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Disparate thoughts on SA building
By Melanie Sjoberg (Adelaide branch)

The recent national survey, which sought to gather information about branch life and SA membership, caused me to ponder how and why we do…..

In summary, the survey questions revealed that Adelaide branch is slightly smaller than it was at this time last year and it meets with roughly the same pattern of frequency. We have members involved in a wide range of political, union and community activities, although many do not attend meetings on a regular basis and more often undertake their activity under their own initiative. We also have a group of members who regularly letterbox their local area with SA material, but are unlikely to attend meetings. At least half our membership is in full-time employment, with only a couple of full-time students and the age profile is generally older/mature. Several of our members have family commitments and health concerns that limit their participation in SA.

We have one branch, although a proto-branch is underway in Semaphore. The coordinating committee comprises equal numbers of affiliate and non-aligned members.   Our finance management tasks, membership records and communication, and supporter e-networking for events are all carried out by non-aligned members. We fully funded the federal election campaign from events and donations and have only marginal debts to the national office. Most weeks would find 2-3 stalls taking place, mainly by DSP members. While we have CPIN affiliate members in Adelaide, we have not succeeded in engaging with them.

As many of us are aware, surveys generally provide the outcomes that the questions intend. The branch survey questions led respondents down a path that focused on membership growth, attendance at meetings and stalls, as well as numbers of members involved in social movements - understandable to the extent that these are measurable.  Such an approach, however, does not easily lead to qualitative or evaluative assessments.  Are we doing what we think is necessary in this political period? Does our structure, culture or method of organising assist in developing SA? How do we support the political work of our members and encourage critical thinking? Are there wider political or subjective factors that need to be considered? What do the answers actually mean? Is there a recipe for branch-building or does the context inform the process?

It is fair to say that the Adelaide branch meetings in 2005 have been smaller. On reflection, however, it is clear that the same effect is being felt in several other activist organisations around the city. Perhaps we should not beat ourselves up too much for what may be the result of broader subjective factors.

One feature that stands out: political activity and/or leadership cannot simply be evaluated by attendance at meetings or stalls.  

In attempting to build SA as a new form of socialist organisation, we also need to challenge how we view the contributions that members make to the profile and image of SA and how we all contribute to wider political and social change.  Members who do not attend regular meetings are nonetheless often engaged in valuable work – in the community, workplace or on campus.

Our real challenge is to find the ways to draw that wealth of experience into SA and deepen our understanding of the political environment. Members who contribute to developing an alternative progressive world view through community development or music workshops, through building a campaign around health issues, environmental activism or a local child care need, should be equally acknowledged as are those advocating an active union response to Howard. This level of participation in community (in the widest sense) also expresses how we, as SA members and socialists, could and should give meaning to our political activity.

Our membership comprises diverse experiences, traditions and springboards to development. Many members coming to SA have a long history of carrying out political activity and connectedness with issues and campaigns. One of our most important tasks is to find the ways to value and understand those experiences and in particular, to overcome the stereotype that being politically active and building SA is somehow separate to the many activities that our members undertake.

Most of our educational and social experiences train us to receive information and ideas from others – school, unions, government TV – so it should not be a surprise when an invitation for ideas or input falls on hesitant ears and minds. This is one area in which our use of Seeing Red could be more constructive, as it offers the conduit through which we might engage members in discussion in a less threatening way. Similarly, many members are widely read and/or engaged in research (formal or informal) in areas that could generate interesting topics for discussion. These types of discussion could also flow into written material for Seeing Red and other publications. On occasion this could easily flow from the topic of news that week.

It is important that SA offers mechanisms through which respectful discussion can occur to enable members to share their experiences. Among other things, this may mean more flexible meeting agendas with space for members to contribute, talk about their activity, ideas and creative options for political activity. This can be quite a challenge to those of us whose context may include a norm of structured meetings with outcomes. It could also require us to ask members whether they have alternative techniques for conducting discussion and sharing ideas.

To date in Adelaide, some of our experiences of less structured meetings and those without a formal agenda and detailed reports have occurred by default rather than design and at times have left a bit to be desired. Democracy and participation need time and practice to develop, however, and dynamics can change over time within an atmosphere that encourages individuals to bring their stories to the group.

It takes time and energy to develop collaborative working relationships, because mostly its about communication and trust. Among other things, it means that we need to get to know each other and what we are doing in our ‘other’ lives. It requires a collective recognition that the diversity of individuals joining SA are the embryo of a new form of socialist organisation and appreciating that this offers a rich palette that can enhance all of us if we are open to connecting. Fundamentally, it requires patience because the consolidation of SA as the place for activists to unite for the long term is the most important goal.
An answer to Carl Kenner’s resolutions on health policy

By Lalitha Chelliah (Melbourne North East branch and National Co-convener)

Referring to Carl Kenner’s proposed resolutions to change SA’s health policy [see Alliance Voices Vol 5, No 4], the only resolutions I accept as a whole are Resolutions number 7 and 10.

As for Resolution number 9, if it means allergies or intolerance then it is totally unacceptable. The main reason for this is that one has to recognize the increase in colour and preservatives that are added to food. The pollution that is artificially added to the environment has a major effect on the sensitivity of the all lives on earth including humans. This is a major environmental issue that needs to be taken up elsewhere. This also takes up the issue of who decides the levels of chemicals added to food and how these levels are decided upon. This also has to address the issue of prolonged storage of food that is harvested too early. Here I have not started about genetically modified food.

Comrades who are animal liberationists should take up Resolution number 8.

Resolution number 6 is acceptable providing more research is done on populations of people who have been found to carry the HIV organism but do not suffer the illness. I also cannot accept that HIV developed naturally in West Africa because I am cynical about research as indicated above and the tendency for rich nations historically to blame poor nations for ill health.

Resolution number 5: I am an immunizing nurse Carl and I have to support the spirit of this resolution but I cannot agree to the “defend it from the anti-vaccination lobby”. Such lobbies are very useful in contributing to the debate. I have seen many infants react to the standard vaccinations. If not for the lobby many of the improvements that have occurred and continue to occur may not have happened. The outstanding issue in here is the accusation that multi-valent immunizations cause Autism. This needs to be researched thoroughly and not just rejected out of hand.

Resolution number 4: I need to research this more.

Resolution 3: The spirit of this motion is acceptable but this should be written in such a way that it applies universally against all health fraud. This is a mammoth task because “health” covers many aspects of life from the pace of modern life to the fast food industry. There is a challenge for you if you care to take it up.

Resolution 1: I believe my previously written essay [see Alliance Voices Vol 5 No 4] answers that one.

As for Resolution 2: I will not subject anyone to the law you cite Carl because humans are not just a sum of their body parts.

GDP: the Trojan Horse

By Niko Leka (Newcastle branch)

How can we give people confidence that socialism as the basis for an economic system in Australia is desirable and achievable?

As the last election showed, one of the cornerstones of our society is financial security. All those people who accepted Howard’s electoral insinuation that he controlled interest rates... the idea worked in his favour. In a real world, it would have worked against him, wouldn’t it? People would have thought he was truly delusional, and not to be trusted. Instead they either believed him, or wanted to believe him. Pity those Tasmanian loggers, felled by a simple ruse. Come July 1, and they’ll probably be the first to be fed into Howard’s mill.

On the international scale, how is it that the madness of institutions such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund flourish? Their  madness does not consist only of the evils they commit against others, but that they ignore the consequences of their actions. The consequence of mounting poverty will destroy the market that is the very basis of their own existence. Yet, in a world of jet-setting net-surfing experts, they get away with it. Why?

One of the reasons is because the measure we have all been exposed to from Day One, the Gross Domestic Product, is fundamentally flawed and incomplete. Our exposure to this concept since birth has left us weak in the face of this enemy of thought and action. We sweep our doubts under the carpet or throw them out, and allow the GDP to rule unchallenged. You don’t believe me? I offered Doughney’s article on ageing economics (in Seeing Red, No 2, 2004), where he points out some of the flaws of this concept, to co-evaluators of a post-graduate course on population ageing. They tittered. They didn’t have the confidence to look inside their Trojan horse.

In capitalist society today, the concept of use-value and exchange-value is hidden, gift-wrapped with face-value. But the wrapping is tearing, and to help rip it off I offer the following manifesto:

Truecost Economics Manifesto

“We, the undersigned, make this accusation: that you, the teachers of neoclassical economics and the students that you graduate, have perpetuated a gigantic fraud upon the world.

You claim to work in a pure science of formula and law, but yours is a social science, with all the fragility and uncertainty that this entails. We accuse you of pretending to be what you are not.

You hide in your offices, protected by your jargon, while in the real world forests vanish, species perish, human lives are ruined and lost. We accuse you of gross negligence in the management

of our planetary household.

You have known since its inception that your measure of economic progress, the Gross Domestic Product, is fundamentally flawed and incomplete, and yet you have allowed it to become a global standard, reported day by day in every form of media.

We accuse you of recklessly supporting the illusion of progress at the expense of human and environmental health.

You have done great harm, but your time is coming to its close. The revolution of economics has begun, as hopeful and determined as any in our history. We will have our clash of paradigms, we will have our moment of truth, and out of each will come a new economics – open, holistic, human scale.

On campus after campus, we will chase you old goats out of power. Then, in the months and years that follow, we will begin the work of reprogramming the doomsday machine.”

Sign the manifesto at: TruecostEconomics.org

http://www.adbusters.org/metas/eco/truecosteconomics/manifesto/index.jhtml

Making sense of the debate about Labor

By David Glanz (National Co-convenor)

I suspect that many comrades who have tried to follow the debate in the Socialist Alliance about our attitude to the ALP will be confused. It’s not surprising. Take the following resolution (edited for length) that was passed by the National Convenors on March 12:

“The National Conveners reject any idea that it is ultra-left or sectarian to criticise or denounce the ALP … The Alliance will always look for ways to draw ALP members and bodies into any struggle in defence of working-class and democratic rights and against war, but we do this in the knowledge that it will not be possible to build a left alternative without publicly denouncing Labor's anti-working class positions.”

The vote was two for, one against, one abstention. If four experienced comrades could be split three ways over such a motion, wider bewilderment is to be expected. After all, who could disagree with criticising Labor – the Socialist Alliance exists mainly because Labor is sliding daily to the right. Who could disagree with working with Labor members – think of the positive role in Victoria of ALP members and union leaders Martin Kingham and Michele O’Neil, among others.

To try to make sense of this, I want to tell the story of two rallies – both outside Centrelink offices, both in Melbourne, both initiated by the Socialist Alliance before the federal election.

Moreland Centrelink: This office is in the Wills area in northern Melbourne. The Wills branch of the Alliance is led by members who believe in a united front approach to Labor and reject the method of denunciation. Moreland Centrelink has been suffering a prolonged crisis of understaffing, which has provoked industrial action by members of the CPSU union, among them three members of the Socialist Alliance.

The Wills branch of the Alliance decided to call a community rally on a workday lunchtime outside the office to support the workers and to generate greater publicity about their problems – and to promote our federal election campaign.

We gave out about 1000 leaflets to workers and Centrelink clients over several days, advertising the rally and our election candidate (me). But the leaflet also made it clear that we had asked the Labor MP for Wills, Kelvin Thomson, to address the rally.

A local newspaper reporter asked me why we were inviting Thomson when I was standing against him. My reply was simple: we wanted to unite with Labor to get the best outcome for Centrelink workers and clients, but that I was confident that the Socialist Alliance had the best way forward and that people would give us a hearing.

Fifty people attended on the day, including workers from the office in their lunch break. It was very clear that Thomson’s presence had made the event “official” enough to give them confidence to stand on a protest outside their building – even though their management had responded in a hostile way by hiring security guards and locking the public entrances.

Thomson and a Greens speaker were well received. But I think I can honestly say that the Socialist Alliance speech had the greatest impact, using “inside” information from Alliance members in the CPSU to talk concretely about the understaffing and its effects, linking it to the government’s priorities around war, and calling for immediate steps to solve the crisis.

I thanked Thomson for coming and agreed with much of what he said. But I also criticised Labor in comradely but clear terms over some shift to the right Latham had declared in the days before the protest.

Socialist Alliance was given credit in three local papers for calling the rally, we had placards and a stall to highlight our role, gained a deal of respect, and – perhaps most importantly – we could take enormous pleasure and some credit for a number of Moreland Centrelink workers joining the union in the days that followed.

Darebin Centrelink: This office suffers many of the same problems as Moreland. It falls within the area for the Alliance’s North-East branch. This branch is led by members who support the idea of denouncing Labor. In the run-up to the election, the branch called a protest outside the Centrelink office. Some five Alliance branch members including the federal election candidate took part. One local paper carried a picture.

Take-home message: Having roots in the local community and working with Labor supporters, while putting forward a positive socialist alternative, gets results. Working in isolation, denouncing Labor, does not.

The 10,000 pound elephant in the room

By Alison Maxwell (Sydney West branch)

'How do you know that you are sharing a bed with an elephant? Because it has an 'E' on its pyjamas'.

The one thing that has been missing from the Socialist Alliance Pre-conference discussion and in fact any discussion that I have personally observed in the Socialist Alliance are the dangers that our fossil fuel dependent lifestyle has plunged us into. In fact the local mainstream media has had more information on this of late than the Australian socialist media. The American left media (eg Znet, alternet, adbusters) has focussed more on this issue than the Australian socialist media, due to the direct political challenge that George Bush's energy policies have thrown up.

The dangers of our fossil fuel dependent lifestyle are two-fold - global warming and peak oil. These will cause extreme political and societal pressures in the coming years and decades and may change our lives and the required socialist response to the world dramatically.

