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 CORONAVIRUS—AS THE TORIES
 LOOK AFTER THE RICH, WE SAY...

GOVERNMENT

Tories lurch from 
chaos to crisis to 
help the bosses
BORIS Johnson  
signalled a major shift in 
the Tories’ approach to 
coronavirus on Monday.

He advised people to work 
from home and avoid social 
contact and travel. 

He was expected to 
announce further measures on 
Tuesday. But he will still be 
putting business interests first.
>>Page 2

STRIKES

Anger at unsafe 
conditions 
sparks action
ROYAL MAIL workers 
in South West London 
walked out last week 
over lack of hand gels 
and wipes to protect 
them from coronavirus.

Refuse workers in 
Glasgow staged a sit-in over 
similar issues. And hospital 
workers in south east 
London struck over wages.
>>Pages 4&5

ITALY

Strikes over virus 
before deal done 
with trade unions
WORKERS AT a car 
components factory 
near Florence struck to 
demand people’s safety 
be put before profit. 

One complained, “Workers 
are used as cannon fodder.” 

Unions later signed a deal 
with the government.
>>Page 20



by SADIE ROBINSON

BORIS JOHNSON signalled a 
shift in the Tories’ approach to 
coronavirus on Monday. It follows 
growing anger at the government 
response. But the Tories are still 
putting ordinary people at risk.

In the first of planned daily  
briefings, Johnson called on people 
to take more drastic action. 

He said anyone in a household 
with someone who has a fever or 
continuous cough “should stay at 
home for 14 days”.

“If possible you should not go 
out even to buy food or essentials,” 
he said. People with no symptoms 
should stop “non-essential contact 
and all unnecessary travel”. 

“We need people to start working 
from home,” said Johnson. “And you 
should avoid pubs, clubs, theatres 
and other such social venues.”

The shift, which came far later 
than it should have done, was 
shaped by modelling from Imperial 
College London researchers. 

They warned that the previous 
approach could have led to hospi-
tals being overwhelmed and an esti-
mated 260,000 deaths.

They said the new measures 
might hold deaths down to “a few 
thousands or tens of thousands”. 

But Johnson did not instruct 
bosses to allow home working, 
instead leaving this to individuals. 

Millions will now fear going to 
work in case they catch or spread the 
virus–but also fear the consequences 
if they don’t work. Johnson had no 
answer for them. 

And his speech contained nothing 
about what will be done for people 
already being laid off. 

Johnson said on Monday that 

schools would remain open. He 
said nothing about how schools will 
manage as more workers follow gov-
ernment advice and self-isolate. 

Head teachers’ groups said it is 
“likely that a number of schools will 
close because there are too few staff 
available”.

Protect
The Tories had unveiled no plan 
to protect children in the event of 
school closures as Socialist Worker 
went to press. They had still refused 
to cancel exams scheduled this year 
to ease the stress on students.

In a welcome move from below, 
the NEU education union called on 
its members in vulnerable categories 
not to go to work. 

Any teacher might be affected. 

The logic is for them all to stop work.
The government is likely to make 

many more announcements over the 
coming days. But its main priority–
to protect profits–will stay the same.

It is clear that trying to stop an 
underfunded NHS from collaps-
ing lay behind much of Johnson’s 
advice. So he urged people to stay 
away from hospitals unless they 
“really need” them. 

He advised people not to call 
the 111 helpline but to “go online” 
instead. It’s a disgraceful indicator 
of how ill equipped the system is to 
deal with the coronavirus. 

Johnson said the measures would 
“give our NHS the chance to cope”. 

It would have a much better 
chance if the government massively 
diverted funds to the health service, 

took over private health facilities 
and launched an emergency pro-
gramme of hospital building.

Instead, the government isn’t 
even ensuring that frontline health 
workers have enough safety equip-
ment such as masks. And they are 
not being tested for the virus.

Mass testing is a key part of fight-
ing the virus by tracking its spread 
and targeting those who have it for 
help.

The crisis shows up everything that 
is wrong with capitalism. Refusing to 
give people the help they need will 
lead to unnecessary deaths.

 Profiteering rich look for handouts as they slash jobs 
BOSSES WANT to cash 
in from the coronavirus 
crisis. Billionaire Richard 
Branson’s Virgin Atlantic 
demanded “emergency 
credit facilities to a value 
of £5 billion to 
£7.5 billion”.

At the same time it sent 
thousands of workers home 
for eight weeks without 
pay, apparently with the 
agreement of the Unite and 
Balpa unions. 

The firm has also 
slashed workers’ sick pay 
from six months full pay to 
just 12 weeks. 

It would cost £34 million 
to pay each of the 8,500 
workers £500 a week for 
eight weeks. 

Branson is worth over 
£4 billion.

The British Beer 
and Pub Association 
wrote to Boris Johnson 
demanding support to 

prevent mass job losses. 
Its chief executive Emma 
McClarkin said, “Hundreds 
of thousands of jobs will be 
lost in the very short term 
unless a proactive package 
creating cash and liquidity 
is provided immediately.”

Meanwhile Carphone 
Warehouse decided this 
was the right time to 
announce the closure of 
all its 531 shops, slashing 
2,900 jobs.

No worker should suffer 
because of this crisis. 
The quantitative easing 
programme for the banks 
since 2009 has cost at 
least £450 billion. 

If the government gave 
every adult in Britain 
£2,000 it would cost just 
£104 billion.

We need a bailout for 
working class people, not 
more handouts for the 
bosses.
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‘‘THE THINGS 
THEY SAY
‘I don’t take 
responsibility at 
all’
US president Donald Trump on 
the coronavirus

‘ITV still plans to 
air Ant and Dec’s 
Saturday Night 
Takeaway next 
weekend—but 
it is unclear if 
there will be a live 
studio audience’
The Daily Mail newspaper 
gets to the real issues of the 
coronavirus crisis

‘Comparing 
coronavirus to 
war is incorrect. 
The Luftwaffe is 
not bombing our 
cities’
Tony Parsons writes in the Sun 
on 14 March

‘If ever there was 
a time to summon 
up a little of that 
old Blitz spirit, 
this is it’
Tony Parsons writes in the Sun 
on 29 February

‘In defiance of 
the coronavirus 
epidemic’
The Daily Mail hails the brave 
queen in continuing to carry 
out her ‘duties’—whatever they 
are

 Big profit potential 
in race for vaccine
US DRUG company Gilead owns 
the Remdesivir drug, a potential 
Covid-19 vaccine. It is booming in 
“pandemic stock sales”. 

Bosses are currently preparing 
sell the drug for £100 a person, 
although it is unclear how effective, 
if at all, it is. 

Gilead is fighting a legal battle 
to deny the Chinese government 
access to the drug. It fears China 
would remake the vaccine.

Amazon sellers try 
to cash in... 
ATTEMPTS TO cash in on 
coronavirus fears has seen prices 
on Amazon fluctuate widely. So 
prices of masks and sanitisers have 
risen by as much as 2,000 percent.

A search for “coronavirus” on 
the website brings up disparate 
products ranging from £9 nasal 
sprays that promise to treat the 
“cause of virus infections” to £20 
medical ID bands and testing kits 
for dogs and cats.

...and some fail
NOAH COLVIN, from Tennessee, 
spent three days driving around 
the US state and neighbouring 
areas buying up hygiene products. 

His brother Matt, an Amazon 
merchant, stayed home preparing 
online listings—300 of which sold 
immediately for between $8 and 
$70 a pop. 

They amassed some 17,700 
bottles of hand sanitiser and 
thousands of packs of antibacterial 
wipes. 

They have given it all away after 
they were investigated and banned 
from selling the products.

Prescription fees 
are still set to rise
NHS PRESCRIPTION charges 
will rise to £9.15 next month, the 
government has announced. 

Patients will have to pay 15p 
more for medicines from 1 April. 
The prescription charge in England 
is currently £9 after it went up 
from £8.80 last year. 

There is no charge for 
prescriptions in Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland.

Over-75s will have 
to buy TV licences
THE BBC has announced it will 
delay the planned scrapping of free 
TV licences for people over 75.

Older people were set to have to 
pay for the licences from 1 June. 
Now, thanks to the caring and 
generous nature of Tories and BBC 
bosses, they will only have to pay 
from 1 August.

The news came as 3.7 million 
over-75s could be confined to their 
homes for up to four months to try 
and limit coronavirus deaths.

 Say no to wage cuts, unpaid layoffs and benefit waits
WORKERS FACE losing out on vital 
wages if their hours are slashed or 
they are laid off by bosses shutting 
down for coronavirus.

In Ireland, 140,000 workers are 
thought to have been laid off. The 
figure includes 70,000 restaurant 
workers, 50,000 pub and bar staff, 
and around 20,000 creche and 
childcare workers.

Workers in Britain have also 
started to suffer.

For example, British Airways 
boss Alex Cruz said the airline 
would ground flights “like never 
before” and that “jobs would be 
lost—perhaps for a short term, 
perhaps longer term.”

And hundreds of workers at 
pottery giant Steelite International 
in Stoke-on-Trent have had their 

hours cut. Hourly-paid factory, 
packing and warehouse staff will 
have their working hours cut for up 
to six weeks.

Emily, a catering worker in 
Devon, told Socialist Worker what 
coronavirus might mean in her 

workplace.
“It seems likely that many people 

where I work will take holiday 
leave so at least they get some 
money,” she said.

“I work with a lot of mothers with 
families. One of my colleagues has 
four children including a new born 
baby. 

“For her, the money she earns 
working at the shop makes up half 
of her family’s income, it’s a worry 
that they won’t cope without it.”

No worker should have their 
wages slashed to protect their 
bosses’ profits. But they should also 
have immediate access to benefits 
if they do. 

The government announced 
on Monday that face-to-face 
assessments for sickness benefits 

will be suspended for three months. 
That’s not enough. 

No one should be asked to 
attend a Jobcentre to sign on or 
prove they’ve been looking for 
work—or should be sanctioned 
while self-isolating.

One Jobcentre worker told 
Socialist Worker that the system 
is capable of delivering benefits 
to people quickly—if bosses feel 
the pressure. “There are lots of 
things that can be resolved,” they 
said. “But it’s a matter of what we 
prioritise.

“If we don’t bring people in 
for pointless appointments, for 
example, and turn everyone’s 
resources towards getting those 
payments out, lo and behold we 
can do it.”

The NHS is the frontline of tackling the crisis

  Tories lurch from chaos 
to crisis to help bosses

BORIS JOHNSON gives his press conference         

 SWP statement on the virus---‘We need emergency action’      
THE SOCIALIST Workers Party 
(SWP) has produced a statement 
on coronavirus—available at  
bit.ly/swpstat

Here are some of its demands: 

lAll necessary resources must 
be provided for the NHS.

lRequisition the beds of private 
sector hospitals across Britain if 
they are required to deal with the 
coronavirus crisis.

lAll necessary forms of 
protection from the virus to 
be provided to workers in the 
industries and services that are 
necessary to continue.

lThe government must  
assure all workers that additional 
costs of childcare and any social 
care they might incur will be  
met.

lPlans must be made to cover 
the extra financial cost of feeding 
children who are growing up in 
poverty and rely on school meals. 
MPs have estimated 3 million 
children are at risk of being 
hungry if schools close.

lUrgent measures must be taken 
to protect the most vulnerable 
—for example, elderly people 
whether living on their own or in 
social care homes.

lCouncils should cooperate 
with local trade union branches, 
community organisations, 
churches, mosques, GP practices 
and health centres to provide 
the necessary support to 
self-isolating and vulnerable 
households—regular contact, 
supplies of food and other 
essentials.

lBenefit claimants should not be 
called for interviews, be expected 
to sign on, or be sanctioned 
for not being able to attend 
appointments.

lHomeless people must be 
moved into empty properties  

and provided with access to 
benefits.

lAbsolute opposition to 
scapegoating and racism. We 
need international action and 
cooperation, not closure of 
borders.

lNo extra repressive powers for 
the government or the police.

lFree broadband to enable 
discussion and reduce isolation.

lThe trade unions to launch 
resistance and a broader 
movement to force the Tories to 
implement this programme.

Branson

Got a story?
Email ideas to  
reports@socialistworker.co.uk
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 We need planned system,  
 not pleas to boss profiteers
THE coronavirus 
crisis has shown 
up the irrationality 
of capitalism. Tory 
health secretary 
Matt Hancock has 
appealed for firms to 
redirect parts of their 
production to making 
ventilators.

This is because the 
NHS does not have 
enough to cope with 
the growing crisis.

So rather than the 
government making 
sure that the health 
service has enough 
basic equipment, this 
is to be left to the 
whim of private firms.

And what’s more, 
private firms will be 
able to cash in on the 
crisis. 

Hancock said, 
“We are saying if you 
produce a ventilator 
then we will buy it. No 
number is too high.”

At the same time 
the government is 
“negotiating” with 
private health firms 
about using their 
resources to treat 
patients. 

The Tory plans 
could see them paying 
around £2.4 million 

to private firms every 
day for the use of their 
hospital beds.

This is a disgrace. 
All healthcare 
facilities should be 
commandeered by the 
government to protect 
lives and deal with the 
crisis. 

And profiteering 
firms shouldn’t 
get a penny in 
compensation.

Relying on the free 
market to provide 
essential goods and 
services is a disaster. 

It means profit 
comes before people, 
and people don’t 
get the things they 
need if they can’t 
pay for them. It 

is a mechanism 
for diverting huge 
amounts of cash from 
ordinary people to the 
bosses.

We need a socialist 
system where 
production is planned 
democratically so that 
the needs of everyone 
are met. 

Hancock has also 
said arms firms should 
temporarly  
re-engineer to make 
vital medical goods. 

Why can’t that 
happen all the  
time? 

And why can’t 
polluting industries 
be transferred 
into sustainable 
production?

Matt Hancock runs to the rescue of a boss in trouble

 Unofficial strike at London  
 hospital over unpaid wages
WORKERS AT a 
south east London 
hospital where some 
coronavirus cases 
have been treated 
walked off the job 
last Thursday in fury 
at unpaid wages. 

Around 30 
cleaning and catering 
workers struck 
unofficially after 
finding out that 
subcontractor ISS 
had not stumped up 
money it owed.  

Some of the GMB 
union members had 
been underpaid on  
27 February—and 
were disappointed to 
find out that they had 
not received more 
money in their new 
wage slips. 

Bosses quickly 
promised to stump up 
the cash as workers 
queued up outside 
their office last 
Thursday. 

