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FRANCE

Plan to reopen 
schools fails as 
many stay shut
THE FRENCH government 
tried to reopen schools 
on Monday in the 
teeth of opposition 
from parents, students, 
teachers and scientists.

But in many areas the 
schools remained closed 
due to decisions by local 
politicians and widespread 
teacher resistance.
>>Page 8

LABOUR

Backlash grows 
as party shifts  
further to right
LABOUR HAS provoked 
a  fierce reaction from 
its own supporters after 
betraying tenants.

Thousands of Labour 
 members signed an open 
letter accusing the party of 
“failing renters” during the 
Covid-19 crisis and calling 
on Keir Starmer to back 
cancelling rent payments.
>>Page 18

WORKERS

Forced back to 
work by cuts in  
furlough scheme
CHANCELLOR Rishi Sunak 
was expected to announce 
plans to change the furlough 
scheme this week.

The Tories want to cut it 
then shut it down—squeezing 
back to work many of the six 
million who rely on it. This will 
be an important battleground.
>>Page 20
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lTHE US last week blocked 
a vote on a United Nations 

security council resolution backing 
a global ceasefire during the 
pandemic. The US claimed it wanted 
no references to the World Health 
Organisation in the resolution. 
One diplomat said, “It might be 
that someone very high up made 
a decision they don’t want it.”

 More die at home from other 
illnesses due to virus crisis
MORE THAN 8,000 more 
people have died at home 
since the start of the coro-
navirus crisis than would 
have done in normal times.

And 80 percent died of 
conditions unrelated to the 
virus according to their death 
certificates, a Guardian 
newspaper study found.

Fear of contracting Covid-
19 may be putting some 
people off going to hospital.

The figures showed 8,196 
more deaths at home in 
England, Wales and Scotland 
compared with the five-year 
average for this time of year.

Statistician Jason Oke said 
people could be “dying of 
other causes that would not 
have happened under normal 
conditions”. 

He said such deaths could 
be seen as “collateral damage 
of the lockdown”.

Chair of the British Medical 

Association Dr Chaand 
Nagpaul said, “These  figures 
underline that the devasta-
tion wrought by Covid-19 
spreads far beyond the imme-
diate effects of the  illness 
itself.”

He said that the NHS has 
shifted to focus on the virus. 
“More than half of doctors in 
a recent BMA survey told us 

this is worsening the care of 
non-Covid patients,” he said.

Nagpaul said visits to 
A&E have dropped by up to 
50 percent. He said there 
has been a drop by half of 
patients attending hospitals 
with heart attacks.

“Many ill patients are not 
getting the care they so des-
perately need now,” he said. 

One report last week 
found around 11,600 excess 
deaths in the community in 
Italy during the pandemic. 

These included deaths 
from heart attacks and 
strokes.

Professor Andrew Goddard 
from the Royal College of 
Physicians said people who 
had heart attacks delayed 
seeking help “either because 
people don’t want to burden 
the health service or because 
of fear of catching Covid-19”.

In England and Wales, 
there were 23,583 deaths in 
people’s homes over the past 
seven weeks. 

The five-year average is 
16,794.

And in Scotland, there 
were 3,453 deaths in homes 
and non-institutional settings 
in the seven weeks to 3 May. 

That compares with 2,046 
in a typical year. 

l“THE AWARD reflects outstanding 
performance over a five-year period 

during which £7.5 billion of value was created 
for Ocado shareholders. The remuneration 
committee is satisfied that Ocado’s pay 
schemes past and present, deliver above-
market pay outs only for outstanding 
results.” Ocado chair Lord Rose explains 
why founder and chief executive Tim Steiner 
has been given a £54 million bonus

 Out of date NHS kit 
is latest Tory failing
SOME FOUR fifths of the 
respirators in Britain’s 
pandemic stockpile 
—20.9 million out of  
26.3 million—were 
out of date when the 
coronavirus hit. 

Some 200 million 
items of PPE in the 
stockpile expired before 
January this year.

This included over half 
of all surgical face masks.

Hundreds of millions 
of PPE items expired 
throughout 2019. Stock 
lists on 30 January show 
around 200 million 
respirators, face masks, 
medical syringes and 
needles had expired 
eight months before.

And a significant 
number of respirators had 

their use-by date extended, 
sometimes twice. 

Some had initial expiry 
dates of 2012 that were 
changed to 2016, then 
again to 2019 or 2020.

The national inventory 
didn’t contain any gowns, 
despite recommendations 
that it should have.

Meanwhile the 
Tories ordered 400,000 
medical gowns from 
Turkey that were quickly 
declared unsafe. 

They ordered the 
gowns from a firm that 
was just three months 
old. It produced T-shirts 
and tracksuits before 
shifting to making “high-
grade medical wear”.

The order is thought 
to have cost £300,000.

Trevor Phillips’  
software stereotypes
THE INVOLVEMENT 
of Trevor Phillips’ 
consultancy to Public 
Health England’s inquiry 
into Covid-19’s impact 
on ethnic minorities was 
always a wrong idea. 

Phillips, the former 
chair of the Equalities 
and Human Rights 
Commission, and Prof 
Richard Webber are 
partners in the company 
Webber Phillips.

Phillips was suspended 
from the Labour Party 
for Islamophobia. 

Webber Philips has 
developed software to 
identify whether different 
ethnic groups “specialise” 
in particular types of 
crime. The firm says its 

Origins programme— 
which identifies people’s 
ethnicity or religion on 
the basis of their names 
—helps to ensure police 
investigations are “not 
based on stereotyping 
but on hard evidence”. 

Troublemaker is 
certain that the dozen 
or so police forces that 
use Origins did so for 
hard evidence purposes. 
Certainly not to prop up 
their institutional racism. 

Prison labour 
replaces 
sacked staff
PRISONERS ARE 
replacing refuse workers 
to pick up litter in New 
Orleans. 

The move follows a 
strike by dozens of refuse 
workers demanding 
proper safety equipment, 
hazard pay and sick pay.

The workers earn just 
$10.25 an hour. One strike 
organiser Gregory Woods 
said, “$10.25 to pick 
up trash—come on now. 
It’s contaminated with 
coronavirus.”

Workers were sacked 
after striking. Now 
prisoners employed by 
Metro Services are doing 
their jobs.

The city’s sanitation 
services said Metro 
Services “has long been 
an advocate of helping 
persons who had been 
incarcerated return to 
society in a meaningful 
and productive way”.

But not in a well-paid 
way—the prisoners will 
get just 13 percent of the 
wages of a refuse worker.

Woods said, “They are 
trying to use those dudes 
to do our job and paying 
them way less than they 
were paying us. 

“All of it is a hustle for 
them, a scam. They saving 
money—that’s all it is.”

Tim Steiner

‘‘THE THINGS 
THEY SAY
‘This is the 
beginning of an 
invasion’
Brexit Party leader  
Nigel Farage tweets some  
anti-migrant racism

‘We are being 
humiliated’
Farage doesn’t like people 
coming to Britain via Dover

‘State of utter 
confusion’
Even TV presenter Phillip 
Schofield is annoyed at 
Johnson’s speech

‘Downing Street 
is now hostage to 
the health-and-
safety mafia’
Sun political editor Trevor 
Kavanagh attacks Johnson’s 
plan to ease the lockdown

‘Opportunistic 
public sector 
unions’
Kavanagh says workers are 
to blame for Johnson’s alleged 
tame measures

‘Draconian social 
distancing’
What Kavanagh claims 
transport unions are insisting 
on

‘Ministers fear 
‘The Blob’ is 
colluding to 
sabotage the 
reopening of 
schools’
A Daily Mail headline
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Death is just a 
‘way of life’ for 
Americans

WHY NOT just get on with 
ending the lockdowns 
because people are going 
to die anyway? That’s the 
message from former New 
Jersey governor Chris 
Christie.

He said last week that 
the US should reopen 
its economy because 
“there are going to be 
deaths no matter what”.

And what’s more, 
people should take heart 
from their lives being put 
at risk. “The American 
people have gone through 
significant death before,” 
said Christie. “We’ve gone 
through it in World War 
I, we’ve gone through 
it in World War II. We 
have gone through it and 
we’ve survived it. We 
sacrificed those lives.”

He added that sending 
soldiers to die in foreign 
wars was a “sacrifice” 
worth making “because 
we were standing up for 
the American way of life”.

“In the same way 
now, we have to stand 
up for the American way 
of life,” he explained.

Trevor Phillips
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Gig economy challenge 
THE IWGB union is demanding 
action over protection for workers 
who are wrongly described as 
“self-employed”. 

The union says many are not 
being provided with personal 
protective equipment (PPE) or 
testing for infection. 
Its members include 
cleaners, drivers, couriers 
and foster-care workers. 

It has written to the 
Department for Work 
and Pensions threatening 
legal action if the official 
duty of care is not 
extended.

Courier drivers 
carrying samples for 
testing that may contain 

coronavirus are particularly at 
risk. 

“These workers have not been 
provided with advice or PPE of 
even the most basic sort,” the 
union said.

Private-hire firms have not 
provided drivers with 
screens inside their 
vehicles.

The IWGB adds, 
“Many of the union’s 
members work in areas 
which, without testing 
for infection and the 
provision of PPE, entail 
risk including risk 
to life and health for 
themselves and for their 
families.”

Homeless 
charged for 
not going 
home 
HOMELESS PEOPLE are 
being arrested and charged 
under coronavirus legislation.

On Monday the Crown 
Prosecution Service pushed 
ahead with a case to get 
a court hearing against a 
homeless man for refusing to 
return home.

He was charged with 
“leaving the place you were 
living, namely no fixed 
address” during lockdown.

This was despite the 
legislation, the Health 
Protection (Coronavirus, 
Restrictions) (England) 
Regulations 2020. 

It says the restriction and 
penalties for not returning 
home when instructed “does 
not apply to any person who 
is homeless”.

There have been at least 
three cases of homeless 
people in London pursued 
under the legislation. 

Refuse
It is possible for someone to 
be charged as of “no fixed 
abode” if they refuse to give 
their address. 

In one case in Manchester 
John Wesley Brogan was 
convicted and fined for being 
drunk and disorderly last 
month. 

Initially he was charged 
under the coronavirus 
legislation, but this was 
dropped in court because he 
was homeless.

This week the on-the-spot 
fines for ignoring police 
instructions are to be 
increased to £100.

Meanwhile, in London two 
homeless men were severely 
beaten last Thursday with 
one ending up in a critical 
condition in hospital.
Simon Basketter

Workers’ deaths show we 
are not ‘all in same boat’ 
by SARAH BATES

WORKERS IN low-paid and 
manual jobs are up to four times 
more likely to die of coronavi-
rus, according to the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS).

The research, published on 
Monday, underlines that class affects  
who lives and dies in the pandemic. 

It found that male workers, aged 
between 20 and 64, in jobs dismissed 
as “low skilled” are up to four times 
more likely to die. 

Cleaners, security guards, bus 
 drivers, construction workers and 
factory workers are all at a far greater 
risk than accountants, lawyers or 
engineers.

The ONS data, collected between 
9 March and 20 April, showed that 
male security guards were dying at a 
rate of 45.7 deaths per 100,000. Men 
in “professional” occupations died at 
a rate of 5.6 per 100,000.

After months of struggling to 
get hold of Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE), care and home 
care workers are dying at a rate of 
32 deaths per 100,000.

Hit
Transport workers have also been hit 
hard. Bus workers are dying at a rate 
of 26.4 per 100,000 and taxi drivers 
at a rate of 36.4. 

Helen Barnard of the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation charity said, 
“Today’s figures are another stark 
reminder that, although we are all 
weathering the same storm, we are 
not all in the same boat.” 

The ONS data shows that 
 industries that weren’t shut down—
transport, care and security—leave 
workers paying the heaviest price of 
the pandemic. 

Boris Johnson’s drive to end 
 lockdown rests on these workers—
and millions more—being sacrificed 
to get the profit-machine rolling again. 

Separate ONS analysis showed 
that women and ethnic minority 
workers were more likely to work 
in jobs where they came into close 
 proximity to other people.

One in five workers in the closest 
proximity roles were from black and 
minority ethnic (BME) groups. 

That’s despite them only making 
up 11 percent of the working 
population. 

BME workers account for more 
than a quarter of dentists, doctors and 
opticians and a large proportion of 

healthcare staff. The analysis comes 
after the death of railway ticket office 
worker Belly Mujinga.

A member of the public spat and 
coughed at her and a colleague on 
the concourse of Victoria station in 
London.

After both women contracted 
Covid-19, Belly died on 5 April. 

Her husband, Lusamba Gode 
Katalay, said, “They weren’t given 
masks, or gloves, so they were 
exposed to everyone. 

“It’s her employer, the company, 

and the state who have to look at 
that.”

Lusamba added that he and his 
daughter “saw Belly on the 2 April 
when she left for hospital”. 

“Then we didn’t see her again,” he 
said. “She’s dead and we buried her 
without being able see her.” 

We’re not all in this together.

What’s your story?
Email with your ideas 
reports@socialistworker.co.uk

An IWGB march

CONSTRUCTION WORKERS, at work here during the lockdown, have high death rates           Pictures: Guy smallman
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 1968
French workers 
join student revolt
WORKERS IN France 
began a general strike 
that turned into a 
huge revolt against the 
government.

They joined protesting 
students to march 
through Paris against 
police brutality and the 
government.
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Scotland and 
Wales stay in 
lockdown
THE SCOTTISH and Welsh 
governments have rejected Boris 
Johnson’s attempts to begin ending 
the lockdown. 

Scottish National Party first 
minister Nicola Sturgeon said, 
“Sticking with the lockdown 
measures at this stage is so 
important”. 

“So for now, the message 
remains the same. You must stay 
at home, please stay at home.”

She blasted the “stay alert” 
message as “vague and imprecise” 
and said schools wouldn’t be 
following England’s lead and 
opening in June. 

Welsh Labour first minister 
Mark Drakeford announced minor 
changes to the rules. He said 
councils were planning how to open 
libraries and recycling centres, and 
that garden centres could re-open. 