1. Peak Oil

This issue recently showed its head in a somewhat but not entirely disparaging story in the News Review section of a Saturday Sydney Morning Herald recently. In short, oil is a natural resource which will run out. The year in which peak supply will be achieved has been estimated from this year to around 2030 (with the least generous estimates from the most credible and knowledgeable sources). From then on, the amount of oil pumped out will decrease.

Oil is a highly important commodity, it is in nearly everything that you buy and use. People realise that they fill their cars with oil, that plastics come from oil, but so many other things come from oil too, like our modern synthetic pharmaceuticals, and our food. Not only is it transported to us using oil, but the increase in food production usually referred to as the 'green revolution' was mostly brought to us by fertilisers made from oil and natural gas (which is also in short supply in many parts of the world). In fact, industrial horticulture these days is a loss making proposition energy wise - more energy equivalent is dumped on plants from fossil fuel sources than what is extracted in photosynthetic plant energy, when up until the 20th century humanity survived entirely on the meagre energy profit that horticulture could provide it.

We are so dependent upon oil that the timing of economic downturns since 1970 have closely followed oil shocks - those of the 1970s which ended the post-war boom, the post-Gulf war oil shock, and increasingly the post-Iraq war oil shock.

So what would happen if the oil shock became permanent? If the amount of oil that was pumped from the ground shrunk every year instead of grew? This would obviously place the oil dependent world economy into a tailspin, especially the wealthier countries and those countries who did not possess their own oil resources (the economic growth of East Asia in this sense is highly precarious because whilst China, Japan and South Korea may be industrial powerhouses, they have bugger all oil).

This is something that socialists probably won't like talking about, because it involves a permanent shrinkage and reduction in the resources available for all, but it is important that we as socialists take the debate away from some of the Malthusian elements of the peak oil conscious. We must put forward the argument even more strongly that wealth should not be monopolised by the few, and turn their Malthusianism on its head - we must state that it is the excess population of the rich living off the limited resources of the earth and off the hard labours of the majority of the world’s people that should be eliminated in order that the poor can survive at a lower level of resource dependence. This is a real problem we will face and we as socialists will need to put forward real, humanist, socialist solutions.

2. Global Warming

Global warming is fact, not fiction, and Australia is being plunged into increasing aridity. Most of NSW has been drought declared for years - at the moment 89% of NSW is drought declared, and Sydney is facing a serious water crisis - the next phase of water restrictions are shortly to be implemented as we have recently dropped below 40% of our water storage capacity.

What is the response of the NSW and Federal Governments to this crisis? In NSW, Bob Carr is proposing to build a desalination plant to cope with Sydney's future water demands, running on - yes you guessed it - fossil fuels, which is what is causing this country to become drier in the first place. Water recycling has been rejected as an option out of hand. Federally, even the useless half measures of the Kyoto Protocol have been rejected as too economically taxing, even though our nation was allowed to increase our greenhouse emissions part 1990 levels compared to most industrial nations who were forced to cut their emissions by the treaty.

We as socialists must put forward that Sydney should embrace water recycling and that industry and irresponsible irrigation farmers must bear an equal responsibility with consumers for reducing water use throughout the country.

Also, a steep excess tariff should be charged for those who use more than a certain amount of water per household occupant or worker to ensure that water is not wasted by consumers and industry, but this should not be applied as a blanket increase in the water tariff as this would hurt the poor. Australia needs to lessen its dependency on fossil fuels and road transport (including cars), increase its dependence on public transport, rail, and sustainable energy, and redouble its efforts in energy conservation.

3. And now for something completely different

Addressing as a scientist the debate commenced by Carl Kenner and the subsequent resolutions he has put to conference [Alliance Voices Vol 5, No 4], I think his intentions are good but in some cases misguided. He wishes to improve the scientific rigour of our arguments as scientific socialists, however Comrade Lalitha Chelliah has a better understanding of the limitations of the scientific method and its imperialist and capitalistic world view.

However, the methods of science - mathematics, statistics, experiment and observation - are great tools and should be utilised by all schools of knowledge as far as possible. The blindness of science and the greater majority of scientists to their own ideological subservience to a western capitalist order is their downfall - but the rigour of its methodology should be defended to the upmost.

Addressing Carl Kenner's resolutions, most of them cannot be disagreed with in substance. However, they are objectionable because they start from the assumption that we in the Socialist Alliance are a bunch of stupid hippies who think that vaccination is evil and smoking is good for you and raping a virgin can cure AIDS. However, I have issues with the content of Carl’s resolutions 7, 8 and 9, as below:

“Resolution 7: Support and defend stem-cell research.

We support and defend stem cell research. We oppose attempts to restrict it from using human embryos.”

Biotechnology is a major front upon which food security for the poor is being undermined, and I have grave reservations about supporting any arm of this industry, even in the name of medical science.  Especially considering that medical scientists are more likely to be focusing on using stem cells to find the new cure for male pattern baldness rather than sleeping sickness, malaria, etc. That's what the pharma industry is like - all about profit, not about cures for what ails the majority of the world (ie the poor).

“Resolution 8: Support animal testing.

Animal testing is an absolutely vital part of medical research. We expect that all medical treatments should undergo testing on animals. Animal testing is no worse than eating meat or the conditions animals endure in farming, and is far more beneficial to humanity. We defend scientists' right to conduct tests on animals without harassment.”

The conditions endured by animals in modern industrial agriculture treat animals as machines and not sentient beings who can feel pain. And the vast majority of people, including socialists, are propping this up. Unless you are a vegan, grow and harvest all your own animal products, or eat exclusively organic free-range animal products, you are contributing to the horrors of industrial animal husbandry. And no, this is not OK. We should all look to reduce our dependence on the savagery of industrial animal husbandry.

As for conducting tests on animals without harassment, researchers need to be more accountable for animal testing and research in general, not less. If there was more accountability in research maybe those hundreds of thousands of people worldwide would not have been killed by Vioxx. And if there was more accountability in animal research I wouldn't have heard so many horror stories from my fellow scientists about the sickening things people have forced them to do to animals in the name of science. Like placing the paws of mice on a hotplate in a university teaching experiment and measuring how long they continued to lick their burnt paws.

“Resolution 9: Multiple Chemical Sensitivity is psychological.

We recognise that ‘Multiple Chemical Sensitivity’ usually has a psychological cause rather than a chemical one.”
The body is exposed to far more toxic insult than it ever was in the pre-industrial era. Dangerous man-made chemicals and pharmaceuticals are dispersed far and wide across this earth, including dioxin in Vietnam which is still causing birth defects in the generations post exposure. Estrogen-like chemicals are causing animals to have impaired reproduction and changed sexual characteristics. Do not underestimate the ability of the modern chemical environment to ruin our health.

Sri Lanka: the Tamil struggle for self-determination

By Chris Slee (Wills branch) and Lalitha Chelliah (Melbourne North East branch)

This article provides some background for the motion on the right of self-determination for Sri Lankan Tamils which has been put forward for adoption at the SA national conference.

Tamils in Sri Lanka have suffered discrimination and oppression ever since independence in 1948.Sinhalese politicians have used anti-Tamil racism as a political tool to divide the working class and win votes  from members of the Sinhalese majority on an ethnic basis.

This has affected both the Tamils of the north and east of the island, who have lived there for thousands of years, and the Tamil plantation workers in the centre whose ancestors were brought to Sri Lanka by the  British during the nineteenth century.

One of the new government's first acts was to deny citizenship rights to the Tamil plantation workers. The excuse was that they were "of Indian origin", even though they were born in Sri Lanka and their families had  lived there for several generations.

During the 1950s Sinhalese was made the sole official language. Demands that the Tamil language be given equal status were rejected.

In response to discrimination and oppression, Tamils initially used  peaceful methods of struggle. They participated in peaceful demonstrations demanding equal rights; they formed political parties. Some demanded a federal structure for Sri Lanka. But they were met by violent repression, both from the army and police and from racist mobs. 
Beginning in the 1950s a series of pogroms was carried out against the Tamil minority. Anti-Tamil violence was stirred up racist Sinhalese politicians and carried out by Sinhalese mobs with the support of the  predominantly Sinhalese army and police. This culminated in 1983 with a pogrom in which thousands were killed and hundreds of thousands made homeless.

As repression against the Tamils increased, an increasing number  demanded full independence for the Tamil areas in the north and east.

After peaceful protests were met with violent repression, some Tamils took up armed struggle and formed the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam to fight for an independent Tamil homeland in the north and east of the  island. This led to a long war in which the Sri Lankan army killed tens of thousands of Tamils and attempted to militarily occupy Tamil areas. 

(While the main struggle was between the government and the LTTE, the situation in the East created complications. Whereas the northern part of the island of Sri Lanka is overwhelmingly Tamil, the eastern part is ethnically mixed, comprising Tamils, Muslims and Sinhalese. While the Muslims of the East speak the Tamil language, they don't necessarily identify as Tamils, but usually consider themselves a separate group distinct from both Sinhalese and Tamils. The LTTE claims the East as part of the Tamil homeland on the basis that most of its inhabitants speak Tamil. There have been several clashes amongst the Tamils, Muslims and the Sinhalese throughout this conflict. The Muslims continue to be a third party in this struggle and their rights have to be taken into consideration in the overall solution.) 

The Sri Lanka army was unable to defeat the LTTE. Peace talks led to a  ceasefire in February 2002.However no progress was made towards a permanent solution , despite a series of meetings between the government and LTTE facilitated by the Norwegian government.  The negotiations broke down in 2003 and have not resumed, although the Norwegians continue to monitor the ceasefire, and both sides talk to the Norwegians.

The LTTE has indicated that it might be prepared to agree to something less  than full independence. It was prepared to consider some form of  federation or autonomy that gave the Tamil areas a high degree of self-government. But it reiterated its willingness to continue the struggle for full independence if the Sri Lankan government did not  agree to an adequate level of autonomy for the Tamils. 

The LTTE has called for an Interim Self-Governing authority to be set up in the north and east of Sri Lanka. The government has rejected this.

The army continues to occupy Tamil land. Large areas of land are  designated as "high security zones" from which the original inhabitants have been ordered out. Hundreds of thousands of Tamils remain in refugee camps, unable to return home because the army is occupying their land. 

While the ceasefire has so far prevented the resumption of large-scale armed conflict, the Sri Lankan army makes use of paramilitary groups to carry out murders of LTTE members and supporters.

In the 2004 elections the Tamil National Alliance, which is aligned with  he LTTE, won an overwhelming majority in predominantly Tamil areas. But in the Sinhalese areas a coalition of two parties hostile to the peace agreement won a majority and formed a new government hostile to any concessions to the Tamils.

The Sri Lanka army is receiving training and weapons from the US as well as India and other countries.
The tsunami affected the Tamil areas particularly badly. However the government has discriminated against Tamil areas in the distribution of  aid. It has attempted to obstruct the work of the Tamil Rehabilitation Organisation, ordering TRO workers out of refugee camps and blocking or confiscating aid sent for use by the TRO.

We believe that SA should support the right of Tamils to self-determination in their traditional homelands in the north and east of the island. This means that Tamils should have the right to choose whether they wish to be part of a united Sri Lanka, to break away and  form an independent Tamil state, or to have some intermediate form such as federalism or autonomy.

SA should call for:

· the withdrawal of the Sri Lankan army from Tamil areas

· acceptance by the Sri Lankan government that Tamils have the right to self-determination

· the ending of military aid to the Sri Lankan armed forces by any outside power. Regardless of whether Sri Lanka remains a single state or whether the Tamil areas become independent, it is important to protect the rights of  minorities. This includes the rights of Tamils and other minorities in Sinhalese areas, and the rights of Muslims and Sinhalese in Tamil areas. SA should call for full political, religious and linguistic rights for such groups.
Some thoughts on Seeing Red

By Dick Nichols (Seeing Red Managing Editor)

The following notes were circulated to the National Executive as background for the Seeing Red Editorial Board’s proposed resolutions on the magazine for the national conference, which were endorsed by the May 8 National Executive meeting (see Alliance Voices Vol 5 No 4). These background notes are not the work of the Editorial Board and only represent my thinking on how far we have come with Seeing Red. Any and every Editorial Board member may disagree with the ideas expressed, but hopefully they will help spur a bit of discussion about what we all want of Seeing Red and how to achieve it.
What do the distribution and finance statistics for Seeing Red tell us?

· On the first two issues of the magazine, Seeing Red nationally lost approximately $1500 per issue. This was due half to sales falling short of break-even point and half to branches and state committees not paying their Seeing Red bills. For example, total national income for branch sales of issues 1 and 2 should have been $7766.25 (2071 x $3.75), whereas total single sales income (branches, commercial and special bundles, not subscriptions) for these issues was $6488.50. Thus, even if branches and state committees had taken full advantage of the sale-or-return arrangements that applied for the first two issues, payments to Seeing Red nationally from branches fell short by at least $1277.75. Clearly, in many branches Seeing Red income from sales of issues 1 and 2 was diverted to other ends.

· On the assumption (a) that the proportion of total paid sales accounted for by commercial sales remains at roughly 25-33 per cent and (b) that Socialist Alliance local organisations henceforward pay for their bundles in full, for the magazine to remain viable (i.e. cover average costs of $6500 per issue), total paid sales will need to rise to 1950 (1300 x $3.75 + 650 x $2.50). This is an increase of 347 total paid sales over the average for the first two issues (1603), and of 438 over total paid sales for issue 2. Otherwise Socialist Alliance will be faced with a decision either to subsidise Seeing Red or convert it to a cheaper format.

