
































Native American - environment group alliances 

Finding common ground 

Green groups and Indigenous Peoples' 
groups can have things in common but they 
sometimes differ on questions relating to 
land and resource use. Cam Walker looks at 
some examples of alliances in North America. 

ANYONE ACTIVE in the Green 
movement in Australia will be aware 
of the broadly accepted perception 

that Indigenous Australians and environmen­
talists have a shared agenda of protecting the 
environment. While many do not take this 
further than supporting the notion of 'land 
rights' or wearing the land rights colours or 
generally deferring to or idealising Aborigi­
nal/Islander culture, many other activist 
individuals and organisations are developing 
specific alliances with Aboriginal organisa­
tions. 

There is fertile ground for fruitful and 
productive alliances between the two 
groups, although one of the basic prob­
lems is that many environmentalists see 
Aboriginal people as a homogenous 
group rather than as the diverse collection 
of groups and nations that they are, with 
very different relationships with the land 
and different reasons for caring about the 
environment than non-Aboriginal Aus­
tralians. 

As with much else that relates to the 
environment, there is potential to learn 
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from trends overseas. North America is 
often important because it is a 'first 
world' nation with a highly Uibanised 
population that has similar environ­
mental problems and movements to that 
which exist in Australia. There is much 
to learn from the alliances, both formal 
and haphazard, that exist between Native 
Americans and environmental and citi­
zen groups. 

We need to consider the situation of 
Native American people to see a context 
for what is happening in North America. 
After 502 years of resistance to European 
invasion, Native populations have been 
displaced from much of their land base in 
the most fertile regions. The areas re­
maining in Native hands (around four per 
cent of the USA) tend to be in arid or 
northern regions -basically the areas that 
were of little use to the invaders after the 
rnilitaty operations subsided in the late 
nineteenth century. 

As in Australia, Indigenous People 
exist on the lowest rungs of society. Un­
employment on reservations is between 

50 and 80 per cent, infant mortality rates 
are three times the national rate, and life 
expectancy for Native Americans is 47 
years. 1 It is estimated that 4,400,000 Na­
tive people lived on the North American 
continent before 1492. That figure is now 
2,540,000.2 It is estimated that some 
2,000 Native communities have vanished 
from the continent since European inva­
sion, although around 700 remain in 
Alaska alone and several hundred around 
other parts of North America. 3 

The assault on Native communities 
continues on many fronts. Perhaps the 
single main threat comes from govern­
ments and transnational corporations 
coveting Native lands for resource devel­
opment and incorporation into Western 
industrial markets. 

Over two thirds ofuranium in the US, 
and one third of all low sulphur coal, 
exists on Native reservations. Most ura­
nium in Canada exists under Native land. 
The last remaining undeveloped stretch 
of Alaska's north slope, the Arctic Wild­
life Refuge, is Gwich'in territory. The 
James Bay project - the largest single 
hydro-electric project in North America 
- is on Cree and Inuit lands in northern 
Canada.4 The long struggle occurring at 
Big Mountain is essentially about large 
corporations gaining access to Dine 
(Navajo) lands in Ariwna for coal mining. 

As industrial culture is searching out 
the last lands that have not been exploited 
it is Native lands that are being targetted. 

There are hundreds of 'develop­
ments' that threaten Native land: 

clearcutting throughout the eonifer for­
ests of the north (much of it on unceded 
Indian land), lack of respect for Native 
traditions (such as at Bear Butte, South 
Dakota, where the US Park Service al­
lows intrusion by tourists upon Lakota 
and Cheyenne people conducting cere­
mony), developments on sacred sites 
(such as a proposed ski resort on Mount 
Shasta in California), hydro electric and 
mining projects and even residential de­
velopments. It is in this context, of 
industrial assault on Native lands, that the 
groundwork has been laid for alliances 
between Indigenous people and environ­
mental groups. 

Defending Native lands 

While there has been a determined de­
fence of public lands by Western 
environmentalists, it is only in recent 
times that Native lands have become a 
focus for the environment movement. 
There is, however, a strong history of 
solidarity of Churches, community activ­
ists and political organisations for Native 
struggles for self determination. 

Increasingly, Native peoples' resis­
tance revolves around defending or 
reasserting their rights to their traditional 
land base and use of resources. This 
raises a significant issue for environmen­
talists with a preservationist perspective 
in regards to nature conservation. 

Dennis Martinez, a land restorationist 
of Poma ancestry, summed up this atti­
tude by explaining how Western people 
see themselves as being outside of nature: 

Both preservationists and conserva­
tionists have their roots in the 
dominant mechanistic mode of 
Western thinking, while Native peo­
ple see a need for interaction with 
natural systems. Plants need people 
as much as people need plants. This 
is the meaning of reciprocity. In­
stead of 'wilderness', the 
indigenous world lies fully within 
nature. There is no Indian word for 
wilderness, in the sense of people 
separate from nature.5 

This difference in perception has led to 
conflict in Australia between Aboriginal 
people and some environment groups 

, 

Native Americans lead the 'Walk Across America' 1992 to bring attention to nuclear 
testing on Western Shoshone land and other issues affecting Native Americans. 

who oppose hunting and other traditional 
practices in National Parks. A similar 
situation exists in North America, but is 
even more polarised because of the large 
nwnber of Native communities involved 
in commercial resource extraction. 

