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US President Brian O’Connor stood to address the select committee on Global Future Planning. “Gentlemen ...” – for there were no women on this committee – “... as you know my term in office has just about concluded. I have spoken with President-elect Cox, and he fully supports this committee and has guaranteed continued support when he takes office.”  

O’Connor looked to everyone in the room. “So before I hand you over to John, I want to once more stress the importance of the venture we are about to undertake. Our decision today is more important and more immediate than climate change and will ensure this country’s security and stability for the next 100 years. John ...” 

As John Anderson rose to speak, Brian O’Connor reflected on the significance of Project Damocles; on the concerns that had been growing for many years over the existing facilities housing their biological and nuclear waste and old decommissioned and deteriorating warheads, not only in the States, but with their allies around the world. A permanent solution needed to be found, which required international political alliances and differences had to be put to the side. Most of the major industrial and military powers had agreed on the necessity to commission a top-secret investigation to determine the best location for an international depositary. 

The project was given the working name Damocles. A specialist committee had identified two essential criteria for the construction of such a processing plant. Firstly, the location needed to be geographically stable, and secondly, the host country had to be politically stable.

After carrying out an in-depth investigation of three possible locations, it became abundantly clear that Australia, in particular Western Australia, offered the best possible site. The major problems, which needed to be addressed, would be opposition from Indigenous groups, the public, environmentalist and local trade unions. The committee determined to ignore those oppositions. 

If handled properly, both the Western Australian State and Australian Federal governments would get behind the project. Both major political parties would need to be convinced of the importance, value and benefits such an installation could bring to Australia. At the right time, and only after securing political commitment to the project, would an announcement be made about a Joint Scientific Research and Development installation in Western Australia. They would highlight the fact that the facility would bring substantial financial and prestige benefits to Australia. Clearly, there would be some in the community who would be suspicious about what was actually being proposed for the project; therefore, secrecy was essential in ensuring approval.

“Mr President, gentlemen, our committee’s findings and recommendations are as follows: The most suitable location is the Great Victorian Desert in the southeastern region of Western Australia. The location is just north of the Great Australian Bight and is ideally suited for our needs. In choosing this location, we meet our principal requirements of geographical stability and isolation from any main population centre and easy access from the sea. As part of our brief, we have met, confidentially, with influential key advisers to both the Australian Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition. At this juncture, these advisors are the only two people involved. However, they inform us that we would need to include the Western Australian Premier and Leader of the State Opposition in the discussions. After we have satisfied ourselves that we have sufficient commitment, we will also need to involve other key ministers. Both advisors raised potential concerns. However, we have convinced them of the environmental service Australia would be performing to the rest of the world and that Australia will be well and truly compensated for this service. Both advisors are fully committed to the project and are very eager to assist, should we desire their involvement. 

“And finally, Mr President, gentlemen, in consideration to the sensitivity of the project and for a whole host of other reasons, ranging from expertise to security we would recommend the construction contract be given to OMEGA Construction, a subsidiary of American Continental Exploration.”  

After pausing to allow for any questions, Anderson continued. “We have negotiated with the principals involved and, conditional on our awarding the project, we will secure three positions on ACE’s board. I would therefore recommend that we accept the subcommittee’s recommendations and that we move forward to phase two of the project.” Anderson sat down.

President O’Connor stood up. “Gentleman, you have all read the latest reports and have had the opportunity to question any of the findings. I, therefore, ask whether there is any opposition to moving forward to phase two.” 

O’Connor paused, but not too long. “Given that there is no opposition, I wish to personally thank you all for the support you have given me over the years and for your approval to advance PROJECT DAMOCLES.”
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The head office of American Continental Exploration (ACE) in New York was a hive of activity as most of the company’s employees prepared for the office Christmas party. Had it been a normal workday, the staff would likely still been unaware of the meeting taking place on the Executive Boardroom on the seventeenth floor. Those attending arrived in the bottom basement car park and took the private elevator to the Boardroom. The meeting had been called at short notice, and all seven members of ACE’s board were present, as well as three representatives from the company’s think tank, whose primary role was to assist board members and give them a comprehensive status update.