· The sales picture to date for issue 3 is still incomplete. On the positive side, subscriptions continue to increase (now at 242 achieved with very little effort), our network of Socialist Alliance commercial distributors (to supplement our commercial distributor Europress) is being consolidated, and some branches are putting in a special effort to sell issue 3 after the paroxysm of the federal election campaign saw issue 2 branch sales suffer. On the other side, many branch sales are low, with little effort going into selling the magazine on the occasions and at the events and venues where sales can be readily achieved. The Editorial Board will provide a full picture of sales of issue 3 in time for the Fourth National Conference of the Alliance.

How well has Seeing Red performed to date?

· The magazine has received an overwhelmingly positive reception, with special praise going to its layout and graphic content, the variety of its copy and its originality (with humour!). It is getting accepted as a part of the Australian intellectual-cultural left, along with Overland and Arena. The basic concept of Seeing Red as a space for serious discussion and quality contributions axised around a different theme for each issue has been validated. Most gratifying has been the praise and enthusiasm with which particular articles have been greeted (some, not exhaustive, examples, Tariq Ali interview and Fiona Stanley speech in issue 1, Jamie Doughney’s piece on “aging economics” in issue 2, Margaret and David Scrimgeours’ piece on Indigenous policy in issue 3 and the “artists speaking about their work” spreads in all three issues). The fact that the Financial Review invited Scott Burchill to write on Iraq and was prepared to carry an article by the Scrimgeours in response to Helen Hill on Indigenous policy is perhaps a surreptitious tribute to the standard the magazine is seen as achieving. Issue 2 received a more critical reception than issue 1, because of a certain loss of variety and a weighting of articles too much towards the “academic” end of the spectrum. Issue 3 has had a better reception than issue 2, but how well this shows up in paid sales remains to be seen.

· The main preconditions that have allowed the growth of the project to date are:

(i) The consolidation of a stable, committed Editorial Board embodying a wide range of experience and contacts across all sections of the left and progressive parts of Australian society. This will be extended to include Contributing Editors from issue 4;

(ii) Our great fortune in having the services of one of the country’s best graphic artists for free; 

(iii) The subsidisation of the position of managing editor by the Democratic Socialist Perspective;

(iv) The work of web page designer Camilo Jorquera; and

(v) The development — still continuing — of a network of hard-working distribution agents among the ranks of Socialist Alliance members.

·  All this said, Seeing Red is still only at the beginning of fulfilling its ambition to be a locus of serious discussion — both in the overall left and more specifically within Socialist Alliance. While issues 1 and 2 took up consumerism and issue 4 will contain two replies to Humphrey McQueen’s “The Stirrer” piece on “parliamentary cretinism”  in issue 3, we are still a very long way from making the magazine the place where people on the left feel they can’t afford not to put their viewpoint, and contest that of those with whom they disagree. This, of course, reflects the existing level of social struggle and the basic condition of the Australian left despite the rise of Socialist Alliance — with discussion taking place in a number of semi-closed loops (Green Left e-list, Marxism e-list, Politics in the Pub), as well as reflecting the ongoing structural division between the academic and activist left. It also reflects the state of Socialist Alliance, in which Seeing Red is generally seen as a nice add-on to have around, but not as an indispensable publication. The creation of the Seeing Red web page, which allows comment on articles, provides an opportunity for carrying more debate, but this will not come of itself.

Where should Seeing Red go from here?

· This state of affairs will only change through the growth of the quality and relevance of the magazine, as the Editorial Board strives to make each issue as attractive a “mix” as possible, involve new and interesting contributors in the project, drive ahead with improving our distribution and upgrade our web page. An important part of the advance for Seeing Red lies in making it a necessary source of information and debate for the movements of resistance and for Socialist Alliance’s effort within them. Issue 4, which focuses on Howard’s anti-union laws and will be ready in time for the National Union Fightback Conference, will test how much progress we can make here.

· The Alliance should also test out how attractive the Seeing Red name is as a promoter/sponsor of debate and education, especially around themes that have featured in the magazine. The meetings held at Victoria University under the Seeing Red banner and featuring writers from the magazine show what can be achieved, and point to the possibility of us hosting forums and seminars on a larger scale.

· The resolutions for National Conference that have been formulated by the Editorial Board and endorsed by the Socialist Alliance National Conveners [and National Executive] are practical suggestions for stabilising the sales base of Seeing Red. They look to tap the obvious potential for subscriptions that is there in the Alliance membership (1200), and in the readership of the various publications of Alliance affiliates. They look to connect Seeing Red more practically to the life of the Alliance. Each new candidate for membership of the Alliance must be informed that “for only x dollars extra you get the magazine we initiated, Seeing Red.”

· Two final practical suggestions: 

(i) To help stabilise its financial situation Seeing Red should entertain establishing a supporters’ fund. 
(ii) To help alleviate branch and state committee Seeing Red debt, all branches should be encouraged to return their unsold copies of issues 1 and 2 by bringing them to the June National Conference. The cost of these copies would then be deducted from branch and state committee debt.
From a line in the sand to a trench in the swamp

By Greg Adler (Marrickville branch and National Executive member)

Those of us who joined the Socialist Alliance with an intention to try to overcome the isolation of the left and in the course of that correct the sectarian mistakes of the past have reason to regret the smell of failure which now engulfs it.

In recent postings to the Green Left Weekly discussion site the Democratic Socialist Perspective's warrior within the SA, Peter Boyle, has mused on the possibility of the collapse of the SA and [in a presumably joking fashion] suggested that it should be moved at the coming conference that its name be changed to Respect. Although I take this latter suggestion to be an example of Boyle's impish humour it comes in a context which underlines why the DSP might have some despair over the value of its continued involvement in the SA with the stunning success of Respect in the British election and the subsequent inspiring performance of George Galloway MP in lacerating the US Senate frame-up committee in stark contrast to the sinking vote of the DSP preferred Scottish Socialist Party.

The recent period has seen the DSP turn up the heat on those within the SA who fail to keep to the path ordained for it by the DSP. The primary target is the International Socialist Organisation (see for example the "Line in the Sand” piece by Lisa Macdonald in Alliance Voices) but recently it was made clear to even those of the non-aligned members who have virtually moved in lock-step with the DSP that in the SA it's the DSP's way or the highway.

At a meeting of the SA National Executive on 8 May there was an extremely bizarre experience where the DSP members of the NE and their supporters threw caution to the wind in their determination to secure an extra DSP member of the NE. The brief background to this is that a person who had been elected to the NE from the Tasmanian state branch of the SA had decided to join the DSP. This was a problem because to be eligible for election from a state body to the NE a candidate has to be a non-aligned member of the SA. This is clearly and incontrovertibly stated in the SA's constitution.

When the National Convenors considered the issue the vote by 4 to 1 was that the  new DSPer would have to leave the NE in line with the constitution. The ISO representative on the NC, David Glanz, must have been somewhat surprised to find himself in the majority when the three non-aligned members of the NC voted with him with only Lisa Macdonald the DSP rep voting to keep the brand new DSPer on the NE.

When this vote came to the NE for endorsement standing orders were suspended after the first item on the agenda and then there was approximately an hour and half of knockem down and dragem out argument before the DSP position prevailed over the SA constitution and the DSP gained another DSPer on the NE on a 13 to 11 vote. The meeting then moved on to apologies and invitations. I made apologies for another NE member and myself and having made it clear that there was a very great doubt that the now unconstitutionally composed NE was a valid decision making body I absented myself from the rest of the NE which then went on to purport to make various decisions.

Now all of this is interesting and amusing to some degree for those who harbour antipathy to the SA but there are serious political issues involved and matters of great concern for those of us who had invested some political hope in the SA.

During the course of the NE discussion it became clear that the DSP members of the NE were determined to deny the obvious breach of the constitution, to bring in all sorts of red herrings to the argument but the most telling comment was made by Lisa Macdonald.

She informed the NE that it wasn't just an attempt to increase the DSP on the NE because the DSP normally had a majority because of proxies to DSP members by NE members who weren’t at a meeting.

That statement made it clear that the DSP was fighting to discipline the NE including the non-aligned members and make it clear that in the SA what the DSP wants it gets.

On the political level this means that the DSP's sectarianism towards the Labor Party and the union movement will become even more entrenched in the SA. This is based on the politically weird position that the SA is transforming into a party that will challenge for the leadership of the working class.

This position is adhered in the face of the insignificance of the vote obtained by the SA at the last election in spite of the expenditure of impressive amounts of human and material resources.

The position is adhered to in face of the lamentable failure of the campaign around the gaoling of Craig Johnston which attracted nothing like the support that might have been expected, I don't here attempt an analysis of that experience but it seems highly likely that the association of the campaign with the SA  was detrimental to the campaign.

The position put forward around every campaign that the SA enters into from the war to defence of the unions to gay and lesbian rights that SA will take the leading role is sectarian ,arrogant and risible to those who have campaigned long and hard in these areas and others long before the SA was around and in all probability will continue to do so long after the SA is gone if it continues on its current DSP dominated path to disaster.

Here is a modest proposal to begin a return to a path where the SA can play a productive role in the development of left and socialist forces. The coming national conference would take a big step forward if it junked the ludicrous multi-tendency socialist party concept, abandoned the disastrous attempt to make  Green Left Weekly the newspaper of the SA and gave up the idea that the SA is challenging for political leadership of the trade unions.

In substitution for that we could recognise the SA as an alliance of various socialist groups and individuals who voluntarily band together to extend the socialist influence to the best of our ability and in line with our current limited resources and possibilities but with courage and determination in the place of arrogant and empty declarations.

We could seek to develop an appropriate SA publication to help carry that out whilst those who have their own publications could continue to make important contributions through them.

We could carry out consistent and principled work within the unions seeking to build the broadest possible unity of forces within them to develop a socialist and progressive base to defend the unions and take forward the fight for workers rights rather than puff ourselves up in an artificial manner as a ready built new political leadership of the trade unions.

Maybe Peter Boyle's musings are symptomatic of a desire from even the core DSP membership to turn the SA to a constructive path and that the rather hysterical fight to enforce the DSP's dominance of the SA in the recent NE was just the last writhings of the old discredited way in its death throes.
An exchange of correspondence

The following correspondence between the non-affiliated national conveners and the Democratic Socialist Perspective about the direction of the Socialist Alliance is submitted to Alliance Voices by Louise Walker, Lalitha Chelliah and Raul Bassi, with the permission of the DSP, to further discussion around the direction of the organization in the lead-up to the conference and afterwards.

Letter to the DSP, March 2005

Dear Comrades

We are writing to you as non-affiliated national conveners of SA.

The Alliance is at a crossroads and the 2003 conference decision to transform ourselves from an electoral united front of seven small revolutionary groups into a broad, united multi-tendency socialist party is in jeopardy.

Much has been achieved since the inaugural Non-Aligned Caucus (NAC) document was adopted as a resolution by the 2003 Socialist Alliance national conference. There have also been political miscalculations, failures and missed opportunities. 

Our competing perspectives on how best to move the Alliance forward need to be reconciled if we are to meet the political challenges ahead. 

The NAC supported and advocated the prospect of unity, within the Alliance framework, of all socialist organisations in Australia regardless of the particular character or perspective they bring to bear on the socialist objective.  In this particular political conjuncture, maximum socialist unity is an imperative for re-asserting socialism as a viable political alternative for working people.  What unites us as socialists, despite our diversity of perspective and experience, must be at the forefront in pursuit of our common cause.  Differences should be reconciled within a framework of democratic majority decision-making and respect for retention of minority positions, with full rights of tendency voice and fair and equitable representation.

NAC has been fundamentally predicated upon an ‘SA First ‘political perspective.  This is the basis upon which non-affiliated members have joined the Alliance, unencumbered by any additional formal allegiances or tendency building perspective. 

We recognise that this has differed from those affiliates (mostly the smaller affiliates) who are still primarily committed to retaining the Alliance as an electoral united front while otherwise retaining a public presence as distinct organisations. However, non-affiliated members have made it quite clear that they are joining and staying in the Alliance because of the prospect of building a unified, broad socialist alternative well beyond a periodic electoral focus.  In our opinion, because this was a strongly expressed view of the most engaged non-affiliated activist leadership (through the 160 signatures on the 2003 pre-conference “Open Letter”), the smaller affiliates have grudgingly accepted the democratic decision to make the MTP transition and have stayed with the Alliance for now.

Needless to say, they have continued to contest this MTSP course and largely withdrawn from a serious ongoing SA leadership role over the past two years.  Non-affiliated members (through NAC) have, up to now, filled the leadership vacuum created by this pull-back.  This is now also at serious risk of melting away, which explains our writing to you with such concern.

We have always recognised that the NAC perspective for SA as a broad-based multi-tendency socialist party has also differed from those affiliates who have expressed a shared commitment to develop the Alliance into a MTSP, in particular your tendency.

A dominant aspect of your perspective is that the multi-tendency character of the Alliance transformation into a party consists primarily of a potentially deeper unity initiative between affiliates, which may offer the prospect of a revolutionary political regroupment over time.

To this end you have been integrating into the Alliance as a purely internal tendency since the 2003 conference and, in the process, focussed your considerable financial and activist resources on transforming the Alliance into a MTSP.

This has been most welcome.  The Alliance would not be where it is today without this support of the DSP.  However, it is far from clear that the DSP version of a MTSP is consistent with the version that the bulk of the Alliance membership wants.  Moreover, the comparative political weight of the DSP, as the only integrating tendency, is now also posing a particularly serious problem for moving the Alliance forward to completing the transformation into any kind of MTSP.