Native people have managed to live 
on the continent for many thousands of 
years without destroying natural ecosys­
tems but have survived by utilising the 
natural resources of their traditional land 
base. This means exploitation of re­
sources, and may run against 
environmental aspirations of simply pre­
serving lands. As environmentalists we 
must come up with how to: 
• ensure that Native people have real 

control over their lands (taking into 
account the history of the US govern­
ment and large corporations whereby 
they have established Tribal Councils 
that will negotiate and/or approve in­
dustrial exploitation); and 

• incorporate Indigenous knowledge 
into sustainable land management 
that includes high levels of hwnan 
population and involvement in mar­
ket-based (as opposed to self' 
sufficient) use patterns. 

As Al Gedicks has noted: 
When I describe the emerging 'na­
tive-environmentalist' alliance in 
opposition to corporate resource ex­
traction projects, I do not mean to 
suggest that all natives are environ­
mentalists ( or that all environment­
alists are white). There are signifi­
cant differences among native nations 

as well as within native nations on 
the question of resource develop­
ment. One cannot speak about the 
native response to corporate-initi­
ated resource development any 
more than one can speak about the 
white response to such development 6 

Working alliances 

For an alliance to work, it needs to be a 
relationship between partners of equal 
power. Greens, like other Westerners, are 
prone to believe that they have the an­
swers, and often enter relations with 
Native groups without considering their 
inbuilt racism. Perhaps the most impor­
tant understanding here is to see that 
environmental issues cannot be separated 
from the need for social justice and real 
self determination for Native people. Not 
corning from a situation of being op­
pressed and marginalised, Greens may 
not understand the complexity of issues 
confronting Native people. Environmen­
talists do not have a monopoly on concern 
for the environment. This is pointed out 
by Winona La Duke, an Anishanabe ac­
tivist who says there are many 'small 
groups, with names like Native Ameri­
cans for a Clean Environment, the Kaibab 
Earthkeepers, Dine CARE, Native Ac­
tion and Anishinabe Niiji ... who ... have 
successfully opposed huge waste dumps, 
multinational mining and lumber compa­
nies, and the US Office of the Nuclear 
Waste Negotiator' .7 In seeking alliances 
with Native people, it is important to 
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acknowledge, and listen to, existing Na­
tive organisations and concerns. An 
inability to listen is one of the greatest 
problems to be overcome, especially in 
the early days of an alliance. 

Meeting needs 

In the 'hierarchy of needs' world view, 
quality of life issues come after basic 
needs such as food, water, shelter, educa­
tion, health care, etc. have been met. 
Environmental campaigns have often re­
volved around saving tracts of land for 
recreation and conservation of remnant 
ecosystems. The motivation for Native 
people in resisting environmental devas­
tation often comes from the need to 
survive as individuals and communities. 
In many ways, the onus is on Western 
environmentalists to understand this dif­
fering position. All Native land is under 
attack, often from a variety of sources. In 
the past four years, there have been more 
than one hundred federal and industry 
proposals to dump waste on Indian land. 

The Western Shoshone people have 
had more than 700 nuclear weapons 
tested on or under their traditional lands 
in Nevada, and continue to resist unsus­
tainable grazing, nuclear waste facilities 
and large scale mining operations. By as 
early as 1973, uranium mining was af­
fecting Ute, Apache, Hopi, Dine, Papago, 
Zuni and Acoma lands. 

In the sense that Native people are 
fighting against direct environmental 
hazards that affect their very survival, 
they have more in common with poor 
Anglo, Chicano and Black communities 
fighting hazardous industry and waste 
dumps than they do with the predomi­
nantly Anglo Saxon 'mainstream' 
environment movement. It is estimated 
that around 60 per cent of African Ameri­
cans and Hispanic Americans and 50 per 
cent of Native Americans live in commu­
nities with uncontrolled toxic waste 
sites.8 It is only in the last few years that 
the notion of 'environmental racism' has 
started to enter into the language of mid­
dle class environmentalists. 

It is important to note that there are 
many working class organisations and 
movements in the USA that are essen-
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tially 'green' movements but which are 
largely invisible when the environment 
movement is defined. 

Restoration and direct action 

Another area where alliances can form is 
in environmental restoration. Increas­
ingly, there is a trend for diverse groups 
to work together to undertake environ­
mental restoration. One example is the 
Sinkyone Intertribal Park Project. This is 
a coalition of tribes working with non­
Natives and state and local governments 
to acquire a sizeable tract of land in the 
area once occupied by the To-cho-be­
keah Sinkyone people in order to restore 
it to its pre-contact condition. This grew 
out of an earlier coalition ( 1985) of Na­
tives and environmentalists who.sued the 
California Department of Forestry and 
Georgia Pacific Corporation for their 
failure to consider the cumulative im­
pacts of clear-cut logging and failure to 
protect Indian burial sites. 9 

If social justice and sustainability are 
the long term aims of alliances, there are, 
meanwhile, many battles being fought to 
defend ecosystems under threat. One of 
the first environmental groups to seek 
alliances with Native people was Earth 
First! In 1983, Earth First! activists 
joined with Native people to obstruct the 
building of a road through sacred sites in 
northern California. Since then, there 
have been many similar alliances with a 
variety of Native communities. One char­
acteristic feature of many Earth First!ers 
is their analysis that Western lifestyles 
are leading to global environmental de­
struction. Many identify with Indigenous 
life ways, and have developed long-lived 
alliances with Native people. This is dif­
ferent to many of the more mainstream 
Green groups in North America, which 
focus on lobbying and have 'profes­
sional' relationships with organisations 
rather than day-to-day interaction with 
Native people. 