Workers went 
back to work on the 
following day—then 
held a lunchtime 
protest when they 

saw that bosses hadn’t 
paid out. 

One cleaner said, 
“It has been disgusting 
the way they treat us. 

“We are working 
with coronavirus in 
the hospital and not 
getting paid for it. 

“If we don’t clean 
the ward it is a 
state and we have a 
chance of catching 
coronavirus here.”

The ISS director 
at the hospital 
agreed to meet with 
union officials, but 
then branded their 
demand for £100 
compensation for each 
worker as “ransom”. 

Outsourced support 
staff are expected to 
be on the front line of 
the coronavirus fight, 
but are treated with 
contempt. 

Bosses should pay 
up—and put workers 
and patients before 
profit. One domestic 
said, “I need to pay 
rent today. I am so 
stressed the whole 
day. I can’t get the 
strength to work. 

“We need to get 
money.”

Workers and their 
union leaders should 
not hold back from 
strikes because of the 
coronavirus threat.

 Anger over  
 unsafe work  
 conditions  
 spurs some  
 walkouts
SEVERAL GROUPS of workers 
have taken the issue of corona-
virus safety into their own hands.

Royal Mail workers in South West 
London walked out last week over 
the lack of hand gels, gloves and 
wipes to protect them from the virus.

Postal workers, particularly deliv-
ery staff, meet many people during 
their work but had not been given 
proper protection.  

Bin collections in some areas of 
Glasgow were suspended last week 
after refuse workers staged a sit-in 
because they had no access to hand 
sanitiser or hot water at their depot.

Workers at the Polmadie depot 
refused to work on Thursday of last 
week, leaving parts of the south east 
of the city without collections.

One striker told Socialist Worker, 
“It’s an insult we don’t have the 
basics, it’s not asking for much.

“Managers gave us some more 
after we walked out.”

Workers at Soas, University of 
London, threatened to walk out 
unless bosses agreed to close the 
site. It follows a student being diag-
nosed with coronavirus.

Sandy Nicoll is a branch secretary 
of the Unison union at Soas. He told 
Socialist Worker, “What brought 
things to a head was the mishan-
dling of the cleaners in relation to 
the coronavirus case.

“We found out last Thursday 
morning that a student had begun 
to feel ill the previous Friday. They 
went home and were later con-
firmed as having the virus.

Cleaners
“We then discovered that Soas had 
contacted all students and lecturers 
about it, but failed to contact the 
cleaners who had cleaned that room 
after the student had been there.

“If they have failed to take even 
the most basic steps, it shows they 
are incapable of managing this situ-
ation. That led people to feel really 
uncomfortable.”

Workers told bosses that if they 
did not agree to close Soas by 
Tuesday of this week, they would 
organise a walkout. Students 
have also called their own strike.  

Sandy said, “We had a branch com-
mittee meeting via Whatsapp over 
the weekend. We agreed a statement 
and a plan. 

“It isn’t only being at Soas that 
people are worried about, it’s also 
taking public transport into cen-
tral London. One of our members 
described the university as a ‘static 
cruise ship’.

“Nobody wants to carry on work-
ing in this context.” The threat of 
action forced bosses to concede the 
unions demands.

PSA car plants at Ellesmere 
Port and Luton were closed this 
week after French unions said they 
would call strikes unless production 
stopped across Europe.

Outsourced cleaners and cater-
ers in the department for Business, 
Energy and Industrial Strategy won 
the right to be be paid in full if their 
building closes or they have to self 
isolate. Their PCS union said this 
was thanks to pressure they put on 
their bosses.

And after furious meetings by PCS 
members in one jobcentre, bosses 
agreed that anyone with underly-
ing health conditions should be 
sent home. One jobcentre worker 
told Socialist Worker, “Managers 
are saying it’s business as usual. But 
business as usual has become like a 
swear word in our office.

“People are furious that the idea 
of herd immunity will leave so many 
people vulnerable.”

BACK STORY
Some workers in Britain have 
struck over coronavirus fears
lThe walkouts include some post 
workers who struck over the lack 
of hand gels, gloves and wipes
lMore action in Glasgow forced 
bin collections to be suspended 
after refuse staff staged a sit-in
lAnd at Soas, University of 
London workers organised to 
walkout and won their demands
lCar plants at Ellesmere Port 
and Luton were shut after French 
unions threatened walkouts

Chaos in the stock markets makes the 
coronavirus crisis worse for workers 
THE CORONAVIRUS has 
plunged the world economy 
into recession and bosses want 
workers to pay for it. 

Tens of thousands of workers 
across the globe have already 
seen their hours cut, been laid off 
or been told to take leave.

Measures to try and limit 
the spread of the virus have 
hit shops, airlines, travel 
agencies, hotels, restaurants and 
entertainment venues. 

Governments in Italy, Spain 
and Austria have brought in 
restrictions limiting people from 
leaving their homes. 

In France, all cafes, 
restaurants, bars, non-essential 
shops and entertainment venues 
have been closed.

There are 175,000 restaurants 
in France and 40,000 bars. 

Their closure will not only 
affect staff who work in them, 
but those working in the supply 
chains too.

And in places where bars, 
restaurants and shops remain 
open, fewer people are visiting 
them due to fears about 
spreading the virus.

Every worker whose job is 
destroyed by bosses’ defence of 
profits should have their wages 
guaranteed by the state. 

Otherwise those least 
able to survive—zero hours 
and short term contract 

workers—will take the hit 
for important public health 
measures

Airlines are cancelling flights, 
with a knock-on effect on other 
industries.

For instance, there are 80,000 
fewer passengers travelling 
through Frankfurt airport, one of 
the largest in Europe, every day. 

Suspend
TUI, Europe’s biggest holiday 
firm, said it will temporarily 
suspend most of its travel 
operations until further notice. 
TUI stocks plunged by 35 percent 
on Monday morning.

Cancellations of major sports 
tournaments, matches and other 

events has led to bookmakers 
complaining that they will lose 
out as there is nothing to bet on.

The drastic impact on profits 
has sparked panic on stock 
markets, as investors rush to sell 
shares to avoid losing money.

Stock market prices in London 
and New York fell to their lowest 
level since the 1987 Black 
Monday crash on Thursday of 
last week. 

The value of stock markets 
across Europe fell again on 
Monday. The FTSE fell to its 
lowest point since October 2011—
with every share being down.

For all the talk of stockpiling 
by ordinary people, it’s firms that 
are hoarding their cash. 

Financial Times associate 
editor Rana Foroohar this week 
wrote that the virus had led to a 
“corporate credit run” that had 
caused “panic” in the markets. 

“Companies are trying to 
stockpile cash whether they need 
it immediately or not,” she said.

There is more than enough 
money in the system to make 

sure that no one loses 
out if they have to take 
a break from work due 
to the virus. Workers 
should not pay the 
price for the crisis. 

But it will take a 
battle to make sure 
they don’t.

HEALTH WORKERS in Wolverhampton. Several groups of workers have already had to fight over safety 

A trader on the New York Stock Exchange

Cleaners protest outside the hospital 

WHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINK

ORGANISE FOR ALTERNATIVE 
TO TORIES’ SHUTDOWN 

 T
HERE ARE no 
“market‑based solutions” 
to saving hundreds of 
thousands of vulnerable 
people’s lives from 

coronavirus. We have to suspend 
capitalism.

Resources from across society 
and the economy—whether car 
plants, corportate call centres, 
supermarkets or second homes—
have to be thrown into an 
effort to save lives. That needs a 
collective and planned response, 
not leaving it to the anarchy of the 
market.

Workers in Royal Mail, for 
instance, could be used to deliver 
food and supplies to people who 
have had to self‑isolate.

In the worst case scenario, 
the NHS will need an additional 
20,000 ventilators to help people 
to breathe.

Yet The BBC reports that 
specialist firms that make 
ventilators and other critical 
equipment might not be prepared 
to share their intellectual property 
with others to help make more.

This shows up the logic of 
capitalism where firms compete 
with one another to grab a bigger 
slice of the market share of profits. 

Instead, production should be 

subordinated to meeting people’s 
needs. There should not be 
attempts at further profiteering 
from the NHS during this crisis. 

The Tory government says it 
wants a “national response”—while 
rigidly sticking to market logic. 
And under the guise of “national 
unity” and “pulling together,” the 
Tories and bosses will try to make 
ordinary workers pay. 

We need class unity against the 
Tories and initiatives from below 
to protect people’s lives.  

In some areas people are 
coming together to help each 
other during a time of crisis. 
Local organisation and initiative 
is welcome. But it must not be 
captured by the fakery of “national 

unity”. Instead it needs to be 
guided by class unity against the 
Tories.

That’s very different to bosses 
shutting up shop for the duration 
of the coronavirus crisis and 
abandoning workers. 

The threat of mass layoffs hangs 
over people in pubs, restaurants, 
cafes, cinemas, theatres and 
conference centres. Sackings have 
already taken place and many 
zero hour contract workers have 
already been told not to go in. 

As people are told to minimise 
social contact, it’s understandable 
that fewer people will use some 
services. 

All those workers should have 
full pay and support throughout 
any closures. 

The unions need to fight against 
the bosses in every such case—
not sign up to any deals that sees 
bosses bailed out and workers 
paying the price. 

Governments around the world 
have responded by prioritising 
keeping up profit flows. We need 
a bottom up approach that puts 
people before profit—and that 
means breaking with business as 
usual.

As capitalism fails, we need to 
put forward a socialist alternative.

WE’RE NOT GOING AWAY
 WHEN THERE is a social and 

economic crisis, socialists 
call for mass collective 

action. We say take to the streets, 
gather in meetings and hold rallies.

The coronavirus crisis makes 
much of that impossible. But 
we still have to find ways to act 
together, and to put forward 
arguments for resistance. 

Those who are at work will need 
to use every method to organise to 
defend their interests and fight for 
our wider class’s demands.

We hope you will continue to 

read Socialist Worker in its printed 
form and online. 

Now more than ever we need 
to skewer the Tories’ failures, 
bring news of resistance and link 
the crisis to the way capitalism 
operates. 

Our website and our social 
media have always been important. 
They are even more vital now.

Please share that content with 
others. Follow us on Facebook and 
Twitter and sign up for Breakfast 
in Red—our morning email.

The Socialist Workers Party 

(SWP) won’t hold meetings in the 
usual way. But there will be online 
meetings for people to watch at 
the SWP’s Facebook page. There 
are videos to watch at swpTvUK 
on YouTube. 

The empty streets and other 
restrictions mean we will sell far 
fewer copies of Socialist Worker. If 
you can, please donate to make sure 
that we come through this crisis.

The socialist voice will not be 
silenced, and we will find new ways 
to be together in solidarity and for 
change.

We need class 
unity against the 
Tories and 
initiatives from 
below

‘‘ 
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that matter: socialistworker.co.uk

Sign up for our morning email  
Breakfast in Red at  
socialistworker.co.uk/subscribe

Download Whatsapp to your 
phone Save  
07494 519595 as Socialist 
Worker WhatsApp. Send 
‘start’to 07494 519595

We are on Twitter
@socialistworker

Find us on Facebook 
Socialist Worker 
(Britain)

Socialist Workers Party 
 online meetings and videos
lFor meetings on Facebook go to  
facebook.com/socialistworkersparty

lFor videos on YouTube go to  
youtube.com/user/swpTvUk
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Rulers want to cure 
capitalism of virus
WE’VE ALREADY learned two important things in the 
Covid-19 crisis. The first is that the future is here. 

For decades people have been predicting that the blind 
process of capital accumulation would unleash terrible 
disasters. Now the Australian wildfires and the coronavirus 
pandemic show that the disasters have begun.

I’ve been on strike for the past few weeks along with tens 
of thousands of other university workers. Now we’re starting 
to return to work amid the chaos unleashed by Covid-19. 

To its demands about pay and pensions and casualisation, 
the UCU union has added a call for an immediate shutdown 
of colleges and universities. This is how things are going to 
be now—struggle amid disaster.

Second, the disaster is amplified by the far right that has 
taken office in many countries. Prime examples are Donald 
Trump and Boris Johnson.

Covid-19 is probably an unintended consequence of 
intensive factory farming. 

Capitalism is morally responsible for the reckless way in 
which it destroys nature. But the past few weeks’ panic on 
the financial markets reflected the bosses’ justified fear that 
the pandemic will wreck the world economy.

Venal far right politicians can make things a lot worse. 
Trump’s and Johnson’s responses have both been terrible, 
but significantly different. 

Trump needs booming stock markets to create a feelgood 
atmosphere about the economy that will help him get 
re-elected in November.

So he played Covid-19 down, dismissing it as a “hoax” 
invented by the Democrats. 

The federal government bungled the initial production 
of the drug to test for novel corona virus. In all probability 
Covid-19 is now raging through the American population. 

Trump has been forced into a U-turn. 
But his travel ban is a petulant and futile attempt to block 

the pathways of global capitalism through which the virus is 
spreading.

Johnson’s response has been, on the face of it, more 
rational. It is summed up by a New York Times newspaper 
headline, “UK Shields Its Economy from the Virus, but Not 
Yet Its People.” Indeed, it’s even worse. 

Testing
Chancellor Rishi Sunak is pouring money into the economy 
to help businesses get through the Covid-19 virus. But the 
government is abandoning mass testing and expects some 
60 percent of the population to be infected.

The idea is that if enough of the population get ill, we will 
develop “herd immunity”, preventing many people from 
getting re-infected in a later wave. This strategy is being 
justified by government apologists as based on “scientific 
evidence”.

But there’s no evidence. Covid-19 is a new variant of 
coronavirus. And Rob Wallace shows in his book Big Farms 
Make Big Flu that influenza has an astonishing ability to 
mutate and develop along different biological dimensions. 

It’s just an assumption that people exposed to the virus 
will develop an immunity to it.

Last Saturday Adam Kucharski, an academic whose 
modelling has been cited in support of the government 
strategy, tweeted, “I am deeply uncomfortable with the 
message that UK is actively pursuing ‘herd immunity’ as the 
main Covid-19 strategy.”

Worse still, Johnson and Cummings are gambling with 
people’s lives—and in particular those of older people, who 
are particularly vulnerable. Letting the virus run wild will 
mean putting people over 60 at risk, and betting that an NHS 
already overstretched to breaking point will save them. 

No wonder Johnson warned people that their “loved ones” 
might die.

We can’t rely on this callous Tory government to protect 
us. Collective action will be needed to force it to change 
course and release the resources to support the NHS,  
self-isolating households, and the vulnerable. 

