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Workers’ action 
in schools 
forces huge 
Tory retreat
by SADIE ROBINSON

BORIS JOHNSON was 
forced on Monday evening 
to announce a new lockdown 
across England. It followed 
Scottish first minister Nicola 
Sturgeon’s announcement of 
a lockdown in Scotland earlier 
in the day.  

Johnson’s previous refusal 
to take effective measures 
means that thousands of 
people died unnecessarily.

The Tories had delayed 
implementing new restrictions 
for weeks—despite spiralling 
cases of coronavirus and 
an NHS on the verge of 
meltdown.  

The scale of the crisis, and 
divisions among the Tories, 
pushed Johnson to shift. But 

significant action by workers 
was crucial in piling pressure 
on the government.  

Large numbers of primary 
schools across England were 
closed to most children on 
Monday as workers refused to 
return on safety grounds.  

The NEU union had asked 
workers not to return to fully 
open schools (see page 4). It 
said workers could refuse to 
return citing Section 44 of the 
Employment Rights Act.  

Workers’ refusal to return 
forced many schools to 
abandon plans to reopen to all 
children.  

There were 16,784 primary 
schools across England last 
year. On Monday morning, 
the NEU tweeted, “S44 letters 
have gone into over 6,000
>>turn to page 3

Workers forced schools to shut



Socialist Worker  6 January 2021 TROUBLEMAKERthe2

Fat cat corporations not even 
paying the minimum wage
CORPORATE GIANTS and 
firms owned by billionaires 
have been exposed as not 
even paying their workers the 
minimum wage.

They include a hotel 
group controlled by the 
 multi‑billionaire tax exile 
Sir Jim Ratcliffe. 

Investigated between 2016 
and 2018, the 139 named 
companies failed to pay 
£6.7 million to over 95,000 
workers in total. 

The businesses were 
named by the Department 
for Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy (Beis) on 
New Year’s Eve.

Ratcliffe, who has an 
 estimated £12 billion fortune, 
owns 55 percent of Home 
Grown Hotels. It failed to pay 
£13,790 to 25 workers. 

The company said this 
related to “inadvertent 
breaches of very complex 

regulations”. Beis said, 
“One of the main causes of 
 minimum wage breaches was 
low‑paid employees being 
made to cover work costs, 
such as paying for uniform, 
training or parking fees.”

Another firm cited by Beis 
was Britain’s largest private 
sector employer, Tesco. 

I t  underpaid 78,199 

workers a total of £5.1  million. 
The announcement coincided 
with its former chief executive 
Dave Lewis being knighted in 
the New Year’s honours list. 

Also on the list of  offenders 
were the restaurant chain 
Pizza Hut, Superdrug stores, 
Müller UK, The Lowry luxury 
hotel group and St Johnstone 
Football Club.

The smaller employers 
include “Mrs Therese Ann 
Binns, trading as Winston 
Churchill”.

Bosses have little to 
fear when they are caught 
underpaying. 

All they have to do is to 
make up the arrears to wages. 
They may also face fines, but 
these are capped at twice 
the arrears, a pittance to the 
 corporate giants.

None of the penalties have 
been made public.

lTHERE ARE only about 
2,200 billionaires out 

of a 7.8 billion‑strong global 
 population. Collectively 
they grew £1.5 trillion 
richer last year,  according 
t o  F o r b e s  m a g a z i n e .  
     That brings their total 
wealth to £8.4 trillion, a 
20 percent increase from just 
a year ago.

lCALLS TO mental health helplines and 
prescriptions for antidepressants have reached 

an all-time high. Meanwhile access to potentially 
life-saving talking therapies has plunged during the 
coronavirus pandemic, a Guardian report found. 

More than 6 million people in England 
received antidepressants in the three months 
to September, the highest on record.

 Donald Trump pardons 
Blackwater murderers
IN HIS last weeks as 
president, Donald Trump 
pardoned four Blackwater 
security guards who were 
given lengthy prison 
sentences for massacring 
14 Iraqi civilians in 
Baghdad in 2007.

Paul Slough, Evan 
Liberty, Dustin Heard and 
Nicholas Slatten were 
part of an armoured 
convoy that opened fire 
indiscriminately with 
machine-guns and grenade 
launchers on a crowd. 
It became known as the 
Nisour Square massacre.

 Mohammad Kinani, 
whose nine year old son 
Ali was killed, said, “That 
day changed my life 
forever. That day destroyed 
me completely.”

The US government 
admitted, “None of the 
victims was an insurgent, 
or posed any threat to the 
convoy”. 

The four mercenaries 
were all former Marines. 
And they have friends in 
high places. 

Trump’s education 
secretary, the billionaire 
Betsy DeVos is the sister of 
Erik Prince, Blackwater’s 
founder.

Glasgow hospital to 
keep Grenfell cladding  
SCOTLAND’S biggest 
health board has said 
it will not consider 
removing inflammable 
insulation material used 
in Grenfell Tower which 
remains in place at 
Scotland’s super-hospital 
in Glasgow.

The 60 metre-high 
Queen Elizabeth 
University Hospital was 
clad in the Kingspan 
Kooltherm K15 insulation 
used at Grenfell Tower.

Recently the inquiry 
into the fire has heard 
that there was  
“deceit” over the 
product’s marketing and 
that it was known within 
the company to have 
failed fire tests.

K15 has never been 
replaced at the hospital 
after NHS Greater 
Glasgow and Clyde 
health board said three 
years ago that Multiplex, 
the main contractor 
for the construction, 
provided assurances the 
material was properly 
installed.

Tories got 
spooks to brief 
bosses on 
subversives
IN AMONG the rather 
boring document releases 
from the national archive, 
historian Evan Smith 
spotted something.

The 1973 document 
“CAB 301/661—Request 
for Briefing on Industrial 
Subversion” is a small 
folder that shows that 
the Tory government was 
working with the bosses in 
a disturbing way.

Tim Powell, chairman 
of tractor-builder 
Massey-Ferguson, had 
complained to Douglas 
Hurd, prime minister  
Edward Heath’s private 
secretary, that there was 
no way of knowing if they

 

were 
recruiting 
“troublemakers” who 
could then prove 
impossible to sack.

In October 1973, Hurd 
wrote to Sir John Hunt, 
secretary of the cabinet, 
asking if there was a list 
of potentially subversive 
organisations that could 
be passed along.

Hunt then wrote to 
James Waddell, another 
senior civil servant, 
asking whether a list was 
possible. 

He forwarded this to 
the head of MI5 Michael 
Hanley.

The civil servants were 
worried about giving 
out information and said 
they usually pointed the 
bosses to the Economic 
League. 

This was the right wing 
group who ran blacklists 
of workers.

Robert Armstrong, 
another private sectary 
to Heath, wrote back 
to Sir John, telling him 
Powell was “too serious 
a person to be dismissed 
with a reference to the 
Economic League” and 
suggesting that he should 
be given “some degree of 
oral briefing”.

The meeting went 
ahead but what was 
discussed has not been 
released.

Acesss down and drugs use up

‘‘THE THINGS 
THEY SAY
‘The government 
has consistently 
this year been 
ahead of the 
curve in terms 
of proactive 
decisions on 
coronavirus’
Home secretary Priti Patel, 
22 December

‘I’ll miss Donald 
Trump because 
he was quite a 
good friend to 
Britain’
Ben Wallace, defence secretary

‘An organisation 
that wants to 
defund the 
police, dismantle 
the family, sweep 
away capitalism 
and deconstruct 
British history 
gets celebrated’
Brexit Alliance London 
Assembly member Peter 
Whittle was unhappy with 
Black Lives Matter references 
in the New Year fireworks

‘Johnson won 
because he stole 
Labour’s left wing 
economic ideas—
flagrantly and 
wholesale’ 
David Patrikarakos in the 
Spectator “explains” how 
Jeremy Corbyn was stopped
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lAROUND 840,000 private 
renters in England and Wales 

have built up rent arrears since 
lockdown measures began, according 
to new research. A survey of tenants 
suggested that seven percent of all 
private renters had built arrears due 
to Covid.  While the average arrears 
were between £251 and £500, the 
survey found that 18 percent now 
have rent debts of more than £1,000.

JIM Ratcliffe



LOCKDOWN
Fight for 
social 
support
THE TORIES’ lockdown will 
cause further harm if they 
are not forced to protect 
people’s jobs, income and 
welfare.

Workers must be 
financially supported to avoid 
more households falling into 
poverty and unemployment 
skyrocketing further.

There should be an 
enhanced furlough scheme 
providing 100 percent of 
wages, not the present 80 
percent. 

Many ordinary people 
cannot survive with an 
endless 20 percent wage 
cut—particularly the low paid.

Parents who are now 
forced to stay at home to 
look after children have to be 
protected from sackings and 
bosses’ pressure.

Sick pay needs to be 
boosted to a real living wage 
so that people can afford to 
stay at home if they are ill.

We need action to close 
all non-essential workplaces. 
Johnson said on Monday 
night that construction and 

manufacturing, for example, 
can continue. That’s also true 
in Scotland and Wales.

There needs to be a battle 
to halt redundancies, stop 
planned cuts in Universal 
Credit, increase support for 
disabled people and more 
mental health support.

Food bank use has risen 
by 89 percent since March. 
Those without access to food 
cannot be abandoned as they 
previously have been.

Evictions bans have 
previously been brought 
in, but were to end at the 
beginning of this year.

People’s housing rights 
must be protected.

Union leaders have to 
fight for all these measures. 
Otherwise the new 
restrictions will fail to protect 
people from the virus and 
will push more into poverty.

The People Before Profit group 
is organising to push for these 
sort of demands. For details go 
to @peoplebeforeprofitCVD19 on 
Facebook 

Action by school workers 
forced the Tory climbdown
>>continued from front page
primary schools.” This will have 
grown throughout the day.  

Emma Parker is secretary of the 
NEU in Durham. 

She said early on Monday morn-
ing that 429 NEU members had 
used Section 44 in 88 settings. And  
67 schools would be closed to most 
children on Monday as a result.  

Many schools in Coventry were 
closed to most children, with parents 
at Allesley Primary told that this was 
due to a lack of workers. 

NEU joint district secretary for 
Coventry Chris Denson said many 
more schools would not be fully 
closed “but will be having to close 
large sections”.  

Lack
In Saddleworth, Holy Trinity CE 
primary school closed to most chil-
dren “due to lack of staff” said head 
teacher Liz Travis.  

Many schools across Lancaster 
and Morecambe were closed to most 
children. Moorside Primary School in 
Lancaster closed “as a result of advice 
from unions”.  

Dallas Road Community Primary 
School closed citing “Industrial 
action, excessive staff absence, 2/3 of 
teaching staff have written claiming 
S44 and S100 of health and safety 
legislation.  

“Therefore there are insufficient 
staff to safely open the school.”  

Figures last month showed that 
nearly a quarter of all coronavirus 
cases in the Lancaster district are 
among children and teenagers.  

Lancaster and Morecambe district 
NEU secretary Sam Ud-din said, “It 
is no longer possible to just ‘hope for 
the best’. 

“Schools are not currently safe 
enough for any adults working in 
them.”  

NEU members in the north west of 
England detailed scores of primary 
schools that had not fully reopened 

on Monday. They included schools 
in Liverpool, Manchester, Oldham, 
Sefton, Chorley, Blackburn, Wirral 
and Bolton.  

Captain Cook Primary School in 
Marton, Teesside, closed for two 
weeks after workers raised safety 
concerns. 

Head teacher Amy Young said con-
cerns had “resulted in some trade 
unions taking action in relation to 
safety in schools”.  

“Following union discussions, a 
number of school staff have decided 
to take the advice given by unions,” 
she said. “I have had to make the very 
difficult decision to close school for 
the next two weeks.”  

K n a v e s m i r e  P r i m a r y  a n d 
Copmanthorpe School in York were 
not reopening for most children. 

A local  news report  said, 
“Knavesmire is unable to open to all 
pupils because of the number of staff 
who have submitted letters under 
Section 44.”  

Shortages
Southampton council listed eight 
schools that would not be opening 
on Monday, citing staff shortages for 
three.  

In Oxfordshire, at least four schools 
were not fully reopen on Monday. 
Nettlebed Community School said it 
was “unable to open due to lack of 
staff”. 

Hertfordshire County Council said 
not all its schools would open “due to 
insufficient teaching staff”.  

There were many, many more.  
Monday represented a huge slap in 

the face for Boris Johnson and all the 
Tories who wanted to force schools to 
open “as usual”. 

It showed the power workers can 
have when they get organised.

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

Johnson spreads the blame 
BORIS JOHNSON wants to blame 
coronavirus chaos on the new 
strain that was identified last 
year. 

In his address on Monday he 
claimed, “There is no doubt that 
in fighting the old variant of the 
virus, our collective 
efforts are working and 
would have continued to 
work.”

This is rubbish. The 
carnage was entirely 
predictable before the 
new strain emerged.

Unions, scientists 
and others warned 
that allowing tens of 
thousands of students 
to return to universities 

last September would send cases 
soaring.

The government knew that 
reopening schools to all children, 
with no proper safety measures, 
would mean more cases. 

And it knew that failing to 
properly resource the 
NHS would cause more 
deaths.

The new strain was not 
inevitable. 

The government’s 
failure to take measures 
to control the virus 
allowed Covid-19 more 
time to mutate. 

The Tories, not a new 
strain, are to blame for 
Covid chaos.Boris Johnson

POSTERS DEMAND no return to unsafe schools Picture: Maxine Bowler

Socialist Worker Appeal
Thanks to 
everyone 
who donated
 
You raised 
£127,000

Mass unemployment looms 
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Teachers say
—‘we refuse  
to work in 
unsafe 
schools’ 
by SADIE ROBINSON

EDUCATION WORKERS are 
demanding that schools move to 
online learning for at least two 
weeks because it isn’t safe to 
fully reopen them. 

That’s the message from their 
NEU union.  

Its advice “applies to all primary 
and secondary schools, special 
schools and SEND settings, colleges 
and early years settings”. 

And the union said workers 
should refuse to work in unsafe 
conditions.  

The NEU issued its call on 
Saturday. Some 6,000 people 
joined the union the same day.  

Micki is a nursery school teacher 
in south London. 

She told Socialist Worker that 
the NEU’s advice “was absolutely 
the right call to make”.  

“We needed our national union 
to stand up to this government with 
us, to give confidence to members 
to take action,” she said. 

The Tories wanted nurseries to 
reopen this week. In Micki’s school, 
workers had already planned to 
refuse.  

“We met on New Year’s Eve,” she 
explained. “We determined that the 
risk to safety of a full  reopening 
was too great and that we would 
exercise our right not to go into an 
unsafe workplace under Section 44.  

“Hearing our national union 
advise all of us across the coun-
try to do the same has been very 
powerful.”  