The DSP remains the only fully committed internal tendency of the Alliance.  As recognised, the majority of other smaller affiliates remain at best only marginally committed to accepting the MTSP transformation (especially important since this includes the ISO as the second largest affiliate).   Consequently, given the size of the DSP within the total Alliance membership (approximately 25%), and particularly its activist membership (approximately 66%), we will effectively have a MTSP with the de facto controlling shape of a single-tendency, revolutionary centre.

This also still begs the question of whether a multi-tendency, revolutionary centred party (your preferred SSP-type model) can in fact build a broad class struggle socialist party alternative to Labor and the Greens in the current Australian political conditions.

To the extent that the non-affiliated membership has made their perspective known through the NAC conference resolutions, and post-conference initiatives of non-affiliated SA leaders these past two years, the Alliance project requires a broader vision if it is to succeed in reaching its potential. 

The NAC completely supported affiliate’s right to recruit and advocate for the adoption of their political policies and programs among the Alliance membership.  NAC supported and initiated measures to enable all affiliates, especially the smaller affiliates, to conduct their tendency-building activities. No affiliate was or is required to integrate into the Alliance as an internal tendency.  Moreover, NAC was not ‘in competition’ with the affiliates for membership or with an alternative ‘factional’, political tendency program counter-posed to their own.

However, NAC at the national leadership level has been effectively de-mobilised since the 2004 national conference.  Several factors have accounted for this.  The factional manoeuvres of ALL the affiliate groups against each other, and in relation to NAC itself since the 2003 conference, have created a fair degree of individual burnout, departure or pull-back.  The ‘NAC is a faction’ campaign since the 2004 conference in particular has contributed to the disintegration of collective networking and purpose that constituted the basis of the NAC-driven MTSP momentum and initiatives of the first year.  Affiliates from both sides of the MTSP question have participated in this NAC demobilisation campaign, each to their own ends.  Overall, this has taken a heavy toll on the non-affiliated national leadership over these past two years.

It is not a coincidence that the momentum for the transforming the Alliance into an MTSP has been seriously stalled through this NAC demobilisation.  It also dovetails with a deeper non-affiliated malaise across the Alliance structure.  Branches have been struggling to recruit and retain non-affiliated members, particularly at the activist and leadership level.  Depending upon the branch, non-affiliated members either have to negotiate an intractable factional competitiveness in multi-tendency branches or butt up to a single tendency, revolutionary organisational mono culture that is becoming indistinguishable from the Alliance itself.  The alienation and drift away of active non-affiliated members is evident and serious.

We need to develop a SA culture and structures that fit the lives and needs of non-affiliated members and leaders.  The Alliance political program is directed at reaching an objectively reformist, class struggle layer of working class and social movement activists and disenchanted supporters of a right-ward moving Labor party.   That does not mean that non-affiliated members are, ipso facto, politically deficient reformists or revolutionary trainees or empty vessels waiting to be filled with revolutionary wisdom from the affiliates.  They are, by and large, long-term committed working class activists with a great deal of experience and perspective to contribute.  Moreover, they generally have regular family lives and work commitments that cannot simply be set aside on an ongoing, day to day basis.  Working committees and leadership bodies need to reflect that. Otherwise, we will never break out of the membership attrition, political marginalisation and sect-building that has plagued the socialist movement in recent decades.

As non-affiliated National Conveners, elected by conference as a result of the NAC process, we do not believe that a revolutionary affiliate-centred Alliance, in the current political circumstances, will in itself be capable of building a truly large and broad-based socialist party.  Nor do we believe that the socialist movement can re revitalised and grow through a predominately electoral ‘united front’ focus.  On this latter point, at least, we think there is a common shared view between us.  

For us, the Alliance currently represents a convergence between the minimalist, broadly shared, ‘transitional’ program of the revolutionary affiliates and an over 50% non-affiliated membership base that has responded to both the socialist unity message and the anti-capitalist, socialist alternative program the Alliance offers.  This non-affiliated membership base broadly consists of:

1.      Independent revolutionary socialists who, for various reasons, have stayed outside or rejected the existing revolutionary affiliates.

2.      Independent socialists from philosophical and political traditions outside those of Marxist, Leninist and Trotskyist socialism.

3.      Trade union and ‘single issue’ social movement activists, who are attracted to the broader political alternative the Alliance offers.

4.      Left progressives (existing and newly emerging) who have rejected the rightward shift of the ALP away from its traditional social democratic program and policies, and prefer our more encompassing anti-capitalist program to that offered by the Greens.

NAC emerged in the lead up to the 2003 conference to express a SA leadership voice from this complex and diverse non-affiliated membership base.   It reflected a political need to give a more collective non-affiliated political expression that was on par with those of the revolutionary affiliates in how to revitalise and grow the socialist movement in this political period.  That non-affiliate leadership role has to continue and be re-invigorated.

We do not regard being ‘non-affiliated’ as a sustainable political leadership position in itself.  The emergence of NAC reflected, in part, the absence of sufficiently diverse affiliated political groups adequate to organise and express the range of socialist/progressive political perspectives within the broader SA membership and working class milieu that the Alliance is attempting to reach.  It is quite clear that the bulk of non-affiliated members have absolutely no intention of joining any of the affiliates and this is reflected in the tendency memberships of the past two years, including your own.  We believe that until such time as organised alternative socialist perspectives begin to coalesce in the Alliance by way of affiliation or internal tendency formation, a TRANSITIONAL COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP VOICE via the NAC will be objectively necessary as a co-equal partnership with existing affiliates.

This is also an important part of a wider scenario politically confronting the Alliance. There are more significant organised socialist formations currently still outside the Alliance than affiliated.  This is even more the case with organisations/groups that have an anti-capitalist and class struggle perspective compatible with the Alliance program. The charges levelled by our political opponents (inside and outside SA) that the Alliance is fundamentally the ‘DSP re-badged’ have never looked more real than this past year.   We have, in practical effect, been operating on your MTSP model since NAC de-mobilisation, with a small collection of active non-affiliated independent leaders grafted on to a single tendency decision-making revolutionary centre, and it is failing. Without a collectively engaged non-affiliated leadership, structurally located as the second pole of support for the MTSP counterbalancing the DSP, the smaller affiliates will not stay and the large layer of independent and organised socialists currently still outside the Alliance will not join.

Our experience as national conveners has shown that the personal voice and resources of individual non-affiliated representatives are not politically adequate or accountable in themselves to engage the complex agendas, across the range of SA activities, of better-resourced affiliates who come out of a very specific and internally conflicted tradition. Only a collective non-affiliated leadership team caucus can ensure that the political diversity, needs and aspirations of the non-affiliated membership will be heard and realised at leadership level. We believe this is essential to consolidate and grow the diverse and embryonic political convergence we have currently achieved as an Alliance.

We regard the revolutionary affiliates as an indispensable pillar to the development of the socialist alternative. However, in this particular stage of development of the Alliance, this perspective needs to be balanced with one that allows for the diversity of alternative socialist perspectives to coexist as a major political leadership wing of the Alliance. We do not regard the Alliance eventually becoming a ‘revolutionary-centred socialist party’ vs. becoming ‘a reformist socialist party’, in the traditional senses of the term, as the central political issue at this point. That is a concrete question, the shape of which can be determined democratically over the course of Alliance development.

A shared commitment to develop a class struggle, multi-tendency formation focussed on socialist renewal is adequate to moving forward together at this point.  We believe that the concrete shape of Alliance policies and programs at any given moment will be reconciled in the course of democratic discussion and decision-making based upon the majority balance of political forces within the Alliance. A party of socialist renewal can best encapsulate and resolve concretely revolutionary ‘transitional’ demands and those perspectives emerging from alternative traditions.

We don’t feel this perspective is widely divergent from your own. Only our perspective on how to get there differs.

Revolutionary tendencies are indispensable to the development of a healthy class struggle party but they are not the same thing. You yourselves have rightly recognised that the small sect ‘we are the one true revolutionary vanguard’ has been the bane of the socialist movement historically.  In the current political circumstances, where the organised socialist movement is effectively reduced to mere historical remnants, equating ‘revolutionary’ formations and ‘class struggle’ formations is equally perilous. We need a framework for the Alliance that will smooth the way for joining class struggle activists from the Greens and Labor parties that may be looking to come our way as the fightback against Howard (hopefully) emerges.

Class struggle union and social movement leaderships, and independent socialists, need to be given the structural capacity to lead as a self-expanding dynamic in a broad class struggle party.  If every facet of party work and structure has to be led by revolutionary tendencies (or worse, a single revolutionary tendency as the core decision-making centre) a broad class struggle party will soon develop a self-collapsing dynamic. It would not have a genuinely diverse, broad, class struggle and socialist leadership but, rather, organic class struggle leaders will become a secondary leadership layer mutually reinforcing, and selected by, a revolutionary inner sanctum.

These matters have been raised with you over the better part of a year now and we have found it difficult enough to comprehend that you might possibly want that for the Alliance at this, or any, point.  More so that you might think this could actually still work as a model in the current political circumstances.  But we are quite clear on how we feel about it.

We propose that NAC be structurally located as a central leadership wing within the national organisation of the Alliance, with non-affiliated members shaping their own national leadership teams as part of an equal partnership with existing affiliates.

NAC would have the following working political objectives:

1.      Advocate and help the Alliance complete the structural transition into a MTSP

2.      Promote and help build non-affiliated leadership teams within the national working groups and committees of the Alliance that will assist in developing common  perspectives and sharing the non-affiliate leadership workload

3.      Promote and help build a positive ‘SA first’ working culture within all national leadership representative and political working bodies

4.      Promote and help advance the continued greater integration of willing affiliates into politically prioritising the building of the Alliance and transferring and converting their assets into Alliance assets.

5.      Preserving and facilitating the minority rights, voice and tendency-building activities of those affiliates who wish to retain an organisational separateness within the Alliance framework. 

6.      Ensure that all Alliance publications, and the organisational culture of Alliance leadership bodies, committees and branches, embrace the outreach and inclusive objectives necessary to preserve and expand the diverse Alliance membership.

We propose that NAC, in its totality, would automatically consist of all non-affiliated members of NE and SA national political committees, working groups, caucuses and boards.

A NAC NC/NE leadership caucus would be established to collectively share the workload in discharging the SA working leadership tasks of its non-affiliated National Conveners and National Executive members. The NE/NC leadership caucus would be composed of non-affiliated NE/NC members who are willing to engage in collective discussion and decision-making and work collectively towards caucus goals, as required, within the 6 objectives outlined above.

The balance of all non-affiliated members of SA national working groups/committees/ caucuses/Boards would automatically constitute a consultative caucus for the NAC national leadership caucus. Members can (individually or collectively) give guidance on specific issues and directions to the NC/NE leadership caucus and, in turn, have a network of support available within the leadership caucus in the course of their work in SA. Both sections of the total caucus would thus be based upon a community of interest and political needs of non-affiliated activist members who are engaged in national SA-building work.

NE/NC leadership caucus meetings would be convened, as required, at the request of the NAC national conveners or 3 members of the NE/NC leadership caucus. Members of the consultative caucus operate and assist more informally (at their own discretion) by being available for NE/NC leadership caucus consultation on issues as required and, in turn, can forward any items/issues to the NE/NC leadership caucus for their consideration and feedback.

This structural reform is proposed for discussion and implementation at the 2005 SA national conference.  Further development of the NAC operating procedures and membership would be a goal and expectation through conference and the year ahead, particularly as the composition of the NE and SA national working committees becomes clearer.

It is hoped that, over time, sub-caucuses with a particular political and leadership orientation will emerge within the overall NAC structure that will start to give real meaning and shape to the broad-based, multi-tendency socialist party we are jointly committed to building.

We look forward to hearing from you shortly on these proposals, and further discussions that could lead to a shared course heading into conference.

In Unity 

Louise Walker, Raul Bassi, Lalitha Chelliah 

SA National Co-conveners 

DSP reply

Tuesday, April 5, 2005

Dear Comrades Lalitha Chelliah, Louise Walker and Raul Bassi,

We have discussed your letter to the DSP on the situation in the Socialist Alliance.

The DSP remains committed to left regroupment in Australian and is keen to explore any points of agreement around how to preserve and extend the steps forward made so far in the Socialist Alliance (SA). Indeed the DSP substantially underwrites (at considerable human and material cost) the administration of SA, the Seeing Red project and its trade union and anti-war work, while limiting its representation on SA leadership bodies.

The DSP does not see the Socialist Alliance “primarily as a deeper unity initiative between affiliates” (as your letter asserts) but rather an attempt to regroup with broader left-ward moving forces in the trade unions, other social movements and in the broader society. The DSP remains committed to building SA into a broad multi-tendency socialist party (MTSP) united around a transitional class-struggle program developed democratically within its own structures.

Further, we do not agree with your analysis of the state of SA or what we read as your proposal for institutionalising a “transitional collective leadership voice via NAC” at the coming conference. Such a course would inhibit the development of united leadership teams around real collective Alliance work. It would place a further constraint on the growth potential of SA in a period where any increase in membership passivity has been due more to political developments (such as the return of the Howard government and the disappointment in the SA vote) and the absence of a united public intervention by SA at major movement rallies and public meetings rather than non-affiliated members “butting up to a single tendency, revolutionary organisation monoculture”.

Your proposal would also assist the anti-MTSP minority in its resistance to greater collectivising of the left's work through SA. Although the MTSP perspective have been endorsed by large majorities at the last two national conferences of SA, a minority (including the International Socialist Organisation and other small affiliates) have more often than not resisted attempts to implement this majority perspective.

Since the last federal election campaign, this minority has refused to present a Socialist Alliance public face at all major rallies, including the March 18-20 anti-war demonstrations. They are also resisting attempts to organise a united SA intervention in the campaign for a mass trade union and community fight back against the Howard government's new anti-union laws.