Because many workplaces will shut down this action will 
have to centre on working class communities. 

Mutual help groups are already springing up all over the 
country. Organising from below has become more important 
than ever.

COLNBROOK DETENTION centre, where people have been put into isolation  

Demand to open detention 
centres over sickness fears
by TOMÁŠ TENGELY-EVANS

DETAINEE RIGHTS organ-
isations have said the 
Tories should “immediately 
release all immigration 
detainees”. 

Ten organisations wrote 
to home secretary Priti Patel 
after detainees suspected of 
having coronavirus were put 
into isolation at Colnbrook 
immigration removal centre. 

Their letter says, “As 
borders close around the 
globe and strict travel 
restrictions are implemented, 
the removal system is going 
to become much harder to 
operate, making increased 
numbers of removals and 
detentions unlawful.”

Lionel Shaw, who broke his 
ankle in three places, knows 
all about inadequate health-
care inside Harmondsworth 
immigrat ion detent ion 
centre. 

Forced
He was forced to wait 
for almost a week before 
being taken to hospital, as  
Socialist Worker revealed.

Once he was finally taken 
to the hospital, Lionel said, “I 
had to wait to get better from 
influenza.

“I was ill because of what 
I caught inside. All the toi-
lets are open and you don’t 
have chemicals or brushes 
because they’re afraid you’ll 
kill yourself.” 

Earlier this month a 

damning report by the HM 
Inspectorate of Prisons 
about Morton Hall centre in 
Lancashire showed alarming 
cases of self-harm. It found 
there had been 113 incidents 
of self-harm over a six-month 
period at the centre. 

Lionel said that there is no 
way “that environment can 
be safe” because it’s “like a 
prison”. 

“The guards ask questions 
if you will self-harm,” he said. 
“Even if you say yes, nothing 
is in place. 

“A lot of people will hurt 
themselves because they 

want to get out. You can see 
that the majority of people 
who had been in for a while 
are not well. 

“Harmondsworth is a dead 
place. Inside it’s full of germs, 
outside you’re breathing 
plane fuel.” 

Lionel said that guards 
carry knives “in case they 
have to cut down people” 
who have tried to hang 
themselves. 

“I know one guy had 
wrapped a sheet around his 
neck and when the guard got 
to him blood was coming out 
of his eyes,” he said. 

Overdosing
“When people go through lots 
of stuff, they see no way out. I 
have seen people  overdosing 
on pills they’ve saved up.”

He added, “Since I’ve been 
in there, I don’t like to hear 
the sound of keys. 

“That’s all you hear in the 
night and in the day when 
you are in there—and the 
sound of when they move 
that thing on the door to see 
if you’re dead or alive. 

“I can’t sleep, that’s true 
even now when I’m on drugs 
in hospital.” 

Anti-racists have to keep 
up the fight to stop all 
deportations and shut down 
Britain’s immigration deten-
tion centres.

Got a story?
Email ideas to reports@
socialistworker.co.uk

Marches are called off
STAND UP To Racism 
(SUTR) has postponed 
national demonstrations 
in London and Glasgow 
that were due to take 
place on Saturday. 

A statement from 
SUTR said, “We have 
taken the decision to 
postpone in response 
to coronavirus and its 
significant threat to 
public health. 

“The developing crisis 
has been marked by the 
government’s failure 
to take serious action 
to protect people and 
its ongoing refusal to 
combat a growing mood 
of scapegoating and 

racism around the issue. 
“We reaffirm our 

commitment to building a 
mass movement against 
racism in Britain.”

SUTR planned 
an online rally this 
Saturday involving MPs, 
trade unionists and 
campaigners. 

It is also appealing 
for money to help fund 
placards, publicity 
and PA equipment 
for the rescheduled 
demonstrations.
Go to World Against Racism 
online rally: UN Anti-Racism 
Day on Facebook  
Donate to SUTR at  
bit.ly/GoFundSUTR

Being locked up is harrowing
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Tory taint for 
coronavirus
THE NEWS that 
Tory health minister 
Nadine Dorries has 
been diagnosed with 
coronavirus left me with 
mixed feelings.

Toxic? Without doubt. 
A danger to the old and 
vulnerable? Definitely.

Likely to push the 
NHS to breaking point? 
Certainly.

But that’s enough 
about Dorries.

I can’t help feeling 
sorry for the coronavirus 
for coming into contact 
with something so 
poisonous. 

Sasha Simic
North London

lTHE government has 
said we all need to put 
space between each 
other to stop the spread 
of coronavirus.

It’s easy for Boris 
Johnson to do that. He’s 
slithered off to his 115-
room mansion in Kent.

Meanwhile many of 
us live in tiny flats and 
houses with no “spare 
room” to retreat to.

Linda Dale
South Yorkshire

lTHIS IS a bit of a 
false dig (Tories fail to 
take action we need on 
coronavirus, 11 March).

We all need to take 
action. Doesn’t matter 
who’s in charge.

The government, 
NHS and ourselves have 
figured out how to help, 
but we’re all in the dark 
on this one.

Being left or right has 
nothing to do with it. 

Martin Leitch
On Facebook

Let’s help 
each other
AS coronavirus spreads 
it has to be met by an 
outbreak of community 
organisation.

In my area we are 
setting up a network of 
people to help each other 
and to look after those 
who are particularly 
vulnerable.

We can help with 
shopping or medicines or 
badgering the authorities.

Who knows? Perhaps 
something like this 
will endure after the 
pandemic too.

Anne Jenkins
North London

Solidarity 
with migrants
DEPORTATION OF the 
Windrush families is 
disgusting.

David Hickey
On Facebook

Just a 
thought...

What does virus mean at work? 

 Don’t let bosses use virus to attack us 
FEARS ABOUT the 
coronavirus have raised 
questions about how 
universities should 
respond.

Many university 
managements will try and 
get some online teaching 
to take place. 

But we should resist 
the idea that everybody’s 
homes can simply be 
turned into workspaces. 

We all have different 
conditions at home. 

And who is paying for 
the heating, and the 
electricity and the 
internet connections? 

It would also be wrong 

for universities to 
prioritise getting students 
through exams ahead of 
looking after their health.

We are not contracted 
to record lectures at 

home, or to Skype with 
students. 

We have to use our 
action short of a strike to 
refuse attempts to impose 
changes on our working 
conditions. 

Any changes should 
always be negotiated with 
unions.

We are currently in 
dispute with university 
bosses. We shouldn’t cut 
them any slack by lifting 
our work-to-contract. 

If they want our help, 
they should settle the 
dispute.

Mark Abel
Brighton

 GCSEs fail  
 the test 
I AM a 15 year old student 
currently doing my GCSEs. 

I believe that GCSEs are 
not a productive way of 
accessing a student’s ability. 
Instead they cause anxiety, 
stress and mental health 
problems. 

As I come closer to my 
exams, I feel the stress 
building up, not only for 
me but for my teachers.  

They are under an 
enormous amount of 
pressure to make sure 
everybody passes. 

School league tables are 
the main reason. If you 
don’t get the best grades, 
you don’t get students 
coming to your school.

Students from wealthier 
areas, who go to good 
schools, have parents in 
professional fields, or who 
have ridiculous amounts of 
tuition, perform better. 

What does that tell us? 
GCSEs unconsciously 
discriminate and they only 
cater for the bourgeoise 
and elite. 

Former education 
secretary Michael Gove 
made it harder to resit 
exams and scrapped 
coursework from many 
subjects. The most 
vulnerable students 
suffered as a result. 

GCSEs determine your 
next steps. Unfortunately, if 
you don’t get above a grade 
4 you can’t go to certain 
sixth forms or colleges. And 
if you don’t get above a 6 in 
certain subjects you can’t 
study it for an A-Level. 

We need reform to our 
broken exam system. 

More support should be 
given to students from 
disadvantaged 
backgrounds, and we 
should have more mental 
health support in school. 

Qais Hussain 
Shipley

 Trevor Phillips doesn’t  
 deserve our sympathy 
MUCH OF the right wing 
press have been up in arms 
over the Labour Party’s 
suspension of Trevor 
Phillips. 

So called “liberal” 
newspapers, such as the 
Guardian, have joined in.

Phillips is persistently 
referred to as an “anti-
racism campaigner”. 

Yet he has perpetuated 
the view that the problem 
lies with minorities. 

He claimed in 2006 that 
Britain was “sleepwalking 
into segregation” and that 
poor educational 

performance was down to 
black culture. 

More recently, he has 
claimed that Muslims 
constitute a nation within a 
nation, and blamed Muslim 
culture for sexual abuse.

Most galling of all, the 
same papers that are 
rallying to Phillips’ defence 
have spent the last four 
years smearing as 
antisemitic those who have 
fought racism and fascism.

Trevor Phillips deserves 
no sympathy.    

Richard Sunderland
Cookridge

Chelsea Manning gives an 
example of heroic courage
CHELSEA MANNING, released 
from prison last week, is a hero. 

As a US intelligence analyst in 
Iraq between 2009 and 2011 she 
acknowledges responsibility for 
releasing a massive amount of 
classified information held by the 
US military. 

That information published by 
Wikileaks revealed gross human 
rights violations by the US military. 
It also exposed a pattern of 
corruption in governments across 
the world allied in one way or 
another to the US. 

For this service to humanity, 
Chelsea was arrested and 
imprisoned in barbaric conditions. 
She was then sentenced to  
35 years by a US state determined 

to make an example of her. She 
was released in 2017 after serving 
more than seven years after a 
petition in her support reached 
over 100,000 signatures. 

But Barack Obama, who 
commuted her sentence, has  
refused to pardon her.

Then in 2019 she was ordered to 
testify in a case that the US 
government had been secretly 
bringing against Julian Assange. 
This is the case to which he is 
currently fighting against 
extradition in the British courts. 

Chelsea refused to testify. 
In retaliation for Chelsea’s 

principled refusal to testify, the US 
courts jailed her again indefinitely. 
Her release was contingent on 

testifying to the grand jury against 
Assange. She has now been 
released after the conclusion of 
the grand jury proceedings which 
therefore no longer required her 
testimony. 

But the judge ordering her 
release refused to cancel fines of a 
quarter of a million dollars, thus 
ensuring her punishment continues.

Donald Trump called Chelsea an 
“ungrateful traitor” who should 
“never have been released”. She is 
an incredibly principled and heroic 
fighter for human rights and 
justice. And she’s done it as a trans 
woman in the face of 
imprisonment and torture. 

Rob Hoveman
East London
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JOE BIDEN and Bernie Sanders elbow bump instead of shaking hands in light of the coronavirus  

Political deadlock stops 
new Israeli government 
ISRAELI POLITICIANS have 
nominated right wing racist 
Benny Gantz to be their next 
prime minister instead of 
right wing racist Binyamin 
Netanyahu.

But their hatred of 
Palestinians could still 
stop them from forming a 
government.

Israeli president Reuven 
Rivlen asked Blue and White 
Party leader Gantz to attempt 
to form a government on 
Monday. 

It’s the latest step in an 
extended political crisis 
that has left Israel without a 
government for a year, despite 
three national elections.

Gantz was nominated 
by 61 members of Israel’s 
parliament—the Knesset—out 
of 120 and now has six weeks 
to form a government. 

But the politicians who 
backed him against Netanyahu 
may not agree to join a 
government with him.

At least two members of his 
own party say they won’t join 
a government backed by Arab 

parties, as does the nationalist 
Avigdor Lieberman. 

That would deprive Gantz of 
a majority.

And the Arab parties may 
themselves—rightly—refuse to 
serve with Gantz. 

He has promised to annexe 
Palestinian land and has 
boasted of sending Gaza “back 
to the stone age” when in 
charge of Israel’s war on the 
Palestinian territory in 2014.

 Democrats unite against  
 left wing Bernie Sanders 
by CHARLIE  KIMBER

IT IS now almost certain that 
Joe Biden will be the Democratic 
party nominee for president.

Biden won four of last week’s six 
primaries, with decisive victories in 
Michigan, Washington, Mississippi, 
Missouri and Idaho.

 Sanders won only in North 
Dakota. These results, coupled 
with the “Super Tuesday” outcome 
a week earlier, put Biden signifi-
cantly ahead in the delegate count 
to be the candidate.

He was likely to surge much  
further into the lead after this 
week’s contest in Arizona, Florida, 
Illinois and Ohio.

The Democratic establishment, 
fearing that Sanders’ challenge 
was winning mass support, have  
ruthlessly broken his chances.

All the other “moderate” candi-
dates such as Michael Bloomberg, 
Pete Buttigieg and Amy Klobuchar 
were pushed and pressured to  
withdraw and get behind Biden. 

His campaign, which had 
seemed all but extinguished, was 
resuscitated.

Many of those who back Sanders 
don’t want to vote for Biden. 
He typifies the rotten corporate 
Democratic party that people have 
revolted against.

So, although he continued his 
campaign this week, Sanders is 
now working to corral people 
behind Biden. 

When he was the frontrunner, 
Sanders made a call for party unity, 
saying all the candidates and their 
supporters would back whoever 
was chosen to face Trump.

“No matter who wins we are 
going to unite together and defeat 
the most dangerous president in the 
modern history of this country,” he 
said.

At the time it looked a good way 
to put pressure on those who said 
they would not support Sanders if 
he won. 

Traps
Now it traps him behind Biden.  
The debate last Sunday between 
Sanders  and Biden was a  
non-event.

Much of the debate was  
dominated by the coronavirus.

And Sanders decided to play the 
role of amiable sparring partner 
rather than bitter enemy. 

The experience of the Democrats, 
again, suppressing Sanders ’  
candidacy is raising for at least 
some people the need for a  
different sort of party. 

The hashtag #DemExit has been 
widely shared.

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  h i g h  
profile tweets came from Nick 
Brana. 

H e  w a s  t h e  n a t i o n a l  
political outreach coordinator with 
the Sanders campaign in 2016.

 He tweeted “It’s time to accept 
that, for the Democratic party, 
defeating Trump is secondary to 
defeating progressives.”

The Democrats will now face-off 
against Donald Trump with a tool 
of the Wall Street billionaires as 
their candidate. 

Terrible
This is a replay of the Hillary  
Clinton campaign, and could have 
equally terrible results.

Biden opposes moving towards 
the equivalent of the NHS.

In this recent debate he 
denounced Sanders call for  
medicare for all, saying that despite 
Italy having universal healthcare, 
it hasn’t stopped the spread of the 
coronavirus. 

