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By Eric Lee

The coronavirus pandemic has created a new reality 
in the United States, as it has all over the world. And 

coming as it has during a presidential election, it has 
completely upended the political map.

Just a month ago, Bernie Sanders was the leading 
Democratic candidate and polls showed him defeating 
Donald Trump in November. Joe Biden’s campaign was 
sputtering along, as he polled poorly in early primary 
and caucus states. 

But on 29 February, Biden won the South Carolina pri-
mary as expected. Biden’s campaign roared back to life. 
Three days later, on “Super Tuesday”, though Bernie 
Sanders won the biggest prize (California), the headline 
news story was just how well Joe Biden did elsewhere. 
Soon afterwards, all the other defeated Democratic can-
didates with the exception of Elizabeth Warren quit the 
race and endorsed the former Vice President.

Bernie Sanders, declared all the pundits, was finished. 
It was time to pack up and go back to Vermont. Accord-
ing to the mainstream media, Biden had momentum 
and Sanders did not.

Biden was nearly 800 delegates short of the majority 
he needed, and Sanders was 300 delegates behind Biden. 

That was where we stood in the beginning of March. 
But everything has now changed – again. Biden has 
largely disappeared, self-isolating and producing in-
sipid videos from his basement that no one pays atten-
tion to, while Trump has the full attention of the nation.

For several days, the hashtag #WhereIsJoe was trend-
ing on Twitter. And Trump, despite an endless string of 
mistakes in his handling of the crisis, is soaring in the 
polls, never more popular than he is right now.

Democrats have become so worried about the likeli-
hood of a Trump victory that all kinds of ideas, includ-
ing a movement to draft New York governor Andrew 

Cuomo, have been floated.
And remember that Biden “momentum”? It’s com-

pletely evaporated as states push their primary dates 
further back in the calendar. As a result, a space is open-
ing for other candidates to challenge Biden, or even to 
persuade him to drop out of the race. 

Meanwhile, Bernie Sanders been busy in Washing-
ton, helping to craft the compromise relief bill that just 
passed both houses of Congress. Sanders has been tak-
ing a leading role in the fight to ensure that – as much as 
possible – the federal government’s response to the pan-
demic is a fair and just one. And he’s put forward the 
most comprehensive progressive response to the crisis.

Does this mean that Sanders still has a shot at winning 
the nomination?

If Democrats are serious about their desire to take back 
the White House from the corrupt gang of criminals cur-
rently in charge, they need to re-think whether Joe Biden 
has what it takes to defeat Trump. Many now accept that 
he doesn’t.

Maybe it’s time for another look at that socialist from 
Vermont, who may very well turn out to be their only 
chance of victory in November. □
• Eric Lee is the convenor of “London for Bernie”, writ-
ing here in a personal capacity. For Eric’s other columns, 
and more Sanders coverage, see bit.ly/el-bs. For Bernie 
Sanders and “The Squad” on the Covid-19 epidemic, see 
bit.ly/bs-squad-cv

Democrats in disarray as 
Trump’s popularity soars

Ideas for 
Freedom 2020
The Covid-19 epidemic forces us to put back our 

summer school, Ideas for Freedom, from its 
planned date of 20-21 June. We’re discussing possible 
dates in November. Earlybird tickets bought for 20-21 
June will of course be valid, or refunded if you can’t 
make the new date. Watch this space! □

RCP poll average: President Trump Job 
Approval.

Trump’s approval ratings, in black, and 
disapproval, in grey, since early 2018. From 
Real Clear Politics which calculates averages 
from contemporary polls.

On March 27 2020, the latest day with data 
available, RCP places disapproval at 49.3%, 
approval at 47.3%. As the graph shows, the 
polls have swung in Trump’s favour over the 
last week.

Sanders’ Campaign
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The Guardian reports discussions among “senior Con-
servatives” about a national unity government or 

some other form of cross-party political collaboration 
during the Covid-19 crisis.

It suggests there is widespread sympathy for this idea 
at the top of the Labour Party. Socialists should argue 
and rally the labour movement against it. Taking re-
sponsibility for the Tories’ policies is the opposite of 
what we need.

According to the Guardian, the Tories arguing for a 
coalition or similar arrangement are quite open that they 
want this in order to benefit themselves. 

“One argument circulating among some Tories is 
that Johnson may need to share responsibility for deci-
sion-making with Labour and other opposition parties 
in order to survive the crisis… One Tory MP said there 
was a political argument that Johnson may be keen to 
‘drag Labour in’ so the public do not associate the crisis 
solely with the Conservatives, if the situation worsens.

“They fear that Johnson could end up losing pub-
lic support – despite surveys currently showing he is 
strongly backed – if it looks like he alone is responsible 
for a crisis that ends up involving tens of thousands of 
deaths.”

Government or semi-government collaboration with 
the Tories might benefit individual Labour politicians. It 
cannot benefit the cause of winning a minimally radical 
Labour government.

Like all such schemes, the aim is to detach the top 
leaders or representatives of the labour movement from 
whatever minimal accountability they have to the move-
ment. The Labour Party already has precious little in 
the way of democratic accountability. A coalition would 
mean short-circuiting it even more thoroughly. That, in 
turn, means Labour moving to the right.

Cooperating practically against the epidemic should 

not mean giving political confidence or support, just 
as working with your management day to day in your 
workplace doesn’t mean trusting or positively support-
ing them.

There are numerous levels on which it is necessary for 
Labour to oppose the Tories – from the stinginess of the 
social support they are providing, to their undercutting 
of social distancing in the interests of employers; from 
their undoubted desire to quickly return to the pre-cri-
sis status quo after the epidemic, to their insane flirting 
with sticking to a fast Brexit.

RLB’s response
Judging by the Guardian, the response to the national 
government talk from Keir Starmer, who looks likely to 
be named on 2 April as the winner of Labour’s leader-
ship ballot, is actually not as bad as Rebecca Long-Bai-
ley’s:

“Opposition politicians gave a mixed reaction to the 
idea of a national unity government. Starmer, the La-
bour leadership favourite, is focusing on trying to push 
No 10 to do the right thing on guaranteeing income and 
strict physical distancing, also called social distancing, 
rather than countenancing a national unity government.

“However, Rebecca Long-Bailey, a rival leadership 
candidate is understood not to be ruling out the idea 
of more cross-party cooperation or even a government 
of national unity because of the crisis situation that the 
government finds itself in.”

But Starmer has been largely silent during the epi-
demic, rather than “pushing”. Lisa Nandy is quoted 
directly by the Guardian. Her objection to a national gov-
ernment is simply that it would be time-consuming and 
disruptive to establish a new government with a new 
cabinet and new ministers in the middle of a fast-mov-
ing crisis.

Instead she advocates a “decision-making body that 
essentially takes this over until it’s dealt with”, involv-
ing “opposition figures, unions, business groups and 
others”. She cites Gordon Brown as a Labour Party fig-
ure she wants to see in those meetings.

This sort of undemocratic corporatism, bypassing 
even normal cabinet and parliamentary accountability, 
would in some ways be even worse than a national gov-
ernment.

Many union leaders, including left ones like Len Mc-
Cluskey, have already made pro-government noises.

The national government talk takes the debate even 
further in the wrong direction. □

No coalition government!

Like World War 2
The media reports on Tory MPs’ call for a national 

unity government include references to the World 
War 2 coalition government led by Winston Churchill, 
where Labour leader Clement Attlee was deputy prime 
minister.

And some histories claim that participating in the co-
alition was what enabled Labour to win in 1945.

