
BEACON
the Journal of the 

Melbourne Unitarian 
Peace Memorial 

Church

1the BEACON

E
D

IT
O

R
IA

L

May 2014 
Price /$2

SEEK THE TRUTH AND SERVE HUMANITY

‘ONE BELIEVES 
THINGS, BECAUSE 
ONE HAS BEEN 
CONDITIONED 
TO BELIEVE 
THINGS’ 
ALDOUS HUXLEY

WE DO NOT SUPPORT THE 
GLORIFICATION OF WAR!

How should we remember 
Gallipoli? How do we show 
our respect for those who died 
there? Their memory can best 

be served by recognising that these young 
Australians didn’t die to protect Australia 
from invasion. And furthermore, their 
memory can best be served by recognising 
that we were invading a country on the 
other side of the world, to kill young 
Turkish men with whom we had no reason 
to fight, and that the war was all about 
profit and markets – and for this, young 
Australians were forced to die.

We should remember this about Gallipoli 
next year, when our governments intend 
to celebrate the 100th anniversary of 
that war in what they are calling ‘a 
time when we developed a sense of 
national identity’. We should also note 
that Australia is a country geographically 
large but small in population, a country 
in deep financial trouble according to 
our federal government. So deep are our 
financial difficulties that programs vital to 
the decent lives of its citizens are to be 
savagely slashed in the May Budget, while 
hundreds of thousands have no secure 
homes, youth unemployment has reached 
approximately 15 per cent, healthcare is 
under threat, and people are going to be 
asked to work till 70 … that is if they have 
a job.  
We find the priorities of our government 
are not for resolving the problems facing 
the electorate, but for commemorating 
a war in which we should take no pride. 
All that was won at Gallipoli was amazing 
respect for our young soldiers, over 8,000 
of whom died, with many more seriously 
wounded.
Treasurer Joe Hockey says that we must 
all play our part in belt tightening so that 

all Australians can maintain their quality of 
life. At the same time, Mr Hockey and his 
government are planning to spend more 
on the Gallipoli celebrations than the 
United Kingdom, by about 200 per cent. 
All told, the centenary will cost Australian 
state and federal taxpayers over $325 
million dollars, and this includes giving 
every federal parliamentarian $125,000 to 
spend on the centenary in their electorates. 
The government has even nominated a 
minister for the Gallipoli centenary, the 
Minister for Veteran’s Affairs.  Would that 
we could have a minister for peace, or a 
minister for science for that matter.
Instead of a simple ceremony, the 
Gallipoli event has become an enormous 
commercial enterprise. Michael Leunig, 
cartoonist, summed it up when he 
said, ‘They’ve put a big thumping hoon 
outboard motor on the back of a tragedy.’
However, there is some good news. 
Pax Christi Victoria has emerged as a 
voice of reason in this whole discussion. 
Some weeks ago they called together a 
wide range of organisations committed 
to peace, including representatives from 
most church denominations, as well as 
other groups. This initial meeting has 
grown into a vigorous and broad-based 
organisation determined to focus on the 
issue of world peace rather than the 
jingoism attached to the First World War.
Planned is a widespread range of activities 
that will bring some alternatives to the focus 
on the glorification of war, something we 
believe every Australian who died or was 
wounded at Gallipoli would support. If you 
would like a copy of the program, please 
contact the Melbourne Unitarian Church 
and we will send it to you. We can’t afford 
the glorification of war economically or 
morally. n
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Julian Burnside prefaced his article by saying he had been 
invited as a guest speaker to a private club which later 
‘uninvited’ him, as members had a rule of not discussing 
politics and religion.*

For years I have argued that the treatment of 
asylum seekers is a moral issue, not a political one. 
It is ultimately a test of the moral character of the 
nation, one that should concern all Australians. 

Sadly for us, and tragically for refugees, the issue has been 
caught up in politics.

Politics blinds us to the core issue

Everyone knows that refugees exist. From the beginning of 
time, people have been forced to flee for safety. Everyone 
knows that seeking asylum is a dangerous enterprise, 
a lottery in which only a lucky few survive. Australia’s 
response to refugees is oddly mixed. We have an offshore 
resettlement program that brings in 13,750 people a year 
from refugee camps overseas. While the number is small, 
the voluntary resettlement program is something to be 
proud of. Not all countries have equivalent programs.

Then we have people who are admitted to Australia on 
short-term visas and then seek asylum. Most of them 
are ultimately assessed as not being refugees, but in the 
meantime they are allowed to live in the community and 
cause no discernible problem.

Then there are boat people. Typically, they arrive in small 
numbers compared to the other two streams. They 
commit no offence by coming here the way they do, but 
it has become standard to call them ‘illegals’: a tag that 
apparently makes it more comfortable to mistreat them.

More than 90 per cent of them are ultimately assessed as 
refugees, legally entitled to our protection. Despite that 
fact, they are the focus of intense hostility. This is largely 
because they have been demonised and (quite falsely) 
characterised as criminals from whom we need to be 
protected.

The truth is that almost all of them are escaping fears we 
can scarcely imagine. Their genuine desperation explains 
why they are willing to risk their lives at sea.

It is these people who are locked up in detention centres 
here and in Nauru and Manus Island in Papua New Guinea. 
The detainees are held indefinitely; no one can tell them 
for how long. Psychiatrists are unequivocal about the toxic 
effects of the uncertainty of this detention: it drives people 
to hopelessness and despair.