He  said the the people want “a 
solution not a revolution” to the 
coronavirus crisis. 

He has also in the past denounced 
the Green New Deal and his 1994 
Crime Bill which led to the mass  
incarceration of black people.

 He supported George Bush 
and Tony Blair’s wars in Iraq and 
Afganistan and has repeatedly 
called for cuts in social security.

This is all well known, and utterly 
demotivating for many voters. 

The scandal is that Sanders is 
likely to get behind Biden instead of 
joining the calls for an alternative.

FRANCE
 Yellow vests  
 defy police 
YELLOW VESTS took to the 
streets of Paris last Saturday, 
but their numbers were much 
lower than anticipated. 

Some of the movement’s 
high-profile figures had urged 
people to stay away due to 
concerns about coronavirus.

And the government banned 
all gatherings of over 100 the 
day before.

Those who did assemble 
were met with aggressive police 
repression—tear gas and many 
arrests.

Unsurprisingly the municipal 
elections held on Sunday saw a 
disastrously low turnout of just 
45 percent. 

The government was 
simultaneously telling people to 
stay at home and come out to 
vote.

Those who did vote 
mainly delivered a verdict of 

no confidence in president 
Emmanuel Macron’s party. 

Green candidates did well 
in many big cities, leading the 
race in Lyon, Strasbourg and 
Grenoble.

Ominously a handful of 
candidates from the fascist 
National Rally were re-elected 
with outright majorities.

The best far left vote was in 
Bordeaux where a united list 
headed by Philippe Poutou of 
the NPA party took 12 percent.

The second round of the 
elections, set for this Sunday, 
were cancelled due to 
coronavirus.

FIGURE IT OUT
 45  percent was the 

turnout in the 
muncipal elections 
in France last 
Sunday 

 14   is the total number 
of members of the 
National Assembly 
that president 
Macron’s party— 
La Republique En 
Marche—has lost 
since it came to 
office in 2017

Benny Gantz 

Yellow Vests still took to the streets

8 INTERNATIONAL Socialist Worker 18 March 2020



 LESVOS A HELLHOLE
 CREATED BY RACISM

D
IDIER JUST wants 
safety. He doesn’t 
mind where he has 
to go to find it—
as long as it’s not 
Moria, on the Greek 

island of Lesvos.
“Wherever it is—in Greece or 

out of Greece—as long as it’s safe 
it’s okay for me,” he told Socialist 
Worker. “But not Moria. Because 
Moria is not safe. 

“There are many people in a 
small space. Facilities like shelter, 
food and water almost don’t exist. 
The majority of people don’t get 
much access to food, or showers.

“I came for safety and I didn’t 
find it in Moria.”

Didier is just one of 20,000 
people kept on Lesvos against 
their will. Like many, he faces a 
months-long wait for an interview 
appointment to have his asylum 
application assessed.

It’s a place no one should have 
to live in for any amount of time. 
Racist border laws—designed by 
the European Union (EU) and 
implemented by Greece—have 
created a hell on earth.

When Moria was first built, it 
was meant to house 2,800 people. 
No one was supposed to be there 
long. Even at the height of the 
refugee crossings in 2015, there 
were fewer people living in Moria 
than now, and their stay usually 
lasted a few weeks.

But now the camp has expanded 
far beyond its limits, thanks to 
policies designed to stop refugees 
reaching the mainland and moving 
to other European countries.

Security
The “official” camp is surrounded 
by fences. A sign next to the gate 
proudly declares it was set up 
with EU funding.

But if you take a camera out 
inside, you risk being detained as 
a trespasser. The security aren’t 
too keen on people seeing what’s 
in there.

“Moria is very, very bad,” 
Ahmed, from Syria, told Socialist 
Worker. “There’s no water, no 
food, no doctor. If you’re sick, 
they just tell you to drink water.”

Ahmed lives with his family 
in one half of a small isobox—
a converted shipping container. 

Another family lives in the other 
half, separated by a curtain hung 
down the middle.

This is where a refugee family 
will end up if they’re lucky—it’s 
where they get the most space. 
“This is the best in the camp,” 
said Ahmed.

Larger isoboxes can be split 
between up to seven different 
families, each getting a floor 
space of about five metres. Cobra 
and Khalil live in one of these 
with their three children.

“But at least it’s not a tent,” 
said Khalil.

Outside the fence, the camp 
has expanded far into the olive 
groves of the surrounding hills. 
Support and aid work here is left 
to volunteers. 

The shelters close to the main 
camp seem more organised, with 
numbered canvas sheets over rick-
ety wooden structures  provided 
by NGOs. 

Towards the outskirts, there are 
masses of small, flimsy summer 

tents perched along the hillside. 
Families mark out personal spaces 
outside their tents with bits of 
wood and barbed wire.

It’s a clear, early spring day but 
the ground is wet and muddy. A 
stream of water runs down a path 
up the hill. It’s waste from the 
meagre toilet facilities.

Library
In these conditions, it’s easy to get 
ill. And refugees are legitimately 
scared about coronavirus. 

“If there’s coronavirus, I’m run-
ning,” one told Socialist Worker. 
“I don’t care where I go. Whether 
it’s in the bush, whether it’s in the 
streets in Mytilene. I’ll just run.”

Massih from Afghanistan has 
been in the camp for 14 months. 
He helps to run a school and a 
library by and for refugees. But 
when we visit, he and others are 
preparing to distribute advice 
about the virus.

“People are scared,” he told 
Socialist Worker. “Lots of people 

have to gather together in the line 
for food, or for the bus into town.

“We’re writing advice and 
translating it into Pashtun, Arabic, 
Farsi, English and French. We’re 
putting posters up and we’re going 
to have it broadcast in the camp.”

It’s astonishing that this essen-
tial operation is left to refugees 
to organise from a tent. Aren’t 
the EU or the Greek government 
doing anything? “There’s noth-
ing,” said Massih.

It’s a valiant effort in crowded 
and dirty conditions. There’s no 
proper infrastructure to manage 
the waste that tens of thousands 
of lives produce.

Rubbish bags are piled up 
metres high, and plastic bottles 
clog a stream that’s become like 
an open sewer. Most of the bottles 
are empty, but some have urine in. 
It can be dangerous to leave your 
tent to go to the toilet at night.

C
AMP RESIDENTS, 
aid workers and 
volunteers all say 
violence is part 
of daily life there. 
There are mass 

fights and stabbings every day, 
robberies, thefts and rapes.

Tensions and conflicts exist 
in every society. But in Moria, 
they’re exacerbated by the 
stresses and problems that occur 
when tens of thousands of people 
are trapped together in awful con-
ditions indefinitely.

When we first meet Omar, a 
Syrian refugee, he begins to guide 
us into his part of the camp. After 
a word from a friend, he decides 
to turn around and take us back. 
“Maybe tomorrow. It’s not safe—
there’s a problem,” he said.

Earlier, on a hill overlooking 
the camp, we’re almost caught in 
the middle of a fight between two 
large groups of young men. We get 
out of the way as the rocks start 
flying and one group—armed with 
sticks and knives—charges up the 
hill at the other set, also armed.

Metres away an older man 
asks us to sit down with him 
and suggests that someone has 
been stabbed. “This happens all 
the time,” he said. “Police do 
nothing.” 

A few minutes later, outside

Some 20,000 refugees are being imprisoned for years in the Moria camp on the Greek 
island of Lesvos by racist government policies. Nick Clark spoke to some of those in 
the camp about the reality of life there, and to anti-racist activists about how they have 
organised solidarity. Photographs by Guy Smallman

Ahmed (top) from Syria. 
Massih (above) from 
Afghanistan

AFGHAN REFUGEES pass a ditch
filled with discarded plastic. At least
32,000 bottles of water are handed
out daily with no provision for
recycling making the camp an
environmental disaster as well as a
humanitarian one.

Ü
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‘I NEVER 
IMAGINED 
MORIA 
WOULD BE 
LIKE THIS’

 the camp’s entrance, a young man is 
put in an ambulance and taken away.

“It’s hard to believe that somewhere 
like this exists in Europe,” said Elena, who 
works and volunteers in the camp. “And 
that the Greek government thinks this is 
okay, that the EU thinks this is okay.

“But this is what taxes to the EU are 
being spent on. Not helping refugees, 
but keeping them in a place like this.”

The truth is, the EU isn’t interested in 
helping refugees. Only detaining them 
and keeping them at bay. 

F
OUR MONTHS ago this 
week—20 March 2016—the 
EU signed a deal with Turkey 
to deport everyone who 
arrived on the Greek islands 
“irregularly”.

In practice this turned camps on the 
islands into giant, overcrowded deten-
tion centres where people wait in limbo 
for their asylum applications to be 
processed.

Almost everyone Socialist Worker met 
has been stuck on Lesvos for months—
and face a wait of many more months, 
if not years, before they can leave. One 
person even showed us documents that 

said he’d been waiting since 2016.
Everyone is waiting for the date of 

their interview, which always seems to 
get postponed.

“I arrived in October, and I’m sup-
posed to get an interview in September,” 
said Didier. “And there’s no guarantee 
I’ll get it on that date. So many people 
have an experience of getting a date and 
they postpone it. 

“Last week someone from Afghanistan 
went for an interview and they post-
poned it until December.”

Those not successful are locked in 
the camp’s prison, where they wait to 
be deported. Even coming from a war-
zone such as Syria is no guarantee that 
your application will be accepted.

It’s an horrific situation. But the EU 
and Greek government could seek to 
make it permanent, especially now the 
deal with Turkey has broken down.

EU commission president Ursula von 
der Leyen recently praised Greece as 
Europe’s “shield” against refugees.

By then there were already plans to 
build new “closed” refugee camps on 
the island, and a new law to imme-
diately imprison anyone who arrives 
“irregularly”.

When refugees in Moria marched 
against the plans in February, riot cops 
attacked them.

Elena, who witnessed the march, said 
women with children led the march to 
the island’s city Mytilene. They were 
followed by older people, with young 
men at the back. But twenty minutes in, 
Greek riot police launched tear gas.

“I had to wash tear gas out of chil-
dren’s eyes,” she said.

Protesters wanted better conditions, 
and no more deportations. But above all 
they wanted to be let out of Moria, into 
Europe and to safety.

Instead they’re brutalised by the racist 
policies of governments playing politics 
with people’s lives.

Ahmed has been waiting eight 
months in Moria to bring his family to 
Germany, where his son already lives. 
They’ve already had one application 
rejected. Now they have one more go at 
an appeal before they could be forced 
back to Turkey, which doesn’t want 
them either.

“Erdogan says all the Arabs come to 
Turkey—now he tells the Syrians to 
go,” said Ahmed. “We don’t want to be 
in Greece. But the Greeks caught us and 
made us wait eight months. 

“Why do we have to wait? What do 
they want from us? Let us go.”

‘The camp should be 
closed. The border 
should be opened’

 ONE EFFECT of the EU’s 
migrant policies has been to 
create a huge explosion of 
resistance among Greeks on 

the Aegean islands. That reaction has 
the potential to take a racist turn, or 
the form of solidarity with refugees.

Over three days in March, almost 
the whole of the island of Lesvos was 
involved in what left wing activists call 
a rebellion against the government.

It was triggered by the Greek Tory 
government’s announcement that it 
would build a new, closed refugee 
camp in a different part of the island. 
After Lesvos’s right wing local councils 
rejected the plan, the government tried 
to requisition the land and sent elite 
riot police to enforce it.

The island’s trade union federations 
called a general strike and ordinary 
people came out to confront the cops.

Michalis, an anti-racist activist 
involved in a blockade near his village, 
told Socialist Worker, “The police 
focused on the area of Mantamados, 
where the camp would be built. 

“Three of four thousand people 
confronted the police at the centre 
of Mantamados. At the same time, 
supported by the strike, people came 
from Mytilene and created a second 
front behind the police.”

Michalis said riot police tried to 
block three other roads leading to 
Mantamados, but were met with 
resistance there too. “This was 
spontaneous, it wasn’t organised,” 
he said. Eventually the police had to 
negotiate a retreat. “If the police didn’t 
keep their word there would have been 
a massacre,” said Michalis—deadly 
serious.

The government dropped its plans 
for closed centres on the islands—
for now. This was a genuine defeat 
inflicted on it by a genuine rebellion.

Contradictory
But the nature of that rebellion was 
contradictory. People were united by 
the fact that they didn’t want any more 
new camps on the island.

Michalis said left wing groups 
organised some of the roadblocks. 
Anti-racist groups intervened on the 
basis of no new prisons for migrants.

Right wing groups intervened on the 
basis that they don’t want migrants.

Emboldened by the government’s 
defeat small bands of fascists—some 
from outside Greece—organised 
attacks on NGOs and refugees.

“They tried to attack the camp,” 
Ahmad, a teenager from Afghanistan, 
told Socialist Worker. “We stopped 
them from coming in. But they had the 
police with them. The police left them 
alone and fired tear gas at us.”

Though small, the fascists’ attacks 
intimidated some NGO workers, 
stoked a racist atmosphere—and made 
refugees feel threatened.

“The Greeks don’t want us here,” 
said Ahmad. “It’s not safe to leave the 
camp after 5pm, and when we go into 
town people tell us to leave.”

Anthi, another anti-racist activist, 

explained that EU and Greek 
governments have used racism to 
justify excluding refugees—and to 
scapegoat them for austerity.

She said these ideas have gained 
some ground—but they’re not set in 
stone, and not held by everyone.

“It’s a time of general turmoil,” said 
Anthi, “Some neighbourhoods are 
more anti-refugees than others. 

“It’s not necessarily that they’ve been 
affected by refugees. But they’ve been 
affected by the crisis.

“The right says refugees come 
here to take our jobs, or impose their 
religion on us. But a lot of people who 
repeat bad things about the refugees 
have never met one. I don’t believe 
all these people are far right, or want 
refugees to die or get hurt.”

Sympathy
Importantly, Anthi pointed out that 
people in Lesvos had helped refugees 
when they began arriving, and that 
those feelings of sympathy haven’t 
disappeared.

In every society, there’s always a 
battle between left wing anti-racist 
ideas and right wing racist ones. That’s 
become particularly intense in Lesvos.

“People in Lesvos know that the 
camp is bad,” said Michalis. “Most have 
either positive or neutral opinions of 
the refugees. But those who are neutral 
can be swayed to the right.”

Organisation and activity on the 
ground is often what makes the 
difference. Anti-racists in Lesvos 
are organising. But some larger 
organisations on the left have given 
ground to racism.