Alliances have often taken the form 
of direct action. In 1990, Western activ­
ists and Native people resisted the 
destruction of old growth forests in Te­
magami in northern Ontario. Tactics 
included road blocks, burials in the road-

way, and locking on to forestry equip­
ment. Prior to this , the Temagami 
Wilderness Society (TWS) had worked 
with local Natives in a 'loose and some­
times uneasy alliance' 10 until 1988 when 
the Teme-augama people established a 
six month blockade of a road leading to 
an area about to be clear felled. Albert 
Little Bear commented: 

The Teme-augama and TWS have a 
history of mutual wariness, despite 
the potential for a powerful alliance, 
due perhaps to mutual mism1der­
standings and different cultural 
norms. From the Native perspective, 
the pro-wilderness stance can easily 
be misconstrued. Historically, An­
glos have co-opted Native rights 
and traditional sovereignty. Al­
though TWS officially supports the 
Native people and made the wilder­
ness proposal with the intention of 
saving land until the claim [by the 
Teme-augama, for their traditional 
lands] was resolved, they caused 
some confusion by publicly calling 
for the creation of a Temagami Wil­
derness Reserve that appealed to 
provincial rather than native author­
ity. Eco-activists have been 
frustrated by the apparently slow 
pace of tribal consensus building. 
Some openly question to what ex­
tent a poor tribe, given control of 
great resource wealtl1, could resist 
economic pressures to sell-out to de­
velopment interests.11 

This raises another issue of great impor­
tance - many Native people are naturally 
distrustful of Western environmentalists 
using the rhetoric of 'land rights ' while it 
suits them. However, if Greens are to 
support the notion of self determination, 
this has to be followed through all the 
way -including dealing with Native peo­
ple using their land in ways of which the 
Greens disapprove. Sovereignty cannot 
be dependent on Native people doing 
what Greens expect of them. It has to 
truly include the ability to have absolute 
control over traditional lands that are sub­
ject to claim. Western environmentalists 
who attempt to co-operate with Native 
people in attaining sustainable land man-

agement after land has gone back into 
Native hands stand in the same position 
most Native people currently occupy -
having attachment to land but no right of 
veto over what actually happens. 

In 1992, the Abenaki people of Ver­
mont formed an alliance with Earth First! . 
The impetus behind this came during an 
Earth First! gathering that was held in the 
Green Mountains (part of traditional 
Abenaki lands). Earth First! activists vis­
ited the Tribal Council office to discuss a 
mini-hydro power project on the Missis­
quoi River, which was destined to destroy 
considerable areas of natural habitat as 
well as flooding Abenaki burial grounds. 
Perhaps this is another example of what 
makes for a successful alliance - enough 
"gain" for both sides to give a sense of 
solidity to the partnership - if only one 
group stands to gain from the alliance, it 
is likely to break more easily. At the 
initial meeting with the Tribal Council, 
the Earth First!ers were told that the 
Abenaki were not working with environ­
mentalists because ' the only time any 
environmental groups came to them is 
when they needed something'. 12 Earth 
First! realised that they needed to act in 
solidarity with the Abenaki on all the 
issues confronting them, not just environ­
mental ones. When the house of Chief St 
Francis, an outspoken advocate for 
Abenaki sovereignty, was burnt down in 
very suspicious circumstances, Earth 
First! immediately began publicly de­
nouncing the act, and pledged support to 
the Abenaki, wherever it was needed. 

Giving an interesting perspective on 
the relationship between the two groups, 
Abenaki Tribal Judge Michael Delaney 
said: 'when the Abenaki regain their sov­
ereignty, Earth First! will be called on to 
help tear down the man-made dams that 
plague the Missisquoi River' . 13 

There are many other examples of 
Native-Green alliances in North Amer­
ica. The Native Forest Network is another 
organisation that has liaised closely with 
Native communities on environmental is­
sues, in particular the campaign to stop an 
observatory from being built on Apache 
land in Arizona and the proposal by Hy­
dro-Quebec to flood vast areas of Cree 
land in northern Quebec. 

Demonstration against nuclear testing on Native land in Nevada organised .by the 
Western Shoshone Defense Project and non-Native peace and environment groups. 

There appears to be a series of factors 
which result in successful alliances: 
• An acknowledgement of there being 

different world views, and an onus on 
Western environmentalists to listen 
to, and respect, Native opinions and 
knowledge; 

• . A need for Western people to accept 
the need to support Native people in 
all their struggles, not just those that 
relate directly to the environment; 

• A long term commitment to working 
with Native people, not just a tempo~ 
rary relationship on a specific issue; 

• The need to ensure that the partners of 
the alliance enter as equals in terms of 
decision-making and resources; and 

• The potential for gain for both parties. 
Western environmentalists need an un­
derstanding of history to ensure they do 
not become just one more wave in the 
ongoing process of"dispossession of Na­
tive people. Governments arid 
corporations will attempt to subvert or 
destroy successful alliances, or use West­
ern environmentalists against Native 
people by offering National Parks and 
other reserves on traditional lands at the 
expense of the Native people. 
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The legality of nuclear weapons has never 
been tested, but Thomas Weber describes the 
process which is under way which will give 
nuclear weapons their day in court. 