This anti-unity resistance to progress to an MTSP is not new in SA. We even saw it shamefully manifested in sectarian attacks on Comrade Sue Bolton’s successful work with militant trade unionists in Victoria to build the mass actions in solidarity with our jailed comrade, Craig Johnston.

As you know, despite this active resistance, SA’s campaign for cross-union delegate meetings to discuss mass action against the IR laws has had significant success and points to the real role that SA can play in the working class struggle.

The DSP has been persistently building SA caucuses, working groups, election campaigns and SA’s public intervention into broader public meetings, rallies and demonstrations. We are deeply offended by any suggestion that our efforts to build SA against the approach of the ISO and other small affiliates, which has been forced on us, amount in any way to a “rebadging” of the DSP as SA.

It is also offensive to the many other non-affiliate members who are working with us at all levels of SA work to build a stronger SA. More and more non-affiliate members are joining SA every week because they are inspired by what modest gains SA has made so far. The "rebadging" slur undermines the political confidence of these members and strengthens the manoeuvres to stir disunity in SA.

Despite these differences with you, which we are laying out frankly in this letter, we remain keen to explore possible common positions with you and other non-aligned members playing national leadership roles in SA in the lead up to the June national conference.

In particular, we seek to reach a common position on, and catalyse the richest possible discussion across the whole SA membership of the following:

(i) Clarifying SA’s approach to the ALP in order to build broader and deeper confidence in SA as a serious political alternative.

(ii) Promoting city-wide caucuses of trade union, anti-war and other areas of activity to increase SA members’ participation in politics and the Alliance, and make more effective SA’s non-electoral interventions.

(iii) Rationalising key administration tasks so it is easier to establish and run SA branches.

(iv) Rejecting either a primary focus on local elections or a total abstention from electoral work, and encouraging the combination of electoral and non-electoral work to build the progressive movements and to win more people to socialist ideas.

(v) Continuing to support the Seeing Red project as a networking tool among progressive writers and activists, and extend it to hosting more local and national Socialist Ideas conferences.

(vi) Continuing the SA relationship with Green Left Weekly and endorsing the encouragement of Alliance members to voluntarily contribute to, subscribe to and help distribute the newspaper.

(vii) Strengthening the democracy and effectiveness of SA by electing a smaller, working national executive with no automatic representation of all affiliates, but with a 40% limit on members of any single affiliate.

We are convinced that these are the sort of practical steps that will best advance the Alliance in the present political context (which we have analysed in more detail in various contributions to Alliance Voices). We look forward to discussing them with you and all those committed to a pro-unity perspective for the Alliance.

Comradely,

John Percy

for DSP National Executive 

Reply to DSP April 5 letter

April 14, 2005

Dear Comrades

We have discussed your reply to our concerns regarding the current state of the MTSP course of SA.

It is extremely disappointing that you elected to respond by taking offense at supposed slurs that were not contained within our letter, rather than to deal with the core issues we have outlined. The issues are real and will not simply disappear by being ignored.

All the foundation affiliates in the Alliance have progressively withdrawn from real Alliance work and leadership in the past two years, apart from some residual token effort by the ISO to maintain the perception of making a contribution. They are showing all the signs of trying to find a political pretext to leave. The main thing that kept them in the Alliance, secured the MTSP course, and cleared the way for your integration, has been the emergence and leadership role taken by NAC.

Your apparent decision/actions in early 2004 that NAC was expendable post-DSP integration does you no political credit, and your contribution to NAC demobilisation by characterizing it as a faction after the 2004 National Conference even less so. If anyone should feel offended it is the NAC leaders who have put in such a monumental effort to build the second pole of support for a MTSP, fill the leadership vacuum left by the other affiliates, and take the initiative on all major advances along the MTSP road.

The NAC leadership core cannot be turned into a faction (ironically, previous off-hand advice from some of your leading comrades) and we have made this quite clear in the past. Even if we wanted to create a leadership faction, which we don't and never did, it would conflict with the non-factional culture that fundamentally characterizes the non-affiliated membership. In the current state of the Alliance this cuts several ways.

Non-affiliated members don’t wish to replicate ‘left factionalism’ internally, which includes joining existing factions or building new ones. They also don’t wish to be used by existing factions in their seemingly intractable differences or grafted onto publicly “disappeared” or “dissolved” factions as an integrated secondary support base.

At the same time, existing non-affiliated members require a support network and an affirmative action policy to be able to carry out a real ongoing leadership role and to serve as a bridge to new and potential members. Affiliates can rely on a team of professional full time activists, with exceptional commitment and extraordinary work rate, years of political experience and a well-developed theoretical and political knowledge. Most non-affiliated have a lot of existing commitments that cannot be easily set aside. Long working hours, family pressure, less experience and less political development makes the transition into heightened political activity and leadership roles difficult to achieve and sustain. Moreover, existing class-struggle leaders, like Chris Cain, are so committed (and important in their current positions) that they cannot also take a hands-on national leadership role.

Off-setting this constraint is that many non-affiliated are in one way or another very much in touch with the mainstream everyday perspectives and problems of our class, and reflect its diversity and objectively reformist conditions of existence. This awareness and connection largely seems to be severed in the culture and structure of revolutionary affiliates and groups we have encountered. A transitional program developed and implemented by a revolutionary leadership core isn’t sufficient. A broad-based class struggle party has to materially reflect and accommodate the broad-based class-struggle layers we are seeking to win over, including at the highest leadership levels. A long-term view, and appropriate structure and culture, has to prevail in winning existing and potential SA members to revolutionary perspectives and activity. Otherwise, non-affiliated members and particularly activist leaders will simply vote with their feet.

Taken collectively, these recognitions underpin the structural proposal we have outlined in our initial letter.

No non-affiliated members have been more committed, worked harder, and been more willing to collaborate with you on the MTSP direction, than the NAC leadership overall and us in particular. Your dismissive reaction to our letter, and previous approaches over the past year, simply validate the very points we made about the inexorable DSP-centred Alliance that is being created. You can take umbrage all you want about our so-called mischaracterizations of what you are 'in principle' trying to create. In practice, a single-tendency Alliance structure is emerging.

If we non-affiliated national conveners can't get a serious hearing for our collective assessment, who will? Certainly not individual non-affiliated leaders who may disagree with the direction set by you as the only significant organized force building the Alliance. We object to being forced to choose between megaphone diplomacy to get a hearing or accepting a de-facto cheer squad role for whatever course you decide to set for us.

The Alliance/MTSP can only move forward if the bulk of the smaller affiliates stay and the Alliance looks and feels like something substantially more than just the DSP with a small collection of active non-affiliated supporters grafted on. The answer to both dilemmas is largely unchanged from that which was confronting the Alliance pre-NAC. We need to re-build the second pole of support for the MTSP through the non-affiliated socialists that have stepped forward with a leadership commitment to this unity project.

Half of the non-affiliated leadership we started NAC with two years ago have stood aside, not all for the same reasons. We are not blaming you for all of this, but you have played a part - by omission and design. Now it is a matter of whether you are prepared to accept the reality of miscalculations and failures prompting NAC demobilization in this past period and seek a shared solution to reverse this trend.

Since NAC demobilization the possibilities for reproducing and expanding a serious national leadership role for non-affiliated members within the Alliance have largely evaporated. We have outlined why this is the case above and in our initial letter. The core reason has nothing to do with the demoralization surrounding the re-election of Howard and our dismal election results as you suggest. The crisis of national non-affiliated leadership was already well established before any of this occurred.

It is political fantasy to think that a broad-based MTSP can be created by a purely DSP-centred Alliance "regrouping with broader left-ward moving forces in the trade unions, other social movements and in the broader society." If we had a dollar for every small left group anticipating a pending political upsurge (and announcing a vanguard ambition) these past thirty years we would be able to fully fund all Alliance activity ourselves rather than being so dependent on your generous and self-sacrificing membership (no, we aren't being sarcastic).

The political reality is that the only significant leadership layers (national and branch) that have come to the Alliance since inception have been long-time socialist and class struggle activists. Fundamentally, they didn't come because of a political upsurge and they aren't leaving because there is a downturn. Neither political condition has really existed these past 5 years. They came because of a commitment to seeing a renewal of the socialist movement as a necessary precursor to an effective broad-based fightback against capital. We have only tapped a thin layer, but it has been significant for both securing the MTSP course and for the promise it holds as a bridge to wider layers capable of undertaking an immediate leadership role.

You, and the other affiliates, may not think much of the political credentials of those who have left socialist organisations these past 30 years, but they vastly outnumber your existing memberships. Most haven't left the socialist movement, they just don't buy the splintered organisational versions on offer. That includes the bulk of non-affiliated activists within the Alliance.

If you only want to engage with us (in a collective sense) on your own terms and agenda then there is probably not much more that we can, or are prepared to, do about it. You have the overwhelming political and numerical activist weight within the Alliance to prevail in any dispute about direction. It is already clear that going into conference you will struggle to get LESS than 50% of the delegates. Moreover, a public split within the pro-MTSP forces will simply clear the path for our MTSP opponents and likely kill the Alliance project.

On present course, we doubt that any meaningful national non-affiliated leadership will survive much past conference. There is simply no capacity to build a support structure and generational renewal for the existing non-affiliated leadership without a NAC-type structure. Any fiction that the situation within the Alliance is otherwise will not last much past conference either.

We remain prepared to find a shared solution and await your reply.

Comradely,

Louise Walker, Raul Bassi, Lalitha Chelliah

SA National Co-conveners

DSP reply to April 14 letter

April 19, 2005 

Dear comrades Louise, Lalitha and Raul,

It is clear that we continue to have a quite different assessment of the causes of the Socialist Alliance’s weaknesses and strengths (and hence of potential solutions). At this level we can only agree to disagree: such differences will not be solved by continued discussion about these matters between us but by the real future evolution of the Alliance. In the immediate term this will be largely determined by the quality of the decisions that the large majority of Alliance members who are committed to the MTSP perspective make at the forthcoming national conference. We are convinced that we should now focus on the measures and perspectives that are being discussed through the democratic processes of the Socialist Alliance in preparation for the national conference. The more that all of us who agree with the MTSP perspective focus on this open discussion, the greater the chance of setting in place the next building blocks of our common Socialist Alliance home.

A significant number of proposals have been discussed and agreed among the National Conveners, in National Coordinating Committees and Editorial Boards and in state conferences. DSP comrades have substantially agreed with you on most of these proposals. The most constructive thing would be for us to build upon this practical base of agreement. If you raise specific proposals that we disagree with at the National Conveners, National Executive or in the committee meetings/hook-ups, we will discuss them in a comradely, frank, open and constructive manner in these bodies. We are confident that you will treat any proposals that we make in the same way.

Yours in the struggle for a stronger Socialist Alliance,

John Percy 

for DSP National Executive

Where did NAC go wrong? A comment on the correspondence between the non-affiliated national conveners and the DSP

By Andrew Watson (Northern Rivers branch)

In the lead-up to our 2003 National Conference I signed on with the Non Aligned Caucus, like many other non-aligned members, because an exciting breakthrough beckoned. We realised that we made up a majority of SA members and that we had the potential to progress the SA beyond the narrow political world of the affiliates. Enter the Multi Tendency Socialist Party.

Following on from the 2003 conference I was in intermittent contact with the leaders of NAC. In the lead-up to the 2004 conference I began having regular discussions and email exchanges with John van der Velden, effectively the convener of NAC. He encouraged me to stand for the NE and I agreed. We were both concerned about the need for NAC members to be represented on the NE in order to help drive the MTSP process forward in the face of opposition from the small affiliates. I was consequently elected to the NE (but unfortunately had to resign a few months later as parenting responsibilities got the better of me!)

Around this time Dave Riley and I also withdrew from a worrying process developing within NAC. For this we were accused of participating in a ‘NAC destabilisation campaign’. We are not named in the correspondence submitted by the non-affiliated national conveners, but our names were certainly bandied around the network by word of mouth. We were in short accused of being tools of the DSP and dropped like hot potatoes from the NAC discussion list.

This came as a shock. The NAC was supposed to be above the factionalism of the affiliates, yet here it was engaging in the same game. The game is called kick the DSP and for the past year the NAC has unwittingly (or otherwise) become a key player, as is self-evident in the non-affiliated conveners’ correspondence.

The DSP is the collective target simply for being the DSP. Just look at the letter to DSP, dated March 2005. Firstly the non-affiliated conveners totally misrepresent the DSP position – ‘deeper unity between the affiliates’ – if only! They then characterise this as the DSP version of a MTSP. And naturally the SA membership don’t like it (I don’t like it!).

The DSP then gets into trouble for being the largest affiliate. Somehow this is a ‘particularly serious problem for moving the Alliance forward’ even though it’s the ‘only fully committed internal tendency’ of SA and the ‘smaller affiliates remain at best only marginally committed’ to a MTSP.

The anti-DSP verbiage continues in its own meandering way, interspaced with NAC’s vague political perspectives. In fact much of this letter is lifted directly from a NAC political perspectives document (‘NAC SUR’) drafted by John van der Velden around the time of the 2004 National Conference. John asked me to work on a re-draft, which I have attached below, along with all the email exchange relating to it. This in a sense is my reply to the ‘NAC destabilisation campaign’ slur. 

Fortunately the dire predictions of the NAC in the March 2005 letter have not come to pass. SA is recruiting again and we have initiated the most important event in the SA’s history so far – the National Union Fightback Conference. Of course there have been resignations. It is depressing seeing what the ‘DSP as bogeyman’ campaign by the small affiliates and others has achieved. The small affiliates may yet decide to abandon the SA which would be another blow. However, whatever the outcome at the national conference, important alliances have been built between SA members at the branch level (regardless of affiliation), between the SA and people involved with Seeing Red, and significantly between SA and our friends in the trade union movement. This is a sound basis for ongoing socialist renewal and development.
Appendix I

Email to John van der Velden and others, plus my NAC SUR redraft, 27 May 2004

Hi comrades

I am in general agreement with your proposals John.

