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ediTorial:

 
deafening
silence
labour’s

While most Briefing readers would strongly oppose 
Russell Brand’s view that people should not vote, the 
comedian’s wider point that the political elite does not 
address crucial political issues contains more than a 
grain of truth. The narrow, personalised point-scoring 
at Prime Minister’s Questions conceals a deeper reality 
- the fact that our parliamentary opposition colludes 
with so much government policy.

The Labour front bench bemoaned the privatisation 
of Royal Mail but has no plans to renationalise it. 
George Monbiot recently lamented the lack of official 
opposition to the transatlantic trade deals now being 
agreed that would make governments, which tried to 
protect their citizens against unhealthy products, liable 
to punitive court action. And one of the most viciously 
unpleasant immigration bills in recent times is getting 
a free pass through Parliament after the Labour 
leadership decided to abstain on its Second Reading.

It’s true that once public support for an issue is 
overwhelming, Ed Miliband and his team may embrace 
it, as with their much-repeated pledge to repeal the 
Bedroom Tax. But with less than 18 months to go 
before the next election, don’t we have a right to 
expect something more in the way of leadership? 

Labour’s deafening silence is all the more wrong 
given the desperate situation so many people face. 
More and more people are battling grinding poverty, as 
council and health services are cut, homelessness 
increases and migrants are scapegoated - all aggravated 
by the policies of the Coalition. 

Those who fight back are demonised. Following the 
media witch-hunt against trade unionism at 
Grangemouth, Cameron called for a wide-ranging 
inquiry into trade union tactics. Key trade union 
leaders and left wing MPs have promised to fight this 
attack - but the party leadership is predictably 
tight-lipped.

The fact that university economics students are 
protesting about being taught courses containing 
only the narrow free market theories which 
caused the global crash should encourage us all. 
There really is a political debate to be had about 
the future direction of this country - and the 
world. John McDonnell’s call for a People’s 
Parliament could help that debate take place. 

Climate Change and the PhiliPPines 
last year at the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in Doha, the Philippines’ lead negotiator, 
Nadarev Sano, made an emotional appeal to the 
international community for action following the 16th 
typhoon to hit his country, killing hundreds of his 
country people.

At this year’s Conference, he launched a hunger strike 
to demand the rich countries commit to action. Typhoon 
Haiyan had just killed thousands of Filipinos and 
devastated vast swathes of the country leaving four 
million people displaced from their homes.

Haiyan may simply be a natural disaster. But scientific 
evidence suggests a link between such disasters and 
climate change, much of it ‘man-made’. This disaster 
rams home the devastating effects on the poor of extreme 
weather events, melting ice caps and sea level rises which 
are caused by global warming.

The economic crisis and the big business-funded 
climate change denial campaign have made inroads into 
public opinion. Politicians are finding it harder to argue 
for action which critics claim takes resources away from 
hard pressed voters.

The new right wing Australian government is not 
sending a representative to the UN talks and is planning 
to repeal carbon reduction laws. Canada has pulled out 
of the Kyoto accord on reducing carbon emissions. Japan 
is cutting back its planned carbon reductions.

The Tories have opportunistically blamed so-called green 
taxes in order to counter Ed Miliband’s successful attacks 
on the big energy companies. New research shows that just 
90 companies produced two thirds of the cumulative global 
emissions of industrial carbon dioxide and methane since 
1751. Of these, 83 were energy companies.

In the last issue of Briefing Oliver Tickell, now editor of 
the Ecologist, argued that while there would not be a 
successful replacement of the Kyoto Protocol, let alone a 
worthwhile international climate change agreement, 
there was much that could still be done. His proposals, 
and material like that of the Million Jobs a Year  pamphlet, 
produced by labour movement activists in Britain, show 
the arguments can be won.

Climate change is the greatest threat humanity has 
ever faced. The scale of the problem must not overwhelm 
our intellectual or political will.



Tony benson examines the plight of benefit 
claimants and sees further dangers ahead.

more miserY 
for benefiT 
claimanTs

PeoPle who claim benefits are now facing 
multiple forms of misery. Delays are occurring in the 
administration of claims for the new Personal 
Independence Payment (PIP) and there is a backlog of 
appeals due to continued poor decision-making by the 
DWP. The Bedroom Tax will continue to rob from the 
poorest until a Labour Government remembers to keep 
its promise to get rid of this wretched law. 

The Tories’  ‘new welfare contract’ of 2010, which set 
out their prospectus for the social security system, 
showed no sign of the Bedroom Tax or its equally evil 
twin the Benefit Cap. The Tories promised local work 
clubs and a training and skills fund and nothing at all 
about caps and new taxes on the poorest. There was 
nothing about these things in the Coalition agreement 
either. 

This democratic deficit does go right to the heart of 
the welfare reform onslaught. The damage done by 
these two measures, along with the cut represented by 
Council Tax reduction (also not put up for consideration 
by the electorate), will cost far more to the public purse 
than the amounts saved in benefit not paid out. 

On top of this, benefit sanctions are being freely 
applied for minor and imaginary breaches of people’s 
‘claimant commitments’. People are being denied 
money for food and bills for weeks and months on end 
as a result. Anyone who does not return work capability 
assessment forms in time or does not attend an ATOS 
medical examination is similarly denied money. By no 
money I mean no money, not just next to nothing. Rent 
and Council Tax arrears are increasing. Disabled people 
are bearing the brunt of this. The Tories do what they 
think the Lib Dems will let them do, which is a lot. 

The approach to benefits - not seeking an electoral 
mandate, abuse of consultation procedures, relentless 
demonisation of benefit claimants and the imposition 
of one measure after another designed to be as 
oppressive and as vicious as possible - speaks of an 
ideological frenzy, not of a considered rationalistion of 
a system of sprawling complexity.

While the promise to abolish the Bedroom Tax is a 
start that the Labour leadership should be held to 

account for, there needs to be a political battle to build 
the type of social security system that will last the 21st 
century.

The problem is that at the moment the only 
‘big-thinker’ on social security on the Labour side is 
Frank Field who has proposed a system of mutual 
welfare organisations. Superficially this seems attractive. 
Mutualisation is something of a buzzword on the centre- 
left at least, probably as a way of avoiding making a head 
on challenge to the Tory offensive against the idea that 
social security is something that is the business of the 
whole of society. It is this idea that needs both defending 
and extending. This is whether we are talking about 
welfare benefits, health and care services or housing. As 
an alternative to rabid privatisation (such as the 
suggestion for a mutual company to take over the East 
Coast mainline) mutualisation can be progressive. As an 
alternative form of welfare provision it acts as a stalking 
horse to allow the attack on the welfare state to carry on 
after the election of a Labour Government in 2015. 

At present the state retirement pension has a budget 
of around £80 billion a year. Its administrative costs are 
minimal. £80 billion a year being taken away from the 
state will provide a tempting target for every hedge 
funder boss and vulture capitalist on the planet. What 
are the odds on a mutualised replacement scheme 
following the fate of the Co-op bank into the hands of a 
waiting hedge fund?

We need to beware of how concepts such as 
mutualisation can and will be used to advance the 
interests of the powerful in swindling the poor. A 
system based on contributions is worth defending and 
advancing. The Tories often describe national insurance 
as a “tax on jobs”; they want rid of it and of 
contributions-based benefits such as the state 
retirement pension.  The savings would not go into 
individual pay packets but into further accumulations 
of corporate profits: otherwise the “tax on jobs” 
rhetoric makes no sense. A contribution funded social 
security system is something that socialists can support 
so long as it is all-inclusive, leaving none in need and so 
long as it is democratic, accountable and transparent. 
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EARLIER ThIS MOnTh George Monbiot 
wrote a couple of articles in the Guardian 
which highlighted the failure of 
parliamentary politics to address the threat 
of the transatlantic trade deal and later the 
lack of resistance in Parliament to the 
corporate takeover of politics in this 
country.  George then asked the question 
“And where beyond the Green Party, Plaid 
Cymru, a few ageing Labour backbenchers, 
is the political resistance?” 

I took it he was referring to me and my 
comrades Jeremy Corbyn and Dennis 
Skinner on the Labour backbenches. I’ll 
have a separate chat to George about ageism 
in our political discourse later but many 
will feel that he has a point.

I had just been talking to a few people 
about how we needed to liven up the 
political debate in the run up to the election 
and how to give this debate some political 
depth as well. With 16 months to go before 
the next election we should be entering a 
period of intense debate about the current 
state of the country and the politics we 
want for the future. This hasn’t taken off 
yet and usually the last place to look for 
this is in Parliament itself with its sterile 
knockabout politics. 

When I was part 
of the left that took 
control of the GLC in 
the 1980s I was a bit 
worried at how 
lacking in radicalism many on the 
incoming Labour Group on the GLC 
actually were.  One idea we came up with 
of generating the debate and ideas needed 
to stimulate and sustain a radical 
administration was to throw open the 
doors of County Hall to anyone who 
wanted to come along to discuss an issue or 
to hold a meeting to generate support for a 
policy or a campaign. 

We turned the actual building of County 
Hall into a People’s County Hall where 
meeting rooms became the fora for groups 
across the capital to come to discuss, debate 
and promote an idea for the future of 
London.  The concept really took off 
and virtually every day, including at 
weekends, there would be groups 
meeting to develop their ideas into 
policies for the capital.

You could open a committee room door 
at County Hall and bump into a group of 
people arguing about anything from the 
fares policy, the funding of community arts 
and the policing of our streets to the 
retention of manufacturing in an area of 
the city. There were heated arguments, 
hilarious moments when high flown 
theoretical analysis imploded and examples 
of magnificent creativity. This was politics 
at its rumbustious, exhausting and at times 

infuriating but enjoyable best.
Isn’t that the sort of feverish political 

debate we need influencing the Labour 
Party in the period in which it is formulating 
the policies with which to campaign up to 
the election? Isn’t that the sort of wide 
open and exciting political climate of 
discussion we need over the next year?

So far the discussion involved in the 
preparation of the Labour Party’s next 
manifesto hasn’t exactly caught alight. It 
certainly as yet hasn’t caught the 
imagination of most party members and 
supporters. Although there has been some 
increased confidence in the Party that has 
led to commitments such as scrapping the 
Bedroom Tax, the failure to commit to 
public ownership of rail, Royal Mail and 
energy has demonstrated timidity still 
reigns.

So with the appearance of George 
Monbiot’s articles I thought rather than 
just write to a few comrades with the idea 
of opening up the political debate  
I decided to write to the Guardian. I 
explained that, just like at the GLC’s County 
Hall, there are meeting rooms within 
Parliament and we should use them to 

bring some real politics to Parliament. 
You never know it might even infect the 

Commons Chamber itself.
So the idea is to use the venue to host a 

multitude of discussion groups, 
presentations, lectures, meetings and 
debates over the next twelve months on as 
wide a range of topics as people want to 
discuss.

Make the place a People’s Parliament.
Many people have contacted me to 

welcome this initiative and suggested 
issues that need to be addressed and 
stimulating original thinkers and activists 
who could open up a discussion of a 
particular analysis or policy idea. 

If you know a specialist in particular 
policy field who you think has something 
useful to say, let me know and we’ll book 
the room, invite MPs, activists, academics, 
students and anyone else who wants to 
come and kick off a discussion. The best 
time for using Parliament’s facilities in this 
way is in the evening and usually Monday 
to Thursday.  Think about participating.

I look forward to hearing from you with 
lots of suggestions.

for a people’s 
parliament

The
John mcdonnell 
column
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walk around 
london at night and 
you will see the return 
of rough sleepers - 
desperate people on 
park benches or 

waiting for hostel places for the 
night. Talk to the homeless and you 
will hear the sad stories of family 
break up, mental health problems, 
alcohol and drug dependency, 
former soldiers and young people 
trying to survive. You will also find 
paperless asylum seekers being fed 
by churches and mosques or going 
to food banks trying to survive.

Go to any council or housing 
association estate and generally they 
are well run and modernised thanks 
to the huge spending on decent 
homes standards by the last 
government. But the flats are 
often over-crowded, with children 
under-achieving due to lack of 
space for homework or getting a 
good night’s sleep.

My borough, Islington, is facing 
the problems faced by most London 
boroughs. In our case 40% of the 
housing is local authority or housing 
association, around 30% is owner 
occupied and the remainder is  in 
the private rented sector. Our 
council is doing its best to build 
more homes and has a very 
creditable programme of new 
development and, in some cases, 
sharing sites or development with 
housing associations. As Islington 
has made it a very strict policy to 
retain the social rent affordable 
model, rather than the Government’s 
aim to raise them to 80% of market 
rents, the homes are within means 
and of course benefit levels. The 
council, to its credit, insists on this 
in all shared projects with housing 
associations as it does provide 
permanent lifetime tenancies.

The problem, as with all of 
London, is that there is insufficient 
council or housing association stock 
to house those in priority need so 
they are placed in the private rented 
sector and almost always well away 
from the borough. All central 

London boroughs place people 
outside their own boundaries and 
some well outside London.

Beyond that there are hundreds of 
families in each borough who live in 
the private rented sector whose rent 
is rising inexorably and well beyond 
the housing allowance level and 
even beyond the global benefit cap. 
So families face destitution as they 
use up their tax credits or benefits 
on rent, not food or children’s 
clothing. We have a housing 
allowance system that is a massive 
transfer of public money to the 
private landlords.

There are two areas of solution.
As long as the Tory-Lib Dem 

Coalition is in office it will not invest 
enough in council housing. To 
defend living standards and try to 
promote good housing, councils 
should build all they can and 
aggressively use planning laws to 
insist on levels of “social renting” in 
all major developments. Sadly this 
does not apply on small sites and 
not at all where student housing is 
constructed (often unaffordable for 
students anyway) or where offices 
are converted into housing. 
Additionally councils can try their 
own regulation through municipally 
run lettings agencies in the private 
rented sector.

This is welcome but not sufficient. 
We need a Labour Government 
committed to ensure everyone is 
housed as of right. From that 
principle we then move to two 
essential policy areas.

Firstly, a massive house building 
programme for council homes with 
social rents, permanent tenancies 
and even better environmental and 
energy efficient standards. This 
would provide jobs, new homes and 
help young people achieve in their 
own communities – rather than 
having to move at the end of six 
month tenancies.

Post World War One there was 
rent regulation in the private sector. 
This was reduced and almost 
disappeared but the Wilson Labour 
governments of the ‘60s and ‘70s 
re-introduced rent controls and 
tenants’ rights to long tenancies. In 
the ‘80s Thatcher destroyed all that 
and went on a right-to-buy bonanza. 
The new Labour Government did 
little to build, nothing to control 
rents and preferred market answers 
and owner-occupation. We need 
regulation of letting agents, long 
tenancies and rent control in the 
private sector. It is now 17% of all 
households and will be at least 25% 
over the next decade.