Devolved governments are able to 
diverge from England because the 
Coronavirus Act gave them powers 
over public health and education.

Johnson’s naked push for 
big business interests allowed 
Sturgeon and Drakeford to position 
themselves as more 
serious about tackling 
the pandemic. 

Yet both Scotland 
and Wales face 
PPE protective kit 
shortages, high 
numbers of deaths 
in care homes 
and dangerous 
working 
conditions.

Parents and unions hit 
back at Tory school plan
PARENTS AND school workers 
have reacted with fear and 
fury to Boris Johnson’s 
announcement that schools 
could soon reopen.

Johnson said that children 
in reception, year 1 and year 6 
could return “at the earliest” 
by 1 June. And he said, “Our 
ambition is that secondary pupils 
facing exams next year will get 
at least some time with their 
teachers before the holidays.”

Reception teacher Judy said this 
is a “massive assault on working 
class people. Social distancing 
is impossible in reception,” she 
said. “There is no logic to sending 
reception back now, except to get 
parents back to work.”

Within one hour, 49,000 NEU 
union members had responded 
to a union survey on the 
announcement. Some 92 percent 
said they would not feel safe 
with Johnson’s schools plan.

Joint general secretary of 
the NEU Mary Bousted said, 
“If schools are reopened to 
blatant breaches of health and 
safety, we will strongly support 

our members who take steps 
to protect their pupils, their 
colleagues and their families.”

The head teachers’ NAHT said 
heads have a legal right to decide 
if it’s safe to reopen schools. And 
a petition to give parents the 
right not to send children back 
soared to over 350,000.

There is potential for real 
resistance.

Activists should call meetings 
in schools and wider meetings 
involving parents and other 
workers. And they should 
demand support for parents 
suffering under the lockdown.

Johnson’s 
response is 
‘led by the 
money’
The Tory exit strategy from 
lockdown unveiled this week is a 
recipe for a soaring death rate

BORIS JOHNSON has opened the 
door to herd people back to work 
before it is safe. 

He laid out plans for an “exit 
strategy” from the coronavirus 
lockdown in a speech last Sunday. 
They included gradually reopening 
schools, shops and other businesses. 

This is a fatal recipe for  spreading 
infections and sending the death 
rate soaring. 

Johnson changed the official gov-
ernment slogan from, “Stay at home. 
Protect the NHS. Save lives,” to, “Stay 
alert. Control the virus. Save lives”. 

He said, “We now need to stress that 
anyone who can’t work from home, 
for instance those in  construction or 
manufacturing, should be actively 
encouraged to go to work.”

But he added, “You should avoid 
public transport “—an impossibility 
for most.

Immediately
Dave Ward, CWU communication 
workers’ union general secretary, 
said, “That wasn’t a message from 
the prime minister. It was a message 
from big business and those who put 
profit before people.”

“Never mind being led by the 
 science, the British response is now 
being led by the money.”

He added, “Tonight the prime 
minister told millions of people they 
can immediately return to work. 

“With 12 hours notice for many, 
telling them they can’t use public 
transport and with no assurances 
on whether PPE, social distancing 
and other safety measures will be 
in place.” 

The push to get people back 
to work has concentrated around 
schools (see right). Many  workers 
cannot return unless their children 
are in school.

Johnson said that “at the earliest 
by June 1 after half term we believe 
we may be in a position” to get 
 “primary pupils back into schools”.

It is essential to oppose Johnson’s 
school plans.

The Tories have thrown down the 
gauntlet to unions—and they must 
stop a reopening of primary schools 

in June. Unions should support and 
encourage walkouts under health 
and safety legislation if people are 
forced back to work.

Johnson can be beaten.
The speech was hardly the 

 message some ministers had briefed 
to the right wing press last week. 
The Daily Mail screamed, “Hurrah! 
Lockdown freedom beckons,” while 
the Daily Express proclaimed, “First 
steps to freedom from Monday.”

The Sun “newspaper” said the 
prime minister’s speech would bring 
“Happy Monday” and “lockdown 
joy”.

Backtracking
Yet within a day of Johnson’s speech 
foreign secretary Dominic Raab was 
already backtracking, saying that 
workers should return to work on 
Wednesday, rather than Monday.

Widespread opposition to lifting 
the lockdown, and Tory fears about 
any resulting spike in infections, has 
limited Johnson. But his speech will 
still give the green light to bosses to 
pressure workers into returning to 
work—and put more lives at risk.

The Tories’ weakness over lifting 
the lockdown underlines the need 
to push for opposition, not inaction 
and “partnership” in a fake “national 
interest”. 

With Johnson floundering, con-
certed opposition from the unions 
and Labour could break him.

BACK STORY
Boris Johnson’s speech was 
a green light for bosses to get 
people back to work
lJohnson said that from Monday 
those who can’t work from home 
should go to work—but not use 
public transport
lThe announcements were 
vaguer than the Tories had 
wanted to push through and show 
Johnson’s weakness
l Dominic Raab added to the 
chaos by saying workers should 
not return until Wednesday

PRIME MINISTER Boris Johnson cleared the way for an unsafe return to work in a speech last Sunday  Picture: PA

It’s the lowest paid workers who will pay 
with their lives if the lockdown is lifted
THE TORY push to 
end the lockdown will 
hit those in low-paid, 
insecure work hardest.

Fewer than one 
in ten people in the 
lowest half of earners in 
Britain can work from 
home, according to the 
Resolution Foundation. 

The think tank found 
that the typical pay for 
workers in “shut down 
sectors” is less than half 
that of those able to work 
from home. That’s £348 a 
week compared to £707 
a week. 

It will be the poorest 
in society who are 
forced to cram onto 
public transport and into 
dangerous workplaces.

Ending the furlough 
scheme will force millions 
back into work before it’s 
safe (see page 20). 

The Tories are 
desperate to get profits 
flowing again. 

Yet, despite high 

personal approval ratings, 
Johnson knows there 
is overwhelming public 
support for the lockdown 
measures.

Just 12 percent of 
those surveyed by YouGov 
on Monday thought that 
economic growth should 
be prioritised over the 
health and wellbeing of 
people.

And a Deltapoll survey 
for The Sun found that 
90 percent of people 

are against lifting the 
lockdown. The newspaper 
complained that 
“despite seven weeks of 
restrictions”, just 4 percent 
wanted to start a phased 
return to work from this 
week.

The Tories and their 
friends will try to make it 
impossible for workers to 
remain away from work. 
Unions should organise 
for walkouts and action.

This week union 

leaders showed some 
verbal opposition. On 
Sunday a joint letter from 
the leaders of the TUC 
union federation and the 
Unison, Unite, GMB and 
Usdaw unions said Britain 
cannot “return to business 
as usual”.

“If work cannot be 
done safely, it should not 
proceed,” it said.

Yet union leaders 
cling to the idea of social 
partnership with ministers 
and bosses. “The trade 
union movement wants 
to be able to recommend 
the government’s back to 
work plans,” they said.

“But for us to do that 
we need to ensure that 
ministers have listened 
and that we stay safe and 
save lives at work too.”

Warm words and 
promises of lobbying 
ministers are useless—
union leaders must take 
on the government to 
save workers’ lives.

Protesting against open construction sites in London
Picture: Guy SmAllmAn

Teachers protest in east London

Nicola Sturgeon

WHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINK

THE BATTLE IS ON--- 
WE CAN REFUSE TO WORK 

 I
T IS possible to refuse to 
go back to work. Teachers 
in the NEU union have said 
it clearest. They’ve laid out 
five tests that have to be met 

before they can agree it’s safe to 
open schools.

The first three represent 
a political challenge to the 
government.

They include waiting until there 
are much fewer cases of Covid-19, 
a national plan to ensure social 
distancing, and access to regular 
coronavirus testing.

Those tests haven’t been met—
so the union says schools shouldn’t 
reopen. And its leaders have said 
they will back workers who take 
action to protect their safety.

It puts school workers on 
course for an important battle 
with the government—and there 
must be no backsliding by those at 
the top of the union.

If the Tories can’t reopen 
schools, it will do deep damage 
to their plan to get millions of 
parents back to work. 

This would mark a far bigger 
defeat for the government than 
anything the Labour Party—
laughably called the opposition—
has even attempted.

Labour leader Keir Starmer 

meekly responded to Boris 
Johnson with his own televised 
address on Monday evening.

“What we needed from the 
prime minister was clarity,” he 
said. But what he had to say 
himself was equally unclear—just a 
load of questions.

“How can we be sure our 
workplaces are safe?” he asked. 
“How can we get to work safely 
if we need public transport? How 
can millions of people go back to 
work while balancing childcare and 
caring responsibilities?”

The obvious answer is that none 
of those things are safe or possible. 
But Starmer won’t say so because 
he’d rather “have the courage to 
support the government”.

It speaks volumes that this 
bleating is seen as Starmer’s 
clearest opposition to Johnson so 
far. 

And it makes a mockery of his 
deputy Angela Rayner’s claim this 
week that, “Labour MPs will always 
fight for workers’ interests.”

Rayner emailed Labour 
members encouraging them to 
join a union, because unions are 
“sorting safety measures” in 
workplaces.

This, when unions should be 
fighting against the government and 
bosses’ drive to return to work.

The TUC union federation 
published guidance this week on 
what to do in an unsafe workplace. 

First, it says, talk to your 
workmates, then your manager, 
and then report to the Health and 
Safety Executive.

Only then, “you may—under 
certain circumstances—have the 
right to leave work”.

It’s possible to do much more. 
Postal workers in Royal Mail, 
library workers in south London 
and others have all staged health 
and safety walkouts without the 
bureaucratic rigmarole.

Union leaders will be complicit 
in Johnson’s deadly schemes if they 
facilitate an unsafe return to work.

BLAME LIES AT THE TOP
 PEOPLE CROWDING onto 

public transport this week 
were mocked as sheep with 

a death-wish by some on social 
media.

The real villains are those who 
pressured them to take those 
journeys.

Boris Johnson demanded 
a return to work, and in such 
circumstances, his advice to avoid 
public transport is meaningless.

Bosses eagerly used his words 
to push workers to restart the 
profit machine. The pressure is 

harder to resist if you are short of 
money. And it is made worse if you 
are not in a union.

People were also attacked for 
dancing the conga in Grappenhall 
near Warrington to mark VE Day 
last week. Again the message was 
of stupid people undermining 
efforts to control the virus.

But in the run-up to the day, 
most newspapers hailed a coming 
end to the lockdown and urged 
celebration.

And the true breakdown in 
social distancing will come when 

people are herded back into 
factories and offices while children 
are funnelled into schools.

In these extraordinary days 
working people can turn on each 
other and blame individuals for the 
threats we face. 

Or we can relentlessly hold 
the politicians, the bosses and the 
media owners who are really to 
blame to account.

We have every interest in 
uniting. Our anger should be 
directed at the ruling class and the 
reactionary ideas they encourage.

Union leaders will 
be complicit if 
they now facilitate 
an unsafe return 
to work

‘‘ 

Sign up to our morning newsletter Breakfast in Red 
and get the latest news every day. 

For updates and analysis on the stories that matter go 
to socialistworker.co.uk/breakfastinred
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Economic crash could 
leave lasting scars
THE BANK of England’s latest monetary policy report is 
a classic example of bad news and good news. The bad 
news is that the British economy will shrink by 14 percent 
this year.

Apparently, this will be the worst recession since the 
Great Frost of 1709.  This is however a rather meaningless 
comparison since Britain was a predominantly agricultural 
country then, not one economically dependent on finance 
and industry.

The good news is that there will be a rapid economic 
recovery in 2021 so that the recession will be V-shaped—
sharply down, then sharply up. Moreover, there will be “only 
limited scarring to the economy”.

The case for this scenario has a lot to do with the City 
of London. Britain is the base of the biggest international 
financial centre. The emergency measures taken by the Bank 
and the Treasury have poured money into financial markets to 
keep them afloat.

A study by University College London of regional economic 
activity during the lockdown suggests that “those working in 
financial services, in particular, are in a better position to work 
remotely”. 

If we have to go through a prolonged period of social 
distancing, then the City may bounce back comparatively 
easily, pulling up sectors dependent on it.

But the Bank’s forecast attracted widespread scepticism 
from mainstream economists. As a Financial Times newspaper 
headline put it, “Economists question BoE’s overly rosy view of 
V-shaped recovery.” 

One reason for scepticism arises from the many things we 
don’t know about the future of the pandemic. 

We don’t know whether the moves around the world to 
relax restrictions will provoke a second wave of infections, 
forcing retreats back into lockdown. We don’t know whether 
infection will lead to lasting immunity to the virus. 

And we don’t how long it will take to produce a Covid-19 
vaccine—or indeed whether one will be possible at all.

Uncertainties
All these uncertainties suggest that we will be living with 
social distancing for some time to come. 

But the Bank’s projection is that the lockdowns will 
be “gradually unwound” here and abroad by the end of 
September. Meanwhile, its “scenario” assumes that “if an 
additional two weeks of current social distancing and policy 
support measures were announced, activity in that quarter 
would fall by around 1¼ percent of annual GDP.”

Then there are the more straightforward economic doubts. 
The world economy was not in a good place before the 
pandemic. It was being kept going largely by financial markets 
bloated with cheap central bank money. 

The right-wing economists who last week succeeded in 
getting the German Constitutional Court to challenge the 
European Central Bank are right at least that flooding the 
markets with more money in response to the pandemic isn’t a 
long-term solution.

This takes us to the question of “scarring”. Free-marketeers 
assume that recessions are periods of “creative destruction” 
in which unprofitable firms are replaced by new dynamic 
“disrupters”. But the Marxist blogger Michael Roberts pointed 
out recently that there is growing evidence that slumps can 
create long-lasting damage.

Investment falls, reducing productive capacity. Workers 
who suffer prolonged unemployment lose skills and 
motivation. Irreplaceable firms disappear. 

The British economy is indeed a victim of this kind of 
scarring. 

One reason why Boris Johnson’s government has made such 
a mess of securing Personal Protective Equipment for health 
and care workers is that so much manufacturing capacity was 
wiped out in the 1980s. It has been left scrambling for imports 
in a sellers’ market. A shrunken manufacturing base has left 
Britain over-dependent on the City.