The board, consisting of some of the most respected and influential executives operating in their given field of construction, had established a special think tank, made up of political lobbyists, public relations consultants, computer graphic designers, environmental scientists and heavy engineering construction specialists. The think tank was allocated a substantial budget and was given unlimited resources when assigned to Project Damocles. As the board members sat around the table, Brian O’Connor, more than any of the other board members, anxiously awaited this final phase two report. He looked at his fellow board members and reflected that he’d never worked with a more focused and dedicated team. Of course, he’d worked almost daily with Ian Williams and Fred Striker for close on thirteen years. Ian Williams, the past President of the USA Federal Reserve Bank, at seventy-one, was hoping to complete the complex financial packaging associated with the deal before his health gave out. Fred Striker was the opposite of Williams: he was dynamic and did everything at the double. At five foot eight inches, he had managed to keep in shape. Sure, the waistline had expanded a few inches since he’d joined the army, but hell, he was a grandfather, not a young man. Striker had been a twenty-two-year man, who went straight from active military service to be O’Connor’s Secretary of State during the President’s whole time at the White House. Since joining ACE’s board, O’Connor had come to trust the other four members – well at least to some degree. There would always be decisions that the past President kept forever secret, and no amount of Freedom of Information legislation would ever change that protocol. 

The driving force behind ACE was three of the remaining four board members – Tony Ricardo, Francis Genovese and Michael Lorenzo. Between them, they brought generations of civil, heavy engineering construction and transport experience. Not one of them had any doubt they could build the biggest construction project they had ever undertaken. However, as wealthy as they independently were, they would be the first to admit they could not put together the $100 billion necessary for Project Damocles. Hence the need for the international experience and contacts Ian Williams brought to the ACE board.

O’Connor now looked at Santon, the only board member he’d never heard of until joining the board. Anthony Peter Santon, at forty-four, was by far the youngest member of the board. He stood six foot exactly; had his mother’s good looks and his father’s Italian colouring. Anthony was well-liked. He had a large group of friends but few close friends. He, at one time, thought of becoming an actor., His father, however, had convinced him to spend some time with the company then, if he still wanted to take up acting after having given things a go, he would arrange for Anthony to have a screen test. Anthony started working for the company thirteen years ago and had never raised the acting subject again. 

Anthony Santon was now the board’s CEO. His background, as far as O’Connor’s brief went, was that he had worked his way up through his father’s company. He was a conscientious and dedicated worker in every task he was given and was popular with his work colleagues. No-one was surprised when he was made the youngest partner in Omega before the amalgamation with AGE Transportation, forming ACE. 

What they didn’t know was his father’s background. 
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Unless someone had seen Anthony’s father’s birth certificate, they would not know that Francis Marcos Santon’s real surname was Santonio – the son of the union leader, Giuseppe Santonio.

In 1935, Giuseppe Santonio arrived in America with one overriding ambition: to return to Sicily a wealthy man. Giuseppe’s older cousin, Marcos Bonetti, had made the journey six months earlier and was there to meet Giuseppe when he finally cleared immigration. The first thing Giuseppe recognised was that Marcos had changed in those few short months. He had a harder look to him now, even when he smiled.

He grasped Giuseppe and kissed him on both cheeks. 

“Ah, Giuseppe how happy I am to see you. I have arranged a room for you where I am living – you will love it.” Something in Marcos’s actions made Giuseppe feel ill at ease. Even as small boys Giuseppe could always tell when Marcos was hiding something or was afraid of something. He followed Marcos to a little Italian cafe, where he drank his first coffee in America.

Giuseppe did not see Marcos for the next three days and, after many hours of walking around, he found someone who could tell him where Marcos was. Marcos had been badly beaten by collectors for Louigi Cavelli. Not only had they severely beaten him, but they had given him until the end of the week to come up with the money he owed them. Marcos knew he had two choices: run or involve Giuseppe in his fight. When he finally told Giuseppe the story, he left Giuseppe in no doubt they were dealing with very dangerous men. 

“I am sure these people would rather get their money than lose it all by killing you,” Giuseppe said. 

“I’m not so sure. These people may want to make an example of me for every other would-be late payer.”  

“Let’s meet with them, and I will explain that between us we will pay them in full.”  

