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To beat the pandemic, to beat 
poverty: good sick pay for all!

There is growing noise in the labour movement and 
more widely around the issue of sick pay. We urgently 

need a bigger campaign on this issue.
Despite right-wing agitation about people flouting lock-

down regulations, the evidence suggests something like 
90% general compliance (see the British Medical Journal, 
bit.ly/bmjlock).

But much lower numbers of those infected or in contact 
with the infected are self-isolating fully: more like 20%. 
Unlike hand-washing and social distancing, self-isolation 
often requires material resources and support, particu-
larly sufficient space and an income.

Data from the first lockdown suggested that the worst-
off were six times more likely than the most affluent to 
leave home and three times less likely to self-isolate, de-
spite having the same personal motivation to do so.

In November even the Tory peer Dido Harding, head of 
the NHS Test and Trace program, admitted that the lack 
of material and financial support for those who need to 
self-isolate is decisive.

We need provision of quarantine accommodation for 
those who cannot self-isolate effectively at home, and 
strengthening and expansion of the furlough and self-em-
ployed support schemes.

But sick or isolation pay is key. At £95.85 UK Statutory 
Sick Pay is the least generous in the EU, apart from Malta’s. 
It covers only 20% on average of workers’ income. The 
level is 50% or more in all but three of 27 EU countries; 
70% in Germany, Croatia and the Netherlands; 80% in 
Denmark, Bulgaria and Poland; and 100% in Luxemburg.

A fifth of UK workers get no sick pay at all, not even at 
the measly SSP level. That includes the really or notionally 
self-employed, zero-hours workers, and those who earn 
less than £120 a week. The percentage is higher in some 
crucial sectors, including social care.

Even the US introduced emergency legislation to grant 
20 million extra workers two weeks’ leave on full pay for 
self-isolation — a measure epidemiologists estimate has 
prevented at least 600,000 infections.

The government knows this, but has failed to act more 
than minimally. The Labour leadership’s silence, broken 
by only occasional vague and low-profile nods towards 
the issue, has helped the Tories get away with it.

Even relatively clear, sustained commentary and pro-
posals from Labour would probably make a difference. 
Campaigning certainly would.

We need stepped-up organising both to push Labour 
into action and to push the issue — in politics and in work-

places — where Starmer and co. won’t.
The Safe and Equal campaign has been organising 

around sick pay since March. More recently others on the 
Labour left, mainly the Don’t Leave, Organise group and 
Leeds East MP Richard Burgon, have taken it up. Another 
Europe is Possible has launched a call to level up sick pay 
at least to the European average. 

Some unions, notably PCS and United Voice of the 
World, have agitated around sick pay. Battles have been 
won in some workplaces, for instance by PCS and UVW in 
the civil service and by RMT cleaners on London Under-
ground. Unison in the North-West won a big expansion 
of isolation pay in care homes in that region. The TUC 
has now called for SSP to be expanded to all workers and 
raised from £95.85 to £320 a week.

Labour movement activists and everyone who wants to 
see progress on this should link up with Safe and Equal, 
and raise the issue in their union branches and local La-
bour Parties. Even better, the more we can coordinate the 
organisations and activists organising around sick pay 
into a united force. □

• safeandequal.org

The paper for e-readers
As well as our print, online, pdf, and audio versions, 

Solidarity also publishes an e-reader version. The 
e-reader version has dyslexic readers especially in 
mind, since it provides the text in the simplest form, 
and one that can be modified for typeface and type 
size by each individual. Interested in getting it? Just 
email awl@workersliberty,org with a request. □

Editorial 

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2021/01/07/pandemic-fatigue-how-adherence-to-covid-19-regulations-has-been-misrepresented-and-why-it-matters
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Starmer wraps himself 
in the flag
By Michael Elms

Keir Starmer’s 5 January address to the nation had a sur-
real quality. Hunched before a Union Jack, he fretfully 

listed groups of people who would be inconvenienced 
by the new lockdown and its “difficulties”, before rallying 
to tell us that the “strength of the British people” will see 
everything right, and in particular that Brits will get vacci-
nated before any foreigners do.

It was as if a distressed and confused performer had 
been forced by his employer to go on TV to do Captain 
Mainwaring impressions. 

Starmer might have mentioned the TUC’s call for Stat-
utory Sick Pay to be increased to at least the level of the 
real living wage (i.e. more than tripled).

He might have pointed out that in-work poverty and 
insecure employment make infection control harder, by 
forcing people to go to work when they feel ill. Or even 
repeated the Shadow Chancellor’s suggestion that Uni-
versal Credit be boosted.

At the very least, you might have thought that the leader 
of the party of labour would mention the fact that the Na-
tional Education Union had just forced the government to 
close primary schools. 

You’d be wrong. This speech wasn’t about any of that 
stuff. It was about Britain — and about how the new leader 
of the Labour Party is not in the IRA. In a 599-word speech, 
he said the words “Britain”, “British”, “nation” and “coun-
try” 15 times; “Labour” once; “union” not at all.

Starmer’s line was that Labour would support the gov-
ernment as part of a “national effort”. Oppositional ac-
tivities are to be restricted to asking questions. These 
questions will not be about sick pay or layoffs, but about 
support for “businesses and families” (he said that twice, 
always “businesses” first). Clearly, to him, the defiance of 
school workers was an embarrassment, and hurt Labour’s 
credibility as a party of order. 

The problem with “national unity” in the face of a crisis 
is that it’s always one-sided. The capitalist class does not 
stop fighting the class war — lay-offs, pay cuts, profiteering 
off the public sector, and profit-driven recklessness with 
workers’ lives all continue apace — but moral pressure is 
heaped upon workers to lay down their arms and accept 
their lot. 

Various groups of workers have taken action to assert 
their rights and interests against the bosses in the tur-
moil of the pandemic. Outsourced staff at Great Ormond 
Street Hospital won the fight to be brought in-house. Care 
workers across the UK have taken the crisis as a spur to 
organise and civilise the care industry. British Gas workers 
have struck to stop a “fire and rehire” attack on their terms 
and conditions.

But Starmer, the leading political representative of these 
workers, is invoking “the national interest” and going on 
about “sacrifice” to get them to stop resisting exploita-
tion. Only polite questions about “support for businesses 
and families” are allowed.

The nationalist message of Starmer’s speech is truly 
abysmal. It should stand as a warning to others about the 
brain-rotting consequences of the “progressive patriot-
ism” pill, pushed by the likes of the Morning Star and Paul 
Embery. On the face of it, it’s just another dismal iteration 
of the key theme in Starmer’s leadership — daubing on 
the Union Jack face-paint and saying “British” over and 
over to win back the Red Wall.

Starmer tells a series of absurd lies: that the UK was 
“the first country in the world to get the vaccine” (Russia 
and China were first); that Britain got the vaccine because 
of “the brilliance of our scientists” (all currently-availa-
ble vaccines were the result of large-scale international 
co-operation); that Britain can be the first in the world to 
vaccinate a lot of its citizens (Israel is far ahead here).

But besides the clownishness and falsehoods, Starm-
er’s underlying point here is grotty and immoral. We are 
supposed to glory in national pride and feel good about 
ourselves if people in, say, Iraq or Greece get vaccinated 
later? 

