
The latest so-called free trade agreement will be 
foisted on us in the very near future. This one is 
a ‘partnership’ or the Trans Pacific Partnership 
or TPP to be exact.

Most of the detail of the TPP is clouded in secrecy, with 
the exception of a few Wikileaks exposures. However, 
we do know that the same corporate players have been 
involved in a number of such agreements, the known 
effects of which, when combined with what we do know, 
paint a pretty accurate picture of what to expect from 
the TPP.

To mention one such similar agreement, the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that our 
Canadian friends have another name for that can’t be 
repeated in polite company. One Canadian provincial 
government (Quebec) found itself being sued for $250 
million for its attempt to impose restrictions on shale 
gas mining pending an environmental study, while down 
south in Mexico farmers got themselves into trouble by 
daring to use farming methods that ran counter to the 
interests of Monsanto.

It was Mark Twain who said, ‘History doesn’t repeat itself, 
but it does rhyme’. So we are in a good position to make 
rather accurate predictions of the intent of the TPP and a 
little less bold in how that intent will play out in practice. 

We do know that past agreements have allowed foreign 
investors to sue governments in areas as diverse as mining, 
public health, environmental legislation, food labelling, 
safety standards for workers, sustainable agriculture, 

pharmaceutical prices, internet freedom, copyright laws, 
and the list goes on. By way of illustration, we highlight 
just two simple examples:

The Australian High Court determined that tobacco 
companies are not eligible for compensation over the 
plain packaging legislation. However, US-based Philip 
Morris has moved some assets to Hong Kong in order to 
use provisions of an earlier investment treaty to sue the 
Australian government for damages. This gives us some 
idea of the thinking of those behind the TPP. 

Pharmaceutical companies already have patent rights 
to charge high monopoly prices for new medicines 
for 20 years before cheaper generic medicines can be 
produced. The ability to restrict governments’ ability 
to make medicines affordable has been a feature of the 
more recent free trade agreements worldwide. In the 
US, there is no national system to regulate the price of 
medicines, resulting in prices three to ten times higher 
than in Australia. Many will remember, after the signing 
of NAFTA, the busloads of Americans travelling across 
the border to Canada to purchase affordable medicines. 
It became quite a tourist attraction until returning buses 
were stopped at the border and searched.

Noam Chomsky summed it up rather well when he said: 
‘Every word in the phrase “Free Trade Agreement” is 
false. The FTAs are investor rights agreements, negotiated 
mostly in secret by representatives of transnational 
corporations and the few powerful states that cater to 
their interests. The public is largely excluded, and often 
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Moncure Daniel Conway came from Virginia, 
where his early years were privileged and 
orthodox. He was born on 17 March 1832, 
on a plantation near Falmouth in rural Stafford 

County, where his father, Walker Peyton Conway, was a 
local planter and judge. His mother, Margaret Daniel 
Conway, was the granddaughter of a signatory of the 
Declaration of Independence. The family were devout 
Methodists. According to Conway’s biographer, John 
d’Entremont, the atmosphere that would have surrounded 
the young Moncure would have been ‘patriarchal values, 
unquestioned devotion to slavery and white supremacy, 
and a world view that set politics and power above artistic 
and intellectual pursuits’.
As Moncure Conway wrote years later, ‘Destiny had 
lavished on my lot everything but freedom.’ 

The patriarchal values did not, however, apply to his 
female relatives. Two paternal aunts, his sister and a 
cousin were opposed to slavery, and so was his mother, 
who was also critical of Southern patriarchy generally. 
She encouraged him to read widely, despite his father’s 
disapproval of fiction. She was also a practitioner of 
homoeopathy, and took Moncure with her on her rounds. 
John d’Entremont says that ‘Moncure spent more time 
with his mother; the central lessons he drew from her 
and other female relatives were the legitimacy of the self, 

the importance of reconciliation, the value of intellectual 
endeavor, and the immorality of arbitrary power.’

The young Conway went to Dickinson College in 
Pennsylvania, then a strict Methodist institution, and after 
graduating in 1849 followed his father’s advice to study 
law.

In 1850, however, Moncure discovered the writings of 
‘the Sage of Concord’, the Unitarian writer, poet and 
transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson. The young 
Conway decided that law was not for him, and he 
decided to enter the Methodist ministry.

For 23 months in 1851 and 1852, Conway was a 
travelling minister, riding a Methodist circuit in Maryland, 
another slave state. Here he met literate, anti-slavery 
Quakers who added to the heterodox notions he was 
imbibing from Emerson. In 1852 his older brother died. 
Moncure Conway felt he could no longer be a Methodist 
in accordance with his father’s wishes. He crossed the 
Mason-Dixon Line and began training for the Unitarian 
ministry at Harvard University in Massachusetts. To quote 
John d’Entremont again, ‘His mother wished him well; his 
father, in effect, disowned him.’

In Massachusetts Conway met and befriended his ‘spiritual 
father’ Emerson. He also got to know members of the 
anti-slavery movement and Theodore Parker, abolitionist, 

opposed. The agreements include highly protectionist 
elements, such as the monopoly pricing rights that 
impose enormous costs on consumers and have no 
legitimate justification. They interpret “trade” to include 
actions internal to command economies, as when a giant 
corporation produces parts in Indiana, ships them to a 
subsidiary in Mexico for assembly, then sells the product 
in California, with each border crossing called “trade” – a 
very large component of world “trade”.’ 

We note the parallels in the mindset between free 
trade agreements and wars being waged around the 

world. National sovereignty is ignored, economies are 
devastated, human rights are ignored. One could be 
forgiven for thinking that the same interests are involved, 
or in the words of Mark Twain, ‘It does rhyme’. And 
the questions to be asked are: Why is the content of an 
agreement that affects most aspects of our lives kept so 
secret? Is it too late to lobby for changes? What can we 
do to change the content of an agreement that has been 
made in our name but is against every tenet of democratic 
procedure? 