Between 2001 and 2006, people commonly started self-
harming after about 18 months: when you are powerless 
and have lost all hope, self-harm is simply a cry for help.

Since the revival of the Pacific Solution, coupled with its 
so-called ‘no advantage principle’, boat people are told 
informally that they will likely be stuck in limbo for five 
years. It now takes just nine months for people to resort 
to self-harm. That is a grim kind of achievement; not one 
to be proud of.

The Pacific Solution has been explicitly promoted as a 
policy of deterrence. If the risk of dying at sea is not 
a deterrent, detention has to be pretty awful to be an 
effective deterrent.

In denial about a moral duty

The great question that underlies Australia’s treatment of 
asylum seekers is this: if a person arrives here, uninvited, 
asking us to protect them from persecution, how should 
we treat them? These people have committed no offence; 
nearly all of them are genuinely fleeing persecution.

What is a decent human response to someone in those 
circumstances? Our answer to that question defines us.

Club rules* against political discussion are no excuse for 
shirking pressing moral questions. A person’s character 
is measured by their conduct; a country’s character 
likewise. At present, Australia is seen as a country that is 
wilfully cruel to people who are frightened enough and 
courageous enough to risk their lives at sea to seek safety 
here. We deliberately mistreat innocent people to ensure 
that others will not come asking us for protection.

How you treat a defenceless person is, first and last, 
a moral question. The fact that the question becomes 
a political plaything does not convert it from a moral 
question to a political one. The moral question remains, 
even if the answer is contaminated by politics.

It is a reasonable thing for a club to place a ban on the 
discussion of political or religious topics. But it is another 
thing to prevent a discussion that goes to the heart of the 
nation’s character.

How we  
treat the 
vulnerable 
is a moral 
test beyond 
politics
BY JULIAN BURNSIDE
Australian Humanist of the Year, 2009

FROM THE VICTORIAN HUMANIST (MELBOURNE), 53 (3), APRIL 2014:1 & 4
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Hiding behind a rule that forbids discussion of politics may 
ease the consciences of some club members, but it betrays 
either a profound ignorance of the real question or, worse, 
unwillingness to face uncomfortable moral facts.

Many clubs gain their cachet by excluding people, and 
Australia, by its conduct, imitates that behaviour: a lot of 
Australians say that the refugee question was ‘answered 
at the last election’. In truth, the real question was never 
even addressed. n

Julian Burnside is patron of the Asylum Seeker Resource 
Centre and adjunct Professor at Australian Catholic University. 
This article was originally published on The Conversation. The 
above version has been edited for space.

Read at http://theconversation.com/how-we-treat-the-
vulnerable-is-a-moral-test-beyond-politics-24412

Scott Ludlam
Democracy & Local Government

Adjournment Speech by Green’s Senator LUDLAM (Western Australia) 

Tonight I rise to invite Prime Minister Tony 
Abbott to visit the beautiful state of Western 
Australia. I do this in good faith, because we 
are only a matter of weeks away from a historic 

by-election that will not just determine the final makeup of 
this chamber after July but also will decide much more of 
consequence to the people of Western Australia, whether 
they are thinking of voting for the Greens or not. Prime 
Minister, you are welcome out west, but this is a respectful 
invitation to think carefully about what baggage you pack 
when you make your next flying campaign stopover.

When you arrive at Perth airport, you will alight on the 
traditional country of the Whadjuk Nyoongar people, who 
have sung this country for more than 40,000 years. This is 
200 times the age of the city that now stands on the banks 
of the Derbal Yerigan, the Swan River. Understand that 
you are now closer to Denpasar than to Western Sydney, 
in a state where an entire generation has been priced out 
of affordable housing. Recognise that you are standing in 
a place where the drought never ended, where climate 
change from land clearing and fossil fuel combustion is a 
lived reality that is already costing jobs, property and lives.

Mr Prime Minister, at your next press conference we 
invite you to leave your excruciatingly boring three-word 
slogans at home. If your image of Western Australia is of 
some caricatured redneck backwater that is enjoying the 
murderous horror unfolding on Manus Island, you are 
reading us wrong. Every time you refer to us as the ‘mining 
state’ as though the western third of our ancient continent 
is just Gina Rinehart’s inheritance to be chopped, benched 
and blasted, you are reading us wrong. 

Western Australians are a generous and welcoming lot, 
but if you arrive and start talking proudly about your 
attempts to bankrupt the renewable energy sector, cripple 
the independence of the ABC and privatise SBS, if you 
show up waving your homophobia in people’s faces and 
start boasting about your ever-more insidious attacks on 
the trade union movement and all working people, you 
can expect a very different kind of welcome.

People are under enough pressure as it is without 
three years of this government going out of its way to 
make it worse. It looks awkward when you take policy 

advice on penalty rates and the minimum wage from 
mining billionaires and media oligarchs on the other 
side of the world – awkward, and kind of revolting. It is 
good to remember that these things are temporary. For 
anyone listening in from outside this almost empty Senate 
chamber, the truth is that Prime Minister Tony Abbott and 
this benighted attempt at a government are a temporary 
phenomenon. They will pass, and we need to keep our 
eyes on the bigger picture. 

Just as the reign of the dinosaurs was cut short to their 
great surprise, it may be that the Abbott government will 
appear as nothing more than a thin, greasy layer in the 
core sample of future political scientists drilling back into 
the early years of the 21st century.