Yet, as often happens in wars, after an initial rallying 
to established power, there was a widespread left-re-
formist radicalisation during World War 2.

Labour withdrew from the coalition (May) and won 
the election (July) while the war was still on in the 
Far East. Attlee had wanted the coalition to continue 
longer, but strength of opinion in the party convinced 
him this was not an option. Rightly. □

Editorial 

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/c19-online
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By a local government worker

My union branch, Lambeth Unison, organises three 
main groups of workers — workers for Lambeth 

council, support staff in schools in Lambeth, and work-
ers in Elis Laundry. We also have some members in 
smaller private-sector workplaces.

Our first step, and early on, was to win full pay for all 
workers in the council following public health advice, 
or staying home for childcare because of school and 
nursery closures, early on. For absolutely all workers 
in council workplaces, including agency workers and 
zero-hours workers.

The next battle was in the libraries. On 20 March the 
library workers walked out, citing Section 44 of the Em-
ployment Rights Act 1996, which entitles workers to 
distance themselves if they see a “serious and imminent 
danger” in the workplace. The council quickly backed 
down and closed the libraries, and has agreed not to re-
open them until we have an agreement to do that safely.

We’ve been campaigning for full pay for workers in 
the laundry to follow public health advice. That is much 
more difficult, because we have no union recognition 

there. Also, many of the workers there do not have in-
ternet access.

We’ve set up WhatsApp groups and telephone trees, 
printed posters, and done a petition. Both the local 
left-wing Labour MP, Bell Ribeiro-Addy, and (in fact, 
more quickly) the (right-wing) Labour councillors, have 
backed this petition.

We have pressed the council on expansion of domestic 
violence services during the epidemic, and help for the 
homeless. The council is mass-renting hotel and hostel 
rooms, and has set up a team to house the homeless.

Only a minority of council workers are now in the 
workplace rather than working from home or self-iso-
lating. For those still at work, management and union 
are each doing their own risk assessment for each work-
place.

Generally, in the council offices, there’s no big problem 
about adequate social distancing. The biggest issue has 
been with council workers who visit care homes. The 
workers want PPE.

We’ve found some social workers wanting to with-
draw from visits to vulnerable families. The union has 
argued against withdrawing. □

Councils: essential local 
services, full isolation pay for all

From the Labour Campaign for Free Movement

Migrant communities are largely being overlooked 
during this pandemic, even though migrant NHS 

workers, migrant supply-chain workers, and migrant 
carers are doing the most essential work.

Immigration rules like No Recourse to Public Funds 
leave migrants especially vulnerable to economic hard-
ship and incentivise them to disregard public health ad-
vice and continue working.

Migrants seeking to self-isolate to protect their own 
health, or the health of others, face destitution and po-
tential homelessness without access to the social secu-
rity net currently being ramped up to support British 
nationals.

There are several courses of action which councils can 
take now in order to help mitigate the risks presented 
by these punitive immigration rules. The Labour Cam-
paign for Free Movement is calling on everyone to con-
tact their local councillor to push them.

They include:
• Identify constituents who, due to their immigra-

tion status, are at increased risk of domestic violence or 
homelessness

• Ensure all necessary information and guidance about 
COVID-19 is circulated in all community languages and 
in accessible formats

• Ensure all residents, regardless of immigration sta-
tus, have access to self-contained accommodation and 
the ability to self-isolate securely, without threat of im-

migration enforcement through data sharing with the 
Home Office.

• Support demands made to central government by 
JCWI and other migrants rights organisations to sus-
pend immigration rules which place migrants at in-
creased risk of destitution or exposure to COVID-19. □

• bit.ly/c19-mi

Defend migrants, defend us all

On Sunday 29 March, 3pm, across Europe, people dropped ban-
ners from or placed signs in windows, calling for evacuation of 
detention centres. #LeaveNoOneBehind

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://www.labourfreemovement.org/email-your-councillors-covid-19-and-migrants/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/leavenoonebehind?lang=en
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By an NHS worker at ELFT

At my workplace, the East London NHS Foundation 
Trust, we’ve been putting together information on 

pay for workers following public health advice: elft-
workerssolidarity.org

There are many zero-hours and contract workers in 
NHS buildings, and it wasn’t clear what they would 
get. We did a couple of weeks’ agitation among all the 
workers in my workplace — of all grades — and had a 
prolonged to-and-fro with senior management.

At the end of that we discovered that the Trust already 
had a policy of full pay if following public health advice 
for all workers in the building, and then that NHS Eng-
land had put a policy saying the same thing on 2 March.

We’ve done a public information campaign in my 
workplace and everywhere else we can reach in the 
NHS — set up a website at elftworkerssolidarity.org 
from which you can download posters, promoted an 
open letter to NHS chief executive Simon Stevens on 
the issue.

Now, on 27 March, the NHS repeats the 2 March policy 
on the “NHS Employers website” bit.ly/nhs-employ.

“It is essential for infection control purposes that staff 
members who are told to self-isolate, do so as quickly as 
possible. NHS England and NHS Improvement wrote to 
chief executives on 2 March 2020, stating staff should re-
ceive full pay whilst in self-isolation. This includes bank 
staff and sub-contractors, who have to be physically 
present at an NHS facility to carry out their duties”. 

That should clear the way for full isolation pay for all, 
but in many places it will still take union pressure to 
secure it. 

There’s an issue with home care workers. I’ve been 
told by my management that I, as a community mental 
health nurse, should limit face-to-face contact with my 
patients, but I know that private-sector carers are still 
visiting those patients (who depend on the visits) with 
little protection.

By an NHS nurse in an acute hospital

As of 26 March, the policy of full pay while follow-
ing public health advice for zero-hours and agency 

workers was not being followed by our Trust. Between 
2 March and 27 March, there was another NHS England 
document which was equivocal on the issue. The post-
ers from elftworkerssolidarity.org have been useful for 
campaigning on the issue.

The other big issue in our hospital is the shortage of 
PPE.

By an Ambulance worker

My workmates and I don’t work within a building, 
and since we have fairly high density in the ser-

vice we don’t have many zero-hours or contract work-
ers. Our cleaners, for example, are all in-house, and are 
getting full pay like the rest of us.

If there’s an issue there, it’s been a bit of a push-back 
from management on the theme that “too many” of us 
are self-isolating. (About 15% have been off).

Shortage of PPE is a big problem for us. We also have 
an issue about numbers in patient transport vehicles: we 
say that to minimise risk of infection there should be no 
more than one patient in each vehicle.

There is a huge problem with home carers. Generally 
they have no PPE. □

NHS: full isolation pay, 
PPE, care workers

AWL in the epidemic
Through the channels available (online etc.), we are 

pressing for the labour movement to be an active 
“essential service” in the epidemic (pages 4-7, 14-15), 
and on political issues within the labour movement.

We invite our people, and other socialists, isolated at 
home, to read our website, to join our online meetings, 
and to spread news and invitations about web posts 
and meetings.

We encourage those isolated at home to use the time 
made available to study, and we are running a number 
of online study courses (pages 8-9).

We also encourage our people isolated at home to 
reach out to workmates, friends, political contacts and 
others whom they can reach by phone, to offer political 
discussion but also to offer help human solidarity.

Let’s take care of each other, and take care of the 
future of the movement we must build to change the 
world. □

10,000+ doctors needed, 40,000 nursing vacancies. In 2017 Tory 
MPs applauded themselves after blocking a nurses’ pay rise.

