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A member of the Wilcannia Aboriginal commu-
nity in far-west NSW might have been speak-
ing for us all when describing the situation as 

covid struck their community: ‘a scary mess’. It was 
a pithy summary as covid hit that vulnerable commu-
nity, which had not been vaccinated despite warnings 
well over a year earlier to state and federal govern-
ments.

‘A scary mess’ sums it up on all too many fronts as Mor-
rison’s Coalition government takes Australia down ex-
tremely dangerous, dead-end roads. For all its talk of 
‘national security’ and ‘the national interest’, government 
policies pose a clear and present danger to the security and 
interests of the vast majority of Australians.

‘Living with covid’ (failures), ‘drums of war’ (with Chi-
na), climate change policy (catastrophes), ‘blind’ cash 
(for a now-former minister), ‘seen’ Jobkeeper cash (for 
profi table corporations), ‘obscene’ cash (for nuclear sub-
marines on the never-never), implementing just one tenth 
of Kate Jenkins’s ‘workplace respect’ recommendations, 
sports and carpark rorts (with public money) … These are 
just some of the government’s most evident failures.

‘Drums of war’:  Government ministers and even leading 
public servants openly talk up the prospect of war with 
China, as though that could be anything less than a huge 
disaster for all involved, not least Australia. No amount 
of Australia arms build-up would make a diff erence to the 
outcome, so yet again Australia plays ‘deputy sheriff ’ to 
the US.

Afghanistan: Apparently the government has learned 
not one thing from the Afghanistan debacle as the US 
withdrew, ignominiously and disastrously, from its lon-
gest-ever war. We leave behind a country now controlled 
by the fundamentalist Taliban, the very enemy that West-
ern ‘might and power’ was supposed to defeat. The gov-
ernment failed even to ‘look after’ those Afghanis who 
had helped Australia’s military, dragging its feet with bu-
reaucratic process obstacles while Dutton The Deplorable 
even suggested some of them might have since gone over 
to the Taliban.

AUKUS and nuclear subs: The so-called ‘AUKUS’ al-
liance and the nuclear submarines is, as a Crikey writer 

put it, a dud deal. In fact it is not even a deal as yet but 
an announcement, the political currency that ‘Scotty from 
Marketing’ deals in. It is a dud:

• Firstly because the nuclear submarines will not even be 
delivered for about 20 years, by which time who knows 
what the world situation will be, or for that matter whether 
submarines will be obsolete military hardware.

• Secondly because the alliance binds our future, and 
sacrifi ces our independence and interests, to those of our 
‘great and powerful friends’.

• Thirdly because in 20 years climate change could well 
pose a far greater danger to humanity than any real or 
imagined military threats.

The absurdity was well nailed by one sarcastic commenta-
tor: ‘Perhaps we can politely ask China to hold off  on any 
further aggression for a couple of decades while we get 
our act together.’

(Continued over page)
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Climate catastrophe: As the threats and actual disasters 
of climate change escalate almost daily, the government 
continues to duck and weave on urgently needed policy 
responses. Whether it’s a zero-emissions target, or declar-
ing the Barrier Reef to be in danger, the interests of fossil 
fuel corporations still override those of the nation. Young-
er and future generations will bear the brunt of the coming 
catastrophes, long after Scomo and his government have 
departed the scene. The $90 billion (at least) spending 
on nuclear submarines could instead fund, among other 
things, major renewable-energy projects that would do far 
more to deliver security to present and future generations.

‘Living with covid’: This has become a catch-all cover 
for the neoliberal failures of the federal and NSW govern-
ments in particular. Whatever their faults, Labor Premiers 
have led the way in combating the pandemic by taking 
expert health advice, putting the welfare of people fi rst, 
and ignoring the pleas and prescriptions of pro-business 
neoliberal trickle-down economics. Even now, the push 
is on to open up and ‘live with covid’ before vaccination 
rates are high enough, misusing the ‘Doherty modeling’ 
and ignoring the stresses and strains on already overload-
ed health systems and workers, many at breaking point.

It’s the election, of course

The AUKUS announcement is Morrison’s latest ploy to 
turn the tide of public opinion that has started to turn as his 
gross incompetence and failures on covid, climate change, 
and corruption have been revealed for all to see. He is an-
gling for a ‘khaki election’, that timeworn tactic from the 
conservative political playbook. As with previous such 
ploys, it courts disaster for Australia.

AUKUS commits us to a ‘new Cold War in Asia’, as ANU 

security studies professor, Hugh White, terms it. ‘When 
we look 10 or 20 years ahead, I don’t think we can assume 
that the United States is going to succeed in pushing back 
eff ectively against China … In the long run, Australia 
does have to ask whether or not we can continue to rely 
on the US,’ White said on ABC radio after the AUKUS 
announcement. 

Former Labor prime minister, Paul Keating, said the deal 
would ‘witness a further dramatic loss of Australian sov-
ereignty’ and deprive Australia of any freedom in its en-
gagement with the US, at a time when American strategic 
reliability is in question.

Others have warned that the deal could further Australia’s 
technological dependence on the US, locking us into mil-
itary spending decisions. And the nuclear part of the sub-
marine deal would require an Australian nuclear industry, 
boosting the case for a nuclear power industry.

The campaign begins now

Rarely has a government been more in need of dismissal 
– by the people. The damage wrought by its eight years 
in offi  ce is already serious; a further three years would be 
disastrous. The campaign to defeat the government should 
not wait till the election itself. It should start now, not least 
with a mass campaign to oppose the AUKUS decision. 
Progressive movements also need to fi nd the ways, even 
in these covid times, to conduct independent campaigns 
on all the key issues that require radical changes of poli-
cy direction, on Voice Treaty Truth, climate catastrophe, 
peace and disarmament, domestic violence and workplace 
harassment, and tackling the covid pandemic nationally 
and globally. 

(Continued from previous page)

Letters to the editor
We hope you enjoy reading the articles in this edition and that you share 
them widely. We invite you to write a letter in response - please keep 
it to 150 words or less. Or if that’s not enough to get your point across, 
you can write your own full length article of 400 to 800 words for the 
next edition of SEARCH News - contributions for which are open now. 
Send to admin@search.org.au and please include your name and contact 
details.
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The following is an edited transcript of Pat 
Anderson’s contribution to the SEARCH online 
forum held  on 22 July 2021. 

I’m talking to you from Ngamburi and Ngunnawal lands 
and I was born and grown up on Larrakia country in Dar-
win. 

Many of you will know, we have been activists for gener-
ations, starting I think pretty much when those fi rst boats 
arrived and of course the Frontier Wars, that we are now 
speaking about after all this time. We’ve been saying the 
same things pretty much over and over again and we’re 
saying it again in 2021. We really encourage you to go 
to our site – ulurustatement.org. There’s lots of historical 
footage there which shows a history of activism from just 
before the 1840s right up until now. In fact, it was William 
Cooper in 1930s who fi rst called for a Voice to Parliament. 
All of the activism over so many years has had the same 
fundamental message Acknowledge us- Accept us- Re-
spect us; this is our place after all. 

The Uluru Statement from the Heart is the only substan-
tive proposal for change on the table at the moment and 
I’m going to talk to you a little bit about the process that 
led to the Uluru Statement during this talk. The Regional 
Dialogues was the fi rst time that we had been able to par-
ticipate in a deliberative process and the Dialogues also 
had an education component. We realized once we got 
talking to people that people had forgotten their Grade 5 
Civics, so we ensured that the Dialogues had a strong edu-
cation component and allowed for discussion of concepts 
which many people fi nd diffi  cult and also even abstract. 

I have to pay tribute to the people that turned out for those 
Dialogues.  We didn’t set up the Dialogues, the Govern-
ment asked us to go out again and speak to Aboriginal and 
Torres Islander people about what they wanted. How do 
we, as First Nations peoples want to be recognized? So we 
went out and ran the Dialogues and we came back with 
the Uluru Statement from the Heart. And of course, you 
all know that after all of that Prime Minister Turnbull said 
“oh no not that” but we haven’t stopped. Four years later 
we are still on the journey of getting the Uluru Statement 
accepted by the government. We’re going to go to a refer-
endum to enshrine a protected voice in the Constitution. 