The year 2014 marks 30 years since the election of the first 
representative of what was to become the Greens – my 
dear friend and mentor Senator Jo Vallentine. She came 
into this place as a lone Western Australian representative 
speaking out against the nuclear weapons that formed 
the foundations of the geopolitical suicide pact we dimly 
remember as the Cold War. 

Since the first day of Senator Vallentine’s first term, the 
Greens have been articulating a vision of Australia as 
it could be – an economy running on infinite flows of 
renewable energy; a society that never forgets it lives 
on country occupied by the planet’s oldest continuing 
civilisation; and a country that values education, innovation 
and equality. These values are still at the heart of our work; 
nowhere stronger than on the Walkatjurra Walkabout, 
which will set off again later this month to challenge the 
poisonous imposition of the state’s first uranium mine on 
the shoreline of Lake Way. As the damage done by the 
nuclear industry is global, so is our resistance.

Mr Abbott, your thoughtless cancellation of half a billion 
dollars of Commonwealth funding for the Perth light 
rail project has been noted. Your blank cheque for Colin 
Barnett’s bloody and unnecessary shark cull has been 
noted. Your attacks on Medicare, on schools funding, 
on tertiary education – noted. The fact that your only 
proposal for environmental reforms thus far is to leave 
Minister Greg Hunt playing solitaire for the next three 
years while you outsource his responsibilities to the same 
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Premier who presides over the shark cull has been noted 
too.

You may not believe this, Prime Minister, but your 
advocacy on behalf of foreign biotechnology corporations 
and Hollywood’s copyright-industrial complex to chain 
Australia to the Trans-Pacific Partnership has been noted. 
People have been keeping a record of every time you have 
been given the opportunity to choose between predator 
capitalism and the public interest, and it is bitterly obvious 
whose side you are on.

So to be very blunt, the reason that I extend this invitation 
to you, Mr Prime Minister, to spend as much time as you 
can spare in Western Australia is that every time you open 
your mouth the Green vote goes up. 

You and your financial backers in the gas fracking and 
uranium industries have inspired hundreds of people to 
spend their precious time doorknocking thousands of 
homes for the Greens in the last few weeks. 

Your decision to back Monsanto’s shareholders instead of 
Western Australian farmers has inspired people across the 
length and breadth of this country to make thousands of 
calls and donate to our campaign.

As for the premeditated destruction of the NBN and 
Attorney-General George Brandis’s degrading capitulation 

to the surveillance state when confronted with the 
unlawful actions of the US NSA – even the internet is 
turning green, ‘for the win’. Geeks and coders, network 
engineers and gamers would never have voted Green 
in a million years without the blundering and technically 
illiterate assistance of your leadership team. 

For this I can only thank you.

And, perhaps most profoundly, your determined campaign 
to provoke fear in our community – fear of innocent 
families fleeing war and violence in our region – in the 
hope that it would bring out the worst in Australians is 
instead bringing out the best in us. Prime Minister, you 
are welcome to take your heartless racist exploitation of 
people’s fears and ram it as far from Western Australia as 
your taxpayer funded travel entitlements can take you.

What is at stake here, in the most immediate sense, is 
whether or not Prime Minister Tony Abbott has total 
control of this parliament in coming years. But I have 
come to realise that it is about much more than that. We 
want our country back. Through chance, misadventure, 
and, somewhere, a couple of boxes of misplaced ballot 
papers, we have been given the opportunity to take back 
just one seat on 5 April, and a whole lot more in 2016.

Game on, Prime Minister. See you out west. n

Aunty’s enemies: ABC still 
under attack after 80 years

‘As the bells in the tower of Sydney’s General Post Office chimed eight o’clock on the evening of 
Friday 1 July 1932, the peals were picked up and carried to every state of the federation. 

‘“This is the Australian Broadcasting Commission,” said the announcer, Conrad Charlton. Then he 
introduced the prime minister, Joseph Lyons, to pronounce the commission inaugurated.’

BY JUNE FACTOR



5the BEACON

These are the opening lines 
of volume 1 of Ken Inglis’ 
expansive history of the 
ABC. Eighty-two years 

ago, a conservative prime minister 
launched Australia’s independent 
national public broadcaster, 
committed, in Lyons’ words, to 
‘serve all sections and to satisfy the 
diversified tastes of the public.’

Despite the grand opening and 
the genuine commitment of many 
conservatives to an Australian model 
of the much-admired BBC – Robert 
Menzies, then a Melbourne barrister, 
had led a delegation to Lyons, 
lobbying for the ABC’s establishment 
– the public broadcaster had enemies from its inception.

Sir Keith Murdoch, father of Rupert, was a newspaper 
proprietor with interests in several commercial radio 
stations. For three years, he and other newspaper owners 
insisted that the ABC be restricted to no more than 200 
words a day of overseas news, and limited its presentation 
of news bulletins to five minutes in the evening – but not 
before 7.50 pm, by which time it was thought people 
would have finished reading their newspapers. When, by 
1936, the ABC had begun to develop an independent news 
service, Murdoch was greatly displeased. His newspapers 
demanded a reduction in the ABC’s income from licence 
fees so that it would, in Inglis’ summary, ‘stop competing 
improperly with private enterprise’.