HE COLD WAR MAY have ended 
but nuclear proliferation has not. 
There are now four fonner Soviet 

states withnuclearweapons; Israel, Paki­
stan and North Korea may have them; 
South Africa developed them in secret 
(but got rid of them before Black majority 
rule); and, we can only guess how far Iraq 
and Iran have progressed down the nu­
clear development track 

This proliferation cannot be stopped by 
force and the only alternative seems to be 
some fonn of control through the United 
Nations (UN). And many peace activists 
have thought that the first step in this proc­
ess is to have nuclear weapons explicitly 
outlawed in the same way as biological and 
chemical weapons have been. 

The question of whether nuclear weap­
ons are legal or not should have come up 
in August 1945 following the bombing of 
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Hiroshima. However, it seems to have 
been first mooted in 1959 by interna­
tional lawyer Nagendia Singh in Nuclear 
Weapons and International Lmv. 

He argued that nuclear weapons were 
illegal by analogy to the most well estab­
lished principle of weapons and war: 
• the prohibition against the use of poi­

son; 
• because they infringed the rights of 

neutral states; 
• the effects of nuclear explosions are 

uncontrollable; 
• because of the prohibition against 

causing unnecessary suffering; 
• because they violate the Genocide 

Convention; and, 
• because they contravene the Hague 

Convention of 1907 and Geneva Con­
ventions of 1949 - by not 
distinguishing between legally permis-

sible objects of destruction and bel­
ligerents on the one hand, and 
innocent neutrals or civilians on the 
other. 

It has been estimated that nuclear weap­
ons violate at least 14 treaties and 35 
articles of international law. 1 

Each year since 1961 the UN votes on 
a resolution, routinely put up by India, 
stating that nuclear weapons contravene 
existing UN treaties which make certain 
action unacceptable in war. It is always 
passed by a majority (excluding most nu­
clear powers and some others who either 
vote against it or abstain, positions taken 
at various times by both Australia and 
New Zealand). Even Russia and China 
have voted for the resolution. 

There is a counter claim that nuclear 
weapons are quite legal under interna­
tional law. This was pushed heavily by 
the British Solicitor General in 1990 
when it looked like the World Court Pro­
ject, aimed at having nuclear weapons 
declared illegal in international law, 
might be getting somewhere. He stated 
that, as there is no specific treaty outlaw­
ing the weapons, there is no general 
prohibition. However, international law 
is based on far broader sources than trea­
ties. It also comes from 'usage 
established among civilised peoples, 
from the laws of humanity, and the dic­
tates of the public conscience'. 

It was also argued that in some way 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty and the Par­
tial Test Ban Treaty demonstrated the 
legality ofnuclearweapons. The question 
is whether if nuclear weapons were ille­
gal before, did the treaties somehow 
bestow legality on them? The short an­
swer is no -treaties merely recognise the 
possession of the weapons, not their le­
gality. 

The Solicitor General went on to ar­
gue that the legality of using nuclear 
weapons would have to be judged in light 
of the circumstances in which they are 
actually used. But not all other weapons 
usage is judged in this ex post facto way. 
In the case of chemical and bacteriologi­
cal weapons any use is criminal. 

Edward St. John, international law­
yer, judge, ex-Liberal Federal politician, 
and leading Australian supporter of the 

Project, observed that if nuclear weapons 
had been first developed and used by 
Japan or Germany, but the Allied powers 
had still won the Second World War 
there would have been a very differen~ 
history of these weapons. Ti1e leaders 
who had authorised theiruse would prob­
ably have been charged with war crimes 
under existing rules of international law. 

The World Court 

The International Court of Justice (ICJ), 
headquartered in Le Hague, is the princi­
ple judicial organ of the UN. Since 1946 
the ICJ (the World Court) has dealt with 
contentious cases where essentially 
countries sue each other, and advisory 
opinions given in response to requests by 
other UN bodies. 

In this latter category the General As­
sembly or the Security Council may 
request the ICJ to give an advisory opin­
ion on any legal question, or a UN organ 
or specialised agency, which has been so 
authorised by the General Assembly, to 
request an advisory opinion of the Court 
on legal questions arising within the 
scope of their activities. 

All the warheads in the US nuclear arsenal are represented by this field of ceramic 
nose-cones. The estimate in 1985 was that the US had a total of25,000 warheads. 

(Photo: Robert Del Tredici from 'At Work in the Fields of the Bomb', Harrap, London, 1987) 

The ICJ is composed of fifteen full­
time judges who take an oath to serve 
impartially and conscientiously. Their 
salaries, pensions and diplomatic immu­
nity are guaranteed by the UN and a judge 
can only be removed by a unanimous vote 
of the others. One of the current judges is 
Sri Lankan Christie Weeramantry who 
was a professoroflaw at Monash Univer­
sity and who has written extensively on 
the illegality of nuclear weapons. 

The seeds were sown for a World Court 
challenge to have nuclear weapons de­
clared illegal during a 1986 lecture tour 
in New Zealand by the eminent interna­
tional lawyer, Professor Richard Falk of 
Princeton University. Falk suggested that 
New Zealand should test its anti-nuclear 
ship legislation and the US response to it 
in the World Court. Later Harold Evans, 
a retired New Zealand magistrate, and 
other NZ peace activists, set about trying 
to tum an expanded version of the idea 
into reality. 