The workers’ movement doesn’t need a focus-group-
driven clown show: it needs a political voice that loudly 
champions its struggles and describes a working-class, 
socialist answer to the crisis of the pandemic. □

Condemn Starmer 
u-turn on free 
movement
The Labour Campaign for Free Movement is seek-

ing signatures and Constituency Labour Party and 
union motions calling on the Labour leadership to sup-
port democracy, migrant rights and the 2019 Labour 
Party conference decision on free movement: bit.ly/
ks-fm and bit.ly/mo-pe

This is a response to Keir Starmer saying on 10 Janu-
ary, when asked if Labour would stick to its free move-
ment policy: “I don’t think there’s an argument for 
reopening those aspects of the treaty”.

A year ago, asked when running for Labour leader 
whether he would bring back free movement for EU 
citizens, Starmer said: “Yes of course — bring back, 
argue for, challenge”. □

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
https://labourlist.org/2021/01/starmer-lets-be-the-first-in-the-world-to-get-our-country-vaccinated/
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/government-must-boost-self-isolation-support-get-control-spiralling-covid-19-cases
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdEGDIjQEHG_VHBRcCZeQhve-GH3JcatOhF2SyWe7JBZtODgw/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdEGDIjQEHG_VHBRcCZeQhve-GH3JcatOhF2SyWe7JBZtODgw/viewform
http://myge2019.wordpress.com
https://labourlist.org/2021/01/sunday-shows-nursery-schools-probably-should-be-closed-says-starmer/
https://labourlist.org/2021/01/sunday-shows-nursery-schools-probably-should-be-closed-says-starmer/
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/keir-starmer-says-would-bring-21401161
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Storming the Capitol: strange 
comparisons

By Jim Denham

Ever since Trump’s election in 2016, there have been 
some on the left who’ve resisted the idea that he is 

anything particularly out of the ordinary in terms of US 
bourgeois democracy. In particular, many of these peo-
ple deride any suggestion that Trump and the movement 
behind him can be considered fascist or “proto-fascist.”

Some of the people downplaying the Trump threat are, 
in fact, advocates of variants of third-period Stalinism – 
i.e. people who think Trump is, objectively, preferable to 
Hillary Clinton or Joe Biden. 

It’s difficult to work out exactly where the Morning Star 
stands on this. The paper, like the US Communist Party, 
advocated a Biden vote, though regular contributor and 
leading Communist Party of Britain member Nick Wright 
argued, after the November election, that the Trump 
administration had been “delivering on its promises” to 
workers and that Biden’s victory represented a “restora-
tion of the violent neoliberal order.”

The paper’s initial response to the storming of the Cap-
itol was that “the most significant event... [was] the deci-
sion of Vice-President Mike Pence to throw his bloated 
boss overboard and line up with the Republican leader-
ship... It was this, as much as anything else, which so en-
raged the mob and sharpened their sense of betrayal. In 
this, they have more finely tuned political instincts than 
the host of liberal commentators on both sides of the At-
lantic who saw an existential threat to US ‘democracy’.”

The same editorial (8 Jan) went on to make some com-
parisons, the first with Boris Yeltsin in 1993, when he or-
dered tanks to fire on the Russian Parliament. The editorial 
describes that as “a real challenge to elected authority 
and constitutional order”, which it undoubtedly was. But 
the editorial neglects to inform us that this came after the 
Speaker and the Vice President incited armed gangs of 
protesters to attack the Ostankino television studio, the 
centre of Russia’s broadcast media, and the Moscow may-
or’s office, as part of a campaign to overturn democratic 
reforms and return to Stalinist authoritarianism. That, of 
course, the real reason why the Morning Star hates Yelt-
sin. It’s also worth noting that for all the huge amount that 
must be said against him, Yeltsin was the first (and so far 
only) Russian leader to voluntarily give up power.

Next comes the extraordinary claim that “liberal opinion 
is reflected in a media that cheers on such manifestations 
if they are contrived in places like Hong Kong, which has 
a police force more responsive to elected authority than 
Washington DC, or Venezuela, where to become presi-
dent requires a majority of votes.”

The grotesque comparison with Hong Kong should 
come as no surprise, given the paper’s unquestioning 
support for the Chinese state and its puppets in Hong 
Kong, but the reference to Venezuela is, perhaps, a little 
more appropriate (though not for the reason the Morning 
Star intended).

Despite Trump’s attempts to oust Venezuelan president 
Maduro, the two have a remarkably similar attitude to de-
mocracy: Maduro fraudulently manufactured a victory in 
May 2018 and then went on to ensure that prior to the 
December 2020 National Assembly election, the pro-gov-
ernment supreme court handed key opposition parties to 
politicians who were in league with him, effectively allow-
ing the government to choose the opposition — some-
thing Trump would surely approve of.

After all this waffle and strange comparisons, the Morn-
ing Star smoothed the contradictions by concluding that 
none of it really matters very much: “However dangerous 
Trump’s emboldened fan base proves... Joe Biden’s suc-
cession was never threatened; Trump’s belated recogni-
tion of the fact was, after all, the denouement to this tragic 
farce.” □

As well as campaigning against Keir Starmer’s u-turn 
on free movement (see page 3), the Labour Cam-

paign for Free Movement is organising an anti-depor-
tations meeting for late January.

The “Free Osime Brown” petition has just passed 
one-third of a million signatures, and now 58 MPs have 
signed the Early Day Motion against deportation.

The LCFM steering committee also heard a briefing 
from Rosie Newbigging about the campaign to stop 
Yarls Wood expansion.

Neurodivergent Labour last year submitted a sum-
mary of its manifesto to the Labour Party policy review. 
That submission was the second most popular in the 
Work, Pensions and Equality commission, but the com-
mission’s interim report released in December men-
tions it not at all.

ND Labour’s patron MP John McDonnell is arranging 
for other Labour MPs to put their names to a letter urg-
ing the inclusion of Neurodivergent Labour’s policies.

Free Our Unions has added to its website an inter-
view with Gerry Carroll MLA about left-wing People 
Before Profit MLAs moving a trade-union freedom bill 
in the Northern Ireland parliament: a model for what 
should be done in the Westminster parliament. □

• All campaign info plus model-motion texts at 
workersliberty.org/agenda

Antidoto

Activist agenda

http://www.workersliberty.org
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https://www.policyforum.labour.org.uk/commissions
https://freeourunions.org/2021/01/08/a-trade-union-freedom-bill-in-stormont-interview-with-gerry-carroll-mla/
https://freeourunions.org/2021/01/08/a-trade-union-freedom-bill-in-stormont-interview-with-gerry-carroll-mla/
http://www.workersliberty.org/agenda
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By Katy Dollar

Twitter has removed a tweet by a Chinese embassy 
account spreading “violent propaganda” about the 

alleged sterilisation of Uyghur Muslim women after re-
ceiving several complaints.

The embassy shared an article from state-run media 
China Daily, which claimed the “eradication of extremism” 
in Xinjiang, an area of China with a large Uyghur popula-
tion, has given women “more autonomy”.

It said: “Study shows that in the process of eradicat-
ing extremism, the minds of Uyghur women in Xinjiang 
were emancipated and gender equality and reproduc-
tive health were promoted, making them no longer 
baby-making machines. They are more confident and 
independent.”

China’s propaganda has stepped up after the several 
news stories internationally about their treatment of the 
Uyghur population. State media recently released a se-
ries of short films subtitled in English, titled Embracing a 
New Life, featuring Uyghur women narrating, in Mandarin 
Chinese, their “empowering” experiences after “re-edu-
cation.”

I’ve previously written about reports that China is carry-
ing out forced sterilisations of women of ethnic minority 
populations in the western Xinjiang region. More than 

one million Uyghurs and other mostly Muslim minorities 
are imprisoned in re-education camps. Uyghur women 
and other ethnic minorities are being threatened with in-
ternment in the camps for refusing to abort pregnancies 
that exceed birth quotas.