In London we are at crisis point 
and rent regulation is a popular 
cause. My bill, Regulation of the 
Private Rented Sector, comes up 
again on February 25. While not 
likely to become law it does provide 
a good start for a new policy.

Jeremy corbyn mP looks for ways to resolve London’s 
appalling housing crisis. Go to any London borough on any 

weekday morning. The desperate queues and stress outside 
the housing offices show what the free market and the boom 

in house prices mean to those in desperate need.

london housing 
in crisis
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ThE ARChIvE FILM FOOTAGE of 
unemployed workers marching from 
Jarrow to London in October 1936 is one of 
the most iconic images of the Great 
Depression. In the 1930s, radical writers 
like George Orwell and J B Priestley 
embarked on journeys around the country 
to observe first-hand the twin scourges of 
poverty and   as they particularly affected 
the North. 

Almost 80 years later, both might 
recognise the widening gap between the 
relative affluence of London and most of 
the South East and towns and cities north 
of Watford. The North has never quite 
recovered from Margaret Thatcher’s wilful 
destruction of its industrial and 
manufacturing base and decimation of 
mining communities in Yorkshire, 
Lancashire, Nottinghamshire and the 
North East. According to figures from the 
IPPR, between 1979 and 1987, at the height 
of Thatcherism, total employment fell by 
1,357,000 in the North, whereas in the 
South it actually increased by 3,500.

Since 2010, David Cameron’s brand of 
‘compassionate Conservatism’ has of 
course increased economic hardship and 
suffering right across the UK as the 
Government’s austerity measures and cuts 
take their toll. The Trussell Trust, one of 
the organisations which has pioneered 
food banks, estimates that some 13 million 
people in the UK are currently living below 

the poverty line. But, as in previous 
decades, it is apparently the North which is 
being hardest hit.

Across the country, more than 350,000 
people received aid from food banks in a 
six month period this year – three times 
the number in the same period of 2012.  
But in the North East an eight-fold 
explosion in the use of food banks has been 
revealed by the Trussell Trust. More than 
20,000 people received a three day aid 
package in just six months in the North 
East and North Yorkshire

There are currently seven food 
distribution centres up and running in the 
North East and Cumbria, in Sunderland, 
Durham, Billingham, Darlington, Peterlee, 
Whitehaven and Cockermouth. Demand is 
such that another seven are expected to 
open in the coming months in 
Middlesborough, Redcar, Hartlepool, 
Morpeth, Gateshead and two locations in 
Newcastle.

In my immediate vicinity, two food 
banks in Todmorden and Halifax are 
struggling to cope with the growing 
demand and volunteers are now supplying 
soup and cooked food as well as emergency 
aid packages to hundreds of people every 
week. The North and Midlands are also 
bearing the brunt of unemployment.

Latest figures from the DWP show the 
five areas with the worst statistics are 
Middlesborough, Liverpool, Hull, 

Birmingham and Wolverhampton. In the 
UK as a whole, 18% of households do not 
have anyone in work; in these 
unemployment hotspots it ranges from 
27% to 30%. The areas with the fewest 
workless households are all in the South. 
Hampshire has the lowest percentage at 
10.6% followed by North Northamptonshire 
(11.2) Buckinghamshire (11.3), West Sussex 
(11.3) and Surrey (11.4). 

And, despite the talk of economic 
recovery, there is little sign of that in 
northern high streets. New retail data 
shows that 22 of the 25 strongest 
performing high streets are south of the 
Watford Gap – and 21 of the 25 worst 
performing are in the North, Midlands, or 
Wales. This includes a 37.1% vacancy rate in 
Morecambe, 30.8% in Runcorn and 29.9% 
in Blackpool. 

Take a trip to typically depressed towns 
like Rochdale and Burnley in Lancashire 
and Halifax and Dewsbury in West 
Yorkshire, and it‘s a sad tale of Poundlands, 
pawn shops and payday loan companies 
profiteering from crippling debts. For those 
who can afford food – outlets like 
Farmfoods and Heron Foods are packed 
with people buying cheap tinned and 
frozen produce. Other empty retail outlets 
are occupied by charity shops or simply lie 
desolate. And while London’s house prices 
are rising at an 8.1% annual rate, in the 
North as a whole the average house price 
rise is 1%. The number of repossessions in 
the North was also 33% more than the 
South over the past year and 72% of towns 
in the North had repossession rates which 
were above the national average.

Even life itself is  seemingly a victim of 
the North-South divide. According to 
Public Health England, around 153,000 
people die prematurely each year in 
England, with three quarters of those 
deaths down to cancer, heart attacks or 
strokes, lung disease and liver disease. And 
which locations have the highest mortality 
rates of early deaths? Manchester, Liverpool 
and Salford.

“The north has never 
quite recovered from 
margaret Thatcher’s 

wilful destruction of 
its industrial and 

manufacturing base”

iT’s grimmer  
up norTh

The North is on the austerity 
frontline. Susan Press, Calder Valley 

CLP, examines the numbers.

Unemployed marching 
from Jarrow 1936
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cases that will not now be brought.   On the 
contrary, the danger is that many employees 
with potentially good claims are being put 
off.  

The underlying rationale for all these 
changes is that employment rights 
supposedly impact on jobs and the 
competitiveness of British firms. Yet there is 
no evidence to support this.   The British 
labour market is already one of the most 
flexible in the world.    A paper published by 
the OECD in 2009 showed that out of the 20 
OECD countries (and ten selected developing 
countries), in only the USA and Canada was 
it easier to dismiss employees than Britain.

Some of the most severe restrictions on 
the employer’s right to dismiss staff can be 
found in countries such as the Netherlands, 
Norway and Austria which all have lower 
unemployment compared to the UK.  The 
US, the country where is easiest to dismiss 
staff, has an unemployment rate of 9.1%.

Sadly, evidence and reasoned 
argument are lost on the Coalition.  
The UK is already a society with huge 
inequality.  The rolling back of 
individual employment rights can 

only make this worse.  
So far the opposition to these measures 

has been surprisingly muted.   This must 
change if more rights are not to be lost.   
Socialists and trade unionists also need to 
campaign to commit the next Labour 
Government to reverse these changes, 
especially the introduction of fees, and for a 
positive bill of rights for employees in the 
workplace.

Nick Toms, Streatham CLP and Barrister at Doughty Street Chambers specialising in 
employment and discrimination law, reports on alarming threats to our rights at work.

the Coalition Government is 
systematically destroying the limited 
employment rights currently enjoyed by 
individual employees in the UK.  

In 2011, a report on 
employment rights 
commissioned by David 
Cameron and written by 
Adrian Beecroft 
(pictured left), venture 
capitalist and 
Conservative Party 
donor, caused uproar 
when it recommended 
the abolition of unfair 

dismissal - the right that gives employees at 
least some element of protection against 
arbitrary treatment by employers.   

The report was dismissed at the time by 
Vince Cable as ‘the wrong approach’ saying 
‘it was not the job of government to scare the 
wits out of people’.   Beecroft, disappointed, 
denounced Cable as being a ‘socialist’ and 
unfit for office. He need not have worried - 
since then Cable and his Tory friends have 
set about dismantling employment rights 
piecemeal and by stealth. 

Recent regressive changes introduced by 
the Government are set out in the column 
opposite. But by far the most significant 
change has been the introduction of fees for 
bringing claims in the employment tribunal.  
A two tier system has been introduced.  
Smaller claims such as those concerning 
holiday rights and unlawful deductions 
from pay can only now be brought only on 
payment of an issue fee of £160.  If the case 

proceeds to a hearing a further fee of £230 is 
payable.   More complex claims such as 
unfair dismissal and discrimination have an 
issue fee of £250 and a hearing fee of £950.   

There is a remission scheme for those 
with very low income and limited assets but 
the form is very complex and many 
applications have already been rejected.

The introduction of fees is already acting 
as a major deterrent to claimants with a 
devastating impact on the number of claims.  
Tribunal centres are reporting that cases in 
September were between 66% and 75% 
down on last year.   While this may have 
been partly due to many claims being 
presented before fees came in at the end of 
July, it is likely that there will be a longer 
term reduction of at least 50% in the number 
of cases. 

There is no evidence that it is the weaker 

desTrucTion
of emploYmenT righTs
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the sCandal involving the head of 
the Co-op Bank has shaken the 
co-operative movement to its 
foundations. The Tories have 
played up the issue because of the 
Co-op’s links with Labour. But 
the incident shows that there are 
serious issues for co-operators to 
face up to.

In October nearly 5 million Co-op 
Bank customers learned with dismay that the 
Bank had just fallen into the hands of hedge funds. 
10,000 Co-op Bank workers tremble for their jobs. 
The Bank’s ethical policy is likely to be torn up.

How did this happen? From its foundation in 
Rochdale in 1844, the co-operative movement 
has striven to show by example that we can do 
better without capitalists. Their shops sold food 
that was wholesome and unadulterated. Even 
better, they were owned by their customers.

In practice the ‘owners’ of the co-operative 
movement had very little democratic control 
over the professional managers. This is clear 
from the recent history of the Co-op Bank. 
Rather than providing an alternative to the 
feeding frenzy of the commercial banks that 
contributed to the financial crash, the Co-op 
Bank management joined in. 

In a bid to expand, in 2009 the Co-op Bank 
took over the Britannia Building Society. Bosses 
at the Co-op Bank soon found that Britannia’s 
management had in fact been sucked into crazy 
lending during the house price bubble. What 
they had acquired was a mass of rotten debts.  

This hit the Co-op Bank’s finances hard. The 
bonds they issued to raise funds in the money 
markets sank to junk bond status. They were 
bought for a song by predatory hedge funds. 
Now they were at their mercy.

During the speculative bubble before the 
crash in 2008 all the banks over-extended 
themselves, taking mad risks to chase more 
profit. After the banks triggered the crisis, the 

Bank of England is now insisting that 
they tighten up on their capital 

requirements. 
Partly because of the big hole in 

their pockets created by the 
acquisition of Britannia, the 
Co-op Bank was found to be 

£1.5bn short of the capital 
requirement needed. The 

co-operative movement operates in a 
capitalist environment but its firms are not 

owned by capitalists and therefore find it more 
difficult to raise money from the capital markets.

The hedge funds had become senior creditors 
of the Co-op Bank, first in the queue. Like 
Shylock, they insisted on their pound of flesh. 
They swapped their bonds for outright 
ownership of the firm. In taking 70% ownership 
they have dealt a body blow to the co-operative 
ideal. The Co-op Bank’s problem was that, living 
in the capitalist jungle, it caught all the diseases 
of capitalism. It is a measure of how far the 
Co-op Bank’s managers had drunk in the values 
of capitalism that they just rolled over and 
capitulated to the hedgies.

Can we expect these hedge funds to pursue an 
ethical policy now they have their hands round 
the Co-op Bank’s throat? Peter Marks, former 
chief executive of the Co-op Group, correctly 
called the takeover a “tragedy”. He spelled out the 
dilemma. “It’s not a co-op. Hedge funds are there 
to maximise profit – that’s what their sole purpose 
in life is. To be truly ethical they can’t do that.”

Rather than allowing the Co-op Bank to be 
swallowed up by the vultures, it should have 
been nationalised as part of a plan to make 
banking a public service, with democratic 
control of the banking system by the labour 
movement and bank customers to serve our 
needs. Publicly owned and accountable banking 
alone can provide the investment to deliver jobs, 
growth and improved living standards rather 
than just gambling with our money.

co-op bank: 
vultures gather 

The Co-op Bank should have been nationalised rather 
than handed to the hedge funds, argues mick brooks.

•	Increasing the continuous 
employment needed to 
bring a claim of unfair 
dismissal from one year to 
two years.  This affects 
around 12% of employees 
at any one time.

•	Limiting compensation for 
financial	losses	in	unfair	
dismissal claims to 52 
weeks’ net salary (up to a 
maximum of £74,200).

•	Repealing the protection of 
employees from 
harassment by third parties 
in the Equality Act.

•	Abolishing the statutory 
questionnaire in the 
equality Act which is used to 
help gather evidence in 
discrimination cases.  
discrimination claims are 
already hard to win and 
shamefully this vital tool 
will cease to be available 
from march 2014.

•	Weakening the protection 
given to employees’ terms 
and conditions of 
employment in the Transfer 
of Undertaking (TUPE) 
Regulations when a service 
provider changes;

•	Introducing a right for 
employers to have 
confidential	conversations	
with employees about 
termination of their 
employment which cannot 
be referred to in 
employment tribunal 
hearings except in limited 
circumstances.

•	Reducing the period of 
statutory consultation when 
more than 100 employees 
are to be made redundant 
from 90 to 45 days.

•	removing the right to have 
unfair dismissal claims 
heard by a full tribunal. The 
industrial jury has been 
replaced by judge only 
hearings in ever more types 
of claim.

recent 
regressive 
changes 
introduced 
by the 
government



Labour Briefing December 201310

roma 
under attack

A European witch-hunt, media attacks - and then David Blunkett 
joined in. Andy Shallice, Policy and Information Officer of the 

Roma Support Group, examines the rise of Romaphobia.

ThE LAST FEW WEEkS of Romaphobia in 
some of our press followed countless stories 
of blue eyed and blond haired children 
being ‘uncovered’ by the police or social 
workers in Greece and Ireland. All that was 
‘uncovered’ ultimately were informal 
agreements on parenting. But the myth of 
the ‘child-stealing gypsy’ drove the agenda. 
The alleged sale of children, according to the 
Daily Express, was also revealed by a chip 
shop owner in Page Hall, Sheffield – despite 
two police investigations which found no 
evidence of this story.  

David Blunkett’s outburst in Sheffield 
revolved around three major issues – groups 
of men hanging around on streets late at 
night; not sending children to school; and 
poor standards of ‘rubbish management’. 
This is all ascribed to a ‘Roma culture, an 
unchanging pattern of social behaviours, 
derived in part, apparently, from living on 
the edge of woods’.

Racist violence against Roma minorities 
didn’t end in the 1940s, or with the 
resurgent nationalisms unleashed after 
1989. In fact, the winds of austerity in 
Europe have blown in a more vehement 
xenophobia - an anti-Roma politics backed 
up by various ‘citizens patrols’ and neo-Nazi 
groupings. In Hungary there are frequent 
reports of murders and arson attacks on 
Roma families and settlements. Recent 
street parades on Czech national day were 
directed against Roma. In Slovakia at least 14 
official walls since 2008 have fenced off 
Roma settlements. In Romania, the minister 
for minorities said that he wouldn’t allow 
his child to attend any school with numbers 
of Roma children.