The Uluru Statement is also about Treaty, the sequence 
is important, and Nolan Hunter is going to talk to you a 
little bit about that. We use the word “Makaratta” which 

means coming together after a confl ict or a struggle. Be-
cause in the past on this continent we’ve had to live as a 
collective. We have had to live in harmony with ourselves 
and with the country, so any confl icts had to be resolved 
fairly quickly. There’s another word too that I just want 
to talk to you about and that word is “Reconciliation”. 
A lot of the older people at the Dialogues didn’t like this 
word. They said it was the wrong word because it seemed 
to imply that we had a pre-existing relationship with you 
all. But in fact they said, “we’ve never met” and they were 
very clear about that.

I want to talk to you now a little bit about the process of 13 
regional Dialogues around the country in diff erent loca-
tions. People were asked to come in from the regions and 
it was fully funded by the government. There were about 
a hundred people at each meeting, and we asked for 60 
percent of custodians and traditional owners, 20 percent 
of the organizations in the local area and 20 percent of ad-
ditional people who didn’t quite fi t into those categories. 
For example, Stolen Generations or other individuals in 
each particular region who might be important or infl uen-
tial. In every Dialogue, we contacted a local organisation 
with the capacity to run these meetings. Sometimes they 
were Land Councils, for example in NSW and the NT, but 
other bodies were also involved – for example, in South 
Australia, there was a consortium of legal services which 
ran the Dialogue there. So those organizations were actu-
ally the host, and they also employed several local people 
to run the meetings. We had training sessions with them 
as well. So we came in with the team - that’s Megan Da-
vis and myself - plus a team of constitutional lawyers and 
other people to assist us. We were hosted by the local or-
ganization which ran the meetings, that’s how it happened 
in every location.

At each meeting people would report back on a white-
board. We didn’t present papers or anything, so everybody 
in the room could read everything that was said. The Dia-
logue attendees went through every sentence of the record 
of meeting carefully - people would work collectively fi d-
dling with words such as “shall” or “will” and so on until 
it was absolutely correct. We did that until everybody in 
the room was happy and were able to say “yes that’s a true 
record of what we said”. We did that in every location. 
The formula for want of a better word was exactly the 
same; same agenda, same time, same scheduling and the 
terms of reference. Everything was the same so we could 

Uluru Statement from the Heart Event Transcript

(Continued over page)

Pat Anderson AO
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(Continued from previous page)

actually in some way measure what people told us across 
the country. We decided we would use this process rather 
than what’s called a “town hall meeting” which can be 
very diffi  cult to really get to what people are saying.  We 
also wanted to make sure that all the people who came 
would be heard. So we asked for an equal number of men 
and women and also youth. The youth groups are growing 
bigger and bigger every day so it’s not just sort of white-
haired people like me and others. It’s quite a very dynamic 
and vigorous group that’s growing every day. 

So we went through everything written down and then at 
the end of the session, we asked people how they wished 
to choose their representatives to come to the Convention, 
which was to be held at Mutitjulu (at the rock). So we said 
it’s up to you how you choose a - select, anoint, but all of 
them actually went for an election. And it was designed 
there on the spot. They asked Geoff  Scott who was the 
part of our team to be the Returning Offi  cer and then an 
election was held. Each person who wanted to go would 
nominate themselves and then they would have to stand 
up and speak for two minutes about why they wanted to 
go to the Convention. 

Prior to going to the Convention at Uluru, we analysed all 
the documents and came up with a paper which was given 
to all the delegates. We went through that paper with the 
delegates so we could go through everything and confi rm 
what all the fi ndings were. We still have all of those bits 
of paper, all of those records today. During this process as 
well, we were also having discussions with Sammy Wil-
son and the people at Mutitjulu and, got their permission 
to hold the Convention at Uluru. They built a ceremonial 
ground for us that took them three months to build. All of 
the ceremonies were held out there. But the meetings of, 
you know, of almost a thousand people could not be held 
in a small place like Mutitjulu. So, we went into Yulara to 
a complex there which had all the trappings like phones 
and computers. So, the Convention was hosted at Yulara 
by the people from Uluru and the elders came in every 
day. Along with the ceremonies, we also had an evening 
function where everybody was fed and we had a lot of 
interactions.

So, this is the whole process of how we came to the Ulu-
ru Statement from the Heart. All of the words and all of 
the sentiments and everything that’s in that statement was 
what people told us and what we heard over those three 
days at the regional Dialogues across the country. The lo-
cal people were involved in location that we went to in-
cluding at the Convention.

Audience Question  

Like any community there’s obviously a spectrum of po-
litical views within the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander community both generally and on the Uluru State-
ment and a Voice. Some Indigenous fi gures on the left 
like Senator Lydia Thorpe have argued that enshrining a 
constitutional Voice before a treaty could pre-empt and 
undermine any Treaty and justice such as land rights and 
truth and reconciliation reparations for Aboriginal Austra-
lians and Torres Strait Islander Australians Could a Voice 
disenfranchise Indigenous Australians further? What do 
you say to this argument? 

Pat Anderson:   

Well fi rst of all that’s not the case. We are powerless! If 
we went to Treaty negotiations now, the state-based ones 
there would be a lot of issues. The Commonwealth needs 
to be at the table. South Australia is a very good exam-
ple of what happens when the Commonwealth is not at 
the table - in South Australia they set up a Treaty process 
and there was a change of government and that new gov-
ernment said, “no we’re not going to do that anymore”. 
Now there’s Treaty negotiations being held in Victoria, in 
Queensland and the Northern Territory and Tasmania as 
well, so they are yet to be tested. But certainly, they were 
tested in South Australia and they set up another process. 

I just want to assure the questioner the Uluru Statement is 
about Treaty but there’s a way to get there and that is by 
having the Voice fi rst. We are powerless but if we have 
the Voice then we have two Sovereign peoples having an 
equal discussion, not the power imbalance that we have 
now. With a Voice we can speak with some power and 
authority given to us by the Australian people. Because 
the Australian people are the people that can change, the 
only people that can change the concept, Parliament can’t 
but you all can. That’s the importance and signifi cance of 
going to referendum so once we’re locked in there to the 
Constitution we are locked in, we can’t be gotten away, 
and we are equal.  

At the moment there is no body, no group that can nego-
tiate on our behalf. We have been powerless for a long 
time, in fact since ATSIC. ATSIC had its issues but nev-
ertheless we all were able to go to one place and have 
our arguments and sort stuff  out. At the moment we have 
nothing, and we haven’t had anything since ATSIC was 
done away with. It was reviewing itself; it knew that it 
had issues but the government of the day, even powerful 
ATSIC, they didn’t wait for that, they signed it away in 
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The Place, our River Country 

The Martuwarra (Fitzroy River) is an iconic, heritage list-
ed unregulated river system of global value and signifi -
cance. For Australia’s original peoples of the Martuwarra, 
the River was formed in the beginning of time by Nyikina 
ancestor, Woonyoomboo. Woonyoomboo is the human 
face of the Martuwarra and in partnership with our sacred 
ancestral spiritual living being, created the Martuwarra 
valley tracts.  Woonyoomboo was an explorer, map maker 
and scientist who named the places, animals, birds, fi sh, 
plants and living water systems. These environmental and 
cultural values are recognised in both the Western Austra-
lian Aboriginal and National Heritage Listings.  

Our world has always been about balance, harmony and 
peace. In 1697 an Italian voyager, a map maker came to 
the Kimberley and painted the image attached and in his 
language he wrote, “land of peace”.

A Union of Traditional Owners

In 2016, Traditional Owners expressed a collective vision 
for the Martuwarra in the Fitzroy River Declaration .  In 
2018 we established the Martuwarra Fitzroy River Coun-
cil (MFR Council) as a ‘collective governance model to 
maintain the spiritual, cultural and environmental health 
of the catchment’.  The Traditional Owner members of the 
Council are Bunuba Dawangarri Aboriginal Corporation 
RNTBC, Gooniyandi Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC, 
Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC, Yanunijar-
ra Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC, Wilinggin Aborig-
inal Corporation and the Yurriyangem Taam native title 
claim group as represented by the Applicant (Parties). As 
a result, the MFR Council considers the Martuwarra to 
be communal property an ‘asset in the commons’ that be-
longs to all of us. The River must be promoted and pro-
tected for the benefi t of present and future generations. 