In an early show of defiance, the vice-chairman of the 
ABC, Herbert Brookes – a leading conservative and 
son-in-law of Alfred Deakin, Australia’s second prime 
minister – attacked Murdoch for his self-interest and his 
attempts to cripple the ABC’s news service, as well as 
his ‘conspiracy of silence’ about the success of the ABC. 
Knowing Murdoch was unlikely to publish this attack, 
Brookes arranged for a recording of his speech to be 
broadcast on the ABC. ‘ABC takes the gloves off’ was a 
headline in the next issue of Smith’s Weekly.

Private commercial interests were not the only enemies. 
At its inception and for many years later, the ABC was the 
responsibility of the Postmaster-General’s department. 
The politician to hold the office of Postmaster-General 
in 1938 was a South Australian Country Party man with 
a military background, AG Cameron. When the chairman 
of the commission and two of its members first met him, 
Cameron did not mince his words: ‘I know nothing about 
broadcasting. I’m not interested in it. If I had my way I 
would stop all broadcasting. No time for these mechanical 
things. Don’t know anything about music. As for people 
who give talks and commentaries over the air, if I had my 
way I would poison the blank blanks – would bring them 
under the Vermin Act.’

The story of the ABC suggests Marx’s famous axiom – 
that history repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce 
– should be turned around.

The down-with-the-ABC clowns and incompetents are 
richly represented in the broadcaster’s early years, but the 
ABC’s enemies have grown fiercer and more determined 

as its capacities, its reach and its public 
appeal have threatened their private 
or political interests. Deceit, often 
built on false promises, is a marker of 
our own time.

In 1996, the Liberal-National 
Coalition’s shadow minister for 
communications, Senator Richard 
Alston, presented the soon-to-be 
voting public with a manifesto on the 
ABC, titled ‘Better Communications’. 
It was glowing, praising every aspect of 
the ABC, including Radio Australia, and 
promising that there would be no cuts 
to the broadcaster’s budget during the 
first term of a Coalition government. 
This was consistent with his earlier 

role as chairman of a Senate select committee which 
reported on ABC management and operations in 1995, 
and recommended against government interference in 
the ABC and emphasised the need for government to 
properly fund existing and expanding ABC activities.

Yet only a few months after the Coalition won the election, 
cabinet was discussing which of two proposals for severe 
cuts to the ABC’s budget the government should adopt. 
In his submission to cabinet, Alston favoured the lesser 
option – a 12 per cent cut – because it would arouse 
less public opposition than the 20 per cent cut favoured 
by the Finance Department, and it would still ‘give us 
the opportunity to influence future ABC functions and 
activities more directly.’ And so it came to pass. Among 
the casualties was Radio Australia, which lost its overseas 
transmitters, two foreign languages and a significant 
proportion of its staff and devoted overseas audience.

Ten years after the budget cuts, a KPMG report 
commissioned by the government declared the ABC 
was performing financially ‘as well if not better than’ 
commercial media companies, and recommended an 
extra $125 million – 7 per cent – in the next three years 
in order that ‘the ABC could sustain its present range, 
quality and mix of outputs’. The ABC’s own request was 
for a more modest $115.2 million. As Inglis comments 
politely, the government’s actual contribution in 2006 
‘was rather more modest’ even than the ABC’s figure.

Now Rupert Murdoch – and some of his journalists – are 
questioning the very existence of a publicly funded ABC. 
A new Coalition government, having promised before last 
year’s election that there would be no funding cuts to the 
national broadcaster, has already instituted two inquiries 
into its management and financial operations. The large 
majority of the population which values the ABC may 
soon grow restless.

Perhaps the government might pause and consider the 
words of Terry Lane, one of the ABC’s most admired 
interviewers, who retired some years ago. Writing in The 
Age in 2003, Lane remarked: ‘Taxes are the way we buy 
civilisation, and public broadcasting is an institution of 
civilisation.’ n

June Factor is a senior fellow in Melbourne University’s school 
of historical and philosophical studies. She held a leadership role 
in Friends of the ABC from 1995 to 1999. Source: The Age

“The story of the ABC 
suggests Marx’s famous 
axiom – that history 
repeats itself, first 
as tragedy, second 
as farce – should be 
turned around.
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The commission of audit’s chairman, Tony Shepherd, 
is a former head of the Business Council of Australia. 

In Australian politics, the election of a new Parliament 
is associated with a theatrical ceremony in which the 
usher of the black rod summons parliamentarians to 
hear the governor-general’s (or governor’s) speech, 

setting out the new government’s intentions. Some aspects 
of this ceremony, such as the practice of assembling in the 
upper house, date back to the parliamentary struggles of 
the 17th century.

A second, equally theatrical ritual is enacted if the election 
produces a new Coalition government. The treasurer 
solemnly announces the creation of an independent 
commission of audit, which is supposed to examine all 
areas of government spending.
The idea that there are big savings still to be found 
after two decades of efficiency dividends, contracting 
out and corporatisation is an illusion.
This ritual dates back to the election of the Kennett 

government in 1992. The new Victorian premier, Jeff 
Kennett, was facing a genuine crisis as a result of 
the failure of state-owned and state-regulated financial 
institutions in the ‘recession we had to have’. From 
Kennett’s viewpoint, the commission had two main 
functions. The first was to pin the responsibility for the 
crisis on the fraud, mismanagement and waste of the 
outgoing Labor government rather than on the external 
circumstances of the recession. The second was to 
provide an authoritative basis for the policy program he 
wanted to implement, based on privatisation, service cuts 
and competitive tendering.
Kennett’s success, at least in his first term, set a precedent 
that has been followed ever since, with the announcement 
of a commission of audit or some similarly named 
body being one of the first items on the agenda of 
newly elected Coalition governments. The second crucial 
feature of these commissions was established by the 
Howard government. Whereas Kennett had campaigned 
for radical reform, John Howard had followed a ‘small 
target’ strategy, making seemingly ironclad promises not 

COMMISSION 
OF AUDIT: 
A CRUSADE OF 
DATED IDEOLOGY 
AND DEAD IDEAS

The commission of audit’s report 
will contain little of inspiration but 
a lot of thinking from the1980s, 
John Quiggan writes.