Marcos sighed. “Giuseppe, if I don’t have the money when we meet them, they will not listen to reason. They will kill us both there and then.”  

“Then we must be prepared,” was all Giuseppe replied.

No one really knew what happened to the Cavelli brothers – they just seemed to disappear off the face of the earth. Many people believed Marcos and his cousin Giuseppe had got rid of them, but no one knew for sure. 

Giuseppe’s actions did not go unnoticed by the most influential family in the district, and soon he found himself face to face with Don Comeretino. The Don was the first to speak 

“Giuseppe, I hear good things about you. I hear that the men on the waterfront speak to you about their problems. I don’t like that. If they have problems, they should speak to the union representative, not to you.” 

The Don waited for Giuseppe to explain why they came to him, but Giuseppe said nothing. 

“Am I wrong?”

Again, Giuseppe said nothing. 

“You are free to speak your mind ..., why do the men turn to you and not their union?”

“Because they do not respect the union.”

“But they respect you!” the Don said. “That is why I want you to be the union representative on the wharf. What do you say to that, Giuseppe?”

“I would agree that would be a prudent move for you to make. But I am only working on the wharf temporarily. I have other plans for my future, and that would conflict with them.”

The Don smiled “To be young and not without talent is wonderful. Giuseppe, if you do this for me, you will have a good friend in me.”

Giuseppe knew then that his future would be forever entwined with Don Comeretino’s empire.

Giuseppe organised the waterfront, then transportation, and finally the construction industry. The members of these unions, even if they knew of their leader’s connections, did not seem to care. Giuseppe made sure his members received the best he could get for them. On many occasions, Don Comeretino and his company chiefs would argue with Giuseppe. The Don in private would often probe Giuseppe’s motives. 

“Why are you insisting on this condition?” or “on that percentage?”

Giuseppe said time and time again: “It’s good business ... give the worker a fair deal, and they will perform.”

However, both men knew that when push came to shove, if a compromise had to be achieved, Giuseppe would make that compromise.

Only once did the relationship reach a critical point: that was when, after wage negotiations between Phoenix Construction and the Construction Union broke down, and after the lead organiser was shot, his home firebombed, and his family threatened, did Giuseppe interfere. He informed the Don that he would personally take over the negotiations and that there would need to be a settling of the score before the union would meet with the company. Until then, the workforce would stay on strike. Although it was never said, it was clear Giuseppe demanded a capitulation by the company.

Phoenix Construction condemned the attack on the union organiser, his home and the threats to his family, as extremely disturbing. And, while making it clear these acts had nothing to do with the company, made a confidential donation to compensate the organiser and his family. The organiser was traumatised and, no matter how much support was offered, was never able to return to work.

The next week Phoenix, through their lawyers, agreed to the union’s claim in full. Two days after the agreement was signed,  page 10 of the New York Times reported a freak vehicle accident,  the only fatality being John Wright, head of the Phoenix Corporation’s security.

The members once more saw Giuseppe Santonio as the deliverer of workers’ pay and conditions.

Many people expected Giuseppe’s first son, Francis Marco, born in 1948, to work for one of the unions his father had helped make quite wealthy. But Francis never followed his father, instead he went to work for several companies owned and controlled by Don Comeretino.

Apart from family and friends, few people knew Don Comeretino was Francis’ godfather. For anonymity, the christening had been held privately with only invited guests.

Before Francis finished college, he made a decision that hurt his father. Francis Santonio had legally changed his name to Santon.

Francis made a conscious decision to use every opportunity his connections could give him – and there were many. Through family connections, he had met leading politicians from both the Democrats and the Republicans. He knew most of the AFL/CIO officials by first name and, through the Don, he knew many influential industrial decision-makers. Many years later, by the time his son Anthony was ready to join the family business, Francis was the owner of several companies. He had also managed to amalgamate the three largest construction companies to form Omega Corporations. Omega then went on to amalgamate Omega with AGE National Transportations and, in doing so, formed American Continental Explorations, ACE.

Anthony Peter Santon was only sixteen years old when his great Godfather Don Comeretino died. Both Francis and his only son, Anthony, were left a substantial amount of money and holdings in transportation and the construction industries. Anthony studied hard and was a brilliant student. By the time he was twenty-five, he had completed his MBA and Law degrees. 