Declaration of Peace with Martuwarra Indigenous 
Peoples - our Lands and Living Waters

Dr Anne Poelina

an afternoon and that’s what’s been happening with all 
of our organizations. The NACC, people will remember 
that the National Aboriginal Consultative Committee, that 
was a very powerful organization. The purpose again was 
to negotiate with government and talk to the government 
of the day to get a better deal for us in recognition and to 
get better services. That was also done away, so it doesn’t 
matter, everything that we put up has been and can be 
signed away in the day. Because we’re only there at the 
whim and fancy of whoever is in power whether they talk 
to us or take our advice or not, that will not happen though 
if we have a Voice. That’s why we have to have the big 
bargaining chip - a power that’s given to us as Sovereign 
peoples by a Voice inserted in the Constitution. Then we 
will be in control and in charge of this and all of the pro-
cesses that that might follow. 

At the moment, the government goes around the country 

and says we want to set up another committee. I’ve sat 
on committees, we all have sat on committees, that’s the 
point we don’t want to do this anymore. We’re tired of it! 
They go around and say “you, you, not you, not you, you, 
you, you” - this is what they’ve always done with us. But 
maybe if we’re there in the form of a Voice to Parliament 
we might have a chance that they might pay us the respect 
to hear us. The people of the Dialogues understood very 
well through direct experience for generations how we 
can be signed away in an afternoon. That’s why we need 
to have power! We are so powerless, and we have been 
for generations and that’s got to stop. If we don’t have 
the Voice well it’s Raff erty’s rules, and that’s why the se-
quence is important. It was the regional dialogues peo-
ples’ consensus decision that there fi rst needs to be Voice 
to Parliament, made through that whole process that I just 
outlined to you. 

(Continued over page)
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Write for us
Member contributions are always 

welcome.
Submissions are accepted any time 
of the year, for both the quarterly 

publication and online. 
If you have a piece you would like 

to publish in SEARCH News please 
email: 

admin@search.org.au

(Continued from previous page)

As Indigenous leaders of the Martuwarra Fitzroy River 
Council we have declared peace with our fellow Aus-
tralians and our Nation through the Fitzroy River Dec-
laration [See the Declaration Fitzroy River Declaration 
- http://www.majala.com.au/news/protecting-the-fi tz-
roy-river-catchment ]

Our people believe after 150 years of invasive colonial 
development,  we cannot have peace whilst we are being 
continuously invaded. These invasive developments are 
fast tracked through a failure of due diligence and respect 
at every level. Please see Martuwarra Country Report 
(2020) it’s time to do just development on just terms [ 
See the report on https://martuwarrafi tzroyriver.org/pub-
lications

In order to do this  want to share an understanding of the 
‘Martuwarra River Commons’. As global citizens, we 
balance the life of our sacred ancestral being, Martuwarra, 
who embodies the interdependence between all life. 

Martuwarra and her peoples have a gift to share with our 
fellow Australians into how we as a Nation, transition 
from fossil fuels towards a just energy transition towards 
the new economies, culture, science, conservation, renew-
able energy.   

Martuwarra River of Life and her Indigenous peoples are 
at the ‘Tipping Point’ of foreseeable harm from invasive 
unjust developments. Importantly we seek new ‘forever 
economies’, with investment to strengthen our capacity to 
govern and manage the ‘commons’ for the greater com-
mon good as we have done from the beginning of time. 
We have solutions for planetary well-being. According to 
the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration (2020), these 

solutions include preventing, halting and reversing the 
degradation of ecosystems worldwide. 

We believe it is time to redefi ne science, justice and equity 
and create peace with Indigenous peoples in the Martu-
warra Fitzroy River Catchment. I welcome you to watch 
our fi lm Our Common and Shared Future, listen to my 
Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES) podcast 

This requires a focus towards investing in the Martuwarra 
Fitzroy River ‘Commons’ so it will, Always Was, Always 
Will Be! This requires an earth-centred governance ap-
proach to appreciate and value life including climate and 
multi-species justice. Otherwise, we as humans, will not 
be able to sustain life in co-existence and harmony with 
our amazing planet Mother Earth!

We are seeking triennial investment to build the new 
economies identifi ed in the Martuwarra Fitzroy River 
Catchment Estate Conservation and Management Plan 
https://martuwarrafi tzroyriver.org/publications when you 
visit the Martuwarra Fitzroy River website.

I look forward to sharing the work we have progressed 
and where to next? 
Part 1 “First they came for the Land”
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/earshot/martuwarra-
fi tzroy-river/13419878
Part 2 “Then they came for the Water”
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/earshot/martuwarra-
fi tzroy-river:-then-they-came-for-the-water/134307500

Anne Poelina is Chair of Martuwarra Fitzroy River 
Council, Nyikina Warrwa Elder & Martuwarra Guardian 
amd a member of the SEARCH Foundation.



�������	
�� ���
��#�����'

The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP) involving Australia, China, Japan, South 
Korea, New Zealand and the 10 ASEAN countries 

including Myanmar and the Philippines was negotiated 
with minimal consultation and the text was not released 
until after it was signed in November 2020. It is now 
being reviewed by the Joint Standing Committee on 
Treaties which will report to parliament in late August 
before parliament votes on the implementing legislation 
prior to ratifi cation.

Since Australia already has free trade agreements with 
all RCEP members, there is no additional market access 
for Australian exports and as usual there has been 
no independent study of the costs and benefi ts of the 
agreement. 

The RCEP has no commitments at all by governments to 
uphold human rights and labour rights and its ratifi cation 
would legitimise a brutal military regime in Myanmar at 
a time when the US and other allies are implementing 
economic sanctions. The RCEP also ignores serious 
violations of human rights and labour rights in China, the 
Philippines and other RCEP countries. 

RCEP rules also restrict local industry development. It 
was negotiated before the COVID-19 pandemic which 
has revealed our dependence on imports for essential 
products. The Australian government acted during the 
pandemic to assist local manufacturing of medical 
equipment, vaccines and other essential products. There is 
now bipartisan support for longer term policies to develop 
local industry capacity. But the RCEP text contradicts 
these intentions through strict rules which discourage 
government assistance to local industries at a time when 
more active industry policies are needed to rebuild the 
economy.

RCEP rules on trade in services will apply to the aged care 
industry because unlike other publicly funded essential 
services aged care has not been specifi cally exempted 
from those rules.

Aged care is in the spotlight now because the Final 
Report of the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality 
and Safety in March exposed extensive neglect and 
mistreatment in residential aged care resulting from a lack 
of regulated standards. It made specifi c recommendations 
for legally enforceable quality of care standards, higher 
levels of staffi  ng, especially qualifi ed nurses, and 

improved training standards.

RCEP rules for trade-in-services are designed to encourage 
foreign investment in services. They lock in current levels 
of regulation, and restrict future changes. These rules suit 
the needs of international investors but could restrict the 
changes needed for dealing with the aged care crisis

Australia included all services unless they are specifi cally 
reserved. The reservations are listed in an Annex which 
includes “the specifi c sectors and sub sectors or activities 
for which Australia may maintain existing, or adopt new 
or more restrictive, measures.” 

The reservations list for essential services includes 
income security or insurance; social security or insurance; 
social welfare; public education; public training; health; 
childcare; public utilities; public transport and public 
housing. It is puzzling that aged care, with similar funding 
and structure to childcare, is not included in the list of 
reservations.

RCEP rules restrict governments from regulating numbers 
of staff  in all services. Chapter 8, Article 8.5 d) states that 
governments “shall not adopt or maintain limitations on 
the total number of natural persons that may be employed 
in a particular service sector or that a service supplier 
may employ”. Article 8.15 states that qualifi cations, 
licensing and technical quality standards cannot be “more 
burdensome than necessary” for the investor. Since aged 
care has not been reserved from these obligations both 
of these clauses could restrict the implementation of the 
Royal Commission recommendations.

The failure to reserve aged care may be related to the 
fact that when the RCEP negotiations began in 2012, the 
aged care industry was dominated by local not-for-profi t 
providers, and not exposed to trade rules.