Confident
Many union activists have reported 
big, confident local meetings 
 following the NEU’s call. 

It has piled pressure on a 
 government that has already been 
pushed into retreat after retreat.  

Initially the Tories planned to 
“stagger” the return to schools for 
secondary school children. 

Later education secretary Gavin 
Williamson postponed the return 
for primary school children in some 
London boroughs. 

After another outcry, this quickly 
changed to all primaries in London.  

Yet the government expects 
 parents elsewhere in England to 
send their children back, even in 
Tier 4 areas.  

Many schools were already at 
breaking point before the Christmas 
break.  

“In the final week of term ten of 
our staff—a third of us—plus our 
family members contracted the 
virus,” said Micki.  

“There simply weren’t enough 
staff to keep the school open and 
it closed. 

“Most of the school community 
had to isolate. 

“Our experience has shaken us 
all terribly.”  

The NASUWT, GMB and Unison 
unions have called for a shift to 
online learning. 

But the GMB also advised 
 members that it would not support 
them citing Section 44 to refuse to 
return to workplaces.  

The NAHT and ASCL head 
 teachers’ unions are taking legal 
action against the government.

The Tories can be beaten. But 
there will be a right wing  backlash 
from those desperate to keep 
 parents in work. 

And disgracefully, Labour leader 
Keir Starmer has refused to call for 
schools to close.  

School workers everywhere must 
organise to resist. 

“We will not go in as normal,” 
said Micki. “This is not normal. It 
will be hard for families but the 
stakes are far too high.” 

BACK STORY
The NEU union has advised 
that schools stay shut, and for 
its workers to refuse to work in 
unsafe conditions
lOther unions are supporting 
calls for online learning to 
replace classroom teaching
lThe government is going 
against its own Sage committee 
scientists’ advice by claiming 
schools are safe
lEducation workers across 
England are determined to fight 
back against the decisions These lies will cost lives

THE TORIES are lying 
about school safety. 
Boris Johnson said on 
Sunday, “There is no 
doubt in my mind that 
schools are safe.”  

Yet just a few 
weeks ago, the Tories 
admitted that cases 
were soaring among 
school children.  

“The testing results 
and surveys show 
us that by far the 
fastest rise is among 
secondary school age 
children, 11 to 18 year 
olds,” health secretary 
Matt Hancock said 

on 10 December. We 
know from experience 
that a sharp rise in 
cases in younger 
people can lead to a 
rise amongst more 
vulnerable age groups 
later.”  

Sir Mark 
Walport, part of the 
government’s Sage 
group of scientists, 
warned last week, 
“We know that 
transmission occurs 
within schools.

“We know that a 
person between 12 
and 16 is seven times 

more likely than 
others in a household 
to bring the infection 
into a household.  

“And we know that 
there was a small 
dip in the amount 
of transmission in 
schoolchildren after 
the half-term, which 
then went up again 
when they went back.”  

Sage last 
month warned the 
government that 
even the closure of 
all schools may not 
get the virus under 
control.

400,000 view NEU meeting
SOME 400,000 
people joined or 
watched an NEU 
union online meeting 
on Sunday to discuss 
resisting an unsafe 
return to schools.  

It was a sign of the 
mood that exists to 
stop the Tories putting 
more lives at risk.  

Joint general 
secretary Kevin 
Courtney said that, 
since the development 
of a new virus strain, 
the situation is getting 

“worse, not better. 
There is substantial 
scientific thought that 
the current variant is 
more transmissible 
among children,” he 
said.  

“Primary age 
children by the end 
of the school term 
were the second most 
infected of all age 
groups, surpassed 
only by secondary 
pupils.”

Joint general 
secretary Mary 

Bousted said it is 
unsafe to fully open 
schools with crowded 
buildings, no social 
distancing and poor 
ventilation.  

“We do not need to 
be lectured about how 
important education 
is,” she said. “But 
in opening schools 
against its own 
scientific advice, the 
government is failing 
to protect children, 
their families and 
communities.”

PROTEST IN summer against unsafe plans to reopen schools Picture: Guy Smallman

Vaccine shortages—the latest Tory shambles
by CHARLIE KIMBER

THE TORIES are ensuring 
thousands more deaths by 
failing to roll out coronavirus 
vaccination effectively. This 
comes as the virus spreads at 
appalling speed.

There needs to be a flood of 
vaccinations, but there is only a 
trickle. 

Vaccines should be a key 
component of a wider strategy 
to combat the virus. But the 
government is—again—acting 
too slowly. 

Only 250,000 people a week 
are being vaccinated at the 
moment. The target is two 
million a week.

Now the government is taking 
potentially hazardous measures 
to cover up its failings.

Last Wednesday it announced 
that second doses of the Oxford/
AstraZeneca vaccine and the 
Pfizer/BioNTech jab would now 
be given up to 12 weeks after the 
first dose.

Those who have the Pfizer/
BioNTech vaccine had been told 
there would be a three-week 
gap between doses, with many 

already booked in for their 
second jab.

The move to 12 weeks is to 
give a first dose to more people 
rather than two doses to fewer. 
But even Pfizer criticised this 
decision.

The Big Pharma giant said, 
“Our study was designed to 
evaluate the vaccine’s safety and 
efficacy following a two-dose 
schedule, separated by 21 days.

“There is no data to 
demonstrate that protection 
after the first dose is sustained 
after 21 days.”

The hundreds of thousands of 
people who have received one 
dose include vulnerable older 
people, and health and care 
workers. 

They may now be left wholly 
unprotected again.

The government has also 
drawn up plans that would allow 
patients to be given different 
coronavirus vaccines for the first 
and second doses under certain 
circumstances. 

But health experts say 
mixing Covid-19 vaccines is not 
recommended. 

Mary Ramsay, head of 
immunisations at Public Health 
England, said, “If your first dose 
is the Pfizer vaccine you should 
not be given the AstraZeneca 
vaccine for your second dose 
and vice versa.” 

Tory ministers originally 
claimed Britain might have 30 
million doses of the Oxford/
AstraZeneca jab ready to go by 
September 2020.

That pledge was later 
downgraded to 4 million doses 
by the end of 2020.

In reality, just 530,000 doses 
were “available to the UK” as of 
30 December.

As cases soar, vaccines are unavailable 

ROUND UP
Parents fought to shut schools
MORE than 5,000 
people tuned into a 
parent meeting about 
school safety on 
Monday evening. And 
600 people joined the 
Zoom event, called 
by Parents For a Safe 
Return.  

Parents described 
the stress that Boris 
Johnson’s delays 
in closing schools 
has caused. Emma 
Collett, a parent in 
Nottingham, said her 
primary aged child 
“doesn’t feel safe”.  

“He’s become more 
anxious since going 
back to school,” she 
said. “He’s really 
scared. It’s an utterly 
intolerable situation.”  

Leandra Tilley is a 
special educational 
needs teaching 
assistant and Unison 
union member in east 
London.

“We have the 
sixth highest rate in 
London,” she said. 

“We were expected 
to go into work today 
and we didn’t go in—
we sent our Section 
44 letter.”  

Human rights 

barrister Mark 
McDonald said 
regulations allowing 
parents to be fined for 
not sending children 
to school were 
suspended during the 
first lockdown.  

“At the start of the 
academic year, those 
regulations were put 
back in place,” he 
said.

This means parents 
who are vulnerable 
with serious health 
conditions such as 
cancer or COPD are 
“living in fear”.  

Valerie Bossman-
Quarshie, a parent 
from Islington, said 
Johnson “is a liar” for 
claiming schools are 
safe.  

“All the Tories care 

about is their pockets 
and their best friends, 
not our lives.” 

East London health 
worker and primary 
school parent Jordan 
Rivera backed the call 
to close schools. 

“I know my children 
do better in schools,” 
she said. “But it’s just 
not safe.”

Author Michael 
Rosen, who was 
hospitalised with 
Covid-19 last year, 
said he was “worried” 
as the parent of a 
school age child. 

“Schools are very 
virus-friendly,” he 
said. “It was a terrible 
experience I had— 
48 days in intensive 
care. I fear I could 
catch it again.”

Schools in England have now been closed

WHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINKWHAT WE THINK

ONLY WORKERS’ ACTION 
CAN STOP THE HORROR

 P
RIMARY school workers 
have a lesson for Keir 
Starmer. While they  
were shutting down 
unsafe workplaces and 

forcing Boris Johnson into yet 
another damning U-turn he was 
cowering behind the government.

As school workers’ plans for 
action grew in a groundswell over 
the weekend, Starmer and his 
tepid shadow education ministers 
refused to back them.

Starmer said on Sunday he 
didn’t want to “add to the chaos 
that would be caused by having all 
schools closed”.

Yet as support for workers 
grew, it wasn’t long before he was 
pushed to admit that “inevitably 
more schools will have to close”.

That evening Starmer also 
demanded that Johnson implement 
a new national lockdown within 
the next 24 hours.

He was very careful not to call 
for anything more than the Tories 
were already planning—he just 
wanted them to do it sooner.

It let him appear to oppose 
the Tories for all of a day. When 
Johnson went ahead and called 
the new lockdown on Monday, all 
Starmer could do was cheerlead 
for him. When Starmer was asked 

if there was anything more he 
would demand from the Tories’ 
lockdown he said no.

That means Labour won’t call 
for non-essential workplaces such 
as construction sites to close. It 
won’t call for the full support to 
make sure people can afford to be 
furloughed or self-isolate. It won’t 
call for bans on all evictions.

Instead—at a moment of 
huge catastrophe caused by the 
Tories’ failures—Starmer said the 
main thing was support for the 
government.

“Whatever our criticisms and 
challenges of the government 
we’ve all got to pull together 
now,” he said.

Starmer is teaching us a 

lesson about Labour. For the 
Labour Party, being seen to be 
“responsible” is more important 
than anything else.

That doesn’t mean being 
responsible for protecting the 
lives of the working class people 
it claims to represent. It means 
making sure not to back anything 
it knows would upset the bosses, 
big business or the right wing 
billionaire-owned media.

This constant refusal to 
challenge the Tories properly has 
caused anger among Labour’s 
members. 

But there’s a lesson for union 
leaders too. It’s not good enough 
for them to mouth support for 
other workers taking action while 
their own members are being 
sent to risk their lives at work.

If union leaders really want to 
oppose the Tories, they should 
follow the school workers’ 
example and call on their members 
to stay away from workplaces.

The biggest lesson is that it’s 
workers’ action—not the Labour 
Party—than can stop the Tory 
government from killing many 
more people.

We need to generalise the 
experience from this week and 
build action to force Johnson out.

FREE JULIAN ASSANGE
 A COURT DECISION on 

Monday blocked Wikileaks 
founder Julian Assange’s 

extradition to the United States. 
US authorities want him 

flown over to stand trial over 
the publication of hundreds of 
thousands of leaked documents 
and diplomatic communications in 
2010 and 2011. 

The documents had revealed 
some of the crimes of Western 
imperialism. District judge Vanessa 
Baraitser ruled on Monday that 
he couldn’t be extradited because 

Assange would face a serious risk 
of suicide and self harm. 

She rejected arguments from 
Assange’s legal team, and accepted 
that his activities were beyond the 
scope of journalism. But Baraitser 
then ruled his mental health 
condition meant “it would be 
oppressive to extradite him”. 

It’s right that Assange isn’t 
extradited—but the ruling sets 
a dangerous precedent for 
anyone wanting to challenge 
governments’ crimes. 

Baraitser made it clear 

that, were it not for his health 
considerations, Assange would be 
shipped to the US to face trial—
and a possible 175-year sentence

It’s likely he would face a 
similar fate to US intelligence 
analyst Chelsea Manning, who has 
faced years of imprisonment and 
harassment by the US military and 
legal system. 

The hounding of Assange over 
the exposure of US war crimes 
has to end. He should be freed 
now, and the US’s charges against 
him dropped.

Starmer said  
the main thing 
was support  
for the 
government

‘‘ 

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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  Covid hasn’t stopped  
 capitalism changing
FOR MANY of us—especially those lucky enough not 
to have caught Covid-19—the past year has been as 
if our lives have been put on hold. The spread of new, 
more infectious variants of the virus and our callous 
and incompetent government mean the prospect of this 
ending has been postponed yet again.

But we shouldn’t imagine that capitalism is on hold. It is 
always moving, always changing. This came out in a couple 
of very interesting articles in the end-of-year editions of the 
Financial Times newspaper.

One reported that, “Bank and central bank policies 
coupled with shifts in consumer behaviour have accentuated 
trends that were already putting more wealth and growth in 
the hands of a few large companies, according to academics, 
consultants and corporate advisers.”

The pandemic has favoured big companies in key 
sectors—IT, retail, and pharmaceuticals. Consumers 
have focused on buying from a limited range of familiar 
companies with the resources to adapt to the changed 
situation—most obviously to switch to functioning online.

But the growing power of big firms is a longer term 
trend. A study published in the Harvard Business Review 
magazine in 2019 reported, “Large corporations are more 
and more likely to maintain their dominant positions, while 
small corporations are less and less likely to become big and 
profitable.”

The gap between the median return on operating assets 
between big and small firms rose from 15 percent in the 
1990s to 30-35 percent in the 2010s. One factor seems 
to be that big firms can invest far more in research and 
development. “On average, a large company spent $330 
million on R&D in 2017,” said the Harvard Business Review. 

“The average small company spent a paltry $6 million—
obviously insufficient to keep pace with a large competitor, 
except through a fortuitous discovery.”

Investment depends on access to finance. Here too the 
pandemic has demonstrated the strength of big companies, 
as another Financial Times article showed. 

The past few years have seen a surge in corporate 
borrowing, as firms reacted to low interest rates and central 
banks’ policies of quantitative easing—creating new money 
and pumping it into the financial system. 

Bonds
Meanwhile, companies now borrow mainly by issuing bonds 
on debt markets, rather than going to the banks.

Last March, as infections spread exponentially, panic 
gripped these markets and asset prices collapsed. The US 
central bank, the Federal Reserve Board, stepped in, promising 
to buy various kinds of corporate bonds and other financial 
assets. “Without even purchasing a single bond, prices began 
to recover, bolstered by the Fed’s support,” said the article. 

“Investor confidence in corporate America returned and 
the floodgates opened to fresh corporate debt raising.” 

In “the largest corporate borrowing spree on record”, US 
firms raised $1.8 trillion on the bond market in 2020. Big 
companies were able to raise money more easily. According 
to Olivier Darmouni of Columbia Business School, “The more 
costly bank loans on which smaller companies are more 
dependent became much harder to access this year as banks 
tightened their lending standards. 

“The increase in bank credit in the first half of 2020 
‘came almost entirely from drawdowns by large firms on 
pre-committed lines of credit’, his research concluded.”