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/c19-online
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https://elftworkerssolidarity.org/
https://elftworkerssolidarity.org/
https://www.nhsemployers.org/covid19/staff-terms-and-conditions/self-isolation
https://elftworkerssolidarity.org/
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By a primary school teacher

Two or three weeks ago we were discussing with 
other left-wingers in the union the slogan of closing 

all schools straight away, and we were against it because 
of the impact on children of key workers, free-school-
meals children, etc.

Since Monday 21 March the schools have been par-
tially shut, but kept open for those categories of chil-
dren.

In my school I’ve raised the issue of pay for supply 
teachers — and got agreement on full pay for them — 
and of contracted-out school meals providers — where 
we haven’t won yet.

The school system is now fragmented (with acade-
mies, free schools, etc.), so management policies are dif-
ferent in different schools. A lot depends on local union 
activity.

In our area, Lewisham, almost all staff were asked to 
come in on Monday, and then we made plans for the 
following days.

There are only a small number of children in school 
— no school has more than 20 — and we’re reaching 
agreement on staffing, with staff coming in limited 
days. We will probably move to “hubs” — only some 
schools staying open for the limited number of children 
— rather than all schools staying open.

Workload demands
In some schools there are issues with management 
workload demands for online teaching, but that varies.

Generally, in schools, where the union is strong, we 
have been able to take a lead and push things.

We have a problem for which there are no easy an-
swers, which is that it is very difficult to do social dis-
tancing with primary-age children. Especially so, since 
most of the children coming in to school are not chil-
dren of key workers, but children from highly-stressed 
households, who may find the emergency conditions 
especially hard to cope with.

Schools are likely to stay open in the Easter holidays. 
The union advice is to retain the staffing rotas we’re now 

working out over the Easter holidays, but ensure that 
every individual gets two weeks off somewhere around 
that time.

My head teacher has a scheme to make that work. Oth-
ers don’t. But the unions is giving clear advice.

An issue for the future which I’ve raised with my head 
teacher is that if the current operation continues through 
the summer, it will be difficult for school staff to start 
regular operations again in September without having 
had more than a short break. 

A big “no going back” issue for us is to make the abo-
lition of high-stakes primary tests, and at least some of 
the secondary exams, like GCSE, permanent.

We’ve already found that the cancellation of the tests 
this year has helped teaching become more creative and 
educational. □

A National Education Union activist adds:

On 14 March, the National Education Union (NEU) 
called for schools to close over coronavirus. Schools 

have been closed since the end of Friday 20 March.
The union has emailed regular briefings to reps and 

members, and a series of videos by General Secretaries 
Kevin Courtney and Mary Bousted giving guidance and 
addressing issues. The union has also hosted two con-
ference calls. The last one had more than 2,000 members 
on, with more members not being able to get on because 
the system couldn’t handle it.

The union has also issued joint guidance agreed with 
the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) and 
Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL). It is 
weaker than the previous guidance from NEU itself, but 
gives members in schools a strong basis to argue with 
their school management for some minimums.

Problematically, the National Executive hasn’t met 
and decisions are being made by the officer group.

Below the national level, Regional Officers (full time, 
appointed not elected) have been assigned to Districts 
and Branches to support them. They are speaking to the 
elected officers, giving advice, spreading good practice.

In my experience this has been useful and valuable, 
but that may not be true across the board. It is also ob-
viously open to abuse, with non-elected officials steer-
ing response rather than members and democratically 
elected District or Branch officers.

In Lewisham we are holding weekly District commit-
tee meetings on Zoom and opening them to reps and 
activists. We are issuing new guidance weekly.

Before the closure the national union issued guidance 
to all reps suggesting that they set WhatsApp groups 
for their school groups. We set one up at my school and 
it has been useful. We are recruiting members in our 
school on the basis that staff can see there is a union 
pushing for their interests in this difficult time.

In fact, by 27 March, the union had recruited 5,000 
new members and 300 new people had asked to become 
workplace reps. □

Schools and partial opening

Where we stand
The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty wants socialist rev-
olution: collective ownership of industry and services, 
workers’ control, and a democracy much fuller than 
the present system, with elected representatives recall-
able at any time and an end to bureaucrats’ and man-
agers’ privileges.

We fight for trade unions and the Labour Party to 
break with “social partnership” with the bosses and to 
militantly assert working-class interests.

More about us: workersliberty.org/about
If you agree with us, take some copies of Solidarity 

to sell — and join us! □

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://workersliberty.org/about
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As of 29 March, these are the issues being worked 
on by the RMT union on London Underground, 

with the aim of keeping the service running for essen-
tial workers while also keeping it as safe as possible for 
those workers, for London Underground staff, and for 
everyone around them.

• Full pay for any ABM [cleaning contractor] staff who 
have to self-isolate — Agreed

• No detriment, including loss of pay, for anyone who 
stays home due to being in a vulnerable category (e.g., 
with an underlying health condition), but not identified 
by the NHS for “shielding”; or who stays home due to 
having a family member in a vulnerable group — Not 
yet agreed — although this has been agreed on Network 
Rail, so no reason it can’t be extended to other compa-
nies. Members are advised to follow public health ad-
vice as it applies to them in full

• All non-essential meetings, including disciplinaries, 
cancelled — Case conferences have been paused, disci-
plinaries still pending

• Workers’ control of shift allocation at local level to 
ensure essential service can be provided whilst maxim-
ising distancing and minimising number of staff who 
need to travel in each day — Not yet agreed but local 
arrangements being explored in some areas

• Voluntary process for off-group working [i.e. work-
ers being allocated outside the usual group of stations 
they work on] — Agreed, confirmed in management 
bulletin on 22/03

• Staff to work from SCR [station control room] wher-
ever possible — Not yet agreed; we advise members to 
implement this locally

• Power down all POMs [ticket machines] — Not 
yet agreed, although a management bulletin says staff 
should “avoid” touching them

• Open at least one WAG [wide aisle gate] — Not yet 
agreed

• Paid mileage for anyone driving to work — Agreed
• Parking permits for those driving to work — Agreed 

for NCP sites attached to stations, on production of staff 
pass. Staff can also claim reimbursement for parking 
charges.

• No Covid-related absence to be counted for discipli-
nary action — Agreed

• Countdown paused for staff in redeployment unit 
— Agreed

• Cancel or significantly reduce SATS [station assis-
tants placed on platforms] — Not yet agreed

• Any additional travelling time incurred due to off-
group working to be included in shift or paid as over-
time — Agreed in principle

• Covid-19 testing for all staff — Being pursued with 
the Mayor

• Provide food/drink for staff on shift if local ameni-
ties closed — Not yet agreed. □

• From the ‘live bulletin’ of the RMT stations functional 
council reps bit.ly/tu-li-bu

Running the Tube safely for essential workers

Statement from members of rail union RMT

During the Covid-19 crisis, workers need strong un-
ions more than ever. Many employers are placing 

workers in danger, with unsafe working practices and 
refusing to pay wages to people who stay away from 
work under government guidance. Workforces need 
collective action, workers need reps, reps need union 
support.

RMT reps have been working hard on workplace is-
sues throughout the crisis, and have won important 
victories and concessions in many companies, for ex-
ample full pay for outsourced cleaners on London Un-
derground who self-isolate, and the closure of ferry 
operators’ on-board catering facilities in Scotland.

However, we are alarmed by the extent to which our 
union at a national level has reduced its level of ac-
tivity in some areas; by the issuing of joint statements 
with employers and the government, buying into the 
lie that “we are all in this together”; and by the blanket 
abandonment of disputes and industrial action ballots, 
with no alternative strategy for pursuing disputes put 
in place.