Please see attached my initial contribution on making the SUR statement more 'user friendly'. One of the things that struck me post conference is how defensive the original draft is. We had big wins at the conference – on leadership structures, our union work and on GLW.

We need a statement that is both immediately accessible to new SA members as well as long-term non-affiliated members. Our language should be clear and unambiguous.

I have reorganised the order of the statement, beginning with our political perspective and then moving on to our organisational perspective, as this seems to flow better.

I have cut quite a bit (sorry John!) because:

1. I believe the affiliates get too much attention in the original draft. We should be concentrating on directing our efforts to other non-affiliated members and the hundreds of new non-affiliated members who will join the SA in the coming year.

2. I don't believe that trying to categorise the non-affiliated members serves any useful purpose. People do not like being pigeon-holed, even in broad terms.

3. I have cut out a lot of what I would call 'jargon'. Even the statement's original title "Socialist Unity and Re-Formation" is jargonistic.

4. I don't believe we need to discuss perceived political perspective problems to the extent we have in the original draft. The majority of non-affiliated members are happy with the current political trajectory, as evidenced by the votes at conference. Balancing the 'transitional' demands of the affiliates with 'perspectives emerging from alternative traditions' is not an issue as far as I am aware. The key issue is building an SA-first culture, breaking down factional boundaries and getting people to work together, eg on the GLW project and in our union work. It is harmful to suggest that we have a different political agenda where none exists. The best way to achieve our objectives is to lead by example in building an SA-first Alliance and by ignoring/sidelining the factional bullshit coming from the affiliates.

Comradely regards

Andrew

SA first! Statement by the Non-Affiliated Caucus 

The Socialist Alliance was formed in 2001as an electoral front by 7 Australian socialist organisations. The unity achieved by the founding affiliates was extremely attractive to many non-affiliated individuals. By 1993 more than 50% of SA members were non-affiliated. They came from many different backgrounds and political traditions. They responded to both the socialist unity message and the anti-capitalist, socialist alternative program offered by the Alliance.

The Non-Affiliated Caucus (NAC) emerged in the lead up to 2003 SA national conference to give a non-affiliated leadership voice to this complex and diverse membership base. Members of the NAC, supported by some of the affiliates, wanted to see the Alliance develop into a genuinely new socialist party. At the 2003 conference the Alliance subsequently adopted a NAC sponsored resolution aimed at transforming the Socialist Alliance from its initial start as an electoral united front of 7 foundation affiliates into a broad-based, multi-tendency socialist party.

At the 2004 national conference we once again reaffirmed our support for unity, within the Alliance framework, of all socialist organisations in Australia regardless of the particular character or perspective they bring to bear on the socialist objective.  Today, maximum socialist unity is necessary to re-assert socialism as a viable political alternative for working people.  What unites us as socialists, despite our diversity of perspective and experience, must be at the forefront in pursuit of our common cause.  Differences should be reconciled within a framework of democratic majority decision-making and respect for retention of minority positions with full rights of tendency voice and fair and equitable representation.

We regard the revolutionary affiliates as an indispensable pillar to the development of the Socialist Alliance.  However, in this particular stage of development of the Alliance, ‘revolutionary’ socialism needs to be balanced with one that allows for the diversity of alternative and ‘reformist’ socialist perspectives to coexist within the leadership of the Alliance.

We do not regard the Alliance eventually becoming a ‘revolutionary-centred socialist party’ vs. becoming ‘a reformist socialist party’, in the traditional senses of the terms, as the central political issue at this point.  That is a question that will be determined over the course of Alliance’s development. We believe that the concrete shape of Alliance policies and programs at any given moment will be reconciled in the course of democratic discussion and decision-making within the Alliance.

Nevertheless, we are adamant that what we need to build right now is an ‘SA first’ Alliance. Our caucus perspective differs from those affiliates who remain committed to retaining the Alliance as simply an electoral united front. Our perspective also differs from those affiliates who view the Alliance as primarily a site for expanding the political support and membership base of their own organisations. The NAC does not believe that an affiliate-centred Alliance, in the current political circumstances, will be capable of building a truly large and broad-based socialist party.

The NAC stands for an ‘SA first’ Alliance as we progress towards a multi-tendency socialist party. A collective, non-affiliated leadership team caucus will help ensure that the political diversity and aspirations of the non-affiliated membership can be heard and realised at leadership level.  We do not regard being ‘non-affiliated’ as a sustainable political leadership position in itself.  An individualised ‘independence for its own sake’ runs counter to internal collective organisation and accountability and the public standards we set for our electoral candidates. However, we believe the leadership role of the NAC is essential to preserve and grow the diverse and embryonic political convergence we have achieved so far in the Alliance.

Going into this coming year, the caucus has the following working political objectives:

Advocate and help the Alliance complete the structural transition into a MTSP

Promote and help build non-affiliated leadership teams within the national working groups and committees of the Alliance that will assist in developing common perspectives and sharing the workload.

Promote and help build a positive ‘SA first’ working culture within all national leadership representative and political working bodies

Promote and help advance the continued greater integration of willing affiliates into politically prioritising the building of the Alliance and transferring and converting their assets into Alliance assets.

Ensure that all Alliance publications, and the organisational culture of Alliance leadership bodies/committees, embrace the outreach and inclusive objectives necessary to preserve and expand the diverse Alliance membership.
In response to this draft NAC SUR statement John was unhappy that I had shed a lot of the original document. In particular John said that the original document reflected issues occurring ‘behind the scenes’. He also suggested that my ‘SA First’ statement could be provided for the broader membership, while the original could be used as an ‘NE leadership caucus statement’.
Appendix II

Email to John van der Velden, 2nd June 2004

Hi John

I am on holidays this week and will be uncontactable from tomorrow until Sunday. Can you try and get some feedback from other NE leadership caucus members? At the end of the day I will go with the flow because its important to move on. But I don't like the idea of two statements - one for the NE and one for the broader membership. Whose benefit would the first statement serve? Only the NAC leadership caucus? Only the rest of the NE? Its the type of thing we should be trying to avoid in the SA. I have not been part of the leadership and cannot comment on the battles that have taken place over the past year. But if the other caucus members have important issues and concerns then these should be spelt out (without getting personal) in the statement. Your statement only hints at these and raises more questions than answers. If they are not important enough to clarify then I don't see what use they are in such a statement. Any stuff going on 'behind the scenes' that you feel can't be public should stay that way. Otherwise any political statements should be clear, relevant and accessible to the membership. 

I will try to catch up with you on Sunday 

Comradely 

Andrew

Appendix III

Email to John van der Velden, Lalitha Chelliah, Louise Walker, Raul Bassi, Dave Riley and others, June 2004 

Hi comrades

As I was thinking how we might make the NAC-SUR doc a bit more user friendly began thinking through a problem which has been niggling at me since conference. The NAC was first formed for a specific political purpose in the lead up to the second national conference - to lead the progression towards a MTSP. The NAC rallied again for the third national conference to introduce a more democratic and 'hands-on' leadership structure. The question really arises what now for the role of the NAC?

We do not have different political perspectives to those adopted at conference. The task in front of us is to take a lead on carrying out SA's perspectives on the ground in the committees and branches. I think to push ahead with the NAC-SUR at this stage is a diversion. If comrades are encountering problems in the branches in terms of the decision making process and the 'culture' these can only really be solved at the branch level, given the variation in branch workings and different experiences around the country.

Any ongoing caucus (or faction) should have a sound political basis. Simply being non-affiliated is not a good enough reason. Unless there are concrete political differences upon which we need to take a stand I do not see the need for such a highly organised NAC and accompanying political document. This is not to say that non-affiliated leaders of the SA should stop caucusing or taking the initiative. Of course if you wish to proceed with the NAC-SUR process that is your prerogative. But I wish to withdraw my name from the document for the time being. I look forward to collaborating with all of you, especially on our trade union work, over the coming year.

Yours comradely

Andrew

Appendix IV

Reply to all from Dave Riley, 23 June 2004 (reprinted here with Dave Riley’s permission).

I agree with Andrew. That was my position as I explained it during late May as I was arguing that the matter should rest and instead the work be done. Since then I've been busy with branch, district  and national matters doing what needs doing - and i've been doing a lot. But I do not support a NAC/SUR perspective resting on  a separate quasi organisational take. That's not what I envisage the SA becoming - basically a collection of permanent factions separate from one another --and the NAC/SUR document is, to put it bluntly, a recipe for a faction regardless of what it calls itself. After massive majorities in two conferences I cannot see any concrete political basis for the type of ongoing organising as the document projects.

Other circumstances may arise that may warrant a conscious coming together in a form similar to NAC - but those circumstances do not exist now and it would be a major mistake to so proceed because there simply is not the political basis for it. That's my warning - but if you decide to proceed with NAC/SUR formally you can also count me out and I too withdraw my signature from the document.

A general statement of intent as Andrew drafted is something I could have lived with. But the original NAC/SUR document has a much more intense agenda which I simply do not agree with. I signed it on the basis of going along with the package we were presenting before conference but in retrospect, and especially in the light of the here and now, I think the whole thing should be dropped. 

In essence however this changes nothing as the same tasks remain and the same dynamic needs be set in place. I am as willing to collaborate with any one as I was before. As Andrew says:" We do not have different political perspectives to those adopted at conference. The task in front of us is to take a lead on carrying out SA's perspectives on the ground in the committees and branches. "

Regards

dave riley

DSP letter to the SA National Executive

To the Socialist Alliance National Executive 

May 20, 2005

Dear Comrades 

I am writing to inform you that a Democratic Socialist Perspective National Committee meeting on May 14-15 has opened up an internal re-assessment of our relationship to the Socialist Alliance.

Following the endorsement by large majorities at the 2003 and 2004 Socialist Alliance conference of the “multi-tendency socialist party perspective” (MTSP), the then Democratic Socialist Party decided at its January 2004 Congress to convert itself into an internal tendency in the Socialist Alliance and change its name to the Democratic Socialist Perspective.

At both local and national levels our members threw their weight into trying to build the Socialist Alliance as the new united party of the left. Each step we took on this path was with the democratic agreement of the appropriate Socialist Alliance bodies.

We put at the disposal of the Socialist Alliance full-time organisers, offices and other resources without charge in the hope that this would give the push needed to turn the Alliance into a new united party of the left.

Of course, having no model to follow, this has been a process of trial and error, and one conducted in a period marked by a downturn in mass movement struggles and increased political apathy brought on by the return of the Howard government.

While there have been some solid advances in regional and some smaller capital city branches in the last one and a half years and the Alliance has registered strong gains in its work in the union movement as well as in various local campaigns and specific projects like Seeing Red, it has proved much harder to progress the Socialist Alliance in the direction of becoming a new party. In our opinion, this process has stalled.

This course has faced the persistent opposition from nearly all the smaller affiliates who remain opposed to the MTSP perspective. Their basic stance has been to drop Alliance activity in favour of building their own organisations. In one Alliance committee, the SA-Green Left Weekly editorial board, a large amount of time and energy has been wasted fending off attempts to effectively roll back the majority perspective.

This problem is now being exacerbated by the false analysis of those who seek to find an explanation for our relative lack of progress towards consolidating the Alliance as an MTSP not in the difficulties of the political period and the stance of those Alliance members still opposed to the MTSP perspective but in the political attitude and work of the DSP itself. Yet it has been the DSP that has brought into the Socialist Alliance the bulk of the activists and resources such as offices, finances, and the tremendous asset of Green Left Weekly. And it is the DSP which has played the major role in joining non-affiliated members to Socialist Alliance.

Ironically, in large part due to the great load the DSP carries in the work of Socialist Alliance, our organisation is now facing a severe financial crisis for the second year in a row. As a result the DSP simply cannot meet this and sustain its current level of resource commitment to Socialist Alliance. Others will have to take more of this strain.

Despite these difficulties the DSP remains strongly committed to advancing the work of the Socialist Alliance. In particular, we strongly support the recommendations to the Socialist Alliance conference coming out of the Socialist Alliance membership and finance committee, the SA-GLW and Seeing Red boards. These measures could help the Socialist Alliance become more self-sufficient and significantly reduce its administrative load.

We will also be arguing for a more democratic and effective National Executive to replace the current complicated leadership formula which is ineffective, unrepresentative, discourages new leadership and promotes greater disunity.

At the same time DSP members’ deliberations are just a part of a broader re-evaluation of where our collective project is going, and how united resistance to Howard and left and socialist regroupment can be best advanced under current conditions. We in the DSP will be very much part of that broader discussion.

In this discussion we will all need to examine not just the problems encountered with the current state of affairs in Socialist Alliance but also possible new openings. For example, the potential advances in the campaign for a mass trade union resistance to the Howard government, and the strong advance of Respect in the UK general elections are just two new developments to take into consideration.

The DSP remains deeply committed to the unity of all socialist forces in Australia. However, with changing conditions and new openings we all need to be prepared to re-imagine the way forward. We hope that the coming Socialist Alliance national conference will make a strong contribution to this much needed discussion.

When the DSP works out exactly what financial adjustments it needs to make we will immediately make this known to the Socialist Alliance National Executive.

Comradely

John Percy 

DSP National Secretary 


Building Socialist Alliance report and resolutions

The following report outline and resolutions were drafted by the national Membership, Finances and Branch Building Coordinating Committee for presentation to the national conference. The resolutions were endorsed by a National Executive majority (18  for, 2 against, 4 abstentions) on May 22.