Meanwhile, “companies’ ability to pay for the increase 
in debt has declined, with the number of so-called zombie 
companies—whose interest payments have been higher than 
profits for three years running—rising close to the historic 
peak, according to data from Leuthold Group.”

This traps the Fed along with the other central banks into 
continuing to prop up the debt markets, as they have in one 
form or other since the global financial crisis of 2007-9. 

“The Fed has created an expectation of a bailout,” Alex 
Veroude of Insight Investment, told the Financial Times.

So capitalism’s endless flight forward rests on shaky 
foundations. The challenge for the left was set by the 
Russian revolutionary leader Vladimir Lenin just over 100 
years ago—“to be as radical as reality itself”—to be as radical 
as this constantly changing system.

BORIS JOHNSON signing the EU trade deal last month   Picture: Number 10/Flickr

  Brexit deal doesn’t mean an  
 end to Tories’ Europe turmoil
THE TORIES claim they 
have finally “got Brexit 
done”.

Prime minister Boris 
Johnson managed to squeeze 
his Brexit deal through par-
liament just one day before 
European Union (EU) rules 
stopped applying to Britain.

MPs voted on Johnson’s 
deal on Wednesday of last 
week and 521 MPs backed 
the legislation while 73 
opposed it.

T h e  E U  ( F u t u r e 
Relat ionship) Bi l l  was 
approved by the House of 
Lords and signed into law 
just hours before the formal 
 transition period ended.

Johnson described the deal 
as a “cakiest treat”.

And prominent Leave 
 campaigners were busy giving 
interviews about the opportu-
nities they claim the deal pre-
sents. Former Tory leader Iain 
Duncan Smith said, “I just 
wish I was 21 again.

Buccaneering
“My goodness what  prospects 
lie ahead of us for young 
people now—to be out 
there buccaneering, trading, 
 dominating the world again.”

The reality for young 
people in Britain is poverty 
and lack of jobs as the Tories 
continue to let coronavirus 
tear through society. 

Even on the Tories’ terms, 
the deal wasn’t the runa-
way success that Johnson 
 repeatedly promised to 
deliver.

Johnson was pushed into 
a deal by fears that no deal 
would mean chaos for the 
bosses. This helped the EU 
extract numerous concessions 
from the British government.

The government did not 
get what it hoped to achieve 
for the bankers and the hedge 
fund firms. 

Even on fishing, which 
Johnson sought to make a 
totemic issue, the govern-
ment backed off from what it 
claimed to be its “red lines”.

The National Federation 
of Fishermen’s Organisations 
(NFFO)—an employers ’ 

organisation—claimed any  
gains were marginal. NFFO 
chief executive, Barrie Deas, 
said there was a growing 
 feeling of disappointment and 
frustration in the industry.

The Tories’ deal will be 
used by bosses as a mecha-
nism to attack workers on the 
basis of “making Britain more 
competitive”.

Freeport
They want to slash costs for 
businesses through tax-free 
“freeport” areas and weaken 
labour laws. Whatever the 
specifics of the deal, the Tories 
will fight to make life ever 
harder for ordinary people. 

Working class people face 
job losses (see page 7) and a 
health service in crisis (see 
page 20).

But several Tory prime 
 ministers have come unstuck 
over the issue of EU member-
ship. It undermined Margaret 
Thatcher, bedevilled John 
Major, destroyed David 
Cameron and brought down 
Theresa May.

Johnson opportunistically 
used the issue to win the last 
general election with the 
slogan, “Get Brexit done.” 

He may find the issue is 
far from finished with years 
of joint committees and “clar-
ifying” negotiations to come.

Brexit has deeply divided 
the left. It’s time to unite 
against the Tories in a fight 
against austerity, racism, 
 climate change and for a seri-
ous response to Covid-19.

Labour fails to fight
THE TORIES’ claims 
about their “wonderful” 
deal were matched by 
a right wing Labour 
opposition that once 
again fell into step 
behind the government. 

Labour leader Keir 
Starmer called for a vote 
for the deal and argued 
that a “thin deal was 
better than no deal”. 

Yet last year his 
opposition to former 
leader Jeremy Corbyn 
was centred on his 
call for another 
referendum— a so-called 
“people’s vote”.

Bell Ribeiro-Addy 
was the only Labour 

MP to vote against 
the deal, alongside 
SNP, Green, DUP and 
Liberal Democrat MPs.

Claudia Webbe, and 
Corbyn, former left 
Labour MPs who have 
had the whip suspended, 
both abstained.

Iain Duncan Smith
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 Job losses  
 and obscene 
 riches mark  
 start of 2021
by ISABEL RINGROSE

ALMOST 30,000 restaurant 
workers lost their jobs last year, 
while the richest 1 percent of 
households have stashed away 
almost £800 billion in hidden 
wealth. 

That’s the damning picture of 
Britain painted by two new reports 
released this week. Restaurants in 
Britain cut around 29,684 jobs in 
2020 alone, according to the Centre 
for Retail Research (CRR). In 2019 
the number was 11,280. 

And the Tories’ refusal to protect 
workers’ jobs meant a 163 percent 
rise in redundancies as lockdown 
restrictions were brought in.

The CRR also said that closures 
in the hard-hit hospitality sector 
had increased to 1,621 in 2020, 
compared with 922 in 2019—a 76 
percent increase.

Companies such as Pizza Express, 
SSP Group, Mitchells & Butlers, 
The Restaurant Group, and Casual 
Dining Group have all rolled out 
closures and redundancy plans.

Around a fifth of hospitality jobs 
were cut in 2020 as restrictions 
were brought in.

In August ,  Pizza Express 
announced that 1,100 jobs would 
be slashed and 73 restaurants 
would close. But bosses managed 
to hire new chief executive David 
Campbell in the autumn.

The Restaurant Group claimed 
it lost £15 million because of the 
November lockdown and in June 
cut 3,000 jobs. Yet bosses Andy 
Hornby and Kirk Davis have a 
combined annual salary of around 
£780,000.

According to the CRR around 
177,000 jobs on the high street 
have been slashed, with a 
predicted 200,000 further 
jobs expected to be hit in 
2021.

Major brands includ-
ing Topshop-owner 
Arcadia, Edinburgh 
Woollen Mill Group 
and Debenhams 
slashed hundreds of 
jobs after collapsing into 
administration.

Every week in 2020, 
an estimated 3,400 retail 
jobs were lost. The 
Tories stood by and 

watched this happen while bosses 
from top companies earned on aver-
age over 100 times more than their 
average worker.

Ocado’s chief executive Tim 
Steiner received 2,650 times the 
average salary last year, as he pock-
eted £58.7 million.

Yet chancellor Rishi Sunak 
delayed extending the furlough 
scheme that would’ve saved thou-
sands from unemployment and 
poverty.

He is also ignoring calls to sanc-
tion a one-off wealth tax on some 
households that could bring in  
£260 billion.

It comes as a report by the 
Resolution Foundation think tank 
revealed at least £800 billion in 
hidden wealth by the top 1 percent. 

The report merged info from 
the Sunday Times Rich List with 
data from the Office for National 
Statistics. 

It found official stats miss almost 
£800 billion of assets held by the 
wealthiest 1 percent of households.

The Tories’ refusal to support 
people who can’t work during 
the pandemic means that there 
were 820,000 fewer employees 
on  payrolls in November than in 
February. More than a third of 
those were jobs in the hospitality 
sector. And unemployment is 

set to soar further after the 
furlough scheme ends. 

The slaughter shows it’s 
crucial to fight over  jobs 
and pay.

HOMELESS DEATHS have increased Picture: Guy Smallman

 Overcrowded homes send virus cases  
 soaring among the poorest in Britain
OVERCROWDED HOUSING has 
increased the spread of Covid-19 
among poorer people and black 
people in England according 
to research by the Health 
Foundation.

Other housing problems—such 
as damp, insecure tenancies and 
affordability—may also have 
caused more deaths.

Researchers Adam Tinson and 
Amy Clair wrote, “People have 
been encouraged to stay in their 
homes as much as possible, but 
within-household transmission has 
played a serious role in the spread 
of the virus.”

Impossible
Their report explained that 
overcrowding has been increasing 
for years and has made it near 
impossible for some people to  self-
isolate or shield.

Data from 2019-20 shows that 
some 830,000 households in 
England were overcrowded just 
before March. This is 200,000 
more than the previous decade.

Ethnic minority households 
are five times more likely to 
be overcrowded than white 
households. And in April,  

39 percent of people in 
overcrowded households suffered 
psychological distress compared 
with 29 percent of those in  
non-overcrowded homes. 

“The chronic lack of affordable 
housing options, combined with 
years of reductions in support for 
housing costs, have led us to this 
point”, said Tinson.

Women, disabled people, single 
parents, black and younger people 
are more likely to suffer housing 
problems.

“The nature of the housing 
stock and housing system meant 
that the experience of the 
pandemic since March 2020 has 
been even worse than it needed to 
be,” the report said.

Lockdown from March meant 
being forced to stay “safe” at 
home. But for millions their homes 
are considered “non-decent”.

Before the pandemic one in 
three households in England 
had at least one major housing 
problem related to overcrowding, 
affordability or poor quality.

And an estimated 30,000 
people lived in a home consisting 
of only one room during 
lockdown. Meanwhile the number 

of homeless people dying in 
England and Wales has risen for a 
fifth year in a row. 

An estimated 778 people died 
while homeless in 2019. The 
previous year saw 726 deaths.

The most common cause of 
death was drug poisoning—
accounting for 37.1 percent of 
deaths.

And the number of homeless 
people taking their lives has 
increased from an estimated 86 in 
2018 to 112 in 2019.

The average age of death for 
homeless men is now 30.2 years 
lower than the national average. 
For women this is 37.5 years.

Children
Additionally, the number of 
children living in temporary 
accommodation has risen by more 
than 75 percent since 2010.

The Tories have overseen a rise 
in children without a permanent 
home from 72,590 in the second 
quarter of 2010 to 128,200 in the 
first quarter of 2020.

And Tory austerity has caused 
the number of households in 
temporary accommodation to 
increase by 83 percent.

FIGURE IT OUT

820,000
 jobs were slashed between 
February and November last 
year, according to HMRC figures

 177,000
 retail jobs were lost in 2020, 
according to the Centre for 
Retail Research

 200,000
 more retail jobs are predicted to 
be cut in 2021

Housing

Pizza Express jobs slashed
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DONALD TRUMP campaigning in Georgia during the US presidential election

 Trump resorts to threats  
 in bid to cling onto power
by SOPHIE SQUIRE

US PRESIDENT Donald Trump is 
still refusing to concede defeat in 
last November’s election. 

He is resorting to mafia-style 
threats in a desperate bid to remain 
in the White House, according to a 
leaked phone conversation. 

Trump pressured a Georgia state 
official to “find 11,780 votes”—and 
implied threats of physical violence 
against other election workers. 

The Washington Post newspa-
per published a manuscript of the 
phone call between Trump and 
Georgia’s secretary of state Brad 
Raffensperger. 

In the conversation last Saturday, 
Trump claimed it’s “not possible to 
have lost Georgia, it’s not possible”.

In reality, the state voted 
Democrat for the first time in  
20 years. 

Trump threatened fel low 
Republican Raffensperger after 
spouting a conspiracy theory 
that he lost because ballots were 
shredded. “The ballots are corrupt 
and you’re going to find that they 
are,” he said. 

“Which is totally illegal, it is 
more illegal for you than it is for 
them because you know what they 
did and you’re not reporting it.

“That’s a criminal—that’s a crim-
inal offense.” 

Conspiracy
Trump went on to threaten the 
daughter of one election worker, 
who has become a target for far 
right conspiracy theories. He said 
he would take on anybody “with 
regard to [workers’ name] and 
her lovely daughter, a very lovely 
young lady, I’m sure.”

Officials in the Georgia secre-
tary of state’s office recorded the 

conversation. But Raffensperger 
said he wouldn’t release a manu-
script unless Trump tried to manip-
ulate what was said. 

Trump tweeted, “I  spoke 
to Secretary of State Brad 
Raffensperger yesterday about 
Fulton County and voter fraud in 
Georgia. 

“He was unwilling, or unable, 
to answer questions such as the 
‘ballots under table’ scam, ballot 
destruction, out of state ‘voters’, 
dead voters, and more. 

“He has no clue!”
Legal experts are now suggesting 

that Trump could be in breach of 
state law in Georgia in his attempts 
to bully officials. 

Since the results of the election 
became apparent, Trump has con-
sistently denied that Democrat Joe 
Biden won the presidential race. 

He has mounted legal challenges 
in Michigan, Wisconsin, Nevada, 
and Arizona—all of which have 
been dropped or rejected. 

These legal challenges have 
achieved little for Trump, but 
continue to convince some of his  
supporters that the election was 
rigged. 

Trump has also threatened to use 
the armed forces to remain in the 
White House. 

But ten former defence secretar-
ies—Republican and Democrat—
said “involving the military in 
election disputes would cross into 
dangerous territory” in a letter to 
the Washington Post last Sunday. 

The US state wants a return to 
stability under neoliberal warmon-
ger Biden—and will not go along 
with Trump’s desperate efforts. 

But the threat of the reactionary 
forces he inspires has not gone 
away.

IN BRIEF
Egyptian prisoner 
denied treatment 
THERE ARE growing fears for 
the health of Egyptian journalist 
Hisham Fouad. 

He has been detained for  
18 months on trumped-up  
charges of “economic 
conspiracy”. The Egypt 
Solidarity campaign reported at 
the end of last year that Hisham 
has been denied medical 
examinations and treatment for 
pre-existing conditions and new 
health problems.

Hisham was seized by 
security forces in June 2019 

along with a group of opposition 
figures.

The Egyptian interior ministry 
falsely claims those arrested 
were siphoning funds towards 
activities planned by the banned 
opposition group, the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Almost ten years since 
the Egyptian Revolution that 
swept away the dictator Hosni 
Mubarak, fierce repression is 
again widespread.

There are some 60,000 
political prisoners in Egypt. 

They are victims of state 
repression launched by dictator 
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi as part of a 
counter-revolution.

Egypt Solidarity said, 
“Deliberate medical neglect is 
shockingly common in Egyptian 
prisoners. Those still in ‘pre-
trial’ detention like Hisham 
are even more vulnerable than 
those who have been convicted. 

“Nearly 70 detainees died 
between January and November 
2020 from medical neglect.”
For solidarity details go to bit.ly/
Hisham0121

Abortion win  
in Argentina
THOUSANDS HAVE taken to the 
streets in Argentina to celebrate 
the legalisation of abortion.

The South American 
country’s senate has legalised 
abortions up to 14 weeks into 
pregnancy. Abortions can also 
be performed after 14 weeks in 
cases of rape or if the woman’s 
health is at risk. This victory is 
a result of years of struggle and 
mass protest by abortion rights’ 
movements. 