According to a report last year women have been invol-
untarily fitted with intrauterine contraceptives or coerced 
into receiving sterilisation surgeries, even where they had 
fewer than the permitted two children. Government doc-
uments showed that women in some rural minority com-
munities in the region have received frequent mandatory 
gynaecological exams and bi-monthly pregnancy tests 
from local health officials.

The Chinese state is looking to portray its attempted 
eugenics campaign as liberation from above for women 
trapped in religious communities in Xinjiang. This is 
state propaganda for international audiences intended 
to chime with much of the western propaganda around 
Islam and the war on terror.

No doubt true Uyghur women face sexism within their 
community, which will contain its own patriarchal hierar-
chies. We do not trust the Chinese state to bring women’s 
liberation to a minority it is attempting to destroy.

Women in Xinjiang need solidarity in their struggles 
against the encroachment of Chinese state into their bod-
ily autonomy, within China and internationally. □

Chinese policy is eugenics, not liberation

By AWL students

Groups of students at around 50 Unis are now with-
holding rent for halls of residence, or about to start 

doing so.
The advice to most students not to return to campus 

until mid-February at earliest has given the rent strike 
wave fresh impetus. What’s the point of paying for accom-
modation you can’t use for at least six weeks and possibly 
longer?

The movement is beginning to consolidate organisa-
tion, with meetings being held, reps elected and a na-
tional network.

The grievances, anxieties and consequently demands 
for undergraduates go beyond paying for accommoda-
tion that isn’t occupied.

They include: substandard accommodation, infestation, 
exorbitant rents, lack of clear advice and processes for 
international students, concerns over fair mitigation pro-
cesses in assessments.

Students who are not participating (e.g. because they 
live in all-year-round accommodation) and staff should 
show our solidarity with letters and motions of support.

Zac from the Sheffield Hallam rent strike told Solidarity:

Students are angry, rightly so, about the way the gov-
ernment has let them down and the way that Sheffield 

Hallam has lied to them.

University management should at the very least be 
meeting with us and then listening to us and then up-
holding their end of the bargain — providing quality ac-
commodation — which they are not. They are complicit in 
the problems. The University has decided that the accom-
modation providers are the best people for the job and 
they are not.

At the start of the rent strike, me and few other people 
put our heads together to come up with our demands, 
looking at the other rent strikes and their demands. Now 
we have a more democratic process and the demands are 
more in tune with what other strikers want.

We’ve been talking to the student union. They are sup-
portive but they are not fully supportive of all demands. 
We need to follow up on this.

I’ve learned a lot during the campaign — I’ve never or-
ganised anything like this before — about digital cam-
paigning, about legalities around rent strike, many other 
things. I’ve already learned how bad it is across campus. 
Many students have a lot to complain about.

It’s going well. On New Year’s Eve we had about 270-
odd people signed up and then in the week after we dou-
bled that number. We’re meeting with trade unions soon, 
and with Olivia Blake MP soon. It’s been helpful getting 
in touch with Sheffield Uni rent strike; we’ve been able to 
help each other.

But we need to get university into the room with us. □

University rent strikes escalate

http://workersliberty.org/audio
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Why banned pesticide is being used

By Zack Muddle 

Twenty-twenty: an epidemic proliferated across Eu-
rope, wreaking devastation, hitting the South of Eng-

land badly, and continuing into 2021. The government is 
legislating emergency measures. No, I’m not referring to 
CoV-SARS-2.

I’m talking about Beet Yellows Virus.
On 8 January, the government authorised use of thia-

methoxam for tackling BYV. Thiamethoxam was banned 
in 2018 across the EU, with UK support, as part of wider 
restrictions on the neonicotinoid family of pesticides.

There is no relevant change in the evidence for restrict-
ing those pesticides.

The virus infects and kills sugar beet, the main ingredi-
ent behind UK-sourced refined sugar. BYV (and related 
diseases) are spread by aphids as the insect feeds on 
sugar beet’s sap.

The government recognised and recognises that, at a 
time when England’s insect population is rapidly falling, 
thiamethoxam poses a serious danger to bees: likely a 
key cause of colony collapse. It impacts other insects too, 
birds and mammals eating treated seedlings, and prob-
ably aquatic insects too, from pesticide running off fields 
and polluting rivers.

Despite the timing, it is not primarily Brexit which ena-
bled the government’s emergency licensing. Loopholes 
in the original legislation permitted “emergency author-
isation”, which has been widely granted with insufficient 
justification.

Climate change has fuelled the spread of BYV. Milder 
temperatures allow aphids to overwinter. Aphids tradi-
tionally migrated from their winter hosts to their summer 
hosts around April or July. This, like plant growth, is af-
fected by temperature. Sugar beets are most vulnerable 
when they are youngest. Warmer and drier springs can 
cause larger and earlier migrations of aphids, hitting 
crops when they are less resilient.

Farmers have increasingly relied on pesticides to com-
bat aphids and the BYV that aphids spread. As aphids 
evolved resistance to other pesticides, reliance increased 
on neonicotinoids. With the ban, farmers are left unpro-
tected and exposed.

But why were the crops so vulnerable, so at risk, in the 
first place?

Large-scale and factory farming facilitates the evolution 
and spread of viruses through its defenceless animal cap-
tives, wiping out flocks and herds and even threatening 
humanity with zoonotic diseases. Similarly, mass mono-
culture plant farming, monocropping year on year, not 
only degrades soil and damages ecosystems, but leaves 
its crop open to diseases to tear through them like wild-
fire.

High density of sugar 
beet can help spread 
the virus. BYV typically 
remains active for up 
to three days within 
its aphid vectors, so it 
can only travel as far 
as its insect carrier can 
in that time period, 
before it must find 
another plant host. 
Additionally, “BYV has 
no significant weed reservoirs of infection... and the only 
sources of the virus are overwintered beet plants left in 
the field.”

Cramming the plants in thus provides fertile ground for 
BYV to spread; and continual intense monocropping, for 
BYV to survive and grow from harvest to harvest.

The risks brought about by high density of a single spe-
cies are exacerbated by genetic uniformity. Plants, like all 
life, “naturally” have genetic variation from one individual 
to the next. This acts as a crucial firebreak against pesti-
lence, as some will happen to be more resistant to a given 
threat. The plants which fare better propagate further, and 
so evolution by natural selection breeds resistance: the 
plant species fights back.

Most modern large scale farming instead sources 
largely genetically identical species from breeders. Crops 
are replenished from the same sources, rather than re-
producing themselves, precluding evolution by natural 
selection. The industry breeders then try to use available 
science to keep pace with the evolution of viruses which 
are replicating and evolving at a mind-bending rate.

In fact, the beet industry has increasingly relied on the 
bee-killing pesticides to take out the aphids rather than 
on intelligent breeding.

Monocropping and pesticides also damage or destroy 
local ecosystems that can provide another line of defence 
against diseases and pests. Natural predators, for exam-
ple, keep pest — virus vector — numbers in check.

As socialists, we do not cling to fairytale rustic visions, 
wanting to take society or agriculture back to a past that 
never existed. We believe in the use of science and tech-
nology to reduce human labour and increase quality of 
life. But we believe in science and technology wielded 
for the betterment of humanity, the environment, and an-
imals; not the short term interests of private profit.

I don’t know what the immediate short term solution to 
the BYV epidemic is. But in the medium term we need to 
phase out pesticides, and transform agriculture to grow a 
diversity of interspersed crops in an ecologically sustain-
able way, using the best of science, and using natural pest 
control — “biocontrol”.