In 1987 Evans presented the case for 
the World Court giving an opinion on the 

legality or otherwise of nuclear weapons 
in an open letter to the Prime Ministers of 
New Zealand and Australia. The letter 
was mainly a compilation of fully argued 
opinions from six eminent and experi­
encedjurists of world standing (including 
Falk, Weeramantry and St. John) making 
the case that nuclear weapons were illegal 
in international law. A few months later 
the letter was sent to every UN member 
country having representation in NZ or 
Australia (a total of 71 countries). The 
Project also received strong support from 
tl1e International Physicians for the Pre­
vention of Nuclear War at both the 
national and international level. 

The NZ Minister for Foreign Affairs 
was equivocal in his response. He 
claimed that the case could go the way of 
actually recognising the legitimacy of nu­
clear weapons - resulting in a major 
setback to the anti-nuclear cause,c~d 
might hurt NZ's international reputation. 

· Further, he added, even if the opinion 
went against the legality ofnuclear weap­
ons it would have no effect in practical 
terms and would be ignored by nuclear 
weapons states. In short the NZ foreign 
affairs establishment was tending to op­
pose taking the matter further. (It should 
be noted that if the Court was to hold the 
use of nuclear weapons legal in some 

instances-e.g. 'in a manner proportional 
to the attack' - it would only mean legal 
as a response to an attack by nuclear 
weapons. This would still be a great step 
forward as it would outlaw a policy of 
first use, a policy that the US and NATO 
still maintain.) 

In mid-1989, Evans wrote another de­
tailed open letter, this time addressed 
only to the NZ Prime Minister. Australia 
had more or less stated that it wanted to 
have little to do with the Project - and 
may even have been ready to pressure NZ 
not to take it up. As a response to the first 
letter, Prime Minister Hawke had 
claimed that deterrence was important 
and that the way to proceed was through 
negotiations between the US and Russian 
rather than via the path of legal opinion. 
He declared that Australia could not give 
the Project 'a high priority'. 

Professor Weeramantry, not yet a 
World Court judge, infonned Evans to­
wards the end of 1988 that he believed 
'the majority of states are . . . ready in 
principle to vote for such a move but are 
reluctant to be its sponsors'. 

In October 1993 the Non-Aligned 
Movement(NAM-110 ofthe 187coun­
tries represented at the UN) decided to 
sponsor the UN resolution calling on the 
ICJ to declare nuclear weapons illegal. 
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111e five permanent members of the UN 
Council just happen to be the 

five declared nuclear powers. And it is 
not surprising to find that they have been 

about the Project. The US, 
Britain and France are extremely sensi­
tive about the question of the legality of 
nuclear weapons. If they were declared 
illegal where would this leave Britain and 
France as world powers? On what basis 
could they keep their positions as perma­
nent members? Surely Japan and 
Gern1any would have a more legitimate 
claims to membership. 

Britain maintains that legality must 
be judged in each given circumstance of 
use (a little late perhaps) and that 'there­
fore it would be wrong to burden the ICJ 
with this hypothetical question'. 

Mexico's disarmament counsellor, in 
the heat of battle over the case, declared 
that 'the nuclear powers are scared shit­
less' and the Canadian disarmament 
amb~ssador noted that 'hysteria is not too 
strong a word to describe the nuclear 
weapons states' point of view'. 

Under 'incredible pressure' from 
Western nuclear powers (according to a 
Latin American UN delegate), apparently 
including threats to individual NAM 
countries that trade and aid would be at 
stake if they pressed ahead, Resolution 
L25, the request by the UN General As­
sembly to the ICJ to advise if the threat 
or use of nuclear weapons in any circum­
stances is permitted under international 
law, was dropped late 1993. Within the 
NAM a small group of countries with 
ties to Washington, London and Paris 
(including Indonesia -very heavily pres­
sured by the US - Ghana and Benin) 
blocked the consensus necessary to bring 
a NAM resolution to the floor for a vote. 
Although 80 per cent of the global popu­
lation seemed to want the resolution to go 
through, (Russia and China played no 
significant role - probably they did not 
want to alienate their allies in the Third 
World) it will now not be put to the vote. 
A senior American arms expert declared 
tlmt: 

we are shooting ourselves in the 
foot. We are refusing to accept as il­
legal what 98 per cent of the world 
is being asked to accept as illegal -
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an elite view that we are the only 
ones who can hold on to nuclear 
weapons ... It makes us look like a 
double-faced nuclear power, talking 
one game and playing another. It 
plays into the hands of the North 
Koreans' efforts to obtain nuclear 
weapons, and countries like the 
Ukraine's efforts to hold on to them. 

If nuclear weapons are legal how. is it that 
North Korean weapons are illegal, or, put 
the other way, if nuclear weapons are 
illegal why does this not include those of 
the US? What the US wants is an indefi­
nite extension of the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty which would 
preserve tl1e status quo -the current pow­
ers could keep their nuclear weapons but 
others cannot acquire any. And this im­
portant debate has received almost no 
press in the US (or here). 