One campaigner, Ingrid Beck, 
said, “The struggle for women’s 
rights is always arduous.

“And this time we even had to 
contend with a pandemic, so I 
am overjoyed with this result.”

 Millions of workers could add to Indian farmers’ protests 
PROTESTS BY hundreds of 
thousands of farmers in India 
continue to grow despite cold 
and heavy rain in the capital New 
Delhi. 

Barricade camps on main 
highways into the city have been 
inundated with food, clothing and 
gifts arriving from all over India 
and the world.

Videos and songs that praise 
the farmers have spread massively 
on social media and helped 
compound the government’s 
isolation.

And the farmers could soon be 
joined by millions of workers as 
unions consider the idea of a new 
strike wave.

The All India Trade Union 
Congress general secretary 
said, “We are also planning for 

a prolonged general strike of 
multiple days.” 

The rural protest movement has 
spread across much of India. 

It demands the repeal of 
“agricultural reform” laws 
recently passed by the hard right 
government of Narendra Modi.

Poor farmers say the laws will 
rob them of their land and hand 

more power to multinational 
firms. 

Ending state regulation of prices 
of basic foodstuffs will expose the 
rural poor to the savagery of the 
free market. 

Most protesters already struggle 
to make ends meet and own only 
one or two acres of land. 

The reforms will likely lead to 

them losing what little they have.
The Modi government wants to 

see small farmers gobbled up by 
big agribusinesses that can gain 
maximum “efficiencies”.

But Modi has been pushed onto 
the defensive by the action and his 
attempts to negotiate a settlement 
have so far failed.

Farmers say that this is going to 
be a “fight to the death” and have 
evoked the spirit of the movement 
that finally drove the British out of 
India in 1947. 

The addition of millions of 
workers could be the straw that 
breaks Modi’s back.

Boris Johnson and foreign 
secretary Dominic Rabb are 
expected to visit India later this 
month, showing their support for 
Modi’s brutal regime.

Journalist Hisham Fouad 

Furious farmers
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Trade like an 
Australian? 
LEADING TORIES claim 
they would be happy 
being able to trade like 
Australia.

It now turns out that 
Australia has spent the 
last two years trying to 
do a trade deal with the 
European Union.

Terry Ward
Wickford, Essex  

Indian farmers 
must grab gun 
WHY IS it that farmers 
in India have inflicted 
more damage on the 
fascist Narendra Modi 
government than years of 
workers’ strikes (Socialist 
Worker, 16 December)?

The landless poor and 
impoverished farmers 
have shown themselves 
to be a far more radical 
force than the trade 
unions. 

If those in rural areas 
were now to take up 
arms against the state, 
they would be more 
powerful still.

Krishna
Cochin, India

Fight for your 
right to party 
I WAS fined £200 for 
apparently being in 
breach of Covid-19 
restrictions when 
leaving my student 
accommodation.

The cops assumed 
we’d been to a party. 

I’ve paid the fine, and 
honestly it has been 
quite a blow especially 
around the Christmas 
period. 

I feel like students are 
being unfairly targeted. 
It’s just another way to 
get more money from us.

Emily 
Plymouth 

Happy New 
Keir? No way! 
KEIR STARMER is a 
right winger and belongs 
to elites. Don’t be 
surprised—we knew from 
day one. There is no 
difference between him 
and the Tories, because 
he represents the 
capitalist one percent.

David Morshedi
On Facebook 

Don’t be quiet 
about closure 
THE PROSPECT of 
libraries closing due 
to the pandemic is 
heartbreaking (Socialist 
Worker, 16 December). 

@Sandraee34
Via Twiter

Just a 
thought...

Marching to defend the planet

Spring into action against HS2 railway
THE GOVERNMENT is 
pressing ahead with the 
£120 billion HS2 rail 
project—despite cutting the 
rail budget for the rest of 
Britain.

I walked the route from 
the West Midlands to 
Euston as part of a protest 
in June.

I was appalled not only 
by the misuse of public 
money but by the sheer 
devastation it’s bringing to 
the environment and 
people’s lives.

We’re facing a climate 
crisis yet they plan to 
destroy 108 ancient 
woodlands—the largest 

deforestation in Europe 
since the First World War. 
Some 693 wildlife sites and 
33 sites of special scientific 
interest are also going

Rebel Trail plans to raise 

opposition to the destruction 
this coming spring.

It’s hoped we’ll walk from 
Manchester down to 
Lichfield in Staffordshire. 

People are welcome to 
join in all or part of the 
trail, or assist with backup 
while we’re in your area. 

We’d particularly 
appreciate support from 
local trade unions and 
environmental groups.

If you are interested 
please contact 
stophs2north@gmail.com

We would also be happy 
to speak at local meetings.

Pat Jones
Huddersfield

Casualties 
in war on 
refugees
WHEN THE Care4Calais 
charity took some east 
London refugees out to a 
park early in December the 
group discovered 
something shocking.

Some of those seeking 
shelter in Britain had not 
left their hotel in weeks.

One person said his 
mental health was so bad 
he hadn’t gone out in a 
month. 

An Iranian boy hadn’t 
left the hotel in three 
months because he thought 
he’d be arrested if he 
walked outside without an 
ID card. 

That’s what happens 
when a government 
declares war on refugees.

According to Clare 
Moseley, the founder of 
Care4Calais, authorities on 
both sides of the Channel 
are terrified that queues of 
lorries caused by Brexit 
stockpiling will give 
refugees a chance to make 
the crossing to Britain. 

As a result, the evictions 
in Calais have never been 
more brutal. Authorities 
there are even cutting down 
trees that give shelter to 
rough sleeping migrants—
tents are slashed and food 
distribution is banned.

 In Britain, hundreds of 
refugees have been placed in 
unsanitary ex-army barracks. 

Inevitably there have 
been outbreaks of Covid-19.

All this so the 
government can avoid 
processing claims for 
asylum, and in the hope 
that deportations can take 
place before 31 December.

The Winter appeal by 
Care4Calais is more vital 
now than ever. 

Simon Shaw 
East London

We must make 2021 
year of the rent strike 
STUDENTS AT the 
University of London (UoL) 
are paying some of the 
highest rents in Britain—an 
average of £230 a week. 

We recently discovered 
that the UoL needs an 
84 percent capacity in halls 
to balance its books. 

And though we’re paying 
we have received little help 
during Covid-19, especially 
for our mental health. 

International students are 
forced into quarantine after 
coming to Britain, then 
again every time someone in 
their block gets Covid-19.

I don’t think the 
university has thought about 
the impact that might have 
on someone. 

Meanwhile, we are all 
under harsh discipline. I’ve 
heard of students being 
kicked out of accommodation 
for really minor things. 

For these reasons, students 
here have decided that we’re 
going on rent strike. 

Everyone I’ve spoken to is 
so angry and so fed up. Let’s 
make 2021 the start of a 
new student movement. 

Emerson
University of London

Union wrong to counterpose 
saving jobs to saving planet 
SCARBOROUGH POLICE broke up 
our socially-distanced anti-offshore 
gas field demo recently.

 So far, so normal. I expect the 
Tories to use the pandemic to 
harass climate campaigners, cut 
down ancient woodland to build 
HS2, and hand out licences for gas 
fields.

But anger turned to dismay when 
I got home to read yet another 
reactionary climate statement from 
the GMB union leadership.

This time its target was the 
national Climate Change 
Committee’s (CCC) new 
recommendations for an 80 percent 
reduction (from 1990 levels) in 
carbon emissions by 2035.

The CCC put its plan to the 
government in a letter this week.

Instead of backing climate 
campaigners’ demands for zero 

carbon by 2025, the GMB tells us 
to “get real” about “who pays” for 
the CCC’s supposedly “challenging 
objectives”.

It’s unacceptable for a union 
that organises thousands of energy 
workers to take such a 
planet-wrecking position. 

GMB is in pole position to insist 
on a just transition to zero carbon. 

Its leaders should demand the 
Tories use the billions they just 
gave the military to nationalise 
collapsed wind turbine jacket 
makers BiFab. 

They should insist capacity is 
increased from eight units a year 
to thousands over several sites. 
Instead they were content to 
lament the company’s demise.

They should insist the people 
made jobless by economic crisis 
are offered well-paid, unionised 

jobs in green energy, transport, 
insulation, manufacturing and 
education. 

They should back industrial 
action to turn redundancies into 
climate jobs. Instead, they demand 
a feasibility “taskforce” on the CCC 
plan.

This is not just reactionary in 
climate terms— it’s pathetic on 
“bread and butter” issues too.

And there’s a nasty whiff of 
nationalism in GMB demands for 
“UK” jobs in return for national 
expenditure.

The Tories and their friends 
have the money to fight climate 
change. But the GMB’s leadership 
won’t fight them for it unless rank 
and file members force them to.

Kim Hunter
No Scarborough Gas Field 

(in a personal capacity)
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I
FHAT WAS horrified when a 
racist randomly started hurling 
abuse at her and her children 
at the  Legoland theme park 
in Berkshire. She was even 
more horrified when, instead of 

 defending her, other people in the 
queue joined in.

“There were other people on the 
ride,” she told Socialist Worker, “and 
they thought it was okay to start 
swearing at me. I was visibly a Muslim 
woman with children and they felt 
emboldened. 

“It became volatile and scary very 
quickly, we were being abused verbally 
and no one came to our aid. My nine 
year old was just sobbing, but people 
are so comfortable in targeting Muslim 
children.” 

Ifhat’s story is just a snapshot of how 
deep-seated Islamophobia has become. 

A combination of Western politi-
cians continuing to paint Muslims as 
an “enemy within”, clampdowns on 
Palestine solidarity, and scapegoating 
Muslims for spreading coronavirus are 
fuelling it further.

Ifhat says Muslims are facing “more 
and more” Islamophobia in their day-
to-day lives. “Sometimes you’re just so 
exhausted,” she said, “you just want a 
‘normal day’ with your children. 

“You’re worried about your own 
mental health, worried about going 
out with your children.  You’re worried 
it can happen anywhere. And often if 
you raise a complaint, you’re worried 
people will think you are trying to get 
something for nothing.” 

Underground
Mohammed Pandor, the mufti of 
 Dewsbury, West Yorkshire, says he’s 
“found that Islamophobia in general 
has gone away from the public eye and 
underground” in recent years. 

“It’s subtle but there,” he told 
Socialist Worker. “If an Asian person 
puts in an application for a job and 
writes ‘Mohammed whatever’ on the 
top of it, he’ll get subtly sifted out. 

“But if the same application has ‘John 
whatever’ on then it goes through. 

“I didn’t believe it happened until I 
witnessed it, when it happened to me 
a couple of years ago. 

“I used to send applications with 
Mohammed Ameen Pandor on them. 
But when I started putting MA Pandor—
because it’s not an obviously Muslim 
name—I started getting interviews. 

“I went for an interview to one local 

company in Wakefield. When the 
woman came out, she looked at the 
white guy and said, ‘Mr Pandor, we’re 
ready for you’.”

Studies show that people with a 
Muslim sounding name are around 
three times less likely to get a job than 
those without.

Western states built up Muslims as 
a dangerous “other” in the wake of 
the 9/11 attacks in 2001. Launching 
a “War on Terror” helped them to 
justify imperialist wars in Afghanistan 
and the Middle East under the guise of 
combating terrorism. 

And they also hoped to use 
Islamophobia to break opposition to 
the wars at home. 

This allowed other states, such as 
Russia and China, to increase repres-
sion of Muslim minorities who have 
demanded self-determination. 

Strategically
Ameera, who supports the Muslim 
Engagement and Development group, 
says Islamophobia is “a way of justifying 
wars and invading where there’s a large 
Muslim population that’s  strategically 
placed”. 

“It’s the case in the Middle East, 
in Myanmar and with the Uighur 
in East Turkestan—I refuse to call 
it Xinjiang—in China,” she told 
Socialist Worker. 

“I think imperialism never 
ended. If they were growing 
broccoli there, no one would 
be interested. Some of my 
Iraqi acquaintances say they 
would have been happier if 
there wasn’t any oil in their 
country.”

For Ifhat, Islamophobia  “gradually 
increased because of the war on 
terror”. “With the war on terror, 
you can bring people of all sorts 
of different politics together 
because no one will rightly 
agree with terrorism,” she said. 

“But what they did then, is 
make Muslims synonymous 
with terrorism.

“It  makes people 
think it’s okay to be 
Islamophobic because 
you’re  protect ing 
society.”

Western states built 
up Muslims as a 
dangerous ‘other’ in 
the wake of the 9/11 
terror attacks

‘‘ People looked at me 
like I was a criminal. I 
was walking down the 
street and someone 
called me ‘Isis’

‘‘ 

MUSLIM residents 
walk past racial slurs 
painted on the walls of 
a mosque in the town 
of Saint-Étienne in 
central France (above). 
Far right thugs have 
staged protests against 
Muslims in many towns 
across Britain (below). 
They hope to turn 
Islamophobia into a 
violent street movement 

Being sworn at, reported and marginalised is 
treatment that Muslims are subjected to on a daily 
basis. Tomáš Tengely-Evans looks at how the state 
uses Islamophobia and how this affects the lives of 
Muslims in Britain

Imam Suliman Gani 
(above) was falsely 
vilified as a terrorist. 
His accusers included 
the then Tory defence 
secretary Michael 
Fallon (below)

How defending Palestine can make you a target
LIKE THE anti-war movement 
in the early 2000s, the Palestine 
solidarity movement united Muslims 
and the left. And, alongside rage 
at Israeli terror, there was a sense 
of defiance against the British 
state’s Islamophobia on the last big 
demonstrations in the summer of 
2014. 

This mass support for Palestine 
horrified supporters of Israel. 
Since then there has been a 
concerted effort to smear the 
Palestine solidarity movement 
as antisemitic. 

Islamophobia goes hand in 
glove with those attacks, painting 
Muslims as backward and 

bigoted. 
Ameera left the Labour Party 

over Keir Starmer’s attacks on the 
left, including a failure to deal with 
Islamophobia and the clampdown 

on criticism of Israel. She agrees that 
the two are linked. “I don’t agree 
with Jeremy Corbyn capitulating,” 
she said. “He should have said what 
he said in his statement earlier. 

“It’s made it worse for people of 
colour and Muslims.”

Corbyn had rightly said the scale 
of antisemitism in Labour had been 
“overstated”. But he later retreated.

Ameera pointed out how 
Islamophobia is important for many 
Israel supporters smearing the left. 

And it’s not just Starmer’s stand 
on Palestine that’s angered many 
Muslim members and former 
members of Labour.