Refugee movement within the EU isn’t 
recognised. Fleeing persecution and state 
violence translates to becoming a migrant 
worker, rather than seeking asylum rights. 
Nearly 200,000 Roma people live in the UK 
now, some as refugees but most since 2004 
as migrant workers. Unsurprisingly, the 
Roma have settled in the poorest working 
class communities, trying to earn a living on 

the fringes of our supposedly thriving 
economy. In areas of extensive poor quality 
private rented housing, like in Sheffield, 
unemployment and the slow withering of 
public services are causing pressures for all 
– both recently arrived and long established. 
GP practices and primary schools are at 
bursting point, local street cleaning has 
been cut and fully staffed private sector 
housing teams in councils are almost a 
thing of the past. 

Many Roma moved to this country 
hoping to build new lives and have access to 
an education system that isn’t run on 
institutionalised racist policies. Young 
Roma people are progressing in the 
educational system, often the first 
generation in the family to ever acquire 
literacy, and their bilingualism is proving an 
asset. The cultural contribution of Roma in 
performance arts is well known, and is 
beginning in some areas to influence local 
culture – just as Roma themselves are 
transformed by UK urban living.  But the 
UK government has a long record of trying 
to prevent migration, and of forced 
assimilation of migrants.  

The UK government has submitted to the 
EU a national strategy for Roma integration 
for 2020, which might enable some funding 
to support integration. But this is unlikely – 
the ‘strategy’ is little more than a collection 
of thoughts, mainly stemming from gypsy 
and traveller campaigning for better 
provision and relevant public services. 
Roma are referred to in one page out of 28 
- and then solely in relation to the 
discriminatory educational system in 
countries of origin and a recent police 
operation designed to attack child 
trafficking.  A campaign for a more 
coherent strategy is being built.

With the European elections next May, 
campaigns for a referendum on EU 
membership, and UKIP on the rise, we 
should support a Europe that builds a unity 
of people against a system that fosters 
xenophobia. 

roma artist performing 
during the Olympic Games  

(image courtesy of the 
roma Support Group)
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Labour needs to stand up for migrants, says 
duncan macLean, Research Officer to Jennette 

Arnold, Labour Group, Greater London Authority.

ThE RECEnT FuRORE about Maria – the 
girl from the Roma camp in Greece – 
demonstrates three points: the general 
enmity towards Roma people, the perception 
of immigration as primarily an ethnic issue 
and the topic‘s right wing appeal.

Consecutive governments have done 
nothing to ameliorate this. The Coalition’s 
Immigration Bill proposes to remove the 
right of appeal, increase powers to search 
individuals and make it unlawful for 
those awaiting leave to remain to rent 
flats or open bank accounts. 

Add to this misery the Home Office’s 
rules on family migration, where non-EU 

nationals are being deported unless their 
spouses earn over £18,600 per year, ‘Go 

Home’ vans, and plans  - now 
shelved - to introduce visitors’ 

bonds for non-EU immigrants.
Regrettably, many people 

are apathetic towards this 
victimisation of immigrants and even 

supportive  – a YouGov poll at the time of 
the ‘Go Home’ vans showed that 55% of 
the public supported them.

The issue of Roma children was conflated 
by the media with the wider issues of 
ethnicity and immigrants, even though the 
Roma couple who were victimised in 
Ireland were born there and had lived there 
all their lives. This all culminated in 
children wrongfully being detained.

Conflating immigration and ethnicity, 
focusing on the White British against 
others makes it impossible to have a 
sensible debate on immigration. With 
UKIP making the running, many people 
think immigrants are a burden on the 
UK, even though a recent report shows 
that immigrants have made a net 

The 
right is 

winning on 
immigration

contribution to the public purse. 
It’s not enough for Yvette Cooper to skirt 

around the edges by condemning the ‘Go 
Home’ vans – even Nigel Farage did that. 
She needs to shift the paradigm altogether. 

How about an amnesty for those 
currently in the system? Boris Johnson 
has called for this and his popularity 
hasn’t waned. And let’s address the root 
cause of a significant contributor to 
immigration – capitalism. 

Capitalism has created a global 
socioeconomic underclass. Living in a 
country where jobs are scarce and where 
no welfare state exists inevitably means one 
starts to look elsewhere. Despite the UK’s 
shortcomings, we remain rich in money 
and in provision of public services. Hence, 
people come here. Of course, all immigrants 
should be welcomed and the benefits of 
immigration celebrated, but, by moving to 
socialist economics and fair distribution of 
resources, the number of economic 
refugees will decrease – a reduction 
brought on, not through punitive measures, 
but by fair economic policy.

Couple this with redesigning our 
education system so that people are better 
equipped to understand and engage with 
people who speak different languages, 
have different cultures and practise 
different religions – and the evolutionary 
reasons why people look, sound and act 
differently – and we can, over time, 
remove the notion of ‘us’ versus ‘them’.

Milton Friedman, said: “You can have 
open borders, or you can have the welfare 
state … you cannot have both.” With 
socialism we can have both. Currently, 
we’re heading to a place where we will 
have neither.

roma artist performing 
during the Olympic Games  

(image courtesy of the 
roma Support Group)
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it’s noW 20 years since Parliament passed 
the Railways Act, breaking up British Rail 
for sell-off to the private sector. Tories will 
tell you it has been an unqualified success: 
unprecedented growth, billions of pounds 
of investment, passenger levels not seen 
since the 1920s and the turning of a heavily-
unionised industry into an efficient, profit-
making machine.

Others have a more sober viewpoint: 
annual fare rises that have outpaced 
inflation and average wage increases, 
numerous franchising crises, low staff 
morale and poor value-for-money. Indeed 
much of the investment over the last 20 
years has come from the Department for 

While labour nationally is saying it 
will repeal the Bedroom Tax and 
campaigns on the `cost of living crisis’, 
Labour-run Brent Council in north west 
London is passing on to its poorest residents 
the latest government proposals. In the last few 
weeks they have summonsed 3,000 people for 
non-payment of Council Tax, and have 
proposed to increase council rents by 100% for 
new properties and to bring existing rents up 
to 60-80% of market rents in five years.

The Council leadership argue they “have no 
choice” given the cuts central government is 
making to their budget. Never mind that they 
are adding to the cost of living of those least 
able to pay.  They have not even considered 
adopting the approach of other councils in 
refusing to pass on this charge to those 
previously exempt from paying Council Tax. 
By taking out summonses they are adding 
court costs of around £100 to that burden.

The Council has been drawing up its future 
rents policy amid much confusion among 
councillors themselves as to what it actually 

contains.  What is clear is that for the few 
new homes which the Council manages to 
build, it is intending that rents will be set at 
the “affordable” level of 80% of market rents 
(i.e. non-affordable for those most in need, 
especially given the vastly over-inflated rents 
in London).

For tenants in existing properties, the 
Council will continue to raise rents annually 
by more than inflation, and appears to accept 
the Government’s (voluntary) policy that 
these should eventually converge with  
“affordable” rents. And where new homes 
are being built by private developers and 
housing associations, often on land 
previously owned by the Council (such as for 
the libraries closed in a previous round of 
cuts), there is very little lip service paid to 
providing any homes at sensible rents.

 This Labour Council has shown it has no 
`bottom line’ – once it accepts that it has “no 
choice” but to pass on the cuts. Any claims to 
“protect front line services” and “protect the 
poorest” are empty verbiage. However, strong 
campaigns oppose the Council on these 
policies and these will need to be strengthened 
in the run-up to the Council’s budget-making, 
when even more drastic cuts in jobs and 
services will be proposed for next year.

Transport - the taxpayer - and 
without such support it is doubtful many 
franchises would turn a profit at all.

We can’t expect the present government 
to reform a system that their party created. 
The ideologically-driven and scandalous 
haste to re-privatise the one franchise 
currently in public hands, the East Coast 
Main Line – despite high levels of customer 
satisfaction and profitability – epitomises 
their attitude.

The Labour Party is making the right 
noises about this but is vague on our long-
term strategy. What we need from Balls and 
Miliband is a willingness to admit that 
privatisation has failed. Renationalisation 
must be part of our approach.

So must HS2. The UK has a desperate 
need for increased capacity. We have too 
many trains running on a creaking Victorian 
network, which will only worsen as 
passengers and freight - rightly - demand 
more punctual, reliable, frequent and 
quicker services. 

Billions of pounds have already been 
spent upgrading the West Coast Main Line 
to 125mph tilt standards - only for it to be at 
full capacity and plagued by constant 

full 
speed 
ahead!

labour council - agent of the government

infrastructure failures. 
It’s a similar story on the other 
side of the country. The two principal rail 
arteries between North and South are badly 
clogged and the only solution is a full heart 
bypass: HS2. It’s an economic lifeline to the 
North and Midlands, which have suffered as 
London has prospered. 

The debate about whether the money is 
better spent elsewhere – on nurses or 
teachers – is a smokescreen. In an economy 
based on fairer taxes, why can’t we have 
more nurses, more teachers and HS2?

Labour’s leadership needs to maintain its 
support for HS2, which will bring great 
benefit to Labour heartlands. The much-
bemoaned cost of £50bn is the lifetime 
budget for the line’s construction, roughly 
about £2.5-3bn each year. It’s about three 
times the cost of the London-centric 
Crossrail, yet at five times its length.

For what is a comparatively low figure, 
projected to return far more in value to the 
economy and bring us all closer together than 
ever before, can we really afford to say no?

Labour should stop 
dithering over HS2, 

argues Gavin macLean, 
Conductor Northern Rail.

Protestors at Willesden magistrates court 
on the day brent council started 
proceedings against 3,000 people for 
non-payment of council Tax.

Pete Firmin, Chair Brent 
Fightback, reports on 

the scandalous actions 
of Brent Council.

Photo: Pete Firmin
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in the Context of an alleged ballot-
rigging scandal in Falkirk, Ed Miliband 
promised to eradicate the “machine politics” 
that was “hated – and rightly so” in his party 
in favour of “open, transparent and trusted” 
politics. That was July. In September at the 
Labour conference in Brighton, it was a 
different story.

In the election for constituency 
representatives on the Conference 
Arrangements Commmittee (CAC) Pete 
Willsman and Katy Clark MP, standing on a 
platform of democratising party conference, 
received 2½ times more nominations than 
the two whips who had been put up against 
them, Heidi Alexander and Tom Blenkinsop. 
The CAC, for many years little more than a 
rubber stamp for those who stage-manage 
Conference in the Leader’s interest, looked 
like it might become a threat. And the answer 
was a return to the cheating so wisely used 
under New Labour, which General Secretary 
Iain McNicol had promised to stamp out.

Evidence has already been provided to the 
Party’s General Secretary that one young 
Eastern Region delegate was called to a 

this year’s North West Labour  
Party Conference was held on November 
2/3 in Blackpool.

 Two emergency motions were passed, one 
on the recent developments with the 
Co-operative Bank.

Labour Party General Secretary Iain 
McNicol addressed the conference on 
‘Campaigning for Labour in the North West’ 
with the 14 parliamentary candidates from 
the ‘battleground’ seats that Labour need to 
win in the North West.  He also spoke about 
the European election in 2014 and how it is an 
opportunity to eliminate the BNP.

Arnie Graf, Obama’s ex-campaigning guru 
now working for the Labour Party, followed. I 
expected something special, but it was a bit 
predictable and underwhelming.

Andy Burnham said all the right things 
about the NHS and he went down really well, 
although the Unite delegation was hoping for 
a pledge to fully take back the NHS into 
public ownership.

There were ‘breakout’ policy forums, and 
John Wiseman was chairing the 
Environmental policy forum with Maria Eagle 
as the guest speaker. It was a good session 
with energy prices and fracking creeping into 
the discussion.

Back into the conference hall the debate 
was on ‘Fighting for Labour in the North West’ 
with resolutions on the cost of living crisis, in 
work poverty, the Royal Mail and the NHS. The 
emergency motions were also taken.

On the second day there was a session on 
local government. I tried to speak but 

wasn’t picked. However there were some 
delegates who questioned Labour councils’ 
policy of managing the cuts. One of the 
panel also pointed out that some councils 
are close to bankruptcy.

The Employment Rights section included a 
resolution on zero hour contracts about which 
there was a good debate.

Finally John Wiseman had organised and 
was chairing another policy forum on green 
manufacturing with two great speakers. The 
main point was that if government invested in 
green manufacturing it could solve some of 
the unemployment problems and our energy 
shortfall in the future. 

It was the usual conference format, 
nothing too exciting, but a little better than 
previous years. 

meeting with a party official and, within 
earshot of two witnesses (one of whom was 
me), told him “we are supporting Heidi 
Alexander and Tom Blenkinsop“, the two 
candidates who were later declared winners 
of that election by a narrow margin. A switch 
of 14 CLPs would have been sufficient for Katy 
to be elected and 23 CLPs for Pete. Although 
this was the best result for years in an internal 
election by CLP delegates at Conference, there 
is little doubt that the left would have won 
without this improper interference.

Further delegates have since been 
identified in that region who were similarly 
entreated by that official. There have also 
been similar allegations in, so far, four 
other regions (Yorkshire, the East Midlands, 
Scotland and the South West) concerning 
five other officials. This is in contravention 
of the staff code of conduct that expressly 
forbids party staff from canvassing. 

If this is what has happened in five 
regions, it is likely that it also occurred in 
others, and it is inconceivable that this could 
happen without co-ordination at the 
highest levels. Katy Clark and Pete Willsman 

norTh WesT labour parTY conference

machine politics, 
miliband-style

are determined not to allow this to pass 
without a proper investigation. Readers are 
encouraged to approach delegates from 
their CLP to check whether they were 
similarly approached – and any relevant 
information should be provided to Katy 
Clark at the House of Commons.

So far, there is no sign of any serious 
investigation even though formal complaints 
have been made, and no-one appears to have 
been disciplined under the staff code imposed 
after Iain McNicol’s appointment banning 
such interference.  

What should happen is that the Party 
should ask an independent person to 
approach all CLP delegates to ask whether 
they were approached by a party official 
about voting in the election and, if so, what 
was said and by whom. Regional staff should 
be offered an amnesty provided they come 
clean on what they did and who asked them 
to do it. In the event that no such investigation 
is initiated, Pete and Katy are considering 
commissioning an independent inquiry.

Ballot-rigging has been uncovered in internal party 
elections. Party managers may not be too bothered

– but you should be. Jon Lansman reports.