The Greek Communist Party—which 
still has significant votes and influence 
in trade union federations—essentially 
argued that refugees on Lesvos are bad 
for Greek people.

Dimitris, a leading anti-racist trade 
unionist in Mytilene, explained, “The 
two union federations in Lesvos and 
Samos, influenced by the Communist 
Party, have only one slogan and one 
demand—to clear out the islands.

“Both think refugees are a burden 
on society and the working class 
movement. So the solution for them is 
that refugees should go away, but they 
won’t say where or in what conditions.

“These arguments divided people 
and played into the racists’ hands.”

Despite this, when the unions called 
a general strike, anti-racist groups on 
the island supported it. 

Dimitri said it “gave the working 
class an opportunity to take an active 
part in the rebellion”.

It was also a space for anti-racists to 
try to make the movement against the 
camps one of solidarity with refugees.

Paraskevas, an activist in Mytilene, 
said anti-racists have tried to 
coordinate and build a stronger 
movement in the wake of the rebellion.

“We staged a demonstration of 
about 500-600 people in Sapfous 
Square in Mytilene a week later,” he 
said. The demand was “for Moria to be 
closed—and the borders to be opened”.

From freezing mountains to squalor
NOTHING illustrates 
the callousness of EU 
borders like the story 
of Khalil, Cobra and 
their three children 
(pictured, right).

They made a long, 
dangerous journey from 
Afghanistan—facing 
unimaginable trauma 
along the way—only to 
find a prison instead of 
safety.

“It’s really hard to 
travel illegally,” said 
Khalil. “If police or 
soldiers catch you they 
will beat you and then 
deport you. It’s painful 
to speak about it. You 
can’t imagine what 
we’ve seen.

“We were on the 
mountains for many 
nights in the cold and 
the snow. Me, my wife 
and my children passed 
dead bodies on the way. 

“They had fallen 
because they were 
injured—shot by police 
or soldiers—and no one 
wanted to help them 
because you have to 
keep going.”

In Turkey, they spent 
a month locked up and 
separated. “I was in a 
man’s jail and my wife 
was in the woman’s. My 
children were in the jail 
for underage people,” 
Khalil explained.

“It was really painful 
for me because I never 
knew where my wife 
and children were. If 
they deported me, I 
wouldn’t know where 
they’d be or what 
they’d do.”

After finally making 
it to Europe, the family 
is trapped again. 
They’ve been in Moria 
for nine months and 

still don’t know when 
they’ll leave. 

Until then, they have 
to share an isobox with 
seven other families. 
Their share of the space 
is a corner with floor 
space of about five 
square metres.

It’s not just the 
living conditions that 

make their situation 
so intolerable. It’s the 
waiting and uncertainty 
at the mercy of the 
bureaucratic border 
system.

“I feel I’m wasting 
time here,” said Khalil. 
“I never imagined 
Moria would be like 
this.”

Ü

The size of the camp has swelled to more than 20,000 people

Outside the main camp, the ‘jungle’ as it is now known is chaotic and crowded

Refuse piles up as the camp struggles to cope with the numbers

Inside a school opened and run by refugees The library where refugees prepared information on coronavirus

Children play near burning rubbish 
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WHAT WE 
STAND FOR
These are the core politics of 
the Socialist Workers Party. 

INDEPENDENT WORKING 
CLASS ACTION 
Under capitalism workers’ labour 
creates all profit. A socialist 
society can only be constructed 
when the working class seizes 
control of the means of production 
and  democratically plans how they 
are used.

REVOLUTION NOT REFORM
The present system can not be 
patched up or reformed as the 
established Labour and trade 
union leaders say.

It has to be overthrown. 
Capitalism systematically 
degrades the natural world. 
Ending environmental crisis 
means creating a new society.

THERE IS NO 
PARLIAMENTARY ROAD
The structures of the present 
parliament, army, police and 
judiciary cannot be taken over 
and used by the working class. 
They grew up under capitalism 
and are designed to protect the 
ruling class against the workers.

The working class needs an 
entirely different kind of state—a 
workers’ state based upon 
councils of workers’ delegates and 
a workers’ militia.

At most parliamentary 
activity can be used to make 
propaganda against the present 
system. 

Only the mass action of the 
workers themselves can destroy 
the system.

INTERNATIONALISM
The struggle for socialism is 
part of a worldwide  struggle. 
We campaign for solidarity with 
workers in other countries. 

We oppose everything which 
turns workers from one country 
against those from other countries.

We oppose racism and 
imperialism. We oppose all 
immigration controls. 

We support the right of black 
people and other oppressed 
groups to organise their own 
defence. We support all genuine 
national liberation movements.

The experience of Russia 
demonstrates that a socialist 
revolution cannot survive in 
isolation in one country.

In Russia the result was 
state capitalism, not socialism. 
In Eastern Europe and China 
a similar system was later 
established by Stalinist parties. 
We support the struggle of 
workers in these countries against 
both private and state capitalism. 

We are for real social, 
economic and political equality 
of women. We are for an end 
to all forms of discrimination 
against lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender people. 

 We defend the right of 
believers to practise their religion 
without state interference.

THE REVOLUTIONARY PARTY
To achieve socialism the most 
militant sections of the working 
class have to be organised into a 
revolutionary socialist party. 

Such a party can only be 
built by activity in the mass 
organisations of the working class.

We have to prove in  practice 
to other workers that reformist 
leaders and reformist ideas are 
opposed to their own  interests. 
We have to build a rank and file 
movement within the unions.

To join us, turn to page 16  
or go to www.swp.org.uk 
or phone 020 7840 5602 for 
more information

12 WHAT’S ON        Email your meetings to events@socialistworker.co.uk or phone 020 7840 5600

{ }SOCIALIST WORKER 
PUBLIC MEETINGS

BRADFORD
Booklaunch:  Transgender 
Resistance, Socialism 
and the Fight for Trans 
Liberation  
with author Laura Miles
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Bread + Roses,
14 N Parade, BD1 3HT
BURNLEY AND PENDLE
Booklaunch:  Transgender 
Resistance, Socialism 
and the Fight for Trans 
Liberation  
with author Laura Miles
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Red Triangle Cafe,
160 St James’s St, BB11 1NR
NORWICH
Booklaunch:  Transgender 
Resistance, Socialism 
and the Fight for Trans 
Liberation  
with author Laura Miles
Fri 27 Mar, 7pm, 
The Merchant’s House,
7-9 Fye Bridge St, NR3 1LJ
OXFORD
Unite to save our NHS—how 
to defend our health services
Thu 23 Apr, 7pm, 
Town Hall, St Aldate’s,
OX1 1BX

{ }SOCIALIST WORKER 
BRANCH MEETINGS

Weekly meetings  to discuss 
political issues and our local 
interventions.  All welcome.
BIRMINGHAM
Capitalism vs climate 
—how do we stop 
environmental disaster?
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
The Church at Carrs Lane,
Carrs Ln, B4 7SX
CHESTERFIELD
Challenging racism—what 
is the hostile environment?
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Chesterfield Library,
New Beetwell St, S40 1QN
EDINBURGH
Capitalism vs climate 
—how do we stop 
environmental disaster?
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Friends Meeting House,
7 Victoria St,EH1 2JL
GLASGOW
The Irish election 
earthquake, with People 
Before Profit’s Conor Reddy
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Avant Garde, 33-44 King St,
Merchant City,G1 5QT
HARLOW
Is our diet destroying 
the planet?
Thu 26 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Friends Meeting House,
1 Church Leys, CM18 6BX

HUDDERSFIELD
Workers and strikes—
challenging India’s hard 
right government
Wed 18 Mar, 6.30pm, 
Brian Jackson House,
2 New North Parade, HD1 5JP
LANCASTER AND MORECAMBE
Can there be a red in 
the White House?
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Friends Meeting House,
Meeting House Lane, LA1 1TX
LEEDS: CITY CENTRE
Crime, class and 
corruption—what’s the 
role of the police?
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm,  The 
Swarthmore Education Centre,
2-7 Woodhouse Square,
LS3 1AD

LIVERPOOL
The rise of the far right 
and how to beat them
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Friends Meeting House,
22 School Ln, L1 3BT
LONDON: HARINGEY
Can there be a red in 
the White House?
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
St John Vianney Church Hall,
386 West Green Rd 
(corner Vincent Rd),
N15 3QH
LONDON: ISLINGTON
Can Marxism explain 
a world in turmoil?
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Elizabeth House,
2 Hurlock St, 
N5 1ED

LONDON: NEWHAM
Get Trump’s hands 
off Palestine
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Stratford Advice Arcade, 
107-109 The Grove 
E15 1HP
LONDON: SOUTH
Capitalism and the 
politics of food
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Vida Walsh Centre,
2b Saltoun Rd 
Brixton, SW2 1EP
LONDON: TOWER HAMLETS
Angela Davis—women, 
race and class
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Weavers Community Centre,
10 Shacklewell St,
E2 7EG

MANCHESTER: CENTRAL
Why is the world 
economy in crisis?
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Friends Meeting House,
6 Mount St,
M2 5NS
NORWICH
Get Trump’s hands 
off Palestine
Wed 18 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Vauxhall Centre,
Johnson Place, NR2 2SA
OXFORD
From stop and search to 
deportations—why is Britain 
so institutionally racist?
Thu 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Oxford Town Hall,
St Aldate’s,  
OX1 1BX

PLYMOUTH
Revolutionaries and 
trade unions
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Quaker House,
74 Mutley Plain, PL4 6LF
PORTSMOUTH
From stop and search to 
deportations—why is Britain 
so institutionally racist?
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Somerstown 
Community Centre,
River’s St,  
PO5 4EZ
SHEFFIELD: CITY CENTRE
Trump, Sanders and the 
new left in the US
Thu 26 Mar, 7pm, 
Central United 
Reformed Church,
60 Norfolk St (near Crucible 
Theatre), S1 2JB
SOUTHAMPTON
The snowflake generation—
who decides free speech?
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Central Baptist Church Hall,
Devonshire Rd,  SO15 2GY
SWANSEA
Climate, refugees and racism
Thu 19 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Brynmill Community Centre,
St Albans Rd, SA2 0BP
YORK
Police, racism and the state
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Sea Horse Hotel,
4 Fawcett St,  YO10 4AH

SOCIALIST WORKER PUBLIC MEETINGS

ABERDEEN
Mon 23 Mar, 6pm, 
Ma Cameron’s,
6-8 Little Belmont St,
AB10 1JG

BOLTON
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Bolton Socialist Club,
16 Wood St,  BL1 1DY

BRISTOL
Thu 26 Mar, 7.30pm, 
YHA, 14 Narrow Quay,
BS1 4QA

CARDIFF
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Cathays Community Centre,
Cathays Terrace, CF24 4HX

COLCHESTER
Thu 26 Mar, 8pm, 
Hythe Community Centre,
1 Ventura Drive, CO1 2FG

DUDLEY
Wed 25 Mar, 8pm, 
The What Centre,
23 Coventry St,
Stourbridge,  DY8 1EP

LIVERPOOL
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm, 
Friends Meeting House,
22 School Ln,  L1 3BT

LONDON: HACKNEY
Thu 26 Mar, 7.30pm, 
The Round Chapel,
2 Powerscroft Rd, E5 0PU

LONDON: WALTHAM 
FOREST
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
William Morris Centre,
6-8 Greenleaf Rd, E17 6QQ

LONDON: WEST & 
NORTH WEST
Thu 26 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Woodlane Community Centre,
78 White City Cl,  W12 7DZ

LUTON & ST ALBANS
Wed 1 Apr, 7.30pm, 
Stockwood Hotel, 
41-43 Stockwood Cr, LU1 3SS

NEWCASTLE
Wed 25 Mar, 7pm,  Floor 2,  
Commercial Union House,  
39 Pilgrim St, NE1 6QE

SCARBOROUGH
Wed 25 Mar, 7.30pm, 
Tap and Spile,
94 Falsgrave Rd,
YO12 5AZ

WOLVERHAMPTON 
AND WALSALL
Thu 26 Mar, 7.15pm, 
Light House,
Suite 16, Chubb Bldg,
Fryer St,
WV1 1HT

Coronavirus—how capitalism makes us sick

The Socialist Workers Party is holding national online meetings during the coronavirus emergency. The meetings 
on this page may be cancelled. Please go to socialistworker.co.uk/events to check, or phone 020 7840 5600

BOOKMARKS the socialist bookshop

1 Bloomsbury Street,  London WC1B 3QE PHONE 020 7637 1848  WEB bookmarksbookshop.co.uk

The Labour Party— 
A Marxist History 
by Tony Cliff, Donny Gluckstein 
and Charlie Kimber, £14.99

A Rebel’s Guide to Engels 
By Camilla Royle 
£8

Transgender Resistance
By Laura Miles  
£10

Hegel and Revolution
By Terry Sullivan and 
Donny Gluckstein, £7

CONTACT 
THE SWP

Phone 020 7840 5600
Email  

enquires@swp.org.uk
Post PO Box 74955,

London E16 9EJ

Socialist Worker   18 March 2020



 REVIEWS & CULTURE 13
Socialist Worker 18 March 2020

Pop Art radical who poked fun at the establishment
EXHIBITION 
ANDY WARHOL
Tate Modern, 
London SE1 9TG 
Tickets £22, concessions £20,  
children £5 
Until 6 September 
tate.org.uk

ANDY WARHOL at the 
Tate Modern is the biggest 
exhibition of the US 
artist’s work for over two 
decades and has most of 
his famous works. 

It is an excellent show, 
following the development 
of Warhol’s work and 
shows his range, whether 

films, prints or paintings. 
We go from his early 

days as a commercial 
artist to the Andy Warhol 
Factory era, his near fatal 
shooting and his later life 
as a celebrity.  

Once you see 
Warhol’s work laid out 
historically, it becomes 
clear how subversive 
he was, commenting on 
developments in the art 
world and society at large.

In The Factory, Warhol’s 
New York studio between 
1962 and 84, many works 
had little personal input 
from him.

It undermined the very 

concept of the individual 
artist and the pretensions 
of the high art world. 

Warhol’s work opened 
the art world to the life 
and vibrancy of the local 
street gay culture and the 
radical changes in 1960s 
US. 

Homosexuality
Warhol put his 
homosexuality to the 
centre of his work. 

His works can be seen 
as digs at high art and 
society. 

I particularly like his 
early work, Thirteen Most 
Wanted Men, which was 

banned at the time for 
“promoting criminality”.