The leadership reneged on 
supporting self-determination for 
Kashmiris, who live between India 
and Pakistan. “We’re not happy 
about Kashmir,” she explained. “At 
conference, it was voted that we 

support human rights.
“Now Starmer says it’s a ‘bilateral 

issue’ between India and Pakistan.” 
Labour caved in to supporters 

of the Hindu nationalism and 
Islamophobia of India’s hard right 
prime minister Narendra Modi.

Ifhat argues that, while the right 
wing is racist, sometimes there’s a 
lack of solidarity from the left. 

“You’re very identifiable as a 
Muslim woman,” Ifhat explained. 
“But what’s happened to feminism? 
Why can’t Muslim women wear the 
hijab without it being oppressive 
and derogatory? 

“People who are in inverted 
commas “on the left” still buy into 
myths of what Muslims are.”

As states ramp up Islamophobia, 
we need to show solidarity with 
Muslims, and to unite and fight for a 
reckoning with racism and empire. 

Speak out and you can 
find yourself being  
labelled an ‘extremist’

 SULIMAN GANI, an imam in 
south London, knows what it’s 
like to be cast as a terrorist 
for daring to be a politically 

active Muslim. He had campaigned 
to free Shaker Aamer, a south 
London man who was tortured in the 
US prison camp Guantanamo Bay. 

Suliman was at work in St 
George’s Hospital, where he was a 
chaplain. “And suddenly I got calls,” 
he told Socialist Worker. “When 
journalists started ringing, I knew it 
was really serious.” 

The then Tory prime minister, 
David Cameron, had declared 
Suliman was an Isis “supporter” 
a the Prime Ministers Questions 
session in parliament. 

The lie was part of the Tories’ 
filthy, racist campaign in the London 
mayoral election in 2016. Tory 
candidate Zac Goldsmith claimed 
Labour’s Sadiq Khan had “extremist 
links” because he’d shared a 
platform with Suliman. Goldsmith 
described him as “one of the most 
repellent figures in this country”. 

“It came as a shock,” Suliman 
remembers. “And then it was 
repeated without any verification. 
Straight away there was an impact. I 
was suspended from work.

“People I knew—friends—were 
shocked and worried about it and 
people started to look at me as a 
criminal. 

“When I was walking down the 
street, I remember someone calling 
me Isis. I was worried the police 
might come at any moment and 
break down the door, then I would 
be sitting in jail trying to prove my 
innocence.

Repeated
“It was painful because it sent worry 
to the whole family—I have children 
at home.” 

Tory defence secretary Michael 
Fallon repeated the lie. And 

right wing BBC presenter 
Andrew Neil spread it to 
millions of viewers. 

Cameron, Fallon and 
the BBC were all forced to 

apologise, but Suliman’s 
life had already been put 
in danger. It was fair game 
because he is a Muslim.
“What I really understood,” 

Suliman says, “is that this was 
nasty politics. 

“I was a scapegoat because 
Sadiq Khan was running. The PM 
used my name without any concern 
about what would happen to me.” 

Suliman had, in fact, supported 
Tory candidates at elections. “The 
Tories are Islamophobic, it comes 
from such a top level,” he said.

The war on terror has built 
on an older idea that Muslims 
“self-segregate” and don’t 
accept “British values”. This is 
a cornerstone of the Prevent 
strategy, which pushes public 
sector workers to spy on 

Muslims for signs of radicalisation 
and “non-violent extremism”. 

This duty was made legally 
binding by the Tories’ Counter 
Terrorism and Security Act 2015.

But it was first brought in by Tony 
Blair’s Labour government in the 
wake of the 7/7 bombings in London 
in 2005. 

Blair had faced a problem. A 
mass movement against the war and 
imperialism united the left and large 
sections of Muslim people. In 2005, 
for instance, one poll found that 72 
percent of people thought that British 
foreign policy had made Britain more 
of a target for terror attacks.

Prevent was part of trying to break 
down this opposition.

Alongside a police crackdown 
on Muslims, Blair dressed up the 
strategy as working with “community 
leaders”. It was part of reinforcing a 
false divide between “good Muslims” 
who support “British values” and 
“bad Muslims” who questioned 
British foreign wars.

And the cautiously worded 
Islamophobia in the Prevent strategy 
made it palatable enough for many 
liberals. 

Ifhat’s had first-hand experience 
of how Prevent targets Muslims. “My 
son used the term ‘eco-terrorist’ in 
a French lesson in the context of a 
discussion on deforestation,” she 
explained. 

Interrogated
“He said some people would refer 
to people opposed to it as ‘eco-
terrorists’. Afterwards, he said he 
remembered the teacher giving him 
a strange look. 

“He went to school a few days 
later, he was taken out of a lesson 
and he was interrogated by two 
people he didn’t know.

“He was asked if he was affiliated 
to Isis. My son was just really 
frightened, he didn’t understand it or 
comprehend how it had happened. 

“He loved his secondary school 
and suddenly had the rug pulled 
from under feat and had to question 
his identity, he was taken out for 
being a Muslim. And it’s like, ‘Wow, 
this teacher is teaching me for years 
and they don’t know what I’m about’. 

“It was automatic—he’s a Muslim 
and used the word terrorist therefore 
there must be something wrong.”

London protest for Palestine
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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
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BIRMINGHAM
Wed 13 Jan, 7pm
281-634-5938
BLACK COUNTRY
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
352-891-2411
BRADFORD
Thu 14 Jan, 7pm
885-9187-7552
BRIGHTON AND HOVE
Thu 14 Jan, 
6.30pm
841-2142-3683
BRISTOL
Thu 14 Jan,
 7.30pm
688-397-3148
BURNLEY AND PENDLE
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
856-0963-2675
CAMBRIDGE
Thu 14 Jan, 
7.30pm
681-800-4408

CARDIFF 
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
630-181-4857
CHESTERFIELD
Thu 14 Jan, 6.30pm
829-532-8731 
COVENTRY
Wed 13 Jan 
7.30pm
823-945-1917
DUNDEE, ABERDEEN & PERTH
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
894-2628-7708
EAST MIDLANDS
Wed 13 Jan, 7pm
354-874-4790
EDINBURGH
Wed 13 Jan,
 7.30pm
431-459-112
ESSEX
Thu 14 Jan, 
7.30pm
832-8746-7480

GLASGOW
Thu 14 Jan, 6.30pm
851-5254-7239
HUDDERSFIELD
Wed 13 Jan, 
6.30pm
290-168-1804
KENT
Thu 14 Jan, 
8.15pm
434-623-8064
LANCASTER AND MORECAMBE
Thu 14 Jan, 7pm
992-204-9372
LEEDS
Thu 14 Jan, 7pm
935-5290-8076
LIVERPOOL
Wed 13 Jan, 7pm
493-925-5919
LONDON: HACKNEY
Thu 14 Jan, 7.30pm
798-534-2585
LONDON: HARINGEY
Wed 13 Jan, 7.30pm
459-388-1576

LONDON: ISLINGTON
Thu 14 Jan, 
7pm
874-012-7970
LONDON: NEWHAM
Wed 13 Jan, 7.30pm
288-098-8827
LONDON: SOUTH
Wed 13 Jan, 7pm
497-196-1801
LONDON: SOUTH EAST
Thu 14 Jan, 7pm
529-913-6390
LONDON: TOWER HAMLETS
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
818-391-0420
LONDON: WALTHAM FOREST
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
543-023-057
LONDON: WEST AND 
NORTH WEST
Thu 14 Jan, 
7.30pm
834-3932-1796

MANCHESTER
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.15pm
323-178-7151
NEWCASTLE
Wed 13 Jan, 7pm
368-595-2712
NORWICH
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
906-652-5299
OXFORD
Thu 14 Jan, 7pm
899-0436-0867
PLYMOUTH AND EXETER
Thu 14 Jan, 
7.30pm
865-2972-2883-
PORTSMOUTH
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
488-934-2809-
SHEFFIELD AND SOUTH 
YORKSHIRE
Thu 14 Jan, 7pm
528-174-9278

SOUTHAMPTON
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
381-513-5080
SWANSEA 
AND WEST WALES
Thu 14 Jan, 
7pm
902-964-963
YORK 
AND SCARBOROUGH
Wed 13 Jan, 
7.30pm
827-489-7492

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 just before 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.

CONTACT 
THE SWP

Phone 020 7840 5600
Email enquires@

swp.org.uk
Post PO Box 74955

London E16 9EJ

Prospects for socialists in 2021

BOOKMARKS  
the socialist bookshop

The Labour Party— 
a Marxist History 
by Tony Cliff, Donny Gluckstein 
and Charlie Kimber

Does privilege explain 
racism? by Esme Choonara, 
Ken Olende, Yuri Prasad 
and Weyman Bennett,

£14.99 £3

 PHONE 020 7637 1848  WEB bookmarksbookshop.co.uk
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Little known stories of the 
women who led struggles 
New book Rebellious Daughters of History brings to light inspiring lives of 
women that fought for change. Isabel Ringrose spoke to its author Judy Cox
REBELLIOUS DAUGHTERS of 
History is a tribute to revolutionary 
women from different continents 
and decades who challenged 
 inequality and injustice.

There’s a lot we can learn from 
them. “The book came from two 
places,” said author Judy Cox. “One 
is a response to being locked down 
and isolated from friends and family. 

“Also from resources of resistance, 
such as meetings and protests. 

“The second is that I get very excited 
by women who have led incredible 
lives of struggle and resistance.”

Judy wrote Facebook posts about 
rebellious women from history 
throughout the first lockdown last 
March. This formed the basis for her 
new book.  

“I was trying to find ways to keep 
our spirits up and bring out examples 
from the past to help people to not 
give up”, Judy said.

“These women stood up for very 
unpopular issues that are now 
 celebrated—such as abolitionism, 
suffrage and opposing war. They 
stood up for their principles and 
changed attitudes.”

In telling their stories, Rebellious 
Daughters shows that there have 
always been women leading struggle.

“It was very important for me to 
put forward an alternative to the idea 
that the only way we can  progress 
ourselves is by taking the lead of 
somebody like Hillary Clinton,” Judy 
explained.

“There is a rich tradition of women 
who have taken the opposite view—
who have fought for freedoms by 
organising collectively and fighting 
from below. 

“This whole tradition has been 
buried and denied from history 
books.

Transformed
“Women’s rights are transformed in 
struggle rather than patiently cam-
paigning in structures of the system.”

Judy’s book shows that women 
are more than just wives or mothers. 
Women such as black activist Louise 
Little and Russian revolutionary 
Nadezhda Krupskaya rebelled despite 
the burdens of the nuclear family that 
capitalism imposed on them.

“This is one of the most  important 
things about the book”, Judy 
explained. “Women suffered incred-
ible losses and turned personal grief 
into collective action and anger at the 
system.

“Leading union activist Mother 
Jones lost her husband and four little 
children. She wasn’t broken, and 
fought against child exploitation. She 
marched with kids in mills and factory 
girls. She  transported the loss for her 

own kids to fight for working children. 
“And Ella May Wiggins—who also 

 organised workers—worked long 
hours, had nine kids, four of which 
died. 

“Her bosses wouldn’t let her have 
time off and she had no money to buy 
medicine. She became a communist 
and trade unionist.

“These are incredibly powerful 
examples for us.”

The subjects of the book fought 
for women’s rights, but understood 
the importance of linking that fight 
to class.

“The only criteria for the women 
in the book was that they linked their 
own struggle with a wider one. 

“It’s not a book about women who 
fought for their own rights, but those 
who were part of a fight to change 
the system,” Judy said.

“Their demands were socialist. 
They didn’t want just bread—they 
wanted an end to capitalism.”

And working class women have 
always fought for their voices to be 
heard. 

“Middle class and wealthy women 
left a written record of their life. 
Many working class women were 
illiterate. But they tried at every point 
to use the power of public speaking.

“Women spoke up in public,  risking 
ridicule and physical violence. No 

matter how difficult it was, women 
found a way to resist and speak out.”

Women across the world still 
lead in struggles, such as in Poland 
defending abortion rights. Judy says 
that women today can learn from 
revolutionaries of the past.

“Our traditions have been built by 
women who fought. We have history 
to draw on thanks to their courage, 
creativity and defiance.

“Labour and socialist history is 
 marginalised, so women’s roles within 
struggle are hidden. It’s up to socialist 
women and men to tell their stories.”

Risked
Some of the women in the book 
risked being forgotten in history, 
and there are still many more lives 
to discover.

“Many people have contributed to 
the book. We have just scratched the 
surface. For the next book I want to 
get more people contributing, make 
it a collective effort and move more 
internationally,” Judy said.

“Ella May Wiggins was suggested 
to me. And I hadn’t heard of Lucy 
Parsons. 

“She was born into slavery, married 
a white man, and was run out of town 
by the KKK. Her husband was one of 
the Haymarket Eight. Her daughter 
died but she carried on, becoming a 

trade unionist and socialist. And there 
are women I’d heard of but didn’t 
know they had a radical side. 

Entertainer Josephine Baker was 
also active in the French Resistance 
and the US civil rights movement.”

Judy hopes the inspirational 
 stories will help us today.

“I want this to spark people with 
the confidence to fight back. These 
women went through it, but without 
access to medical care and Tampax. 

“We are the custodians of  tradition, 
which means acting as they acted. 
We want to keep unearthing history, 
but we have to change things and 
resist now.

“You can never change history 
by being passive or a ‘good girl’. 
You have to be rebellious because 
 rebellious women change history.”

020 7637 1848  
bookmarksbookshop.co.uk

Rebellious Daughters  
of History
By Judy Cox

£10

Available at 
Bookmarks

DOCUMENTARY
FIGHT FOR FIRST: 
EXCEL ESPORTS
On BBC Iplayer from  
Sunday 10 January

HERE’S AN unsettling 
glimpse inside a new 
but highly lucrative 
entertainment industry.

Professional computer 
gamers play in front 
of huge audiences for 
hundreds of thousands—
sometimes millions—of 
pounds. The competition in 
this new BBC documentary 
is a prime example.

The Excel Esports team 
plays in a Europe‑wide 
league that attracts 
audiences larger than the 
Superbowl. 

It clearly has a lot of 
cash, though the first 
couple of episodes never 
spell out where exactly that 
comes from.

Excel pays high wages to 
a team of players recruited 
from around the world 
and accommodates them 
in London and Berlin. It 

also has its own high‑end 
training facilities at the 
prestigious Twickenham 
rugby stadium.

The point is made early 
on that this is because 
Esports is just like 
“traditional” sports. The 
players have their own 
team kits displaying the 
logo of their sponsor BT. 

And they get professional 
physical training too. 
Gaming intensely all day 
every day can cause a lot of 
muscle strain.

It’s a serious point. 
If players damage their 
wrists, their careers can 
be over before they’re 25. 
That’s a problem given 
that, as their manager 
says, “They’re putting their 
whole lives into this.”

That means the damage 
is psychological too. The 
players seem barely older 
than teenagers, but they’re 
under immense stress. One 
says he found the pressure 
to perform “so hard I 
almost wanted to die.”