Kevin bennett, Unite delegate, reports:
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WELSh LABOuR GRASSROOTS, the organised voice of the left 
and centre-left in Welsh Labour, recently had its 10th AGM. This 
was an opportunity for self-congratulation (it won’t be long before 
we’ve lasted longer than New Labour!) and, more importantly, for 
a critical look at how we can best face the tasks ahead.

Gareth Clubb of Friends of The Earth Cymru reminded  the AGM 
of the  growing differences between Welsh Labour’s  paper 
commitment to sustainability and its performance in government. 
There’s a danger of sustainability being relegated, in the face of the 
Westminster assault on Wales and its people, to an optional add-on,  
as politicians fall back on a false dichotomy of ‘environment 
v. jobs’.

Michael Meacher MP argued that despite the recent, and 
welcome, promise of a fuel price freeze, Labour’s  policies in a 
whole number of areas still amount to little more than tinkering 
with the worst excesses of  free market fundamentalism, falling 
well short of the policy prescription he advocates in his book The 
State We Need.

Once again, WLG  shared its AGM with our comrades in the 
Socialist Educational  Association (Wales).  A discussion led by 
Debbie Scott of the NUT addressed the difficulties and opportunities 
inherent in the Welsh Government’s ‘collaboration’ agenda 
following the Hill review. The concern is that  the four consortia, 
each consisting of several local authorities, will lack accountability, 
and  the alleged poor performance of  too many Welsh schools 
could be the pretext for a Welsh Government ‘take-over’ of 
education at the expense of local authorities.

Jon Lansman of the Campaign for Labour Party Democracy 
provided a sobering analysis of the democratic deficit in the Party 
and the attempts to weaken the union link. Whatever the policy 
differences between Ed Miliband and the Blairites, the top-down 
control of the New Labour era is still very much in place: full time 
officials are reportedly interfering in elections at party conference, 
and the selection process, especially in safe  seats, is largely 
controlled by the Blairite careerist caucus Progress.

WLG committed itself to strengthening its local activity and its 
influence over  both policy and candidate selection. The AGM 
committed WLG to organising a day school to take forward 
opposition to government attacks on disabled people and on the 
Work Capability Assessment in particular.

Owen Jones, speaking at the Labour 
Assembly Against Austerity:

“support for enerGy priCe controls, and even 
nationalisation, have become popular. Even a majority of 
Conservative voters, polls show, want energy, rail and Royal 
Mail renationalised.”

“The left are often portrayed as extremists, but the real 
extremists are those who leave millions on housing waiting 
lists, who condemn millions to poverty pay, unemployment 
and zero hours contracts, who let the rich pay no tax 
whatsoever, who handed millions of pounds to the banks 
and let them carry on as usual. The real extremists are those 
who allow the energy companies to let the elderly freeze to 
death in their homes, who subsidise the privatised rail bosses 
four times more than when the industry was in public 
ownership and who invade and bomb foreign countries - 
these are the real extremists.”

Welsh labour 
grassrooTs 

marks iTs firsT

years
10

l a b o u r 
assembly 
a g a i n s t 
austerity

Councillor Nick davies, WLG Chair 
and Swansea West CLP, reports.

Around 200 people attended the 
Labour Assembly Against Austerity 

on November 9. The conference 
hosted speakers across the labour 

and trade union movement and held 
workshops on privatisation, 

immigration, housing, war, alternative 
economic policies and the need to 

defend the trade union link.

Photo: Louise Whittle
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ThE ATTACk On LABOuR’S trade union 
link - why did Miliband do it? It is a long 
term political calculation. He is looking 
ahead to the General Election in 2015. He 
wants to dilute the role of the trade unions 
to get the Lib Dems on side.

What are the dangers? Firstly, if Labour 
wins the election, on their own or in 
coalition, there will be a sentence in the 
Manifesto that says “we will clean up 
British politics”. Read that to mean “we 
will introduce a scheme of state funding”. 
There is already a proposal for this as a 
result of an all-party initiative.

Second, if we have a system of state 
funding for political parties, there will 
inevitably be a cap on donations from 
companies… and from trade unions. Some 
trade unions think they can move their 

affiliation fees to donations. Forget it. 
The effect of state funding with a 
contribution cap will be that trade 
unions will not legally be able to give 
donations to the Labour Party. Trade 
unions will be excluded from the process 
of party organisation, from party 
structures and party influence. The only 
influence trade unions will have on 
the Labour Party will be through 
individual members the union has 

persuaded to affiliate individually.
The unions will not have the strength to 

justify the 50% vote at Conference or NEC 
representation. This is the inevitable 
consequence of the introduction of state 
funding which is the inevitable 
consequence of the election of a Labour 
Government at the next election.

I make a third prediction. As a result of 
the Lobbying Bill - paused till Spring – 
trade unions will not be able to engage in 
electoral activity. If passed, all that trade 
unions can do is spend £40,000 in the 
year before the election in support of 
Labour. Trade unions will have huge 
political funds but will not be able to 
spend them on political representation. 
The question is what are trade unions to 
do with their political funds?

SECTIOnS OF ThE 
RADICAL Independence 
movement persist in looking 
on independence as an 
opportunity for progressive 
change, when there is 

neither the basis for that change in terms of 
a programme nor political agency that can 
be indentified. As Gregor Gall pointed out 
in November’s Briefing, the political forces 
capable of leading political change in 
Scotland simply do no exist. Gregor is 
hopeful, however, that we may get a 
settlement where “ the market does not so 
fully determine citizens’ life chances”.

Here I assume he is referring to The 
Commonweal, a document produced by 
the Jimmy Reid Foundation, closely 
associated with the Scottish Left Review. 
Gregor is right about one thing; this is not a 
socialist prospectus. On ownership, it 
recognises the need for social, mutual and 
public ownership, but its emphasis is very 
much on medium sized enterprises ( SMEs) 

which generally can only serve as part of 
much larger economic networks including, 
for example, large plants like Ineos at 
Grangemouth: “Social and community-
owned enterprises must be supported as a 
long term key structural part of the 
economy, particularly where the private 
sector has failed to generate quality 
employment opportunities.” There is more 
than a suggestion of a ‘market failure’ 
model, where dominance of the market 
model is only challengeable when markets 
fail to deliver.

Public ownership is not seen primarily 
in class terms - giving democratic control 
of the economy. Instead we are invited to 
consider that “there are many extremely 
positive impacts of publicly-owned 
enterprises and these must be part of 
industry strategies.” The role of the state is 
not clear either in the transformation of 
the economy, and this is obvious in the part 
of The Commonweal which deals with 
diversification. Once again the emphasis is 

on SMEs. There is no serious discussion of 
how, for example, the key areas of transport 
and power could be brought back into 
public ownership.

From a left wing perspective the section 
on democracy and governance is probably 
the most alarming.  It adopts an 
unashamedly partnership model for trade 
unions, with “strong trade unions working 
collaboratively with employers not only on 
employee remuneration issues but also on 
strategic management issues”. This is the 
model which some Irish trade unionists 
would argue has been devastating in terms 
of their capacity to resist austerity. It sits 
very well, by contrast, with the corporatist 
thinking of the SNP and its big business 
backers. What the left really needs is a 
strategy based on class, social ownership 
and solidarity with workers throughout 
the UK, capable of mounting a real 
challenge to capitalism, not constructing a 
strategy for its survival in a so-called 
independent Scotland.

is scottish 
independence  

really progressive?

danger sTaTe funding!

Vince mills, a member of the Red Paper Collective, 
responds to Gregor Gall’s article in last month’s Briefing.

This is an extract  
from Professor  

Keith ewing’s speech to 
the Labour Assembly on 

November 9.
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What’s The link?

noT an easY decision

mick brooks explains the link between the events at Grangemouth and Falkirk Labour Party.

mark Lyon, Unite convenor at Grangemouth

ThE FuRORE ABOuT FALkIRk Labour 
Party and the defeat of the Grangemouth 
workers are indissolubly linked. The link is 
Stevie Deans who was convenor at 
Grangemouth and party chair of Falkirk. In 
July we began to hear lurid allegations that 
the union Unite was said to be rigging the 
vote for parliamentary selection in Falkirk. 
The reality was much worse. Unite 
members were joining the local Party, and 
they wanted to select a candidate to really 
represent the working class!

‘Unnamed sources’ within the Labour 
Party began to leak selective details of this 
alleged scandal to the press. A party enquiry 
was set up and the matter was also referred 
to the police. The complaints proved to be 
unsubstantiated allegations, some from a 
rival candidate. After a great deal of rumour, 
innuendo and confusion both the police 
and Labour Party found a big fat zero. 

All the same Falkirk Labour Party was 
put on special measures, the new members 

I MADE ThE CALL to accept the company 
terms and it was not at all easy.  The 
decision was made by me but with the full 
endorsement of our stewards and our 
members. The decision came at the end of 
months of combat and the employment of 
every device known to our branch. I make 
no apology to anyone for this decision. 

I am the convener for the plant and we 
have been in conflict with the company 
since July.

On October 23 they announced that the 
chemicals plants would close, the receivers 
would be called within days, 800 full time 
jobs and thousands of contractors and 
suppliers would go, our members’ pensions 

recruited by Unite were barred from voting 
in the selection process and the union’s 
preferred candidate withdrew from the 
contest. The right wing leakers had done 
their damage. They had won.

The whole operation was a diversion set 
up by Ineos management in cahoots with 
the right wing press. Their real target was 
the workforce at Grangemouth. 

In November the Sunday Times reopened 
the issue with dark hints about emails that 
had mysteriously come into the paper’s 
possession. It alleged they showed Unite 
had used “threats, intimidation and dirty 
tricks.” How had the paper acquired the 
emails? Evidently from Ineos management, 
who had suspended Deans in July and 
confiscated his laptop.  

This was the trigger for a full scale 
witchhunt. David Cameron attacked Stevie 
as a “rogue trade unionist who nearly 
brought the Scottish petrochemical 
industry to its knees”. The Daily Mail 

joined in with a ludicrous article headlined, 
“Terrorised by union bullies: How Labour’s 
Unite paymasters intimidated managers 
and their children in bitter oil refinery 
battle.” Jack Straw, Alistair Darling and 
others promptly echoed the Tory PM’s 
words and demanded the enquiry be 
reopened. Thanks a lot, guys.

There was indeed massive intimidation 
at the Grangemouth plant – from Ineos 
management. Thousands of workers were 
locked out and threatened with the loss of 
their jobs unless they capitulated to 
management bullying. 

After the defeat it was inevitable that 
Deans would lose his full time position as 
convenor. He then came under fire as 
Falkirk party chair and, fed up with the 
never-ending sniping from a rampant right 
wing press, resigned his post. The bosses 
know how to put the boot in. We have to 
defend our own people and principles just 
as fiercely.

would go. It was at this point the call was 
made to try to save the plants. 

It is our judgement that the company 
were prepared to close the site down. Our 
members preferred to keep their jobs 
and take a hit, with the plan to work our 
way back.   

Our branch has demonstrated over the 
years how combative we are but this is not 
a situation that was winnable. I appreciate 
this does not constitute the glorious stand, 
resulting in the loss of the site, that some 
would have liked to see. I make no apology 
for protecting my members’ jobs, living to 
fight another day and acting from a 
position of lay member and collective 

decision making. 
The real issues here are around 

ownership and stewardship of vital 
national assets and this is where we 
need to be examining our position. None 
of this is easy and we are not used to 
giving ground as a branch but this is 
where we are and I am furious with the 
outcome but content that the right call 
was made at the time.   

Len McCluskey came to Grangemouth to 
give us support and solidarity.  He did that 
but did not make this decision. We did. 

This is not the end for Branch SC 126 by 
any stretch but it would have been if we 
had not made the moves we did. 

Stevie deans
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grangemouth
falkirk

grangemouTh
noT an argumenT for independence
mike cowley of the Scottish Labour Campaign for Socialism invites the 
Scottish left to enter a post referendum dialogue on solutions to social inequality.

reCent events at the Grangemouth 
petro-chemical refinery have been 
refracted through a prism every bit as 
fragmented as the Scottish left. 

We are presented with familiar, if 
creaking, narratives of betrayal by the 
Unite bureaucracy, squandered 
opportunities for national secondary 
actions, or, freshly seasoning (deep frying?) 
the rhetoric of much Scottish left opinion, 
wistful revisitings of the same scenario, 
this time within an independent Scotland.

It is this latter, speculative version which 
for the Scottish Labour Campaign for 
Socialism (CFS)/Red Paper Collective has 
emerged as the most problematic of readings.

Were Scotland to make the constitutional 
break from the rest of the UK, “the social 
democratic impulse” more “easily 
expressed in Scotland” as imagined by 
Gregor Gall in LB’s last issue may, it is 
implied, have coalesced a qualitatively 
different balance of class forces and led to a 
settlement far less favourable to the 
captains of industrial capital. 

By legitimising the complaints levelled 
against members of Falkirk CLP, Ed 
Miliband’s office offered Ineos the perfect 
cover for provoking a dispute whose first 
target was Labour and Unite activist Stevie 
Deans, followed by the terms and 
conditions of the workforce as a whole. 

Eric Joyce, now an Independent MP, can 
be found dutifully hamming up his useful 
idiot in residence role on behalf of Progress/
right wing press attempts to demonise 
Unite’s role in the debacle. As voices within 
Falkirk CLP call for the publication of the 

internal party investigation (and some for a 
further inquiry into events around the 
selection contest), Deans is to resign his 
position as chair of the constituency. 

The quite proper ambitions of Unite in 
Falkirk were met with a confected moral 
outrage. In fact Unite’s attempts to inject 

fresh union life into Falkirk CLP infers a 
broader, more long term perspective on 
reclaiming our movement, an ambition 
more daring in scope than anything the 
‘strategic nationalists’ of the Scottish left 
can claim.

Straining these events through the filter 
of independence does a disservice to 
Grangemouth workers and the wider UK 
movement.  As global elites manoeuvre to 
implement the Transatlantic Trades and 
Investment Partnership under the radar of 
democratic oversight, the bargaining 
power of governments, never mind labour, 
will be further eroded as all that is solid 
(including borders denoting state 
sovereignty) melts into air. 

The Red Paper Collective have posited 
further devolved powers designed with the 

specific intent of facilitating collectivist 
solutions to social inequalities. However, 
the belated enthusiasm for the merits of 
independence among some constituencies 
of the Scottish left is for us indicative of a 
crisis of confidence and vision.