This has now changed. Studies show almost half of all 
aged care beds are now provided by for-profi t providers 
and that international investors are growing rapidly. One 
of the largest companies is the Singapore jointly-owned 
company Opal. Singapore is a party to the RCEP and since 
regulation cannot be discriminatory, RCEP rules apply to 
the whole sector.

If the government makes regulatory changes to improve 
staffi  ng and quality of care that are contrary to RCEP rules, 
Singapore could initiate a state-to-state dispute before an 
international tribunal. If the tribunal fi nds the complaint 

RCEP trade deal fails the human rights test and could 
restrict aged care reforms

Dr Patricia Ranald

(Continued over page)
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On February 1, the Myanmar military launched a 
coup against the elected leadership which sparked 
a country-wide revolt. Doctors and nurses were 

to fi rst to resist military rule and workers have played a 
leading role in the Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) 
ever since.

Union Aid Abroad-APHEDA has been working to support 
trades unions in Myanmar since unions were legalised in 
2012 and supported exiled communities and ethnic groups 
on the Thai-Myanmar border since the mid 1990’s.

This appeal is supporting two APHEDA partner 
organisations:

1. Myanmar Industry Craft Services Trade Unions 
Federation (MICS), is a federation of unions in the 
garment and manufacturing sectors. Since February 1, 
MICS unions have played a critical role in supporting 
the CDM in Mandalay and Yangon. As repression 
against union leaders escalates, APHEDA will support 
MICS to work with a network of women lawyers 
providing pro-bono legal aid and counselling service 
to political prisoners in Myanmar. The network has 
expanded engaging paralegal, fi nal semester of law 
students, members of Student Unions across the 
country. Founded by women lawyer activists, Daw 
Zarli Aye, Daw Hnin Win Aung and other women 
activists, the lawyer network can be found across the 
country.  Performing advocacy for political prisoners 
under military regime poses many challenges. Death 
threats and sudden street searches targeting lawyers 
on the way to visit prisoners and soldier pointing gun 
at lawyers after court tribunal are very common. The 
lawyers are also familiar with “white terror”, offi  cers 
from Naypyidaw using “friendly approaches” to 
obtain personal information and put the lawyers 

under constant surveillance. Funds raised will provide 
for legal support and logistics to imprisoned trade 
unionists and workers and their families.

MICS General Secretary Thet Hnin Aung was arrested on 
June 18 and is held in Insein prison Yangon.

2. Karen Women’s Organisation (KWO), is an 
organisation of 60,000 organised women living in 
the Thai-Myanmar refugee camps and in Karen state, 
Myanmar. It has been responding strongly against 
military rule in its advocacy with international 
organisations and within the Karen national structures 
and national women’s organisations. KWO has a 
proud history of opposing the Rohingya genocide 
of 2017 (one of the few Myanmar organisations to 
speak out) and has fought a long and public campaign 
against sexual violence of the military against women 
in Karen state. KWO is also responding directly to 
the crisis by assisting the estimated 80,000 people 
seeking refuge from military rule in Karen state as part 
of the local Emergency Response Teams, made up of 
six local community based organisations, including 
KWO.

In addition, an estimated 4,450 civil disobedience 
movement activists, ousted members of parliament, ethnic 
political party leaders, journalists, engineers, teachers 
and doctors, as well as police and military deserters 
are also taking refuge in seven districts in Karen State 
are also receiving support indirectly through the Karen 
Peace Support Network, of which KWO is a leading 
member. Support is being provided for food, shelter, 
communications equipment, health and medical supplies 
to all those seeking safety and security.

Kate Lee is an Executive Offi  cer at APHEDA Union Aid 
Abroad

APHEDA Myanmar Appeal

Kate Lee

valid, Singapore could ban or tax Australian products

This is an unacceptable restriction on the right of the 
Australian government to regulate aged care, and exposes 
the threats to democratic regulation posed by the structure 
of such agreements.

AFTINET, the ACTU, the Australian Nursing Federation 
and other community groups have made submissions to 

the review that the RCEP not be ratifi ed but be amended 
to exclude Myanmar, to include commitments to human 
rights and labour rights, to ensure it does not impede local 
industry policy and to clearly exclude aged care from 
RCEP rules. 

Dr Patricia Ranald is the convener of the Australian 
Fair Trade and Investment Network www.aftinet.org.au

(Continued from previous page)
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The North Stradbroke Island Museum on 
Minjerribah opened its Getting Equal exhibition on 
Friday 30 July. The exhibition celebrates a nearly 

three-decades long campaign by Aboriginal workers at 
the Dunwich Benevolent Asylum to be paid the same as 
white workers.

The Dunwich Benevolent Asylum was established in 1865 
as a public institution for the poor and needy. It served 
the whole of Queensland until it closed in 1946. 21,000 
inmates were brought to the Asylum over its life. At peak 
there were 1,200 inmates – three-quarters were men and 
mostly aged.     

The Asylum became dependent on Aboriginal workers 
especially for heavy and outdoor work and unloading the 

supply boat. They became known as the Aboriginal Gang. 
Other Aboriginal men and women were employed in the 
wards and in domestic work and some as trades workers 
and boat crew.     

With the start of the arbitration system in 1915, the 
Aboriginal Gang were paid much less than Basic Wage 
and industry awards. They were also paid in a mixture of 
rations and money. Workers doing the same work were 
paid diff erent amounts.

The Gang campaigned for higher wages and to be paid in 
money. The campaign included a strike in 1918 which was 
probably one of the fi rst by Aboriginal workers anywhere 
in Australia.

Getting Equal - 
Australia’s First Successful Aboriginal Wages Case

Dr Howard Guille

Dunwich Benevolent Asylum 1920 (Tony Love)

Dunwich Cricket Team 
c.1930. 
Back row, l-r: Archie 
Newfong, Sid Campbell, 
Jim Iselin, Charlie 
Campbell, Barney 
Delaney, Jim Newfong, 
Harold Iselin. 
Front row l-r: Milton 
Costelloe, Toby 
Campbell, Collie 
Enoch, Bill Martin, 
Percy King. (SLQ 
593370)

(Continued over page)
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I joined the (UK) Labour movement at age 16. At the 
core of my now close to 60 years commitment to this 
movement was the hope of change to the political 

economy that might just entrench a diff erent set of values 
to live by.  In this struggle there have been two key 
touchtone values that, for me characterise and distinguish 
Labor/Labor politics: 

• the need for progressive taxation – with the twin 
objectives of 

” enabling government funding of essential 
services – guaranteeing a ‘social wage’ below 
which none would be allowed to fall.

” reducing the level of inequality – which as well 
as violating any sense of social justice, drives a 
wide range of social health problems.  

• If not eliminating the parasitic class able to live off  
inherited wealth at least ensure that their capital is 
invested in productive enterprises that create jobs and 
hence income and some wealth for those who work 
for their living.  

 After a period with small steps albeit with political 
compromises in the hopeful direction I’ve watched 
with dismay, sometimes elevated to horror, as so-called 
civilised society has not merely retreated from but actually 
reversed direction from these goals – critically aided by 
the Labour/Labor parties that were supposed to carry 
these ideals into government and achieve lasting political 
change. 

The recent decisions by the Australian Labour party are part 
of this retreat from, indeed betrayal of, these principles, once 
again dressed up as expedient politics.  If elected an ALP 

government will :

• No longer oppose the most inequitable changes to 
taxation I’ve ever seen – fl attening the tax rate to 
30% for the wealthiest members of the community 
(many of whom already avoid paying taxes that 
working people cannot avoid) .  These changes will 
have profound budgetary implications into the future 
aff ecting governments’ ability to fund essential 
services and entrenching indeed exacerbating the rise 
in inequality and the social problems it brings;

• No longer propose reform of the public handouts 
to those able to invest in additional housing 
beyond their primary residence by rolling back the 
‘negative gearing’ and capital gains tax concessions 
on investment properties – practices that have 
channelled investment into unproductive housing 
debt, priced many working people out of home 
ownership and done little if anything to keep housing 
rents aff ordable.

In short, the Australian Labour Party has explicitly 
abandoned two key measures which might distinguish 
it from others subservient to the demands of those with 
power wealth and privilege.  