RMT members will rightly want to be part of the col-
lective social effort to confront the pandemic. But coop-
eration in that effort should be undertaken from a stance 
of militant opposition to, and distrust of, the bosses, and 
a refusal to give up on our struggles.

We call on the union nationally to:

• improve communication with members, giving clear 
advice and support on defending our rights and our 
health

• strongly encourage all branches and Regional Coun-
cils to continue operating as fully as possible, via online 
conferencing software, and offer branches funding and 
tutorials for such software

• stop issuing joint statements with employers and/or 
the government, and instead maintain our independent 
voice

• consider our industrial disputes on a case-by-case 
basis, drawing up (in conjunction with rank-and-file 
reps) effective strategies to pursue these disputes, taking 
into consideration the current situation

• campaign for full rights and adequate provision, in-
cluding full pay during self-isolation, for self-employed 
workers (including bogus “self-employed”), zero-hours 
contract workers, and outsourced workers, in our indus-
try and beyond.

• begin campaigning activity now for “no going back” 
after the pandemic, where we refuse to surrender, and in 
fact fight to make permanent, any gains made, e.g., full 
sick pay for outsourced workers.

• replace cancelled training courses with immediate 
alternatives such as mentoring or online courses tutored 
by our lay tutors

• engage with our equalities advisory committees 
about union action to address the particular needs of 
these groups during the crisis. □

• Sign at bit.ly/rmt-ess

Our union is an Essential Service

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://www.workersliberty.org/c19-online
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lx4RU0-tr2AuKeYbqBJXF9P1KCTj-ZHdg4okn7UvYbE/edit
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdqf9Yp9Mjafwklk2TVD-mL-Cz28qwDQTG5ZtgvC-WaG48HWA/viewform
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By Martin Thomas

Since 12 March, so for two and a half weeks now as we 
write on 30 March, the number of Covid-19 cases and 

deaths has been increasing exponentially both world-
wide and in the UK.

Worldwide the numbers of cases and deaths are both 
doubling about every week. In the UK, the number of 
cases is doubling about every three and a half days, the 
number of deaths about every three days.

The neatness of the pattern is probably coincidental. 
Country case-counts vary widely with the width of test-
ing, and if the figures were accurate the death graph 
would lag behind the cases graph rather than tracking it.

But no-one, however expert, knows how long at least 
some approximation of this pattern will continue. Things 
may well get worse as the virus spreads to poorer coun-
tries.

Where and when adequate technology is deployed, it 
looks like the virus can be checked. South Korea’s total 
of active cases has been going down since 11 March. 
China’s, since 17 February. The figures from China are 
doubtful, but are unlikely to be so far out as to make an 
actual rise into a decline. Singapore and Taiwan have 
kept their numbers of cases low.

We are not experts on the merits of the different pub-
lic-health policies in different countries; and the minute 
and total surveillance of cases in Singapore, for example, 
may work, but could not be replicated by other govern-
ments even if they wanted to.

The interests of private profit
We are qualified to say that failing to override the inter-
ests of private profit, neglecting the worst-off, and being 
inattentive to medical science, will make things worse.

That makes US president Donald Trump, and similars 
like Bolsonaro in Brazil and Modi in India, a menace to 
the world.

They are not necessarily laxer about lockdowns. Modi 
has ordered a three-week total lockdown in India, ban-
ning all public transport. Social media report policemen 
beating up vendors, smashing shops, deflating the tyres 
of vendor carts. (The least-locked-down major country, 
in fact, is Sweden, with a Social-Democratic govern-
ment, and public health authorities with considerable 
independence from the government).

But the Trump types are erratic and demagogic. There 
is no real chance that a lockdown in India for just three 
weeks will more than temporarily pause the virus. Modi 
has made no real provision to sustain the worst-off, or 
even for people with non-Covid-19 serious conditions 
to continue to get to hospital. Only recently Trump was 
talking wildly about quelling the virus by Easter.

Maybe a competent police state can check the virus (at 
a cost). Barring that, a serious effort requires democratic 
control and informed public scrutiny and debate.

Yet Trump’s approval ratings have risen since the epi-

demic exploded. So have Boris Johnson’s.
This is wartime, or early-wartime, rally-round-the-

leader politics. The pattern of history is for late-wartime, 
or after-war, politics to be more rebellious. Not always 
and completely, but generally. The “Khaki Election” of 
December 1918 in Britain, just after the end of World 
War 1, returned 379 Tory MPs: but even that brought big 
gains for Labour and the then revolutionary-nationalist 
Sinn Fein.

Current economic conditions are also more like a 
warped war economy than a regular slump. A large 
chunk of the usual workforce are out of their usual work 
and sustained meagrely at state expense. This time those 
“out” are at home rather than in the armies, so less at 
risk than those “in” rather than more so.

Reconverting war economies
It is possible to reconvert a war economy without a full 
slump: it was done, with troubles, but done, in Britain 
after World War 2. After World War 1, by contrast, we 
had continued Tory-dominated coalition rule, with a de-
termined scrapping of wartime economic controls and 
the “Geddes axe” on public spending from 1922. Un-
employment rose to 20% by April 1921 and stayed high 
through the 1920s.

The outcome depends on the activity and the strength 
of the labour movement. Already, in France, where the 
labour movement is sparkier than in the UK, president 
Macron has been forced to suspend his pension cut plans 
and promise, for “after the crisis”, “a massive plan of in-
vestments for our hospitals... deep and durable” (bit.ly/
macron-25m).

No going back from the social provision forced from 
the government by the epidemic! Rather, a going for-
ward to better and more complete social provision, dem-
ocratically controlled! □

The politics of “war”

The wealth-creators
The phones of “property specialists”, so we hear, are 

“hot with requests from the super-rich searching 
for Scottish castles, mansions with bunkers, Cotswolds 
manor houses with moats, uninhabited Caribbean is-
lands to buy, superyachts for a long charter…”

And those, we are told, are the “wealth creators”. Yet 
the essential economic “wealth-creation” is still being 
done in health care, in food supply and logistics, in 
public transport, and in other sectors. By the workers 
still on the job.

Where the workers are not on the job, the “wealth-cre-
ation” has stopped. Whether the capitalist “wealth-cre-
ator” has stuck around or fled makes no difference. It’s 
stopped.

Our labour, and the resources of nature, are the es-
sentials. The capitalists draw out wealth rather than 
put it in. □
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Covid-19 crisis: 
online resources & meetings

workersliberty.org/c19-online brings together articles, 
online meetings and resources related to and to help us 
through the crisis. Selection below.

Online meetings
• All meetings are open access and use Zoom videocalls.

Tuesday 31 March, 7-9pm: Rise of the far right in Eu-
rope: how to fight it.

Wednesday 1 April: ABCs of Marxism — Marxists 
and the Labour Party. Part of a series of weekly discus-
sions on Wednesday evenings from 7-8.30pm.

Thursday 2 April, 6pm: Covid-19, capitalism and so-
cialism. A weekly hour-long informal discussion about 
organising in and around the crisis.

Thursday 2 April 8pm: Trotsky’s “History of the Rus-
sian Revolution” A 13-week online study course.

From Sunday 5 April: Marxism and trade unions. A 
six week online course: what trade unions are for and 
the role of socialists in them. Register by 29 March.