The real historical comparison is not with 1709 but with the 
Great Depression of the 1930s. 

What the American Marxist Doug Henwood tweeted about 
the United States is true of Britain as well,“It took almost two 
years after the 1929 stock market crash to reach 15 percent 
unemployment. We’ve done it in two months.” 

PROTESTERS GATHER outside the petrol station where Desmond Mombeyarara was Tasered in Stretford

 Damning evidence of scale of 
black and Asian virus deaths
BLACK PEOPLE are four 
times more likely to die 
from coronavirus than 
whites, according to the 
Office for National Statistic 
(ONS).

Fresh figures, published last 
week, showed black women 
are 4.3 times more likely to die 
and black men are 4.2 times 
more likely.

The research found that the 
risk to people from Indian, 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
backgrounds was signifi-
cantly higher than for white  
people.

The higher risk for black 
and Asian people is rooted in 
a racist society.

It means long term illnesses 
are more likely to be seen in 
black and Asian households 
than white ones. 

And rates of poverty among 
BME people mean that risk 
factors, such as living in multi-
occupancy housing, are also 
greatly increased.

Dangerous
Discrimination also means 
that many of the most danger-
ous jobs, those with the great-
est exposure to the virus with 
the least amount of protection, 
are disproportionately carried 
out by BME workers.

Stand Up To Racism 
(SUTR) is demanding a public 
inquiry into the number of 
black deaths from coronavi-
rus (see box). 

Meanwhile, anti-racists 
protested against police bru-
tality outside a petrol station 

in Greater Manchester last 
Saturday. 

SUTR organised the 
socially-distanced protest in 
Stretford after police shot a 
black man with a Taser stun 
gun last week.

Police stopped NHS worker 
Desmond Mombeyarara for 
allegedly speeding.

Video footage shows a 
cop using a Taser while 
Desmond’s distressed child 
screams, “Daddy, daddy.” 

Desmond pleaded not guilty 
to two charges of “obstructing 
or resisting a constable in the 
execution of duty” in court on 
Friday of last week. He admit-
ted to driving offences. 

Desmond told the Times 
newspaper, “I was saying 
to the officers, ‘Let us calm 
the situation for the little 
one because the little one 
doesn’t feel comfortable.’ But 
they were making out like I  
was using him as a human 
shield. 

“I lost consciousness, I was 
on the floor, I didn’t know 
where I was, I was disori-
entated, I didn’t have my 
glasses on and everything was  
blurred and my ears were 
echoing.” 

Around 15 people joined 
the SUTR protest outside the 
petrol station. Nahella Ashraf, 
Manchester SUTR co-chair, 
said, “It was shocking that 
they would use a Taser like 
they did, on a man that was 
holding a child.

“I absolutely believe that it’s 
because he was black. 

“It’s something we were 
concerned about when the 
additional powers were given 
to the police. 

“We were conscious that 
this would have an impact 
on the black community—
they are at the forefront of the 
targeting.” 

Greater Manchester Police 
said it had been “voluntar-
ily referred this matter to the 
Independent Office for Police 
Conduct”.

Demand for an inquiry
LABOUR’S Diane Abbott 
is leading demands for 
a public inquiry into the 
number of black deaths 
from coronavirus.

More than 70 Labour 
MPs, Scottish and Welsh 
nationalists, trade union 
leaders and others have 
signed a Stand Up To 
Racism (SUTR) statement. 

It calls for an inquiry, 
the recording of ethnic 
backgrounds of “all 
Covid-19 patients” and 
“no end to the lockdown 
until it is safe to do so”.

Signatories include 
Labour MPs Kate Osamor, 
Dawn Butler, Bell  
Ribeiro-Addy, Zarah 
Sultana, Claudia Webbe, 
John McDonnell, Richard 
Burgon, and Kim Johnson.

The statement says, “We 
are particularly concerned 

about any premature  
end to the lockdown. It 
seeks to prioritise the 
economy and profit before 
controlling the infection 
and saving lives.

“Covid-19 infections 
and deaths have 
disproportionately 
impacted Black, Asian 
and Minority Ethnic 
(BAME) communities 
who will suffer even more 
from a premature end to 
lockdown. 

“We are also alarmed 
by the British Medical 
Association Survey that 
showed 64 percent 
of BAME doctors felt 
pressured to work in 
settings with inadequate 
PPE compared to 33 
percent of white doctors.”
To sign the letter go to  
bit.ly/inquirycovid

Police tasered Desmond 
Mombeyarara 
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‘Safety, not 
money first’  
is protests’ 
message
by TOMÁŠ TENGELY-EVANS

T R A D E  U N I O N I S T S  a n d 
 campaigners staged a day of 
action last Thursday to demand 
“no return to unsafe workplaces”.

It was called by the People 
Before Profit—Health Worker Covid 
Activists group against Tories’ and 
bosses’ plans to return to business 
as usual. Tory prime minister Boris 
Johnson outlined a “roadmap” to 
lift the lockdown on Sunday (see 
pages 4&5)—despite Britain last 
week registering the highest death 
toll in Europe.

In Hackney, east London, people 
held a socially-distanced pro-
test against a possible reopening 
of schools. Around 25 people—
including reps from the NEU edu-
cation union, and the Unison local 
 government union’s Hackney and 
Islington branches—stood outside 
the council’s learning centre with 
placards.

Des, an NEU union rep in 
Hackney, said, “It seems the gov-
ernment is going to force us back 
before it’s safe. They are worried 
about the economy and particular 
returns to shareholders.

“The furlough system has cost 
£40 billion, but they spent £500 
billion bailing out the banks in the 
last crisis.”

Supporters of the Shut the Sites 
campaign protested outside the 
Britannia regeneration project in 
Hackney in the morning. 

Protester Felicity told Socialist 
Worker, “We’re saying all con-
struction that isn’t essential 
should be shut down. 

Emergency
“If it was a medical facility or 
emergency housing, it would 
be a very different project.

“A lot of workers do not want 
to be there. But construction is 
a complete nightmare for 
employment with lots of 
people in umbrella 
schemes and not 
many furloughed. 

“The industry 
is a spreader.” 

In nearby 
T o w e r 
Hamle t s , 
health and 
education 

workers hung a banner that read, 
“No going back until it’s safe.” 
Sabina Khan, a Unite union member 
and manufacturing worker, said, 
“There’s not enough PPE and we 
can’t have social distancing.

“We need protection and another 
furlough scheme.” She said it felt 
like the Tories’ plans were “all about 
money” and not supporting people.

In Manchester, a couple of activ-
ists erected a banner on the railings 
of the Royal Infirmary.

In Birmingham, PCS union 
 members at a benefits office who are 
working from home all took selfies 
with a West Midlands  coronavirus 
action group poster.

In Oxford, CWU union  members 
from the South Central Postal 
branch stood in front of their 
 workplace with signs against a 
 lifting of the lockdown. 

Cavalcade
Supporters of the local Trade Union 
Covid Action Group held a caval-
cade around Blackbird Leys Estate 
in the evening.

In Sheffield activists from the 
Covid action group held a cavalcade 
with eight cars covered in posters, 
chanting slogans through a meg-
aphone. They went to Northern 
General Hospital where they held a 
socially-distanced protest. 

Meanwhile, in Newham, east 
London, a group of local activists 
staged a protest outside an emer-
gency morgue, where workers have 
raised concerns over training and 

safety. 
In Haringey, north 

London,  a  dozen 
cars took part in 
a cavalcade from 
Tot tenham le i -
sure centre to 
North Middlesex 

Hospital. It was the 
third c a v a l c a d e 

o r g a n i s e d 
by the local 
c o r o n a v i -

rus action 
group.

ACTIVISTS ORGANISED a cavalcade protest in north London Pictures: Guy smallman

CLIMATE CHANGE

Extinction Rebellion takes action to  
target fossil fuel funder Barclays bank
EXTINCTION Rebellion (XR) 
activists have taken their anger at 
the climate crisis straight to one 
of the drivers of the ecological 
catastrophe—Barclays bank.

Activists from the direct 
action group sprayed fake oil 
onto the bank’s headquarters in 
Canary Wharf, east London, last 
Thursday.

The three activists called on 
Barclays to “stop pouring billions 
into the fossil fuel economy” on 
the day when its shareholders 
conducted their Annual General 
Meeting online.

XR wants the bank to work 
with governments to facilitate a 
transition to a “zero-carbon society 
that supports people and planet”.

Donnachadh McCarthy, 
XR spokesperson said, “It is 
unconscionable that Barclays bank 
is using people’s’ bank accounts 
to invest in the very fossil fuels 
destroying us.”

Barclays is the biggest funder of 
fossil fuels in Europe, and invested 
£95 billion into the industry 
between 2016 and 2019.

The bank claims it wants to 
be “carbon neutral” by 2050 yet 

hasn’t outlined any plans how it 
will stop funding the industry that 
drives climate chaos.

Hundreds of activists joined 
the action online to demand that 
Barclays “keep it in the ground”.

It’s not the first time that XR has 
targeted banks as part of its direct 
action stunts. 

It follows the “banking on 
breakdown” day of action during 
October’s International Rebellion.

Divest
Hundreds of rebels filled the 
streets of London’s financial 
district in an event calling on 
banks and hedge funds to divest 
from climate-wrecking firms.

Thursday’s action followed 
protests in London and 
Warwickshire over the 
construction of the much-hated 
HS2 high speed railway project.

“HS2 Rebellion”, a sister 
organisation of XR, blocked 
entrances to construction sites to 
protest against the project which 
will tear through natural habitats 
and cost at least £200 billion.

Last week the government’s 
advisory Committee on Climate 

Change said that action to cut 
greenhouse gases would be 
“integral” to Britain’s recovery 
from the coronavirus pandemic.

Lord Deben, chair of the 
committee, said, “Recovery means 
investing in new jobs, cleaner air 
and improved health. 

The actions needed to tackle 
climate change are central to 
rebuilding our economy.

“The government must prioritise 
actions that reduce climate risks 
and avoid measures that lock-in 
higher emissions.”

It called for skilled workers to 
be retrained to build low-carbon 
technology, homes to be energy 
efficient and rolling out “clean” 
energy for houses.

Alongside these measures, it 
recommended restoring green 
space, accelerating plans for flood 
defences and renewable energy.

Climate catastrophe remains as 
urgent as ever. 

XR’s action highlighted that 
it’s important to continue to raise 
radical demands about a response 
to climate change in order to 
guarantee a safe future for all.
Sarah BatesProtesting with the NEU union against schools reopening
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 A risky plan to reopen  
 schools in France fails
by CHARLIE KIMBER

THE FRENCH government tried 
to reopen schools on Monday 
in the teeth of opposition from 
parents, students, teachers and 
scientists.

But in many areas the schools 
remained closed due to decisions 
by local politicians and teacher 
resistance. 

Last Friday coronavirus deaths in 
France rose by 243 to 26,230.

The country’s scientific advisory 
council thinks it is “too early’” for 
schools to reopen. And one opinion 
poll showed 76 percent of people 
agreeing classes should not resume 
before September.

The parents’ federation, the 
FCPE, tweeted that “the state 
cannot provide a return to school” 
and added that parents who stay at 
home to look after their children 
must have their wages guaranteed.

The attempt to reopen schools 
was part of a wider back to work 
push to restart profits. 

Prime minister Edouard Philippe 
said, “The flagships of our industry 
are under threat. 

Suffocation
“Small business, medium-sized 
businesses and start-ups are on the 
verge of suffocation. Everything 
that contributes to France’s influ-
ence—tourism, art, gastronomy—
is at a standstill.”

But in many areas no schools 
reopened. Some said they would 
not go back until the autumn, 
others in June at the earliest. Local 
mayors had discretion to keep their 
schools shut.

Three teachers’ unions also 
called for school workers to have 
the right to withdraw from work 
on health grounds and to strike if 
this was denied. This meant schools 

that tried to open couldn’t do so.
Agatha, a teacher from Marseille, 

told Socialist Worker, “Every 
trade unionist in the school was 
ready to strike, but in the end the 
 management gave up trying to get 
us back. 

“In another school I know they 
tried to reopen but only one tenth of 
the staff turned up and they aban-
doned it. Most children who were 
meant to come had not arrived 
either. It is impossible to carry out 
social distancing for young chil-
dren. And if you could impose it 
then it would be abusive to their 
natural lives. 

“I do not think we should risk the 
lives of children and parents and 
teachers for the bosses.”

Back to school government 
 guidance in France for nursery 
school teachers includes, “In sports 
activities keep children five metres 
away from each other if walking, 
and ten metres if running.

“Put away all collectively used 
toys” and “give one colour of felt 
tip to each child so that pens are 
not exchanged”. This is for children 
from three years old.

The Renault Sandouville factory 
also stayed closed after a victory in 
court for the CGT union.

Such examples show the 
potential to oppose the French 
 government and bosses.

On other pages...
How a revolution beat back a 
pandemic >>Pages 10&11

 Infections  
 on the rise  
 in Germany
GERMANY—HAILED as one 
of the “success stories” in 
controlling coronavirus—was 
one of many European countries 
to ease its lockdown restrictions 
last week.

Yet just days after the first 
restrictions were removed, the 
rate of infection had begun to 
rise. And this is before the full 
effects of easing the lockdown 
will show up.

Right wing chancellor Angela 
Merkel had claimed the rate of 
infection had fallen and that 

“the very first phase of the 
pandemic is behind us”.

Yet Germany’s 
government-owned disease 
research body, the Robert Koch 
Institute, still described the 
overall risk to the health of the 
population as high. 

By Sunday, the rate of 
infection in had already begun 
to rise. Germany’s government—
like every other—wants to force 
people back to work.

Most German states now have 
laws making it compulsory to 
wear face coverings, supposedly 
to make it safe to work. 

But there are no laws forcing 
bosses to implement distancing 
measures. And it’s up to people 
to provide their own face 
coverings.

The rules on what these 
should be are very lax. A knitted 
at home covering, or even just a 
bit of cloth, are both apparently 
acceptable. 