So it came as no surprise that Anthony, a talented executive, was appointed the role of coordinating Project Damocles.

Anthony cleared his throat. “Gentlemen, I apologise for the timing of this meeting. I propose to keep the report as brief as possible and ask that, unless an issue has to be cleared up right away, you allow me to complete my report before questions.”  

Anthony looked for agreement, and everybody nodded.

“Both the Australian government and opposition leaders have expressed concerns about the public reaction to such a project. However, they believe that, with the right timing and with appropriate incentive, the general population will come to accept the inevitability of such an installation being constructed at this location.

“What is also clear is that the environmental groups will never accept Project Damocles. We will therefore need to ensure the true nature of the project is kept secret and on a need to know basis. By doing so, we reduce the pressure on the government to intervening at an early stage, thus jeopardising the projects’ continuation. At this point in time, I should point out that we have a number of people well placed on various environmental committees and minor political parties. At the moment there are major splits within the environment groups, with the largest faction involved on climate change, others on an anti-fracking campaign, and another faction wanting the focus to shift from the anti-fracking to a campaign against the proposed expansion to the off-shore drilling along the West Coast of Carnarvon. One thing is clear ... that if any of these factions were to hear of Project Damocles, they would unite in their opposition. It is therefore critical we not only keep our contact within these committees, but we also encourage their division, and assist indirectly in funding their campaigns through some anonymous donations.” 

Anthony looked at all the board members; took a drink of water then continued.

“Before I talk about the Unions, I will recap on our finalised location. Because of the size of the project, its locality and the need to portray the project as a Scientific Research and Development installation, we agreed to settle for a site in the south-east of Western Australia’s Great Victoria Desert. When we eventually announce the project, we will downplay the size and value so as not to draw too much attention to it.”

Anthony paused. 

“The government have been processing the approval for a deep-water port facility at a location five miles west of Red Rock Point, in the Great Australian Bight. We have met with one of our Australian consultants Jim McCormack, who in the past has worked for the Australian Congress of Trade Unions as a Senior Industrial Officer. He will act as an industrial relations adviser and go-between with the unions, and has already, on my instructions, held preliminary discussions with The Waterside and Maritime Union (WMU). Their major claims are that the port must be unionised. They want exclusive coverage of the port, and there must be an agreement on the ratios of Australian ships to that of flags of convenience ships. McCormack believes we will have no problems here.“We are holding private meetings with the government and the local Aboriginal communities’ elders. Rather than going into the details at this time, I will simply report that we will be making generous contributions towards two local hospitals, four regional schools and make a substantial annual donation to a health and education trust. We will also, as part of the construction and operations, train and employ all the locals who would want to work on the project. Are there any questions on those points before I move on?” Anthony asked.

“If I’ve heard correctly,” Ian Williams clarified, “the Australian government is privately supportive of the project, the location is ideal, and approvals are going through right now. Further, the environmentalists seem to have other campaigns occupying them at present, and we appear to have the ability, at least to some degree, of controlling them. You also seem quite confident about this native title thing. And, according to this fellow McCormack, we will not have problems with the Waterside Union. So, my question is ... where do you see the problem, Anthony?”

Anthony looked directly at Ian Williams, “McCormack somehow heard we were considering building the project with fly-in fly-out non-union labour. He said if we wanted to guarantee that no government would dare give any support to the project, then he could not think of a better way to achieve this.”

“How the hell could they have found out we were prepared to consider that option?” Striker exploded.

“That is something we will need to find out and ensure that it never happens again,” Anthony replied coldly.

“But in any event, I have informed McCormack we require his assistance to liaise with the unions and that we have no intention of constructing the project without union involvement.

“The Waterside union’s position can be accommodated. As for the other unions ... our advice is that the possibility of being able to carry out the project with a single union would cause too much publicity. Therefore we will have to deal with four other unions.”