Sunday 5 April, 12-2pm: Socialist feminist reading 
group (monthly) — Full Surrogacy Now

Sunday 5 April, 6.30-8pm: Sunday “political hangout”; 
discussion on Ursula Le Guin’s radical sci-fi.

Monday 6 and 20 April: The fight for trans rights, 
past, present and future.

Wednesday 8 April: ABCs of Marxism: What is Stalin-
ism? 15 April: Nationalism and the national question. 22 
April: Who was Lenin?

Friday 24 April: Fifty years of women’s liberation

All articles on Covid-19: workersliberty.org/covid-19.
See also: Tubeworker bulletin ; CoronaVerses: 

poems from the pandemic.

See workersliberty.org/audio for audio on the Covid-
19 crisis and beyond, and bit.ly/wlvideos for videos.

Resources and campaigns
• Campaign by NHS workers for safer workplaces 

safer and to support casualised workers.
• Take action to win safe workplaces. A briefing for work-

ers and union branches.
• Disabled Workers and the Covid-19 Crisis. A briefing.
• London Renters Union campaign for mortgage and 

rent holidays.
• Online Workers’ Liberty — facebook page
• Local mutual aid group listings

Workers’ Liberty videos

Explore Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, 
subscribe to youtube channel: bit.ly/wlvideos

New this week:
• “Coronavirus: six demands to defend mi-

grants” — Ben, co-founder of the Labour Cam-
paign for Free Movement

Featuring:
• Several videos giving socialist commentary on 

the Covid-19 crisis, a playlist
• In Defence of Bolshevism: a series by Martin 

Thomas to accompany the book of the same name
• A debate on Marxist perspectives on Irish his-

tory, between Rayner Lysaght and Sean Matgamna
• Two nations, Two states 101 — Camila Bassi 

explains background and ideas of our perspectives 
on Israel/Palestine

Plus many more debates, introductions, comment 
pieces, and coverage. □

Audio recordings of 
publications and meetings

We have been recording an audio version of our paper, 
Solidarity, for some time. We also have recordings from 

various other publications and meetings — such as many ses-
sions from Class struggle environmentalism.

Links to the audio version are at workersliberty.org/audio, 
and can be found through many podcast providers: search 
“Workers’ Liberty” or “Solidarity & More”. More information 
on subscribing and using podcasts at the URL above.

E-reader version
Email awl@workersliberty.org for e-reader Solidarity. □

Buy our pamphlets from workersliberty.org/pamphlets — The German Revolution; For workers’ climate action; Two nations, two states; more!

Buy our books!
Order from workersliberty.org/books
 
Add £2 for postage. For three or more books, post is 
free, and the third and subsequent books are half-
price.

Pay at workersliberty.org/payment

Study guides
Many educational resources, lots of them tried, tested, and 

revised over years or decades, can be found at workers-
liberty.org/study. Includes:

• Marx’s Capital. A study guide, link to Capital in audio for-
mat; 19 short videos; extensive background notes.

• 13-session “Introduction to Workers’ Liberty”
• Russian revolution: 13-session study guide to Trotsky’s 

History of the Russian Revolution; The Fate of the Russian 
Revolution vol. 1; vol. 2; more...

• The revolutionary party and the working class: Pierre 
Broué’s The German Revolution 1917-1923; Lenin’s What Is To 
Be Done?; Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks; more...

• And much, much more...
For studying in reading groups, in pairs, or alone. If you’d 
like to work through one, but might like to discuss it with 
someone contact us and we may be able to buddy you up! □
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By Sacha Ismail 

On 26 March, meeting over Zoom, the steering com-
mittee of Labour for a Socialist Europe agreed to 

launch a campaign to extend the Brexit transition pe-
riod.

There was discussion about how easy it would be 
for this campaign to get grip, but consensus about the 
importance of raising a flag and starting to prepare for 
when the issue pushes itself to the fore. (For L4SE’s ini-
tial statement, see bit.ly/extendtransition.)

Just three days later (29 March), the Sunday Times re-
ported that, despite “senior sources” saying there was 
“no way” Boris Johnson would consider a delay, the 
government is under major pressure on this.

A new poll commissioned by Best for Britain and 
Hope Not Hate found that 64% want the government to 
“request an extension to the transition period in order to 
focus properly on the coronavirus”.

That includes 84% of those who voted Labour last year 
and 78% of 18-24 year olds, but also 52% of over-65s, 
44% of Conservative voters and 19% of Brexit Party vot-
ers.

This even though Labour has said essentially nothing 
about the issue. The Labour-run Welsh government has 

called for the transition to be extended. So have lead-
ership candidate Lisa Nandy and fellow MPs David 
Lammy and Wes Streeting.

Not, however, the party itself. Not Jeremy Corbyn or 
John McDonnell. Not Keir Starmer or Rebecca Long-Bai-
ley. Nor any of the anti-Brexit left MPs. The unions are 
also silent.

Even without a strong (or so far, any) labour move-
ment campaign for extension, the Tory leadership may 
have no option but to do it anyway. But that is not some-
thing to be relied on.

More likely, and better, that they go for a serious and 
long extension after an aggressive labour movement 
campaign.

We should indict the Tories for putting even more lives 
and livelihoods at risk to satisfy their nationalist dogma. 
Regardless of wider views on Brexit, the whole labour 
movement should unite around the demand for exten-
sion, as a matter of basic working-class self-defence.

This is urgent: at least in theory, any extension request 
has to be made by 30 June. We must start building a 
campaign now, and demand that Labour and the unions 
take up this fight. □

• labourforasocialisteurope.org

64% want Brexit extension

By Mohan Sen

The government’s Coronavirus Bill passed into law on 
25 March after four days discussion in Parliament. It 

went through the House of Commons without a vote, 
since the Labour Party did not force one.

The government conceded to Labour’s demand that 
the powers granted by the Act would be reviewed and 
actively renewed every six months. That’s better than 
the two years the Tories originally proposed, but a very 
long time on the scale of the epidemic. Labour should 
have insisted on every month or two months. And Par-
liament will be able to vote only on renewing or can-
celling the whole Act, not individual measures within 
it, placing the bar for overturning the government very 
high.

It contains at least some powers which are dubiously 
related to fighting the Covid-19 epidemic, such as a 
power to forcibly detain and isolate people, for any 
amount of time, and the removal of requirements for 
deaths in police custody to be investigated.

Other measures weaken the duty of various author-
ities and bodies to provide services. This looks like 
throwing disabled people, for example, off the bus to 
lighten the load. The whole question would not arise 
unless the Tories had spent a decade gutting public ser-
vices. The first call from Labour should have been for all 
lost funding to be restored.

Of course some exceptional measures are necessary, 

and Britain has not been transformed suddenly into a 
dictatorship. But it would be foolish to ignore the dan-
gerous detail of the Coronavirus Act and the authoritar-
ian record and bent of the Johnson regime.

If the Tories start to lose popularity and struggles 
over the consequences of the virus heat up, they will be 
armed with many exceptional powers. Labour should 
change tack, demand the right for Parliament to renew 
individual emergency powers and fight to weed out 
those that are disproportionate or have little to do with 
Covid-19. □

• More on emergency powers: bit.ly/em-p

Beware the emergency powers!

Weekly featured book
This book confronts 
head-on the strongest ar-
guments against socialism: 
arguing for a society based 
on human solidarity, social 
ownership of industry and 
banks, and political, eco-
nomic and social democ-
racy. 

A Socratic dialogue: 182 
pages. £5.