This is inadequate and even 
dangerous, as it risks simply 
carrying the virus around.

FIGURE IT OUT
 8  percent of active 

coronavirus cases 
in Germany involve 
people in a serious 
or critical condition

 5  percent of closed 
cases—those with 
an outcome—
resulted in death

 22  new deaths 
were reported 
in Germany on 
Monday. Over 7,000 
people have died in 
total

NIGERIA

‘Explosions of mass struggles are on the horizon’
NIGERIA IN west Africa is 
emerging from lockdown in a 
climate of authoritarian state 
rule and continuing fears about 
coronavirus.

Lai Brown, national secretary 
of the Socialist Workers and 
Youth League in Nigeria, said, 
“The lockdown was eased across 
much of Nigeria this week. 
Although an 8pm to 6am curfew 
remains.”

Nigeria, a country of 
200 million people, has officially 
reported fewer than 120 
Covid-19 deaths. 

But, said Lai, “In Kano, the 
most populous state in the 
north, scores of people have died 

in uncertain circumstances in 
the last week.”

The World Health Organisation 
said this week that the virus 
could “smoulder” in Africa for 
several years. And it could kill as 
many as 190,000 people in the 
coming 12 months.

Lai said, “Health workers are 
among the confirmed cases. The 
health system is unprepared, due 
largely to years of underfunding.

“There has been resistance 
by workers. In April, nurses in 
Enugu State University Teaching 
Hospital protested at the lack of 
PPE.”

This week doctors launched 
a three-day warning strike at 

Olabisi Onabanjo University 
Teaching Hospital in Ogun state.

Lai said, “Some 80 percent 
of the workforce in Nigeria are 
informal workers who have to 
work daily to meet their basic 
needs such as food.”

Police killings in maintaining 
the lockdown are higher than 
Covid-19 related deaths.

The Coalition for Revolution 
organised a “Pots and Pans 
Protest” from 25 April to 2 May.

Such mobilisations will 
be crucial as the pandemic 
continues and the price of 
Nigeria’s crucial oil exports 
plunges. Lai said, “The global 
collapse in demand for oil meant 

the state cut its 2020 budgetary 
expenditure. It has now had to 
seek a £2.7 billion loan from the 
International Monetary Fund. 

“Conditions for receiving this 
include hikes in prices of fuel, 
value added tax and electricity.

“The bosses intend to make 
working class people bear the 
burden of this crisis. 

“It is essential to build 
resistance now. The trade 
unions’ response has largely 
been hinged on ‘social 
partnership’.

“However, the pressure of 
rank and file anger is growing. 
Explosions of mass struggles are 
clearly on the horizon.”

Angela Merkel
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Rent cuts for 
everyone
BIG COMPANIES like 
McDonald’s have said 
they will reduce their 
own rent payments. And 
they get away with it. 

But the rest of us are 
told to just keep paying. 

My own landlord was 
shocked that I would 
even ask whether they 
would be passing on any 
mortgage holiday to me. 

Yet McDonald’s said 
it was in talks with 
landlords about how they 
could “offer support” on 
rent.” Why do businesses 
get a break but ordinary 
people don’t?

Simon Guy
Glasgow

An ineffective 
opposition
KEIR STARMER has 
claimed that patriotism 
and the labour 
movement are two sides 
of the same coin.

By doing so he has 
effectively hung a notice 
on his door that reads, 
“We apologise for 
the recent disruption. 
Normal service has been 
resumed.”

John Curtis
Ipswich

Action on 
climate now
I READ a recent report 
that said for every 
degree of temperature 
increase, a billion 
people would either 
be displaced or forced 
to endure insufferable 
heat. 

It said that a third of 
the world’s population 
will live in conditions as 
hot as the Sahara within 
50 years.

But instead of taking 
action governments rush 
subsidies to fossil fuel 
companies and their 
mates.

Janet Dyer
East London

System causes 
homelessness
I READ your article 
about the plight of 
homeless people during 
the coronavirus crisis 
(Socialist Worker, 6 May).

It makes me incensed 
at the system by which 
we are governed.

Maureen Topley 
Essex

lTHE THINGS homeless 
people need—washing 
facilities, toilets—exist.

They should have 
access to them now.

Siobhan Perryman
Bradford

Just a 
thought...

  Let workers not bosses run companies
NOW MORE than ever it’s 
clear workers need to take 
control of their  workplaces. 
Bosses don’t care about 
what is best for workers or 
customers—only what’s 
best for their profits. 

An Amazon worker has 
died from Covid-19. But 
the company sent people 
back to work, while firing 
workers who highlight 
safety issues and try to 
organise action. 

Without its workers, 
Amazon would be 
nothing. Without bosses, 
Amazon could be run and 
democratically controlled 
by workers. And the fact 

that many vulnerable 
people have not received 
food deliveries during the 
pandemic is a sign that 
society needs to change. 

The current system 
does not work for those 
most in need. This is 
because it is based on the 
profit motive and is not 
designed by those who 
understand it. 

The top-down approach 
the government has 
pushed on supermarkets 
and the bureaucratic 
running of councils means 
people are not receiving 
the help they need.

Yet Boris Johnson 

can get his champagne 
delivered no problem. 

If ordinary people ran 
food distribution, they 
could meet people’s 
needs.

Isabel Ringrose
York

 Joining a  
 union to  
 fight back
I HAVE run a community 
centre for 17 years. The 
core group of staff are 
women working part time 
and in most cases are 
bringing in the only 
household income.

Over half would be 
considered vulnerable 
under current government 
guidelines. 

One woman has stage 
four cancer and was 
working until the lockdown 
because the government 
said she was well enough to 
do so. 

These woman are 
bringing up families on 
their own, living in 
overcrowded housing, and 
trying to hold it all together 
as other family members 
lose jobs because of the 
coronavirus crisis.

Today these brave 
workers took steps to be 
ready to fight back—they 
joined a trade union. 

The monthly subscription 
of £6.70 is not an 
insignificant sum for them, 
it is after all a chunk of 
their weekly travel costs. 

But they know that when 
this is all over the bosses 
will think their jobs and 
their health will be 
disposable. 

They have seen how this 
government’s approach to 
the pandemic has led to 
thousands of deaths. And 
they have no faith that the 
Tories will have their best 
interests in mind.

For the first time in my 
life I am now working in a 
100 percent unionised 
workplace. 

I’m so proud of these 
women, friends and 
comrades.

Tina Humphries
South London

Labour inquiry hypocrisy
I WAS shocked to learn that 
Keir Starmer is reported to 
have “reprimanded“ two 
black Labour MPs last 
week. 

Diane Abbott and Bell 
Ribeiro-Addy’s supposed 
crime is to have spoken at a 
large online meeting at 
which two expelled former 
Labour Party members 
were in the audience.

A recently leaked report 
into Labour’s senior 
management team showed 
that they had directed 
sexist and racist abuse 
towards black women MPs.

It shows how senior 
Labour officials claim to 

have sent Abbott’s location 
to hostile journalists after 
she was found crying in a 
restaurant toilet.

Yet these officials haven’t 
faced any disciplinary 
measures. 

Instead, the Blairite 
Baron Whitty will carry out 
an investigation into who 
leaked the damning  
report.

Sir Keir Starmer and 
Whitty should investigate 
their own attitudes towards 
fighting anti-black racism in 
the right wing of the 
Labour Party.

Richard Donnelly 
South London

We workers need more than 
just applause and gratitude
AS A support worker I have seen 
recently the outpouring of 
affection and respect lavished 
upon us “key workers”. 

From clapping in the streets to 
discounts on fast food—we even 
get our own special ID card soon. 

I have had people thank me for 
my “service”. Politicians from all 
political perspectives are saying 
key workers are heroes and 
essential to the country’s survival. 

However, for a decade now our 
government has slashed the 
budget for social care and 
neglected to support funding for 
the NHS and its workers. 

MPs have blocked pay raises for 
NHS workers. In social care the 
situation is even more dire—the 

neglect is deeper and the praise is 
more tentative.

The government is willing to 
lavish praise and funding on 
businesses. However when we 
asked for help, we were told the 
money isn’t there. 

Key workers are working 
overtime, many for minimum 
wage and under extremely 
stressful conditions. 

My colleagues have come to me 
crying sometimes with the stress 
and overwork they are enduring. 

The praise we are given now as 
“key workers” and “essential 
workers” and “NHS heroes” is 
wonderful. 

But after recognising this value 
of so many workers we cannot 

return to “business as usual’. 
Pay should be raised and cuts to 

services reversed.
If we value these people, we 

have to give them the means to 
live dignified lives. 

We need to support their pay, 
funding and the brilliant, essential 
work they do, have done and will 
do in the future. 

We can choose to value all of 
our workers who keep food on our 
plate and the other things we 
require every day and take for 
granted.

The future must not be the 
betrayal of those we say we value 
so highly.

Shaun Chattey
Stevenage
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Picture panel (clockwise 
from main) The louse 
and death are friends 
and comrades, reads 
this 1919 poster. The 
Bolshevik Agit-Train 
spread public health 
information across 
Russia. Soldiers of the 
defeated ‘White’ army 
lie dead. From them, 
a gigantic white louse 
threatens the fortress of 
the Red soldiers. Men 
washing themselves 
in a public bathroom 
to prevent typhus, and 
have clothes cleaned in 
an industrial cleanser. 
Nikolai Semashko, 
Russia’s head of health 
in 1920 

READ MORE
lTen Days That 
Shook The World 
by John Reed £6.99 
bookmarksbookshop.
co.uk
lThe edition of The 
Liberator magazine 
with John Reed’s 1920 
article 
bit.ly/ReedTyphus
lTyphus and its 
control in Russia 
1870-1940 
by K David Paterson 
bit.ly/RussiaTyphus

EYEWITNESS
‘Our children shall see 
a happy, free world’

“THE WINDOWS in the station 
waiting-room were broken. The 
water pipes had burst, and the floor 
was coated with ice.

Upon this, and on tables, 
benches, everywhere, lay soldiers, 
uncountable gray heaps of them, 
tossing and muttering in the 
delirium of typhus.

The other waiting-room was in 
the same condition, but in one 
comer stood a stage brightly 
decorated with red banners and 
revolutionary posters, with a dim 
Kerosene lamp burning on a table, 
before which stood a young fellow 
in uniform making a speech to the 
dun mass of soldiers who crowded 
the place, lifting to him their flat, 
bearded faces with an expression of 
strained attention.

He was agitating for the 
Communist Party, pleading with the 
soldiers to join it, and to contribute 
to the party press.

‘Long must we still suffer,’ he 
said. ‘And perhaps even worse 
things than we suffer now, until 
our European comrades come to 
our help. And yet the European 
revolution itself will mean fresh 
sacrifices on our part, for we, who 
have not enough to eat ourselves, 
must feed our brothers, who 
will have even less than we. But 
through that darkness we must go, 
comrades, though all of us die, so 
that the world of ‘our children shall 
be a happy, free world.’

And they cheered, those 
half-frozen skeletons, waving their 
hats, their sunken eyes shining.”
John Reed
Writing in the Communist magazine 
‘Liberator’ in 1920

HOW A
 REVOLUTION  
 BEAT BACK 
AN EPIDEMIC
Governments across the world are failing to protect 
people from coronavirus. But there are better ways to 
tackle diseases. In Russia after the 1917 revolution, 
typhus posed a major threat—but revolutionary 
measures led by ordinary people stopped its spread, 
writes Charlie Kimber

H
OW WOULD a society that 
has had a revolution deal 
with pandemics? A glimpse 
comes from Russia in 1917. 
The working class, headed 
by the Bolshevik party, 

took power in a revolution there in 
October. Immediately, they had to deal 
with waves of disease sweeping large 
parts of Europe.

Over the next four years cholera, 
smallpox and “Spanish Flu” had devas-
tating effects. But the greatest threat was 
from typhus. In a time before antibiotics, 
typhus was fatal in a third of those who 
were infected. 

It is spread by a bacteria which lives 
in the gut of the body louse. The insect 
lives in the clothes of its host and pros-
pers in conditions of dirt, overcrowding, 
poor sanitation and illness.

The First World War provided a 
 perfect breeding ground. Lice infested 
the uniforms of soldiers, travelling with 
them as they advanced and retreated. 

They then spread to the populations 
of shattered cities, devastated rural 
areas and prisoner of war camps.  Across 
eastern Europe millions of people were 
infected.

After the revolution in Russia, “White” 
armies were determined to crush the new 
workers’ society. They allied with invad-
ing forces from 14 countries to launch a 
civil war. 

Vast numbers of starving people fled 
to escape marauding armies, pouring into 
cities that were already densely packed 
and where decent housing had been 
wiped out. The lice prospered.  

In 1919 revolutionary leader Vladimir 
Lenin was reported to have told a meet-
ing of health workers, “All attention to 
this problem, comrades. Either lice will 

conquer socialism, or socialism will con-
quer lice.” This was not easy. Russia had 
been an economically backward coun-
try in 1914, and war and civil war had 
wiped out most of modern industry.

Russian society, run by democratic 
workers’ councils called soviets, met 
the challenge head on. Under workers’ 
control the health services had been 
 nationalised and centralised—and were 
now free of charge. 

This was crucial in developing a plan 
to survive typhus. The first task was to 
increase health provision massively.  

The journalist Jakob Friis travelled 
to Russia in the midst of the pandemic 
and interviewed Dr Pervukhin from the 
organisation responsible for medicines. 

Conditions
He told him, “In consequence of the 
nationalisation of the drug stores, our 
scanty supplies of medicaments are dis-
tributed equitably. In spite of all external 
difficulties, the health conditions have 
become better during the past year. 

“New factories for medicaments have 
been erected, and great stocks have 
been confiscated from the speculators. 
It would have been impossible for any 
capitalistic government to protect the 
popular health so well.

“We overcame the Spanish influenza 
better than the Western world did. We are 
in a position to combat epidemics with 
much greater force than in the old days.”

Friis was a member of the Norwegian 
Labour Party which after 1917 had joined 
the Comintern, the international organi-
sation of revolutionary parties. He—and 
his Bolshevik interviewee—might have 
been expected to give a rosy account.