He made large pin 
ups of the FBI police’s 
most wanted—with 
Warhol making fun of 
the word “wanted”, for 
him meaning sexually 
attractive. 

Warhol has been 
criticised for selling out 
and falling into celebrity 
culture. But to his credit 
he was one of the first 
established artists to 
welcome the new wave of 
street artists in the 1980s. 

And Warhol showed that 
art could be fun.
Noel Halifax 

Perfect Candidate is a film 
that challenges stereotypes
Saudi director Mila Al-Zahrini’s new film builds on her strength of making 
women heroes who are determined and relatable, writes Gabby Thorpe 
THE PERFECT Candidate is a politi-
cal fable with a kick. It tells the 
story of Maryam (Mila Al-Zahrani), 
a doctor living in Saudi Arabia who 
finds herself accidentally running 
for the local council. 

Director Haifaa Al-Mansour has 
made a career making films about 
brilliant women. 

Both Mary Shelley and Nappily 
Ever After bring stories of women 
and their oppression to the forefront. 

Al-Mansour said that she didn’t 
want to “make a film that alien-
ates the world or makes it more 
inaccessible”. 

The Perfect Candidate is far from 
being that and exposes the struggles 
of women in Saudi society. 

Al-Mansour succeeds in making 
a film that talks about oppression 
that women face with a story that is 
touching and fun. 

Maryam is instantly lovable and 
brilliant. She sticks with her politi-
cal campaign despite having no clue 
what she’s doing. 

Campaign 
Maryam is told that she is welcome 
to campaign for office, but the rules 
mean that she will be at an instant 
disadvantage. 

She is not allowed to show her face 
in campaign videos or address male 
voters. 

Her dad is unenthusiastic and her 
sister is melodramatically against the 
idea of her standing.  

But she still brings a fight, and 
ignores the advice of those around 
her who don’t understand. 

Far from being a massive prob-
lem for her, Maryam’s idealism and 
naivete make her easy to root for. 

It is easy to assume what the  

outcome might be, but the audience 
is still left hoping that she will make 
it through. 

Instead, Maryam works to make 
life better through the medical centre 
where she is a doctor and brings a 
rebellious spirit that makes the film 
so watchable.

The strength of Al-Mansour’s films 

is her ability to create heroes that are 
optimistic and determined, but still 
feel relatable and real. 

Women have been at the forefront 
of struggle in the Middle East. 

And Al-Mansour has given trib-
ute to those who fight for women’s 
liberation. 

The Perfect Candidate should 

serve as inspiration for women eve-
rywhere to take their liberation into 
their own hands.  

The film itself is unlikely to be a 
big hit, but it will certainly gain its 
own following. 
The Perfect Candidate 
Directed by Mila Al-Zahrani 
Out on 27 March

MILA AL Zahrani (centre) plays Maryam, a Saudi Arabian woman who ends up standing for office by accident

Many of Warhol’s famous works, 
such as Marilyn, are on display

EXHIBITION
A BRITISH MUSEUM 
TOURING EXHIBITION 
—ANCIENT IRAQ: NEW 
DISCOVERIES
Great North Museum, 
Newcastle NE2 4PT.  
Until 2 August  
greatnorthmuseum.org.uk

THIS DISPLAY explores Iraq’s 
fascinating history through 
artefacts on tour from the 
British Museum. 

One part of the exhibition 
uncovers ancient artefacts 
and gives us an insight in to 
life in ancient Iraq. 

The other fast-forwards 
5000 years to explore 
the turbulent times of the 
changing European empires.

The projects are part of 

the Iraqi Emergency Heritage 
Management Training 
Scheme, which is working 
to restore Iraq’s rich history 
after the devastation of war. 

You learn about ancient 
Iraqi innovations, now 
taken for granted all over 
the Western world.  One is 
the organisation of time as 
we know it into 60-second 
minutes and 60-minute 
hours. 

This is a small but 
interesting exhibition. It 
takes around half an hour 
to view all the artefacts and 
information.
Alice Clark 

A Statue of King Gudea 

Presentation by 
AngryWorkers 
Thurs 26 March, 6.30pm

BOOKMARKS 
the  socialist bookshop

Class Power on 
Zero-Hours

What’s on at

1 Bloomsbury Street,  
London WC1B 3QE 
 020 7637 1848 
bookmarksbookshop.co.uk
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read more
lEconomic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts 
of 1844 
by Karl Marx 
£10.99

lMarxism and the Missile  
by Chris Harman  
find it online at  
bit.ly/chamm 

lSystem Change Not  
Climate Change  
Edited by Martin Empson  
£8 
 
Available at Bookmarks, 
the socialist bookshop. 
Phone 020 7637 1848  
or go to 
bookmarksbookshop.
co.uk

A
S  t h e 
year 1000 
approached, 
property and 
family were 
abandoned,  

work stopped, cults were 
formed and panic spread.
Christian Europe waited in 
dread for the end of the 
world.

It’s often presented as an 
outbreak of mystical and 
illogical behaviour. 

Most accounts came after 
the reformation as protes-
tant clerics tried to claim 
their Catholic predecessors 
were stuck in a peculiar form 
of irrationality.

 Later historians, keen to 
show the onward march to 
secularism, ironically made 
up events which hadn’t actu-
ally happened.

It is the way newspa-
per columnists today write 
smug articles about how the 
snowflake millennials all 
need to toughen up and stop 
worrying.

But the panic leading up 
to 1000 was rooted in real 
events. Christian outposts 
in Europe were struggling 
against invading armies. 
Growing crises in feudal  
production combined with 
famines and epidemics. 

There was plenty to be 
worried about even without 
counting the general misery the 
majority of people lived in.

Today the media both urges 
us to panic, and then condemns 
people who do.

A Daily Express newspa-
per headline recently read, 
“Coronavirus panic and African 
locust plague spark Bible apoc-
alypse fears.” 

The small print a few lines 
down made clear that these 
were “outrageous claims”.  

In fact it is understandable 
that people worry about the 
coronavirus and wonder about 
what kind of things can make 
them more or less safe. 

All the more so as the Tories 
have dithered for weeks over 
how to respond because what 
they care about is keeping prof-
its flowing, not people’s health.

Emergency
Yet separate from these real 
fears, there is an apocalypse 
industry. 

There are endless films and 
TV shows and novels and video 
games based on the end of the 
world. 

It doesn’t matter what kind 
of apocalypse it is. Natural dis-
asters were huge for a bit, then 
zombies and other pandemics. 

The system will sell us back 
our fears and encourage us to 
stockpile the popcorn and toilet 
roll. 

There is also a peculiar 
strand of pro-system  thinking 
that argues that climate  
catastrophism is the problem. 

It is a disguise for climate 
denial. What they usually mean 
is that arguing there is a climate 
emergency is the same as hold-
ing a sign saying the end is nigh 
while waiting for the rapture. 

It is usually expressed by Piers 
Morgan-like characters with 
a prurient hostility to Greta 
Thunberg and shouldn’t really 
detain sensible people.

So most parts of the world 
have a flood myth. 

They tell how a great force 
beyond our control came, and 
everything on dry land that had 
the breath of life in its nostrils 
died. 

But that doesn’t mean the 
seas aren’t rising and cata-
strophic climate change hasn’t 

already started. People are ter-
rified by visions of the world 
ending from climate catastro-
phe, nuclear war or global dis-
eases because it is sensible to be 
scared. 

Many people rightly get 
weary and are tired of living but 
scared of dying.

The capitalist system rests on 
the exploitation and oppression 
of people and planet. 

It is heading to the abyss 
because it based on the accu-
mulation of profit to the abyss.  

If you aren’t a bit afraid you 
aren’t paying attention.The 
world itself and our place in it 
can seem alien to us. Because 
it is. 

Throughout history humans 
have laboured on nature to 
create what they need to sur-
vive, entering into cooperative 
relationships to do so.

That which should be most 
essential to our lives—labour—
becomes a burden we must 
endure. 

Workers don’t just lose 
control of the labour pro-
cess through alienation, the  
products of their labour become 
commodities. 

They no longer meet our 
needs, only the needs of an 
impersonal market and the 
bosses’ pursuit of profit.

 We are alienated from our 
very nature as humans and the 
planet we live on.

But apocalyptic thinking can 
have downsides. One is that 
false claims of catastrophic 
risks can be used to cause real 
disaster. 

The 2003 invasion of Iraq 
was justified by the false  
catastrophic lie that Saddam 
Hussein was developing 
nuclear weapons and planning 
to use them.

As George W Bush put it, 
“We cannot wait for the final 
proof—the smoking gun—

that could come in the form of 
a mushroom cloud.” A million 
dead Iraqis was the catastrophe.

Another risk is eat, drink, be 
merry, or snark—for tomorrow 
we die. The tasks we face are 
too big to deal with, so let’s not. 
A good meme will not save us 
from the end of the world. 

T
hErE ArE plenty 
of threats which 
a r e  r e a l  a n d 
n ow h e re  n e a r 
being solved. But 
unsolved does not 

mean unsolvable.
One way that will lead to 

more anxiety is believing that 
the threats we face are so big 
that we will all automatically 
come together to fix them.

At the beginning of the 20th 
century some socialists thought 
that because capitalism was 
becoming a global system, the 
pursuit of profits would end 
wars.

Both the integration of 
the world system and the 
 commitment to making cash 
would prevent it.

 This is flawed for a number 
of reasons, including the First 
and Second World Wars.

The doomsday clock where 
scientists say how close we are 
to destruction is currently two 
minutes to midnight.

The clock originated as the 
arms race reached its illogically 
logical endpoint. 

Nuclear war could wipe 
everyone out. It was mutually 
assured destruction. Mad.

In the early 1960s during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis presi-
dent John Kennedy toyed with 
nuclear war. 

He engaged in  brinksmanship 
to make up for his failure to 

iT’S righT 
To bE ThiS 
AfrAid    
Coronavirus, climate catastrophe and nuclear war make us 
feel existential dread about the future of the world.  
But there is an emergency brake says Simon Basketter 

topple Cuban leader Fidel 
Castro. The Russians blinked 
but it was a close call. Nixon 
launched his “madman strat-
egy” to convince the Russians 
he might nuke Vietnam.

 It didn’t work—the US lost 
the Vietnam war. This oddly 
again led to the belief that our 
rulers will see sense even if just 
for their own protection.

Later the socialist histo-
rian EP Thompson did much 
to kickstart the anti-nuclear 
movement in the 1980s. He was 
a proponent of what he called 
“exterminism”.

The argument was that, 
because the threat of nuclear 
war is so extreme, we all have 
an interest in stopping it.

 So we need to convince our 
rulers that it is against their 
interests to blow up the world.

Karl Marx pointed out 
that the rich wallow in their 
alienation. 

Those who oversee the system 
may well end up destroying us 
all—including themselves. 

This currently looks quite 
likely.

They are quite happy to  
condone, carry out and applaud 
indiscriminate bombings and 
the wholesale murder of people 
and planet.

f
ACEd with this, 
some can think that 
spectacular attempts 
to throw some of the 
violence of the sys-
tem back at society 

will spur change. 
It is a strategy that has 

repeatedly failed.
We have to look to a force 

that is strong enough to 
stop our rulers, rather than  
appealing to them or trying to 
blow some of them up.

Angst is understandable. But 
turning anger into revolt isn’t 
just a good idea, it’s necessary.

Reforming par l iament, 
breaking windows, or even 
bombing buildings will not 
stop the wrecking machine that 
is the current system. But revo-
lutions can.

They break out when the 
great mass of people, whose 
work keeps the system going, 
move into action on their own 
behalf.

People can suddenly find 
they cannot go on living in the 
old way. 

Crises can paralyse but they 
can also be a spur to liberation.

People are repeatedly faced 
with a choice between endur-
ing a terrible worsening of 
their lives or fighting back.

The fightback does not always 
occur, nor is ita guaranteed 
success.

As the Marxist Walter 
Benjamin put it, “It may be that 
revolutions are the act by which 
the human race traveling in the 
train applies the emergency 
brake.” 

The emergency brake would 
stop the catastrophe and allow 
the revolutionary potential of 
humanity to realise itself. And 
we don’t have much choice.

Ending the carnage of the 
First World War took global 
revolts of workers and sol-
diers across countries. It took  
revolution. Stopping the end of 
this world will take the same.

the apocalypse 
has been the 
subject of much 
popular culture 
such as zombie 
films (top).  
rulers threatened 
the end of the 
world through 
nuclear weapons 
(above)

Crises can 
paralyse but 
they can also be 
a spur to 
liberation 

‘‘ 
Noah’s ark imagined

Genuine disasters meant medieval societies were often preoccupied with the end of the world

Focus on 
health

Under capitalism vaccines 
are for profit, not people 

The Development of 
vaccines is conditional 
on what big business 
wants, not the needs 
of people, says  
Yuri Prasad

BILLIONS OF people 
around the world are 
anxiously waiting for news 
of a cure for Covid-19. 

But a combination of the 
priorities of the big drugs 
firms and the difficulties 
associated with treating 
viruses are making a 
solution very difficult.

Even those drugs 
today trumpeted as a 
potential treatment are 
at only the earliest stages 
of development, with 
mass production months, 
if not years, away.

Big pharmaceutical 
companies are voting with 
their feet and deciding 
not to invest the billions 
of pounds needed to 
research new therapies.

They see far too many 
risks and not enough 
chance of profit.

One risk is that new 
antiviral treatments could 
come at a cost of terrible 
damage to other organs.

The legal battles as a result 
of this are something big 
business will want to avoid.

Another is that their 
research may result in a 
temporary cure, but that the 
virus will then mutate and 
make their treatment useless.

Coordination 
Their investment in research 
would then be lost.The 
best way to pursue cures 
is for the coordination of 
research across the globe. 

And the best form of 
that is a publically owned 
pharmaceutical industry. 
This would publicise its 
research and results so 
that even if they fail, their 
work might lead to a 
breakthrough elsewhere.

The huge funds required 
for this level of study, and the 
preparation of factories and 
distribution networks all over 
the world to mass produce 
medicines, must be found.

For decades big pharma 
has made billions from 

people in need. That time 
must surely come to an end. 

Viruses are one of 
the biggest threats to 
humanity, and a big part 
of the reason for that lies 
in the way they infect us.

Compared to other 
infections they are much 
smaller and simpler. 

Viruses don’t respond to 
antibiotics because they don’t 
reproduce on their own. 

Instead, they invade 
cells and once they 

control them, they make 
copies of themselves.

That makes it hard to find 
drugs that target only the 
virus but don’t also damage 
healthy human cells. 