Report

MEMBERSHIP

Growth: 

There has been a small growth in financial membership since the last conference, from 1021 in May 2004 to 1170 (update this figure at time of delegate elections) in May 2005.

Potential members/supporters: 

The number of people who branches are in regular contact with via email, phone or mail about Alliance activities (that is, un-renewed members and supporters) is, on average, triple the number of financial members at any point in time. This indicates a significant potential for increasing SA’s financial membership, if membership is better organised.

At-large members: 

Members are scattered over large areas of some states, and membership applications continue to come in from across Australia (mainly from the web site). For example, Queensland now has members located throughout northern and central Qld; NSW has at-large members along the Central Coast and in some inland towns (Orange, Armidale); etc. In general, at-large members are being neglected, given SA’s emphasis on organising through local branches. Some “clusters” of at-large members are being counted as members of the nearest city branch, but this does not mean they are being consistently contacted or involved because the branch committees concerned tend to be overloaded with organisational tasks associated with local members. 

BRANCHES

There are currently 32 branches of SA.

New branches: 

Four new branches have been launched since the 2004 national conference: Gold Coast, Central Victoria (Bendigo), Ballarat, and the division of  Melbourne West district into two branches (south and north).

In all the new regional branches, the role of one or two experienced activists to kick start the branch was essential.

Two more new branches are imminent: Sunshine Coast and the Blue Mountains.

There are a number of other “clusters” of members (eg: NSW Central Coast), but are currently without someone able to play the role of pulling a formal branch together.

Tenuous branches: 

Three branches are not holding membership meetings at present: Brisbane South West, Sydney Northside and Fremantle (although the Perth district committee has recently started organising public forums in Fremantle, the last one attracting 60 people). In all cases, the difficulty is not a lack of members, or SA’s local profile or networks, but the absence of a member or two able to organise the branch members and activities (that is, the lack of a branch convener).

Branch meeting frequency:

Four  branches are meeting fortnightly at present – Newcastle, Hobart, Adelaide and Geelong. Three branches are meeting less than monthly – Gold Coast, Launceston, Central Victoria. All other branches are meeting monthly. Many of these have moved to monthly meetings (from fortnightly) only this year, most in order to create space for branch members to participate in the campaign caucuses, local broader campaign groups, etc. 

Members’ branch meeting attendance:

This varies, as an average, from 20% to 80%. 15 branches have less than 50% attendance regularly. 10 branches regularly have more than 50% attendance. Other types of branch gatherings (public forums, fundraisers, etc) have a higher membership attendance.

There doesn’t seem to be any correlation in and of itself between branch meeting frequency and branch membership attendance or branch growth. But there is a clear pattern of higher than 50% membership attendance at branch meetings in the smaller branches - Darwin, Gold Coast, Central Victoria, Ballarat, Perth Hills, Taree, Northern Rivers, Sydney East. The reasons for this could be - members in a smaller branch feel more engaged with and responsible for SA’s work (that is, there aren’t lots of other members to do it if they don’t), and/or because the smaller branches tend to be located outside the major capital cities and there are less other avenues for political activity.

Branch leaderships:

The weakness of collective branch leadership, and over-reliance on branch conveners to take organisational responsibility, was noted as a “problem” in a large number of branch survey returns. Elected branch committees are functioning only partially in at least 9 branches.
Conclusions:

· A more sustainable system of membership renewal will  result in significant financial membership growth.

· There are more people relating to SA in various ways, and many more potential members, than we have the capacity to organise well via overstretched local branch leaderships.

· It needs to be less onerous and intimidating to convene a branch or be on a branch committee, so that more members feel there is a role they can play in SA leadership.

· In the absence of well-organised, regularly meeting local branches, other avenues are needed for individual members to be organised/involved in SA’s activities and discussions.

· SA can better involve at-large members and thereby “seed” new branches by using the district, state and national committees, campaign caucuses, web site and publications.

· Other structures within SA over and above branches need to play a role in developing and sustaining SA leadership.

COMMUNICATION WITH MEMBERS

Regular contact with the full branch membership was cited by a majority of branches as their major weakness at present.

Email:

Since last conference, email systems have become well established and all branches except Taree and Central Victoria now use email very systematically (at least weekly information postings to all members on the list).

Personal contact other than at meetings and events:

Phoning of members is done monthly by about two-thirds of branches, with the rest doing it less frequently or just for major events. More than half of branches don’t do quarterly (or more frequent) mail-outs to members. Only 2 branches mentioned that they visit members.

Newsletters:

Only a few branches produce a local newsletter regularly. These were produced more regularly by more branches during the federal election campaign.

The national newsletter, Socialist Campaigner, is not used much by branches; very few branches post it out, and only about half a dozen branches consistently distribute it by email to members.

State newsletters are produced and mailed out in Victoria (now monthly, used successfully to build recent state conference), WA (bi-monthly), Tasmania (around major events). The new NSW state committee has plans to do so.

Alliance Voices:

Alliance Voices is not systematically distributed to all members. Only about two-thirds of branches email every issue to members (and some of those email only the URL link to the website). Virtually no branch posts AV out to those not on email. The availability of hard copies at branch meetings is haphazard.

Conclusions:
· We need to rethink the usefulness of the national newsletter in its current form, which takes a lot of resources to produce.

· We need to make Alliance Voices more interesting and informative for members, including by encouraging more, and more diversity, of input; regularise its production so that members can plan for when it comes out; and establish a system for distributing it properly to all members.

· There are obvious limitations to the use of email to communicate with members and finding ways to enable more regular mail-outs to members would overcome some of the communication problems. A regular Alliance Voices could be the backbone of a bi-monthly mail-out to all members by each local branch and/or state committee.

· Local/state newsletters seem to be effective where they are done, and should be  encouraged as a means of keeping members better informed of what SA is doing and involving more members in activity.

· There seems to be a need to collect more information from new members about what they are interested in doing, so contact with members can be more directed. We can easily include such information collection on all membership forms/clip-offs.

· The web site is very under-used by SA members, branches, states and all SA campaign caucuses/committees. We need to make the site more informative, user friendly, and directly useful for members. 
CAMPAIGNING ACTIVITY

Movements/campaigns:

The high profile and broader respect for SA’s public campaigning was cited by many branches as a “strength” at present.

In addition to local council, state and federal election campaigns, and our ongoing trade union work, SA members have been involved in a diverse range of local campaigns/campaign groups in the last year (although many are not strictly “local” issues, they are organised on a local level). The local campaigning activities include: suburban and citywide anti-war groups in all cities; specific civil rights cases, such as Mamdouh Habib in Sydney and Jack Thomas in Melbourne; a range of specific anti-racism campaigns such as the Somali youth in Melbourne and attacks on Sudanese in Newcastle; local refugee rights groups in almost every city; Indigenous justice campaigns, such as the TJ Hickey and Palm Island police killings in Sydney and Brisbane; against Centrelink closures in Melbourne; against environmentally destructive developments in Darwin, Wollongong and western Sydney; public transport campaigns in Sydney and Newcastle; against the Kodak factory closure in Melbourne; for public housing in Brisbane south west; and others.

In the major social movements (anti-war, refugee rights, deaths in custody, pro-choice, civil rights), there is a need to strengthen the cross-branch and cross-city coordination of SA members’ activities. The state committees can play some of this role but single branch-representative state committees are inadequate to the task involving more members in collective activity around their area of interest/activity.

Profile and propaganda:

SA’s campaigning profile and propaganda materials were cited by some branches as one of SA’s main strengths at present.
The federal election charter, “Another Australia is Possible” was very successful, resulting in many membership applications.

In addition to all the federal election materials, and local/state materials, in the last year SA has produced and distributed nationally:

· the workers/union rights charter, which is still getting a good response among unionists

· a re-print of the national women’s rights charter

· 1000 new coreflutes for ongoing use

· a new (post-election) national membership brochure

· a new national leaflet opposing Howard’s IR offensive.

The response to SA’s materials is difficult to measure quantitatively, but we have, over the last year, received at the national PO box alone about 3 or 4 membership clip-offs per week from printed materials. Over the year, about 50% have been clip-offs from Green Left Weekly advertisements. During the election campaign most of the other 50% were from “Another Australia is Possible”. Since the end of last year, this has shifted to clip-offs from the women’s rights charter (about 25%), the workers’ rights charter and the new national recruiting leaflet (a handful of each). We have received only 2 membership clip-offs from Seeing Red over the three issues, but have received dozens of subscription clip-offs from the magazine (refer to SR report).

In the last year, we have received applications to join SA from the national web site at a rate of about 2 per week (this was up to as high as 5 per week at the height of the federal election campaign), indicating ongoing traffic through the site. There are still very few links to and from other sites (although this increased during the election campaign), and a project of establishing more links could significantly increase visits to the SA site.

A majority of branches report that regular suburban campaign stalls contribute to SA’s strong public profile, but they are not used enough yet to involve new members.

SA had much more local media coverage during the federal election campaign than ever before, and in a few cities (Brisbane, Melbourne, Hobart) some local media profile has continued post-election. 

Conclusions:
· We need to use local stalls, and involvement in local issues and campaign groups, to build local networks, while simultaneously strengthening SA’s intervention in major campaigns through centralisation Strengthening cross-branch coordination of campaign work in multi-branch cities, by forming more district working groups/caucuses, would facilitate more members participation in campaigning and improve SA’s ability to build movements.

· Broader membership participation would also be encouraged by more systematically promoting the existence and work of district/state/national  campaign caucuses, and the national campaign e-groups, among the membership.

· We need to strengthen the link between the Seeing Red readership/subscribers and SA membership, so support the proposal from the SR Editorial Board to introduce a special SR subscription/SA membership rate. 

FINANCES

Financial statements:

Summarise the national treasurer’s report for the 2003-2004 financial year and the period of July 1, 2004 to April 30, 2005.

National pledge system:

The national pledge has not been systematically collected from branches until this year (after the election campaign), so has been unevenly paid. Some branches have paid all the billed pledge, others have paid none. The majority have paid it in part.

The federal election campaign “$100 club”  showed that there is a lot of political goodwill amongst the broader membership that can be expressed financially, and in April the MFBB committee began to negotiate new, realistic pledge amounts with branches on the basis that these could be funded by regular donations from members. These discussions with branches indicated that the national account could collect at least $380 per week in pledges without adversely affecting branch functioning.

Administration:

All branches now operate a bank account, but the state of local branch bookkeeping is still poor, with most branches unable to readily provide accurate election campaign balance sheets, most not reporting regularly or thoroughly to members, and very few  operating on real budgets.

There is an urgent need to minimise the types and amount of cash flowing through each local branch account so that branch bookkeeping is significantly simplified, there is less duplication of work across all branches, and all local accounts can more readily be maintained at Electoral Commission audit standards.
Conclusions:
· If each branch commits to a set national pledge amount per week, however small or large, a real/accurate national budget can be constructed and the NE can plan SA’s national work accordingly. To ensure transparency and accountability, the pledges negotiated with all branches should be reported to the NE.

· The national pledge can be raised by branches via regular donations from members if these are solicited systematically and with the political goals clearly explained.

· We need to generalise the branch finances simplification plan adopted by the NE in February as quickly as possible, with an amendment to allow some flexibility in how much national publications financing and distribution is centralised in states with far-flung branches.

· In future, it would be useful to accurately tracking federal election campaign finances through each branch and state, so that we can learn from previous campaign experiences and thereby maximise the extra income generated by election campaigns, and reduce the “disruption” to ongoing SA finances. 

Resolutions

1. To increase the capacity of all SA members to participate in the Alliance’s discussions and activities, SA encourages all state/territory committees, or branch committees in single-branch states/territories, to produce a regular newsletter and ensure it is posted to all members.

2. To promote SA members’ participation in Alliance discussions, and better reflect the link between discussion and action in SA, that the national newsletter, Socialist Campaigner, be integrated into the membership discussion bulletin, Alliance Voices; and that the resulting information and discussion bulletin, to be called Alliance Voices, be published on a regular, at least bi-monthly basis, and posted to all members.

3. That the establishment and promotion of national membership discussion e-groups around specific areas of SA’s public campaigning work be encouraged and promoted amongst the membership; and that the establishment in the last six months of the SA women’s rights, Indigenous rights, sexuality rights and refugee rights e-groups be endorsed.

4. That the significant potential to involve and link together more members in SA’s discussions and campaigning be explored through the establishment, wherever feasible, of specific campaign/issue caucuses at the district, state and/or national levels.

5. That the national web site be used more effectively to communicate with and involve members, and to extend SA’s profile and influence, by:

(i) Assigning responsibility for overseeing the site content to the National Membership, Finances and Branch Building Coordinating Committee;

(ii) Establishing a network of members with the skills and interest to maintain and improve the site as needed; including assisting state/territory committees and/or SA campaign caucuses to establish their own dedicated pages as part of the site;
(iii) Linking the national campaign e-groups to the site so members can join an e-group of their choice directly from the web site.
6. To reduce the administration workload on local branches, that:
(i) Socialist Alliance's membership records and finances be managed on a state/territory basis.

(ii) State/territory committees elect a membership secretary/ies responsible for:

· maintaining the membership database;

· collecting all membership dues;

· issuing receipts, membership cards and welcome/information letters to new/renewed members;

· sending out membership renewal notices; and

· regularly updating branches with their local membership list.

(iii) State/territory committee be responsible for distributing to all members:

· all national publications, notices, special appeals, etc;

· all state newsletters, notices, etc.