This, however, was not the end of the 
Project. While the straightforward chal­
lenge to the legality of nuclear may have 
failed, another indirect one, the Project's 
fallback position, may yet succeed. An 
advisory opinion, asking if the use of 
nuclear weapons would be a breach of 
international law, including the constitu­
tion of WHO (the World Health 
Organisation) is still being considered. 
Timt resolution, preceding the one in the 
General Assembly by a year, was 
launched by the International Peace Bu­
reau and the International Physicians for 
the Prevention of Nuclear War as well as 
the International Association of Lawyers 
Against Nuclear Arms. It, too, was 
strongly opposed by the three Western 
nuclear nations, and was postponed later 
in the year following a large number of 
abstentions due (it seems) to the efforts 
of the nuclear powers. However, in May 
1993, it was finally passed by a signifi­
cant majority (73 for to 40 against -
including all' the nuclear states, with 10 
abstentions - including Australia and 
NZ) in the governing body of the WHO 
(the World Health Assembly). In short, 
currently the question of threat is no 
longer a live legal issue and use is only 
being considered on health and environ­
mental grounds. But even this is causing 
deep concern among the powers, and the 
US State Department has reportedly set 

aside $1 million to challenge the submis­
sion of the question to the ICJ by 
pressuring the medical profession and 
threatening to withhold funds from WHO 
if the Project proceeds. 

The proponents of the Project realise 
that a ruling by the ICJ is advisoty only, 
without any power of enforcement. Many 
argue that the nuclear powers will ignore 
a judgement going against them, or that 
disarmament is governed by reality not 
legality and that laws are useless unless 
they can be enforced. But the fact appears 
to be that the recognition of criminality 
has preceded agreements prohibiting the 
use or possession of arms, rather than the 
other way around. 

And if the doomsayers are right, why 
is the US trying so hard to block tl1e 
World Court Project? An advisoty opin­
ion from the ICJ would be of great 
symbolic value and a major milestone in 
ridding the planet of nuclear weapons. It 
would give encouragement to peace 
movements, and strengthen tl1eJegal case 
of those taking direct action in tl1e anti­
nuclear cause. It would highlight the 
inconsistency of nuclear states which 
claim to abide by international law and 
would help to strengthen the moves to­
wards nuclear non-proliferation. And not 
least, the entire history of the World 
Court Project demonstrates the strength 
of committed grass-roots activism. 

Notes 

I. See R. Burrowes 'Nuclear Law' Chain 
Reaction, no. 56, Summer 1988-89, 
pp. 21-23; R. Bmrnwes 'Are Nuclear 
Weapons and Strategy Illegal' Social 
Altematives vol. 8, no. l, 1989, pp. 35-
40. 

Further reading 

K. Motherson From Hiroshima to the 
Hague: A Guide to the World Court 
Project, Geneva, International Peace 
Bureau, 1992. 

Thomas Weber works with the School 
of Law and Legal Studies/Institute for 
Peace Research at La Trobe 
University. He would like to thank 
Edward St. John and Katie 
Boanas-Dewesfor their assistance in 
preparing this article. 

Whose Common Future?: 
Reclaiming the Commons 

by The Ecologist 
Earthscan. 1993, 216 p., $27.95 

Ecofeminism 

by Maria Mies & Vandana Shiva 
Spinifex, 1993, 328 p., $29.95. 

Reviewed by Gyorgy Scrinis 

These two impressive books take up the 
themes of environmental degradation and 
the exl)loitation and disempowerrnent of 
the peoples of the First and Third Worlds. 
Both examine the over-industrialised 
First World's dependence on massive 
amounts of cheap resources to support 
their affluent lifestyles, and the conse­
quent colonisation and exploitation of the 
Third World, women, and nature. Al­
though dealing with similar issues, these 
two books are structured around different 
concepts and emphases. 

In Tt'hose Common Future? these re­
lations of domination and exploitation 
are defined in terms of the enclosure of 
the commons. In Ecofeminism, the con­
cepts that frame the analysis are those of 
the colonisation of subsistence activities 
and ways of life. Ecofeminism also more 
explicitly links the disempowerrnent of 
women to other forms of domination. 

The authors of Whose Common Fu­
ture? broadly define the 'commons' as 
that which provides sustenance, security 
and independence, and is collectively 
controlled by the communities that de­
pend upon them. It can refer to land, a 
river, clean air, silence, the street, knowl­
edge, biodiversity, or the seed. 

'Enclosure' refers broadly to stich proc­
esses as invasion, dispossession, 
commodification, and expert manage­
ment, whereby individuals and 
communities lose control of the means 
with which to shape the character of the 
various spheres of their lives. 

Ecofeminism is a collection of short 
essays by Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies 
respectively. This is to me a more chal­
lenging and passionate work, with essays 
on such themes as the colonisation of 
women and of the seed; critiques of mod­
ern science, genetic engineering, 
reproductive technologies, population 
control, development, and over-con­
sumption; and reflections of indigenous 
knowledge systems, self-determination, 
and of contemporary experiences of 
'homelessness' in its various forms. 

Neither of these two books posit any 
simple and clear-cut distinction between, 
say, the pre-capitalist and capitalist eras, 
or the pre-colonial and colonial eras. In­
stead they emphasise the progressive 
colonisation and commodification of 
ever-more aspects of work and leisure, 
production and consumption, in both the 
First and Third Worlds. For example, in 
the case of agricultural production, small 
farmers may have retained the ownership 
of their land, but at the same time can lose 
ever more dimensions of their inpe­
pendence as they become increasingly 
dependent upon, and controlled by, the 
global market and the corporations that 
supply them with seeds and inputs. 