MONCURE 
DANIEL 
CONWAY: 
A VERY 
UNUSUAL 
VIRGINIAN
By Nigel Sinnott
(Life Member, Conway Hall Ethical Society, 

London)

Address given at the Melbourne Unitarian Peace Memorial Church on 4 October 2015
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radical Unitarian and the real coiner of the words ‘A 
democracy, that is, a government of all the people, by all 
the people, for all the people’.

In July 1854, at an anti-slavery rally, Conway publicly 
committed himself to the abolitionist cause.

Also in 1854, Conway graduated from Harvard and 
became a Unitarian minister. At his first church, in the city 
of Washington (DC), his sermons against slavery made him 
adoring friends and bitter enemies. 

In 1856 he moved to Cincinnati, Ohio. Here the 
congregation did not mind his fulminations against slavery, 
but they were upset about something else. Conway had 
come under the influence of German biblical criticism and, 
if you will pardon a bad Lewis Carroll pun, Methodists 
believed in Siamese triplets of Cheshire cats, Unitarians 
believed in only one Cheshire cat, but Conway was reducing 
the cat to a grin, without teeth, and with the halitosis of 
infidelity. Or as d’Entremont put it: ‘He repudiated the 
divinity of Christ, debunked New Testament miracles, and 
began to speak of Eastern religions as being as valid and 
valuable as Christianity’. ‘Your minister,’ said Conway in 
1859, ‘is not a believer in what 
the churches call Christianity.’

Cincinnati gave Moncure 
Conway something else: Ellen 
Dana, whom he married in 
1858. She was intelligent, 
supportive and radical. The 
marriage was very happy 
and produced four children, 
Eustace, Emerson, Dana and 
Mildred.

Conway left Cincinnati in 1862, and thereafter, according 
to d’Entremont, no longer called himself a Unitarian. 
He was sympathetic towards, but did not join, the Free 
Religious Association set up by radical Unitarians.

In November 1860 Abraham Lincoln was elected President 
of the United States with a pledge to stop slavery being 
introduced into the western territories. The slave states 
of the deep south had threatened to leave the Union if 
Lincoln became President: they seceded, starting with 
South Carolina, followed by Alabama, Mississippi and 
others, and set up the Confederate States of America. 
Virginia, a border slave state, debated secession and voted 
against it.

But in April 1861 a Louisianan Creole brigadier-general 
named Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard demanded 
that the Union army give up Fort Sumter in Charleston 
Harbor, South Carolina. An ultimatum was not met, and 
at 4:30 am on 12 April Confederate batteries opened fire 
on the fort, which surrendered next day after a 34-hour 
bombardment. It was the almost bloodless start of the 
bloodiest war in North American history.

Lincoln called for all states still in the Union to provide 
militia for the war. Virginia took another vote on secession 
and left the Union. Eventually Richmond, Virginia, became 
the Confederate capital. Meanwhile Union sympathisers 
in western Virginia seceded from Virginia and established 
what became the Union state of West Virginia.

Conway’s two brothers joined the Confederate army. 
His mother and sister, on the other hand, went to live in 
staunchly Unionist Pennsylvania. The family home became 

a Union field hospital, as it was barely two kilometres from 
the appalling battle of Fredericksburg.

Conway initially supported the Union and wrote two 
books in 1861. The following year he became joint editor 
of a new anti-slavery magazine, The Commonwealth, 
published in Boston.

In 1862, in the chaos of war, many of Conway’s father’s 
slaves left the plantation and reached Washington. 
Moncure Conway tracked them down and planned to 
transport them to the free state of Ohio. To do so they 
had to change trains and stations in Baltimore, in the 
slave state of Maryland. This was very risky. In April 1861 
a Massachusetts regiment, when marching between the 
stations, had been attacked by a mob of Confederate 
sympathisers; nine civilians and four soldiers had been 
killed. Conway’s party was beset first by a black mob, that 
thought he was a fugitive slave catcher, and then by a surly 
white mob. But in the end they reached Ohio and safety. 

In 1863 Moncure Conway decided to visit Britain, as an 
overseas reporter for The Commonwealth. He met lots 
of interesting people in London, and also wrote letters 

to pro-Union newspapers 
about the American Civil 
War. However, he got 
into very hot water when 
he started corresponding 
with the Confederate 
envoy in London, James 
Mason. Conway rashly 
stated that if the South 
were to free its slaves, 
the abolitionist movement 
would try to persuade 

Lincoln to end the war. Conway had no authority to make 
this bargain, and the suspicious Mason submitted the 
correspondence to The Times, which sympathised with 
the Confederacy. A very embarrassed Conway took a 
holiday in Venice.

Back in England, in May 1863, Conway was invited to 
speak at South Place Chapel, in Finsbury (London), 
which, by coincidence, had been founded by an American 
Universalist in 1793. Many of its religiously radical 
members were fed up with their minister, whose sermons 
were far too orthodox for their taste, but they liked what 
they heard from Conway. Soon afterwards they forced 
the minister’s resignation, and in February 1864 Conway 
was given a trial as his replacement. He had found his 
congregation, and they liked him. 

Conway still had to contend with the anguish of the war 
across the Atlantic. It ended in mid-1865 after killing 
750,000 people, plus or minus 15,000. Also, after his family 
joined him in London, Moncure and Ellen’s son Emerson 
died in August 1864. But otherwise Moncure thrived. In 
January 1866 his appointment became permanent. 