• workersliberty.org/sms
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By Katy Dollar

The British Pregnancy Advisory Service has warned 
abortion services are “buckling” under the pressure 

of the coronavirus chaos, and some women have been 
unable to access abortions.

Many clinics have already had to close due to staff iso-
lation. Those wishing to access abortion who have been 
advised to self-isolate have been left with the choice of 
exposing themselves to greater risk of infection or con-
tinuing with unwanted pregnancies.

On Monday 23 March, the Department of Health an-
nounced temporary changes to abortion regulations. 
During the Covid-19 crisis abortion pills could pre-
scribed remotely and taken at home, and the procedure 
could be signed off by one nurse or midwife, instead of 
two doctors.

Almost immediately, that statement on the Depart-
ment of Health’s website was deleted, accompanied by a 
message that the guidance had been “published in error. 
There will be no changes to abortion regulations.”

It seems like anti-choice reactionaries have managed 

to block the change in regulations, despite near univer-
sal consensus across clinical and healthcare bodies.

Sweeping changes in other services highlight the id-
iocy in the government’s decision. The changes to the 
powers to detain under Mental Health legislation made 
due to coronavirus include removing the need for two 
doctors to sign of the sectioning of person, meaning you 
need fewer doctors to forcibly detain someone than to 
permit someone to end an unwanted pregnancy.

It is reasonable to assume demand for abortion will 
go up over the next few months. A boom in pregnancies 
and in relationship breakdowns has been widely pre-
dicted with so many confined to their homes.

Many, many people will lose their jobs as the economic 
fallout of the crisis becomes clearer.

The British Pregnancy Advisory Service warned at 
least 44,000 women will be forced to unnecessarily leave 
their homes to access abortion services in the next 13 
weeks, with clinic closures forcing them to make trips 
across the UK.

Remote prescription of abortion pills that can be taken 
at home will prevent unnecessary travel and save lives. 
We must fight for the Department of Health’s “publish-
ing error” to become reality.

And if we win those steps forward in abortion rights, 
we should not allow them to be taken from us. □

Government U-turn on 
abortions

By Aso Kamal

I was worried, like all the other people in the world, 
about the lack of treatment for this virus epidemic, 

so I asked the WHO [World Health Organisation] this 
question:

“Do you have any global statistics on the lack of treat-
ment, nurses, doctors, hospitals and medicine around 
the world, and how much funding is needed to over-
come this epidemic?”

WHO replied:
“WHO has deployed technical support teams since the 

beginning of March to Iran and Italy to help local and 
national health authorities design mitigation policies 
and strategies, prepare and equip health workers, clin-
ics and hospitals... WHO has shipped supplies of per-
sonal protective equipment to 57 countries, is preparing 
to ship to a further 28, and has shipped lab supplies to 
120 countries”.

We can see from this response that 120 countries lack 
in laboratory supplies and 85 countries are lacking per-
sonal protective equipment. 

There is a problem in our world health system if we 

lack the basic necessities to overcome this pandemic 
problem. Why are we in this catastrophic health system?

The answer is obvious. There is not enough budget or 
funding for the health sector!

The world’s wealth is $360 trillion, but the problem is, 
we don’t own it. “Globally, there are 46.8 million mil-
lionaires, or 0.92% of the world’s adult population in 
mid-2019. They collectively own US$158.3 trillion, or 
44% of global wealth.”

That half of the world’s fortune keeps the capital accu-
mulation process going which means that health is not 
a priority, unless it is profitable. For this reason, the UK 
and other capitalist governments make cuts in the NHS 
budget and want to sell the health sector to the USA. 

What is the solution?
This pandemic problem can be solved if £360 trillion is 

redistributed to the health sector. This means redistribu-
tion of wealth and a shift from prioritising the capitalist 
class’s profit for 1% of the population towards life and 
health for 99% of the world.

That seems to be a shift to socialism. So, what? If cap-
italism brought about an epidemic, let socialism bring 
the cure. □

The $360 trillion

Women’s Fightback
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By Martin Thomas

Most Labour and trade union leaders have fallen 
silent, or rallied behind the government, in the 

Covid-19 epidemic.
There are exceptions. But mostly it falls to the activist 

left to insist that the labour movement make itself an 
“essential service” now, fighting for workers’ control 
and to look out for the worst-off.

The semi-lockdown (no meetings, many workers at 
home) obviously makes it hard to coordinate. But the 
more the activist left can unite to insist that union and 
Labour structures continue to operate, especially above 
workplace level, the better.

Solidarity has argued for three main ideas in the epi-
demic: requisitioning (emergency public ownership) of 
key sectors; workers’ control; safeguards for the worst-
off (zero-hours and agency workers, migrants, refu-
gees, the homeless, prisoners, etc.; and the people in the 
world’s poorer countries).

Key ideas
All those ideas also figure in the response of other left-
wing groups. They are overlaid and blurred (in our 
view) by flaccid “anti-Tory” or anti-neoliberal generali-
ties, headlines like “Don’t trust Tories” or “The corona-
virus crisis is a capitalist crisis”. And they are often not 
spelled out in specifics. But they are there, or at least 
they are not contradicted.

Socialist Alternative (a recent splinter from the So-
cialist Party) is the other group, besides us, to highlight 
workers’ control, or, as they put it, “democratic control 
by frontline workers”.

The NPA in France, the PST in Algeria, and the Fourth 
International (an international network of left groups 
including the PST and core members of the NPA) have 
raised the demand for requisitioning, and Socialist Al-
ternative calls for nationalisation of pharmaceuticals.

The Fourth International’s statement also highlights, 
more than other left responses besides our own, looking 
out for the worst-off.

The Socialist Party has stressed that “union independ-
ence must be maintained”, and carried reports on where 
unions have continued to function vigorously during 
the epidemic.

Lutte Ouvrière in France highlights the shutting-down 
during the epidemic of non-essential work, with full pay 
for those sent home. The NPA echoes that theme.

Political measures
Some groups (the SP and Socialist Alternative, for exam-
ple) have headlined “mass testing”. We haven’t head-
lined that. Of course we want mass testing. But we think 
the political focus should be on the political measures 
required to push that forward: requisitioning, workers’ 
control.

We know that thanks to cuts the NHS minimised stock-
piles and reserves designed to deal with non-immediate 
risks. The very neoliberal governments in South Korea 
and Germany and Australia (none of which countries 
has free-at-the-point-of-need health care) have done bet-
ter on testing, in South Korea because kickback from its 
experience with MERS and SARS had pushed the gov-
ernment into contingency planning.

We focus on the real political points here: giving re-
sources to provide against risks which do not generate 
“market signals” here and now; and democratic scrutiny 
of government policy.

On those the left agrees. On those we should work to-
gether. □ 

Unite the left in 
the epidemic!

More online
Scrap all energy bills in the lockdown! By Luke Hardy
bit.ly/en-lkd

Rape as a weapon of war: Jean Lane reviews a new book
bit.ly/jl-cl

Workers’ rights on the Tube: a daily chronicle from 
activists in an essential service
bit.ly/tw-b

Hunger strike in Iran’s jails demanding release of 
political prisoners in the epidemic
bit.ly/hs-iran

Eduardo Tovar reviews Robert Fine’s Cosmopolitanism
bit.ly/et-rf-co 

Hugh Edwards on Covid-19 and Italy’s health cuts
bit.ly/it-37m □
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By a Sheffield Labour activist

Our Labour Branch got its (left wing) council can-
didate and our Campaigns Committee to set up a 

Facebook group for people in our neighbourhood who 
were interested in a mutual aid group.