These books also more or less share a 
common notion of the kind of politics and 
strategies that arise out of such critiques. 
In Whose Common Future? the authors 
discuss the movements that are resisting 
the web of enclosure, and are struggling 

II 

I 

to reclaim the political and cultural space 
for the commons. The emerging political 
vision which is identified and articulated 
inEcofeminism is named the 'subsistence 
perspective', with some of its nmin char­
acteristics being: reducing our 
consumption of resources and becoming 
more self-sufficient; resisting the global 
nmrket; and participatory/grass-roots de­
mocracy. Shiva and Mies tend to 
spell-out more explicitly the character of 
the knowledge and practices that we in 
the First World need to embrace. 

In her review of Eco.feminism in 
Chain Reaction (Number 71), Phoebe 
Thorndyke dismisses this book for only 
offering what she curiously interprets as 
the 'tired hippy alternative of the seven­
ties', an alternative which she believes is 
unlikely to 'lure the young business ex­
ecutive away from her fast car and lacy 
knickers'. Perhaps not, but so what? The 
need to disengage or unplug ourselves 
from the industrial-capitalist megama­
chine, and to create co-operative 
organisations and forms of production, 
and low resource-dependent lifestyles, 
renmins more pressing than ever. Such a 
politics of creating alternatives now out­
side of, but alongside, the mainstream 
continues to be ignored by those who 
emphasise only oppositional forms of 
politics, or hope for all-or-nothing trans­
formations of the whole societies or of the 
world order. While it nmy be convenient 
for Thorndyke to dismiss such a politics 
as 'so seventies', these two books are an 
indication that some alternative visions, 
lifestyles and movements just don't go 
out of fashion. 

Gyorgy &rinis is a member of the FOE 
Fitzroy anti-genetics campaign. 
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The Reluctant Nation: 
Environment, Law and 
Politics in Australia 
by Phillip Toyne ABC Books 1994, 
228 pages, $16.95. 

reviewed by Clare Henderson 

I liked this book but not as an analysis of 
Federalism and the environment - al­
though it was promoted as such. As a 
series of chapters on major environment 
issues during the last two decades it is 
fascinating and absmbing. It covers the 
campaigns for: Fraser Island; the Frank­
lin Dam; Uluru National Park; the Wet 
Tropics of north Queensland; 
Lemonthyme and the Southern for-
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ests;and against the Wesley Vale Pulp 
Mill; Coronation Hill; and the McArthur 
River mine. 

Underlying each of these case studies 
there is supposedly a thread of State­
Commonwealth relations in managing 
the environment. There is, but it seems 
disjointed and fragmented. The case by 
case approach makes it much harder to 
see the 'big picture'. Toyne uses the case 
studies to demonstrate that the Common­
wealth does have the power to intervene 
in development decisions, however, what 
also comes across is that it doesn't do this 
in a systemic way but rather on a case-by 
case basis depending on the extent of 
lobbying by the environment movement. 

Such an approach isn't always suc­
cessful as The Reluctant Nation 
demonstrates, one example being that the 
payback for the environmental 'win' of 
Coronation Hill was the fast track at the 
McArthur River mine. 

The Reluctant Nation also highlights 
the weaknesses in the negotiation and 
final agreement of the Intergovernmental 
Agreement on the Environment and the 
newly established National Environ­
mental Protection Agency. 

All the way through the book I was 
looking for the answers to two questions . 
Firstly how do we avoid these high politi­
cal dramas relating to particular 
developments? Exciting as they may be -
it's a gamble and while there are gains, 
more than a few fish get through the nets. 
Secondly how to increase the emphasis of 
the importance of the institutional ar­
rangements such as the IGAE, the NEPA, 
and the EIA mechanism so that proce­
dures are put in place to ensure that 
intervention is not done in an ad hoc and 
'politically' dictated manner. 

Toyne acknowledges that 'there re­
mains to be found the approach which 
avoids the bitter confrontation generated 
by unilateral intervention by the Com­
monwealth, but abandons the "lowest 
common denominator" of the consensus 
approach to achieving national objectives 
in environmental protection'. 

Maybe it is an unfair critique but I was 
hoping for a clearer analysis of these is­
sues within the case studies, and the 
books promotional material led me to 
expect one. 

Another obvious gap was the lack of 

coverage of 'brown' environmental is­
sues -while Wesley Vale is used as a case 
study - the focus on the proposal is as a 
destroyer of native forests rather.than as 
a polluting industrial development. This 
distinction is important as it was the need 
for standards for the waste water at the 
mill not the destruction of native forests 
that halted that development. 

That aside, if you would like to get an 
inside view of a number of major cam­
paigns; across a range of issues still 
relevant in 'newer' more current environ­
mental issues, such as Hinchinbrook, 
then The Reluctant Nation is a worth­
while read. 

Clare Henderson is co-editor of Chain 
Reaction. 

Green and Gold: 
Sustaining Mineral Wealth, 
Australians and their 
Environment 

by Peter Hancock, Centre for Resource 
and Environmental Studies, Australian 
National University, 1993, 277 pages, 
$25.00. 

Reviewed by Bob Burton 

This book is a part of the new genre of 
mining literature which would have you 
believe that rather than being arrogant 

an index. and uncaring the mining industry really 
do want to see the environment protected 
and are desperately concerned about the 
economic well being of the country. The 
book pretends to seek out a win-win so­
lution for the environment and the 
industry and rather predictably comes out 
imitating the Australian Mining Industry 
Council rhetoric, from why mining in 
National Parks is OK to getting the good 
word into the schools. Hancock pins his 
hopes for his preferred outcome on an 
alliance between 'reasonable' conserva­
tionists and industry. All pretty 
predictable stuff. 