But much of his testimony is 
 substantiated in an article written by a 

US  professor in 1993. K David Paterson 
wrote, “Extensive efforts were made to 
educate the public. Railway carriages 
with special exhibits toured the areas 
under Soviet control. 

“By November 1919, disinfection teams 
were treating 40-50,000 passengers daily 
in Moscow train stations. Eventually, the 
Soviet government set up some 250,000 
beds for typhus patients and erected 
about 300 isolation and disinfection sta-
tions along the railways and waterways. 

“Hundreds of bathing and disinfec-
tion detachments were created in the 
military to delouse the troops.”

Laboratories were set up to research 
and generalise effective measures. 

Paterson continued, “Delousing did 
exterminate masses of lice. A two-inch 
layer of dead lice covered the floor of one 
Red Army disinfection room. 

“Delousing, isolation, and education 
no doubt  contributed to the ultimate 
abatement of the epidemic.”

In addition to the expansion of 
health facilities the Bolsheviks applied 
 themselves to improving other areas of 
working class life, such as housing and 
schools. This took time. 

In 1919 the newspaper of the soviets 

wrote, “Many thousands of workers still 
live in cellars and attics. The Angel of 
Death still walks in the suburbs of the 
cities and points at the dwellings of 
workers with his terrible hand.”

Crucially the anti-typhus measures 
were not just imposed from above. They 
depended on, and were implemented 
by, a network of workers’ organisations.  

Inspect
Workers’ Committees to Combat Epi-
demics were created in the cities and 
larger villages as early as 1918. Their 
task was to inspect lodgings and public 
institutions, to teach people about clean-
liness, to distribute soap and to fight the 
louse. The party, the trade unions, wom-
en’s organisations and youth groups all 
joined in the struggle against disease. 

The representatives of  these 
Committees—workers and peasants 
themselves—communicated scientific 
information to the wider population. 

This involvement of the working class 
was central to defeating disease.

In 1920 Nikolai Semashko, the top 
official responsible for health, wrote, 
“We may say without exaggeration that 
the epidemics of typhus and cholera 

were stopped chiefly by the assistance of 
the workers’ and peasants’ committees. 

“The People’s Commisariat of Health 
can only  overcome the numerous difficul-
ties  existing in this impoverished and dev-
astated country by assuring itself of the 
support and assistance of the population.”

Some aid from Western countries did 
come to Russia—but only for the ene-
mies for the Bolsheviks. The American 
Red Cross (ARC) made major efforts to 
support the White armies.

Julia F Irwin, a historian specialis-
ing in US “humanitarianism,” wrote, 
“Although ARC workers might have 
denied it, their relief efforts—aimed as 
they were at anti-Bolshevik soldiers and 
civilians—were in truth deeply political 
in design and execution. 

“In the early twentieth century, just 
as it is today, American foreign relief 
represented a central pillar of American 
 foreign relations.”

The Russian death toll from typhus 
between 1918 and 1922 was probably 
over two million. The dead included 
the father of the revolutionary leader 
of the Red Army Leon Trotsky. But the 
 workers’ state then pushed the death toll 
back. Paterson wrote, “Under persistent 

attack by health authorities, typhus 
declined markedly after 1922.”

However, the lice infestations—and 
typhus—returned as the bureaucratic 
counter-revolution led by Joseph Stalin 
strangled workers’ power. 

Camp
The intensified exploitation of workers 
and peasants, combined with the anni-
hilation of every element of workers’ 
democracy, saw typhus rise—particularly 
in the prison camps.  

Typhus reportedly killed tens of thou-
sands of inmates in a single camp in the 
Kolyma district in 1938. As with every 
other area of life, the essence of the 
 revolution was overturned by Stalinism.

None of that should take away from 
what was achieved in the early years 
after 1917. A few days before he died—
from typhus—in 1920, John Reed, the 
revolutionary journalist, wrote an article 
that summed up the situation. 

He said that workers’ power “does not 
mean that all is well with Soviet Russia, 
that the people do not hunger, that there 
is not misery and disease and desper-
ate, endless struggle. The winter was 
horrible beyond imagination. “Typhus, 

intermittent fever, influenza raged 
among the workers. 

“The constitutions of the people, under-
mined by semi-starvation for more than 
two years, could not resist. The conscious 
Allied policy of blockading Russia against 
medicines killed untold thousands. 

“Never the le s s ,  the  Peop le ’ s 
Commissariat of Public Health built a 
colossal sanitary service, a network of 
medical sections under control of the local 
Soviets all over Russia, in places where 
there had never been doctors before. 

“Every township boasts of at least one 
new hospital, more often two or three. 

“Hundreds of thousands of bright-col-
oured posters were put up everywhere, 
telling the people by means of pictures 
how to avoid disease, urging them to 
clean up their houses and themselves. 

“In every town and city there are free 
maternity hospitals for working women.”

In the midst of war and famine the 
Bolsheviks carried out a more scientific, 
effective and democratic policy to fight 
epidemics than in the richest countries 
a century later. 

That is why, in place of a capitalist 
society of poverty and pandemics, we 
fight for socialism. Revolutionary writer John Reed, who was to die of typhus in 1920
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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

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

{ }SOCIALIST WORKER 
ONLINE MEETINGS

Weekly meetings  to discuss 
political issues and our 
local interventions.  
All welcome.

BIRMINGHAM
After Sanders—where 
next for the US left?
Wed 20 May, 7pm
291-634-5938
BLACK COUNTRY
Fake news and 
alternative facts—who 
controls the media?
 Wed 20 May, 8pm
352-891-2411
BOLTON & WIGAN
The coronavirus crisis 
and education
Fri 22 May, 5.30pm
604-325-1447
BRADFORD
Trump vs China—
coronavirus and 
imperialism today
Thu 21 May, 7pm
883-9768-7246

BRIGHTON & HOVE
Eugenics, coronavirus 
and capitalist crisis
Thu 21 May, 6.30pm
391-959-428
BURNLEY & PENDLE
Fake news—who 
controls the media?
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
446-409-5118
CAMBRIDGE
Race, class and coronavirus
Thu 21 May, 5pm, 
681-800-4408
CARDIFF
Climate chaos & 
coronavirus—why we 
need system change
Wed 20 May, 7pm
630-181-4857
CHESTERFIELD
From the Second World 
War to coronavirus—why 
we’re not ‘all in it together’
Thu 21 May, 6.30pm
829-532-8731
COVENTRY
Capitalism and food
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
587-183-5359

DUNDEE, ABERDEEN & PERTH
Can workers run society?
 Wed 20 May, 8pm
396-573-1805
EDINBURGH
Lenin at 150—why his 
ideas still matter
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
737-521-8605
ESSEX
After Keir Starmer’s 
election—is 
Corbynism dead?
 Thu 21 May, 7pm
633-929-2968
EXETER
Politics of the mind—
Marxism and mental distress
Wed 20 May, 7pm
306-675-029
GLASGOW
Coronavirus, capitalism 
and mental health
Thu 21 May, 7pm
559-617-450
HUDDERSFIELD
Coronavirus, the family 
and women’s oppression
Wed 20 May, 6.30pm
304-919-9440

LANCASTER AND MORECAMBE
Socialism—what’s the 
alternative to parliament?
Thu 21 May, 7pm
992-204-9372
LEEDS
Coronavirus, the family and 
women’s oppression 
Thu 21 May, 6.30pm
856-912-7408
LIVERPOOL
Climate crisis and 
coronavirus—why we 
need system change
Wed 20 May, 7pm
493-925-5919
LONDON: HACKNEY
Socialism in a time 
of pandemics
Thu 21 May, 7.30pm
798-534-2585
LONDON: HARINGEY
Can workers run society?
 Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
459-388-1576
LONDON: NEWHAM
The politics of  
George Orwell
Wed 20 May, 7pm
736-446-743

LONDON: SOUTH
Eugenics, coronavirus 
and capitalist crisis
Wed 20 May, 7pm
497-196-1801
LONDON: SOUTH EAST
Socialism in a time 
of pandemics
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
530-913-6390
LONDON: WALTHAM FOREST
Coronavirus, capitalism 
and mental health
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm 
543-030-057
LONDON: WEST AND 
NORTH  WEST
Coronavirus in South Asia
Thu 21 May, 7.30pm
731-479-3555
MANCHESTER
Where does racism 
come from?
Wed 20 May, 7pm
323-178-7151
NEWCASTLE
Fascism, the far right 
and pandemics
Wed 20 May, 7pm
368-595-7212

NORWICH
Coronavirus and the 
Global South
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
906-652-5299
NOTTINGHAM & DERBY
Climate crisis and 
coronavirus—why we 
need system change
Wed 20 May, 7pm
354-874-4790
OXFORD
Coronavirus and the 
Global South
Thu 21 May, 6.30pm
879-0727-8460
PORTSMOUTH
Booklaunch: ‘Transgender 
Resistance, Socialism and the 
Fight for Trans Liberation’ 
with author Laura Miles
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
488-934-2909 
SHEFFIELD & SOUTH 
YORKSHIRE
Women, the family 
and coronavirus
Thu 21 May, 7pm
529-174-9278
SOUTHAMPTON
Booklaunch: ‘Transgender 
Resistance, Socialism and the 
Fight for Trans Liberation’ 
with Author Laura Miles
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm
381-513-5080
SWANSEA
The police, the state 
and surveillance
Thu 21 May, 7.30pm
248-448-3170
YORK & SCARBOROUGH
Lenin at 150—why his 
ideas still matter 
Wed 20 May, 7pm
827-489-7492

CONTACT 
THE SWP

Phone 020 7840 5600
Email enquires@

swp.org.uk
Post PO Box 74955

London E16 9EJ

Socialist Workers Party online meetings

The Socialist Workers Party is holding online meetings during the 
coronavirus crisis. This is to ensure that there can still be collective local 
discussion, organising and actions. 

Most of the meetings will be held using the Zoom system. Download the 
Zoom app onto your phone or computer and at the time given for your 
local meeting ask to “Join a meeting”. 

 You can then enter the number printed on this page for the appropriate 
meeting. The password for all meetings is 967537.

Make sure you look at the SWP Facebook page  
facebook.com/SocialistWorkersParty for news of national online meetings 
and other updates.

BRISTOL
Wed 20 May,  
7pm  
688-397-3148

LONDON: ISLINGTON
Thu 21 May,  
6.30pm  
874-012-7970

LONDON: TOWER 
HAMLETS 
Wed 20 May, 7.30pm 
818-391-0420 

Coronavirus—how 
Trump is failing the US
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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 
£4

Transgender Resistance
by Laura Miles  
£10

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



 REVIEWS & CULTURE 13
Socialist Worker 13 May 2020

An affectionate look at the Northern Soul scene
TELEVISION
SOUL BOY
On BBC1, Wed 20 May, 
7.30pm

A LOVE for music and the 
community it can create is 
at the centre of Soul Boy, 
a documentary film that is 
being aired as part of the 
“Our lives” series on BBC1.

Soul Boy follows, 
Anthony, a 17 year old 
student, whose great 
passion is the culture of 
the 1960s and 70s—and 
especially Northern Soul.

Anthony grew up in the 
care system from the age 

of six and says he has seen 
many people come and go 
in his life. But in Northern 
Soul, and the community 
around it, Anthony finds a 
sense of belonging. 

One of the achievements 
of this short film 
documentary is the 
delicate way that the 
filmmakers have treated 
their subjects. This allows 
their stories to shine. 

As the film progresses, 
stories about other 
working class people who 
are part of the Northern 
Soul community in 
Nottingham are revealed 
in a way that feels 

completely unforced. 
This film captures an 

ageing yet seemingly 
still thriving community 
created by working class 
people and how they 
welcome in and nurture 
Anthony. 

Through Anthony, many 
of the other subjects feel 
a renewed sense of hope 
that the scene that they 
love can survive. 

Light and heart 
warming with a tiny bit of 
social commentary thrown 
in, Soul Boy serves as a 
welcome boost during 
lockdown. 
Sophie Squire

The Assistant doesn’t flinch 
from horrors of Weinstein
It’s not the first film of the MeToo era, writes Sarah Bates, but it well 
exposes both the mundane and horrifying realities of abuse by powerful men 
HOW COMPLICIT would you be 
in a company headed by a sexual 
predator?

That’s the question Julia Garner’s 
Jane is grappling with. She works 
as an intern and assistant to an 
 entertainment boss heavily modelled 
on Harvey Weinstein. 

Even though he’s faceless and 
nameless, his presence is felt in each 
claustrophobic scene. 

The Assistant,  directed by 
 documentary-maker Kitty Green, fol-
lows Jane over the course of one very 
long, very tedious day. 

It’s good at picking out the small 
daily humiliations of being an unpaid 
intern.

Jane eats her cheap cereal in 
the cramped office kitchen, before 
placing expensive pastries out for 
managers. 

Later she’s humiliated by a 
 colleague for getting his lunch order 
wrong. 

Belittled
In one memorable scene Jane is 
 belittled by her boss and then forced 
to issue a grovelling apology herself.

Jane’s working life vacillates 
between the mundane and the 
 alarming, and the film works best 
when it combines both.

We’re with Jane as she travels 
to work in the dark, photocopies 
 schedules, lays out bottled water for 
meetings and answers the phone to 
her boss’s irate wife. 

And we’re also with Jane when, 
apparently unfazed, she picks an 
 earring off his office carpet and pulls 
on rubber gloves to scrub a stain from 
his sofa. 

With each of  the pass ing 
88   minutes, it becomes clearer that 

her boss’s behaviour is not only 
known about—it is tolerated. 

His crimes are so well-known that 
everyone talks about them. From 
bawdy lads’ humour about Cannes 
in the past to an assurance from 
Matthew Macfadyen, as the firm’s HR 
manager, that she’s “not his type”. 

It’s the meeting between the two 
that provides the dramatic crux to 
the film. 

In a dexterity that will be  familiar 
to those who watched him in 
Succession, Macfadyen manages to 
flit from concerned to menacing and 
back to confused within seconds.