This group now has 600 members on Facebook. We 
have divided the ward into its polling station areas and 
set up a WhatsApp group for each one. The co-ordi-
nators of those groups and the leading people in our 
Branch Labour Party are in a central “co-ordinators’ 
chat”.

Everywhere we say that the group was set up by the 
Labour Party but everyone is welcome. “Leaders” from 
the polling station areas have been co-opted into the 
co-ordinators’ group regardless of affiliation.

We’ve also given people who aren’t happy about pro-
moting Labour the option of using a door-to-door leaf-
let without the Labour “imprint” on the bottom – this 
was welcomed as a gesture, but I think actual take-up of 
these “non-party” leaflets has been very small.

Formal safeguarding training has been important. Our 
leading people went through a formal online safeguard-
ing session, which has meant that we’ve been able to ce-
ment the group as a legitimate and professional mutual 
aid provider in our area.

We have circulated four items through thousands of 
doors:

• A leaflet that a volunteer can amend, providing their 
contact details and indicating what help they can offer, 
and then put through their neighbours’ doors (one op-
tion is to offer “help with your rights at work”)

• A “your rights at work” leaflet
• A poster advertising the services of the mutual aid 

group (and its Labour Party identity)
• A leaflet asking people to not light garden fires be-

cause we’ve had complaints from sufferers that the par-
ticles are screwing up their lungs.

We have been getting a few requests for food, but 
mostly people have contacted us to say “thanks and 
we’ll likely need you soon enough”.

We have had a couple of people contact us about their 
rights at work, including one supermarket worker who 
is concerned about health and safety in the workplace.

Obviously we’re not in a position to “get Labour on 
the streets” right now. But everywhere Labour Parties 
can do ring-rounds to mobilise their members to:

• get involved in mutual aid networks
• observe and collate information (from friends, fam-

ily, neighbours, shopworkers) about abuses of workers’ 
rights

• get involved with self-education, clicktivism, banner 
drops, or putting up window posters with slogans about 
the NHS. □

Mutual aid and politics

By Maisie Sanders

Universities have been among the worst offending 
employers of the crisis so far.

Sussex University has effectively sacked all staff on 
temporary contracts. King’s College London, despite an 
easy “do what you can, don’t worry” attitude to its aca-
demic staff, has sacked cleaner and UVW activist Percy 
Yunganina for missing a hearing that he didn’t attend 
due to government social distancing guidelines.

Cleaners at the University of London have had their 
hours and therefore pay cut by half. Catering staff at the 
University of Essex have been laid off with no guarantee 
of pay, as have outsourced workers at the University of 
London’s Student Central bar. 

Most universities and student lettings companies are 
refusing to let students terminate their contracts early, 
despite most having been required to move home at 
short notice — i.e. they are asking students to pay rent 
for accommodation in which, because of the epidemic, 
they are not living.

In response, rent strikes have been launched at SOAS, 
University of London, Bristol Student Digs, the Univer-
sity of Birmingham and Surrey (which has won its first 
demand). 

Students involved in Student Strike Solidarity are de-
manding that our universities:

• cancel upcoming rent for all
• expand hardship funds (full-time students do not 

have access to Universal Credit)
• decide new forms of assessment democratically, 

with teaching staff and students in each department;
• stop monitoring international students’ attendance 

and extend visa sponsorship
• guarantee full sick pay for all staff, no redundancies
• give a guarantee of two years’ work to all casual 

staff, and a commitment to end outsourcing and casual-
isation.

We also want
• wages for health and social care students on the 

front lines
• mental health and crisis support for students still in 

university accommodation
• empty university accommodation to be used to 

house homeless people during the pandemic.
The demands can be read in full at studentstrikesol-

idarity.com/demands. Resources for rent strikes, plus 
updates and opportunities for clicktivism can be found 
at @occupation_hub and studentstrikesolidarity.com/
rent-strike-resources. □

Students launch rent strikes
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By Jay Dawkey

“I dunno man, it can’t be right. Look at how many 
the flu kills, there is something up here. Look at the 

new laws, black boys gonna lose their lives in jail and 
they can bury them, no questions”.

E is holding forth in a control room that now has five 
of us in it. Two people could just about hope to be two 
metres away. At five it’s an impossibility.

I’ve signed in, I’m not happy about it. I’ve been re-
allocated to full-time station work from training for a 
driver’s job, after working stations weekends on the 
Night Tube. I find others in similar positions in the mess 
room. “I haven’t worked here for six months, but it’s the 
nearest station now, I don’t want to travel”. “I haven’t 
worked on a station for four years but if I can squat here 
for now I will”.

At least a few of us are in the same boat. We’ve done 
ok here. The WAGs (the wide gates for pushchairs, lug-
gage, people with mobility issues) are open. No one is 
setting foot near the ticket machines, let alone going in 
the back to deal with the cash or fix the machine flashing 
“No Notes” over and over again. 

As I walked over to the mess room, D, the supervisor, 
said “No one needs to be on the gateline, but try and do 
the social distancing among yourselves.”

Here, there are enough rooms and spaces we can go 
to for that. There can’t be in other places. I ask someone 
what they are doing at another station. “He had us out 
on the gateline still. I’m not even sure he should be in, 
but he’s in his office and he tells us to stay outside. It’s 
better here. I’m gonna ask for more shifts here.”

People want to know how long until I go again, 
whether I know what’s going on elsewhere. “I know as 
much as anyone else. One minute I was in the classroom 
[training for a driver’s job], the next I was being told to 
go home and report back for work the next day.”

“When I saw that email, I felt for you man, longer you 
are here the further I am to getting out as well hahah.” Z 
leaves to make a call. I go back to reading. An hour or so 
later and I’ve done nothing but chat and read. Travel on 
the Tube is down 93%. It’s only 350,000 journeys being 
made every day. The next day I get reports that the po-
lice have started to do spot checks, stopping people and 
asking them why they are travelling. We’ve started get-
ting letters to carry to let us travel to work. Some people 
want the cops to be on the station longer. But if people 
aren’t going to get paid if they don’t turn up to work 
then their journey is essential.

At one point we had six of us on the station, more than 
we possibly need. I suggest some of us ask to leave, it’s 
less safe than us being at home. I text our union rep, ask-
ing where we’ve got with getting this formally agreed. 
He says he is chasing up.

I leave at 0100 and wait for my taxi. It’s not taking me 
all the way home, but it’s more hassle to change cabs. I’ll 
get a night bus the rest of the way. I see two homeless 
guys, regulars outside the station.

One goes to hug the other one. “Fuck off! We gotta 
keep our distance”. They both burst out laughing and 
shuffle off, sharing a can of Holsten Pils.

My taxi arrives. He’s still waiting to find out if he is 
a key worker. His daughter works at Next. They want 
her to go in and sort stock. He’s told her she shouldn’t. 
They want to pay them just £11 per week while they 
are closed. Central London is absolutely dead, bar the 
occasional person in a shop doorway or on a bench. At 
least it’s dry outside.

After the taxi drops me off, I wait for the bus. A home-
less couple, huddling together, smoking heroin, catch 
my attention as I see the flame of the lighter. It’s almost 
0200 when my bus turns up. It’s me and one other per-
son. The driver has a face mask hanging limply from 
one ear. Some cling film has been stuck over the holes 
by the barrier between me and him.

We don’t need to talk anyway. I get in, wash my hands 
and go to bed. Ready for the next shift. □

• “Jay Dawkey” is a Tube worker.