Pathogens don’t respect land ownership or property 
rights. The transition cannot simply be one farm at a time, 
especially given the often higher immediate economic 
costs of better ecological practices. □

Environment
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https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2020/07/08/bees-neonicotinoids-bayer-syngenta-eu-ban-loophole/
https://www.fwi.co.uk/arable/sugar-beet/4-point-plan-to-control-virus-yellows-in-sugar-beet
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By Ollie Moore

British Gas workers struck from 7-11 January, resisting 
their employer’s attempts to level down conditions by 

sacking workers en masse and rehiring them on worse 
contracts. The strike was extremely solid, with activists re-
porting that its strength grew as it went on. The workers’ 
union, GMB, is set to announce further strikes.

Workers’ morale is high, bolstered by significant en-
gagement with and support for the strike via social media. 
Workers report numerous instances of self-employed gas 
contractors committing on social media to take no work 
on British Gas strike days.

British Gas bosses are clearly rattled. Reports suggest 
over 50% of engineers were subject to direct pressure 
from management in advance of the strike, demanding 
to know if they would be participating and attempting to 
pressure them into working.

Matthew Bateman, British Gas managing director, was 
seen in leaked footage from a management video call ex-
pressing his relief that the high Covid death toll and the 
storming of the US Capitol had pushed the strike further 
down the news agenda. This has provoked significant 
anger amongst workers. On a previous company video 
call, the highly-paid Bateman paid tribute to engineers 
for their efforts during the pandemic, hailing their cour-
age in responding to calls in Covid-positive households 
who were “relying” on them. Through tears, he said: “You 
can’t help but start thinking about your own family when I 
think about what I’m asking of you.” Many are now ques-
tioning the sincerity of those sentiments, given Bateman’s 
evident determination to dramatically worsen the work-
ing conditions of those same engineers. 

In the leaked video, Bateman went on to say that he 
wanted to avoid a “school playground fight” with the 
GMB, which would not benefit British Gas “in the court of 
public opinion”, and would not represent a “net net win” 
for the company. Whether the term “net net win” means 
anything, or if it is in fact a piece of laughable manage-
ment jargon, is yet to be confirmed.

Online GMB strike rallies have drawn thousands of par-
ticipants, and have been addressed by figures including 
Labour Party deputy leader Angela Rayner, TUC general 
secretary Frances O’Grady, and left-wing journalist Owen 
Jones. The union plans to establish a strike fund to fi-
nance sustained and ongoing action, which will be open 
to donations from supporters in the wider labour move-
ment. Details: bit.ly/back-gas

The new contracts British Gas is demanding workers 
accept, on pain of dismissal, would represent: 

• A levelling down of holiday entitlement, representing 
a loss of up to a week’s holiday for many workers

• A move to an across-the-board 40-hour week, an in-
crease in working hours for many workers

• A new bonus scheme that could see workers de-
ducted pay if they are less active during certain periods 
of their shift

• A reduction in sick pay, to 13 weeks full pay followed 
by 39 weeks half pay (currently 24 weeks full pay, 24 
weeks half pay)

• A three-year pay freeze for all workers except 
smart-meter installers

• Rostering changes representing up to an additional 
156 working hours per year for some workers

• An increase in compulsory weekend working.
The new settlement would also see the introduction 

of a monitoring app, similar to that used by Amazon to 
monitor warehouse workers’ productivity, which would 
be used to monitor any “dead time” during shifts, time 
which workers would then be expected to make up.

British Gas bosses can expect not only further strikes, 
but informal resistance across the workforce in the inter-
vening weeks.

Should British Gas workers’ action force their employer 
to back away from their “fire and rehire” threat, and lead 
to concrete concessions in the content of any new con-
tract settlement, the strikes will have dealt a significant 
blow to a burgeoning employers’ offensive at an early, 
and potentially vital, stage. □

Support British Gas 
workers!

Our audio!
Listen, download or subscribe to Workers’ Liberty 

audio recordings of our paper, other publications, 
and many meetings. Playlists include:

• Solidarity Newspaper
• Pamphlets, publications beyond Solidarity
• Public meetings
• Fighting racism: pamphlets and more
• Solidarność: The workers’ movement and the re-

birth of Poland in 1980-81
• Environmental pamphlet and meetings

See workersliberty.org/audio for all episodes, and for 
information on using podcasts. All recent episodes 
can be found through most podcast providers: search 
“Workers’ Liberty” or “Solidarity & More”. □

http://workersliberty.org/audio
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
http://gmb.org.uk/campaign/back-british-gas-workers
https://workersliberty.org/audio


8 workersliberty.orgfb.com/workersliberty@workersliberty

A trade union at Google
By Charlie Applebaum

“We are the workers who built Alphabet. We write 
code, clean offices, serve food, drive buses, test 

self-driving cars and do everything needed to keep this 
behemoth running”.

The Alphabet Workers Union (AWU) was launched on 
4 January by 226 workers at Google and its parent com-
pany Alphabet, in partnership with the Communications 
Workers of America (CWA). Within their first week they 
trebled their membership and denounced YouTube for 
“its insufficient response” to the storming of the Capitol 
on 6 January.

In 2018 Google deprioritised the motto “don’t be evil”. 
The company’s main business is surreptitiously acquiring 
a database of all humanity so it can better sell you stuff, 
but for the AWU members, “public good” is fundamental.

In 2018 also, workers pressed Google into dropping 
Project Maven for the Pentagon (drone technology built 
on Google’s expertise in machine learning) and a cen-
sored version of Search for the Chinese state. When it 
emerged that managers accused of sexual harassment 
had been given lavish exit packages. 20,000 staff globally 
staged a walkout. Then Google sacked a leading AI re-
searcher, Timnit Gebru, she claims for her academic work 
criticising bias and interference from management.

Pay at Google is wild, even for big tech, with a median 
around $250k. However, Google operates a two-tier 
workforce, with over 50% of workers as TVCs — temps, 
vendors, and contractors — who are often second class 
citizens doing the same work for much less, and more 
likely not to be white.

This set-up also makes it harder to organise a recog-
nised union under US employment law (AWU is US/Can-
ada only), so AWU is for now a minority union with no 
labour-law status. Most founding members of the union 
are from the upper “tier”, but they want to organise dem-
ocratically for all staff.

“We prioritise society and the environment instead of 
maximising profits at all costs”, reads the union’s mani-
festo. But other issues raised by AWU — “top-down deci-
sion making and reduced internal openness”, insufficient 
improvement in diversity and inclusion, and sexism and 
harassment in the workplace, are standard union fare. Vic-
tories on those issues could also help the union spread 
virally.

As you might expect in a union of coders, AWU has a 

lovely website. The huge page of names and faces with 
testimonials about why they want a union is brave and 
refreshing. AWU will need to convince workers not tradi-
tionally associated with trade unionism, and in Google, 
the golden goose of Silicon Valley.

Tech culture is one of start-ups, “individual contributors” 
and (usually male) “rockstar” coders on six figure salaries 
— ideas of solidarity, workers’ control and democracy will 
need to be learned through struggle.

The AWU pitch so far is mostly responsible capitalism — 
“our union’s goal is not to be adversarial. Because upper 
management is reasonable, as long we are reasonable as 
well it can actually decrease tensions”.

But proper democracy and workers’ control are the 
ideals of socialism. And a trade union at Google is 
significant. Let’s hope it spreads as quickly as their search 
engine did. □

Turkish uni rejects 
stooge rector
By Pete Boggs

Since 4 January, students and staff at Istanbul’s 
Boğaziçi University have been protesting against 

the imposition of a new university rector. Traditionally 
university faculties in Turkey have the right to elect their 
own rectors, but Professor Melih Bulu was appointed to 
the position by President Erdoğan himself.