To argue that the ALP will, when/if in government, do a 
better job of managing health pandemics and the strategic 
development of  transition to sustainable technologies in 
the face of existential industrial-generated climate change 
is little comfort.  The existential nature of these crises and 
the growing global-political awareness of the need for 
action will drive much of the necessary change regardless 
of government action and regardless of whichever party 
is in government in Australia.   And even here we fi nd an 

Principled or expedient politics?

Tony Webb

(Continued over page)

The campaign continued with petitions and deputations 
to Government Ministers. The Aboriginal workers ran the 
campaign with some help from the Australian Workers 
Union. 

In 1944, the Government agreed to pay Aboriginal 
workers at the Dunwich Asylum award rates. A formal 
award covering them was made in 1945.

Getting equal wages in 1944 was a major achievement 

and of national signifi cance. It seems to have been an 
Australian fi rst. 

It was before the big Pilbara Strike of 1945-49 and the 
Gurindji walk-off  from Wave Hill in 1966. Equal wages 
were not achieved in the Pastoral Industry – the largest 
employer of Aboriginal people - until 1965. 

Email: info@stradbrokemuseum.com.au; tel 07-3409-
9699

(Continued from previous page)
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Have you renewed your 
SEARCH membership 

for 2021? 
Your continuing membership ensures 

that we can continue to publish 
SEARCH News, host public events, 

and run education seminars for 
emerging activists.

It is easy to renew online at: 
search.org.au/renew_your_membership

To pay by phone or check on your 
renewal status, call the offi  ce on 

(02) 9698 4918, or email 
admin@search.org.au

ALP unable to speak truth to power within its own ranks. 
It needs to say clearly and unequivocally to the relatively 
small number of workers in coal oil and particularly gas 
extraction industries that their jobs will be going in the 
very near future.  Further investment, particularly from 
government funds as private investment into what will 
become stranded assets dries up, is a waste and that we 
do them no favours by prolonging the inevitable.   There 
does need to be an alternative but the much-vaunted talk 
of a jobs-led transition to sustainability without detailed 
practical proposals and the ability to channel public and 
private investment into sustainable technologies and real 
worthwhile ‘good’ jobs will not cut it with communities 
(and electorates) that will have to bear the brunt of the 
inevitable pain involved in change that means losing one 
job before fi nding another.

Reverting to my ‘long in the tooth’ (and claw) position of 
watching this unfold over six decades I’m reminded of a 
song by UK political folk singer Leon Rosselson  who in 
the 1970s rewrote the words to the iconic labour movement 
anthem ‘The red fl ag’ replacing such  principled lines as:

The people’s fl ag is deepest red. It shrouded oft our martyred 
dead

And ere their limbs grew stiff  and cold, their hearts’ blood 
dyed in every fold

Then raise the scarlet standard high. Beneath its folds 
we’ll live and die.

Though cowards fl inch and traitors sneer, we’ll keep the 
red fl ag fl ying here. 

With ones such as: 

Firm principles and policies are open to objections;

A streamlined party image is the way to win elections.

It’s one step forward, one step back. Our dance is devilish 
daring

A leftward shuffl  e, a rightward tack, then pause to take 
our bearings.

We’ll reform the country bit by bit, so nobody will notice it

Then ever after, never fear, we’ll sing The Red Flag once 
a year. 

I’ve noted that already some high-profi le potential 
candidates are withdrawing from standing for election 
rather than have to defend this betrayal of principles.  
A signifi cant number of activists, myself included, are 
questioning whether we can, with any enthusiasm give the 
time and energy to organising for elections at constituency 

level needed if even this political expediency is to get 
the party into government.  I certainly won’t be able to 
defend these policy decisions with any honesty. Some 
organisations such as the Labor Environment Action 
Network are pushing back against the party’s fossil fuel 
dinosaurs but still fail to make the political-economic 
reforms on which a jobs-led recovery depends central to 
the argument. Many, and not just those on the left feel 
dismayed but powerless to change what now seems to be 
a fait-accompli within the shadow cabinet.   Where do 
we go from here?  I don’t have easy answers indeed any 
answers except that speaking truth to power – including to 
power within the movement that I’ve given much of my 
life to - seems to be important at this time.   The choices on 
tax and housing reform are important. The choices made 
are the wrong ones.  Please reconsider.  The political price 
for reconsidering now is far smaller than the political and 
economic price we will pay in the long run if you don’t. 

Part 1 “First they came for the Land”
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/earshot/martuwarra-
fi tzroy-river/13419878
Part 2 “Then they came for the Water”
https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/earshot/martuwarra-
fi tzroy-river:-then-they-came-for-the-water/13430750

(Continued from previous page)
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Against the background of senior, government 
offi  cials mentioning the ‘Drums of War’, and 
a concerted propaganda campaign demonising 

China, the need to advocate (and agitate for) peace is 
becoming more urgent by the day. 

Sensing this need, activists in Sydney have joined forces 
to organise a major event, that will extend over nine days, 
centred on the UN’s International Day of Peace (September 
21). It is called ‘Raising Peace’ and is described as a 
‘peace festival’ or a celebration of peace.

An extensive program is nearing completion. A large 
number of peace-oriented organisations will be taking an 
active part. All aspects under the broad concept of ‘peace’ 
are being given a platform. In a PR coup, Mr Armando 
Vargas-Araya, the Ambassador of Costa Rica, has agreed 
to take part. (Costa Rica boasts an absence of any armed 
forces.)

More details including the program of Raising Peace can 
be found on the website https://raisingpeace.org.au.

Covid permitting, it will open with a presentation at 
the State Parliament Theatrette on Thursday, Septeber 
16. This will be followed by a series of events at ‘107 
Redfern Street’, which will run from Saturday September 
18 until Sunday September 26. During this time there will 

be discussions, fi lms, activities and music. Participating 
groups will create a static exhibition to display their 
paticular angle on the question of peace, and this exhibition 
will remain in place for the whole period. Visitors can 
select any particular ‘session’ that peaks their interest, or 
simply take ‘pot luck’ and drop into the ‘107’ centre on 
any of the days to check out what Sydney’s various and 
varied peace groups are saying and doing. 

The Raising Peace idea arose out of conversations between 
representatives of the Independent and Peaceful Australia 
Network (IPAN), the ‘Women’s International League 
for Peace and Freedom’ (WILPF) and ‘International 
Volunteers for Peace’ (IVP). The organisers have been 
delighted by the response to the idea and delighted by the 
enthusiasm it is generating. 

IPAN NSW representative, Nick Deane, says “We are all 
alarmed by recent, public discussion of the possibility of 
war. The need to raise the voice of peace has become more 
urgent than it has been since the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
Now is the time for all who espouse the cause of peace 
to rediscover the common ground they share. It is vital 
that the concept and possibility of peaceful co-existence 
be brought back into common discourse.” The hope is that 
Raising Peace will have just this result.

Raising Peace, 2021

Nick Deane

Subscribe to the SEARCH Foundation YouTube Channel! 
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The strategy that built Australia’s safety net

Daren McDonald

Today Australia’s social safety net is the envy of the 
world: Australia has the highest minimum wage 
rate in the world, the most effi  cient healthcare sys-

tem in the world that delivers standards of care few na-
tions can match, and the only compulsory employer-fund-
ed universal superannuation system in the world. 

In 1983, after 34 years of conservative rule punctuated by 
the mere 2 years and 11 months of the Whitlam Govern-
ment, the Left and the Australian union movement set out 
to forge a social safety net that would change the country 
forever. 

At the time Australia and the world was gripped by an 
unprecedented global economic crisis and the very idea of 
the welfare state was under attack globally with the emer-
gence of the sinister new ideology of neoliberalism. But 
against the tide and despite the odds, Australian unions 
forged once-in-a-lifetime reforms to capitalism. 

How was this possible and how was it done? The towering 
pillars of our safety net were truly transformative reforms 
that were won through an Accord between the ACTU and 
the ALP; the most comprehensive agreement ever nego-
tiated anywhere in the world between trade unions and a 
political party. 

In a new compelling episode of the MasterClass for Activ-
ists podcast series, labour movement legends Bill Kelty, 
Anna Booth and Tom McDonald join Emeritus Professor 
Ed Davis to tell this remarkable story.
According to Bill Kelty, there would have been no Accord 
without the trade union Left and the Communist Party. 