South Place Chapel, which had been in the doldrums in 
the 1850s, flourished again. By 1873, d’Entremont informs 
us, minimum Sunday attendance was 400, ‘growing to an 
average of seven hundred a few years later’. In addition to 
the chapel services, a South Place Institute was established 
with guest speakers such as Robert Browning, Thomas 
Henry Huxley, John Tyndall and Max Mueller. There were 
concerts, theatricals, a fortnightly discussion group and 
what d’Entremont termed ‘glittering monthly soirees’.

Destiny had lavished on my lot 
everything but freedom.
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As he grew in confidence and experience, Conway’s 
own views subtly changed. In 1869 he dropped the use 
of prayers. In 1872 pews were removed and replaced by 
ordinary seats. And from 1874 readings were often taken 
from Conway’s The Sacred Anthology: a book of ethnical 
scriptures, of which I have the fifth edition of 1876.

He also wrote a semi-autobiographical book, The 
Earthward Pilgrimage, published in 1870. Its first chapter 
sets the scene as it is entitled, in a parody of John Bunyan’s 
subtitle to The Pilgrim’s Progress, ‘How I left the world to 
come for that which is’.

Conway went back to the United States several times, 
and his friends there included, of course, Robert Green 
Ingersoll, whose militant agnosticism was as forthright as 
any atheist’s invective against theology.

In 1882 Conway was invited to lecture in Australia by 
Robert Jeffray and Henry Turner. And if any of you do not 
know who Henry Gyles Turner was, please have a wander 
round our central courtyard at lunchtime.

In 1883, after visiting the United States, 
Conway crossed the Pacific, stopping in 
Hawaii, but having only a day in New 
Zealand, which he regretted. After 
what he termed ‘the sublimities of 
Sydney Harbour at dawn’, he arrived 
in Victoria in time for the Melbourne 
Cup. He described it in his book My 
Pilgrimage to the Wise Men of the East, 
published in 1906. 

“It is odd that Melbourne, rigidly 
Presbyterian, should have for its 
Pan-Australian synod a horse-race. 
Melbourne has, however, made its 
racing week a social congress of the 
colonies. The betting is universal. 
Sweepstakes were arranged in the 
schools (by the teachers), and Cup 
Day is a holiday…”

Early in the morning I walked over the course, so to say. 
Byron Moore, secretary of the Racing Club, guided me, 
and I saw the artistic arrangements for this great event. 
The apartments for the governor and his company, the 
committee rooms, the medical rooms, the ladies’ rooms, 
— all were elaborately elegant. There was fine floral 
decoration everywhere; cosmetics in the ladies’ room, 
and needles threaded with every colour, ready for use.

In the element of grotesquerie thæe English Derby has 
large advantages over the Cup, where respectability was 
carried to an extreme; there was hardly a side-show, 
nothing characteristic of the country, no aborigines, 
no boomerangs. It all impressed me as too much a 
Presbyterian Vanity Fair; no one could fail to be struck by 
the multitude of beautiful ladies and fine looking men, but 
they appeared so serious! It was pleasant to see so many 
people without any tipsiness, but there might have been 
some fun. 

Conway also made notes on the variety of religions and 
philosophies available:

“The census of 1881 gave Victoria a population of 862,246 
and registered 144 denominational names. 

…The number of those who rejected every form of 

Christianity was 20,000.

The Unitarians numbered about one thousand. In 1851, 
when registration of opinions was compulsory, seventeen 
hundred confessed the Unitarian faith. In that year the 
Victorian government voted to divide fifty thousand pounds 
among all the churches in proportion to their members 
(giving the five talents to him who had five and the two 
to him who had two), and the subsidy was continued 
for many years. Under that arrangement the Unitarians 
received a good piece of property. It now had for its minister 
Mrs. Webster, who began preaching there as Miss Turner. 
She is a sister of Henry G. Turner of the Commercial 
Bank of Australia, himself a literary man and editor of 
the “Melbourne Review.” Mrs. Webster is a rationalistic 
Unitarian, and her discourses are very impressive. I had 
the pleasure of preaching to her society, which consists of 
educated and influential families.”

After Victoria, Conway went to Tasmania at the invitation 
of Andrew Inglis Clark, later one of the founding fathers 

of federation. He visited what he 
termed ‘the smallest conventicle in 
Hobart’ because its denomination 
was given as ‘Campbellite’. 
‘Alexander Campbell’, explained 
Conway, ‘was the only Virginian 
who ever founded a sect, a 
little brick chapel in our town, 
Fredericksburg, being by tradition 
the first built by Campbellism.’

Conway also tells us that ‘I lectured 
in various parts of Tasmania, and 
had the honour of being attacked 
in the papers by orthodox writers. 
My lectures were not theological, 
but my account of London, my 
sketches of scientific men, and the 
fact that I was there by invitation 
of distinguished rationalists gave 
sufficient ground for this clerical 

imprudence, which filled my halls wherever I went’. 

From Tasmania Conway went back to Sydney, where 
he was the guest of Justice William (later Sir William) 
Windeyer and gave a lecture in the presence of the 
premier of New South Wales, Sir Henry Parkes. He also 
visited Adelaide (South Australia) and Albany (Western 
Australia) on his way to Ceylon and India. But for reasons 
of time I will not go into detail.

In mid-1884 Conway left South Place and toured Europe 
with his family. From mid-1885 he lived mainly in New 
York city where he devoted himself to writing, producing 
his best-known book, his ‘crowning achievement’ in John 
d’Entremont’s opinion, the two-volume Life of Thomas 
Paine, first published in 1892 and later made available as a 
cheap reprint by the infant Rationalist Press Association. A 
French edition appeared in 1900.