Public Service Political Opinion 5 November 2013 
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to make politically sensitive spending cuts. On taking 
office, it became necessary for Howard to abandon what 
became known as ‘non-core’ promises.
The latest commission of audit, announced by federal 
Treasurer Joe Hockey and Finance Minister Mathias last 
month, looks much like those that came before it.
First, the commission isn’t in any sense independent. With 
token exceptions, its members have been selected on the 
basis of political reliability rather than relevant expertise. Its 
chairman, Tony Shepherd, is a former head of the Business 
Council of Australia. More relevantly, perhaps, he has just 
stepped down as chairman of Transfield, a company that 
depends heavily on public-private partnership deals for 
the private provision of public infrastructure. Expansion of 
the use of PPPs is among the standard recommendations 
of commissions of audit.
The Business Council is also providing its chief economist, 
Peter Crone, to head the secretariat. Shepherd and 
Crone are backed up by former Howard-era minister 
Amanda Vanstone, and Liberal apparatchik and former 
departmental secretary Peter Boxall. Only Tony Cole, 
who was Treasury secretary from 1991 to 1993, can 
be regarded as a non-partisan, though ideologically 
sympathetic, expert on public finances.
Second, the commission does not have anything like the 
time required to perform an audit. In the present case, 
the interim report, which is the one that really matters, is 
due by 31 January 2014. Allowing for time to set up the 
inquiry (as of October 31, it didn’t even have a website) 
and publish a report, the entire job will need to be 
completed between Melbourne Cup Day and Australia 
Day. That’s about 10 weeks at a time much of the country 
operates at half pace.
The shortage of time won’t be a problem for the kind 
of report the commission will actually produce. It will 
consist in part of ideological boilerplate, unchanged 
since the 1996 version. Indeed, one of the commission’s 
supporters, financial journalist Alan Kohler, has suggested 
that ‘Shepherd and his colleagues could simply get that 
report out and reuse some of the chapters on the theory 
of what governments should be doing, which still apply, so 
they don’t have to do that work again’.
The rest of the report will consist of recommendations 
derived from the pre-existing wish lists of influential 
stakeholders. It doesn’t take the insight of Sherlock 
Holmes to work out that the Business Council’s wish list 
will receive close and sympathetic consideration. Also 
influential will be the Institute of Public Affairs, a right-
wing think tank that has been closely aligned with the 
Liberal Party since both organisations were founded in 
the early 1940s. The institute has already produced its 
wish list, so it won’t be hard to assess its influence on the 
outcome.
From within the bureaucracy, the Treasury and the 
Finance Department will have a major say and will also, 

presumably, provide most of the staff. Invariably, the 
Treasury and Finance have a long list of programs they 
would like to scrap or rationalise, for which a change of 
government provides the best opportunity. Conversely, 
the short time frame ensures that anyone outside the 
charmed circle, and without a pre-existing wish list, will 
have no real opportunity for input.
In practice, therefore, commissions of audit are not so 
much reviews of existing government programs as they 
are opportunities for newly elected governments to put 
forward a policy platform based on their real ideological 
preferences, rather than the compromised platform that 
was needed to secure victory at the polls.
The political utility of the exercise varies from case to 
case. If the new government runs quickly into political 
difficulties, and is barely holding on to office, a report 
recommending radical reforms is an embarrassment 
to be buried as quietly as possible. This happened in 
Victoria in 2012, when the Baillieu government used 
‘cabinet in confidence’ powers to suppress the report 
it commissioned after its election. In Queensland, by 
contrast, Premier Campbell Newman’s huge majority 
gave him the confidence to dump promises he had made 
to protect public services and public sector jobs, using his 
commission’s report as a pretext.
The use of commissions of audit to repudiate electoral 
commitments is a problem for anyone who takes the 
democratic process seriously. But, like it or not, Australian 
politicians of both parties have long ceased to regard such 
commitments as binding. With some notable exceptions, 
voters have forgiven them as long as they like the results.
The real problem with the commission process is illustrated 
by Kohler’s remarks. Advocates of commissions have 
learned nothing, and forgotten nothing, since Kennett’s 
audit 20 years ago, which in turn reflected the political 
orthodoxy of the 1980s, based on microeconomic reform, 
privatisation and financial deregulation.
But a lot has changed since 1993. Most of the useful 
elements of the microeconomic reform agenda have 
already been implemented. The idea that there are big 
savings still to be found after two decades of efficiency 
dividends, contracting out and corporatisation is an 
illusion.
As regards privatisation, the most important change 
has been in public attitudes. When Kennett began his 
privatisation program in 1993, the public was sceptical 
but advocates assumed that voters would be happy 
once they experienced the benefits. In reality, 20 years 
of experience has hardened scepticism into unremitting 
hatred. In Queensland, an amazing 85 per cent of voters 
opposed the Bligh government’s asset sales program. Not 
all of that was reflected at the ballot box, but enough of it 
was to reduce Labor to a handful of seats.
Of course, it’s open to advocates of privatisation to argue 
that ordinary people don’t know what’s good for them. 