Nationalism, ‘strategic’ or otherwise, 
serves only to relegate issues to a binary 
relationship with the referendum. To 
conflate the (hardly unique) desire of the 
Scottish people to be ‘better off’ with a 
more advanced level of class 
consciousness, is to indulge in a kind of 
idealising of national character. By 
fetishising our varied identities - all of 
which are legitimate and keenly 
experienced, but not at root forms of 
consciousness proportionate to the 
challenges of capitalist society - we turn 
our priorities on their head.

We sympathise with those comrades 
who honestly seek the revival of socialist 
ideas on more favourable terrain. But their 
assumptions that a static Scottish 
character, untroubled by history or an 
EU-bound, monarchist and SNP-led 
Scotland which would result from a Yes 
vote, would transform industrial 
investment and labour power with the 
flourish of a constitutionalist’s pen, do not 
stand up to scrutiny.

We invite all parties, post referendum, to 
enter into a dialogue which places centre-
stage the perennial concerns of social 
inequalities and their solutions, and to 
consider them on a local, national and 
international scale that reflect the realities 
of globalised capital.
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no more 
grangemouths!

how serious a defeat do you consider 
unite and the wider trade union 
movement suffered at Grangemouth?
It was a colossal defeat and the effects of it will 
be felt not only by the workers at Grangemouth 
but by working people across the country 
throughout industry. I am already hearing 
from contacts in the Unite rank and file of 
negotiations in which management look our 
reps in the eyes and say “Grangemouth”, 
implying that Unite is weakened. I do not 
blame Unite members, but they have been 
badly let down by the national leaders and the 
lack of a winning strategy.

Add to this the privatisation of Royal 
Mail without one single minute of 
industrial action, and it points to the trade 
union leaders having no faith in themselves 
or our class that we can win the big battles.

what should have been the strategy of 
unite at Grangemouth?
Len McCluskey has been General Secretary 
of Unite for over three years, so it is his 
strategies that are in place, both political 
and industrial. They have been proven to 
be a disaster on both fronts.

However, Unite should have 
fundamentally changed its relationship 
with Labour three years ago - from giving 
millions of pounds up front and 
unconditionally to Labour to one of 
payment by results. It is conceivable with 
such a strategy that Labour would have 
been forced to demand Grangemouth was 
taken into public ownership just as they 
did with the East Coast Rail network, 
which is owned by the taxpayer and 
making a profit. 

Had the last three years been spent 

evolving a process with members and the 
Unite reps of “informing, inspiring and 
preparing” members for the big ideological 
struggle and the demand for public 
ownership, then the situation would have 
been very different. Unite members should 
have been prepared for the need to occupy 
the plant when the crunch came. It would 
have sent a message to members, employers 
and the Con Dems and Labour that Unite is 
actually a ‘fighting union’.

Having built the organisation at grassroots 
level, the response to Ineos management 
could have been very different.

how can we avoid future defeats?
Survival does not have to mean surrender. 
There have been great victories such as at 
Hovis but they need to become the norm 
rather than the exception.

There is a lot of talk at People’s Assemblies 
and elsewhere of defiance against austerity, 
including breaking the law if necessary. 
Billy Hayes and Len McCluskey are two of 
those often heard on this theme. But I ask 
the question - what is the point of the 
People’s Assembly if, when the crunch 
comes, it fails to mobilise members against 
privatisation or closure threats.

Meetings and rallies are fine but unless 

they “inform, inspire & prepare” the class 
to be ready for the big battles, then they 
have failed and are merely talking shops. If 
trade union leaders cannot be questioned 
and held to account at these events what is 
the point of them?

Trade unionists have a critical role - we 
need rank and file movements capable of 
organising resistance in the workplace, 
supported by elected full time officials. This 
in turn will lead to wider political discussion 
and demands on behalf of our class.

We need to build rank and file 
movements in every Unite sector and 
across all workplaces and unions which 
will not be afraid to call strikes if they are 
threatened with privatisation or with 
closure by international corporations - and 
to ensure no more surrenders occur.

The Grass Roots Left is one such 
organisation in Unite. I urge trade unionists 
and socialist activists to support this and 
other rank and file organisations.

the lrc is a key supporter of defend the 
link. what is your view?
It seems to me that after over a century of a 
trade union founded Labour Party, the 
interests of trade unionists on the one 
hand, and Labour MPs and, in many cases, 
councillors on the other, are further apart 
than ever. 

Throughout my campaigns in Unite I have 
made it clear I do not support disaffiliation 
from Labour. However Unite should hold 
our resources in a clenched fist.  Funding 
Labour should follow the implementation 
of policies in favour of trade unions and the 
working class. The current policy of a 
blank cheque should end. 

Following the defeat suffered by Unite at Grangemouth, the labour movement 
needs to consider its significance. Briefing is publishing a range of views and 

here LRC and Unite activist Graham Durham interviews Jerry Hicks, who polled 
79,879, 36% of the votes, in the Unite General Secretary election this year. 
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stop
press
Philippe Marlière addresses the LRC AGM 
on November 23. Bringing international 

greetings from Front de Gauche in France, 
he stressed the need for “democracy, 

equality and unity”.

Photo: Sylvain Savier

he workers must 
escalate action

to win 

in marCh 2013 the Higher Education 
joint unions submitted a pay claim to 
the Universities & Colleges Employers 
Association (UCEA) for a 3.2% increase and 
the lifting of the lowest paid staff to the 
living wage of £7.65 per hour (£8.80 in 
London).  In addition there was a demand that 
London Weighting be gradually increased to 
£4,000 over a four year period. The employers 
have refused to make an offer above 1% with no guarantee on the 
living wage or London Weighting.

In previous years union activists have struggled to motivate 
members to take action over pay. Often members have cited 
redundancies, workloads and other issues around terms and 
conditions as a priority over pay. The result of this however is that 
pay is worth 13% less than it was in 2008 – the equivalent of all 
members losing 34 days pay each year. Staff on the lowest grades 
are finding it increasingly difficult to make ends meet. While 
teaching staff may receive higher pay than most administrative or 
technical staff, the increasing use of short time, term time only 
contracts means that many academic staff are also in a very 
precarious position.

Unison, Unite and UCU unions took united action on October 
31 in an extremely effective strike that helped recruit new 
members and activists to all three unions and has helped develop 
unity among the workforce.

UCEA have now advised colleges to implement a 1% pay 

increase. They claim this is not the end of 
negotiations although they also say they have 
no mandate to offer more than 1%. Clearly the 
employers think the pay campaign will die 
down following the one day strike. As is often 
the case with single days of action the 
employers are quite prepared to sit it out. The 
disruption to colleges is not significant with 
just one day action, and most staff end up 

having to catch up on their work anyway when they return, so a 
one day action may well save colleges money. What will rattle the 
employers is an ongoing campaign of action.

The unions have now set a further day’s action on  December 3, 
with UCU opening a campaign of action short of a strike at the 
same time. The second day’s strike will be a crucial test to see who 
blinks first. If the unions can mobilise at least as many members 
on strike as on October 31 it could be sufficient to force the 
employers to rethink. If the employers see that support for action is 
on the wane, this will convince them to stick to their 1% offer.

Staff need to be won over to a campaign of action however. Loss 
of pay around the Christmas holiday is a significant factor. We 
need to show members these sacrifices are less bad than 
seeing our pay decline still further with yet another below 
inflation increase. We have shown how effective the unions 
can be when they work together. We now need to build on this to 
ensure December’s strike sends a clear signal to employers that 
we won’t give in.

Simon deville, Secretary, 
Birkbeck Unison, reports.
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“in the last five years 
the cWu was sleep-
walking towards 

privatisation.”

privatising royal mail 
– Why was it so easy?

ROYAL MAIL has been privatised - with 
relative ease.  Threats of industrial action 
by the CWU, before and after privatisation, 
have yet to materialise. How did it come 
to this? 

Some previous attempts at privatisation 
had failed because the Tories didn’t want to 
see post offices sold off, threatening 
resources in rural areas. But the Post Office 
was separated off from Royal Mail in 2012, 
and is not (yet) being privatised, although 
many post offices are being franchised out 
to the likes of WH Smith. The introduction 
of competition - and the advantages this 
gave to competitors as against Royal Mail,  
from 2006 on - also weakened Royal Mail. 
Recent threats that postal workers might 
refuse to handle competitors’ mail (which 
they are expected to deliver), have come 
rather late.

 Labour governments tried twice. Blair’s 
attempt to sell to a Dutch postal company in 
2006 was shambolic and fell apart.  
Mandelson’s in 2009 was more serious, but 
was abandoned on the rocks of the CWU’s 
support among Labour MPs. This Coalition 
Government is made of sterner stuff. The 
Lib Dem manifesto for 2010 committed it to 
the privatisation, as did the Tory-Lib Dem 
coalition agreement. 

In the last five years the CWU was sleep-
walking towards privatisation. There was a 
belief that public opinion alone could again 
stop the sell-off, ignoring the Government’s 
determination. It was unlikely that the 
CWU’s emphasis on a PR campaign would 
succeed. There were also persistent rumours 
that some in the leadership were saying 
they didn’t really care about the “ownership 
issue” as long as the pension deficit was 
sorted. When the Government ‘sorted’ the 
pension deficit, it was entirely to make Royal 
Mail attractive to buyers. 

Rather than build up a campaign among 

members and fellow trade unionists, the 
union initially looked to the likes of the 
Countryside Alliance (on the basis that rural 
deliveries are under threat from 
privatisation), although they were never 
likely to seriously challenge a 
Conservative-led Government. There was a 
publicity campaign in the Government-held 
parliamentary seats with the lowest 
majorities, but this never really took off.  

In the later stages, the PR campaign was 
outsourced to PSA Communications, a 
political communications consultancy led 

by Mario Dunn, who had been a special 
advisor to Alan Johnson when he was 
business secretary, and staunch defender of 
everything New Labour. Maybe it was not 
surprising the campaign has been described 
as “underwhelming”.

The CWU rightly pushed amendments to 
the Privatisation Bill. But this was instead 
of, rather than complementary to, a 
campaign to actually stop privatisation. The 
weakest of the union’s arguments against 
privatisation was that it was “unnecessary” 
because Royal Mail was making large profits.  
But that’s what appealed to the vultures 
circling to get their share! The reason Royal 
Mail got in that position in recent years is 
because it made thousands of postal workers 
redundant and sold off lots of buildings, all 
of which both made the job harder and 
worsened the service to customers.  

It looked as if the CWU was preparing to 

take strike action in the run-up to the sell-off. 
Even if the campaign to prevent the sell-off 
was unsuccessful, it made sense to take 
action to secure a long-term deal on terms 
and conditions with the future owners. 

Consultative and actual ballots showed 
that postal workers were both 
overwhelmingly opposed to privatisation, 
and willing to take action. Indeed, just 
weeks before the sell-off, postal workers, 
particularly in the West Country, were taking 
strike action against management attacks.

National strike action was to be for a ten 
year agreement on terms and conditions, a 
reversal of most of the changes made to 
pensions and an inflation plus 1% pay rise. 
This would have put some restraint on the 
new owners moving quickly to attack 
conditions, even if it didn’t provide any 
protection against job losses.

Even though plans for such a strike had 
been in place for months, the Government 
was still able to wrong foot the CWU by a 
quick sell-off. This was not entirely 
unpredictable, since the bill enabling the 
privatisation had been passed a 
considerable time before, and banks had 
been advising the Government on the 
sell-off. The strike was still scheduled to go 
ahead but was called off because Royal Mail 
had agreed to talk. As yet, nothing has 
emerged from these talks.

While the CWU used its position in the 
Labour Party to win unanimous support for 
a resolution committing a Labour 
Government to renationalise Royal Mail at 
this year’s Conference, no fuss was made 
when Chuka Umunna, Shadow Business 
Secretary, didn’t even wait until the 
resolution was passed to announce that it 
wouldn’t happen. This typified the meekness 
of the union’s approach – and indicates the 
scale of the task facing the left across the 
movement if we are to turn the tide.

Pete Firmin, retired postal worker, explains.
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glasgow University Labour Club has 
made one of its priorities this term to begin 
involvement in fighting against casualised 
conditions at our university. We were glad to 
see ‘zero hour’ increasingly become dirty 
words in the press. We were inspired by the 
victory won by the uCu at Edinburgh over 
the summer - where a process has now 
begun to phase out zero hour contracts.

Since then we have had a meeting with 
representatives of all three major unions on 

campus - the uCu, unite and unison with 
activists from all of them interested in 
building a broad campaign aimed at 
mobilising both staff and students. 

After supporting the successful strike 
action as part of the national pay claim at 
the end of October which symbolically shut 
the university library, our club will once 
again be on the picket lines on December 3 
as the dispute continues. Much of the union 
material publicising the strikes has correctly 

anti-Zero hour 
campaign kicking off 

at glasgow university
emphasised the precarious position and low 
pay of many workers in higher education 
alongside the huge growth of salaries at the 
top. This has contributed to the university 
being run as a business to the detriment of 
workers and students alike. 

On December 4 we plan to hold a large 
launch meeting for the campaign which will 
emphasise these issues.

glasgow University labour Club

:

london bus companies on the offensive – again

LOnDOn BuS COMPAnIES are yet again 
trying to push through new contracts with 
their workers, worsening conditions for both 
new starters and existing drivers. They are 
clearly looking for excuses to sack existing 
drivers and replace them by cheaper new 
ones, and to victimise union reps who are 
likely to resist such moves. In the latest such 
example, management is attempting to 
discipline a rep at Willesden bus garage for 
refusing to take his bus out again after it had 

already been hit by a falling tree (!) during 
the storm on October 28.

Local and regional Unite officials seem 
reluctant to make a fuss about such events, 
preferring to jointly organise weekend 
stays in 4 star hotels in the Lake District 
with management. The few reps who 
refused to attend (of which the Willesden 
rep was one) have been given a hard time 
by both management and union. No 
attempt has yet been made to organise a 

garage meeting at Willesden to discuss this 
latest move by management.

Brent Trades Council members and 
supporters leafleted bus drivers at 
Willesden garage on the day the rep was 
due to have his disciplinary hearing. 
Management deferred the disciplinary 
hearing for two weeks, “for more 
information”. We will continue to show 
support for the bus workers and encourage 
them to get their union officials to act.

reinsTaTe 
keiTh 
henderson
JOhn MCDOnnELL MP, Chair of the LRC, 
has written to Ed Miliband and Paul Kenny, 
the General Secretary of the GMB, on behalf 
of Essex LRC member Keith Henderson. 

Keith was dismissed from his job as a 
GMB Regional Officer in the London Region 
of the union last December following a 
falling out with the General Secretary over 
the setting up of picket lines at Parliament 
on November 30 2011 as part of the public 
sector pensions dispute.