“He’s in his office and 
tells us to go outside”
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By Gerry Bates

Amnesty International UK’s head of policy and gov-
ernment affairs, Allan Hogarth, has said that elderly 

prisoners and those with underlying medical conditions 
should “immediately” be considered for release “if they 
do not pose a threat to themselves or society”. The gov-
ernment has said (25 March) that it is “looking carefully” 
at releasing some prisoners.

As of March 2019 (the latest official figures), about 25% 
of prisoners were in jail on “violence against the per-
son” counts, large or sometimes small, and about 15% 
on sex-offences counts. Theft and drug counts are the 
biggest other categories. Something like 60% of prison-
ers — or more! — could be released with risk at most 
only to property, not to life (and it would then be possi-
ble to have safe conditions for the remainder).

Keeping prisoners in overcrowded and squalid jails in 
the midst of the epidemic is sentencing them to a high 
risk of death. The courts never sentenced them to that. 
Release them now, before the epidemic gets into the 
jails! □

Close to full pay

We think we’re close to an agreement with the Cab-
inet Office that all outsourced workers on the 

civil service estate will get full pay if they go off sick 
and self-isolation, where previously they’d only have 
had access to Statutory Sick Pay or in some cases they 
would not be paid at all.

We’ve won that agreement in some departments al-
ready, such as BEIS London, where the union is strong 
locally, and the outsourced workers have a recent his-
tory of struggle. But in other places the outsourced con-
tractors have been holding out, so we want a central 
agreement with the employer to ensure all outsourced 
workers are covered. If we secure that, we’ll fight to en-
sure there’s no going back, and that, once the pandemic 
is over, outsourced workers aren’t forced back into a 
situation where they can’t afford to be sick.

We’ve already secured a number of basic agreements 
covering directly-employed civil servants, such as that 
no Covid-related absence, whether sickness or self-iso-
lation, will count towards attendance monitoring or 
disciplinary procedures, and that all workers will be 
fully paid for periods of self-isolation. One thing the 
employer is resistant to is an agreement that workers 
who have a vulnerable dependent will be fully paid if 
they choose to stay home in order to protect them, so 
we’re continuing to push on that.

Many civil servants are currently working from 
home, and we want to increase those numbers as much 
as possible so as to reduce the numbers at risk in the 
workplace. The union will shortly be issuing guidance 
to branches and workplace groups on what members 
should do if they feel they’re being asked to work in an 
unsafe way — how can you challenge that, what action 
can you take, and how you can use the legislation to 
collectively refuse to carry out those unsafe tasks

We have already had a group of members at an office 
in Liverpool walk off the job, after reps conducted a 
workplace inspection and found no hand gels availa-
ble, no increase in the cleaning regime, and inadequate 
safety and risk-minimisation measures. After a three-
hour walkout by the workers, management agreed to 
put improvements in place. We want an agreement 
with the national employer to compel local manage-
ment to put adequate safety measures in place, but 
in advance of that, or where it’s not adhered to, we’ll 
support our members in taking action locally to ensure 
workers are protected.

It’s vital that the union continues to function to the 
fullest extent possible through the crisis. We’ve re-
cruited 1,000 new members in the last weeks, and to re-
tain and organise them we need to be active. The union 
nationally is gearing up to provide branches with the 
tools to function, whether that’s teleconferencing or 
apps like Zoom. We’re also holding events nationally, 
such as Zoom calls for reps. The union will not by any 
means be shutting down. □
• John Moloney is assistant general secretary of PCS, 
writing here in a personal capacity

Empty the jails!

Italy — minimum standards, too soft

In Italy, workers’ stoppages of production in major fac-
tories, Arcelor Mittal, Fiat-Chrysler, Fincantieri, Mase-

rati, Yamaha, Ducati, among others, about inadequate 
safeguards against infection within factories, pushed 
three trade union confederations — CGIL, CISL, and 
UIL — to get a joint protocol with government and em-
ployers on 14 March about minimum standards. The 
agreement has been criticised by grassroots activists as 
too soft. — Francesco Pontarelli on Global Labour Col-
umn, bit.ly/glc-ita □

Amazon in France

After French Amazon workers threaten to use the 
equivalent in French law of Section 44 of the Em-

ployment Rights Act 1996 — to withdraw from work 
areas if they perceive “serious and imminent danger” — 
French finance minister Bruno Le Maire has said: “These 
pressures [on workers] are unacceptable, we’ll let Ama-
zon know” — bit.ly/lm-amz □

International struggles

John Moloney 
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1. Requisition (in other words, take into 
emergency public ownership):

• private hospitals, as Ireland and Spain have done
• the pharmaceutical and medical-supplies indus-

tries, so that production can be ramped up in a coordi-
nated way to meet the crisis

• high finance, so that the epidemic is not com-
pounded by a snowballing economic slump resulting 
from an implosion of credit

• and other sectors where coordinated mobilisation 
is necessary.

2. Fight for workers’ control
The workers ourselves, taking expert advice, should 
have a decisive voice in identifying and running what 
is essential, and how to work as safely and effectively 
as possible in the emergency.

3. Make the labour movement operate as an 
essential service!

It is the duty of the labour movement to make itself an 
essential service in the emergency:

• to impose workers’ control on the emergency re-
sponse, to stop it being impeded by bureaucratic iner-
tia and profit priorities

• to defend workers’ rights — all workers, including 
those still at work in essential services, those who have 
to self-isolate on public health advice or stay at home 
to look after children, and those already laid off

• to stand up for the worst-off, who generally suffer 
the worst in epidemics: low-paid and insecure work-
ers, the homeless, migrants, those in jail, the disabled.

4. Defend workers’ rights
All workers outside essential services should be at 
home, working from home if possible, on leave other-
wise, on full pay.

In all essential services, unions must insist on full pay 
for every worker in the building (including zero hours, 
agency, and subcontractor staff) who takes time off to 
follow public health advice or because they have to 
care for children whose schools or nurseries are closed.

We demand immediately-accessible fallback pay for 

all. The government has promised to ban evictions 
during the emergency. We demand cancellation of all 
rent, mortgage, and utility payments during the emer-
gency.

5. Take care of the worst-off
People held in detention centres should be released 
and offered accommodation if needed. The same for 
those in jail, excluding only those whose conviction in-
dicates a threat to human life if they are released.

“No Recourse to Public Funds” and other rules and 
charges restricting public services for migrants should 
be abolished. Suspend all enforcement of restrictions 
on migrants, and enable “illegal” migrants to get help, 
and defend their rights, without risk of deportation.

House the homeless. (The government said it would 
require councils to do that by the weekend 28-29 
March). Hotels and similar accommodation should 
also be made available to domestic violence victims.

6. Defend civil liberties
There is a public-health case for restricting move-
ment and assemblies. But the emergency powers law 
pushed through by the government goes beyond that 
in a number of ways.

7. Think internationally
The labour movement has a duty to think internation-
ally, and to demand the resettlement in decent condi-
tions of those held in refugee camps across the world, 
and massive aid to poorer countries. □

Solidarity is usually published as a 16-page tabloid 
each week. During the semi-lockdown, we’re pub-

lishing as a smaller printable pdf online, plus our usual 
audio and e-reader versions, plus a limited print run 
mailed out to our people in essential-services work-
places. We’ve changed our schedule so that we now 
“go to press” Monday night rather than Tuesday night 
each week.

We’ve switched to doing “meetings” online, and in 
fact we’re doing more online meetings than we did 
face-to-face meetings before. Check out our offer on 
pages 8-9. □
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