Although the audience never see 

any violence, those familiar with the 
details of the Weinstein cases will 
recognise the hallmarks.

A new, young, assistant, arrives 
fresh off a plane, suitcase in one hand 
and a non-disclosure agreement in 
the other.

She’s swiftly driven to a hotel to be 
met by the boss—something laughed 
about by his executive producers. 

The way that his employees seem 
to either ignore his behaviour or actu-
ally help him groom women is per-
haps the most stomach-churning 
element. 

In one chilling scene, they 
patiently wait while he presumably 

rapes someone in the comfort of his 
office, unseen and unchallenged.

The Assistant isn’t the first drama 
to focus on MeToo and it certainly 
won’t be the last.

But it is a gripping film, and a 
commendable effort for an industry 
that is grappling with the legacy of 
Weinstein.

It’s an industry that’s dominated 
by a few very powerful people, who 
are happy to use young vulnerable 
women as disposable objects.

And it’s a powerful meditation on 
power, complicity and consent, and 
a must-watch for those interested in 
seeing an end to Weinstein and his ilk.

JULIA GARNER as Jane in The Assistant

Anthony  has a passion for Northern Soul

FILM 
SQIFFLEX
Films available for free at  
sqiff.org until Wed 27 May

THE SIXTH edition 
of the Scottish Queer 
International Film Festival 
(Sqiff) won’t be launching 
until October 2020.

But Sqiff has already 
started an online 
mini‑festival called Sqifflex. 

It’s a series of short 
films, all of which were 
screened at previous 
festivals, and focus on 
marginalised LGBT+ 
people and filmmakers.

The Fighting for Justice 
programme section of 
films currently on the Sqiff 
website features films on 
deaf and disabled LGBT+ 
people, and challenges 

ideas around sexism, 
racism and ableism.

Every short film will 
be available to view on 
the website for a month, 
and will feature English 
subtitles or captions for 
deaf and hard of hearing 
audiences.

Trans*march features 
voices from during the 
2013 Trans* march in 
San Francisco—the most 
politicised of the three 
marches during the city’s 
Pride week.

Another featured film 
is Disability Justice for 
Palestine. 

It’s a public service 
announcement film 
produced by disabled 
performers’ group Sins 
Invalid during Israel’s 

assault on Gaza in 2014
Sins Invalid says the 

film was intended to “add 
our words and faces to 
a movement for global 
solidarity with the people 
of Palestine, articulating 
the struggle for Palestinian 
liberation as a disability 
justice issue.”

A trans pride march in the US

Solidarity with Palestine
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READ MORE
l Politics of the Mind: 
Marxism and mental 
distress 
by Iain Ferguson, £9.99

lBrain and Culture: 
Neurobiology, Ideology 
and Social Change 
by Bruce Wexler, £21.60 

 Available at Bookmarks, 
the socialist bookshop. 

Go to bookmarks 
bookshop.co.uk

virus, that could help those feel-
ing vulnerable or anxious. 

Movements such as MeToo 
and Black Lives Matter have 
turned questions of personal 
experience into mass struggles 
against the system. 

“There needs to be a col-
lective response to collective 
trauma,” argues Iain. 

“A key feature of trauma and 
mental distress generally is iso-
lation and powerlessness. 

“But acting collectively is 
important in developing a 
sense of agency and challeng-
ing powerlessness.”

Times of crisis don’t just 
provoke feelings of despair in 
people—but can fuel a desire 
to act too. 

Being part of organising 
action together can in some 
cases combat feelings of isola-
tion or anxiety. 

Over 750,000 people offered 
to be “NHS Volunteers” to help 
with the coronavirus effort. 

And dozens of grassroots-
organised neighbourhood sup-
port networks have sprung up 
so working class people help 
each other to survive the crisis. 

“Although we need to go 
beyond self-help and Mutual 
Aid groups, hundreds of thou-
sands of people are volunteer-
ing and disproving the lie that 
there’s no such thing as soci-
ety,” said Iain.

Fighting for mental health 
services now has to be twinned 
with the struggle for a world 
without mass health emergen-
cies—mental or physical. 

T
HE TASK of fighting 
for better mental 
health services is 
an urgent one. It 
will mean rolling 
back the decade 

of austerity that has slashed 
hospital beds, cut commu-
nity support and closed GP 
practices. 

But it means also fighting for 
an understanding of the mental 
health crisis that locates it in 
the context of an unequal soci-
ety that crushes people in the 
pursuit of profit. 

The high levels of chronic 
unhappiness under capitalism is 
a direct product of class society 
built on inequality, competition 
and accumulation. 

Capitalism is a system where 
the vast majority are denied any 
real choices about how to live 
their lives. 

And workers are forced to 
compete with each other for 
the resources made scarce 
under capitalism, such as jobs 
and housing.  So it’s no wonder 
that in everyday life, feelings of 
powerlessness can contribute 

to widespread anxiety or 
depression. 

Karl Marx spoke about how 
people’s experience of work left 
them unfulfilled and alienated. 

He said the worker “does not 
confirm himself in his work, 
but denies himself, feels miser-
able and not happy, does not 
develop free mental and physi-
cal energy, but mortifies his 
flesh and ruins his mind.

“Finally, the external char-
acter of labour for the worker 
is demonstrated by the fact 
that it belongs not to him but 
to another, and that in it he 
belongs not to himself but to 
another.”

So any response to the crisis 
should include fighting for a 
world that isn’t based exploita-
tion and oppression. 

It needs a vision for a  socialist 
society where ordinary people 
are treated with respect and 
have control over themselves 
and their lives. 

Iain called on socialists to put 
forward a “political explanation 
of the crisis and use it to chan-
nel people’s anger.”

“We need to win the argu-
ment that it’s the political eco-
nomic system of capitalism 
that’s produced this crisis.”

“It’s up to us to prove another 
world is possible.”

Collective action 
as in the Black 
Lives Matter 
(top) and the 
MeToo movement 
(above) is the key 
to feeling more 
powerful 

C
OVID-19 poses 
not just an acute 
threat to the physi-
cal health of many 
people but also 
to their mental 

wellbeing.
The pressures piled on people 

during this crisis can seem 
endless.

Across the globe, people face 
stringent restrictions, the fear 
that their loved ones will fall 
ill, and mass deaths. 

Millions of people have sud-
denly been sacked, or are still 
working in challenging, danger-
ous conditions.

An economic slump that 
some economists describe as 
being worse than The Great 
Depression of the 1930s and the 
2008 financial crash is coming.

This threatens to thrust 
millions of people into deep 
poverty. 

And for those already experi-
encing mental health problems, 
the fallout from Covid-19 will 
almost certainly intensify them. 

For instance, a study from 
the Young Minds Trust showed 
that for 83 percent of people 
with mental health problems, 
the pandemic was already 
making it worse. 

Author and activist Iain 
Ferguson told Socialist Worker 
that coronavirus has opened 
up an “unprecedented” mental 
health crisis. 

More than a third of the 
 planet’s population is under 
some form of lockdown—with 
catastrophic health impacts. 

“Many will be experiencing 
heightened feelings of loneli-
ness, anxiety and depression,” 
said Iain.
In addition, “Many working 
class people will face going 
to work without the Personal 
Protective Equipment needed 
to keep them safe. 

Sacked
Some will worry about being 
sacked, or face sharing a house 
with too many other people. 

“These pressure are clearly in 
a different league from the rich. 

“Yet prince William and Kate 
are broadcasting from inside 
Kensington Palace dishing out 
advice on how we should handle 
our mental health,” said Iain.

The royals front the Heads 
Together charity which claims 
to try to battle mental health 
stigma to “ensure that people 
feel comfortable with their eve-
ryday mental wellbeing”.

But it’s not just stigma that 
means people struggle to stay 
healthy. 

The Tories have spent a 
decade gutting mental health 
services and slashing benefits.

Now Boris Johnson’s failures 
to stem the rise of Covid-19 
mean that those already hit by 
austerity are finding it harder 
than ever to get the support 
they need. 

“As with every other aspect 
of this crisis, we’re quite clearly 
not all in it together,” said Iain. 

 It’s not true that mental dis-
tress indiscriminately affects 
everyone equally—whether 
you’re a duke or a bus driver, 

a duchess or a hospital porter. 
Mental health problems both 

reflect and compound existing 
inequalities and oppressions in 
society. 

Racism, sexism, homopho-
bia and other oppressions 
shape our everyday life experi-
ence, so it’s not surprising that 
they have implications for our 
mental health.

“Across Britain the rates of 
schizophrenia and psychosis are 
notably higher in people from 
a Caribbean background—but 

this not the case in Caribbean 
countries,” explains Iain. 

So it’s not simply a question 
of biological predisposition to 
certain mental health prob-
lems—but one rooted in wider 
social conditions. 

“The roots of the mental 
health epidemic is not genes 
or biology but life experience 
under capitalism,” he said.

Being black and working 
class makes it more likely that 
someone will suffer mental dis-
tress—and it makes it even less 

likely that they will be properly 
diagnosed. 

Seeing mental distress as 
flowing from biology rather 
than wider social conditions has 
implications for how people will 
be treated during and after the 
pandemic. 

“The dominant model, the 
psycho-scientific model, pri-
marily sees these conditions as 
a result of a faulty brain,” said 
Iain.

“This is the model that is 
promoted by psychiatry and by 
big pharma, but we should not 
medicalise people’s reaction to 
coronavirus.”

A useful example to look at is 
the Diagnostics and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorder 
(DSM)—a book that provides 
psychiatrists with a list of 
mental illnesses.

The DSM makes it easier for 
clinicians to make a diagnosis 
based on how many symptoms 
a person is displaying. 

This “medical model” of 
understanding mental distress 
has an ideological impact. 

I
T RESTS on the idea 
that much of the human 
experience can be broken 
down, compartmentalised 
and translated into diag-
nosable disorders and 

then medicalised.
Over five decades, the DSM 

has swollen to include more 
entries than ever before.

The DSM 5, released in 2013, 
indicated that if someone was 
grieving for longer than two 
weeks, they should be con-
sidered to be suffering from a 
major depressive episode. 

Medical intervention forms a 
critical element of treatment for 
mental distress. 

For some people, antide-
pressants and other drugs are 
lifesaving and contribute to 
a continued sense of mental 
wellbeing. 

But this focus on medicalis-
ing normal, if upsetting, parts 
of human life—such as grief—
risks overlooking other meth-
ods of treatment, such as talk-
ing therapies. 

“Feeling sad or angry or con-
fused is not a sign of mental 
illness—if you’re not feeling 
anxious now then you’re not 
watching the news,” said Iain.

“Of course some people 
will need medical help or sup-
port to get through this crisis. 
People who are currently using 
medicine and find it helpful 
shouldn’t stop.”

And Iain said that pharma-
ceutical companies—which 
have financial links to half of 
DSM’s authors—will want to 
get in on the market created by 
the increased rates of mental 
distress experienced during the 
pandemic. 

“We need to resist attempts 
by big pharma to turn a normal 
reaction simply into a diagno-
sis,” he said.

The full extent of the mental 
health crisis exposed by the 
pandemic will only be under-
stood in the years to come. But 
there remains some possibility 
for a collective response to the 

A CRISIS 
OF MENTAL 
DISTRESS
For many, lockdown will affect their mental wellbeing.  
Iain Ferguson and Sarah Bates explore why mental 
distress is linked to the social system that we live in

As with other 
apsects of the 
crisis, we’re 
clearly not all in 
this together
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THE ISOLATION and powerlessness of living under lockdown will impact some people’s mental health
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Vietnam War student  
massacre—50 years on

In May 1970 cops 
opened fire at black 
students resisting  
US imperialism.  
Yuri Prasad looks at 
the forgotten killings 
at Jackson State

MISSISSIPPI WAS known 
to the world as America’s 
capital of racism.

During the high points of 
the Civil Rights Movement in 
the mid-1960s, it had been 
a key battleground in the 
fight against segregation.

But in May 1970 its infamy 
was to grow still further.

As Richard Nixon expanded 
the war in Vietnam into 
the neighbouring state of 
Cambodia, a mood of rage 
swept college campuses 
across the country.

Within a few days of 
the announcement some 
four million students at 
1,300 colleges were in 
revolt. Occupations and 
barricades were erected 
at many, and conflict with 
the police was common.

At Jackson State 
College, which was known 
as an African-American 
institution, a dumper truck 
had been set alight.

Police and fire trucks 
were preparing to put it 
out, however, it was no 
“normal” operation.

The all white Mississippi 
Highway and Safety 
Patrol, joined with the 
mostly white local police 
to conduct a military 
operation of their own.

Enraged at the confidence 
and militancy of the black 
students, they wanted to 
smash them so hard no one 
would want to rebel again.

The cops armed themselves 
with double-barrelled 
shotguns, an assortment 
of “personal weapons”, 
two machine guns and an 
armoured personnel carrier.

The campus fire was 
dealt with quickly, and 
then the police forced 
demonstrating students into 
the centre of the campus. 

The stones the students 
threw would be no match 
for the police arsenal

When cops cornered the 
rebellion most students sat 

down, and the situation 
appeared to be calming.

At that moment the 
police opened fire and 
eleven students were 
shot in 28 seconds.

Student Vernon Steve 
Weakly was shot in the leg. 
He remembers, “The sky lit up 
as if it was day. I could hear 
the loud blasts of shotguns 
and automatic weapons.

“While I lay motionless I 
could feel a rain of shotgun 
pellets on my legs and 
backside. Then all noise 
ceased and for a few seconds 
there was an eerie silence.

“As abruptly as the noise 

stopped, it began again—
but this time the air was 
filled with the screams 
and cries of the students, 
many of whom had been 
wounded by the gunfire or 
injured by flying glass and 
the mad crush of bodies 
pushing at the doorway. 
Blood was everywhere.”

James Earl Green, a 
high school student who 
lived nearby, lay dead on 
the ground, not far from 
Jackson State College 
student Phillip Gibbs.

Inspector Lloyd “Goon” 
Jones was the police 
commander. At gunpoint he 
ordered the young people 
to check on those who 
lay bleeding. Contacting 
his headquarters Jones 
reported “several injured” 
but explained that they were 
just “nigger students”.