In late 1892 Conway reluctantly acceded to requests to 
return to South Place, now named South Place Ethical 
Society; but in 1897 Ellen became terminally ill and Moncure 
resigned again. John d’Entremont describes Conway’s final 
discourse, on 27 June, far better than I could:

“His topic was John Cabot’s exploration of America … 
But near the end of his talk he broke down and could 
not continue. ‘At the close there was general weeping,’ 

He also wrote a semi-

autobiographical book, The 

Earthward Pilgrimage, 

published in 1870. Its first 

chapter sets the scene as it 

is entitled, in a parody of 

John Bunyan’s subtitle to The 

Pilgrim’s Progress, ‘How I 

left the world to come for that 

which is’.
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wrote one observer … ‘Strong sober men left hurriedly in 
great and manifest grief.’ There was good reason; a great 
institution had lost, under the saddest of circumstances, its 
greatest leader.”

The Conways sailed for New York on 1 July. Ellen died on 
Christmas Day.

In 1898 the United States went to war with Spain. 
Conway was disgusted and spoke out against the war, 
which was not the popular thing to do. Theodore 
Roosevelt sarcastically suggested that Conway join the 
Spanish. He was also appalled by lynchings and Jim Crow 
laws in the southern states. Although he kept a flat in 
Greenwich Village, he spent most of his time in France, 
particularly Paris. 

At the age of 75, while working on a biography of Jean 
Calvin, he died in Paris, on 15 November 1907. He was 
cremated at Père Lachaise cemetery and on 1 December 
there was a memorial meeting at South Place.

In 1910 South Place Ethical Society held the first Conway 
Memorial Lecture, and the 82nd such lecture was given in 
June 2014. After the First World War the society decided 
to leave Finsbury and move to Red Lion Square in Holborn. 
The architect Frederick Mansford was commissioned to 
design the society’s new building, which was completed 
in 1929. It was named Conway Hall and serves as a 
meeting place for many organisations, as well as being 
the headquarters of the National Secular Society. More 
recently, in November 2012, South Place Ethical Society 
changed its name to Conway Hall Ethical Society. 

John d’Entremont says of Conway: ‘He was that rare 
teacher and thinker who could combine genuine tolerance 
with fierce commitment to principle. And whether in the 
role of teacher, scholar or activist, his own life gave vivid 
expression to a line from his autobiography which may 
fairly be taken as his credo: “Those who think at all think 
freely”.’ 
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Did you know that Tony Blair, former British prime minister, has publicly 

apologised to Iraq, claiming mistakes were made in the invasion of that country? 

A mistake? Incorrectly adding a column of figures is a mistake. Dropping a stitch in 

your knitting is a mistake. Wrongly addressing a birthday card is a mistake.

Killing two million people and destroying a country’s infrastructure and cultural 

heritage is not a mistake … it is a crime against humanity, and it should result in a 

public trial for Tony Blair and all others involved in such a ‘mistake’.

DID YOU KNOW…

NEW Unitarian E-Newsletter
The Melbourne Unitarian Church has decided to move into the digital world by launching an 
E-Newsletter every two to three months that will bring you up-to-date information and comment 
from home and around the world. If you would like to be part of our exciting E-Newsletter, please 
send an email to us at admin@melbourneunitarian.org.au and we will add you to our growing 
database. If, on receipt or at any point you decide you no longer wish to receive the newsletter, 
you can easily unsubscribe.
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The 2014–15 Federal Budget eliminated 3000 
jobs in the Australian Tax Office. Things like 
this greatly reduce the ATO’s capacity to 
fight tax evasion by wealthy individuals and 

multinational corporations. Regrettably what happens is 
that the employees who accept redundancies and leave 
are the ones the ATO can least afford to lose, and, even 
worse, some accept private sector offers which see them 
put their skills and experience into increasing the budget 
deficit, not reducing it.
We should tackle debt shifting, close tax loopholes, 
and resource the Tax Office to properly tackle artificial 
and contrived business structures. And the Tax Office 
could help its own cause by revealing details of the 
worst corporate practitioners of tax avoidance. Taxpayer 
privacy for individuals is of course legitimate, but large 
corporations cannot make the same claims with a straight 
face. They are required to report much of their financial 
affairs to their shareholders and to the market already.

One aspect of reducing tax avoidance, which the Labor 
Government legislated for but which hasn’t been put into 
effect yet, is a power to the Tax Office to publish details of 
the taxable income and tax paid by companies with annual 
turnovers of $100 million or more. I understand there are 
about 2300 of them.

The Tax Office acquired this power from 1 July this year. 
The Tax Office itself said ‘Some private groups, linked to 
wealthy individuals with complex tax structures, display 
more aggressive tax behaviours and characteristics’. They 
say that ‘Wealthy individuals and their private trusts often 
have complex arrangements and utilise flow-through 
entities such as trusts and partnerships in addition to 
companies. On average high-wealth individual group 
structures consist of five companies, five trusts, one self-
managed super fund and one partnership’. Amazing!

But the Government wants to water down Labor’s 
transparency legislation. It has drafted legislation that 
would do this. It hasn’t come into the Parliament yet, 
but no doubt the Tax Office has been told to go slow 
on publishing any information, and we haven’t seen any 
information coming from them yet. Labor will not support 
legislation to hide this information, and we hope the cross 
benches will not support it either.

Liberal and National Party MPs have claimed that revealing 
information about private companies would effectively 

expose the personal wealth of those who own them, 
which could expose them to kidnapping! This is laughable. 
The information relates to companies, not personal tax 
details, and only those above $100 million. You don’t have 
to be an especially bright kidnapper to work out who the 
directors of our larger companies are! If this argument 
holds any water, why haven’t we scrapped the Business 
Review Weekly BRW Rich List on the same grounds?