Ricardo coughed. “I have spoken to some friends in our construction union, and they have given me a brief on how the Australian unions would likely react.” Ricardo again cleared his throat. “The biggest union, the Federation of National Workers, (FNW) is the weakest. That was why we thought of doing a single union deal with them. They would sign off on any agreement so long as they have coverage of the civil works. The main problem for the FNW is the Australian Construction and Allied Workers Union, the (ACU). This union is seen as an extremely militant union. However, they have very strong links with our Construction union and ensure me they will drive a fairly hard bargain. But more importantly, they would sign off on a deal so long as they see a benefit, and only if the right players are involved.”

Ricardo stopped for a drink of water. “The next major player is the Metal and General Engineering Union, the (MEU). These guys are close to The Australian Labor Party and make very good use of their influence within the Labor party. Like the ACU, they will drive a hard bargain. However, their main aim will be to ensure maximum use of unionised workshops within Australia. They will demand a minimum of 70 to 75% Australian content. The last union is a bit of a wild card. We gave consideration to excluding them but were strongly advised to win them over rather than take the risk of excluding them. They are the Electrical Workers Federation (EWF). The EWF is politically un-aligned – rumour has it that if they aligned themselves to a political party, it would need to be left of the Communist Party.”

“Jesus Christ,” Striker blurted. “We can’t let these loonies anywhere near Damocles.”

“We can’t keep them out. We will have to find a way to deal with them. But the good news is that some of the main players will want to be part of any major project. We will just have to deal with them cautiously. The bad news is that Western Australian division of the EWF has some of its more socially and non-party politically active officials. These officials will be crucial players in establishing a binding deal.”

Anthony again took over the meeting. “We should now open up preliminary discussions with the Australian unions. I would suggest that the first few meetings should take place in Sydney with the National officials. We have a better chance of bedding down an agreement if we win them over first. We follow that up with one or two meetings in Perth, Western Australia. We would then invite them and appointed government people to visit our current construction project in Brazil. I would also propose to arrange the trip to coincide with the National AFL/CIO Convention. I have spoken to a number of our friendly local unions. They have agreed to approach their brother unions in Australia and invite them to attend the Chicago National AFL/CIO convention in July next year. The unions here will propose stronger links between Australia and the USA. A senior AFL/CIO official has suggested an informal meeting between ACE, themselves and the delegation. I told them I believe that would probably increase, rather than elevate, suspicions. However, they will make it perfectly clear they have a very good working relationship with ACE and all its subsidiaries, especially Omega. And if they could be of any assistance, they are more than happy to help. We would obviously cover all costs and expenses for the tour. 

“Do you believe we can get the unions behind the project, Anthony?” Ian Williams asked.

“Yes “

“Even that Commie Electrical union? “

“Yes “Anthony replied.

“Then let’s go for it,” O’Connor said without any sign of reservation.
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Paul McNicol hated the early morning flight to the Grampian Mine construction site, the problem not so much the 5.45 a.m. flight, but the leaving home at 4.30 a.m. to get to the airport. Even after being in Australia for nearly twenty years, he still found the concept of travelling to a site by plane strange. However, travelling in small aircraft was one of the few times he appreciated being slightly built and five foot eight in height. He often witnessed tall and often well-built workers struggle to get seated, only to remain extremely cramped and uncomfortable for the rest of the flight. Paul had been an organiser with the Electrical union, the EWF, for close on ten years. He’d been in the construction industry through thick and thin and, as an electrician, had never wanted to work anywhere else. 

Some people within his own union had suggested he organise in other areas of the industry and, while some had his best interests at heart, Paul knew he would never be happy representing those areas. He considered himself an industrial gypsy. 

As he waited, Paul thought back to his time as an apprentice in Scotland. A tradesman had told him he should consider himself an industrial prostitute. He didn’t fully agree with that definition as it implied that he should be prepared to do anything for money. 

Paul remembered the anger of the boss and some tradesmen when he and several other apprentices refused to be treated as message boys. On one job, the apprentices all went back to the lunchrooms and sat there for an hour. The boss came in and demanded what the hell was going on? Paul told him they were on-site to learn their trade, not to be treated like personal slaves. The boss went off his head and threatened to sack the lot of them if they didn’t get back to work right away. Most of the apprentices left except for Paul and his mate Alan Watson. Before the boss carried out his threat to sack them, the tradesmen came to their rescue. They told the boss there were some right lazy bastards on the job and that, if he was honest, the apprentices had done him a favour in highlighting the real problem. They also told him that most of the workforce supported the apprentices and there would be trouble if any action was taken against them because they’d stood up for their rights. 