At a special meeting of the House of 
Commons branch of the GMB a unanimous 
vote was taken by the members to set up the 
picket lines and to ask Labour MPs not to 
cross them. The General Secretary ordered 
Keith to overturn that decision.

Keith’s life in the GMB then became more 
and more difficult until in the end he was 
dismissed. It has now been found by the 
Employment Tribunal that “a substantial 
part of the reasoning behind” Keith’s 
dismissal “was because of his philosophical 
belief (left wing democratic socialism) and 
was an effective cause of his dismissal.”  The 
tribunal found that Keith had been 
discriminated against because of his belief 
in left wing democratic socialism and was 
subjected to harassment at work. This is the 
first time that an employer, never mind a 
union, has been found guilty of 
discriminating against and harassing an 
employee because he/she is a socialist.

  Keith did lose the unfair dismissal part of 

his claim, which has been described as 
perverse by Keith’s legal representatives and is 
subject to an appeal. The union has made clear 
its intention to appeal against the tribunal 
decision. Keith is arguing for reinstatement 
and a campaign has been launched to defend 
Keith who, because of his excellent record as a 
union regional officer, appears to have been 
blacklisted. For someone who was described 
by his employers in the GMB as “extremely 
good at his job”, to now be facing 
unemployment because of his belief in left 
wing democratic socialism, is totally wrong. 
We are calling on all LRC members to sign the 
petition. http://www.petitions24.com/
no_witch-hunts_in_the_gmb_union_
reinstate_keith_henderson  

Steve McKenzie reports:  

Pete Firmin, chair Brent Trades Union Council, reports.
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nAPO IS ThE TRADE unIOn and 
professional association for probation and 
Family Court staff. Last year it celebrated its 
100th birthday. This year it faces the fight of 
its life trying to save the 106-year-old 
Probation Service and its own survival.

The current Secretary of State has put 
forward proposals to privatise 70% of the 
Probation Service. On April 1 2014, the 35 
Probation Trusts of England and Wales will 
be abolished. In its place there will be a 
National Probation Service working with 
high to very high risk of harm offenders in 
an under-resourced and over-stretched 
service. The remaining work supervising 
low to medium risk of harm offenders will 
go to 21 Community Rehabilitation 
Companies. These will also be centrally run 
initially before being sold off to the lowest 
bidder in October 2014. 

So why the reform? In 2011 the Probation 
Service won the British Gold Award for 
Excellence. Currently all 35 Trusts are 
assessed as good or excellent in their performance with many 
winning 5 star awards for excellence this year. However, Chris 
Grayling continues to say that re-offending rates are far too high 
and that reform is needed in order to reduce recidivism. But the 
figures he quotes relate to those serving under twelve months 
custody - a group of offenders that has never been supervised by 
the Probation Service.  In fact two thirds of those supervised by 
probation do not re-offend and probation continues to protect the 
public and reduce re-offending in local communities year after 
year. The Offender Rehabilitation Bill, due to reach Committee 
Stage, seeks to address this by introducing statutory supervision 
for twelve months to this group of people. While Napo supports 
this principle, the supervision of 50,000 more offenders will be 
paid for by the privatisation of the Probation Service. 

This is the biggest reform of the Probation Service in its entire 
history and Napo has serious concerns about the impact of these ill 
thought out, untested proposals that will result in the likes of G4S 
and Serco managing the risk of thousands of offenders. Why is 

Napo so concerned? Aside from the fact that it is morally repugnant 
to make a profit out of victims and other people’s misfortune, we 
also have grave doubts about the new system’s ability to function 
effectively and therefore it will have a detrimental impact on public 
safety and risk management. 

That is why Napo lodged a trade dispute in October and why 
thousands of Napo members went out on a 24 hour strike on 
November 5. Our members feel so strongly about the impact these 
sweeping changes will have on public safety and local communities 
that they took industrial action for just the fourth time in the 
union’s 101-year history. Napo is not alone in these views and 
many stakeholders and other agencies agree with our concerns, 
including the Magistrates Association and Probation Chiefs 
Association. We urge all organisations to look closely at both the 
legislation and the proposals. Napo is calling for the plans to be put 
on hold, for a full parliamentary debate and for the proposals to be 
piloted so that we know they are evidence-based and will actually 
work at reducing re-offending and keeping communities safe.

privaTisaTion
service

Tania bassett, Napo 
National Official, Press, 
Parliament & Campaigns, 
explains why the trade 
union is so concerned 
about government 
proposals to privatise the 
Probation Service.

fighT
probaTion
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Q What did you find in 
Ma’arrat al numan ?

a Most of the population had 
fled. The uprising here was 

popular and peaceful in the main 
square, but it was met with live 
ammunition and aerial 
bombardment. That’s when the 
armed movement took over. There 
was a lot of bombing by the 
regime which continued while we 
were there, although thankfully 
nobody was killed.

All the hospitals in the city had 
been bombed and doctors and 
surgeons were operating using 
improvised equipment. There was 
no mobile phone network, no 
electricity and the most basic 
staples were in very short supply. 
There were no fire engines to put 
out fires - they were bombed 
- and ambulances were also 
targeted by the regime. There was 
very little economic activity - it 
felt like a ghost town. 

In terms of governance, there 
was a political council we did not 
meet. The biggest force in the city 
was the Free Army, largely made 
up of inexperienced young 
fighters and some who had 
defected or deserted from the 
Syrian military. There was also an 
al Qaeda-linked organisation 
consisting of about 50 militants. 
There was considerable suspicion 
of any US attempt to fund and aid 

the resistance, because behind 
that, people said, stands Israel. 
Aid was largely coming in from 
the UN, Islamic Relief and IHH, a 
massive Turkish humanitarian 
organisation.

Given the town is largely 
occupied by fighters, we asked a 
lot of questions about how it was 
possible to organise meetings and 
do things democratically, when 
there was no petrol, no phones 
and so many people had left. 

Q Why did you make  
this journey?

a The main reason for going 
was to change the narrative 

about how people in the West see 
events in Syria. It’s outrageous to 
deny the existence of a revolution 
in Syria - to do so is to confine 
people to defeat. Many on the left 
say Assad is better than US 
imperialism, as though that’s the 
only choice and the Syrian people 
should shut up. Their courageous 
activity is being denigrated, so it’s 
vital to change how we see the 
situation. 

If you deny this, you leave it up 
to the big powers to move their 
chess pieces around and decide 
the future. Everyone is opposed to 
war and outside intervention, but 
we have to go further and engage 
in practical solidarity to keep the 
revolution alive.

Q What practical solidarity  
is possible?

a We’ve set up an initiative 
called Witness Syria and 

we’re funding a telecoms mast to 
re-establish an internet and mobile 
phone network in a secure area. So 
far we’ve raised about 1,100 euros. 
I’m also supporting the Hand in 
Hand aid drop, which involves 
people driving into Syria with 
material aid - ground sheets, warm 
clothes, blankets, especially with 
winter approaching. Groups like 
this are really important because, 
unlike some of the bigger NGOs, 
they are not following any 
government agenda in pursuit of 
‘humanitarian’ military 
intervention.

A lot of aid has already come in 
from the Syrian diaspora. What’s 
going on now is a war of attrition, 
grinding people down into misery 
before greater powers step in with 
their ‘solution’ - a saviour imposing 
his authority on warring factions 
- that’s their narrative. But people 
don’t actually want US intervention. 
For example, one of the demands of 
the opposition is the return to Syria 
of the Golan Heights, taken by Israel 
in 1967. This presents problems for 
the US which prefers, as in Iraq, to 
see sectarian, chaotic divisions, 
where outside governments can 
exercise some control over 
economic resources.

In May 2013, ewa Jasiewicz crossed the 
Turkish border and journeyed to Ma’arrat al 
Numan, a busy town south of Aleppo deep in 
the heart of liberated Syria. Labour Briefing 
interviewed her about her experiences.

EWA JASIEWICZ  
is a campaigning 
journalist who has 
written 
extensively about 
her Syrian 
experiences in 
Red Pepper and 
New Statesman. 
For more 
information about 
direct 
humanitarian aid 
to Syria, see  
www.handinhand 
forsyria.org.uk

eye-
witness 
syria
Photo: mike Phipps
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GOLDEn DAWn IS BACk in the news. It is 
no different from any other racist gang 
worldwide, waging pogroms against 
immigrants and assaulting unsuspecting 
refugees. But it also has 18 seats in the 
Greek Parliament and most of its racist 
assaults go unreported because of its close 
ties to the police.

Behind Golden Dawn, the coalition 
government of right wing New Democracy 
and democratic socialist Pasok blames 
immigrants for the increase in 
unemployment, making the rise of racism 
inevitable. But many citizens are more 
concerned about the corruption and tax 
evasion encouraged by the political class 
itself. Past and present ministers, their 
wives, mothers-in-law and other relatives 
stand accused of pocketing tax-free 
off-shore accounts siphoned from 
laundered public funds. Small wonder 
that out of almost 10 million registered 
voters only about 6.2 million voted in last 
year’s elections. 

But as images are broadcast of a Golden 
Dawn member urinating in front of 
Parliament, others carrying weapons in 
public and kicking and spitting on 
reporters, it’s clear the Government can’t 
handle the monster it helped create. It has 
imprisoned its leader Ilias Michaloliakos 
and two others. Three Golden Dawn 
members are accused of ordering murders 
and are in jail awaiting their court hearings. 
Six Golden Dawn MPs were arrested on 
charges of organised crime. The state-
funded Golden Dawn offices train military 
attack squads against immigrants. The list 

of crimes includes two murders, eight 
attempted murders, robbery, causing 
explosions and numerous assaults. 

Golden Dawn has a large chunk of 
supporters in the police force and 
three police guards have been suspended 
for illegal possession of ammunition. 
A number of police chiefs have had to 
resign from their positions as 
investigations continue. 

Behind this, the social crisis continues. 
With only 1.5 million registered as eligible 
to receive unemployment benefit, 
thousands are leaving for jobs abroad. 
Golden Dawn offers to ‘inspect’ workplaces, 
pressuring management to fire their 
foreign workers in exchange for Golden 
Dawn supporters. 

For young people, jobs are scarce even 
for those with college degrees. 
Demonstrations have turned to riots 
because of police brutality. Hooded 
undercover policemen operate as 
‘anarchists’ to cause trouble on marches. 
Clubs, tasers, tear gas are used 
indiscriminately on all protesters. 
Motorbikers protesting against fascism and 
racism in immigrant neighbourhoods last 
year were surrounded by police, brutally 
beaten and arrested without receiving 
medical attention. 

New health centres have opened in 
support of the 27% unemployed and 
uninsured, offering their services to the 
needy. Greek doctors treating foreigners 
have been threatened by Golden Dawn and 
more recently both the fascists and riot 
police have stormed these support clinics. 

The left, especially Syriza, is regularly 
blamed for social unrest but the real 
polarisation is being orchestrated by the 
Government and Golden Dawn. 

Something inconceivable two years ago 
is the news of children fainting in 
schoolrooms because of hunger. Austerity 
measures have also forced the closing or 
merging of schools and colleges. In the 
middle of the last academic year, many 
students were obliged to move to other 
cities and follow different studies leaving 
parents burdened with their children’s 
extra living expenses. 

Enterprises like Xenios Dias (hospitable 
Zeus), gather ‘illegal immigrants’ off the 
streets and hand them over to immigration 
officials. There they are questioned and 
checked for I.D. after which they are 
released a few hours later. This continuous 
back and forth was justified by Health 
Minister Adonis Georgiadis: “Immigrants 
must understand they’re unwanted in our 
country and must leave.”

Thousands of immigrants are in 
detention camps or police cells. A Court of 
Appeals Prosecutor in Thessaloniki, 
Panagis Yiannakis, sent a letter to the 
Minister of Justice describing the sickening 
conditions in police cells and prisons in his 
prefecture - twenty to a cell without any 
distinction between juvenile and adult 
prisoners. Detention centres don’t have 
adequate facilities and detainees have not 
been allowed outside into the yard for six 
months. Only a tiny fraction are ever given 
asylum - the Government defends this on 
grounds of ‘national sovereignty’. 

greeceletter
from

The rise of Greek fascism is fuelled by Government policies, 
writes Angela Vismaya Psarrou, a political activist living there.

Anti-fascist marchers, Athens, June 2012
Photo: Guy Smallman The rising threat of Golden dawn

Tens of thousands of trade unionists and immigrants  
protest against austerity Photo: Guy Smallman 
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In response, Syriza MP Ioanna Gaitani 
asked why national sovereignty isn’t also 
taken into account when the population of 
Ernaia are overdosed with arsenic in their 
drinking water because of Canadian 
Eldorado gold mining excavations in 
Chalkidiki. She explained that illegal 
foreigners don’t exist, just illegal practices, 
like the known trafficking of women by 
police and military officers and the slave 
conditions of immigrant farm workers. 

She also questioned the repeated 
persecution of Turkish and Kurdish 
political refugees, the abduction of Bulut 
Yayla by police on May 30 2013 and 
his illegal and secret rendering to 
Turkish authorities, as well as the 
continuing arrests and detentions of 
Kurdish refugees. 

Syrian nationals are also targeted and 
kept in extremely unhealthy conditions in 
police cells. The Pro Asyl organisation in a 
detailed report denounced the Greek 
Government and the port and border 
authorities for unlawful forced returns of 
refugees to Turkey. They hold the Greek 
Government responsible for the torture and 
deaths of immigrants due to forced returns. 

Welfare services are also being run 
down. The closing of clinics and psychiatric 
wards pose a threat to people’s health. The 
permanently disabled are only entitled to a 
meagre allowance. Hospital staff, teachers 
and public servants generally are being laid 
off. It’s not so different from the fascist 
view of getting rid of the weak.

Over 330,000 homes are on the market 
and almost impossible to sell in the 
recession. Businesses are going bust. 
State welfare workers are owed large 
amounts of back pay, but that doesn’t 
stop the foreclosure process of over 
800,000 who are in trouble paying 
their bank loans. Over one thousand 
homes are having their electricity cut 
daily. Increasingly the hungry rummage 
through the garbage for food. 

Over the last two years the suicide rate 
has doubled. Workers’ rights have been 
cut. And as long as the Government 
continues with its scapegoat policies, 
support for Golden Dawn will grow.

swedish
free

schools
Jonathan Clyne, 

a member of the Swedish 
Social democratic Party 

since1988, reports.