Bulu was previously a parliamentary candidate for the 
AKP, Erdoğan’s ruling party, and is accused of plagiaris-
ing his doctoral thesis. According to a joint statement 
from students and staff, this is the first time a university 
rector has been externally chosen since the military 
junta of the early 1980s.

The protests have been large and creative. Students 
carried out a funeral ritual for the rector’s office, and as 
Bulu has talked about liking the metal band Metallica, 
many of the signs have featured their songs. However, 
the police have responded violently with tear gas and 
plastic bullets, and 40 people have been detained so 
far (all of whom have since been released). 

Istanbul police also arrested Mehmet Aslan last week, 
a journalist for Mezopotamya News Agency, a news 
outlet sympathetic to Turkey’s Kurds. After he wrote re-
cent articles on Kurdish prisoners and claims of torture 
against them, Aslan’s home was raided by the police, 
and he was arrested for terrorism, an accusation which 
Erdoğan has also levied against the Boğaziçi protest-
ers. □

• For regular updates (in Turkish), follow the Twitter 
account “Boğaziçi Dayanışması” (Boğaziçi Solidarity)

Anti-racist resources
We have compiled various anti-racist resources to 

learn about anti-racist movements, and arm your-
self with ideas to beat back racism: readings and pam-
phlets, video and audio.

See workersliberty.org/anti-racist-resources □
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https://alphabetworkersunion.org/
http://twitter.com/boundayanisma
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By Andi Brookes 

One of the few positives that emerged from the bin fire 
of 2020 was the speed at which not one, but three, 

effective and safe vaccines were developed, trialled and 
approved in the UK. They offer hope for a more optimistic 
2022 and a route out of the pandemic. However, as with 
other projects involving big pharma and national gov-
ernments, many people are skeptical about the speed at 
which vaccines have become available.

In non-plague times, vaccine development is a long 
process. It is multi-staged and complex, involving scien-
tific research, preclinical trials, three phases of clinical tri-
als, and regulatory approval, which can all take over ten 
years. Between dealing with clinical trial bureaucracy, re-
cruiting participants, accumulating trial cases, evaluating 
efficacy, more trials, collecting data over long follow ups, 
assessing if the vaccine has worked once the trial finishes, 
compiling and submitting the data to regulators, scaling 
up manufacturing and agreeing distribution with coun-
tries, vaccine development is slow and stop-start at the 
best of times.

The Pfizer-BioNTech, Moderna, and Oxford-Astra-
Zeneca vaccines however, completed this process within 
a year. The rapidity of their development and deployment 
has understandably raised a few eyebrows. But what’s 
been cut from the process to achieve this?

Fortunately, none of the science. No company wants to 
be the one that develops an unsafe vaccine. Like all vac-
cines, these three went through preclinical testing, smaller 
trials in healthy people, and larger trials with 10,000s of 
participants across the globe.

Companies and countries are still collecting long-term 
efficacy and safety data beyond a year, of course, but 
otherwise trial lengths and sizes are similar to what we’d 
expect for most vaccines.

What accelerated the timescales? Money, political will, 
and the right technologies, combined with a raging pan-
demic through the summer, helped vaccine trials blast 
through all but the most optimistic timelines. Across Eu-
rope, North America and Asia we’ve witnessed a vaccine 
space race. Countries bought millions of doses before 
trial results were known and the US gave out $2.5 billion 
through Operation Warp Speed. Alongside governments, 
vaccine regulators also pitched in. Later stage trials were 
planned as early stage trials were run.

Companies submitted data on a rolling basis rather than 

at the end of all trials, ensuring data was scrutinised while 
minimising delays. This level of financial and regulatory 
assistance is lacking when there’s no global pandemic.

That’s only part of the story. The Oxford-AstraZeneca 
and the Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna vaccines were 
quick to start because of their technology. The Oxford 
team were already working on a vaccine for MERS (Mid-
dle Eastern Respiratory Syndrome, a more deadly but 
less transmissible form of coronavirus) when SARS-CoV-2 
emerged, giving them a huge head-start. The vaccines 
developed by BioNTech and Moderna rely on short 
chunks of the virus’s genetic code rather than slower tra-
ditional techniques, so putting together a candidate was 
much faster than normal: just 63 days, in fact. 

The front runner vaccines are a testament to what can be 
achieved when governments and international organisa-
tions cannot ignore the need for urgent action (providing 
powerful lessons for addressing the climate emergency).

There are still a lot of negatives however: many areas of 
Africa and the Global South will struggle to achieve wide-
spread access to vaccines until 2022 or later, and com-
panies are raking in enormous profits on human misery, 
which is morally wrong.

But the vaccines themselves have been rigorously 
tested and given the known, awful risks of Covid-19, we 
should be encouraging everyone to get vaccinated if they 
can. □

Speedy vaccines: money, 
political will, and technologies

Science
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The key and simple question at the heart of debate 
around sex work is: what best empowers sex workers 

to fight for themselves? The answer is unequivocally rec-
ognising their work as work and giving them the rights 
and means to organise: against the bosses in brothels 
and clubs, for better pay and safer conditions.

The answer is not, no matter which way you look at it, to 
make their work more dangerous and make it more diffi-

cult for workers to seek help or exit the industry, which is 
precisely what the Nordic Model does. In her article “No to 
the ‘Swedish model’”, Apsi Witana makes this point well: 
the Nordic model drives sex workers away from brothers, 
where they are safer, onto to the streets by laws against 
brothel-keeping. It makes clients less willing to hand over 
information that can be used to identify them. It has led to 
increased surveillance and harassment by police. It offers 
no protection to sex workers from eviction or any support 
for those seeking to exit the industry.

The list goes on… Meanwhile, plenty of evidence sug-
gests that the Nordic Model has not led to a decline in sex 
work, its primary aim.

In any case, measuring the success or failure of a policy 
only in terms of a decline in sex work misses the point. 
There is, after all, nothing inherently wrong with money 
exchanging hands when people have consensual sex. 
Why not, instead, ask: how many sex workers are mem-
bers of trade unions? Have conditions in workplaces im-
proved? Are sex workers able to conduct their work under 
conditions of their own choosing e.g. to set up their own 
brothels in their homes without fear of reprisal from their 
landlord or the police? Has pay improved across the in-
dustry? These are much more useful measures of whether 
we are truly helping sex workers stay safe and, ultimately, 
leave the industry — if they choose.

Socialists and feminists must concern themselves with 
redistributing power, and therefore wealth and the free-
dom to live well, to the working class. We must, then, lis-
ten to sex worker-led organisations when they say no to 
the Nordic Model, fight instead for sex work to be decrim-
inalised and support those sex workers who are already 
organising in their workplaces, in spite of the risks. □

Kelly Rogers, Streatham

Help sex workers organise!Help sex workers organise!

Sex workers demonstrate outside Parliament, 4 July 2018, 
against proposed criminalisation of advertising sex work online.

CC BY 2.0 bit.ly/2018-sw

Letters

Our videos!
Watch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, and 

subscribe to our youtube channel! Many have 
subtitles. Playlists include:

• Socialist Feminism
• Black Lives Matter, videos around the movement 

and related topics
• Socialist commentary on the Covid-19 crisis
• ABCs of Marxism, an introductory series, still being 

added to
• An introduction to Marx’s Capital, in 19 parts, with 

Martin Thomas
• Tubeworker/Off The Rails, videos by the producers 

of the bulletins □

Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share, all at: 
youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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http://twitter.com/workersliberty
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By a Lewisham teacher

From 5 January all secondary and primary schools 
moved to being physically open only to vulnerable 

children and the children of key workers. Learning for 
other students is being offered online.