After the boss had left the site, one of the tradesmen, only a few years older than Paul and Alan, came over and spoke to them. He asked them if they would be interested in coming to an anti-nuclear rally in Glasgow at the weekend. They both said they would, and that was the start of an ongoing friendship between Paul, Alan and Ian Young. Paul threw himself into the peace movement;  studied the weapons and strategies of the superpowers. He particularly liked the weekend workshops they held – for him, it was part social and part deadly serious. In looking back, he often considered these the best years of his life.

Paul was jolted back to the present when he met Tom White, the official for the MEU, at the airport. Tom was having a smoke with Don Kelly, the ACU official, outside the terminal. Inside the terminal, Abe Williams, the assistant secretary of the FNW, was booking in, the four officials heading to the site as there had been a serious accident there the previous day. 

The site was 300 kilometres northeast of Kalgoorlie and the most effective means of reaching there was by aircraft. 

“How are the workers that were injured?” Paul asked.

“We don’t have any results as yet, but it seems one bloke has a nasty broken leg and one has burns to his hands. We’ll get an update when we arrive,”  answered Tom.

The four boarded the aircraft, and minutes later the plane took off, more than half the thirty-five passengers already asleep.

At a 6 a.m. on-site meeting, Kim Smith, the industrial relations officer for the project management company, AKK Construction, informed the union shop stewards that they could not attend the special safety committee meeting called to investigate the previous day’s accident. Kim was accompanied by Peter Thompson from the Chamber of Industries WA, Thompson having flown to Kalgoorlie the night before. Kim Smith had driven to Kalgoorlie to pick up Thompson and had given him a full briefing on the incident.

“It would be in everyone’s interest for the shop stewards to attend the meeting,” Frank, the electrical steward, said.

“This is a safety meeting, and if the stewards attend the meeting, we will consider that you have turned this into an industrial issue,” Thompson snapped.

“Are you saying we cannot attend the safety meeting?” 

“Got it in one,” said Thompson as he turned his back on the shop stewards and walked into the committee room.

“You really know how to piss people off, don’t you?” Frank spat back.

Frank stuck his head around the door and called the safety representatives outside, where they discussed whether to go ahead with the meeting or refuse to meet with the company until the four officials arrived on-site at 9.55 a.m.

“They are saying that we cannot attend the safety meeting without turning it into an industrial dispute,” Frank explained. “We have to determine whether we refuse to attend the meeting or whether we take part with the safety representatives only.”

One of the other delegates said, “We should tell them that, if we cannot attend, then we would call the blokes out right now.” 

Steve, the electrical safety representative, scowled. ”I think they want us out of this meeting and know that their attitude will cause us this problem. And as much as I am annoyed by Thompson’s approach, I think we have to at least have the safety reps there so we can brief the officials when they arrive.”

Everyone could see sense in Steve’s comments; however, they were not united on whether to attend. 

“Either we all agree to participate, or none of us do. We cannot afford to let them see we are divided,” Frank said.

“OK, we attend, but this will become an issue after we have dealt with the safety issue.” 

The safety reps attended the meeting. Frank strolled towards the canteen to get a cup of coffee, scowling

“What’s up, mate?” Joe, one of the other stewards, asked. 

Frank thought for a moment. “Something is not right about this. I have a feeling we haven’t been given the whole story.”

Sam seemed to keep his distance and was being remarkably quiet on this issue.

Frank took a stab in the dark, “Sam, has Don Kelly or anybody from your office spoken to Thompson or Smith about this incident?’

“What do you mean?” Sam shot back.

“I mean ... has anybody spoken to them. I can’t be clearer than that.”

“Don spoke to Thompson last night, but I don’t know the extent of what was said.” Sam looked sheepish as he spoke.

“When were you going to fucking tell us, Sam?” Joe snarled.

“What are you accusing me of?” Sam was right in Joe’s face.

“Back off, Sam,” Frank interjected. “What do you expect people to think?”

Sam looked clearly uncomfortable about the whole thing. This was not the first time he’d been told
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