Parallel
The killings at Jackson State 
College were a parallel 
event to those at Kent State 
University in Ohio which 
took place ten days before.

But the fact that Jackson 
was seen as a “black college” 
meant that the police felt they 
could act with impunity.

Kent was immortalised 
in a song by Crosby, Stills, 
Nash & Young and became 
a part of the anti-Vietnam 
War movement’s legacy, a 
common touchstone in the 
50 years that have passed.

Jackson became lost 
in the mist of time.

Socialists and anti-racists 
today must undo that wrong. 

Part of that is putting the 
history of black struggle 
back into our remembering 
of the fight against 
imperialism and war.

The all white 
Mississippi 
Highway and 
Safety Patrol 
joined with the 
mostly white 
local police 

‘‘ 

PHILIP GIBBS and James Earl Green, slain in the shooting
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A PROTEST drive-by at the council offices  Picture: Medway tuc

by TOMÁŠ TENGELY-EVANS

MEDWAY TRADES union 
council (TUC) in Kent 
o rgan ised  a  d r i ve -by 
 protest this week to show 
so l i da r i ty  w i th  e i gh t 
 suspended bin workers.

A convoy of cars went by 
Medway council and Norse 
Medway offices “blaring their 
horns to raise their attention 
and highlight their plight”.

The eight workers at 
 subcontractor Norse Medway 
were suspended at the end 
of last month, and bosses 
 de‑recognised the Unite union.

The attack came after 
a previous protest at the 
council head office when 
drivers honked their horns 
against bosses’ failure to 
provide Personal Protective 
Equipment.

Outsourcing
Norse Medway is 50 percent 
owned by the council and 
outsourcing giant Norse. 

Tory councillor Rupert 
Turpin—the cabinet member 
for business management—is 
a director of the company.

A statement from Medway 
TUC said workers held the 

drive‑by to “demonstrate how 
unhappy they were about the 
lack of proper precautions to 
protect their lives under the 
Covid‑19 pandemic”.

“Instead of addressing the 
deeply held grievances they 
had, bosses suspended them 

and put the rest  of their crews 
under investigation,” it said.

Workers held a walkout 
under Section 44 of the 1996 
Employment Rights Act on 
30 March. 

This piece of legislation 
means workers can refuse 

to work on health and safety 
grounds without a ballot for 
industrial action.

The following day, Unite 
said that “a number of safety 
measures were agreed” after 
the “company was named 
and shamed”. But workers 

say bosses reneged on the 
deal and de‑recognised the 
union.

Medway TUC held a 
socially‑distanced protest 
outside the depot on Workers’ 
Memorial Day on 28 April. 

Steve Wilkins, Medway 

TUC secretary, said, “We all 
know who is responsible for 
this disgraceful set of affairs 
and we will not let them get 
away with it.

“We will shine a light on 
this Dickensian attitude to 
labour relations and their 
utter disdain and contempt 
for their workers.”

Ballot
Unite has given formal notice 
of a ballot for industrial 
action.

Strikes are not expected 
until the beginning of June, 
but the risk of workers 
 catching coronavirus remains.

The dispute shows the 
need for swift action—not 
waiting for ballots—to take 
on bosses putting profit 
before health.

Bosses across Britain will 
try to force a return to work 
and “business as usual” as 
lockdown restrictions are 
lifted. Trade unionists must 
organise now for action 
to stop a return to unsafe 
workplaces.

More online
For more go to  
www.socialistworker.co.uk

 Medway TUC takes action for suspended workers
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Why are we addicted 
to fossil fuels?

SCIENTISTS HAVE more or less understood global 
warming for six decades, so why are we still addicted to 
fossil fuels?

New film Planet of the Humans, of which Michael 
Moore is executive producer, attempts to answer this 
question, but could instead damage the environmental 
movement.

Director Jeff Gibbs argues that there are two problems.
The first is that the environmental movement has failed 

to challenge the real cause of ecological disaster because it 
has focused on green energy.

He shows how renewable energy sites often require 
fossil fuel backup to deal with lack of power when the sun 
does not shine or the wind isn’t blowing.

In particular he directs his anger at biofuels, the burning 
of trees for energy. Gibbs does make some important 
points here and clearly feels that he’s exposing some great 
secrets.

But the movement itself has warned of “greenwashing” 
and exposed false solutions for decades.

While Planet of the Humans has some entertaining 
moments when corporate executives have to admit their 
reliance on fossil fuels, this is hardly ground-breaking.

Critics of the film have pointed out that Gibbs’ 
figures are dated and refer to much older technologies. 
Renewables, they argue, are more efficient and cheaper 
now.

However, the real problem with the film is when Gibbs 
attacks the environmental movement, which he says has 
been taken over by capitalism.

“The environmental movement is no longer resisting 
those with the profit motive but collaborating with them,” 
he argues.

Gibbs attacks environmental groups like the Sierra 
Club for having links to big business and activists like 
Bill McKibben of 350.org for supporting biofuels.

We need, he says, to “take control of our environmental 
movement from billionaires”.

Trap
While this sounds radical, Gibbs falls into the trap of 
portraying the big NGOs as the environmental movement.

He criticises McKibben and others for supporting 
biofuels (though McKibben points out that he hasn’t for 
almost a decade).

But he neglects to note that there are longstanding 
environmental campaigns against this form of energy. In 
fact what is missing from the film completely is any sense 
of the growing, radical and anti-capitalist movement.

There is no mention of the global climate strikes, and an 
Extinction Rebellion banner appears for a few seconds.

This movement has not been bought off by capitalism 
and continues to fight biofuels, fossil fuel capitalism and 
for just transitions to a sustainable world.

Viewers might think Gibbs is building up to a demand 
that we fight to end capitalism. But his conclusion is to 
blame people. “It’s not carbon dioxide destroying the 
planet, it’s us”.

Given his angry attacks on big business and its “profit 
motive”, this is a strange conclusion as it ignores reality.

The problem is a capitalist system, which puts profits 
before people—and destroys the planet for money.

Planet of the Humans disappointed me, but also made 
me angry. For years the environmental movement has 
organised against big business, putting demands on 
governments, arguing for real alternatives to fossil fuels 
and, in many cases, faces the violence of the state.

Yet Moore and Gibbs’ film concludes that the 
environmental movement is the problem.

Where is the anger at Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro and 
other anti-environmental politicians?

The film is mean, inaccurate and dangerous. Its 
seemingly radical approach could undermine and 
demoralise activists, precisely at a time when a new mass 
movement is developing.
Martin Empson

BA WORKERS on strike in 2017 against mixed fleet conditions 

Emissions must fall but 
workers should not pay
by TOMÁŠ TENGELY-EVANS

SOME OF the world’s most 
high-profile polluters are 
faltering in the coronavi-
rus crisis. And already, it 
seems like good news for 
the environment.

Aircraft emissions fell by 
almost one third globally in a 
month as passenger numbers 
plummeted because of the 
pandemic. 

Bosses’ response is to make 
workers pay through mass 
layoffs, and by saying the 
industry will be smaller for 
the foreseeable future.

V i rg in  At lant ic  has 
 threatened to get rid of 3,000 
workers. And British Airways 
(BA) plans to slash 12,000 
jobs, including pilots, cabin 
crew and ground crew.

Oppose
So how can activists oppose 
job cuts in an industry we 
must radically downsize to 
tackle climate change? 

The airline bosses’ plans 
are no recipe for reducing 
emissions.

Some airlines are already 
trying to position themselves 
to get ahead of rivals after 
coronavirus. 

Opportunist BA bosses see 
a chance to push through 
“further structural change” 
after the 12,000 job cuts. 

P r o p o s a l s  i n c l u d e 
 reducing pilot numbers and 
attacks on cabin crew. 

From 2010 BA hired cabin 
crew into a new “mixed fleet” 
on lower pay and in-work 
benefits. And now bosses are 
reportedly looking at con-
solidating cabin crew into 
one section, likely on worse 
contracts to drive down staff 
costs.

This is all about having 
a cheaper, more “flexible” 
workforce than rivals in order 

to grab a bigger slice of the 
airline market. 

BA workers took part in a 
strike that was the longest in 
aviation walkout in history 
over low pay and “mixed 
fleets” in 2017. 

Strikes such as this by 
those in polluting industries 
for better conditions and pay 
must be supported uncondi-
tionally. We must also say 

that it’s possible—and vitally 
necessary—to have a just 
transition to a carbon neutral 
economy without  workers 
losing out. 

Their skills could be redi-
rected to other jobs aimed at 
tackling the threat of climate 
change.

Actually reducing air-
line usage would require 
huge investments in public 
 transport and infrastructure. 

This would include an 
increase in better, faster rail 
travel at lower prices as an 
alternative to flights. 

Reckoning
There would also need to 
be a reckoning with the 
 overconsumption of the rich, 
who take a disproportionate 
number of flights.

But under capitalism, eve-
rything is about competi-
tion between rival firms and 
states in maximising profits. 

And the needs of ordi-
nary people and the planet 
come last. We need a 
 democratically-planned econ-
omy under workers’ control. 

Winning this sort of 
 transformation requires 
taking on capital—and 
 workers have the power to 
do it because the system 
couldn’t run without them. 

So that means arguing for 
and supporting working class 
resistance now against the 
bosses, including in polluting 
industries, to strengthen the 
fight against their system.

Bosses pocket bailouts 
as thousands lose jobs
UNION LEADERS have 
responded to the airline 
jobs massacre with 
calls for bailouts. 

The Unite union 
said Virgin’s plan was 
“premature” pleading, 
“We urge them not to 
act in haste while the 
job retention scheme 
is in operation.”

In response to BA’s 
announcement, Unite 
leader Len McCluskey 
urged the airline 
“to think again”. 

He called on bosses 
to “join with us to work 
with the government 
and aviation industry to 
deliver the rescue package 
so desperately needed 
by the whole sector”. 

Bosses will happily 

pocket bailouts, then 
go on to make further 
attacks on workers. BA 
has taken money to cover 
wages but now says 
“we cannot expect the 
taxpayer to offset salaries” 
as the firm prepares for 
a huge restructure. 

Unions should be 
leading a fight. Many 
workers are “furloughed” 
so walkouts are more 
difficult, but resistance 
is still possible.

Even with aircraft 
grounded, for instance, 
they still require regular 
maintenance to keep 
them ready to fly. 

Workers could 
refuse to carry out the 
work unless bosses 
withdraw their plans.

COMMENT‘‘ ’’



Backlash in Labour grows as 
party shifts further rightward
By NICK CLARK

LABOUR HAS provoked a 
 backlash from its own members 
after betraying both tenants 
and victims of India’s hard right 
government.

Thousands of Labour Party 
 members signed an open letter to 
accuse Labour of “failing renters” 
during the coronavirus outbreak.

Labour proposed emergency 
 legislation in parliament to sup-
posedly “protect people from 
 bankruptcy and homelessness due 
to rent arrears” if their income has 
fallen.

Yet its proposals included 
 “allowing” renters two years to 
pay back rent arrears rather than 
 cancelling them. This would essen-
tially leave tenants in debt to their 
landlords, and effectively increase 
their rent payments.

More than 4,000 Labour 
 members signed the open letter in 
response, calling on Labour to back 
cancelling rent payments instead.

Deferrals
The letter said, “Private renters 
cannot with much confidence look 
to the Labour Party for comfort.

“The Labour Party’s revised 
 position of rent deferrals does not 
help us as workers. It simply pushes 
the problem down the road.

“If a worker misses out on three 
months’ worth of income, and has 
to pay that back over two years, that 
is a 12 percent increase of rent that 
must be paid, in the worst reces-
sion in centuries. Your solutions 
simply are not good enough. You 
are  failing renters.”

Yet Labour’s shadow housing 
secretary Thangam Debbonaire 
refused to budge, pointing to claims 
that the state would have to com-
pensate landlords for loss of rent.

It effectively means agreeing that 

the government should prioritise 
protecting landlords’ incomes over 
tenants.

Also over last weekend, more 
than 100 mosques and Islamic cen-
tres wrote to Labour leader Keir 
Starmer threatening to boycott 
Labour after it abandoned support 
for people in Kashmir.

The letter said, “It would seem 
to us that holding foreign govern-
ments to account over their dis-
criminatory policies and human 
rights abuses does not seem to be 
a foreign policy goal under your 
leadership.

“It seems to us that there is an 
ingrained view that the British 
Muslim vote has and always will be 
a secure one for the Labour Party, 
to be taken for granted with little 
consideration of the issues and con-
cerns which matter to us as British 
Muslim communities.”

It came after Starmer said the 
question of Kashmir is a “bilat-
eral issue,” in which Labour is 
 essentially neutral. That means 
Labour has dropped its position—
agreed by members at its confer-
ence in 2019—to condemn India’s 
repression of people in Kashmir.

India’s government, led by the 
Hindu nationalist Narendra Modi, 
has unleashed horrific repression on 
mostly Muslim people in Kashmir, 
which it wants to control.

Labour’s conference said the party 
would “stand with the Kashmiri 
people fighting against occupation, 
this is vital as we stand for social 
 justice and ethical foreign policy”.

Starmer’s retreat came after 
supporters of Modi’s government 
threatened to campaign against 
Labour among Hindu people. 

It builds on a shift last November 
when the then party chair Ian 

Lavery agreed that the conference 
policy had caused offence to some 
British Indians and India itself.

Lavery promised “the Labour 
party will not take a pro-Indian or 
pro-Pakistan stance on Kashmir”.

Labour’s shifts show that the 
“responsible” and “electable” 
 leadership promised by Starmer 
really means trying to appease right 
wing voters and the rich.

It also means MPs can ignore 
their own members and conference 
decisions—something they can get 
away with in a party focussed on 
elections and parliament.

PROTESTS AGAINST India’s prime minister Narendra Modi’s repression of Kashmir erupted across Britain last summer          Picture: Guy Smallman 

Neil Davidson

OBITUARY

Neil Davidson 
1957-2020
I FIRST encountered 
Neil Davidson, who has died at 
the tragically early age of 62, 
when he spoke at the Socialist 
Workers Party (SWP) Paisley 
branch in the early 1990s. 