Perhaps the most difficult 
problem in treating viruses 
is the way our own immune 
systems respond to them.

Once our bodies detect 
a viral invasion they 
start preparing a natural 
defence—antibodies. 

These attach to both the 
virus, and the cells they 
have taken over, and mark 
them for destruction.

But this defence 
mechanism can create 
other problems, such as 
fever and inflammation. 

Many of the most serious 
symptoms associated with 
Covid-19 result from viral 
pneumonia that follows 
in the most severely 
affected patients.

Lungs damaged by the 
virus respond by filling with 
inflammatory phlegm, which 
clogs them up and cause 
further bacterial infections. 

These complications 
means treating Covid-
19 infections is likely to 
involve much more than a 
single “magic bullet” drug. 
Perhaps a cocktail of antiviral 
drugs and inhibitors, which 
target the virus and stop it 
replicating, will be combined.

If that were the case the 
path to profit for any single 
firm could prove difficult.

So, if humanity is to stand 
a chance, the battle for 
cures must be wrestled away 
from those who measure 
everything in terms of profit.

Back story
Big pharmaceutical 
companies are making sure 
vaccination prices keep 
rising 
l According to the group 
Doctors without Borders the 
price of vaccinating a child 
has gone up from around  
£1.20 to over £32 in the last 
ten years 
l Childhood vaccines in 
the US cost around £25 per 
vaccine—which is either 
paid by health insurance or 
most often out of parents’ 
pockets 

For decades big 
pharma has 
made billions 
from people in 
need  

‘‘ 

PhArMACEutiCAl CoMPANiES profit from suffering
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METROPOLITAN POLICE out in force at London’s Heathrow airport

 Cops using terror laws to harass Muslims
A MUSLIM woman who was 
forced to remove her hijab 
under terror laws at London 
Heathrow Airport has won 
a “substantial damage pay-
ment” from the police.

The woman, known as 
Asiyah, pursued a judi-
cial review after she had to 
take off her hijab under a 
Schedule 7 stop and search 
in October 2018.

The anti-terror law allows 
police and border guards to 
detain people without suspi-
cion and hold them for up to 
nine hours at airports, ports 
and international rail stations. 

Asiyah, who won £15,000 
from London’s Metropolitan 
Police in an out of court set-
tlement, said that “no Muslim 
woman should ever have to 
face this violation. 

“Being forced to remove 
my hijab was the most dehu-
manising and embarrassing 
experience of my life.

“I was made to feel  
worthless—I felt that my 
honour had been violated.

“The fact that the police 
can behave in such a way 
without any repercussions is 
frightening.”

A transcript of an interview 
with Asiyah shows that police 

told her, “We can take photo-
graphs that we need by force. 

“You might  end up 
being arrested because 
you wouldn’t let us take a  
photograph of your hair.”

Asiyah won her case with 
the support of detainee rights’ 
group Cage and Birnberg 
Peirce solicitors. Its director 

Muhammad Rabbani said, “It 
is clear the police knew they 
were discriminating against 
Muslim women. 

“And therefore opted to 
settle in order to avoid the 
case setting a precedent for 
other women that have had 
their hijab forcibly removed. 
It’s high time Schedule 7 is 

scrapped.” He called for the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group 
on British Muslims to “take 
immediate steps to investi-
gate the Home Office over its 
discriminatory  operation of 
Schedule 7 powers”. 

Cage previously revealed 
that “potentially close to one 
million” people—88 percent 

of them Muslim—have been 
stopped under Schedule 7. 

Summayah ,  ano the r 
Muslim woman who was 
forced to remove her hijab 
at London’s Gatwick Airport, 
said she was “mistreated” 
despite being chronically ill. 

“Border Police removed 
me from the disabled cart and 

placed me in a glass room in 
view of everyone,” she said. 

“I wasn’t aware of my 
rights and the police took full 
advantage.”

BACK STORY
UP TO one million people 
have been stopped 
under Schedule 7 of the 
Terrorism Act 2000, 
according to civil rights 
group Cage
lThe law allows officers to 
detain without suspicion 
for up to nine  hours 
at airports, ports and 
international rail stations
lSome 88 percent of 
those stopped are Muslim
lOnly 44 of those stopped 
have been convicted under 
terror laws
lSome who have been 
stopped report being strip 
searched, forced to hand 
over device passwords—
and being invited to 
become informants

What’s your story?
Email with your ideas 
reports@socialistworker.co.uk
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Same old deal 
for the climate 

 THE budget 
included around 

£800 million to develop 
two carbon capture 
(CCS) and storage 
“clusters” by 2030. 

CCS is unreliable and 
doesn’t make burning 
fossil fuels green. 

And the Tory target 
of a net zero economy 
by 2050 only gives a 50 
percent chance to limit 
temperature rises. 

Inflation fiddle 
bites benefits 

 MILLIONS of 
pensioners and 

benefit claimants could 
be hit hard under 
changes to how inflation 
is calculated.

A consultation, 
announced alongside 
the budget, could see a 
shift away from the retail 
price index (RPI) rate 
to a lower rate between 
2025 and 2030. 

Pay and benefits rises 
are often tied to RPI. It is 
typically 1 percent higher 
than the measure the 
Tories favour. 

Cough up more 
for coronavirus

 RISHI Sunak made 
statutory sick pay 

(SSP) available from day 
one of coronavirus self-
isolation. But this is just 
£94 week.

For a full time worker 
on minimum wage, this 
is a loss of income of 
around three quarters, 
accordint to the Institute 
of Fiscal Studies. And 
seven million people 
aren’t entitled to it.

  ‘People’s budget’ will not 
 undo a decade  of damage
After more than ten years of austerity, Tory chancellor Rishi Sunak claimed 
his budget delivered a break from the past. Sophie Squire unpicks the spin 

TORY CHANCELLOR Rishi 
Sunak claimed he presented a 

“people’s budget” last week. 
Shortly afterwards Boris Johnson 

all but admitted that austerity won’t 
end, saying, “If austerity is a process 
and a direction, then it’s over. 

“If it’s spending above where we 
were in 2010, it’s with us for a very 
long time.”

A stagnant economy and decaying 
infrastructure did push the Tories 
to promise borrowing to fund more 
public spending. Public sector net 
investment is set to rise from close 
to 2 percent of national income to  
3 percent. 

But this comes after a sluggish level 
of investment since 2010, and disas-
trous cuts in the Tory 1980s and 90s. 
And it also matters what investment 
is for—much will go to outsourcers 
who will cream off fat profits. 

Giveaways 
What were presented as generous 
giveaways turned out to amount 
to a lot less. The Institute for Fiscal 
Studies thinktank said that day to day 
spending per person will still remain 
below that of 2010.

The budget included £20 million to 
fund fire safety—but that is compared 
to a £141.5 million cut in England 
since 2013. 

Similarly, pledges for education 
didn’t hit the mark—and included 
policies that had already been 
announced. 

The NEU education union said, 
“The £7.1 billion already promised 
for schools over the next three years 
should have been increased. 

“It is welcome, but it falls well 
short of the £12.6 billion needed 
to replace the cuts since 2015.”  

The details of Sunak’s economic plans 
show that there is little expectation of 
a vibrant economy.  

Even without the impact of cor-
onavirus, the Office for Budget 
Responsibility has revised down its 
forecasts for growth.  

In 2020, growth is projected at  
1.1 percent, down from 1.4 percent 
in last year’s forecast. 

Many of the tax changes presented 
as a boon for the low paid actually 
favour those further up the scale. 

So the rich gain much more in 
cash terms than the poor from budget 

changes in national insurance.The 
Resolution Foundation thinktank 
said, “The budget does almost noth-
ing to offset the considerable welfare 
cuts put in place by George Osborne 
in 2015”. 

Changes 
Its research shows that incomes just 
above the bottom 10th “will eventu-
ally be £2,900 a year worse off, on 
average, thanks to benefit and tax 
changes announced since 2015”.

“With £900 of that yet to come as 
a result of welfare policies still being 

rolled out,” it said. “These cuts mean 
the incomes of the poorest families 
have actually fallen over the past two 
years. 

“And there is a risk that child pov-
erty will reach record highs by the 
time of the 2024 election.”

Far from a “people’s government”, 
the Tories will still make working 
class people pay. 

CHANCELLOR RISHI Sunak thinks he can take working class people for mugs with talk of a ‘people’s budget’

Investment doesn’t mean left has won the argument
SOME ON the left 
hailed the Tory 

government’s investment 
pledges as a sign that 
Labour won the argument. 

Columnist Owen Jones 
celebrated, “Keynesianism 
is back, baby”. 

“The left should use 
the budget to say the 
left’s economic arguments 
are being vindicated, 
promote our own 
priorities,” he said. 

Just because the state 
is investing more money, 
doesn’t mean that the left 
has won the argument.  
“Keynesianism” was a 

cornerstone of Tory and 
Labour governments from 
1945 until the 1970s. 

This is the idea that, 
particularly in times 
of recession, the state 
should boost the economy 
through increased 
spending or cutting taxes. 

In the post-war decades, 
that went alongside a 
strong welfare state. 

But there is nothing 
inherently progressive 
about Keynesianism. 

For instance, in 2009 
former US president 
Barack Obama pushed 
through a multibillion 

dollar stimulus of 
public works and tax 
cuts to counteract the 
“Great Recession”.

Even the last Tory 
government pushed 
government intervention 
alongside austerity. HS2, 
new nuclear plants or 
huge subsidies for the 
British arms industry are 
a form of Keynesianism. 

The left needs to argue 
for public spending on the 
basis that it helps working 
class people, not that it 
boosts profits. That means 
winning the argument to 
put people ahead of profit. The budget promised ‘record investment’ in infrastructure 

On other pages...
Italian workers fight to shape 
response to virus >>Page 20
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IN BRIEF 

Ferry workers keep 
up battle for justice
WORKERS ON the Woolwich 
Ferry in south east London 
struck over pay and working 
conditions on Friday of last 
week.

It was part of a long-
running dispute by Unite 
union members, who plan 
two further 24-hour walkouts 
on 27 March and 6 April. 

Transport for London is 
due to take over the service 
“by the end of the year” from 
subcontractor Briggs Marine. 

But workers aren’t waiting 
for that to improve conditions.

Strikes scheduled 
on London’s Tube 
ASLEF RAIL union members 
on London Underground have 
voted overwhelmingly for 
strikes.

On a 75 percent turnout 
workers voted 95 percent for 
strikes.

RMT union members 
are balloting over the same 
issues, with their vote closing 
on 31 March.

If both unions struck it 
would involve a walkout 
of over 10,000 workers, 
paralysing the capital.

Greenwich strikes 
as council reneges
ABOUT 120 housing repair 
workers at Greenwich council 
in south east London plan a 
strike for two days later this 
month. It comes after bosses 
reneged on a settlement over 
a new pay structure.

Last October the Unite 
union called off industrial 
action after a deal was made 
with the Royal Borough of 
Greenwich for carpenters, 
electricians and plumbers.

But Unite says council 
bosses have failed to 
implement the new pay 
structure. As a result, there 
will be two 24-hour strikes on 
Monday 23 and Tuesday 24 
March. 

Highway robbery 
sees Newham ballot
WORKERS AT Newham 
council in east London are 
balloting for strikes over 
the failure to pay highway 
maintenance staff the rate for 
the job.

Unite union members were 
to begin voting on Friday 
this week with the ballot 
closing on 3 April. The union 
estimates some individuals 
have lost £8,000 a year.

Solidarity call for 
PCS exec member
THE PCS union is continuing 
a campaign against the 
victimisation of leading rep 
Paul Williams.

Bosses at the Driver and 
Vehicle Standards Agency 
have threatened Paul, a 
member of the PCS’s national 
executive committee, with 
compulsory redundancy.
lSign and share the petition at 
bit.ly/PaulWilliamsPetition

 Thousands are set for 
Tower Hamlets strikes   
AROUND 4,000 workers 
in Tower Hamlets, east 
London, are set to strike on 
Tuesday of next week. 

The action will hit all local 
authority schools  and the 
Labour-run council.

Unison and NEU union 
members are fighting the 
council’s attempts to force 
workers to accept worse terms 
and conditions under its 
“Tower Rewards” scheme.

Council bosses said they are 
going to sack and re-engage 
workers on worse contracts in 
April.

Blocked
Unison member Tom told 
Socialist Worker, “We are 
outraged that the council is 
doing the Tories’ dirty work 
rather than seeking to defend 
the borough and its workforce.

“With jobs in peril at the 
moment we need to strike in 
order to defend out hard-won 
conditions.

“Coronavirus means 
we can’t have a rally or 
demonstration, but we will try 
to make the strike as collective 
as possible.”

An open letter from the two 

unions to the council’s chief 
executive said, “You have falsely 
claimed that Unison has refused 
to engage on Tower Rewards.

“You have not met once 
with trade unions to try to 
resolve the dispute.

“Unison and NEU have 
always been willing to meet 
to discuss how to resolve this 
dispute. 

“This has taken on a new 
urgency with the emergence of 
the coronavirus crisis. 

“Trade unions want to be 
part of serious discussions 
about how we provide the 

maximum assurance and 
protection for staff and our 
community through this 
unprecedented situation.

“We are therefore calling 
on you to withdraw the 
imposition of the Tower 
Rewards proposals on 13 April 
to remove the need for us to 
strike. Without this assurance 
we will have to proceed with 
action.”

A strike next Tuesday would 
unite with the bin workers’ 
action (see right).

Further strikes are 
scheduled for 1 and 2 April.

SCHOOL CLIMATE strikers walked out on Friday last week in Sheffield. In most areas climate 
strikes were cancelled due to the coronavirus emergency      Picture: Neil terry

Bin workers set to take on 
their rubbish employers
BIN WORKERS in Tower 
Hamlets, east London, are 
preparing for another round 
of strikes against outsourcer 
Veolia. 

Around 250 Unite union 
members rounded off an 
eight-day walkout over 
holiday pay at 3am on 
Monday. They are demanding 
that subcontractor Veolia 
pays up as much as £9,000 
in unpaid wages. 

Terry, a Unite senior 
shop steward, told Socialist 
Worker that “morale is as 
high as ever”. 

“If there are no successes 
with management, we’ll be 
back on the line,” he said.

Strikes could take place 
from Tuesday of next week, 
until the workers are taken 
back in house at the end of 
the month. 

Blocked
Workers mounted mass picket 
lines—and blocked managers, 
scabs and lorries from moving 
in and out. 