FROM THE ECONOMIST: 
“The triennial study by the OECD, a think-tank, 

measures the reading, maths and science proficiency 
of 15 year olds. In the first study, in 2000, Swedish 

pupils performed a lot better than those in most other 
countries. But even as the country’s schools inspired 
imitators elsewhere, their results have deteriorated. 
In 2009 Sweden’s overall score fell below the OECD 

average. Other rankings show a similar trend.”

in 1995, just after the so-called ‘free schools’ were introduced in Sweden, 
my eldest son started school. When a new school opened nearby that was 
going to follow Maria Montesorri’s methods, we enrolled him. We had our 
misgivings. These schools were privately run, but government financed. 
But we thought we should not be ‘ideologically blinkered’ at the expense 
of our son. 

however all was not well at the school. The head teacher seemed more 
able to instil the fear of God in her pupils than unleash their potential. A 
turning point came when the one teacher who all the children loved 
disappeared without even saying goodbye. She had got into a conflict with 
the head teacher and been instantly dismissed. A parents/teachers 
meeting was called. The owner suggested that, if we did not like it, we 
leave. As a result 28 out of the 30 pupils at the school left. But a glossy 
advertising brochure ensured that the school was soon filled again by 
anxious parents wishing the best for their little ones.

After that, we stayed clear of free schools till one of our children said he 
wanted to go to a free school where they taught in English. A week before 
school started, we got a letter saying that the headmistress had retired. 
The school had been sold to one of the big chains that had come to 
dominate the free schools. Years of chaos followed until the school had 
been streamlined into the chain’s ‘concept’.

A few months ago, one chain went bust. Ten thousand pupils were 
affected. It appeared that as much as £100 million was missing in the 
accounts. In the midst of this mess, it was discovered that the CEO had 
posted a photo of a £70 bottle of red wine on his Facebook status with the 
caption “Because I am worth it…” 

So uk, all the best of British luck with your free schools!

Tens of thousands of trade unionists and immigrants  
protest against austerity Photo: Guy Smallman 
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it’s true 
that this 
government 
has well 
and truly 
screwed us 
all over and, 
yes, we 
should make 
lots of noise 
about it. But 

Brand’s conclusion that there is no 
point in young people voting is quite 
simply irresponsible. As a young 
woman I’m eternally grateful for those 
who made it possible for me to have a 
voice in the way our country is run. 
Women did not get the vote because a 
male politician sat down one day and 
thought “Isn’t it a shame my wife 
doesn’t have the same voting rights 
as I do?” No, women got the vote 
after years of struggle, protest and 
a refusal to back down. In the same 
way, extending the franchise from 21 
to 18 year olds didn’t happen by 
accident, and only recently has the 
Labour leadership accepted that it 
might be possible to give 16 year olds 
the right to vote.
Voting in post-war general elections 
has been declining significantly, 
especially among the under 25s. The 
under 25s complain that politicians 
don’t listen to them and only care 
about wealthy ‘Middle England’. That 
may be true, but have those young 
people bothered to show up to a 
polling booth? On average, three in 
four won’t have. Why then should 
politicians bother about a section of 
the electorate who have effectively 
handed them a blank cheque to do as 
they please? 
While the notion of ‘voting with your 
feet’ might be a romantic notion for 

Brand, in reality, it is saying “I don’t 
particularly care - please make 
decisions that affect my life for me”. It 
is simply hypocritical to talk of taking 
to the streets in protest while at the 
same time encouraging easily 
influenced young people to further 
remove themselves from the political 
system they are already so 
disenfranchised from.
It is so easy to become disheartened 
and give up the fight for a better 
society, but that is exactly what this 
system wants young people to do. 
They want us to feel powerless so they 
can turn round and say, “You didn’t 
vote so you have no right to complain”. 
The act of voting is in itself a 
revolutionary act. Parties which 
frustrate the electorate will be 
punished at the polls - just look at 
what has happened to the Lib Dems.
I agree that we need a revolution. But 
not a ‘revolution’ where young people 
become labelled as immature and 
apathetic through their refusal to vote. 
Wouldn’t we be taken a lot more 
seriously if we were to turn up in our 
droves to vote? It is easy to ignore 
protests, as we saw on November 5 
with the BBC’s media blackout on the 
thousands of protesters who had 
gathered in Parliament Square to 
oppose austerity. It is impossible, 
however, for a political party to 
assume power without being given 
the democratic mandate to do so. If 
you don’t want a Conservative 
government in 2015, the only way 
to prevent that from happening is to 
outnumber those in the Tory 
heartlands who certainly won’t be 
sitting on their armchairs come 
polling day, hoping someone else 
will ensure they get the government 
they want.

QuiTe simplY 
irresponsible 

Russell Brand tells us not to vote. marian craig, Chair 
of West Scotland Young Labour, is not impressed.
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obituary
Lesley Hammond - principled socialist

lesley hammond drew 
on her own life experiences 
to become a formidable 
socialist of great principle 
in her work in the Labour 
Party and the trade unions.  

The memory most of us will have of Lesley 
will be of an active, busy person, always 
asking questions, listening and entering into 
arguments with confidence. She was never 
prepared to accept a bureaucratic brush-off 
or a pompous statement.

In Lambeth, we had a Labour councillor 
named Peter Mandelson. he was terrified 
when Lesley rounded on him for his right 
wing views. 

Lesley joined the Labour Party in 1961, 
quickly becoming active and meeting up 
with her lifetime partner Len. 

From her first job, behind the counter in 
Woolworths, to her work in Rael Brook’s 
shirt factory sweatshop in Brixton, she 
never needed a lesson in economics to 
understand exploitation. At a meeting 
discussing women’s rights and equal pay, 
she explained that for many women, they 
could not see the glass ceiling holding 
down wages because they were already 
two feet below the floor boards.

As a Labour councillor, local people 
soon saw her as a person who was readily 
available and able to battle for their rights. 
She became chair of social services, 
winning the confidence of the trade 
unions against bureaucratic management.

She moved from Lambeth to the GLC 
and ILEA, snatching a seat from the Tories 
in Dulwich. It was at County hall that she 
refused to compromise when Thatcher 
attacked local government spending.

Lesley insisted that the GLC and ILEA 
stand shoulder to shoulder in unity with 
other authorities such as Lambeth, refusing 
to make a rate. unfortunately, along with 
John McDonnell, she was in a minority.

With the abolition of the GLC, Lesley  
turned to activity in the trade union 
movement, joining MSF, then Amicus 
and finally unite. She was branch chair 
for 10 years.

Lesley was no friend of Tony Blair or 
new Labour. From early on, she denounced 
it as an infection. She fought against the 
removal of Clause Iv. She opposed the 
acceptance of privatisation and the Iraq war

Working people across the globe were 
her friends because they recognised Lesley 
as someone with courage and the 
principles to match.

Ted knight
Friend and comrade 

Johnny rotten couldn’t even 
pronounce the word “anarchist” 
correctly, Sid Vicious sported swastikas, 
and the guitarist and drummer were 
always more interested in boozing and 
bonking than Bakunin. Yet for me and a 
whole cohort of 1970s teenagers – some 
of them now prominent figures in the 
labour movement – the verbal radicalism 
of punk stars such as the Sex Pistols 
marked the start of an abiding interest in 
left wing politics. So whether or not 
comedian Russell Brand’s recent 
television espousal of revolution is 
sincere or simply a publicity stunt 
matters little.

Unless things have dramatically 
changed since my time in bondage 
trousers, young people always relate 
more readily to uncouth popular 
entertainers than old gits, a category that 
unfortunately includes a fair chunk of 
the readers of this publication. If his 
outburst leads some of them to start 
thinking about alternatives to capitalism, 
it has to count as a positive for socialists. 
Short of Dizzee Rascal turning out to be 
Jeremy Corbyn’s long-lost love child, this 
is likely as good as it gets.

Yet surprisingly, Brand’s remarks have 
been poorly received in some leftie 
quarters. The most obvious reason for 
this is that the man’s comedic patter is 
often marked by a tasteless sexist 
humour. In one highly publicised 
television show in 2008, Brand and 
Jonathan Ross left a series of messages on 
the voicemail of an elderly actor, stating 
somewhat crudely that Brand had known 
his granddaughter in the biblical sense.

Boorish? Without question. But let’s 
get this incident in perspective. Brand did 
not break up Britain’s most electorally 
successful left of Labour party by 
perjuring himself over his visits to a 
swingers’ club in Manchester. Nor has he 

been accused of rape, acquitted by a jury 
of his mates, and tried to dress the whole 
thing up as “an attack on Leninism”. 
Frankly, if I was forced to choose between 
the sexual politics of comrade Brand, 
comrade Sheridan and comrade Delta, 
the former junkie wins out every time.

It is also true that in his interview with 
Jeremy Paxman, Brand urged his 
audience not to vote. For an organisation 
like the LRC, that is not a helpful message. 
But newsflash, guys. Asking those who 
grew up under the Blair and Brown 
governments to lend electoral support to 
the party that backed an illegal war on 
Iraq and introduced tuition fees, let alone 
sign up to it, was never going to be an 
easy sell.

It’s not a hopeless task, thankfully. 
Some youth are getting involved, and 
from what I understand, the left in Young 
Labour enjoys greater clout than it has for 
some time. Yet the majority of young left 
activists, such as those around Occupy 
and UK Uncut, are influenced 
ideologically by anarchist and autonomist 
ideas. It’s not that they have read Negri or 
Holloway, necessarily, but those are the 
thinkers who shape the anticapitalist 
milieu.

Appealing as the promises in Ed 
Miliband’s last conference speech were to 
a large swathe of the electorate, the 
promise of a temporary freeze on energy 
bills will come across as pretty risible to 
anyone on that wavelength. If Russell 
Brand’s call for revolution is reverberating 
anywhere, it will be precisely among the 
NEETs and unemployed graduate 
twentysomethings that the left should be 
doing its damnedest to recruit.

Sorry, but chances to engage with 
them remain so scarce that disdain for a 
misogynistic joke routine is not reason 
enough to set up obstacles between us 
and those to whom we need to talk. 

Time To
connect 
Brand’s call for revolution gives the left a chance 
to engage with new layers, argues dave Osler.
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not a Week Goes past without an 
‘international day of action’ and 
opportunity to raise awareness about a 
specific issue, or run a savvy marketing 
campaign. In recent years November has 
been increasingly associated with ‘mo’ and 
although it is not my intention to demean 
issues relating to men’s health, it is 
interesting how quickly it has captured 
public imagination. If, on the other hand, 
you asked people what November 25 stands 
for, you are likely to be met with 
puzzlement. In case you didn’t know, it 
marks the day for the elimination of 
violence against women and girls (VAWG).

VAWG is a vast subject, described by the 
UN as “any act of gender-based violence 
that results in, or is likely to result in, 
physical, sexual or mental harm or 
suffering to women, including threats of 
such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation 
of liberty, whether occurring in public or 
in private life” – a definition used in the UK 
only since 2005.  It is one of the most 
systematic human rights abuses, a global 
epidemic affecting one in three women 
across every social, economic, religious 
and cultural group.

I am focusing on domestic violence in 
the UK but it is impossible to fully 
understand the causes or consequences of 
VAWG without looking at the 
discrimination and inequality women face 
at home and in society every day. VAWG is 
the result of historically unequal power 
relations between men and women which 
have led to domination of women by men. 
What happens to women in the private 
sphere of home is inevitably shaped by 
women’s status in the public sphere. As 
long as women are not equal with men, as 
long as they do not get equal pay, equal 
succession rights or abortion rights, as long 
as women are objectified in the media and 
are victims of honour killings, there is very 
little hope of eradicating violence 
perpetrated against women.

Over the past 30 years, there have been 
major changes in national policy and in our 
understanding of domestic violence, 
predominantly in response to relentless 
advocacy and campaigning by the women‘s 
movement and non-governmental 
organisations providing services to 
abused women. This is reflected in 
health and social care. Government and 

n o n - g o v e r n m e n t 
institutions’ research on 
domestic violence has 
helped formulate policy 
recommendations. In 
addition, the criminal 
justice system has been 
re-configuring the 
judicial response, 
increasing the number 
of perpetrators being 
convicted. Importantly, 
during that period, 

organisations like Women’s Aid, Southall 
Black Sisters and many more grassroots 
organisations have provided a wide range of 
invaluable services to survivors of domestic 
violence, including telephone helplines, 
counselling, specialist court advocacy, 
drop-in centres, resettlement services, and 
survivors’ support groups, to enable women 
and their children to rebuild their lives. 
Today their very existence is at risk. 

Despite some lip-service, political 
responses and resources allocated to this 
problem have been piecemeal and 
inadequate. Most notably, in the past three 
years, many services aimed at helping the 
most vulnerable women have seen funding 
slashed. Local authorities have decreased 
budgets and the women’s sector is 
facing some of the most draconian cuts 
ever. In London alone, refuges and 
domestic violence services have been cut 
by £1.9m overall when comparing 
2009/10 and 2012/13 spending. 
Intensifying privatisation of key public 
services is likely to affect them further. 

Meanwhile this week two women have 
died at the hand of a violent partner or 
perpetrator - behind closed doors.

Anne Quesney, women’s activist, comments 
on the issue of domestic violence.

Official figures published by the Crown Prosecution Service in 2011 illustrate the problem:
  Nearly one million women experience at least one incident of domestic abuse each year.
  At least 750,000 children a year witness domestic violence. 
  Two women are killed each week by a partner or ex-partner. 
  54% of women victims of serious sexual assault were assaulted by a partner or ex-partner. 
  76% of all domestic violence incidents are repeats - women experience an average of 35 incidents of domestic violence before  

     reporting an incident to police.

behind
closed
doors
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this poWerful and accomplished feature documentary is 
currently opening in Britain after premiering at the top 
independent film festival, Sundance, where it won the 
Cinematography prize. I mention that because it’s available 
online but is well worth seeing in a film theatre. Though a 
genuinely independent documentary with a tapestry of 
funding, director Rick Rowley, who also shot and edited, has 
done a great job. 

The story is told from the point of view of investigative 
journalist and narrator Jeremy Scahill who wrote the 
underlying book of the same name, co-wrote the script and 
fronts very effectively. Starting with an investigation into a 
night time massacre at Gardez in Afghanistan, he stumbles on 
a secret (actually little known) wing of the US military called 
JSOC (Joint Special Operations Command) answerable directly 
to the President, carrying out operations in 70 countries 
around the world, killing with impunity and apparently 
subject to no legal controls. You couldn’t make it up!

I especially liked the section on US citizen and Muslim cleric 
Anwar al-Awlaki, who moved from co-operation with the US 
authorities after 9/11 to being put on their kill list for his 
radical online preaching. The interviews with his father and 
the story of his killing by drone attack in Yemen, followed two 
weeks later by the murder of his 16 year old son by another 
drone, are the one place where the film pauses a little from 
Scahill and his ‘investigation’ - and the better for it.