I salute Dick Smith, who notwithstanding his personal 
wealth has said he not only supports the new law, he 
would like to see even more transparency. He says 
wealthy people should be proud to disclose the amount 
of tax they pay.

Michael West, writing in The Age, has drawn attention 
to the low visibility of the financial statements of foreign 
multinationals operating in Australia. Viewing the 
statements of a foreign multinational is expensive and 
not very informative. ‘While proper audit procedures 
are in place in the sphere of ASX companies, there is a 
widespread failure of the audit profession and regulators 
in the foreign multinational space: accounts that don’t 
stack up, myriad failures of disclosure, and a slew of 
failures to adhere to Australian accounting standards – and 
therefore the Corporations Act’.

Michael West says that during the past seven years 
American Express Australia has booked revenues of $8 
billion, but paid no net tax: repeat – they have paid no tax 
for the past seven years! Billions in credit card receivables 
are transferred to a related Amex entity, a partnership 
whose partners are domiciled in Jersey and the US. ‘Not 
to put too fine a point on it, the Bottom of the Harbour 
scheme of the 1970s – in which hundreds of companies 
were stripped of their assets and left to sink – is but a drop 
in the ocean. This is the Bottom of the Ocean scheme, 
where billions every year vanish from Australian shores 
into low-lying Caribbean Islands’.

Michael West suggests that we need to insist that Australian 
subsidiaries of multinationals produce full ‘general purpose’ 
accounts, instead of allowing them to file ‘special purpose’ 
financial statements. He further suggests we remove the 
exemption for such companies reporting the financial 
statements of their wholly owned subsidiaries overseas.

Michael West has also pointed out that Australia should 
copy the US and the UK when it comes to parliamentary 
scrutiny of tax avoidance by large corporations. Capitol Hill 

TAX AVOIDANCE 
(PART II)

Speech by THE HON. KELVIN THOMSON MP, 
Member for Wills to The Unitarian Church, 16 August 2015
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in Washington is where the bosses of large corporations 
are required to account for their conduct. In Westminster 
the Public Accounts Committee examines the chief 
executives of multinationals. But in Australia the Senate 
Economics References Committee allows corporations 
to select their own witnesses. This means we don’t get 
to hear from the real decision-makers, and they do not 
have to account for their decisions. Our Parliamentary 
Committees should make a point of examining the real 
decision-makers.

Economists and captains of industry like to argue the 
world is becoming a better place courtesy of globalisation, 
but what I see is ever growing inequality, and tax 
avoidance exacerbates this. This is not about class warfare 
and tearing down wealth creation, but about ensuring that 
everyone is paying their fair share in tax.

The Liberal government needs to address this issue as a 
matter of public policy priority, or Australian workers and 
small businesses will end up paying more in taxes to make 
up for the shortfall while getting less in return as services 
are cut. If Treasurer Hockey is serious about balancing 
the books then he must address corporate tax avoidance 
rather than increase the GST.

A Labor government will shut down loopholes that allow 
big multinational companies to send profits overseas, 
ensuring they pay their fair share of tax. Labor’s plan will 
bring at least $1.9 billion back to Australia in tax from big 
multinationals over the next four years, according to the 
Parliamentary Budget Office, and raise $7.2 billion over 
ten years as these tax loop holes are closed.

This package includes:

• changes to the arrangements for how multinational 
companies claim tax deductions

• greater compliance work by the ATO to track down 
and tackle corporate tax avoidance

• cracking down on multinational companies using 
hybrid structures to reduce tax

• improved transparency and data matching.

Labor’s approach has been developed in consultation 
with multinational tax practitioners, academics, industry 
and is costed. It also draws on the OECD’s global action 
plans for countering base erosion and profit shifting. For 
instance, last year one of the largest companies in the 
world paid $80 million in Australian tax, on local revenue 
of just over $6 billion. The local retailer Harvey Norman 
paid more tax – $89 million – on a quarter of the revenue.

This task will not be easy – it is complex and difficult. But 
we need to act decisively to make sure big multinationals 
start paying their fair share of tax now. To assist with the 
implementation and refinement of these measures, Labor 
will form a Multinational Tax Expert Panel. Labor will 
use the Expert Panel to ensure that these changes work 
as intended. In addition, Labor will continue to consider 
multinational tax issues such as increased penalties and 
powers for dealing with tax avoidance and country-by-
country reporting.

Labor is looking at negative gearing. Investors in property 
often negatively gear their investment. This means that the 
property investor is deducting interest and other expenses 
against their personal income; this provides investors with 
a tax advantage. Estimates suggest that negative gearing 

has a budget impact that is likely greater than $2 billion 
annually.

Advocates of negative gearing consider it an important 
policy that increases the supply of new housing, putting 
little pressure on house prices. Critics argue that the 
majority of negatively geared property is established 
property, and therefore does not increase the supply of 
housing. These critics note that negative gearing confers a 
direct tax benefit on those that can afford an investment 
property, at the expense of first homebuyers. I share the 
latter view.

Labor is considering the following questions:

1. What aspects of existing taxation arrangements act as 
barriers to housing affordability?

2. How might taxation policy be designed to achieve 
positive housing affordability outcomes?

The recent ALP national conference also passed a 
resolution that referred to implementing a Buffett rule 
in Australia by simply plugging tax loopholes used by very 
high income earners. Modelling by Natsem has indicated a 
Buffett rule would raise $2.5 billion a year.