If you want to understand the 1990s 
strategy of the mining industry trying to 
portray itself as responsible this book is 
worth reading. If you want to really find 
out what is going on in the mining indus­
try you will have to look elsewhere and 
the two following works would. be good 
places to start. 

recently released Australian Conserva­
tion Foundation paper Mining and 
Ecologically Sustainable Development: 
a discussion paper, (available from ACF, 
340 Gore St, Fitzroy, Victoria, 3065 for 
approximately $20) is worth getting hold 
of. It addresses many of the issues that 
Green and Gold shies away from such as 
the impacts - from both mining and ex­
ploration - on Aboriginal people and 
land, employment trends in the industry, 
royalties (including the $2 billion worth 
of gold given away free in Western Aus­
tralia each year) the issue of Australian 
companies' operations overseas, the use 
of 'fast track' legislation and patterns of 
consumption and production. 

You can look hard but won't find any 
reference to Ok Tedi, the anti-land rights 
campaign, tailings darns that burst, work­
ers sacked on a day's notice or 
defamation threats against University 
students who dare to do a PhD on pollu­
tion from mining tailings. On a technical 
note the book is irritating for its lack of 

John E Young's Mining the Earth, 
(available from the Worldwatch Institute, 
1776 Massachusetts Ave NW Washing­
ton DC 20036-1904 $5) in an excellent 
44 page overview of how metais are in­
equitably produced and consumed, the 
impacts created in the production of 
them, the subsidies so common with po­
litically powerful industries and some 
interesting trends in reduction in use and 
recycling. This is the best overview of 
mining available. 

If you read the last two publications 
first you will appreciate Green and Gold 
for what it is. 

If you are interested in a little more 
local content and a little more detail the 

Bob Burton is a researcher living in 
Tasmania. 

Carfree 

How feasible is it for us to live in an Australian city without 
a car? Seventeen people share their experience 

Edited by Ashley Campbell and Sandor Horvath. $5.00 
Available from 31 Addison Rd, Black Forest 5035. 

Reviewed by Steve Broadbent 

Tired of the noise, fumes and the sheer hell of our 
car-based city life? Well, if you live in the city, you don't 
have to move to the country - maybe you can't or would 
prefer not to. There are things you can do right here in 
the city. 

Car-Free is not a magic grand-scale blueprint to solve 
all our transport woes overnight and make life pleasant 
again - can we remember when it was? Although no 
doubt all seventeen writers have their dreams of an 
integrated transport system not built around the private 
car, each story is personal. And that's the book's 
strength. Personal testimony is more compelling than 
technical blueprints. 

The people in the story vary from those in their early 
20s through to one couple in their late 70s, who have 
eight children and have never owned a car. There are 
single parents living in the Adelaide Hills commuting to 
Adelaide; single parents in the city; people who cycle 
everywhere no matter the weather; those who use public 
transport and the odd taxi; those who walk and those 
who use a mix of all three. 

It's not all smooth sailing, of course. If it were, more 
would chose not to use cars. each story is a mix of the 
joys and triumphs as well as the trials and tribulations. 
There are inconsiderate drivers, insufficient cycle paths 
and inadequate public transport. 

But the pluses come out well and truly on top. There's 
less worry, less pollution, more free time, less time 
working (because you don't have to buy, run and main­
tain a car) and a feeling that you are contributing in your 
own way to creating a better, cleanerworld. As Gabrielle 
Hill, one of the writers puts it: 'Cars are units of isolation. 
Stand at the side of a car-clogged road and watch the 
faces at the wheel: sad, silent; grim, aggressive, lonely, 
isolated. Cars absorb people, become part of the ego, 
they imprison, separate us, drive us away from each 
other, they steal our conservation, they cause fights, 
they kill. Cars make us reinvent time. Speeded it up so 
that we can rush from A to B, consuming rapidly, too 
busy to stop and consider why. The catchphrase "living 
life in the fast lane" says a lot about how cars affect our 
quality of life'. 

Car-Free is a good one-sitting read. If all that's stop­
ping you giving up the car is a little encouragement, this 
could be it. 

Steve Broqdbent is Co-editor of Third Opinion the 
quarterly journal of the Movement Against Uranium 
Mining. 

Chain Reaction Number 72 • 39 



The scie h.J. · e, 

Ki II 

fEH 

Australia's involvement in the nuclear industry 
Greenpeace is giving away copies of this up-to-the-minute compendium of Australia's 

role in the nuclear industry. It is an invaluable resource for activists, schools and 
libraries. 250 R~~ includes coverage of Australian consent to nuclear proliferation, 
the myth of export restrictions on Australian uranium, Australia's promotion of nuclear 

power and the International Atomic Energy Agency. 

And what are the 250 good reasons to question Australia's role in the nuclear industry? 
You'll have to get a copy of 250 R~~ from: 

Public Information Unit 
Greenpeace Australia 

41 Holt Street, Surry Hills NSW 2010 
Phone: (02) 211 4066; Fax: (02) 211 4123 . 

. ( .. 

' 
•\I \ . \ . 

I : i . .' 
I ! : 

• I 
., I ' 

V\ 
3 ....... • ~ 

V) 

rt -,..... ·-la. 
cu 
I: ~ 

~ 
IJ 
~ 

1S 
u. 

0 