On Wednesday of last 
week, one report said that the 
fuse box for management’s 
building was “half way to 
Tilbury” in Essex.

Bosses tried to undermine 
picketing by using staff and 
lorries from Veolia contracts 
in other London boroughs. 

But Terry explained that 
bosses didn’t have enough 
lorries at other depots and 

staff from other contracts 
“are reluctant to come down 
to our depot because they 
know the situation”. 

Workers will picket at the 
Solvocea Way in Canning 
Town and Southern Grove in 
Bow. 

Trade unionists should 
build solidarity for their fight 
in workplaces and union 
branches and join them on 
the picket lines.

Meanwhile, around 120 
refuse workers in Bexley in 
south east London were set 
to walk out on Wednesday.

The Unite union members 
are fighting for pay equality 
with workers in the 
neighbouring borough of 
Greenwich who earn up to £4 
an hour more. 

They also want full sick 
pay and an end to zero hour 
contracts from subcontractor 
Serco. 

Workers plan to mount 
picket lines from 5am at the 
Thames Road Waste transfer 
station in Dartford. 
lMessages of support to ruth.
haydon@unitetheunion.org

nAROUND 180 bin workers 
in the Wirral, Merseyside, 
are being balloted for 
strikes over pay. 

The Unite union members, 
who work for subcontractor 
Biffa, should vote yes in 
the ballot that ends on 
Wednesday of next week.

CLIMATE ACTION

BIN WORKERSCOUNCIL WORKERS

Tower Hamlets workers united in 2014             

Bexley bin workers back action                     Picture: Willie HoWard

ST MUNGO’S

Strike for conditions and homeless service
AROUND 500 workers at the 
St Mungo’s homelessness 
charity began a three-day 
strike on Monday over 
attempts to push through 
worse terms and conditions.

The Unite union members 
walked out at sites across 
London, the south east and 
south west of England.

Unite regional officer 
Tabusam Ahmed said, “St 
Mungo’s workers have tried 
their utmost to arrive at a 
reasonable settlement with 
their employer and have 

been rejected at every turn. 
“The safety of clients is 

their number one priority and 
they are striking with very 
heavy hearts, but believe it 
is the only way to defend the 
future of services.”

In London, workers 
picketed local sites and 
then held a rally outside St 
Mungo’s headquarters.

Ken Fish, a Unite regional 
official in Bristol, said, “We’re 
seeing a deskilling of the 
service where we are losing 
project workers and putting 

junior workers in those 
conditions. 

“This is having a negative 
impact on the staff and 
a negative impact on the 
clients. This is an attack on 
the most vulnerable people 
within the Bristol city area. 

“And we need to be 
sending a very clear message 
to St Mungo’s CEO and 
anyone on the board—
enough is enough. 

“We will not accept a race 
to the bottom and it needs to 
stop now.”

Celebrate resistance with  
Socialist Worker this May Day 
May Day is a chance to celebrate 
working class solidarity against the 
bosses and resistance to oppression. 

Every year Socialist Worker produces 
a special supplement of May Day 
greetings from our readers in trade 
unions, colleges and campaigns. 
Make sure to get yours in by 10 April 

l1 column ad: £30 
l2 column ad: £55  
l3 column ad: £95 

Make cheques out to  
Sherborne Publications Ltd

Socialist Worker,
PO Box 74955,
London E16 9EJ
020 7840 5656

mayday@socialistworker.co.uk
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HIGHER EDUCATION 

 Keep up the ‘four fights’  
 after success of strikes 
by SADIE ROBINSON 

THE UCU union has delayed 
a planned rebal lot  of  
workers for strikes due to 
the coronavirus crisis.

The move comes as more 
universities end face to face 
teaching to try and stop the 
spread of the virus. 

But it should not be used to 
walk away from the disputes.

The current wave of action 
has seen 14 days of strikes in 
74 universities. UCU mem-
bers ended a five-day strike 
last week, and walkouts 
continued in a handful of 
institutions this week.

The union is in dispute 
over pay, equality, contracts, 
workload and pensions. 

Worker s  have  been 
debating what their next 
steps should be. “I think we 
will need to look at an exam 
boycott,” said Ian, who has 
been picketing every day of 
the strike at Oxford university.

“That would put pressure 
on them because they don’t 
like being sued by students.”

Mood 
Oxford UCU committee mem-
bers John said the mood there 
is growing for a marking  
boycott. “Some people see it 
as an individual response,” he 
told Socialist Worker. 

“But when I first started 
here, we had a marking boy-
cott that brought medical 
sciences to a standstill.

“Two out of 12 workers 
did the boycott, but the rest 
refused to cover our work. So 
it was very effective.”

For Eli, another picket, 
more strikes will he needed 
if the bosses refuse to back 
down. “We’re going to have 
to go out on strike again,” she 
told Socialist Worker.

Reballots for action were 
set to start on Tuesday, but 
the union postponed these. 
One motion passed at the 
union’s higher education 

committee said they would 
begin on 29 April, another 
no later than the end of June. 

Meanwhile, action short 
of a strike is ongoing. 
The impact of the coronavi-
rus on universities will clearly 
shape workers’ tactics. 

But the strikes have been 
a huge success, and they 
should fight to make sure the 
union does not walk away 
from a chance of a victory.

At Oxford, the union 
branch has grown by around 
40 members since the strikes 
started. 

“It is tiring being on strike 
for 14 days,” said Eli. “But it 
would be utterly demoral-
ising to lose all this pay for 
nothing.”

John agreed. “We had a 
committee meeting and there 
seems to be a strong mood for 
the reballot,” he said. “People 
are worn out after four weeks 
of strikes, but there’s no sense 
that they want to stop.” 

And workers should resist 
any attempts to make their 
conditions worse as the 

coronavirus crisis grows. 
Some university bosses have 
suggested workers produce 
online lectures so students 
can study at home.

St r iker  Mar ion  to ld 
Socialist Worker, “We are 
still engaging in action short 
of a strike and that means not 
doing extra work. 

“This should include pro-
ducing any online materials.” 

There is still a danger that 
the union leadership would 
be willing to settle for a deal 
that falls far short of what 

workers are fighting for. 
In an email to workers last 
week, UCU general secretary 
Jo Grady said, “Our negotia-
tors have tabled proposals 
that fall short of our origi-
nal demands but which we 
believe could represent an 
acceptable resolution to our 
disputes.”

Yet these proposals would 
see workers get a much lower 
pay deal than they are strik-
ing for, plus pay more into 
their pension scheme. 

The union should be 

fighting for more. And it 
should keep fighting on all of 
the issues, not playing any off 
against the others.

As one Oxford striker put 
it, “When we struck in 2018 
over pensions, a lot of people 
on strike were on fixed term 
contracts or had just finished 
their PhDs. I was one of them.

“We struck to protect the 
pensions of others, and we 
said we wanted professors 
to strike over casual con-
tracts too. That’s what has 
happened.”

He added that it is a “clever 
tactic” to run two disputes 
together. “We met the turn-
out threshold in one ballot but 
not the other,” he explained.  
“But calling people out over 
both means we can always 
join the strikes.”

Grady’s email to mem-
bers said, “We are willing 
to temporarily refrain from 
escalating our disputes in 
light of this pandemic—but 
we will not abandon them.”

Workers will have to stay 
organised to hold her to this.

UNIVERSITY STRIKERS and supporters march through London during the action  Picture: Guy Smallman

ROYAL MAIL 

A post strike 
could be in 
the pipeline
THE POSTAL workers’ CWU 
union was set to announce 
the results of its second 
national strike ballot in 
under a year as Socialist 
Worker went to press. 

They were expected to 
deliver yet another thumping 
yes vote. 

Workers in Royal Mail 
and Parcelforce have been 
voting on whether to strike 
in defence of their jobs and 
conditions. 

If they lose, chief executive 
Rico Back will destroy Royal 
Mail as we know it—along 
with tens of thousands of 
jobs that go with it.

CWU members in Royal 
Mail voted by 97 percent on 
a 76 percent turnout to strike 
in a ballot last year. 

But action was halted after 
a high court judge ruled the 
ballot unlawful.

Royal Mail bosses are 
determined to force through 
their attacks on the service. 

They’ve already begun 
ramming through changes in 
workplaces across Britain.

Nothing can be allowed 
to delay the fightback any 
further—whether it’s bosses’ 
legal action, or appeals to 
postpone action during the 
coronavirus crisis.
Nick Clark

People are 
worn out after 
14 days but 
they don’t 
want to stop 

‘‘ 
Pickets at Oxford university last week Picture: SocialiSt Worker

OUTSOURCING 

Sweep away 
poverty pay 
at tax office 
OUTSOURCED cleaners 
at an HMRC tax office 
in Birmingham have 
joined their workmates 
in Merseyside in a battle 
against low pay.

Members of the PCS union 
at six offices in Birmingham, 
Liverpool and Bootle began 
strikes on Monday of this 
week. 

They’re demanding that 
bosses at private company 
ISS pay them a wage of £10 
an hour. 

Cleaners in Birmingham 
offices struck on Monday 
and Tuesday of this week—
their first days of action after 
joining the dispute. 

One striker in Birmingham 
said, “They’ve cut hours, but 
want us to do the same work. 

“They’ve stopped paying 
overtime and rely on good 
will working. “

John, a PCS branch 
secretary, said, “Pickets have 
been out since 6.30am. 

“They know what their 
fighting for and are prepared 
to do what it takes to get 
what they deserve—which is 
a living wage now.” 
Jay Williams 
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 CORONAVIRUS  
 ACTION IN ITALY
Italian socialist Gianni Del Panta talked to a leading member of the rank and file union at 
the GKN factory, near Florence, which struck last week demanding safety before profit
ON 11 March Italian prime 
minister Giuseppe Conte 
addressed the country for 
the third time in five days.

The spread of  coronavirus 
had already forced the 
 shutdown of schools, univer-
sities, libraries, museums, 
pubs and the like, whereas 
bars, restaurants and shops 
had to close at 6pm.

There were  expectations 
now that all  productive activ-
ities not directly linked to 
basic products could come 
to a complete halt. 

Yet Conte, under the 
pressures of the employers’ 
association (Confindustria), 
announced that the  closures 
would not cover production.

As soon as factories 
 reopened the day after, an 
unprecedented wave of 
strikes hit.

Italian socialist Gianni 
Del Panta spoke to a  leading 
member of the rank and 
file union at GKN, a factory 
employing 450 people that 
produces car components 
near Florence.

What happened after 
Conte’s speech?
Tension had been on the 
rise for several days. While 
all activities gradually 
came to a halt, factories 
were not mentioned and 
everything kept going 

as if nothing happened 
in the workplaces.

The PM’s speech outraged 
workers, who felt a 
tremendous contradiction 
between the official use of 
the slogan #stayathome and 
the idea that production 
should not be stopped.

It was clear that private 
profits were more important 
than public health. Workers 
are used as cannon fodder. 

Against this, there was a 
huge reaction of rank and 
file workers who started 
protesting and striking.

Trade unions were 
forced to follow workers. 
In GKN, we struck for an 
hour on 12 March and 
two hours the day after.     

What are the main 
demands of workers?
The first demand is the 

immediate closure of all 
productive activities.

For obvious reasons, 
shops and factories 
that produce foodstuff, 
medicines, technical 
equipment that can 
be used in hospitals 
have to carry on.

There is also another 
aspect, however, that 
is particularly relevant. 
That is the attempt by 

the bourgeoisie to put the 
costs of the crisis on to 
workers. This will certainly 
emerge as a critical factor 
in the coming months.

We demand therefore 
no job losses and the 
state’s payment of 
workers’ salaries.      

On the night of 13 March, 
trade unions, the employers’ 
association and the 
government struck a deal.

What do you think 
about the 13 points 
of the agreement?  
The main goal of the 
agreement was to protect 
the production of goods.

In this regard, it 
was restating that 
workers’ health is less 
important than profits.

It is true that there 
are new rules. Yet these 
remain very generic and are 
largely very hard to apply.

For instance, how is 
it possible to keep the 
one‑metre distance between 
people in a workplace?

The idea to assign a 
medical mask to each 
worker every day, 
moreover, is not only 
impossible, but also 
damaging for the national 
health system that has 
run out of masks several 
times in the last few days.       

What should we expect 
in the future?
It is very complicated to 
answer. Considering the 
agreement does not deal 
at all with the first and 
non‑negotiable demand of 
workers—the closure of all 
productive activities—it is 
possible that we witness 
a new wave of strikes.

At GKN we are 
ready to fight.

 Unions sign up to national deal to head off strikes 
IN AN attempt to head off 
a strike wave the Italian 
government, the unions 
and bosses have signed 
up to an agreement.

The government 
announced, “It is a primary 
objective to combine the 
continuation of production 
activities with the guarantee 
of conditions of health and 
safety in the workplace 
and working methods.”

Essentially the union 
leaders, while getting 
some basic concessions 

on hygiene, did a deal to 
keep production going. The 
promises on the rights of 
workers laid off are vague 
to say the least. And a 
comittment to partnership 
with the bosses is seen 
as the key acheivment. 

In the run‑up to the talks 
there had been a growing 
number of workers taking 
action over the crisis.

The strikes began when 
workers at the Fiat car 
plant in Pomigliano, near 
Naples struck over safety. 

This spread and company 
bosses closed the company. 
There were walkouts at 
the steelworks in Terni 
and at shipyards in Venice. 
Dock workers in Genoa 
also struck to get the 
workplace deep cleaned. 

Metal workers across the 
north of Italy walked out. 

That pushed the unions 
and the government to 
agree the protocol. 

The risk is that without 
action the bosses will 
cointue to protect profits Fiat workers in Turin

TNT DRIVERS in Genova have joined a wave of strikes demanding safety before profits 

 ‘The ER is collapsing’
DR DANIELE Macchini, an 
intensive care physician 
in Bergamo, near Milan, 
wrote a post on social 
media that gives a 
glimpse of what happens 
to an overstretched 
health service when 
the virus accelerates.

“I understand the need 
not to create panic, but 
when the message of the 
dangerousness of what is 
happening does not reach 
people, I shudder,” he said.

“The war has literally 

exploded, and battles 
are uninterrupted. Day 
and night cases are 
multiplying. We have 
arrived at a rate of 15–20 
admissions per day all 
for the same reason.

“Suddenly the 
ER is collapsing.

“The staff are living at 
the hospital. Operating 
rooms are converted 
to treatment rooms 
where every available 
ventilator being used 
is considered ‘gold’.”
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