(iv) State/territory committees retain all membership fees (branches to keep donations accompanying membership dues) to cover the costs of servicing the membership as above, and any other state/territory-wide campaign costs agreed to by the state/territory committee (eg: upper house election campaigns, national leaflets etc that will be used by all local branches.)

(v) The following lines of income and expenditure be transferred from local branches responsibility to the state/territory account as is practicable for branches:

· Seeing Red;

· national internal publications (eg: Alliance Voices);

· national propaganda (broadsheets, leaflets/charters, posters, coreflutes, etc).

(vi) That state/territory committees receive regular finances reports from the state/territory treasurer/s, and make these reports available to all branches in the state/territory.
7. That the previously adopted national pledge system be regularised through a process of negotiation between each branch and the MFBB committee to establish, by July 1, a mutually agreed national pledge amount per week, to be noted by the NE. The target pledge amount shall remain $1 per week per branch member at the time of election of delegates to national conference, and the pledge amount can be re-negotiated at the request of the branch at any time. 

8. That the MFBB committee oversee a national finances appeal, to be carried out by the branches from this conference, to obtain regular donations from members to provide the income base for branches’ national pledge payments.

9. That Socialist Alliance use the branches’ pledges to help fund, through payment of an honorarium or equivalent, a part-time national organiser responsible and accountable to the National Executive who will help coordinate and implement the day-to-day national organisation of SA’s work, including the communication between members and leadership bodies and ensuring that SA complies with Electoral Commission requirements for party registration.

10. That the national Membership, Finances and Branch Building Coordinating Committee include, as it is possible, representation from every state/territory committee, preferably committee members responsible for the state/territory membership and finances.
11. That a clause be added to the SA Constitution requiring branches to have paid their NE-ratified national pledge in full in order to be entitled to elect delegates to national conferences.
12. That the categories for SA membership fees be changed from “High waged”, “Low waged”, “Concession” and “High school student” to  “Waged”, “Low waged”,  “Unwaged” and “High school students”.
13. That the national treasurer’s financial report for the 2003-2004 financial year, and the period July 1, 2004 to April 30, 2005 be accepted as accurate.

Additional resolution on Building Socialist Alliance

By Raul Bassi (Bankstown branch & National Co-convener)

I am proposing to the national conference that the following resolution to be added to the resolutions on "Building the Socialist Alliance" that were adopted by the May 22 National Executive meeting.

Resolution

1) The initial good response to the initiative of forming working groups, caucuses or committees, makes this proposal useful and valuable. In this spirit, the Conference recommends that State Committees and Branches facilitate the establishment and development of campaign groups/caucuses according to members' initiative. It also recommends that these committees and caucuses work to encourage the development of internal leadership, developing members according to their possibilities.

2)Where possible, the related national committees and caucuses will work with the local committees and caucuses, linking them to equivalent committees in the other cities, helping their development, and promoting their participation at the national level.

3)That the incoming NE review and assess this experience after six months. This review will focus on assessing the level of political development of the committees, all aspects of participation in them, their connection with the movements, leadership development, and their relationship with State and district committees.

Rationale

This motion is based in the reality of many members dropping their activity levels, the lack of involvement of new members, and the smaller numbers of people attending branch meetings, but in the believe that everyone is interested 

in being part of the political life of SA.

We have to offer members an alternative in relation with their interests, reflecting the areas where their life is connected and be friendly enough to attract them to action.

This experience is part of our intention to use any possible way to grow our organization through better participation and democratic ways to decide policy and action in SA. 

Resolution on the SA-Green Left Weekly relationship  

The following counter-motion  to the Socialist Alliance-Green Left Weekly Editorial Board’s resolutions (see Alliance Voices Vol 5, No 4) was put by Raul Bassi, Lalitha Chelliah and Louise Walker to the May 22 meeting of the National Executive. The motion was adopted (12 for, 11 against, 3 abstentions). The SA-GLW Editorial Board resolutions were defeated (14 against, 11 for, 1 abstention).

Motion:

The National Executive of the Socialist Alliance reaffirms its commitment to the trial relationship with Green Left Weekly, as agreed in November, 2003, the protocols that were accepted by Conference in 2004 and changes adopted in the review of December 2004, all with a view to transforming GLW into the paper of the Alliance.

The National Executive of the Socialist Alliance reaffirms the structure and spirit established by these protocols, which were for diverse political representation on the SA-GLW Editorial Board, and they reflect the diversity of the Alliance as an organisation in transition to becoming a multi-tendency socialist party (MTSP). They do this through the inclusion of a minimum of one dedicated position representing the interests of small affiliates and a majority of Board positions allocated to non-DSP representatives, elected from the floor of National Conference.

The National Executive of the Socialist Alliance reaffirms that the size of the Board remain at least at 12, as decided by the 2004 National Conference, with the aim of developing more active participation of those SA members on it.

Rationale:

We appreciate the work of those on the SA-GLW Editorial Board over the period between the 2004 National Conference and now, and thank comrades for the time and effort they have put into it. As the resolution above indicates, we support the Socialist Alliance continuing a trial relationship with GLW over the coming year. 

However, the SA-GLW Board report and recommendations before the National Executive do not accord with the spirit and purpose of the SA-GLW trial as adopted by the 2004 Conference. If they are adopted they would, in practice, mean the collapsing of the work of the SA-GLW Board into the work of the GLW Editorial Board itself.

The SA-GLW trial has been a cornerstone project for the transformation of the Socialist Alliance from a united-front style electoral alliance into an MTSP. The existing SA-GLW protocols and structure are precisely for the purpose of transformation as a precursor to the integration of the work of the two Boards. The process adopted by 2004 Conference requires the actual integration of the political diversity of SA within the pages of GLW before it can proceed to the step of integrating with the GLW Board and, finally, get SA to the point where it can identify GLW as its own paper.

Removing small affiliate and/or dissenting voices from the SA-GLW Board is to walk away from the SA-GLW trial's core purpose: planning, initiating, demonstrating and winning the case for transformation and political integration.

There is nothing in the SA-GLW Board report to demonstrate that the requisite transformation of GLW content has occurred or is occurring. Furthermore, the bulk of articles that take up SA movement work feature prominent SA members such as Chris Cain and Craig Johnston, and are part of the normal editorial work of the GLW Board itself through DSP contributors. That reporting would appear in GLW in any case - without the existence of SA-GLW Board itself. There is also quite a bit of anecdotal evidence to suggest that the SA-GLW Board has been struggling with its charter. For example, it has had trouble gaining copy from even a diverse range of new SA voices for Our Common Cause, the regular Socialist Alliance column.

This does not mean that the Socialist Alliance should walk away from the project. We should neither abandon the relationship altogether nor skip the essential intermediate step of integrating and reflecting the diverse voices of SA as we originally decided. Making GLW look and feel like something that SA's non-DSP membership would embrace as their paper is not an easy task. That is the precise challenge for the SA-GLW Board, and SA as a whole, if it is to become something completely new to the Australian socialist left: a multi-tendency socialist party.
A proposal for Socialist Alliance’s national leadership structure

By Lisa Macdonald (National Co-convener) and Dave Riley (National Executive member)

Here are some proposals for a change to the national leadership structure and method of selection that we are putting forward for discussion in the lead up to the national conference. We are happy to discuss ideas to improve it with anybody and will do our best to take new ideas or concerns from other comrades on board.

The National Executive formula adopted by the last conference has been tested in practice over this year and it has clearly been demonstrated not to work.

· The NE has functioned as a committee of review rather than the real executive and hence that role has in practice been fulfilled by the National Conveners. At last year’s conference, some comrades warned that this would happen and their concerns on this point are vindicated by our experience.

· The system of state representation has not worked and the NE’s discussions have been weaker because of inconsistent and uneven input from branches and state bodies.

· The current NE formula has not facilitated significantly broader involvement in the working committees (less than 50% of NE members are involved in any of SA’s national coordinating committees).

· The current NE formula emphasizes our political differences over and above our collective identification with and commitment to build Socialist Alliance into our common political home.

The proposal we put forward is simple:

· Conference should elect a smaller national executive that can meet more frequently.

· That it should be democratically elected in a way that guarantees minority representation and effective representation of all states.

· That we strengthen the right to recall this national executive by allowing a majority of state executives or a petition by 25% of national membership to call a Special Conference.

We put these proposals in the knowledge that we are not discussing “ideal” structures but merely continuing to try and find the best available structures to take this still embryonic Socialist Alliance forward towards the goal of a united, multi-tendency socialist party that was endorsed by large majorities at the last two national conferences.

Proposed changes

[The relevant sections of the current constitution are inserted at the end.]

Amend section 6.5 to read:

6.5. The National Officeholders shall be four National Conveners. The National Conveners, to be elected out of the incoming National Executive, shall be elected by the slate method. Proposed slates for the National Conveners can only be nominated after the election of the incoming National Executive.

Replace section 6.6 with:

6.6. The National Executive shall be composed according to the following formula:

15 persons to be elected by the same proportional representation system used in the election of conference delegates from the branches to guarantee minority representation (single transferable vote).

In addition, any state or territory executive/committee which does not have a state member in the NE so elected shall have the right to send a delegate with voice and vote to all NE meetings, that delegate to be selected by the relevant state executive or state committee.

Amend section 6.8 to read:

6.8. If one quarter of the paid-up membership or a majority of state executives/state committees request it by petition to the National Executive, a Special Conference of the Alliance shall be called in addition to National Conferences.

The relevant provisions in the current constitution

6.3. National Conference shall elect a National Executive, and any National Officeholders.

6.4. National working groups and other bodies may be formed by National Conference or the National Executive.

6.5. The National Officeholders shall be five National Conveners, at least two of whom shall not belong to an affiliate organisation. The National Conveners, to be elected out of the incoming National Executive, shall be elected by the slate method. Proposed slates for the National Conveners can only be nominated after the election of the incoming National Executive

6.6. The National Executive shall be composed according to the following formula:

· From affiliated organisations, one representative for every 50 Socialist Alliance members or part thereof, with declared Socialist Alliance tendency figures subject to scrutiny by National Conference on request.

· Unaffiliated state and territory representatives: The total number of unaffiliated State and Territory representatives shall match the total number of affiliate representatives, plus one to create an odd-numbered National Executive with an unaffiliated majority.

· Each State or Territory shall have at least one unaffiliated State or Territory representative, with the remainder of the total number distributed proportionally among States and Territories in accordance with the total State and Territory membership at the time of the Third national Conference.

· If an unaffiliated member cannot be found to represent a particular state or territory a casual vacancy shall exist and shall be filled through election at a state- or territory-wide meeting or the relevant state/territory executive;

· Between conferences, if necessary, proxies to the National Executive may be (i) appointed by the affiliated group, in the case of a representative of An affiliated group, or (ii) in the case of a representative of a state or territory be elected by a state- or territory-wide meeting or the relevant state/territory executive. State and Territory representatives can proxy to any member of that State or Territory.

· State delegations shall submit their list of provisional State or Territory National Executive representatives to National Conference, including, if necessary, by meeting at National Conference and electing by proportional representation, subject to ratification at their next State or Territory conference.

· Unaligned State or Territory representatives shall be responsible to their respective State or Territory Conference, and will be subject to full right of recall.

· Any organisations affiliating to the Socialist Alliance after the Third National Conference shall, at the invitation of the National Executive, be accorded representation on the National Executive according to the formula for existing affiliates as above.

· If further organisations affiliate to the Socialist Alliance, the extra State or Territory representatives needed to maintain an unaligned majority on the National Executive shall be distributed to States and/or Territories according to membership at the time of the Third National Conference, and elected by the succeeding appropriate State and/or Territory conferences.

· National Conference shall ratify the list of National Executive candidates submitted by affiliates and State and Territory delegations prior to the election of the National Conveners.

6.8. If one quarter of the paid-up membership requests it by petition to the National Executive, a Special Conference of the Alliance shall be called in addition to National Conferences.


New National Executive members

The Socialist Alliance welcomes the following members on to the National Executive:

From New South Wales: Maureen Francis (Sydney East branch) and Alex Miller (Sydney Central branch) were elected at the NSW State Conference on April 16 to fill two non-affiliated NSW representative vacancies following the resignations from the NE of Austin Whitten and Andrew Watson.

From Tasmania: Rene Aragon was elected by members in Tasmania to maintain the 50% + 1 majority of non-affiliated members on the NE after the affiliation to Socialist Alliance of the Chilean Popular and Indigenous Network, which was given a representative on the NE.

From the ACT: Humphrey McQueen was elected by the Canberra Executive on May 18 to maintain the 50% + 1 majority of non-affiliated members on the NE following a non-affiliated NE member deciding to join the DSP.

From Victoria: Karl Cosser (Ballarat branch) was elected by the Victorian State Committee on May 18, to maintain  the 50% + 1 majority of non-affiliated members on the NE following a non-affiliated NE member deciding to join the DSP. 

Accommodation and child-care at national conference

The Socialist Alliance website (www.socialist-alliance.org) will be the mechanism through which comrades should book their child-care and billeting/accommodation requirements for both the SA national conference (June 12-13) and the National Union Fightback Conference (June 11) in Melbourne.

Child-care

Any member who does or might require conference-provided child-care should contact the conference organisers as soon as possible by going to http://www.socialist-alliance.org/page.php?page=3D418 or emailing Jorge Jorquera at jorgej@greenleft.org.au

Accommodation

For billeting requests and/or for a list of cheap paid accommodation near the conference venue, go to:

http://www.socialist-alliance.org/page.php?page=3D417

or email Kim Bullimore at kimb@greenleft.org.au

Both of these booking pages can be accessed from the home page of www.socialist-alliance.org (near the top on the left hand bar).
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