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(Letter to my teaching collegues back home in Switzerland,
About my volunteer work at the Greenpeace Headquarter in Sydney.

All names are changed)

Sydney, 7. February 2004
Hi Folks, upover
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Since you all know the history of the arrival of Captain Phillip’s First Fleet with 780 convicts in Botany Bay by heart, I will not bother you with that. So, no repetition of a description of the nearly unbearable convicts’ life, no warming up the story of the army officers’ overhelming influence after having introduced Rum as the local currency, not even a reminder of the fatal impact the new settlement had on the aboriginal 3’000 souls living within the later Sydney area: They had been extinct within the first two years, dying both from Rum and from German smallpox. No, I will not hang on these historical facts you all know too by heart. 
Let me emphasize in my first letter to you (and be sure, on my last as well) on Greenpeace, the organization at which I enjoy my first volunteer holidays on my round-the-world – leisure trip, our school has offered to me, as it does to all fine pedagogs of a certain age who just click twice with their fingers.
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So, Greenpeace Australia / Pacific operates in an old office building that has its better days seen gone and that, on its streetside front, shows no green logo of any kind. On the other hand, the organization is located perfectly: (1) not far away from the Central Business District, (2) just adjacent to the city’s new and huge open-air entertainment centre Darling Harbour, (3) one block away from Chinatown where I use to order a Ki-Chang Shu or a Kwa Rami-So (rather than a Birchermüesli), and (4) at the same distance to my humble residence, the George Private Hotel, on George Street 700a. So far what is the location concerned.
Greenpeace’s Headquarter gives work to some 100 people (as our school does – the parallel is evident) one third of them being usually present at the same time (as our school .. right?). On the payroll are, as I guess, not more than 40 full time employees, since the majority of the Greenpeace staff works on a part-time basis, and the rest for no salary at all (one excpetion is Sophia, an environment student, who does an internship and pays for that sort of activity – a new idea, you see; would be another step to a bright future for our enterprise, too). 

Let’s talk about the sexes. In Greenpeace’s headquarter, women outnumber men four by one (believe me, I counted the names on the telephone list). All the campaigners are female, most of the six managers are female (Campaigning, Communications, Human Resources, Fund Raising, Finances, Technics) -  only the CEO firms with the name “Jeffrey”. This surprising influence of women on the Greenpeace’s main organ reflects the fact that this organisation, as already mentioned, is based on a high degree on voluntary and part-time work, which as we all know is more suitable for women than for men. Men preferrably handle IT-problems and run the GP warehouse in South Sydney. There, inflatables, 4WD-cars as well as means of telecommunication are prepared and maintained, and there, oversized all-weather-proofed acid- and fire-resistent posters are stored, and a bunch of props (for instane fake radioactive tons, a papier-maché statue of liberty and of John Howard’s face).
The yearly budget figures a total of 18 Mio AU$ (which equals quite accurately 18 Mio CHF) – enough, as Amy, the human resources manager, says. The major part of that money comes as contributions from private persons, another part from last wills. Greenpeace does not accept any money from the state and neither from private companies, this of course to maintain its independence. 
Fund raising is therefore highly important. During the day, some five women are busy at the telehone, and during the night one or two. Fundraising is a never-ending 24 hours-a-day task, since potential Greenpeace investors do not want to wait until tomorrow, when after coming home from work, all of a sudden the idea pops into their brain that they could spend the organisation their million, or the buck that does not fit into their wallet.  
Greenpeace’s campaigns base on the principle of direct non violent actions. Be there, watch what you see, analyse carefully, interfere and gain media attention in order to make the people aware of environmental and social problems. 
And what are now the ongoing campaigns? One thing, you can say for sure is, that they are the same campaigns as in all other Greenpeace organizations worldwide, since the main topics, as well as the activist’s methods, are regularly coordinated in the World’s Headquarter in ( London   ( Amsterdam   ( Geneva  (tickle the right box).  
1
Climate change

In Australia the climate is shifting towards hotter and dryer (In Switzerland rather towards hotter and wetter), moreover, it seems that the four yearly seasons become less distinct than they used to be. 

In addition to that, Australia specifically suffers, with for instance an increasing number of cancer diseases, the growing ozon hole. 
2
Oceans

No whaling, including no whaling for “scientific purposes” by the Japanese (I wonder what the hell they have found out on whales up to now), no over-fishing, no spoiling the oceans. 
3
Rainforests

No timber mining, be it legal nor illegal. 
What really impressed me, is the thought that many rainforests are the living room of aboriginal people. When the forests are cleared (for a nice Mahagony boat deck that lasts surely thirty years, or for a groovy cupboard that will by outmoded even quicker), then the home, the dorming room as well as the living room, and moreover the supermarket and the church of the rainforest inhabitants are taken away, what leaves these people with nothing else than their naked life.

Greenpeace Australia’s ongoing campaign consists in running a camp installed in 60 meters height on huge rain forest trees in the Styx Valley, Tasmania. Not only some activists live there up, but also, in order to win permanent media presence, a broad cultural program including concerts and meetings is being given.
4
Genetic Food 

Greenpeace has published a true food guide and distributed 500’000 copies. Other than in Switzerland, GE Food has not to be specificly declared and is wide spread over the whole continent.