There continue to be struggles over the specifics of this. 
Firstly, the government has tried to widen the definition 
of children who can come in to these schools, to the point 
where head teachers and school leaders’ unions have 
sounded the alarm.

On Saturday 9 January the government was forced to 
clarify that key workers should send their children only if 
they cannot work from home. The numbers in school have 
increased compared to March-July also because the gov-
ernment has said that students who cannot find a quiet 
place to work or have difficulty accessing online learning 
should be included in schools as “vulnerable”.

This is a terrible balancing act: trying to ensure pupils 
can access education whilst limiting crowds to slow the 
spread of the virus and prevent the NHS being over-
whelmed.

“We need to use this 
momentum to ensure 

school groups are in control.”
In June the NEU wrote to the government arguing for 

them to open additional buildings, take on more staff, en-
sure students have laptops and WiFi access. The govern-
ment has done none of that. Schools still do not have all 
the laptops that were promised for students who needed 
them in the first lockdown.

Unions will need to act to keep student numbers to an 
absolute minimum whilst making sure all children are 
supported and those who most need to be are in school. 
This decision is far better made by union school groups 
as they know their students and know the risks.

The government has said that nurseries can remain 
open and threatened to cut funding for those that do 
not. It has not provided the scientific justification for this 
decision, which may be more motivated by childcare for 
businesses than safety.

Unions are fighting to ensure that nurseries are treated 
in the same way as primary and secondary schools. Spe-
cial schools are also an issue. All their students are classed 
as vulnerable, and often bring significant additional safety 
concerns, the need for close proximity and the issuing of 
bodily fluids amongst them.

The NEU is pushing for a tighter definition of vulnerable 
for those in special schools. Once again this will be best 
addressed by union groups in the school who know the 
students and can balance their needs with the need to 
slow virus spread. 

The cancellation of A-Level and GCSE examinations 
and replacement by teacher grades is good news, as is 
the cancellation of all primary school statutory testing.

The persistent demand to recreate the curriculum and 
school day on-line is unrealistic and deeply damaging to 
both education workers and students. The government 
has said that students should have three to five hours 
online learning. That must be understood to include stu-
dents working on tasks singly, not a full three-to-five hours 
of live-streamed lessons.

It is still too much. The current curriculum is often dull 
when delivered in a classroom. How much worse will it 
be delivered online? The cancellation of the tests means 
that educators should be focused on giving the students 
creative and inspiring opportunities to develop their skills 
and knowledge, not attempting to cram them with point-
less information to get them through tests and exams that 
now won’t happen.

Following on the NEU’s and Unison’s successful cam-
paign to get the government to announce the partial 
closure of schools, school workers feel emboldened. 
Membership of the NEU increased by 16,000 in a week. 
Around half of that number were support staff, taking the 
NEU’s support staff membership near to 50,000.

We need to use this momentum to ensure school 
groups are in control of school admissions, the curricu-
lum and workload. Already, Redbridge NEU, by threaten-
ing strikes, has forced a school which was insisting that 
all staff be on the school site to back down. Lewisham, 
Greenwich and Newham NEU are all holding indicative 
ballots over workload and over the conditions for a wider 
opening when the transmission rate allows. □

Workers’ control and school safety

Grades in 2021
By Martin Thomas

The government has said GCSE and A level grades 
for 2021 will be done on teachers’ assessments.

That may be better than the botched algorithm at-
tempted in 2020. But every school will seek to report 
results a bit better than 2020 or 2019. A student’s 
grades will depend as much on their school manage-
ment’s talents as chancers as on anything real.

There’ll also be “grade inflation” (an A or a 9 in 2021 
not the same as in 2019), but that, I think, is a lesser 
problem.

For GCSE, the answer is just to scrap GCSE grades. 
Let 16 year olds go on to what they want, A levels, ap-
prenticeships, whatever. Other countries do without 
grades at age 16.

For A level, until we have a wholesale (needed) re-
form of Britain’s snobby university system, just scrap-
ping is unworkable.

Least bad, I think, will be to drop grades and instead 
have “transcripts” giving students’ whole recent re-
cords, including relative to their school cohort.

That sort of thing works in other countries, at least no 
worse than the standard English system. □
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Open letter to Labour councillors
From councillor Joshua Bennett Lovell, Old Stevenage, 
Herts County Council

Dear colleagues,

The past decade in local government has been defined 
largely by one thing: cuts. And if this government has 

their way, this will be the story for the next decade too. 
Rishi Sunak has heaped yet more misery on councils. His 
budget provided £5bn less than the Tory leadership of 
the Local Government Association said is necessary just 
to “stay afloat”. Following the disastrous impact of the 
pandemic on councils’ finances, we are facing a new wave 
of cuts.

Although the impact may not have kicked in across the 
country yet, cases like Luton (where £22m of emergency 
cuts were introduced in July) and Croydon (which has is-
sued a Section 114 notice and will reduce services to the 
statutory minimum) show clearly where we are heading. 
The impact on the communities we serve and the workers 
we employ will be grave: vital children’s centres will be 
closed, urgent school repairs cancelled and new charges 
introduced, for instance charges for the collection of 
green waste which impair our ability to tackle climate 
change.

Neither Luton nor Croydon is unique. Many other au-
thorities have already signalled the possibility they will 
issue Section 114 notices, and all councils face drastic 
decisions. Of course, we know that it is Labour councils 
hit hardest. In June the Guardian reported that of the fifty 
councils most affected by cuts, 28 are Labour-led, 14 in 
no-overall-control, two led by the Lib Dems — and just six 
by the Tories. Underlying this political vendetta is the re-
ality that poorer areas are losing out most.

As Labour councillors we are all too aware of how the 
Tories have defunded local government, gutted local de-
mocracy, and cynically tried to pin the blame on coun-
cils and councillors. However, it would be wrong to claim 
that Labour councils have been vigorously campaigning 
against these cuts. In some cases, they have effectively 
championed them, and in none have they shown enough 
fight. Shameful examples like Tower Hamlets’ mass fire-
and-rehire plans — resisted by union members with strikes 
and demonstrations, backed by the borough’s CLPs — 
demonstrate clearly a chasm between what our party 
should be doing, and what elements of our local govern-
ment leadership are doing.

In 2018, our Labour leadership in the LGA launched the 
Councils at Breaking Point campaign, with three simple 
and essential demands: rescind the planned 2019 cuts, 
provide an emergency £4bn extra for children’s services 
and adult social care, and implement a plan to restore 
funding to 2010 levels in four years. It was a good first 
step, rightly highlighting where blame should lie and 
amassing good media attention.

Yet this campaign was abandoned. A series of councils 

passed motions; but this was no substitute for organis-
ing among our local Labour Parties and union branches, 
nor taking the fight out into our communities. Instead of 
taking these next steps, Breaking Point literally stopped 
within months. 

Two years on, the situation is even worse — and yet we 
have near-silence from the party nationally and from our 
councils. If our council leaders and the wider party were 
vocally expressing similar demands to those of Breaking 
Point, we would be in a better position now. But if we are 
to force major concessions from the Tories, and win any 
lasting changes, a serious fightback is necessary, with co-
ordinated action from council workers, party activists, the 
wider labour movement, and a concerted drive to take 
the arguments to the public.