In 1982 Laurie Carmichael declared that the labour 
movement needed to “pursue radical reforms…. which 
extended working class power in capitalist society by 
intervening in wider social and political processes.” 
The CPA Congress that year said of the Accord “if full 
participation, democracy and mobilisation is developed, 
then a challenge to the ruling class in Australia can 
develop with a socialist direction.”

In the Accord years, Australia was the only country on 
earth that built and ex-
panded the safety net; a 
set of reforms that en-
riched the quality of life 
for working people. 

Neoliberals condemned 
the Accord for hand-
ing over the power of 
the state to unions while some critics on the far left con-
demned the Accord as a capitulation to neoliberalism. In 
this Masterclass, the discussants take up the ideological 
debate about the Accord’s achievements, disappointments, 
and the lessons for today’s generation of union activists. 

This is a truly compelling episode about a truly remark-
able period of labour history – a story that is rich in les-
sons for activists today as they continue the fi ght to win 
the future for working people.  

Daren McDonald is a SEARCH member and the producer 
of the Masterclass for Activists podcast series.

 “I’ve listened to 
the podcast of the 
Accord twice now. 
It’s riveting.”
– Dr Adrian Graves 
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         I can more easily imagine the extinction of life on our 
planet than the demise of capitalism.

Have you ever heard that spoken? I have and over the last 
decade or more it has occurred to me that we need a good 
supply of utopian ideas to stimulate our imaginations to 
anticipate the necessary end of capitalism. The above 
scepticism has to be challenged and overcome.

The words of Arundhati Roy are apposite in this time of 
COVID19:

“Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break 
with the past and imagine their world anew. This one is no 
diff erent. It is a portal, a gateway between one world and 
the next. We can choose to walk through it, dragging the 
carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our 
data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky 
skies behind us. Or we can walk through lightly, with little 
luggage, ready to imagine another world.”

Greek-Australian citizen Yanis Varoufakis’ latest book 
“Another Now” - Dispatches from an Alternative Present, 
Penguin Random House, London 2020 fi lls the bill admi-
rably. It deserves a wide readership and I hope to moti-
vate you to take a walk through Yanis’ portal into our new 
world without capitalism.

The story begins in July 2035 and we are taken back to 
refl ect on the life experiences of three characters: Costa, 
a humanist computer engineer; Iris, a feminist anarchist; 
and Eva, a libertarian economist. They have been brought 
together over the previous 50 years but have had only rare 
and fi tful contact until 2025

Adopting the science fi ction genre the plot depends on the 
“magic” of computer science and the existence of an Ein-
stein-Rosen wormhole into another dimension provided 
by the genius of Costa. This allowed our three characters 
to contact their clones that exist in an alternative reali-
ty which diverged in 2008 at the moment of the “Great 
Financial Crash”. This was a pivotal moment in history 
when we could have acted to discipline fi nance capital. 
We failed. This book provides a description of what we 
lost.

From the alternative reality, “Another Now” their clones 
Kosti, Siris, and Eve engage with Costa, Iris and Eva 
through the wormhole. This dialogue leads Costa, Iris and 
Eva to question their own ideas and values and to come 
to a realisation that the world we inhabit in the “Now” of 

21st Century capitalism has been dramatically re-confi g-
ured in the “Another Now”. Market relations exist but in 
a fairer, more stable society.

Varoufakis has provided a useful fi ctional device to de-
scribe the possible transition mechanisms and outcomes 
that were achieved in “Another Now”. 

For example in “Another Now” there are no bosses; 
no private banks, no stock exchanges and all this was 
achieved in the 17 years between 2008 and 2025. There 
is skepticism and argument from our disbelieving “This 
Now” denizens Costa, Iris and Eva. 

Their clones Kosti, Siris and Eve explain to them that in 
“Another Now” every employee holds one share only in 
a company and therefore hold only one vote regardless of 
the job they do. If you leave you lose the share/vote. 

Company income is allocated with 5% of all revenues go-
ing to the Government; 95% is divided into four parts: 

• fi xed costs eg rent
• R & D.
• equal basic pay. 
• bonuses.

All to be voted on by the staff  by single share voting in 
all-member ballots.

Decisions on all key matters promotes income equality 
and favours the collective, long-term interests, rather than 
individual short-term gain. These payments for work per-
formed, basic pay and bonuses, are paid into their “Accu-
mulation” component in their Central Bank Account.

At birth the Central Bank provides every child $100,000 
into a “Legacy” trust fund to be accessed when they reach 
adulthood.

The third component of a person’s Central Bank Account 
is the “Dividend” component which is a monthly sum 
paid from corporate revenues paid to the Government [the 
5% paid by all Companies]. This is familiar to us as a 
form of universal basic income.

As Varoufakis points out, Wittgenstein observed that 
there was no private language possible. It can only be 
produced collectively. He points out the same is true of 
wealth which like language can only  be produced collec-
tively. The above payments: Accumulation, Legacy, and 
Dividend maximizes the equitability of the distribution of 

Capitalism is replaced – 
Yanis Varoufakis tells us how it happened. 

Dave Bell

(Continued over page)



�������	
�� ���
��#������%

REVIEW - The Nordic Edge: Policy Possibilities for 
Australia (Scott & Campbell, eds.)

Paul Norton 

wealth, while recognising its “collective” nature. 

Progressively Costa, Iris and Eva shed their prejudices 
and doubts. Of course there is much more explanation and 
detail available in Varoufakis’ book. Enough to enable the 
libertarian banker Eva to imagine a market society with-
out private banks or share markets. And suffi  cient to allay 
any doubts you may have had that better alternatives are 
available and possible in Australia today.

Both commercial banks and stock exchanges are a curse 
on society, akin to casinos and poker machines.

If we had any doubts about the wisdom of the creation 
of money out of thin air, otherwise colloquially known 
as “quantitative easing” [printing more money] then the 
response of Government via Job Seeker and Job Keeper 
in response to COVID19 should dispel those doubts. Also 
there is much talk of the need to adopt a Universal Income 
Payment [UIP] as a social right. That genie is now out of 
the bottle in a number of countries. 

Social policy is a matter of political will and strategy. If it 
needs to be done, do it and do it equitably.

I hope I have piqued your interest in Varoufakis’ book. He 
has revealed to us “Another Now” that we could adopt. 
I found it informative, entertaining and liberating. It has 
given me the confi dence to engage in discussion and 
promotion of an urgent strategy to rid our society of the 
brutality and corruption of capitalism. It is the enemy of 
Nature and Humanity and must be replaced as a matter of 
urgency.

Lastly, get on to Youtube and see Varoufakis on DIEM25 
[“Democracy In Europe Movement”2025] you will join 
fi ne comrades organising to develop an international an-
ti-capitalist movement. You will remember Varoufakis 
was Finance minister in 2014/15 when Greece was being 
bullied by the EU into adopting austerity policies to pay 
the rapacious demands of the German private banks. He 
resigned when the Syriza Government capitulated con-
trary to the wishes of the Greek people. 

Some years ago, in a conversation with two older 
SEARCH members, the question came up of what 
examples the Left could point to of successful appli-

cation of its agenda. We agreed that the clearest examples 
could be found in the Scandinavian countries. The Nordic 
Edge (Scott, A. & Campbell, A. Eds) develops this idea at 
book length.

The book begins by stating that “The fi ve Nordic coun-
tries – Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Norway and Iceland – 
are among the world’s most prosperous, equal, happy and 
environmental responsible nations” and goes on to look 
at whether Australian public policy could benefi t by look-
ing to those countries for positive examples to learn from, 
rather than looking to the United States, United Kingdom 
or Australia’s Asian neighbours as is more often the case.