5
Power

No nuclear powered submarines in the Sydney’s harbours, no oil- and coal- fired power plants. For renewable energies, like solar and wind power, i.e. for sustainability in the field of energy  (did you expect something else? No!).
6
Toxics
The campaign aganst toxic waste is highly successful, since a good part of this problem is evident in the immediate neighbourhood of everybody’s home. The head of one campaign against toxics, is an eighty years old lady, who protests against the intoxication of soil and water, caused by the waste of a chemical company -  no, no, the dump site is not called Bonfol 
7
Fair Trade
The Fair Trade campaign emphasises on the effects of the World Trade Organization and the World Bank on nature, politics and societies, and believe me, in the booklets I read not many nice things about the World Economic Forum neither.

In which of the seven basic fields of activities the following action is to be seen, and whether the action itself has been a success or a short-sighted flop  to grab attention the cheap way, is harshly discussed within Greenpeace Australia. Fact is, that on the day, when Australian war ships leaved their Sydney homebase for the Gulf and all TV stations were present to spread this historic (and for the majority of Australians patriotic) event nationwide, Greenpeace activists managed to fix “No War” – flags on several vessels. 
Never has the organization got so many angry and furious telephone calls, never had it been that insulted – and never have been placed so many bomb threats against the headquarter, as immediately after this action. 

At least now I can figure out, why there is no Greenpace logo of any kind at the streetside front of their office building. 
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What for me has become clear, is that most of these nice ladies in their end-twenties or thirties or forties, when it comes to the point, are pretty determined and decisive. In the office, they walk barefoot, they prefer soy milk (the liter to 4.85 AU$) and drink pure water from the company’s water fountain (can you believe that, Iris?), they embrace each other every morning as if they hadn’t seen themselves for seven months, and of course they wear alternative cloth (shirt that really impressed me, resembles an Italian coffee shop table-cover), they do not hesitate to balance documents on heir head if they feel alike, they have pierced noses and violet and red coloured hair, and so on - but when it comes to the discussion of hot issues like Iraq, George W. or the Australian PM, then their political statements are thoroughly consequent and nothing less than aggressive .
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And what am I doing among these interesting people? Well, what I soon had to learn is the fact, that also in an organization like Greenpeace the ideas and the building up concepts  take no more than 10% of the time, and that the rest is organizing, realizing, controlling – just ordinary repetitive office hardwork. 
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So, one afternoon, Greenpeace assembled all employees and volunteers for a meeting on the two subjects “our values” and “our visions” – it seemed to me, as if I had gone through such an enriching process already once in my lifetime. The methods were quite similar as well: First some kick-off statements of the initializing group, then groupworking (pens and flipcharts ready on the tables) and finally the presentation of the results to the plenum. Other than in previous meetings I had attended, the presentations were funnier and the contents even poorer. Reason enough that the process will go on …
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So far as the 10% is concerned. Now to the rest: I type lists (on companies, or reports about the activities of the frontdesk), I help the campaigners optimizing mailing lists, I do Internet Research (I look for tour operators in Germany and Great Britain that specialize in nature trips to Tasmania) I get involved in the complicated liberalized Australian postal system (different companies, different delivery products – Super Special to Papua New Guinea costs over 1000 AU$, so better not tickle there; the  postal services have become even more complex after 9/11, now the number of accompagning forms have multiplied), and not least, I help when problems in Excel or Access occur – next week I will do a Word-course. And nearly had I forgotten, on the second day I have produced a sturdy yet elegant, Ikea-like, wooden cupboard for a sink in the warehouse.
After work, I keep going being busy, with sightseeing (Museums, open air concerts, Monorail, ferry boats, Darling Harbour, Taronga Zoo), walking (the scenic boadwalk from Manly to Spit Bridge, the outstanding oceanwalk from Bondi Beach to Brontë Beach), swimming (in the rough outer shores and on the calmer harbour beaches), biking (over Harbour Bridge, to Vaucluse, to Glebe) eating out (Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Korean, Thai), shopping (Glebe Fleamarket, Paddy Market, and at Dymocks I bought two books on study skills – good boy!), taking pictures (some 2 GB up to now, and nobody will ever want to see them), typing the progresses I make, as my formation-break proceeds, into the computer, in order to have something in hand and not only in my head, when I come home (How is it said in English: When I come home, or  If I come home ?).

So, I greet the few lucky ones among you, who have little to do and therefore had time to read all my stupid stuff through until this very end, I wish you perfectly prepared, highly effective and unforgettable lessons, pupils with a never-ending interest in the pamphlets you hand out and with a desire to correct their tests themselves, and further good news and support from the political overhead that has always been a strong pillar to rely on in the past.

Yours Stephan Wottreng
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Nearly had I forgotten: After lunch, the Greenpeace kitchen does not look one bit more tidied up than the kitchen in our Read Valley business school. So, keep on doing your magnificent work as you have always done! 
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