Councillors could and should play a crucial role in this 
fightback. As community leaders and political representa-
tives, we not only have an obligation to those who elected 
us, but also great possibilities to campaign on these is-
sues. There are numerous things Labour councillors, and 
even more entire Labour councils, can do. In so far as 
these issues have been debated, these have tended to 
focus on voting against implementing cuts. Whilst that 
debate is absolutely necessary, the first step is surely 
more simple: helping workers and communities to build 
campaigns locally — and even more basically, to loudly 
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Open letter to Labour councillors Today farce, 
tomorrow tragedy?
Abridged from the US left website Spectre

This [6 January] was a “coup” as social media spec-
tacle. In their pseudo-Viking gear and Confederate 

patches, the far-right rebels were a distinctly unappeal-
ing lot. And their rebellion utterly lacked a coherent 
plan beyond smashed windows and selfies.

Rather than a coup, it was a pathetic right-wing 
putsch attempt and was put down remarkably swiftly. 
It was given the green-light by Trump and his inner 
circle. But it was overwhelmingly condemned by the 
spokespeople of the capitalist class: the National Asso-
ciation of Manufacturers, the Chamber of Commerce, 
the CEOs of most major corporations, as well as Twitter 
and Facebook, which shut down Trump’s accounts.

For all that, there can be no doubt that the sacking 
of the Capitol happened with the collusion of the ad-
ministration and police. Compare the police’s muted 
response to the violence of the far right with their par-
amilitary response to BLM protests across the country.

The immediate fallout will be contradictory, simulta-
neously damaging Trump and boosting the movement 
around him.

The ruling class and its political representatives will 
call for increased powers for its military and police to 
surveil, arrest, and detain “extremists.” They will do so 
nominally to contain and prosecute the fascists. But the 
left ought to refuse any support for the law and order 
campaign.

None of these actions will stop Trumpism and its 
fascist current from growing. They emerged from 
Wednesday’s actions emboldened. Not only do they 
believe they are protecting their rights against an ille-
gitimate government, but they have laid foundations 
for even greater growth.

That said, they are still small and vastly outnumbered 
by our side when it is mobilised.

Trump’s inner circle and his GOP minions cast their 
lot with the far right and fascists [on 6 January]. When 
it came to the choice between capitalising on his pres-
idency to make money or positioning himself as the 
aspiring Führer of a new fascist movement, Trump 
chose the latter. But Trump retains support of about 40 
percent of the electorate and has the basis to remain a 
huge force within the GOP, or to build an alternative if 
the leaders of the latter disown him.

We can give no support to the bourgeois estab-
lishment, the new Biden administration, or their state 
repression at home and imperial reassertion abroad. 
Instead, we must rally our forces to build anti-fascist 
united fronts everywhere.

And crucially, we must redouble our efforts to build 
an activist socialist alternative that fights independently 
of the Democrats for demands that will address the 
multiple crises of the capitalist system. □

• Abridged from bit.ly/spe-6j

indict what the government is doing, and demand it is 
stopped and reversed.

Reading the official statements from Croydon’s Labour 
council about the disastrous situation inflicted on them, 
we might be left wondering if we have even forgotten 
how to fight. Far from trying to rouse up indignation and 
struggle against cuts, these are barely condemned, with 
some statements even coming close to presenting these 
as an opportunity. With potential mass outsourcing, re-
dundancies across the board, and a levelling down of 
conditions for council staff, the situation facing Croydon 
residents and council workers is dire. We cannot back 
away from saying this.

But the reality appears that no Labour council is loudly 
agitating against cuts and for restored funding, let alone 
helping to build active campaigns to win these goals. 

I believe we have seen elements of the kind of cam-
paigning needed, for example in local battles against 
academisation of our schools, such as those to save 
Greenwich’s John Roan school, and locally to me, the 
Hands Off Barclay campaign in Stevenage last year. This 
demonstrated the power of united parents, students, staff 
and community activists; although we didn’t win, we built 
our activist base, and I was proud as the local councillor 
to help build such an inspiring campaign — we stood up 
to the County Council, the local Tory MP and the Govern-
ment, and this showed that councillors shouldn’t just be 
public figures, but public organisers too.

There is no reason that as councillors, we cannot help 
build vibrant campaigns around local government fund-
ing too in this same manner — coordinated these have 
real potential to win big, given the existing government’s 
exploitable weaknesses. This kind of campaigning how-
ever will take place irrespective of our involvement; the 
question is whether we use our positions to help rather 
than hinder. If that means greater scrutiny and discussion 
of our role as councillors — frankly, that is a good thing.

We need a push to ensure the next Labour government 
restores all lost funding and commits to ensuring council 
services are provided based on social need. But a Labour 
government is most likely at least three years away. More-
over, that Labour government isn’t guaranteed to do what 
is necessary to restore and re-empower local democracy. 
The more vigorously we campaign to defend and rebuild 
services now, the more we push these issues to the top 
of the political agenda. And the more vigorously we cam-
paign, the more likely we win a Labour government, and 
one that commits to these demands.

If we don’t fight, we make the Tories’ demolition job 
easier and only ensure disaster. We need to ask ourselves 
why we became Labour councillors, Labour represent-
atives, and what we are doing. We must start seriously 
helping the labour movement and our communities 
stand up and fight back. □

• First published on Left Foot Forward
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By Barrie Hardy

According to iconic jazz poet Gil Scott Heron “The Rev-
olution Will Not Be Televised”. The same can’t be said 

for 6 January’s counter-revolutionary attempt, when a de-
lusional and demented far-right mob stormed the Capitol 
building.

Cameras rolled to record the invasion of the legislature 
by a rabble of fascists and crazed believers in conspiracy 
theories who trashed the building in the hope of over-
turning the Presidential election result.

Some participants in the ransack wore costumes as bi-
zarre as their QAnon beliefs. Others raised the Confeder-
ate flag. In all his attempts to capture Washington for the 
slave owning South during the Civil War, Robert E Lee 
never got that far. Lincoln must be spinning in his grave!

It was not just a harmless fancy dress party. Though they 
couldn’t believe their luck getting into the Capitol, many 
in the mob had murder in mind. At least one journalist 
narrowly escaped with their life and many others were as-
saulted. If the mob had gotten hold of elected lawmakers 
they would have tried to kill them.

A gallows was erected outside to display such intent. 
The principal victim was to be none other than the Presi-
dent’s formerly loyal lieutenant, Mike Pence.

The crowd assembled in Washington was 40,000 or so 
strong in a nation of some 350 million. This was a far-right 
fringe protest with significant participation by openly fas-
cist groups such as the Proud Boys. Nevertheless, polls 
say that the action to violently overthrow the democrati-
cally elected Presidency of Joe Biden had the support of 
up to a quarter of American voters and a 45%-43% plu-
rality of Republicans.

The episode raises two major questions. Who incited 
the mob? And why was the Capitol’s security so easily 
breached?

Regarding incitement we don’t have to look too far. The 
Trump clan had fired the protesters up earlier in the day 
with a rally near the White House. Demented lawyer Rudy 
Giuliani talked of “trial by combat”. Don junior delivered 
such a foul-mouthed rant attacking “disloyal” Republicans 
that prim and proper Fox News dropped live coverage 
of it.

The high point of the rally was a lengthy tirade against 
real and imagined enemies from Trump himself. He en-
couraged the assembled rabble to march on the Capi-
tol, and said he would be marching with them, but in fact 
went back to the White House to watch TV.

