars of US imperialism
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Floyd Kermode

For readers who are in a hurry 
to get to the more communist 
stuff  in this communist paper, 
I’ll be brief. Glass Onion is an 
enjoyable camp whodunnit 
which succeeds as a murder 
mystery, and in making fun 
of Elon Musk, “Men’s Rights 
Activists,” silly celebrities, 
and influencer/celebrity/
social media culture in gener-
al. The only people I know of 
who didn’t enjoy Glass Onion 
are people who have no idea 
what Men’s Rights Activism is 
(lucky them) or what infl uenc-
ers are; people who like their 
whodunnits served straight. 
For everyone else, it’s fun. 
For communists in a hurry, 
there’s a political point later 
in the review, see you there.

Daniel Craig, recently retired 
from being the grumpiest James 
Bond, is Benoit Blanc, appar-
ently the world’s greatest detective 
despite having what may be the 
world’s worst Southern accent. He 
is lured to a privately owned island 
where Miles Bron (Edward Norton, 
having a ball being an obnoxious 
Muskalike billionaire) is having a 
solve-the-murder party. Bron has 
also invited Cody, a “Men’s Rights” 
activist who sells dubious muscle 
supplements and aphrodisiacs along 
with anti-feminist diatribes, Cody’s 
“arm-candy” girlfriend Whiskey, 
Birdie Jay a former supermodel 
who’s too dim to stop saying racial 
slurs, and Toussaint, a top scientist 
who works for Bron’s company. 
Birdie has a harassed assistant who 
tries in vain to stop her brainless 
bigotry from damaging her fash-
ion design business. There’s also 
Janelle Monae as Andi, who came 
up with the idea for Bron’s company 
and then had it stolen from her. So 
far, so Agatha Christie, especially 
if you’ve heard of And Then There 
Were None, except that there’s also 
a mysterious slacker who lives on 
the island and doesn’t do much 
apart from get stoned and eat cereal 
in the middle of the day.

As a Christie fan of long stand-
ing, I love this last touch. I’ve seen 
umpteen versions of And Then 
There Were None, but none in 
which there’s some slob everyone 

does their best to ignore on the 
island. 

The whodunnit itself is well-
executed. There are red herrings 
aplenty, and clever fl ashbacks which 
show that scenes we’ve interpreted 
one way are in fact something dif-
ferent from another point of view. 
In classic style, everyone has a 
motive for at least one murder. 
It is theoretically possible for us 
to guess who did in fact do it. I’m 
rubbish at this sort of thing, but 
recognised quite a few of Agatha’s 
tricks being effi  ciently repurposed. 
Christie herself isn’t mentioned, 
but the idea of murder games runs 
through the movie. Blanc is playing 
“Among Us” an online murder mys-
tery game when we fi rst meet him. 
Bron has invited everyone to solve 
a murder, and people keep telling 
Blanc that he’d be really good at 
Clue (Cluedo for Australian/British 
viewers), much to his annoyance 
(“Ah’m not good at stupid things”).

A lot of fun is had with Bron 
demonstrating just how stupid and 

crass the extremely rich can be – he 
keeps getting simple words wrong, 
and buys and then discards the 
guitar on which Paul McCartney 
wrote Blackbird, and pays Phil-
lip Glass to compose a one-note 
tone to mark the hour. The Men’s 
Rights guy is another easy target, 
complaining about the “boobifi ca-
tion” of American men and explain-
ing that evolution proves that men 
should run offi  ces or something. If 
you’ve ever come across stuff , this is 
shooting fi sh in a barrel, assuming 
that the fi sh richly deserved it, and 
that you like shooting fi sh. 

More interestingly, Glass Onion
makes fun of “silver bullet” solu-
tions to complex real world prob-
lems. Bron/Musk has a solution 
to climate change, characteristi-
cally one he didn’t invent but acts 
as though he has, but it’s badly 
researched, dangerous, and is being 
rushed into production at the price 
of safety to feed his ego. As Ketan 
Joshi has pointed out, billionaires 
like Musk, Gates and Australia’s 

Andrew Forrest do this kind of 
thing all the time, using their power 
to push simplistic solutions while 
derailing more complex society-
wide solutions that don’t result in 
any one rich guy being anointed 
the saviour.

More portentously, Glass Onion
is the main metaphor of the movie 
– something that seems complex 
with many layers, but is in fact 
easy to see through. The complex 
murder plot turns out to be very 
simple. This is the sort of thing that 
fi ctional detectives just love to say 
in denoument scenes, but I couldn’t 
help wondering if it isn’t a decent 
metaphor for the movie itself. 

Glass Onion looks like a hip, 
whip-smart satire, but really it’s 
very comfort food on two levels. 
Whodunnits are comforting, as 
popular as crosswords or eating 
chips during a long train trip. The 
movie’s satire is comfort food for 
progressives, in the same way that 
the climate change denial satire 
Don’t Look Up was. Yes, Elon 

Musk is an appalling person, yes 
the whole “Men’s Rights” thing is 
garbage, and here’s a movie that 
tells us that. Both movies leave us 
with the impression that nothing 
really has to change as long as bad 
individuals aren’t in charge. 

In Don’t Look Up, the main 
thing that could save the earth is 
political leaders not being corrupt-
ible imbeciles. All we have to do is 
put non-idiots in power and earth 
is saved! In Glass Onion, we are 
left in no doubt that the American 
legal system could stop narcissis-
tic billionaires from misusing the 
insane amount of power that the 
American legal system has let them 
accumulate in the fi rst place, if only 
it had the right evidence. 

Comfort food is fun, fun is good, 
and seeing supposedly genius rich 
saviour types for what they are is 
good too. Check out Glass Onion, 
enjoy it, and then get on with fi xing 
the society that makes it possible. 
Glass Onion: A Knives Out Mystery
is showing on Netfl ix. 
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The whodunnit itself is well-executed. There are red 
herrings aplenty, and clever flashbacks which show that 
scenes we’ve interpreted one way are in fact something 

different from another point of view. In classic style, 
everyone has a motive for at least one murder.