These troubling notes 
aren’t exactly covered up, 
but they are subsumed into 
a story that champions 
Excel as an underdog team.

Still, the dark side of this 
industry is never far from 
the surface.
Nick Clark

SOME HEROES of the book—Lucy Parsons, Nadezhda Krupskaya and Mother Jones (from left to right) 

Kits similar to traditional sports
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there was an explosion of 
same sex relationships and 
prostitution. 

So there was an ideological 
offence organised by the ruling 
class about the sanctity of mar-
riage and the importance of the 
family unit. 

The state also whipped up 
homophobia in an attempt to 
bolster the nuclear family as 
the reproductive unit across 
society. 

Victorian
The family, modelled on the 
bourgeois Victorian family, with 
marriage at its centre, was born. 

Of course, the family has 
undergone huge changes since 
then. A particularly sharp 
turn has come in the last two 
decades. 

New legislation allowing 
same-sex couples to get married 
is rightly celebrated as a step 
forward, and one which cam-
paigners fought for decades. 

But it’s also an attempt 
by the ruling class to absorb 
 relationships that used to sit 
outside the “traditional” nuclear 
family, to be incorporated into 
the structure of it. 

It’s another example about 
how the family under class soci-
ety is resilient. 

Many people don’t get mar-
ried at all, or wait longer to 
do so. Most women now do 
work outside the home and 
many have children outside of 
marriage. 

People aren’t always held 
hostage by strict divorce laws. 
Many couples will choose not 
to legally separate at all and 
simply live apart. 

But none of these changes 
actually alter the fundamental 
relationship between the priva-
tised unit of the family.

In this way, private sexual 
re lat ionships  have been 
completely shaped by the needs 
of production across society. 

But there is another way. 
Socialists think that sexual 

relationships should be a 
question of personal choice, and 
not involve the state or legal 
proceedings at all. 

Sexual relationships would 
be completely transformed after 
a socialist revolution, when 
ordinary people would be in 
charge of how society works. 

If people want to get married 
or divorced, it could be a private 
decision and, if necessary, a 
quick administrative procedure. 

That’s what happened in 
Russia after the revolution there 
in 1917. Russian  revolutionary 
Leon Trotsky reported in 

1923 that people enjoyed the 
 freedom to marry and divorce 
without interference from the 
church or capitalist state. 

“The workers’ state has 
rejected church ceremony, 
and informed its citizens that 
they have the right to be born, 
to marry, and to die without 
the mysterious gestures and 
exhortations of persons clad 
in  cassocks, gowns, and other 
ecclesiastical vestments.” 

 This is what socialists stand 
for—a real choice for ordinary 
people. 

It’s right to fight for a society 
where everyone has the free-
dom to enter or leave relation-
ships as easily as possible.

These decisions should be 
based on no other consideration 
but real love, and not hampered 
by the restrictions that capitalist 
society places on all of us.

A painting of 
an idealised 
family during the 
victorian era by 
Eastman Johnson 
from 1864 (top).
A photo from 
the 1900s shows 
a poor family 
working (above)

U
NTIL 50 years  
a g o  t h i s 
month, unless 
y o u  w e r e 
very rich, you 
would prob-

ably be married until the 
day you died—for better 
or worse. 

Until 1 January 1971, a 
divorce required an indi-
vidual act of parliament—
an action so prohibitively 
expensive that most couples 
had to put up and shut up. 

And half a century later, 
the snails’ pace of change in 
divorce law says a lot about 
how the state is desperate 
to cling on to the suppos-
edly sacred institution of 
marriage. 

Even after the Divorce 
Reform Act of 1969, the dis-
solution of a marriage isn’t 
easy. 

Still today, people have to 
petition a court and allege 
adultery,  unreasonable 
behaviour or desertion. Or 
they must argue for a divorce 
on the basis that their rela-
tionship has “irretrievably 
broken down”. 

But even that’s not simple. 
Couples have to be sepa-

rated for five years if one party 
doesn’t want to divorce or to 
have lived apart for two years 
if they both agree. 

There’s no doubt that 
the process makes people 
 miserable—and forces them 
to fork out a small fortune in 
 lawyers’ feeds.

Major legal changes this 
year look set to address some 
of these problems. 

The Divorce, Dissolution 
and Separation Act, due to be 
passed in the summer, could 
mean that divorces are much 
quicker, cheaper and less 
painful for all involved. 

It means couples won’t have 
to accuse each other of conduct 
worthy of a divorce, and the 
idea is to institute a “no fault” 
process.

The Ministry of Justice said 
of the new changes, “We will 
always uphold the institution 
of marriage. 

Conflict
“But when divorce cannot be 
avoided, the law must not 
create conflict between couples 
that so often harms the children 
involved.”

It’s a welcome step that the 
legal changes should make it 
easier and cheaper for people to 
divorce. But why does the gov-
ernment care at all about the 
“institution of marriage”?

It’s because the nuclear 
family, which sits at the heart 
of class society, supports the 
interests of the state. And mar-
riage makes it much harder for 
most to break away from the 
family unit. 

Of  course now, many 
couples now don’t choose to 
get married. In fact the number 
of couples tying the knot has 
fallen drastically. 

In 1940 there were 471,000 
marriages in England and 
Wales compared with 236,000 

in 2017. But despite marriage 
rates dropping, the pressure to 
settle down with a long term 
partner, especially for women, 
is still dominant in society.

The ruling class wants people 
to stay in marriages or  long-term 
relationships because it allows 
their system to  continue to 
operate smoothly. 

Under capitalism, indi-
vidual women and men, in 
 relationships and in families, 
undertake the responsibility of 
raising the next generation of 

workers. This is hugely benefi-
cial to individual bosses and the 
capitalist system as a whole. 

As a result, the ideology of 
remaining in long-term, monog-
amous relationships is pushed 
down on us from the rich and 
is structured into society. 

And couples—especially 
married couples—are rewarded 
for adhering to this. 

For  instance,  marr ied 
couples are allowed to escape 
inheritance tax, and receive 
some tax breaks. More broadly, 

rents and mortgages are priced 
at two adults sharing the 
burden, and Universal Credit is 
dished out to only one person 
in a family. 

And the ruling class also 
continues to push the idea of 
marriage—despite its increas-
ing unpopularity—because 
it makes obscene amounts of 
profit. 

Some 400,000 people in 
Britain work in the wedding 
industry and it generates £14.7 
billion for the bosses every year. 

Marriage rates have been on 
a steady decline for decades but 
weddings are being celebrated 
in ever more elaborate and 
expensive ways. 

It’s understandable that 
people want to enjoy their 
 weddings, a day when friends 
and family can celebrate 
together and as an expression 
of love and connection.

But for many, both the stress 
of organising the “most impor-
tant day of your life” and the 
reality of marital bliss can fall 
short. 

The pressures of  everyday 
life build up inside families 
and turn them into the places 
where people are most likely to 
experience abuse and neglect.

 

I
T’S NOT a coincidence 
that the first weeks 
of January are one of 
the busiest periods for 
 lawyers dishing out 
divorce advice to mar-

ried couples. 
Solicitors firm Richard 

Nelson said its research showed 
searches for “I want a divorce” 
rose by 230 percent in the 
first week of January 2020 
compared to December 2019. 

The entire shape of weddings, 
marriage and divorce is a 
new phenomenon—and one 
changed by the development of 
capitalism. 

In the 18th and 19th century, 
in many parts of Britain, mar-
riage could be formalised by 
a handshake or jumping over 
a broomstick. Divorce could 
be agreed by similar informal 
ceremonies. 

But the industrial revolution 
changed all that. 

The growing capitalist state, 
and the bosses, became fixated 
with the private lives of ordi-
nary people. 

The mass migration of 
workers from the countryside 
to the cities changed the way 
people lived, worked, and 
engaged in relationships.

Workers, many of them 
 teenagers or children, were 
dying younger, and coming into 
the factories sick and unable to 
work.

To ensure the long-term 
supply of labour power, 
bosses granted male workers a  
so-called “family wage”. 

This was an attempt to keep 
women and children away from 
dangerous factory work—but 
wasn’t out of a charitable desire 
to keep them safe. 

The bosses wanted children 
kept healthy and strong until 
they could be reliable  workers 
in adulthood. Alongside this, 

BREAKING 
UP WITH 
MARRIAGE

With a new law making divorce easier set to be passed in 
Britain this year, Sarah Bates asks why the people at the 
top of society still care about marriage

The capitalist 
state became 
fixated with the 
private lives of 
ordinary people 

‘‘ 
The wedding industry
is big business

DIVORCE MAY be becoming easier, but why are weddings still pushed by those at the top?

Joe Biden’s presidency  
will pollute the planet

US President-elect 
Joe Biden is trying 
to prove the climate 
is safe in his hands. 
Sarah Bates scratches 
beneath the surface of 
his promises

THE UNITED States 
president-elect Joe Biden 
is attempting to show he 
is much greener than his 
climate-denying predecessor 
Donald Trump.

Biden is pushing the 
message that he wants 
the US to rejoin the Paris 
Agreements. 

This is a set of advisory 
limits agreed by most 
countries in 2015. It sets a 
long-term goal of keeping the 
increase in global average 
temperature below 2 degrees 
above pre-industrial levels.

And Biden is also 
committed to holding a US 
climate summit within the 
first 100 days of office.

But the Democrat’s 
claims to be taking climate 
catastrophe seriously are 
beginning to unravel.

Bidden has consistently 
backed fracking, although he 
now claims he wants to see it 
banned on federal land.

As over 90 percent of 
fracking in the US takes place 
on private land, it amounts 
to little more than an empty 
gesture.

Fossil fuel money was 
hiding behind Biden’s bid to 
win the White House. 

In September he joined 
a fundraiser organised by 
Andrew Goldman, co-founder 
of fracking firm Western LNG.

Their support for each 
other is no surprise. 

Fossil fuel magnate 
Goldman served as an adviser 
to Biden when he was in the 
senate and was a director 
of finance for his 2008 
campaign.

Another big clue to 
the direction of Biden’s 
presidency lies in who he is 
appointing.

Biden appointed friend 
of the fossil fuel industry 
and Democrat congressman 
Cedric Richmond in a key 
climate position.

He’ll serve as head of the 
White House Office of Public 

Engagement. There he is 
“expected to serve as a liaison 
with the business community 
and climate change activists.”

But he’s far from a neutral 
liaison—Richmond has 
trousered over £256,000 
in donations from oil and 
gas firms in his ten years in 
congress.

Despite representing seven 
of the ten most air-polluted 
areas of the country, he’s 
voted to increase fossil fuel 
exports and promote pipeline 
development.

Poisoned
The Sunrise Movement, a 
grassroots group that has 
pioneered the Green New 
Deal climate proposals, said 
Richmond “stayed silent 
while polluters poisoned 
his own community”.

Biden isn’t an out-and-out 
climate denier like Trump, so 
it can appear like his victory 
is a win for action on climate 
change.

But his tenure will delay 
the action needed to fight 
the climate crisis. Instead of 
supporting the Green New 
Deal he has pledged a series 

of weaker proposals. He 
claims he wants to achieve 
net zero greenhouse gas 
emissions across the US and 
create carbon-free electricity, 
both by 2035. 

Some of Biden’s promises 
include improving energy 
efficiency in buildings, 
promoting electric 
vehicle manufacture and 
environmental conservation 
projects.

But this all comes far, far 
too late.

No one at the top of the 
system is motivated by 
concern for the climate. They 
can be temporarily forced 
to go against some fossil 
fuel firms’ wishes if there is 
enough pressure from below.

And there have been waves 
of large protests across the 
US over the climate. 

But only system change 
can save the planet from 
climate catastrophe.

A survey conducted in 
mid-October by the New 
York Times magazine found 
that 90 percent of voters 
who wanted Biden to win 
were worried about climate 
change.

Biden’s claims to want to 
protect the environment flow 
from a deadly attempt to 
walk a tightrope between the 
interests of voters and fossil 
fuel companies.

That’s why climate 
promises from the next 
occupant of the White House 
should be viewed with 
scepticism. 

They are coming from 
someone desperate to keep 
the polluting system of 
capitalism intact.

JOE BIDEN’S links with fracking are one reason he won’t 
tackle climate catastrophe

No one at the 
top of society is 
motivated by 
concern for the 
climate
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THE FAR right tried to use child sex exploitation to push racist views—but met resistance

  Child sex exploitation offenders mostly white men
by SADIE ROBINSON

MOST OF those who commit 
child sex exploitation (CSE) 
offences in groups are white 
men, according to a Home 
Office report. 

It directly contradicts 
right wing claims that so-
called “grooming gangs” are 
 predominantly made up of 
Asian men.

Several high-profile cases, 
including the CSE scandals 
in Rotherham and Rochdale, 
involved Pakistani abusers.

But the report said that 
“beyond specific high-pro-
file cases” there are “signifi-
cant limitations to what can 
be said about links between 
ethnicity and this form of 
offending”. 

“Research has found that 
group-based CSE offenders 
are most commonly white,” 
it said.

Right wingers have argued 
that, although most abusers 
are white, Asians are dispro-
portionately more likely to 
be involved in abuse. But the 
Home Office report said there 
is no evidence for this. 

This is despite the media 
spending years picking up 

stories about abuse, and 
using them to push  racist 
narratives. 

Instead the report said 
it “is not possible to con-
clude” that black and Asian 
 offenders are over-repre-
sented in  group-based CSE 
offending. It is likely that no 
one community or culture 
is uniquely predisposed to 

offending,” it said. The ina-
bility to find a link between 
ethnicity and abuse isn’t for 
want of trying.

The report describes how 
researchers “undertook 
exploratory analysis” of data 
from the Police National 
Computer, to try and find a 
relationship between CSE 
and ethnicity. It stressed that 

the full picture of abuse is 
unknown because so much 
goes unreported. This can 
lead to a skewed picture.

A focus on certain high 
profile cases also has an 
effect. 

So “several” suspected 
CSE cases had been reported 
“because bystanders saw 
signs that recalled other cases 

in the media” such as BBC 
drama Three Girls.

This focused on Asian 
abusers in Rochdale. 

The report said media 
attention can make some 
forms of CSE more widely 
recognised. 

But “it also suggests a 
possibility that similarities 
between the cases we know 
about might reflect a report-
ing bias”.

And “cases that present 
differently could be going 
unrecognised and unre-
ported”. This can make it 
harder for some victims to 
get help.

Evidence
As the report put it, “People 
looking for evidence of a 
highly-organised ‘grooming 
gang’ and not finding it might 
conclude—incorrect ly—
that group-based CSE is not 
taking place.”

The report warned against 
blaming abuse on a single 
factor.