The idea that there are big savings still to be found after two decades of 
efficiency dividends, contracting out and corporatisation is an illusion.
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It has long been my view that the 
potential and resources of the church 
are largely wasted on worship.

There are few institutions with the 
power to influence fundamental change 
– governments, unions, the military, big 
corporations, and the church. This 
government is undermining the unions, using 
the military for civil operations, and paving the 
way for big corporations. Globally, we see the 
military and corporations wielding power in 
different states. In times like these, as in other 
times of crisis, the church needs to step up and 
use its power to remind the world of its responsibilities. 

Despite the falling numbers in church attendance, and 
the growing number of people who identify as having 
no religion, there are positive signs of this happening.

Pope Francis is speaking out about poverty, income 
inequality, the economy, climate change and 
homosexuality, whilst adopting a much humbler lifestyle 
and encouraging his clergy to do the same.

‘In this context, some people continue to defend trickle-
down theories which assume that economic growth, 
encouraged by a free market, will inevitably succeed in 
bringing about greater justice and inclusiveness in the 
world. This opinion, which has never been confirmed 
by the facts, expresses a crude and naïve trust in the 
goodness of those wielding economic power and in the 
sacralised workings of the prevailing economic system. 
… Almost without being aware of it, we end up being 
incapable of feeling compassion at the outcry of the 
poor, weeping for other people’s pain, and feeling a 

need to help them, as though all this were someone 
else’s responsibility and not our own. The culture of 
prosperity deadens us …’

Caritas Australia has added its voice to other groups 
protesting against the Federal Government’s cuts of 
$650 million from Australia’s official aid program in the 
2013–14 financial year to direct the money into Tony’s 
‘roads of the 21st century’.

The Australian Christian Lobby also expressed 
disappointment at the funding cuts, announced on 
January 18.

Caritas Australia chief executive officer Paul O’Callaghan 
said it was ‘unfortunate such a decision had been 
made in the first year of our partnership with the new 
government’.

He said the generosity of the Australian public, bolstered 
by Caritas’ 40-year partnership with the Australian 
Government, had led to beneficial change in many 
countries.

The power of congregations
BY KAYE LEE on 13 April 2014 

But that claim sits very strangely with a rhetoric of free 
choice and individual responsibility.
The world in which commissions of audit began was one in 
which financial markets were seen as the ultimate arbiters 
of good economic management and AAA ratings. The 
elite groups that dominate the policy process still seem to 
believe this but the average voter is more likely to agree 
with Trade Minister Andrew Robb, who said, in a moment 
of unusual candour in July: ‘I remind you that Lehman 
Brothers, the collapse of Lehman Brothers, which started 
this global financial crisis, on that very day, they still had a 
AAA credit rating. What does a AAA credit rating really 
amount to? What I’m saying is you can’t place enormous 
store in the rating agencies.’
When commissions of audit began, there was a lot of 
excitement about new ways to involve the private sector 
in the provision of public services, epitomised by the 

hit American book of the time Reinventing Government. 
Some of those ideas, such as competitive tendering, have 
worked reasonably well, even if not up to their promoters’ 
expectations. Others, such as PPPs, have been disasters, to 
the point that even insiders like Lend Lease have described 
the model as ‘broken’.
In all probability, none of this experience will be reflected 
in the commission’s report when it is released in January. 
Instead of a road map for Australian government in the 
21st century, we will see the ideology of the 1990s used to 
support one last push for the policy agenda of the 1980s. n

John Quiggin is an economics professor at the University of 
Queensland. johnquiggin.com

Read more: http://www.smh.com.au/national/public-service/
commission-of-audit-a-crusade-of-dated-ideology-and-dead-
ideas-20131103-2wugf.html#ixzz2z0VhY4cp
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Drones create 
anger and hate

Yemeni writer and journalist Farea Al-Muslimi 
gave evidence about a drone bombing of his 
home, the village of Wessab: ‘The attack terrified 
thousands of simple, poor farmers,’ he told the US 

Senate Subcommittee on the Constitution, Civil Rights 
and Human Rights in its hearing entitled ‘Drone Wars: 
The Constitutional and Counterterrorism Implications of 
Targeted Killing.’

‘The drone strike and its impact tore my heart, much as the 
tragic bombings in Boston last week tore your hearts and 
also mine,’ he added. ‘What radicals had previously failed to 
achieve in my village … one drone strike accomplished in an 
instant: There is now an intense anger and growing hatred of 
America.’