The Nordic Edge proceeds to an overview of policy suc-
cesses in the Nordic countries, then goes on to refute two 
broad arguments as to why these cannot be replicated in 
Australia. These arguments are the supposedly monocul-
tural nature of Nordic society’s compared to Australia’s 
multiculturalism, and the argument that a country’s policy 
directions are “path dependent” with the Nordic countries 
following diff erent paths to Australia. In fact, the Nordic 
societies have become increasingly multicultural without 

(Continued over page)

(Continued from previous page)
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lessening public support for their social democratic and 
socially liberal policies. As for path dependence, countries 
can and do change policy direction as a result of political 
interventions, with some of the Nordic countries them-
selves changing from some of the least egalitarian to the 
most equal societies in the developed world as a result 
of popular political mobilisation. In addition, examples 
already exist of successful adoption of Nordic policy in-
novations by other countries, such as the establishment 
of ombudsman and childrens’ commissioner positions, 
outlawing corporal punishment of children, paid parental 
leave, and improving the quality of the teaching profes-
sion. On the latter issue the Victorian State government 
has implemented reforms since 2018 that seek to learn 
from the success of Finland’s school system.

The second chapter marshals statistics to refute the idea, 
rife in Australian policy debate, that lower taxes lead to 
higher levels of economic performance. Its comparative 
study of 188 economies shows that higher levels of taxa-
tion are positively correlated, not only with higher aver-
age income, but with other measures of economic perfor-
mance and social well-being.

Chapter three looks at Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, 
offi  cially the Government Pension Fund Global, which 
utilises revenue from Norway’s oil export industry to sup-
port the country’s welfare state and strategic economic 
investment. The fund is constituted in a way that ensures 
democratic political control of its investment policies, 
application of revenues in the interests of Norwegians 
rather than overseas shareholders, transparency, and com-
mitments to socially and ecologically responsible invest-
ments. While Norway has had to grapple with the tension 
between its economic reliance on exports of a fossil fuel 
and its aspirations to be a good international citizen on 
climate change, recent years have seen the fund prioritise 
the latter goal in its key investment decisions. The chapter 
starkly contrasts the success of the Norwegian fund, and 
the way in which Norway has parleyed its resource wealth 
into supporting a transition to a more diversifi ed and sus-
tainable economy, with Australia’s lacklustre Future Fund 
and lack of progress in achieving economic and energy 
transitions.

The next two chapters show the potential for feminist val-
ues and insights to improve a country’s foreign and do-
mestic policies. 

Sweden’s former Foreign Minister Margot Wallstrom 
outlines the formation and implementation of Sweden’s 
feminist foreign policy from 2014 onwards. The policy is 
designed around the three Rs of Rights (women’s rights 
and equality in all spheres), Representation (empower-

ing women in all policymaking forums) and Resources 
(ensuring the provision of resources to empower women 
and secure their rights. It seeks both to foreground wom-
en-specifi c concerns in foreign policy and international 
aff airs, and to maximise the infl uence of feminist values 
in general foreign policy – “more women means more 
peace”. 

Gender budgeting, put simply, means analysing and fram-
ing economic policies in the light of their specifi c impacts 
on women and diff erential impacts on women and men, 
and on the basis of data that includes realities of wom-
en’s lives and activities that conventional budgeting fails 
to factor in. The Nordic countries have successfully de-
veloped gender budgeting to an advanced level. Australia, 
by sad contrast, after being an early leader in the fi eld, 
abandoned it from the 1990s onwards, with both Labor 
and Coalition governments presiding over this regression. 
The chapter notes that both the ALP and the Greens have 
committed to reversing this and restoring gender budget-
ing, and that the Nordic examples off er learnings as to 
how this could be done.

The chapter on boosting workforce participation and 
wages looks at how Scandinavian countries’ achieve-
ments in maximising women’s labour market participa-
tion, enabling women to combine work and family and 
minimising career interruption for women have succeed-
ed both in avoiding some quite signifi cant inequities (e.g. 
in retirement income) that are rife in Australia, and in 
also increasing overall economic performance and liv-
ing standards. Childcare and parental leave are key areas 
where Nordic policy provides an example to be emulat-
ed. Sweden’s more collective, solidaristic and cooperative 
approach to wage determination also off ers an attractive 
alternative to Australia’s shift to decentralised bargaining 
which has contributed greatly to wage stagnation in recent 
years. The Nordic countries’ approaches to retraining and 
re-employing displaced workers, and to robust public sys-
tems of vocational education likewise provide attractive 
alternatives in fi elds where Australia’s recent performance 
has lacked lustre, with serious consequences for this coun-
try’s capacity for just transitions.

Another chapter looks at the cutting-edge role of the Nor-
dic countries both in climate change diplomacy and in pro-
moting energy transitions domestically, the latter giving a 
credibility to their global climate policy stances that Aus-
tralia currently lacks. A signifi cant factor favouring pos-
itive outcomes in this area include the more cooperative 
political cultures of the Nordic countries, and pluralistic 
party systems underpinned by proportional voting, which 
favour the negotiation of consensual energy and climate 

(Continued from previous page)
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Happy 95th Birthday, Tom McDonald!

Comrades and friends of Tom McDonald - revered 
trade union elder, lifelong socialist and SEARCH 
member - gathered in April to celebrate his 95th 

birthday. 

The toast to Tom’s 95th was proposed by Sally McMa-
nus and seconded by former ACTU Secretary Bill Kelty 
and Tom’s granddaughter Casey, herself an offi  cial of the 
CFMMEU. Other tributes came from Peter Robson, for-
mer national secretary of the CPSU; Anna Booth, former 
national secretary of the Clothing Trades Union; Lynne 
Poulsen, former secretary of the FSU; Dave Noonan, na-
tional secretary of the CFMEU Construction Division; 
Sharan Burrows, leader of the world trade union move-
ment in Brussels; and Helen Hewett, Search Committee 
member and Tom’s sister. 

Tom played an instrumental role in leading building 
workers in struggles that forged much of Australia’s safe-
ty net including accident pay, universal superannuation 
and the highest minimum wage rate in the world. Along 
with Laurie Carmichael, Bill Kelty described Tom as “the 
most infl uential communist in the history of this country”. 

Below we reproduce part of Jennie George’s tribute:

policy outcomes and continuity in policy despite chang-
es in government, in contrast to the gridlock produced by 
Australia’s adversarial politics. Norway’s successful pro-
motion of electric vehicles is the topic of another chapter, 
and again provides a contrast to Australia’s policy dither-
ing and toxic electoral politics in this area.

A particularly interesting chapter concerns the Nordic 
countries’ success in retaining and promoting media di-
versity, including through strong national public broad-
casters, extensive subsidies to media outlets that are sec-
ond or third competitors in media markets, and support for 
local media. Nordic media policies prioritise a democratic 
logic over a commercial and market logic: a diverse and 
journalistically professional media is seen as a necessary 
requisite for informed democratic public participation, 
and this takes priority over the concept of the media as 
providing a consumer product to audiences.

A fi nal chapter contrasts the constructive approaches of 

Nordic countries to prisoner rehabilitation with the more 
punitive carceral model pursued in Australia. As far as 
possible, persons convicted of crimes in Nordic countries, 
while kept in custody, are enabled to live a reasonable ap-
proximation of a citizen’s life outside, and benefi t from 
programs designed to enable them to be, upon release, 
“people who can be your neighbour”. Prison staff  are 
more highly trained than in Australia, and seek to develop 
interactions with prisoners that are more humanising and 
less likely to favour polarisation between mutually suspi-
cion prisoner and “screw” cultures.

Do any of the Nordic countries provide a successful model 
of democratic ecological socialism, rather than reformed 
capitalism? Not yet. However it would be a major advance 
from our current predicament for the Australian Left to 
put an agenda of reforms along Nordic social democratic 
lines at the centre of public debate, and successfully mo-
bilise support for them. The Nordic Edge is a valuable 
contribution to such a project. 

(Continued from previous page)
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“We are sharing a remarkable milestone in the life of a 
wonderful and special man. People like Tom, Pat Clan-
cy, Laurie Carmichael and Tas Bull were looked up to as 
leaders of the Left.

“Tom and I both contested our fi rst election for the ACTU 
Executive in 1983. Tom missed out to Norm Gallagher 
and I won by just 6 votes - the fi rst woman had fi nally 
made it into the hallowed halls of the male dominated 
ACTU Executive. It had taken 56 years.  

“From the beginning Tom understood the importance of 
women’s representation, no doubt helped along by Au-
drey and her long involvement with the Union of Austra-
lian Women. In 1989 Tom was a certainty to be elected an 
ACTU Vice President.  It was only his standing aside that 
enabled me to win that position. There are not too many 
men who would have done what Tom did. 