In 2011–12, 75 people who all earned more than a million 
dollars paid no income tax. Between them they earned 
$1.95m and paid not a cent in tax, including the Medicare 
Levy. They did this by filing huge deductions, reducing 
their taxable income to almost zero. While they were very 
keen not to pay tax they were far more generous when 
it came to buying tax advice. On average these 75 people 
paid $850,000 each for tax advice – an amount beyond the 
means of almost all Australians.

It is this problem that the Buffett rule is designed to fix. A 
Buffett rule sets a minimum average rate of tax for very 
high-income earners and is based on someone’s gross 
income, their income before they make tax deductions. If 
that person can pay for the advice and arrange their tax 
affairs in such a way as to deduct their income below the 
minimum average rate of tax then they will be forced to 
pay that minimum rate. The minimum rate recommended 
is 35%. So if the Buffett rule had been in place in 2011–12, 
then those 75 people who earned more than a million 
dollars each, instead of paying no tax, would have paid 
$68.25m in tax.

The Buffett rule doesn’t try to close tax loopholes only 
to have very clever accountants find new ones, it simply 
makes deductions after a certain point worthless. It forces 
very high-income earners to pay their fair share of tax. The 
Buffett rule is only designed to target very high-income 
earners who aggressively avoid paying tax. So Labor’s 
proposal is that it only applies to those earning more than 
$300,000 a year. This means it would only apply to the top 
1% of taxpayers. It does not propose increasing tax rates 
for high-income earners; it simply properly enforces the 
tax rates that already exist.

If Australia is to remain a well-resourced society with 
access to a world-class health and education system for 
all then everyone has to pay their fair share. Tax avoided 
by those on big incomes means either more tax paid by 
the rest of us or less money for services like health and 
education. These tax loopholes have a very real impact on 
the majority of Australians. 
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And why? It is because of the rapacious greed of a 
diminishing number of national and international 
parasites that currently control the world’s 
economies. In their never-ending demand for 

more and more, they deny our dreams in order to fulfil 
theirs. 
Anybody who thinks that this recent change of leadership 
will bring our dreams to fruition is misleading themselves. 
What has changed is the leader, not the policies. 
Unfortunately, the bulk of the people who share our 
dream have been conditioned by both sides of politics 
and the media to believe that our desire for a better 
life contributes to the government’s financial woes. This 
conditioning is accepted and has become part of the 
people’s psyche.

Today, we accept as the norm, 
processes and policies that have 
no place in a decent society. We 
have been brainwashed by lies, 
sound bite propaganda, almost 
like subliminal advertising. We 
are encouraged to see poverty 
in all its pernicious forms as if it 
is unfortunate but inevitable. We 
talk about ‘acceptable’ levels of 

unemployment. We view housing as a commodity only for 
the fortunate, not as a right for all. We generally accept, 
without question, that privatisation is more efficient 
than public ownership. We are constantly brainwashed 
about corrupt unions as if therefore unionism should be 
dispensed with. We accept the term ‘free market’ as if 
markets are free. Wars have become the new negotiating 
tool and are accepted as inevitable. We no longer discuss 
peace. Trashing the environment is okay, as long as it’s 
good for the economy.

We have remained silent while whole sections of our 
community are vilified, marginalised, made scapegoats: 
asylum seekers, Muslims, unionists, Indigenous Australians, 
to name a few. We have seen them locked up, victimised, 

exploited, even 
tortured … and we 
have remained silent. 
We have remained 
acquiescent when our 
governments, without 
any consultation with 
Parliament, wage wars 
of aggression against 
innocent people 
around the world in 

A talk given at the Melbourne Unitarian Church on 20 September 2015 by 

Marion Harper, Hon. Secretary of the Melbourne Unitarian Church. 

FULFILLING 
THE DREAM

All of the processes that I have described 
that are alien to a decent society are 
bundled into a program now well known 
to us as ‘austerity’. 

We all have a dream of the kind of life we want. Generally, what people dream for is modest. We dream 

of security, a safe and protected environment, a job that pays a liveable wage, a secure roof over our 

heads, affordable healthcare, a good education for our children, access to culture, and a world free from 

war. These are very natural, moderate dreams, but even this is denied to many.
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the name of democracy, while we witness much of that 
same democracy destroyed at home.

While giving lip service to democracy, we lock up and 
torture those trying to escape the very wars we have 
inflicted on them and which we prosecute without 
genuine justification. And we can’t even use the words 
that Jesus was purported to have used: ‘Forgive them 
father, they know not what they do’, because the ruling 
class, the international parasites, know exactly what they 
are doing. They are astronomically increasing their share 
of the common wealth, which we and our forebears have 
created, and they are imposing an austerity regime on us 
to ensure they are free to do so.

All of the processes that I have described that are alien 
to a decent society are bundled into a program now well 
known to us as ‘austerity’. Austerity is a word we are 
becoming accustomed to and some say, well, the national 
debt has to be paid and we all have to pull our weight. 
The previous Treasurer went much further: he divided 
our nation into ‘lifters and 
leaners’. He believes that the 
leaners are those on benefits 
(the aged, the unemployed, 
the poor) and the lifters as 
large corporations, politicians, 
the wealthiest section of our 
community. 

The need for this austerity 
is a con and it is working. 
Austerity is necessary, we 
are told, because we are in 
huge debt. In order to service 
this debt, we must all accept 
a more austere way of life. 
However, the debt is not ours, 
we didn’t incur it and austerity 
is not being imposed on those 
that did. How has austerity 
affected those who are called 
the leaners? To reveal some 
aspects of this, I draw on a 
report by St Vincent De Paul, 
the social arm of the Catholic Church.

They said, and I quote from sections of that report: 

‘Australia currently faces the paradox of poverty in a land of 
plenty. Vinnies believes a good government acts as a good global 
citizen: it does not build its prosperity at the expense of others. 
The statement argues that a good society does not humiliate 
any of its people. People are humiliated when they are denied 
the essentials of life – a place to live, a place to work and a 
place to learn.