The drone attack on Muslimi’s village killed an Al-Qaeda 
leader and four militants, according to Reuters. But 
Muslimi argued that the target was already known to many 
in Wessab, and Yemeni officials could have easily arrested 
him if the US had made the request.
US assistance to Yemen often goes unnoticed by most of 
the local population, as they are completely preoccupied 
by the drones flying overhead. ‘The drone strikes are the 
face of America to many Yemenis,’ Muslimi said. ‘There is 
nothing villagers in Wessab needed more than a school to 
educate the local children or a hospital to help decrease 
the number of women and children dying every day. Had 
the United States built a school or hospital it would have 
instantly changed the lives of my fellow villagers for the better 
… Instead of first experiencing America through a school or 
hospital, most people in Wessab first experienced America 
through the terror of a drone strike.’
Peter Bergen, director of the National Security Studies 
Program at the New America Foundation, told the Senate 
Subcommittee that in 2012, Obama authorised at least 46 
drone strikes in Yemen, while former President George 

‘In the last year alone, this partnership enabled Caritas 
Australia to reach more than 1.1 million people across 20 
countries,’ Mr O’Callaghan said.

Other organisations such as Care, Save the Children, 
ChildFund, Plan International and the Fred Hollows 
Foundation – who also have partnership agreements with 
the Government – have had their funding cut by about 
eight per cent.

Churches are not only speaking out against cuts to foreign 
aid and charities, some are also making conscience 
investment decisions.

Resolutions passed by the NSW/ACT Synod of the 
Uniting Church in April show that it is possible for 
religious institutions to take concerted action on climate 
change.

The Synod resolved to divest from stocks and shares 
in corporations engaged in the extraction of fossil fuels, 
and to redirect investments into renewable energy. 
A second resolution, again passed by consensus, saw 
the Synod agree to call upon the state government to 
protect important farming land, water resources and 
conservation areas from coal and coal seam gas mining. 
A third resolution, with unanimous support once again, 
called upon the Synod and the Assembly to speak and act 
pastorally as well as prophetically in the Murray-Darling 
Basin.

Individual churches are also making a difference. If you 
have not heard of Gosford Anglican Church and Father 
Rod then you are missing out. He organises and speaks 
at rallies and his signs are an internet hit. One of my 
favourites was ‘Jesus had 2 dads and he turned out ok’.

The Church has taken a stand on various hot topics 
of modern society, including marriage equality, asylum 
seekers and women’s rights.

‘From a theological perspective, Jesus was on about one 
thing and one thing only, and that’s what he called the 

Kingdom of God. This Kingdom of God manifests itself 
in compassion and justice and true humility and there 
are lots of things going on in our society at the moment 
that aren’t about those things, like the way we treat gay 
people by not allowing them to be married, the way we 
treat our planet and the way we treat asylum seekers. 
These are the things Christians should be seeking – 
justice and compassion. We contribute to that.’

Another church that has attracted attention is the 
Melbourne Unitarian Peace Memorial Church.

In a bold pro-active move, the congregation thought 
the best possible response to the Federal Government’s 
Commission of Audit would be to conduct one of its own, 
one which they considered would put people before 
profit. The church raised $15,000 to commission its own 
Audit on behalf of the people of Australia: the People’s 
Commission of Audit carried out by independent public 
policy research organisation The Australia Institute.

They intend to release the results this month before 
the government releases its Commission of Audit 
recommendations. The comparison will be very 
interesting.

I would highly recommend their newsletter Beacon. It 
is very informative on both domestic and global issues 
and contains excellent articles by people like refugee 
advocate Julian Burnside. The March edition was devoted 
entirely to the asylum seeker problem and is well worth 
a read, as are all their publications.

I am encouraged by these displays of the church taking 
a role in calling for change. I understand the importance 
of separation of church and state but, when the state is 
abrogating its responsibilities to humanity, then we must 
all join together in demanding better.  n

Source: The Australian Independent Media Network



W Bush had launched only one throughout his presidency.
A Russian newsagency reports that there have been 
demands that the Obama administration provide more 
transparency in the increasingly secret US drone war. The 
public hearing was previously postponed, as the panel was 
hoping that the administration would send an official to 
testify, but it did not.
US drone strikes have proven controversial: A UN team 
investigating casualties in Pakistan said that US drone 
strikes violated the country’s sovereignty. The Pakistani 
Government claimed that at least 400 civilians have been 
killed by US drones.
Leaked classified reports have confirmed that US drone 
attacks in Pakistan are not always precision strikes against 
top-level Al-Qaeda terrorists, as claimed by the Obama 
administration. Rather, many of these attacks are aimed at 
suspected low-level tribal militants, who may not pose a 
direct danger to the US.
The Obama administration’s drone war undermines the 
rule of law, Rosa Brooks, professor of law at Georgetown 
University Law Centre argued in her testimony: ‘When a 
government claims for itself the unreviewable power to kill 
anyone, anywhere on earth, at any time, based on secret 
criteria and secret information discussed in a secret process 
by largely unnamed individuals, it undermines the rule of law.’
Brooks also recalled the Justice Department’s leaked memo 
on targeted killings, and how the Obama administration’s 
novel conception of an ‘imminent’ threat of attack – a 
requirement for the use of force abroad – ‘seems, in itself, 
like a substantial departure from accepted international law 
definitions of imminence.’
The leaked white paper, says Brooks, states that ‘anyone 
deemed to be an operational leader of al Qaeda or its 
“associated forces” presents, by definition, an imminent 
threat even in the absence of any evidence whatsoever relating 
to immediate or future attack plans … 
According to the Obama Administration, “imminent” no 
longer means “immediate”, and in fact the very absence of 
clear evidence indicating specific present or future attack 
plans becomes, paradoxically, the basis for assuming that 
attack may perpetually be “imminent”’.
After the September 11th terror attack, the US began to 
launch drones from bases in Pakistan and Uzbekistan for 
combat missions inside Afghanistan. More than a decade 
later, after killing almost 5,000 people – many of whom 
are believed to be civilians, including women and children 
– Washington has expanded the use of the remotely 
controlled aircraft into Yemen, Somalia and especially 
Pakistan.
Northern and western Africa have rapidly become new 
frontiers in the drone war. The US has set up a drone 
base in Djibouti, on the Horn of Africa, and flies unarmed 
Reaper drones out of Ethiopia. Washington has also carried 
out surveillance flights over East Africa from the island 
nation of the Seychelles.
In the US, protest has raged over the use of the robotic 
killing machines to assassinate thousands around the world. 
Recently, hundreds gathered in front of the White House 
to demonstrate against drone strikes on foreign soil.