It is possible to take a more critical view of Dirty Wars, as 
Douglas Valentine does in his informative if sour Counterpunch 
article with the words ‘self indulgence’ in the title. But the 
device of Scahill’s investigation, bookended by the two sets of 
killings, provides a moving and effective story which is almost 
certainly more satisfying for the audience than anything Mr 
Valentine would have made. Such are the problems of radical 
film-making. Congratulations to Scahill and Rowley for their 
courage and skills, I say. This is a film that can help make a 
little difference.

For UK screenings see www.dirtywars.org.

go see
dirTY Wars 

documenTarY
Ian Ilett

Falkirk 1
despite the best efforts of cameron and his chorus 
of anti-trade union backbenchers, the ongoing 
Falkirk selection dispute is still not resonating 
outside the Westminster village. Just 26% of 
people said they were following the story very or 
fairly closely in a recent YouGov poll – 48% were not 
following it at all or were totally unaware of it. bad 
news for the blairite rump in the Scottish Labour 
Party	that	have	been	fanning	the	flames.

Falkirk 2
meanwhile, current Falkirk (and formerly Labour) 
mP eric Joyce has added his typically positive 
contribution,	“Of	course	the	threat	to	the	refinery	
itself is palpable, and of course local mPs, mSPs 
and ministers will do everything we can to try to 
find	another	buyer	for	the	closed	plant.	But	what’s	
the proposition as it stands?  come and enjoy a 
non-relationship with a militant union acting with 
its workers’ interests at the bottom of its 
priorities?”

Away win
It must be a lonely job representing Labour on West 
Oxfordshire district council, but what a pleasure to 
represent chipping Norton Ward, in the Prime 
minister’s back yard. Hats off to Labour’s by-election 
winner, now councillor, Geoff Saul.

Not in my backyard
The perils of the greasy pole in Parliament are well 
illustrated by defence Parliamentary Private 
Secretary, Penny mordaunt. The mP for Portsmouth 
North has supported her government in closing the 
shipbuilding yard in her constituency. Formerly very 
vocal on the issue, she sat in silence behind defence 
Secretary Philip Hammond as he royally screwed 
her town and passed its work to the clyde. It’s all 
very rewarding being an unpaid bag-carrier for a 
minister, but you can’t be that if you’ve lost your seat. 

The right to carry firearms
The Northern Ireland Assembly is about to reduce 
the	age	you	can	use	a	firearm	to	12	years	old.	What	
could possibly go wrong?
 
Do as I say
Great to see Lib dem minister Jo Swinson 
campaigning for decent treatment for interns 
– shame Lib dem mPs are still advertising for 
interns without even travel and meal allowances.

Powell’s nemesis
eddie mcGrady, former SdLP mP for South down, 
died recently. We all owe brother mcGrady a debt 
as	he	was	the	one	who	finally	ousted	Enoch	Powell	
as an mP.
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still blazing

global injustice

Gordon Nardell reviews 
A Blaze of Autumn Sunshine – The Last Diaries, 
by Tony Benn, published by Hutchinson, price £20.

mike Phipps reviews The Poverty of Capitalism, by John Hilary, published by Pluto, price £13 pbk

this final 
edition of Tony 
Benn’s diaries 
begins with the 
2007 Blair-Brown 
transition and ends 
in June 2013. But the 
diary proper comes 
to a halt in July 2009 
when Benn suffered 
c o m p l i c a t i o n s 

following surgery. So the last four years’ 
events are in essay form, condensed into a 
single chapter. Like so many things and 
people dear to him – none less than his 
beloved wife Caroline, who died in 2000 – 
Benn mourns the loss of his ability to make 
daily entries. And so must we.  

With its unvarnished and often 
unguarded insights into the author, the 
diary is a literary form perfectly suited to 
this reflective, philosophical yet sometimes 

this finanCial 
Crash, argues John 
Hilary in this 
important book, 
revealed “something 
rotten in the state of 
the global economy.” 
Over the previous 
three decades of 
neoliberalism, “states 

had granted unprecedented powers to 
capital while steadily undermining the 
rights of their own peoples.”

Even before the crash, 2.6 billion people 
worldwide were living on less than $2 
a day. Countries that liberalised their 
trade most in the 1990s, as the World 
Bank insisted, also experienced the 
biggest increases in poverty. Polarisation 
within these states also grew as the share 
of national income going to wages fell 
steeply and profits mushroomed. In 
Mexico, the real value of average wages 
halved over twenty years.

impetuous man. Benn was as good as his 
word when in 2001 he left Parliament to 
“spend more time in politics”. The entries 
reveal a man now in his 80s (he turned 88 
last April) accepting a punishing schedule 
of meetings, conferences, festivals and 
picket lines that would challenge many 
politicians half his age.  

Repeated entries make clear his visceral 
disdain for Tony Blair: ”When I hear his 
voice, it makes my blood turn cold,” he 
writes in October 2007. Brown, though, is 
a beast of different stripe – initially at 
least. In July 2007, even though “Brown is 
a neoliberal,” it is “necessary to take a 
constructive approach to the new 
government.” But he is soon recast as 
Blair’s co-accused: by May 2008, with 
Labour taking a local election drubbing 
and trailing badly in the opinion polls, 
Benn feels “bereaved that the Labour 
Party has gone that way... assassinated by 

Brown and Blair.” 
He is scathing about Labour’s response 

to the financial crisis, which he analyses as 
a question of democracy as much as 
economics: “The news is entirely 
dominated by business,” he complains in 
September 2008; “Politicians are treated as 
people entitled to make a comment... but 
money runs the world and democracy has, 
to that extent, been suspended.”

As Briefing readers might expect, these 
diaries confirm Benn as a principled, 
sincere radical. The book is also amusing 
for a few Victor Meldrew moments: Benn 
complains about the cost of running a car, 
but a few pages earlier – following a near-
miss on a London street – he proclaims 
cyclists “an absolute menace.” All this just 
reminds us that Tony Benn is human, and 
it’s his humanity that shines from these 
pages. Which is why you should buy this - 
it’s going to be a cold winter without him.

Following the bailout of the banks, the 
International Monetary Fund was 
resurrected to impose the same old failed 
neoliberal policies on countries. 
International capital was given greater 
freedom than ever to trample on state 
sovereignty. Particularly pernicious is the 
ability of corporations to sue states for lost 
revenue - even where no contractual 
relationship exists between the two! 
Hence states that tax soft drinks 
sweetened with fructose corn syrup have 
had to pay millions of dollars in damages 
to companies affected.

This offensive has been partly concealed 
by corporations cloaking themselves in 
the mantle of corporate social 
responsibility. Thus the grab for 
privatised state services can be portrayed 
as morally better than provision by a 
corrupt “failing” state - echoing Kipling’s 
“white man’s burden”.

Towering over everything is the 
devastation and dispossession caused by 

extractive industries, such as oil, gas and 
mining - witness the impact on the Niger 
Delta of Shell, which was accused of 
complicity in the killing of unarmed 
local people and other human rights 
violations. Less publicised was the role 
of British mining company Moterrico 
Metals in Peru, accused of brutally 
suppressing local protesters.

Meanwhile an estimated 2.6 billion 
people in the world don’t get enough to eat. 
The fact that many of these are rural food 
producers shows this is not a result of 
shortages - food production is up - but the 
power of global food corporations, which 
control the seed market and are fast buying 
up the land. In Latin America and Africa, 
indigenous communities have been 
evicted by armed paramilitaries linked to 
agri-business.

Fortunately there is real resistance to 
this at local, national and international 
level, as John Hilary documents in this 
excellent book.

Our reviewers pick 
a selection of

socialist reads for 
the holiday.
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seasonal 
reading

art Turning left

The unknown
chartist

chomsky in
conversation

Susan Press writes: 

barbara Humphries reviews William Cuffay 
- the life and times of a Chartist leader by 
Martin Hoyles, published by Hansib, price £9.99.

mike Phipps reviews On Western Terrorism, by 
Noam Chomsky and Andre Vltchek, published 
by Pluto, price £12.99.

a maJor neW exhibition at Tate Liverpool 
is taking an in-depth look at how the history 
of art has been influenced by left wing values.

Art Turning Left, which runs until February 
2014, examines the artistic influence of the left 
from the French Revolution to the present day. 
It analyses how socialist values such as 
collectivism, equality and the search for 
alternatives to capitalism have continuously 
influenced the making of art and visual culture. 

The exhibition explores everything from the 
high profile idealism of English artists and 
designers like William Morris and Walter 
Crane to the deliberate anonymity of the 
designers of the Atelier Populaire posters, who 
took over the École des Beaux Arts in May 1968 
and silkscreened hundreds of posters rallying 

students and workers against de Gaulle.
The direct involvement of visual artists in 

radical politics is traced back to the French 
Revolution, when artists such as Jacques-Louis 
David granted permission for their artwork to 
be reproduced to support the Republican 
cause. David’s iconic image of The Death of 
Marat 1793–4, painted at the height of the 
French Revolution, is an exhibition highlight 
along with a trade union banner designed by 
Walter Crane.

Art Turning Left is built around the key 
concerns that have spanned different historical 
periods and places rather than being in simple 
chronological order. Themes explored range 
from equality in production and the idea of 
collective authorship to the innovative artistic 

work of anarchists and Situationists, free art 
and anonymous art, as well as work made by 
whole communities.

The show pays major homage to Bauhaus, 
the early 20th century Modernist movement 
championing the notion of absolute equality 
between all forms of art. Its influence was so 
all-pervading in Germany that its Berlin school 
was closed under pressure from the Nazis.

Aleksandr Deyneka’s Farmer on Her 
Bicycle exemplifies the Social Realist school 
emblematic of Stalin’s Soviet Union. Photos 
of the  Chilean art collective, CADA, which 
parked ten milk trucks outside the Museum of 
Fine Arts in protest at the basic provision that 
Santiago’s poor lacked under Pinochet, are 
another must-see.

WhiCh Was the first aerial bombardment 
deliberately timed to go out live on US 
primetime TV? Why was Falluja general 
hospital declared a legitimate target by the US 
military in the war on Iraq? 
Answers: Reagan’s bombing of the Libyan 
capital in 1986; and Falluja’s hospital was 
declared fair game because it was distributing 
casualty figures - “enemy propaganda”. 

These conversations between veteran 
campaigner Noam Chomsky and journalist and film-maker Andre 
Vltchek are full of such nuggets. Their discussions range across the 
globe, but the Arab Spring especially is singled out as a force for 
hope. The impetus it has given to free expression and trade union 
organisation is causing real headaches for US policy, argues 
Chomsky, given that 80% of the populations of these countries see 
the US and Israel as the main threat they face. 

Rather than allow such views to shape government policy, the US 
props up dictators, only to bundle them out of office when the mass 
movement becomes unstoppable. They then shore up the old order, 
while calling it democracy - but the process is far from over yet.

William Cuffay was one of the leaders of 
the Chartist movement, although his role 
was not always documented in standard 
histories. This book gives his life story - not 
just his contribution to the Chartist 
movement, but how he came to be involved 
and what happened to him at the end of his 
life. He was an early black activist in the 
British labour movement. Both his 
grandfather and father were slaves – the 
former was shipped from Africa to the 
Caribbean island of St Kitts, which was a 
British colony.

This is a readable book with a human 
insight into slavery, 19th century life and the 
lives of women at the time - Cuffay lost his 
first wife to the hazards of childbirth. It tells 
what happened to the many labour 
movement activists like Cuffay who were 
sentenced to life transportation to Tasmania 
in the 19th century.



I hAvE BEEn A COMMunITY ACTIvIST and 
adult education worker for most of the last 40 
years. I still remember the excitement I felt 17 
years ago when I attended a radical international 
adult education conference in Slovenia, 
organised by the sadly now defunct International 
League for Social Commitment in Adult 
Education. As a working class young man from 
an inner-city council estate in Leeds, and as a 
committed socialist, I was to mix with 
Sandinistas and Palestinians from the PLO 
among others. 

I remember after some morning and 
afternoon workshops we were all coming back 
from an early evening trip to a chapel - then a 
bar - on the island on Lake Bled. We were 
singing a diverse range of political songs which 
included Michael Row The Boat Ashore - there 
was a radical nun among our party of adult 
educators, a very brave woman who had stood 
up to the dictator Marcos in the Philippines. We 

Time to 
start 
dreaming 
again

ouTside
lefT

barry ewart ponders 
what it means to be a 
democratic socialist.

An occasional 
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takes an 
iconoclastic 
look at the 
world.
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felt we were all on the side of the oppressed as 
we started singing The Internationale but there 
was a audible groan from the working class 
boatmen. Sadly to them ‘socialism’, because of 
their experiences under top-down, 
undemocratic Stalinism, was a dirty word.

Looking back at history, it seems that the early 
socialists never really used the term ‘democratic 
socialist’ because the democratic bit was taken 
for granted. But ever since this experience I have 
been happy to describe myself as a ‘democratic 
socialist.’ Some argue that the greatest 
achievement of neo-liberalism was to trap 
democratic socialists in a political straitjacket, 
but it has also stopped democratic socialists from 
dreaming.  Some on the left follow Marx like a 
prophet, hanging on to every word. But my real 
heroes are Rosa Luxemburg, for promoting the 
cause of critical thinking, Paulo Freire, for his 
empowering adult education, and John Lennon, 
for his love and humanity. But Marx was right on 
wage slavery – we all have to sell our labour 
power to live, and half of our working week is 
surplus labour - profit for the owners.  

As a democratic socialist I have always argued 
for progressive policies to get this share of 
surplus labour back for working people. I have 
argued for democratic public ownership of the 
utilities with staff electing the boards and 
communities having a say. I have further argued 
for windfall taxes on big business, wealth taxes 
and land taxes plus a 5% Financial Transaction 
Tax and for a global minimum wage, a global 
shorter working week, for global earlier 
retirement, and for better global health and 
safety. These are all progressive reforms leading 
towards a new global economic system which is 
fairer, better and greener!  

Capitalism is inefficient, puts profit ahead of 
human need and depends on inequality and 
exploitation. It is seriously damaging the planet 
as well as people. Billions of homeless people 
live in shanty towns, work for poverty pay, live 
on less than $2 a day and go to bed hungry at 
night. It is the labour of the working billions 
which creates the wealth and makes societies 
work, and every day the rich and powerful must 
pray that they will turn up for work. As 
democratic socialists we should be championing 
progressive reforms for the whole of humanity. 
It’s time to start dreaming again.


