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Issues for Discussion

• The Cuban Story

• What do we understand about system 
transformations?

• Inequality in Australia and the world.

• Australian culture in 2014.

• Prerequisites to cultural transformation.



My Journey

• Medicine, Developing country Public Health

• ANU  Multi- disciplinarity, CIAR

• Australia21, SEE-Change

• The Transform Australia Group.

• Inequality Project, Roundtable

• Report launched this week



The Cuban story
• Spanish colony from 1500’s

• Spanish/American war late 1800’s

• “Independence” dominated by US supported capitalism and 
corruption. Batista 1952

• Castro 1953 “History will absolve me”, jailed after  foiled 
attempt to overthrow  Batista.

• 1959 Castro prevailed  with help of Che Guevera

• 1961 Bay of Pigs. 1963  Missile crisis .

• 1963 to 1989 USSR support and the country prospered

• Since 1991 economic crisis and crippling  US sanctions in 
place. 

• Modest efforts underway to introduce market forces to a 
centrally planned economy while maintaining equity



Extract from Castro’s “History will 
absolve me” defence at his 1953 trial

“ The future of the country and the solutions of 
its problems cannot continue to depend on the 
selfish interests of a dozen financiers, nor on the 
cold calculations of profits that 10 or 12 
magnates brought up in the air-conditioned 
offices…. The problems of the Republic can be 
solved only if we dedicate ourselves to fight for it 
with the same energy, honesty and patriotism 
our liberators had when they created it.”











Transformation occurred at breakneck 
speed

• Literacy Program

• Education revolution

• Nationalisation of banks and land

• Centrally planned and managed food system

• Massive Housing for all

• Soviet assistance with infrastructure.

• Communist one party state with inputs from 
community delegates

• Immense role of the leader.



System Transformations

• Complex adaptive systems with feedback 
loops

• Transformation when stimuli reach critical 
point.

• The anthropocentric era is upon us.

• What will be needed to change to 
ecocentrism?



The Whitlam Transformation 1972-5

• He came to power with  a vision for the kind 
of Australia he thought we needed to become.

• Huge shifts took place rapidly in the 
empowerment of communities  and in 
government priorities.

• Supported by the electorate at first, but 
incompetently managed and supply blocked 
as consequence of Senator Field in the Senate 
leading to The Great Dismissal.

















18 Part A What to do about growing inequality in Australia: Report following roundtable

Fifty per cent of capital gains in Australia are 

earned by the top two per cent of income earners. 

Why should people who earn income from selling 

an asset pay half the tax compared with those who 

earn the same income by hard work? (John Daley, 

CEO, The Grattan Institute, speaking on ABC Radio 

National, April 13, 2014)

Individuals and companies who possess an extremely 

large share of wealth are able to exercise considerable 

political and media influence in Australia. They have 

done so by successfully opposing policy changes 

that might level the playing field, such as the original 

Resources Super Profits Tax proposed for the 

mining industry. 

As can be seen from the following graph, Australia has 

one of the lowest rates of taxation as a proportion of GDP 

of all OECD countries. The Australian average has been 

below the OECD average for the last 30 years.

Tax-to-GDP rat io for OECD countries, 2010 (Australian 
Treasury 2013)

Source: ABS, Taxation Revenue, Australia, 2011-12; and OECD 

Revenue Statistics, 2012

[The OECD’s measure of the tax burden is the total taxation 

revenue of national, state and local governments expressed as a 

percentage of gross domestic product (GDP). For Australia, the 

data are for the 2010-11 financial year, the latest year for which 

comparable data are available. Most tax revenue in Australia is 

generated at the federal level]. 

Australia’s tax-to-GDP rat io by level of government 
(Australian Treasury 2013)

 
Source: ABS Taxation Revenue, Australia, 2011-12, and OECD 

Revenue Statist ics, 2012

In the context of an unusually high exchange rate for the 

Australian dollar, the steep decline in mining investment 

and continuing current economic policy settings, 

there is now a large risk that as governments cut back 

on expenditures and transfer payments, inequality in 

Australia will increase rapidly in the coming years unless 

specific policies are implemented both to increase 

revenue and to arrest the inequality trend.
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25Part A What to do about growing inequality in Australia: Report following roundtable

Socioeconomic gradient in the prevalence of four  
health outcomes, among people aged 45 years and older, 
New South Wales, Australia (data years 2006-09)

Source: Korda R, Latz I, Yiengprugsawan V, Paige E  

and Friel S. 2014

The World Heath Organisation has recommended 

to all governments a range of actions to reduce the 

social gradients and their impact on health. However, 

there is debate about the meaning of these repeatedly 

observed gradients of health outcomes across various 

socioeconomic parameters. The question is whether 

the gradients in health correlate with distribution 

of income or with differences in economic status. 

Most epidemiologists are sufficiently convinced by the 

consistency and nature of these associations to believe 

that interventions that reduce growing inequality 

would most likely result in generally improved health of 

the population. Some economists are less convinced. 

Either way, all parties concede that growing inequality 

is harmful to social stability, and that is the view taken 

by this report. 

6.2 Improvements in social mobility 

Another adverse effect of inequality is its effect on 

social or ‘intergenerational ’ mobility. To what extent 

do the income and wealth of the parents determine the 

income and wealth of their children? The extent to which 

a society provides its descendants with the capacity 

to move up the income and status ladder is considered 

by economists an important measure of economic 

efficiency, and it is considered by most people an 

important measure of fairness.

Studies have shown a strong correlation between 

social mobility and equality, in that the children in 

those countries which have more equal distributions of 

income and wealth have a greater chance of achieving an 

economic status different from their parents. The ‘Great 

Gatsby Curve’ (see next page) ranks countries along 

two dimensions. The horizontal axis from left to right 

represents a movement from low inequality to high 

inequality. Sweden, Finland, Norway and Denmark 

are the most equal countries, and the United States, 





Australia in June 2014

• Our current government is in climate and environmental 
denial.

• Anthropocentric market fundamentalism rules our culture.
• The current government is deeply unpopular among the 

“chattering classes”.
• Inequality is growing rapidly and will worsen in coming 

months.
• National policy is driven  by the wealthy elites in their 

interest.
• Transformation of the culture to eco-centrism has never 

been more urgent.
• What will it take? 



Elements which transformed Cuba in 
1959

• A deeply corrupt dictator in power(Batista).

• A visionary and determined leader (Castro) 
who had been planning the revolution for 
about 10 years.

• A brilliant strategist (Che Guavara)

• A profoundly oppressed population ready for 
change.

• Rapid action.



My take home message

• Feedback loops are powerful reinforcers of the status 
quo.

• Intentional transformation requires a combination of a 
supportive population, leadership, vision, strategy and 
quality implementation.

• If we agree that transformative change is needed in 
Australia, we need to recognise the validity of Castro’s 
words: . 

• “The problems of the Republic can be solved only if we 
dedicate ourselves to fight for it with the same energy, 
honesty and patriotism our liberators had when they 
created it.”