“People don’t really appreciate that 4 decades ago it was 
only with the support of men as mentors, that women were 

able to break the glass ceiling in the union movement. 
Among Tom’s many other achievements, this contribu-
tion was so signifi cant. And if not for Bill Kelty as ACTU 
Secretary, the unions would never have considered the 
need for affi  rmative action strategies to redress the histor-
ic structural barriers that faced women in the movement.

“It was this same support from Bill and Tom that was in-
strumental in my election as ACTU Assistant Secretary 
and later as President.

“Tom played an important role in the strategies adopted 
by the ACTU in the Accord era. His political beliefs in-
formed his broader views about the value of the social 
wage and the need for the industrially strong to temper 
their demands in order for others to benefi t.

“His inspiration and legacy of achievement inspired many 
of that generation to commit to the union movement. 
None more so than Sally McManus, the current and fi rst 
female Secretary of the ACTU”. 

(Continued from previous page)
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The Taliban’s swift takeover of most of Afghanistan 
has prompted much hand-wringing over the Biden 
administration’s “betrayal” of its Afghan allies and 

the failure of yet another US “nation-building” eff ort.  

Former British PM Tony Blair lamented a lost opportu-
nity to construct a liberal democracy in Central Asia. He 
urged Western governments to wave the stick of economic 
sanctions to force the Taliban to preserve “education for 
girls”.

The Taliban’s misogyny was often cited to justify the 20-
year military occupation. Yet, from the late 1970s, the US 
funded and armed the Taliban’s fundamentalist predeces-
sor, the mujaheddin, against a leftist government that pro-
moted the rights of women and minorities. Today, Western 
governments show no desire to uphold women’s rights in 
Syria’s Idlib province, where the ruling al-Qaeda fran-
chise is openly admitted to be a “US asset”.

In Australia, it wasn’t only the foreign policy establish-
ment that, intentionally or otherwise, framed the occupa-
tion as a humanitarian mission that delivered major social 
gains.

Australia’s Afghanistan commitment contributed to “mil-
lions of Afghan girls receiving an education, women being 
able to work, a vibrant and free press, and improved pro-
tection for minority groups”, according to an open letter 
signed by 307 organisations and over 9000 “academics, 
community leaders, human rights advocates, lawyers, 
doctors, writers, engineers, artists, students and civil so-
ciety representatives.”

The letter – which also mentioned atrocities committed by 
Australian troops as documented in the Brereton Report 
last year – called on the Morrison government to take in 
more Afghan refugees. 

The letter bore many signatories from the refugee lobby, 
which rarely makes the link between growing numbers of 
refugees and the US drive to control and remake the world 
– what former Australian foreign minister Bob Carr called 
the eff ort “to entrench American global dominance.”

Women, minority ethnic groups and non-Sunni Muslims 
do have reason to fear Taliban rule. While its leadership 
claims to have embraced a more pluralist, inclusive ap-
proach since the days when they harboured Bin Laden, the 

Taliban are not a monolithic force and may prove to be as 
reactionary and sectarian as they ever were. 

The Taliban are mostly Pashtun, the biggest ethnic group, 
but smaller groups such as Hazara, Tajiks and Uzbeks to-
gether form a majority of the population. It’s worth noting 
that none of them acted to oppose the Taliban’s rapid ad-
vance. This appears to be a consequence of negotiations 
between the Taliban, other Afghan groups and Afghani-
stan’s neighbours, especially Iran. The Taliban will fi nd it 
hard to consolidate control without some degree of pow-
er-sharing with other groups.

The Australian open letter claimed the Taliban takeover 
had “instilled fear and insecurity impacting all Afghans”. 
This view aligned with media reports from Kabul which 
gave voice to urban middle-class Afghans. They are often 
university educated, globally connected, in tune with the 
latest Western fads – unlike the fundamentalist “bump-
kins” of the Taliban.

However, the Taliban obviously has deep roots among 
much of the population. Three quarters of Afghans live 
in rural villages and almost 60% of the population is illit-
erate. The countryside has endured 20 years of US bomb-
ing, drone strikes, military operations and CIA-run death 
squads that targeted children. Rural revulsion against US 
bombing and other military excesses strengthened the Tal-
iban’s support base just as it fuelled the rise of Cambo-
dia’s Khmer Rouge, a US study found.

About 241,000 people have been killed in the Afghanistan 
and associated Pakistan war zones since the US invasion 
in 2001, according to Brown University’s Costs of War 
Project. More than 71,000 of the dead were civilians – a 
highly conservative estimate that excludes deaths caused 
by “disease, loss of access to food, water, infrastructure, 
and/or other indirect consequences of the war.” Afghan-
istan is also contaminated with unexploded ordnance, 
which kills and injures  tens of thousands of Afghans, es-
pecially children, the study adds.

As President Ashraf Ghani fl ed Afghanistan with a he-
licopter stuff ed with cash, many Western commentators 
blamed Afghani corruption for the US failure. In fact, the 
occupation can be seen as a joint criminal enterprise be-
tween the Afghan elite and the US military contract sys-
tem.

Another “humanitarian intervention” 
collapses in Afghanistan

Chris Ray

(Continued over page)
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The United States spent more than US$2 trillion 
(US$2,261,000,000,000) on the occupation. The US 
Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction 
(SIGAR) examined US$63 billion of this spending and 
concluded that about US$19 billion or almost 30%  “was 
lost to waste, fraud, and abuse.” At that rate, fraud-relat-
ed losses to the US taxpayer during the entire occupation 
would total an astonishing US$600 billion.

One of the biggest US contractors in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, Dyncorp, was unable to account for US$1 billion 
supposedly spent training the Iraqi police force. As Don-
ald Trump said, Defence Department chiefs want to keep 
waging wars in order to keep defence contractors “hap-
py”.

The development economist Jeff rey Sachs estimates that 
“probably far less than 2% (of US spending on Afghani-
stan) reached the Afghan people in the form of basic in-
frastructure or poverty-reducing services.”  How likely, 
then, were Afghans to accept the Western conceit that the 
war was about lifting them out of poverty and ignorance 
rather than using them as a geo-strategic pawn? 

Some war advocates such as the American Enterprise In-
stitute’s Michael Rubin have fessed up to what Afghan-
istan was always about: keeping a military presence in 
Central Asia to weaken Russia and China. Retired US 
army colonel Lawrence Wilkerson, who was chief of staff  
to former US Secretary of State Colin Powell said the 
occupation had nothing to do with fi ghting terrorism or 
building democracy. Its main goals were to maintain US 
bases within striking distance of both the Chinese road 
network through Central Asia and the Pakistani nuclear 
arsenal – and to facilitate any anti-China operation using 
Uighurs. 

Afghanistan borders China’s Xinjiang province and an 
estimated 20,000 Uighurs from Xinjiang are reportedly 
engaged on the jihadist side in Idlib. China will now seek 
assurances that the Taliban will stop the East Turkestan 
Islamic Movement, an al-Qaeda affi  liate which seeks a 
Uighur state in Xinjiang, from using Afghanistan as a base 
to attack China. 

At the time of writing, the US and allies were talking about 
freezing billions of dollars in Afghan government reserves 
and imposing economic sanctions on the Taliban. If a new 
Afghan government achieves eff ective national reach, it 
will likely look to its neighbours such as China, Russia 
and Iran for investment and trade. Iran already sells gas 
to Afghanistan and China wants to mine the country’s re-
sources including lithium and rare earths, bauxite, copper, 
and iron ore. 

There will likely be less foreign meddling in Afghani-
stan’s internal aff airs. As Chinese Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi advised US Secretary of State Antony Blinken in a re-
cent  phone call, the US failure in Afghanistan shows it is 
“diffi  cult to gain a foothold in a country with a completely 
diff erent history, culture and national conditions by me-
chanically copying foreign models”. 

As Wang told Blinken, such lessons deserve serious re-
fl ection.  The West’s modern-day missionaries claim the 
right of “humanitarian intervention” to endorse wars that 
destroy sovereign states and impoverish their populations, 
as in Iraq, Libya, and Syria. How many will heed the les-
sons of Afghanistan? 

Chris Ray is a freelance journalist.
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