Meanwhile the Royal Australian Air Force deploys Israeli-
owned drones for battlefield surveillance and to target 
anti-government Islamic fighters in Afghanistan.
The RAAF rents flying hours from a Canadian company 
that leases them from Israeli Aerospace Industries, which 
is owned by the Israeli government.
The drones have been used by the RAAF since 2009 but, 
unlike the controversy in the US over their use, there has 
been little public debate in Australia about the RAAF’s 
increasing deployment of the aircraft which carry sensors 
and cameras.
At an industry convention at a plush resort on the Gold 
Coast in the middle of last year Australian commanders 
boasted about the military capabilities of drones but 
according to Mark Corcoran of the ABC ‘displayed no 
interest in discussing the political or ethical considerations’ 
involved in their use.
The convention was shown a brief video clip, taken from 
a drone, of an Afghani villager falling off his bike. It was not 
shown video clips of the carnage that results when other 
information gathered by the drones is used to target an 
alleged insurgent who is then obliterated by a laser-guided 
bomb or an artillery shell fired from 30 kilometres away. 
This kind of footage is known, by those in the trade, as 
‘kill TV’. The targeting process which ends in death at long 
range for its victims is privately called ‘the kill chain’.
Australian taxpayers have already spent $548 million on 
military drones. n
Source: Adelaide Voices June–August 2013
The sources were rt.com and the ABC if you would like 
to quote this also.
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DID YOU KNOW…

That the ‘impartial’ Speaker in the House of 
Representatives, BRONWYN BISHOP, 
in 2005, when just a parliamentarian, called 
for Muslim headscarves to be banned from 
public schools saying that ‘she is opposed to 
the wearing of the Muslim headscarf, where 
it does not form part of the school uniform. 
This is because that in most cases the 
headscarf is being worn as a sign of defiance 
and difference between non-Muslim and 
Muslim students’ and then went on to say 
that she ‘does not believe that a ban on 
the Jewish skull cap is necessary, because 
people of the Jewish faith have not used the 
skull cap as a way of campaigning against 
the Australian culture, laws and way of life.’
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from our readers

Dear Editor
Congratulations are definitely due to the brave Sea 
Shepherd campaigners for their wonderful efforts in 
pressuring governments to do more to stop the slaughter 
of whales in the Southern Ocean by gaining publicity and 
support against Japan’s appalling whaling activities there. 
And thanks to Sea Shepherd for saving the lives of so 
many hundreds of whales by its protest activities. Also 
to the many other people who signed petitions, wrote 
letters, made calls and other efforts that contributed to 
ending this terrible and absurd practice. It shows how 
people can make a real difference to changing things 
for the better. The UN International Court of Justice 
decision was a great victory for the whales and all those 
whale supporters. It’s a great shame, of course, that 
legal recourse takes so long. It was fortunate that in the 
meantime that there was Sea Shepherd, impeding the 
hunt and saving many of these beautiful mammals. In the 
2013 operation alone, Sea Shepherd saved about 800 
whales and the Japanese fleet killed 75 whales in that 
season – the lowest number ever. Apart from anything 
else, the actions of Sea Shepherd certainly made a big 
difference to those individual whales lives, allowing 
these precious marine creatures to continue to exist in 
peace. 

Steven Katsineris, Vic 

Dear Donna
Thanks for your most impressive journal. I was pleased to 
see it incorporating very strong articles and sentiments. 
I congratulate you for tackling this issue in these terrible 
times of government policies and politics. I really liked 
Antony’s idea on sanctions against Australia. It would be 
a good campaign.

Cheers

Name withheld

Dear Editor
Congratulations on a splendid issue. Would it be possible 
for me to buy some additional copies? I would like to 
give them to interested members of various groups to 
which I belong. I could collect them from the church in 
East Melbourne.

Yours sincerely

Gael Barrett, Vic

Increase our Circulation: 
Nominate potential subscribers for 
three free monthly copies without 

ongoing obligation! (Try before you buy)
Our church is a public and usable asset 
with portable seating and excellent 
conference, meeting and function 
facilities.  We welcome its use by those 
who support our motto ‘Seek the 
Truth and Serve Humanity’.  Interested 
individuals or groups can contact the 
church office – we would be delighted 
to speak to you.  A donation is payable. 

PAYPAL ACCOUNT
The church has now opened a PayPal account. If you have access to PayPal – all you need do is log 
on and the church’s PayPal address is admin@melbourneunitarian.org.au Visit our web page and 

click on the link. You will be able to pay your subscription and make donations. 

TUNE INTO THE
Unitarian Half Hour

EVERY SATURDAY AT 10.30 AM
3CR • 855 AM • COMMUNITY RADIO
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