“A simplistic view that the 
mere fact of being ‘Asian’ is 
in itself explanatory of behav-
iour is dangerous,” the review 
said. The report makes clear 
that it is not possible to argue 

that certain ethnic groups 
are predisposed to abuse 
children. 

Yet there are signs that 
home secretary Priti Patel 
will continue to try and pin 
the problem of CSE on Asian 
men.

“V ic t ims  and  surv i -
vors have told me how 
they were let down by the 
state in the name of politi-
cal  correctness,” she said in 
response to the report.

Meanwhile the things that 
victims and survivors really 
need are still lacking.

The report acknowledged 
that people “need a combi-
nation of different services 
at different stages of their 
recovery”. 

But the Tories have slashed 
funding to councils that pro-
vide such services.

The report’s own case 
reviews show how a lack of 
funding has hit victims of 
CSE.

At t i tudes  that  t reat 
 working class young people 
as worthless and women as 
objects don’t come from one 
ethnic group. 

They come from the top 
of the system that the Tories 
defend.
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AUSTERITY AND racism mean those that face inequality have suffered most in the pandemic

 CORONAVIRUS “exposes the 
underlying inequalities in society 

and amplifies them”.
Leading public health expert, 

Professor Sir Michael Marmot has 
said that once the pandemic is over 
we “must not go back to the status 
quo”. 

Doing so would be a “tragic 
mistake”.

Marmot argues there is a “link 
between our poor health situation 
coming into the pandemic and what 
happened during it”. 

“When you look at the distribution 
of Covid-19 mortality, it looks very 
similar to the distribution of  mortality 
from all causes,” he said. 

“The causes of inequality in health 
more generally overlap considerably 
with inequalities in Covid-19. 

“It means that the inequalities in 
society that are leading to inequalities 
in health are leading to inequalities in 
Covid-19.” 

Build Back Fairer, a report into cor-
onavirus and inequalities co-written 
by Marmot, paints a stark picture of 
life under coronavirus. 

People in overcrowded living con-
ditions are more likely to die of the 
virus. 

“Key workers” and those in “ele-
mentary occupations” have above 
average death rates for both women 
and men (see boxes). 

Systematic
And social inequalities are com-
pounded by systematic racism. 

As Marmot explained, “In the case 
of black African and black Caribbean 
people, not much of the excess can be 
explained by prior health conditions.

“Most of it is linked to deprivation.” 
London bus drivers, for instance, 

mostly live “in more deprived areas” 
and “in particular boroughs with the 

highest Covid-19 rates”. Britain has 
a high Covid-19 death rate after a 
decade of  Tory austerity meant it was 
in an “unhealthy state” going into the 
pandemic. 

Marmot describes how the last 
decade saw “increasing social and 
economic inequalities and increases 
in child poverty particularly”. 

“Inequalities between regions and 
socio-economic groups were increas-
ing and life expectancy for the  poorest 
people was falling,” he said. 

“And now during the pandemic, we 
have the highest excess mortality.” 

He slammed the “reduction in 
spending on public services that was 
done in a most regressive way”. 

“The poorer the area, the steeper 
the cuts,” he emphasised. 

Yet once again, the Tories and 
bosses want to make working class 
people pay the price for the corona-
virus crisis. 

Marmot takes on the idea the British 
government cannot afford to tackle 

inequality, saying, “We simply cannot 
afford not to do it.” “We have zero 
interest rates, in some cases negative 
interest rates,” he said. 

“We are among the lowest taxed 
countries in Europe. 

“We have tried the austerity experi-
ment, we did that in 2010 and health 
stopped improving, inequality got 
worse and the health of the poorest 
people went down. 

“That experiment didn’t work.” 
Read the full report at bit.ly/37GpLhB

 New report proves inequality 
has made the pandemic worse 
Austerity and racism combined with Covid-19 to cause many thousands of 
deaths, says a health expert’s new analysis. Tomáš Tengely-Evans investigates

Racism leads 
to more deaths

 Coronavirus death 
rates were “highest 

among males and 
females of black African 
ethnic background” 
compared to whites. 

The report shows 
black and minority 
ethnic (Bame) people 
were more likely to 
be key workers and 
more likely to carry 
out work in close 
proximity to others, 
such as in transport and 
healthcare. 

And they are more 
likely to work outside 
of the home during the 
lockdowns and more 
likely to live in an 
overcrowded  
household.

“Long-standing 
evidence shows that 
structural racism is at 
the heart of worse living 
and working conditions 
for Bame communities,” 
it says.

Working class 
is hit hardest

  THERE ARE “clear 
differences in risks 

of mortality” between 
occupations. 

Both men and 
women in “elementary 
occupations,” aged 20 to 
64, were more  
likely to die from 
coronavirus. 

These include some 
factory, construction 
and sales jobs, postal 
workers, cleaners, 
hospital porters, waiters 
and bar staff. 

Meanwhile, men in 
professional occupations 
had the lowest mortality 
rate of 11.6 deaths per 
100,000. 

Bad housing 
increases risks

 Overcrowded 
housing increases 

the risk of infection— 
and bad housing can 
mean worse symptoms 
and increased likelihood 
of dying. 

Damp, for example, 
means a greater risk of 
respiratory illness 

These low income 
households are also 
“more likely to have a 
vulnerable person living 
in the house”. This 
housing crisis flows from 
the “reduction in  
availability of affordable 
housing” during  
Tory austerity. 

School students in poor areas suffer more from virus effects 
THE TORIES have hammered 
school students during the 

pandemic. 
They kept schools open when 

they weren’t safe—this was the 
biggest threat to the lives and 
futures of school students, parents 
and school workers.

And they didn’t provide social 
support during the lockdowns. 

The report details how this 
impacts on students. 

It found teachers in more 
deprived areas were “significantly 
more likely” to say their pupils were 
falling behind. 

Angela Donkin, Chief Social 
Scientist at the National Foundation 
for Educational Research, spoke at 

the launch of the report. “Children 
who are in disadvantaged areas or 
disadvantaged families have been 
disproportionately impacted,” she 
said.  “If we don’t do something to 

address that imbalance, we’re just 
storing up further problems and 
further inequality for the future.”

She argued it’s “unsurprising 
given the inequalities that were 
evident before the pandemic that we 
see what we do now”.

And teachers at schools with a 
higher proportion of children on 
free school meals said they felt 
less prepared for moving lessons 
online.

At private schools, 30 percent of 
teachers said they “have a platform 
that I could use” and 40 percent 
were confident they “could figure it 
out”.

But less than 10 percent of 
teachers at the most deprived 

schools felt this confident. 
And even once lessons had moved 

online, resources have restricted 
what was possible. 

While 66 percent of private 
secondary schools streamed lessons, 
only 6 percent of state secondary 
schools did so.

These problems were 
compounded by other inequalities, 
such as overcrowded housing. 

These sorts of factors meant 
that for “middle and lower-income 
students the decrease in learning 
time was larger”.

And for secondary school pupils 
“the closures have slightly widened 
existing, persistent inequalities in 
learning time”. 

Students lack access to resources 
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Victory for cleaners 
at La Retraite school
CLEANING WORKERS in the 
UVW union who clean the 
La Retraite Roman Catholic 
School in south London 
have won a pay rise after 
threatening to strike. 

Workers at the school are 
outsourced to Ecoclean. 

The company tried to 
reduce the number of weeks 
the school is cleaned from  
46 to 43, which would result 
in a pay cut for workers.

In response workers 
demanded a pay rise in line 
with the London Living Wage 
as well as sick pay at the 
same level as those employed 
directly by the school.

The workers were about 
to ballot for strikes when 
management were forced to 
concede a 34 percent pay rise 
on Christmas Eve.

Chemical warfare at 
Croda Europe in Hull
WORKERS AT chemical giant 
Croda Europe Ltd in Hull plan 
action over holiday pay. 

Unite union members 
voted for walkouts “over 
the company’s failure 
to incorporate holiday 
entitlement into their shift 
rotas” at its Oak Road site. 

They are set to hold two 
24-hour strikes on 18 and  
25 January.

Ferry workers set 
course for action 
Some 400 ferry workers 
are due to start balloting 
for strikes to defend their 
pensions and terms and 
conditions. 

RMT union members on 
the Wightlink service were 
readying themselves for 
action. Workers are angry 
at management attacks on 
the pension scheme. They 
demand the withdrawal of 
a proposal to reintroduce 
flexible working practices. 

Scottish anger over 
job cut at Equity 
THE SCOTTISH membership 
of the actors’ union Equity 
is up in arms at the attempt 
by general secretary Paul 
Fleming to force through 
the compulsory redundancy 
of a member of staff in the 
Glasgow office.

An online petition against 
the cuts has been signed by 
almost 3,000 people.
Mark Brown
lPetition at bit.ly/equity0121

Bus workers want 
safety measures
RMT UNION members at 
Stagecoach East Midlands are 
voting on strikes over safety. 

The bus workers in 
Mansfield and Worksop 
say bosses are refusing to 
implement safe payment 
policies. 

During the pandemic, buses 
only accepted contactless 
payment and exact fares, but 
now that’s being revoked. 

 Fight unsafe return to  
 colleges and universities 
by SADIE ROBINSON 

UNION ACTIVISTS are 
resisting the unsafe reopening 
of universities and colleges. 

The return of students to 
institutions across Britain 
last September led to huge 
outbreaks of coronavirus.  

The Tories expect colleges 
to begin reopening from next 
Monday and for universities to 
fully reopen from 25 January. 

The UCU union said the 
plans were “doomed to fail”. 
And it said all non-essential 
face to face teaching must 
move online until Easter.  

General secretary Jo Grady 
said the government “continues 
to be fixated on forcing 
students and staff into lecture 
theatres and classrooms”.  

She added that the lateral 
flow tests, which the Tories use 
to claim a return is safe, give 
too many inaccurate results.  

Already there are signs that 

the Tories will not get their 
way.  

University College London 
(UCL) has told its students 
to stay away until the end 
of February at the earliest. 
And it said this delay could 
be extended until “the end of 
March”.  

There will be no in-person 
teaching until 22 February at 
the earliest, except for a small 
number of subjects. The move 
comes as virus cases soar in 
the capital and hospitals are 
pushed to breaking point.  

The UCU Left group, which 
Socialist Worker supports, 
said government plans mean 
“confusion and despair” for 
education workers.  

“It was a serious mistake for 
government and the leadership 
of the sector not to move to 
online learning in November,” 
said Sean Vernell, vice-chair 
of the UCU’s further education 
committee.  

He said college leaderships 

and the government would 
“have blood on their hands” if 
unsafe reopenings go ahead.  

Sean said the UCU should 
follow the NEU in holding 
an all-members’ meeting 
and advising workers not 
to return to work in unsafe 
environments.  

“Lives are at risk,” he 
said. “FE has a much older 
workforce compared to other 
education sectors. Many are in 
their mid-50s and mid-sixties 
and many from BAME 
backgrounds.”

nRENT STRIKES are 
spreading to even more 
university campuses. 
Students from universities 
including Warwick and 
Queen Mary in east London 
have in the last few weeks 
pledged to take part.

Now hundreds of students 
at over 20 universities are 
pledging to withhold their 
rents this month. 

ANTI-RACISTS RALLIED outside Tottenham police station in north London on 19 December 
after fresh footage emerged of an assault on a black teenager. Around 100 people joined 
the second protest called by the Black Lives Matter Movement.                            Picture: Guy Smallman

What’s the deal in the post?
POSTAL WORKERS in Royal 
Mail have been presented 
with a deal to end a 
long running dispute.

The deal, agreed by 
CWU union leaders last 
month, has halted major 
attacks on workers’ jobs 
and conditions that bosses 
originally planned.

But it also promises 
revisions to working 
conditions that are still to 
be agreed between local 
managers and union reps. 

That means the reality 
of what these revisions will 
mean for many workers 
is still up in the air.

Hated
The deal came some seven 
months after hated boss 
Rico Back was forced to 
resign as Royal Mail chief 
executive following threats 
of unofficial strikes. 

It also followed two 
overwhelming votes for 
strikes—one of which was 
ruled unlawful by a judge 
when bosses ran to the 
courts to stop action.

Back wanted to force 
through plans to smash up 
Royal Mail, splitting it into 
a parcels company run for 
profit and a letters service 
that would be run down.

Tens of thousands of 
workers would have been 
sacked if Back had got his 
way, while those remaining 
would have faced devastating 
attacks on their conditions. 

But under the agreement, 
bosses have promised not 
to break up Royal Mail, to 
push ahead with plans for 
a shorter working week, 
and offered a pay rise. 

They also say they 
will “avoid” compulsory 
redundancies and even 
suggest they want 
to create jobs.

Ballot
CWU leaders want members 
to accept the deal, though 
the dates of a ballot had not 
been announced as Socialist 
Worker went to press.

The major concessions 
were won by the huge threat 
of action by ordinary CWU 
members—and shows even 
more could have been won 
if strikes went ahead. 

The promised pay 
rise includes an increase 
of just 1 percent from 
April—below inflation.

But the plans also include 
an agreement by the 
CWU to work with bosses 
to bring in changes to 
increase parcel deliveries. 

This will mean 
“efficiencies” and changes 
to some workers’ shift 
patterns that are still to 
be negotiated between 
local reps and managers 
if the deal is accepted.

Workers shouldn’t be 
made to accept attacks 
on their conditions to 
protect bosses’ profits.
Nick Clark

ANTI-RACISM

SCOTLAND

Clear mood for resistance in Scottish FE
FURTHER Education 
lecturers in the Scottish 
teaching union, EIS, have 
voted decisively to oppose 
college managements’ 
attempts to replace 
them with instructors.

In one college, lecturers 
were sacked and the new 
grades brought in to do 
their jobs directly.

In another, lecturers were 
told their jobs had gone 
but they could “reapply” 
for new instructor posts.

A recent indicative 
ballot achieved a 
72 percent turnout. It saw 
86 percent back strikes 
and 93 percent support 
action short of strike. 

The result is all the 
more impressive because 
it was won under 
Covid‑19 conditions.

Most lecturers are 
working from home, ruling 
out standard methods 
of winning the vote.

Local industrial action 
short of a strike is already 
taking place at Forth Valley 
College. But it is clear 
the bosses plan to extend 
such practices across 
Scotland’s 26 FE colleges.

Only national action 
can stop the rot.

Instructors teach every 
hour of the working day 
without preparation and 
marking time. They take 

on this massive workload 
for a much lower wage, 
and fewer holidays.

Many are already off 
sick with stress, and 
their students receive 
an inferior education.

With rising 
unemployment, a quality 
further education service has 
never been more essential.

In previous disputes the 
politicians stepped in to 
avoid the embarrassment 
of major strikes.

Scottish elections take 
place on 6 May and the EIS 
executive is considering a 
plan for escalating strikes 
timed to peak then.
Donny Gluckstein

SCHOOLS
WORKERS AT Leaways 
Special School in Hackney, 
east London, held three days 
of strikes before Christmas.