‘What is austerity policy? Austerity is a word that describes 
a range of policies that generally involve central government 
reducing its spending. There is a range of flow-on ramifications 
from these policies. These include service cuts and reducing 
the size of the public service, outsourcing to private or not-
for-profit providers, devolving powers to local government, and 
trying to place more responsibility in the hands of individuals 
themselves. Vinnies believes any austerity measures that result 
in cuts to essential social expenditure, such as education, 
housing and income support payments are politically rather than 
economically motivated. We are concerned that our identity as 
a nation is changing, becoming less fair, kind, and compassionate 
on the one hand and more individualistic on the other.’

What has austerity meant overseas? St Vinnies says, ‘In the 
United Kingdom, austerity was a core plank of Thatcherism, 
and has since been revived by the UK Conservative Party 
with the “Big Society” policy from 2010. Austerity in the 
UK has resulted in deep and universal funding cuts. Social 
housing spending has been reduced by 52% since 2010, 
and this seems to have contributed to a 14% increase in 
homelessness over that time. There have also been cuts 
in spending on mental health services, leading to increased 
relapse and readmission rates. Local communities have 
not been given extra resources to help manage their 
new responsibilities – in fact, local governments have 
had severe funding cuts. Charities have not had funding 
increased to meet increased need – in fact, there has been 
a 35% funding cut to the religious and community sector. 
Volunteering and charitable donations have not increased. 
In short, the vacuum in services has not been filled in any 
way. Moreover, outsourcing has resulted in predictable 
drops in the level of care and service provided, as the 
corporate structure of the providers is geared towards 

profits rather than people.’

A telling example of this 
appalling policy is the 
impact on low-income 
families, for example, in 
Yorkshire. According to 
the Yorkshire Evening News, 
they experienced soaring 
hospital admissions for 
malnutrition. In 2014 there 
were more than 27,000 
suffering from malnutrition 
in a wealthy nation like the 
UK in the 21st century.

Recent fiscal policy in the 
United States has also 
seen austerity measures 
take hold. What began as 
a banking crisis soon saw 
the blame and the cost 
pushed downwards, and 
local units of government, 

and individuals, appear to be paying the price. Limitations 
have been placed on local government spending, which 
has seen cuts in pensions, and increased user fees. 
Privatisation has also taken hold, along with selling public 
assets. As well as this, there have been severe cuts in 
public sector employment, in some areas as much as 70 
per cent. Very lean local government has proven unable to 
deliver the range of services required of it; for example, a 
surprising number of cities have had to turn off their street 
lights due to an inability to pay providers.

Austerity across Europe has resulted in massive poverty 
and no resolution of the problems that face those 
countries. There are no dreams for people in any of 
these places, just the nightmare of poverty and no future. 
Meanwhile, politicians in Australia and in other wealthy 
First World nations give no leadership, have no solutions 
except further hardship for the majority while wealth and 
power are centralised in fewer and fewer hands.

Associate Professor Lucas Walsh, Assoc. Dean of the 
Faculty of Education at Monash University, seemed to sum 
it up well in The Age (8/9) in an article headed ‘World’s 
problems rob our children of a future’. He says, in part, 
‘The image of Syrian refugee Aylan Kurdee lying dead on 

Australia currently faces the paradox 
of poverty in a land of plenty. Vinnies 
believes a good government acts as a 
good global citizen: it does not build its 
prosperity at the expense of others. The 
statement argues that a good society does 
not humiliate any of its people. People 
are humiliated when they are denied the 
essentials of life – a place to live, a place 
to work and a place to learn. 
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the beach evoked widespread outrage and despair, but 
something deeper and equally distressing was lying on that 
beach, the death of a future … the future seems bleak. 
Young people must navigate seas of uncertainty and are 
acutely aware of this.’  

Professor Walsh says, ‘Figures published this year suggest 
that 73 million young people worldwide are looking for 
work.’ He concludes: ‘If there is one final effect of that 
image of Aylan on the beach it is to signify the death of 
a future … one can only hope that his death is more 
than this week’s trending item on social media, but a 
catalyst for a whole new way of thinking about our shared 
problems of humanity. We are no longer talking about the 
end of history, but the end of the future.’

We have to do more than dream. We need drastic action. 
In the UK, where the Labour Party has elected a new 
leader, Jeremy Corbyn, the Murdoch media lost no time 
in describing him as an outrageous socialist who would 
destroy the country. I was privileged to attend one of his 
meetings in the UK. Twelve hundred people packed into 
a hall to hear him speak. These meetings were duplicated 
across the UK and resulted in a surge of membership to 
the Labour Party, exceeding 400,000. Corbyn is not calling 
for the overthrow of capitalism (more’s the pity). He is 
calling only for a radical overhaul of that system in Britain. 
Yet the ruling class and its lackeys, including many in his 
own party, are screaming blue murder and will stop at 
nothing to destroy him. So, what dreadful proposals has 
this ‘terrible’ radical called for? 