I can’t remember what the 
topic was but recall being 
impressed both by Neil’s 
knowledge and also by the quiet 
confidence of his delivery. 

Neil’s mind ranged over a 
very wide range of topics—
and he confidently defended 
his position on these 
different topics in debates 

with leading members of 
the SWP at Marxism.

Neil was never simply a 
left academic. For much of 
his working life, he worked in 
the Scottish civil service, only 
latterly taking up teaching 
posts at Strathclyde University 
and then Glasgow University.  

Rather, he was a revolutionary 
socialist, for many years 
an active and committed 
member of the SWP.

He played an active role 
in building strong union 
organisation wherever he 
worked, most recently as a 
member of the UCU union. 

Beyond the workplace, 
Neil was an active participant 
in Scottish politics. In the 

early 2000s, he was a 
widely respected member 
of the Scottish Socialist 
Party, which the SWP in 
Scotland joined in 2001. 

He defended and developed 
a Marxist understanding of the 
national question in Scotland. 

Neil threw himself into 
building the great G8 protests 
at Gleneagles in 2005. And 
more recently he was an 
enthusiastic participant 
in the 2014 independence 
referendum campaign.

Neil left the SWP in 
2013 following a number 
of disagreements.

But he remained active in 
the Scottish independence 
movement and in the 

development of Marxist 
theory, not least through his 
involvement with the journal 
Historical Materialism. 

His early death is a loss 
for all of us who valued his 
theoretical and political 
interventions, even when, as 
occasionally happened, we 
strongly disagreed with them. 

Neil leaves behind, however, 
a rich body of work which 
will continue to engage 
those of us seeking to build 
revolutionary organisation and 
develop revolutionary theory 
for many years to come. 

We send our condolences 
to his family, in particular to 
his partner Cathy Watkins.
Iain Ferguson
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FIREFIGHTERS

 Union slams deadly  
 fire failings and cuts  
F I R E F I G H T E R S  h ave 
attacked the government 
and building owners as a 
parliamentary committee’s 
cladding survey highlighted 
widespread safety failings

The Housing, Communities 
and Local  Government 
Commi t t ee  l a s t  week 
 published the findings of a 
survey into the progress of 
work to improve fire safety 
in residential buildings. 

It showed  significant 
f i r e  s a f e t y  i s sue s  i n 
 multi-occupancy buildings 
across Britain.

The survey found that some 
70 percent of  respondents 
had different forms of 
 combustible cladding. 

Other common fire safety 
issues included missing or 
inadequate fire breaks, com-
bustible or missing insulation, 
timber balconies or walkways 
and inadequate fire doors.

Owners
Matt Wrack, FBU union 
 general secretary, said, “The 
government, big business and 
wealthy building owners have 
had three years since Grenfell 
to fix the  dangerous homes 
still trapping  thousands of 
residents. 

“The accounts in this 
report should make them feel 

utterly ashamed. Both resi-
dents and firefighters have 
warned the government and 
building owners countless 
times that this crisis goes far 
beyond the cladding that was 
on Grenfell Tower. 

“But, just as with Grenfell 
residents, they were ignored.”

Last month the FBU 
warned of a major threat to 

public safety as politicians 
and fire chiefs try to sneak 
through cuts to services 
during the coronavirus crisis.

T h e  u n i o n  s a i d  a 
 consultation on sweeping fire 
and rescue cuts was launched 
mid-pandemic.

Firefighters have agreed to 
take on new duties to respond 
to the coronavirus pandemic. 

They include moving dead 
bodies, driving ambulances, 
and producing PPE.

But the Tory-controlled 
fire authority in East Sussex 
has decided to consult on cuts 
to the county’s fire service. 

The proposals include 
major cuts to the number of 
fire engines, staffing levels, 
and nighttime fire cover.

ENGINEERING

Giant problems for agency 
workers at Rolls-Royce
THE GIANT employment 
agency has been accused of 
“bad faith” after appearing 
to renege on a promise to 
furlough about 300 workers 
working on Rolls-Royce 
contracts in Derby and  
Washington in north east 
England.

It means they have not 
been paid for a month.

The Unite union said that 
Giant bosses had promised 
on 17 April that the workers 
would be furloughed 
under the government job 
retention scheme (JRS).

But workers had not 
received a penny in the last 
month, which had left them 
in dire financial straits.

The union estimates that 
about 270 workers were on 
the Derby contract and  
27 at Washington.

Unite regional coordinator 
Suzanne Reid, who 
represents members on 

assignments at Rolls-Royce 
Washington, said, “Giant 
agency workers have been 
left in the worst possible 
predicament. 

“They have not received 
any wages for well over 
a month which is causing 
financial hardship for their 
families and impacting on 
their mental health. 

“We have had mixed 
messages from the 
company over whether the 
JRS application is being 
progressed or not. 

“It appears that they 
could be reneging on what 
was agreed in mid-April.”

The company said 
there was a lack of clarity 
over the treatment of 
agency workers from 
the government and that 
it was moving to make 
applications for furlough.

Unite must keep up the 
pressure on the company.

MARKING FIREFIGHTERS’ Memorial Day last week                              Picture: Mark thoMas and FBu

JOB RETENTION SCHEME

RETAIL

Strike call after rep sacked
DISTRIBUTION workers at a 
Unilever plant in Merseyside 
are gearing up for strikes 
after bosses dismissed a 
union rep.

Unite union members held 
a socially-distanced meeting 
outside the plant in Port 
Sunlight on Saturday of last 
week. 

They voted unanimously 
to hold a ballot for 
industrial action against the 
victimisation by bosses at 
the Great Bear Distribution 
logistics company. 

Unite north west region 
said that coronavirus “will not 
stop our fight”. 

Steve Gerrard, a Unite 

official, said, “The local 
management has also made 
our members aware that all 
sick pay provision has been 
suspended for the period of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

“Key workers on the front 
line exposing themselves to 
risk will only be paid SSP If 
they become ill with the virus.

“Disgusting behaviour from 
not so Great Bear!”

Workers are right to fight 
now, not put off their struggle 
in the name of “national 
unity” during coronavirus. 

Every trade unionist and 
campaigner needs to build 
solidarity and back the 
Unilever workers. 

Tory threat to force people 
back to work by furlough cuts  
>>>From page 20
difficult—you’re kept 
in the dark and have to 
manage as best you can.

“I do worry that 
we’ll be chased back to 
work prematurely.

“They couch it in terms 
of the economy, but what 
they mean is profits and 
at the end of the day the 
profits will come before us.”

Jasmine added, “We need 
a full furlough to continue 
and workers should get it 
directly—we shouldn’t have 
to go through our employer. 
We need to stop rent, council 

tax and utilities bills—if 
they have the power to have 
a mortgage holiday then 
that’s possible for us.”

Some bosses have 
voiced opposition to the 
Tory plans, but they only 
want a softer exit. 

Unions have to fight 
against the unsafe return to 
work—and bosses’ attempts 
to make workers pay the 
price for coronavirus.
lSome workers’ names have 
been changed. If you have 
been affected by the furlough 
scheme, contact reports@
socialistworker.co.uk 

The Range leaves workers 
angry over lack of safety 
SHOPWORKERS’ union 
Usdaw has expressed deep 
disappointment that retailer 
The Range continues to ignore 
staff complaints about a lack 
of social distancing in store.

Paddy Lillis, Usdaw’s 
general secretary, said, “A 
number of Usdaw members 
employed by The Range 
have contacted the union 
concerned about staff safety. 

“I wrote to the company 
seeking a meeting to explore 
what additional preventative 
measures can be put in place 

to protect staff. To date I have 
not received a reply and I 
urge management to contact 
me as a matter of urgency to 
resolve the concerns of their 
staff.

“Usdaw and the British 
Retail Consortium have 
been working to develop 
advice and guidance on what 
effective safe distancing in 
the shops might look like.”

With such intransigent 
bosses, the union should 
urgently start organising 
action to protect lives.

LOGISTICS

COURIERSAIRPORTS

MEDICAL couriers that 
transport Covid-19 samples 
on behalf of NHS pathology 
contractor The Doctors 
Laboratory (TDL) are to 
ballot for strikes.

IWGB union members 
are angry at the company’s 
decision to make 
redundancies during the 
pandemic. They also say it 
has failed to address health 
and safety concerns. 

TDL is preparing to make 
ten bicycle couriers and 
“walkers” redundant.

Couriers have been going 
into hospitals to pick up 
Covid-19 samples and deliver 
them to pathology labs.

TDL cycle courier and 
IWGB branch chair Alex 
Marshall said, “TDL’s 
hypocrisy knows no bounds. 

“The company was sending 
emails asking people to clap 
for key workers on Thursday 
and then told us we’d be 
getting sacked on Friday.”

CONSTRUCTION workers 
at Manchester Airport 
have been “left high and 
dry, without pay” by the 
construction company JCK 
and the airport during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Greater Manchester’s ten 
councils have a 65 percent 
stake in the airport. They 
are providing a £250 million 
package to support it.

But they have so far 
failed to intervene on 
behalf of the workers.

The Unite union is 
demanding that the  
70 workers get immediate 
financial support. 

The construction of the 
Terminal 2 baggage handling 
system by Vanderlande 
was shut for safety reasons 
linked to coronavirus. 

Mechanical engineers’ and 
electricians’ employment 
status means they are unable 
to access the government’s 
Covid-19 schemes.

 Jobs threat 
after praise

Pay battle in 
Manchester

Protesting last week at Unilever in Merseyside Picture: unite north West
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CALL CENTRE workers are among those at risk of being pushed into unsafe workplaces

 FORCED BACK BY
 FURLOUGH CUTS
by TOMÁŠ  TENGELY-EVANS

WORKERS FEAR “mass 
unemployment” and “starv-
ing” after the Tories slashed 
the Job Retention Scheme.

Chancellor Rishi Sunak 
was set to announce plans 
to wind down the furlough 
scheme, as Socialist Worker 
went to press on Tuesday. 

This will force up to six 
million people back to work 
before it’s safe.

Under the scheme the state 
covers 80 percent of wages, 
up to £2,500 a month, if 
workers would have been laid 
off during the  coronavirus 
crisis. 

A likely option is reducing 
the subsidy to 60 percent of 
wages, then shutting it down 
in September. 

Jasmine, a customer 
 service worker in a call centre, 
said it’s causing “anxiety day 
to day”. 

“I don’t understand the 
logic of ‘weaning us off’ the 
scheme,” she told Socialist 
Worker. “I still need the same 
amount of money in July.

“I t ’ s  real ly worrying 
because we’re only getting 
paid 80 percent of our wage 

anyway. My partner’s hours 
have been cut back instead 
of him being furloughed. 
It covers the rent but it’s 
ridiculously expensive in 
London—almost one person’s 
wage—and we still have to 
pay council tax.

“So that’s like another 
£164 on top of our rent.”

When Jasmine and her 
partner asked for a rent 
reduction, the landlord said, 
“We could pay him back in 
six months’ time”.

Jasmine says it’s “really 
scary”, because her contract 
only runs till the end of June 
and they’re already slashing 
budgets. 

Unemployment
“There’ll be double the 
 present level of unemploy-
ment and Universal Credit 
just isn’t enough,” she said.

“People will start thinking, 
should I stay at home with no 
money, or go to work and risk 
catching the virus?”

Almost two million people 
have applied for the Universal 
Credit benefit since the begin-
ning of the  coronavirus crisis. 

Ministers say this has 
 “s tabi l i sed”  at  20,000 
to  25 ,000 c la ims  per 

day—double the amount 
before the virus hit. Hundreds 
of thousands more work-
ers now face the prospect 
of unemployment and a life 
of poverty on grossly inade-
quate benefits.

Julia, a trainer in London 
who was furloughed, has 
already been given two 
months’ notice. 

“The company doesn’t 
think there will be any 
work for at least six months 
and that’s a very optimistic 

view,” she told Socialist 
Worker. “I’ve just limped 
past two years and I will get 
redundancy. 

“But I work in an industry 
that has been decimated by 
the pandemic and lockdown, 
and will be one trainer out of 
one million on the market.

“Any job will have four or 
five times the normal amount 
of applicants chasing it. It’s 
really difficult to see a way 
out of this—there’s so much 
unknown.”

Some workers say bosses 
haven’t bothered to fur-
lough fixed-term contract 
staff because it still means 
 administrative costs. 

Long
Others make applying for 
 furlough a long, bureaucratic 
process.

Jeremy, a fixed-term 
 contract call centre worker at 
a logistics company, doesn’t 
even know if he has been 
furloughed. “It’s not very 
easy to get paid,” he told 
Socialist Worker. “We were 
furloughed from 31 March 
and told not to come in.

“On 7 April I got a letter 
from the employer saying 
that in order to qualify you’ve 

got to fill out our form and 
return it by 9 April. I sent 
it off recorded delivery on 
8 April. Then on 1 May, I 
received a letter from the 
employer saying they hadn’t 
got it—but it said return by 
20 April.”

This letter from Wincanton 
bosses warns, “If you do not 
agree to this arrangement, 
the alternative may include 
the company having to 
 consider redundancies.”

“I’ve made copious calls to 
the employer,” he explained, 
“but the person in the HR 
department had no idea how 
the furlough scheme works.”

Jeremy received £815 in 
his bank account on 20 April. 

His rate of pay is £8.21 hour 
for a 40 hour week, meaning 
80 percent of his monthly 
wage would be £1,138. This 
makes it nearer to 57 percent 
of his usual wage.

And because payroll is 
 outsourced to another com-
pany, it’s difficult to get 
an itemised slip to see how 
Jeremy has been paid. 

He said, “I don’t know if 
I’ll have a job at the end of 
it. Trying to get  anything 
out of an employer is  
>>Turn to page 19

Chancellor Rishi Sunak wants to cut the money people survive on

It’s difficult to 
see a way out 
of this—there’s 
so much that’s 
unknown

‘‘ 


	01rtp
	02
	0405
	06
	07
	08
	09
	10&11
	12
	13
	14&15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20