Determined NEU union 
members—teachers and 
support staff—joined picket 
lines.

Passers-by hooted and 
waved in support, and 
students from the school 
chatted with strikers.

Workers are fighting for 
better pay and conditions, 
including parity with state 
schools.

Leaways is an 
independent special school 
with a focus on autism, 

attention deficit disorder, 
and social, emotional and 
mental health needs.

Workers have been 
promised a review so that 
pay rates and working hours 
are transparent. 

They have also achieved 
union recognition, but 
are still concerned about 
winning proper sick pay 
arrangements.

They are also continuing 
to fight for better conditions 
for the students they teach.
Jane Bassett
lMessages of support to 
Hackney NEU Joint Secretary 
david.davies@neu.org.uk

UNIVERSITIES AND COLLEGES

ROYAL MAIL

HEALTH WORKERS

NHS pay rise is delayed 
HEALTH SECRETARY Matt 
Hancock has outrageously 
announced that the 
promised pay rise for 
health workers has been 
“unfortunately delayed”.

He blamed the 
“timing” of chancellor 
Rishi Sunak’s spending 
review in November.

Hancock gave the news 
as he wrote last month 
to the NHS pay review 
body to formally begin 
pay talks for 2021‑22.

He gave the body a 
deadline of “early May 
2021” to submit its report. 

This means workers are 
unlikely to see extra 
money until the summer.

And the Tories won’t offer 
anything like the 15 percent 
workers are demanding.

Sara Gorton, head of 
health at the Unison union, 
said the government 
must “fund a decent 
wage increase now”.

Unison in Scotland was 
set to hold a ballot over 
health workers’ pay last year. 

But it called it off after 
the Scottish government 
announced a £500 one‑off 
payment for health workers.
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BRITISH GAS

Strike fuelled by fire and 
rehire attacks on workers
by TOMÁŠ TENGELY-EVANS

OVER 7,000 British Gas 
workers were set to walk 
out over bosses’ “fire and 
rehire” plans on Thursday 
of this week. 

The GMB union  members’ 
action is  scheduled to 
 continue until midnight on 
Monday of next week. 

Some 4,000 service and 
repair gas engineers will 
down tools during the five 
days. 

The GMB says the only 
exceptions will be dealing 
with emergencies and prob-
lems for households with 
vulnerable people.

Around 600 cent ra l 
 heating installers, 540 electri-
cal engineers, 170 specialist 
business gas engineers and 
1,700 smart metering engi-
neers will also join the 
industrial action. 

The move comes after an 
89 percent vote in favour of 
strikes.

Centrica, British Gas’s 
parent company, wants to 
cut pay, terms and condi-
tions. Management issued 

an  ultimatum for workers to 
agree to cuts by 23 December 
last year on pain of dismissal.

Justin Bowden, a GMB 
national secretary, slammed 
British Gas and Centrica CEO 
Chris O’Shea. 

“GMB engineers in British 
Gas have overwhelmingly 
rejected Centrica’s propos-
als to cut pay and terms and 
 conditions,” he said. 

“These amount to little 
more than a zero-hours 
 contract attached to a bonus 
scheme.

“These  unacceptable 
 proposals from British Gas 
would do extensive damage 
to the work-life balance of 
thousands of gas and elec-
trical engineers across the 
country.”

Bowden added that O’Shea 
“Stands to scoop a £300,000 
windfall from his gamble that 
his shareholding in British 
Gas will increase if he suc-
ceeds in cutting the pay per 
job for British Gas engineers.   

“Mr O’Shea is paid a salary 
package worth nearly a mil-
lion quid a year.”

BUS BUILDERS

Thrown under a bus when 
action was called off?
SOME WORKERS at the 
Optare bus manufacturer 
near Leeds feel “let 
down by the union” after 
their pay fight came to 
an end in December.

Unite union members at 
the company held a series 
of walkouts to demand a 
pay rise in November and 
December of last year. 

On 14 December the 
union said workers voted 
by 73 percent to continue 
the strikes, promising 
action into January. 

Around a week later 
the union suspended 
industrial action following 
a vote to return to work—
which one worker said was 
“close” on a low turnout. 

Kevin, a Unite union 
member, said momentum 
had “fizzled out” and 
strikers came under more 
financial pressure in the 
run-up to Christmas.

He thinks the union 
could have done more 
to sustain the action. 

“A few of us feel a little 
bit let down by the union, 

myself included,” he told 
Socialist Worker. “Our 
regional officer, Mr Bedford, 
was on the picket line with 
us and that’s commendable. 

“But maybe the union 
could have been a bit more 
forceful in the way they 
were dealing with reps 
from the company, not just 
being seen to be brushed 
off by management. 

“That’s where we think 
a bit more pressure could 
have been applied from the 
top end of the union.” 

The Optare workers 
received money and 
solidarity from across 
the labour movement, 
showing the potential to 
keep up the momentum. 

Kevin said, “The financial 
support we had from various 
branches and individuals 
was heartwarming. 

“It was life-saving and 
that drove a little bit of 
momentum and that pushed 
us on a little bit further.

“In some circumstances, it 
was more important than the 
backing that the union gave.”

BRITISH GAS—not looking after its workers 

ROUND-UP

Wagon Wheels roll 
after strike halted
THE UNITE union has 
suspended an eight-day 
walkout at the DHL Supply 
Chain company in Liverpool. 

Around 120 striking Unite 
members had walked out on 
19 December and affected 
production at the distribution 
centre.

DHL distributes Burton 
biscuits to major stores 
throughout the region. 
Despite a police presence, a 
combination of picketing and 
a car cavalcade by strikers 
ensured the Wagon Wheels 
and Jammie Dodgers supplies 
were severely disrupted.

The union called off the 
action after three days to hold 
talks after bosses made an 
improved offer. 

The workers are demanding 
an end to a bullying 
management culture and low 
pay. 
Thanks to John Carr and 
Mark O’Brien

Cargo grounded by 
Heathrow strike 
HUNDREDS OF BA Cargo 
workers struck for nine 
days last month. 

More than 840 Unite union 
members, predominantly 
based at London Heathrow 
Airport, are fighting against 
a fire and rehire policy.

Unite assistant general 
secretary Howard Beckett 
said the union didn’t 
mount picket lines “due 
to the Covid crisis, and 
the very high levels of 
infections in London”. 

HOSPITALS

 ‘David and Goliath’ pay  
 fight at Reading hospital
SECURITY GUARDS at the 
Royal Berkshire Hospital in 
Reading are continuing their 
“David and Goliath” struggle 
into the New Year. 

Around 23 Unite union 
members struck over pay 
on Monday, the first of three 
four‑day strikes in the New 
Year. 

Workers are fighting over 
subcontractor Kingdom 
Services Group’s failure to 
“make a decent pay offer”. 
They plan further four‑day 
walkouts from 11 January, 
1 February and 8 February. 

They struck for five days 
last month. 

Unite regional officer 
Jesika Parmar said, “Our 
members are seeking a 
modest pay increase to £12 
an hour for security officers 
and £13 an hour for security 
supervisors. 

“But standing in the way 
of this reasonable demand 
for a living wage is a 
management which is part of 
a global organisation with a 
£100 million turnover.

“Our lowly‑paid members 
provide security 24/7 at the  

Royal Berkshire Hospital 
which is on the Covid‑19 
frontline. 

“However, the company 
continues to refuse to engage 
in meaningful talks over the 
2020 pay award and other 
issues, such as harmonisation 
of sick pay, and enhanced pay 
for working nights, weekends 
and overtime.

Parmar added, “We would 
like to thank the people of 
Reading for the great support 
that they have given to our 
members.

“It has been a real 
Christmas tonic that is deeply 
appreciated.” 

l PORTERS AT Heartlands 
Hospital in Birmingham are 
set to strike for two days 
from Monday of next week.

The Unison union 
members’ action is the 
latest in a long-running 
battle over shift changes.

Workers struck on 30 and 
31 December, but didn’t hold 
any pickets. But strikers 
planned to picket the main 
entrance of the hospital on 
the forthcoming strike days. 

AERO ENGINEERING

Rolls Royce battle motors 
on into the new year
ROLLS ROYCE workers in 
Barnoldswick in Lancashire 
are continuing their fight 
for jobs into the New Year.

Unite union members 
at the aero engineering 
plant staged their 35th 
day of strikes on Monday.

They are fighting 

against bosses’ plans 
to slash 350 jobs and 
offshore production of 
the Trent Engine blades.

Workers fear it could lead 
to further job losses or the 
closure of the whole site.
lMessages of support to ross.
quinn@unitetheunion.org

Picketing in Barnoldswick                                            Picture: unite north West



Published by Larkham Printers & Publishers Ltd. Correspondence address: PO Box 74955, London, E16 9EJ. Printed by trade union labour at Reach Printing Services

£1    No.2736    6 January 2021    

Patients suffer as health 
service struggles to cope
THE ROYAL London 
Hospital is operating 
in “disaster medicine 
mode” and unable to 
provide “high standard 
critical care”. 

So says a leaked 
email from bosses at the 
east London hospital, 
leaked to the press on 
31 December. It stated, 
“We are now in disaster 
medicine mode. We are 
no longer providing high 
standard critical care, 
because we cannot.

“While this is far from 
ideal, it’s the way things 
are, and the way they 
have to be for now.

“Every hospital in north 
east London is struggling, 
some with insufficient 
oxygen supplies, 
all with insufficient 
nursing numbers.

The note to staff 
added, ”Believe it or not, 
Royal London critical 
care is coping well 
relative to some sites.”

“Kent is in a similar, 
if not worse, position.”

The email also warned 
that “the rest of London 
is probably a couple 
of weeks behind.” 

Worst to come, say frontline staff
HEALTH WORKERS are 
furious that the Tory 
government didn’t 
prepare for a second 
wave of coronavirus 
during the summer.

“There can be no 
excuses for this,” one 
London paramedic told 
Socialist Worker. 

“The first wave of 
Covid-19 told us what 
was coming but the 
government didn’t 
prepare. They should 
have used the summer, 
when infection levels 
were lower, to prepare 
in every possible way 
for the coming wave. 

“Everyone could see 
it coming. Everyone 
except Boris Johnson.” 

Some hospitals had 
adapted for coronavirus 
with, for instance, 

separate areas for Covid-
19 cases. Ambulance 
worker Jerry explained, 
“Whittington hospital got 
rid of the old cubicles with 
curtains and had enclosed 
door cubicles. The Royal 
London produced new 
forms of triage.” 

Overwhelmed
But Jerry said the sheer 
numbers of calls—for 
Covid-19 and other cases—
means hospitals are still 
being overwhelmed.

The surge in 
coronavirus cases is 
combining with the NHS’s 
annual winter crisis.

“We did loads of things 
in our hospital to prepare 
for it,” said occupational 
therapist Emily, “but 
it doesn’t look like the 
government did at all. 

“They should have 
spent the summer 
months thinking about 
how they’d cope”.

Jerry said, “The Tories 
have run down the NHS 
for so long there’s no 
spare resources. During 
the winter months we 
always run at around 
98 percent capacity—with 
Covid-19 we’re running at 
more than 100 percent.” 

He said health workers 
are “quite fatalistic” 
about the surge in cases 
because “we saw it coming 
three weeks ago. We feel 
that they’re treating us 
like we’re expendable,” 
he said. “There is an 
end to it, but the worst 
is still to come.” 

The blame for that 
lies squarely with the 
Tory government.

Health secretary Hancock 

BACK STORY
A second wave of 
Covid-19 is ripping 
through the NHS
lThere are now more 
coronavirus patients in 
hospital than during the 
previous peak in April 
lOxygen supplies are 
dangerously low at some 
hospitals 
lThe Tories wasted the 
opportunities to prepare 
the NHS for the crisis. 
They are to blame for 
tens of thousands of 
unnecessary deaths

PATIENTS LEFT languishing for hours in ambulances parked outside hospitals Picture: PA

Tories to blame for 
NHS virus collapse
HEALTH WORKERS say the 
NHS is “on the cusp of being 
overwhelmed” as hospitals 
struggle to cope with the 
surge in coronavirus cases.

Their warning came as 
hospitals across Britain are 
full to the brim with Covid-19 
patients fighting for breath. 

Doctors have even been 
forced to turn away ambu-
lances because they are des-
perately short of oxygen.

In Birmingham, Essex, 
London and Oxford, even 
the most seriously ill are 
being treated in ambulances 
parked outside log-jammed 
emergency departments.

And children’s wards are 
being closed and converted 
into adult wards at several 
hospitals in London. 

Jerry, a frontline  ambulance 
worker in London, says, 
“there’s a massive surge” that’s 
“unlike anything” during the 
height of the first wave in 
spring.

“At  Newham hosp i -
tal, ambulance crews were 

 waiting for nearly two hours 
just to get the patient off the 
trolley bed and into the cubi-
cle,” he told Socialist Worker. 

“That’s two hours that an 
ambulance is not on the road.”

He described how last 
weekend “for the first time in 
my 17 years we were waiting 
at the Homerton hospital”. 

“Normally it’s five to ten 

minutes to unload a patient,” 
he said. “But it was 30 to 40 
minutes. We can’t discharge 
our patients.” 

Even if drastic measures 
are taken immediately, it is 
likely that parts of the health 
service will  collapse. 

And many, many people 
will die unnecessarily.

Emily, an occupational ther-
apist in east London, described 
being “bombarded” on a shift 
just after Christmas. 

“It was awful,” she told 
 Socialist Worker. “I was just 
there thinking, ‘Oh no not 
again.’ 

“There were just no beds, 
there was so much work all 
over the place.” 

Rush
One of her jobs is to  discharge 
patients from the hospital 
with proper care, but  workers 
are being forced to rush 
through the process. 

“You were thinking, can we 
get this person home, then 
this person then that person 
just to get space,” she said. 
“We’re not used to that.” 

Emily says on “ward after 
ward, people are lying on 
beds on oxygen—it’s horrific”.

She described one incident 
with “two nurses weighing 
up” who could go to intensive 
care “because there was only 
one bed left”. 

Boris Johnson and health 
secretary Matt Hancock 
have tried to blame the 
current crisis on the new, 
more  infectious mutation of 
 coronavirus.

But many health workers 
say there would be devasta-
tion in the NHS even if the 
new strain had not emerged.

The NHS went into the 
crisis short of 122,000 full 
time, permanent staff—
including 41,000 nurses and 
10,000 doctors. 

T h e  T o r i e s ,  t h e i r 
 profiteering buddies, and 
their management consultant 
mates stripped out any “spare 
capacity” from the health ser-
vice in the name of efficiency. 

Now ordinary people are 
paying the price.
Workers names have been 
changed 
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