I quote here from part of his address to the meeting I 
attended:

‘For those of us both within and outside the world of politics, 
it’s been a summer like no other. We have been making the 
point for the past five years of ideologically driven austerity 
that it doesn’t have to be like this, that austerity is a political 
choice not an economic necessity. A fuse has been lit and 
a new kind of more inclusive, less personalised politics has 
been let out of the bottle. There is an optimism about this 
campaign that has attracted people to come to meetings 
and debate political issues. Whatever the outcome, it is 
clear that a fundamental change of approach to our politics 
is long overdue.  Despite the barrage of attacks, hysteria 
and deliberate misrepresentation of the positions we have 

put forward, it is our message which is resonating.  What 
is extreme is not the popular proposals we are putting 
forward but this government’s cynical attempt to pay for a 
crisis on the backs of the poorest and most vulnerable. This 
was a crisis brought about by rampant speculation in the 
City and the deference of successive governments to that 
corporate lobby.  Our campaign, guided by ideas of social 
justice and prosperity for all rather than a select few, is one 
of pragmatism: for a strategic approach in which business, 
the state, and the population work cooperatively to create 
wealth; and for that wealth to reach all sections of society 
and all regions and nations of our country.   Our approach 
to policy making would be to democratise and open up 
our politics. If elected I will appoint a shadow cabinet of all 
talents, drawing in all wings of the party and our swelling 
membership to debate the future direction of our Party 
and country. Labour must become a campaigning force 
dedicated to defeating the Conservative’s politics, and then 
to defeat them electorally in five years’ time. Our party 
has been reinvigorated in this leadership campaign and the 
Tories should be under no doubt – we will use the surge 
in excitement about progressive politics to pursue them 
at every turn and focus our energies on a massive growth 
in campaigning politics.  We conceded too much of the 
economic narrative to George Osborne over the last five 
years. Far from losing because we were not ‘aspirational’ 
enough, we lost because we failed to articulate a convincing 
enough vision of how those aspirations would be achieved. ’ 

How we need this vision here, with a conservative anti 
union, anti worker, anti environment government, albeit 
one with a new leader, a leader who is constrained by half 
of his parliamentary team voting against him because he is 
too ‘moderate’ for them. 

With a Labor Opposition here with little positive policy 
and scared into submission by the media and a desire to 
get into office, Jeremy Corbyn in the UK has a dream and 
it is one vigorously shared by hundreds of thousands in 
the UK.

Our dreams won’t be realised by Malcom Turnbull or Bill 
Shorten. If we want our dreams to become reality, we 
have to build our own movement. Corbyn shows it can 
be done. We urge those who share this vision to join us. 
Together we can achieve it. 

If Beacon readers would like to pay their subs via a bank, details are below.     
(You will need to go to an ANZ bank if you do not want to incur fees.)

Bank:   ANZ
Account Name: Melbourne Unitarian Church
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PAY BY DIRECT DEPOSIT
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from our readers

Dear Editor
Thank you so much for your journal! How thoughtful of 
Joan: the Beacon will be an excellent source of reading for 
me. However, this week I am moving home to Adelaide 
and hope you’ll send my monthly journal to my address 
there. 

R Xuereb, SA

Further to the article by Siv O’Neall regarding Greece: 
the failure of the Euro Union gives us an interesting 
comparison. When our forefathers were planning to unite 
the six states into one Australia, it became obvious that 
there were two states, NSW and Victoria, who had a 
financial advantage over the other four states. This meant 
that after amalgamation the citizens of these four states 
would have a lower standard of living than those of NSW 
and Victoria. Their solution was that the total tax money 
collected would be distributed according to an agreed 
formula to as far as possible ensure an even standard of 
living for all Australians. The rich states would receive 
less than their share of the cake in order that additional 
money could be distributed to the states on a needs basis. 
The wealth was to be common to all citizens regardless 
of which state they resided in – hence it was called ‘The 
Commonwealth of Australia’. This, of course, is a socialist 
principle and has worked well for 115 years. In contrast, 
the other union in Europe was formed on capitalist 
principles – if the poorer countries needed extra money 
the richer countries would ‘lend’ them the money at 
‘interest’. The system is designed on the old saying ‘The 
rich get richer and the poor get poorer’. The system is in 
collapse after only a short time. The contrast cannot be 
starker.

H Monagham, Qld 

I am now 95 years old and continue to be as informed and 
inspired as I was by Rev. William Bottomley on my first 
visit 80 years ago. ‘Long may you shine.’

T Kennedy, Vic

Dear Editors
Enclosed is a cheque for 2015 and a small donation             
(concession).

Thank you for sending your wonderful journal; you can’t 
imagine how much we look forward to it each month.

Our very best wishes to you all.

K Coupe, Vic

Dear Editor
The ongoing conflict and brutality occurring in Palestine 
is heart-wrenchingly sad to witness. The Western 
powers, whose funding and support permits illegal 
Israeli settlements, home evictions, land seizures and 
the occupation to continue have a lot to answer for 
and should be held accountable by world opinion and 
the international law courts. Despite hundreds of UN 
resolutions condemning Israeli settlement building, the 
Israeli occupation of the Palestinian territories, the refusal 
of Israel to allow the return of Palestinian refugees and 
the denial of Palestinian national, human, civil and other 
rights, some dating back to 1948, the Palestinian problem 
remains unresolved with tragic consequences. The UN, 
EU and the rest of the world community should be 
utterly ashamed that 67 years after the establishment 
of the colonial settler state of Israel that resulted in 
the ethnic cleansing of Palestine, the destruction of 
hundreds of villages, the deaths of hundreds of thousands 
of Palestinians and the dispossession and displacement 
of millions of Palestine’s people, the oppression of the 
Palestinian people and the callous, horrendous crimes 
against them continue unabated. Only the indignant 
willpower of millions of people saying they have seen and 
had enough and demand action on this issue will have 
the impact of forcing the powerful interests that ignore 
and negate this issue and stifle enforcement of Israel’s 
criminal behaviour will effect a just solution of this sordid 
situation. I hope there are now sufficient numbers of 
aware and concerned people who are outraged enough 
to do something constructive to end this terrible injustice 
and bring a viable peace.

Steven Katsineris, Vic
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