It would be easy to regard the breach of the Capitol’s 
security as some kind of conspiracy, but it may have been 
more like a cock-up. The population of Washington DC 
hates Donald Trump, who only got 5% of the vote there 
in the Presidential election. DC’s mayor is Democrat Mu-
riel Bowser, a woman of Afro-American heritage. She 
certainly had no desire to see Congress overrun by a pro-
Trump mob.

She didn’t want Washington turned into an armed 
camp, like in summer during some of the Black Lives 

Matter protests, and didn’t feel the need to call on the 
National Guard. It looks like she saw the storming of the 
Capitol as unimaginable, like most of the American pop-
ulation!

Some members of the Capitol police had Trumpist 
sympathies and may even have given inside information 
to rioters. Many treated the mob with kid gloves. There 
were a lot of police injuries too. One officer was battered 
to death with a fire extinguisher, and another has since 
committed suicide.

Watching it all on TV, Trump expressed himself de-
lighted although he regarded the participants as “low 
class” and ineligible to grace his exclusive golf resorts. 
Trump’s behaviour could have resulted in his Vice Presi-
dent being lynched, but he’d throw his own mother under 
a bus, if she were still alive, to serve his ends.

Here is a man who has lied, cheated and stolen 
throughout his entire privileged life and suffered no con-
sequences. Will he ever be punished for the countless 
crimes he has committed whilst in office, never mind be-
forehand?

A big test for the Biden administration will be the ex-
tent to which it is going to prosecute Trump, if at all. He’s 
added considerably to the charge sheet with the recent 
debacle. Escaping justice sends a message to any future 
aspiring autocrat that they can get away with anything on 
becoming President. Four, eight or twelve years down 
the line another proto-fascist could well follow the path 
Trump has blazed, only more cleverly and successfully.

The American left cannot rely on the Democrat leader-
ship to tackle the danger of fascism in the USA, particu-
larly as mass unemployment and evictions come as fallout 
from the pandemic. Socialists need to establish anti-fas-
cist organisations to combat the influence of the fascist 
groups. They must also demand inequality in American 
society be addressed.

Universal health care will be a major issue in this and 
can cut the ground under the feet of fake “champions of 
the left behind” who only have nihilism and fascism to 
offer. □

Will Trump pay for his crimes?

Trump supporters storm Capitol Building
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The USA needs to be made 
a proper democracy
By Thomas Carolan

The woman, in her late 20s, has been maced. Recover-
ing slowly, she looks a bit sorry for herself, and com-

plains indignantly.
“As soon as I went into the Capitol, they maced me, 

right in my face”.
Interviewer: “Yes, but why did you go in?”
“Go in? For the revolution, of course”.
Not since fascists wielding cut-throat razors tried to in-

vade the French Chamber of Deputies in February 1934 
has there been, in a functioning bourgeois democracy, 
anything like the occupation of the Senate and Repre-
sentatives chambers in Washington on 6 January. A large 
crowd rampaged through the building looking for “trai-
tors”, offices were ransacked and wrecked, the elected 
representatives had to hide, some fearing for their lives, 
a policeman was beaten to death. At least one police-
man posed for a demonstrator to take a selfie alongside 
him. Some people carrying a noose chanted “Hang Mike 
Pence” (the hitherto Trumpite vice-president). One of the 
rioters carried a clutch of plastic handcuffs to restrain pris-
oners they intended to take. Some of the invaders wore 
sweatshirts that blazed Nazi antisemitic slogans across 
their chests — such as “6 M N E” (six million not enough).

Like a lot of those who took part in the armed demon-
stration outside and inside the Capitol in Washington on 
6 January, the maced young woman had been told, and 
she believed it, that they were re-enacting 1776, when 
the American Revolution against Britain, the war of inde-
pendence, started.

They too were fighting to “take back our country”, to 
free themselves from “them” and from alien rule.

The identity of “them”, of the rulers of the USA against 
whom “we” were making the 1776 revolution all over 
again, varied. For some, it was “the deep state”. For oth-
ers, it was ZOG, the Zionist Occupation Government that 
“really” rules the USA. For yet others “they” are a species 
of lizards, disguised as people, who are also paedophiles.

In any case, it was “us” fighting to take back our country 
from “them”, those who had robbed Trump of his land-
slide victory in the presidential election last November.

Vast numbers of fraudulent ballots have been used to 
do down the great patriot, “President Donald J Trump”, 
especially in heavily black areas like Detroit. Vast num-
bers of officials had participated in the conspiracy against 
“President Trump”. And it was a very tight conspiracy. Not 
a single one of those involved could be found who would 
confess to it.

The courts, too, were in on it, even judges appointed by 
Trump himself. Of over 60 court cases brought by Trump 
to contest election procedures and results, they lost every 

single one. Not once was evidence of electoral fraud pre-
sented in court.

The Supreme Court, with a right-wing majority of six to 
three, and three of the nine judges appointed by Trump 
himself, refused to hear Trump’s complaints. The Su-
preme Court refused to entertain a case brought by the 
state of Texas and backed by 124 members of the House 
of Representatives to disqualify the voters in four states 
and make Trump president.

The conspiracy to steal the presidency from Trump was 
vast and all-powerful. None of the vast number of con-
spirators involved in it all across the USA had a change of 
heart or mind; not one of them blew the whistle on it, no 
one has confessed.

So how did the demonstrators know there had been 
fraud? It stands to reason, man! “President Trump” could 
get 50,000 to a rally. Almost no one came to Biden’s ral-
lies. “President Trump” got 74 million votes, ten million 
more votes than he got in 2016. How could he lose? It 
must be that millions of the 81 million votes Biden got 
were fake votes.

“Trump lost by way of Biden getting far more votes; 
Biden did not hold rallies to avoid spreading the corona-
virus”. Fake news!

continued page 16
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Trump had run an election campaign against the elec-
tion itself. The keynote: “The only way we can lose is if 
the election is rigged against us”. Trump losing is proof 
positive that the election was rigged.

The denial that the votes really were what every reason-
able test, including those in the courts, said they were; 
the claim that the presidency had been stolen from Trump 
and “The People”; the branding of Biden as not a real but 
a fake, president; the assertion that Trump was the rightful 
president; the stage by stage attempts at a legal coup, 
culminating in the demand that, on 6 January, Congress 
should override the November election, disenfranchise 
the electorate and “give back” the Presidency to Donald 
J Trump — that all pointed to civil disorder and the break-
down of the democratic mechanisms.

Some prominent Trumpites publicly advocated that he 
should declare martial law and re-run the Presidential 
election in four states. Nothing came of it, either because 
Trump lost his nerve or because prominent militarists and 
all former Secretaries of Defence still alive said the armed 
forces would not allow themselves to be used in politics. 
All that was left was an attempt to strong-arm Congress.

The crowd broke into the Capitol, some waving Confed-
erate flags, some with a noose, chanting “Hang Pence” - 
Trump’s loyal echo and enabler for the last four years, now 
a target because, as chair of the Senate session to receive 
the election results, he did not do as Trump demanded, 
and reject them, in the last hope for a legal coup.

In fact that was a fantasy born of desperation: Pence 
did not even have the power to reject the results of the 
election. The quasi uprising of 6 Jan was the only move 
left for the Trumpites to make.

Trump spoke to those who came to Washington to 
“stop the steal”, to stop Biden being certified as president 
by Congress. He told them not to accept the “steal”. He 
urged them to march down the road to the Capitol and 
be “strong”. His lawyer, Rudy Giuliani, urged them on to a 
“trial by combat”. Trump’s son Donald, as they were about 
to march to the Capitol, urged them to “fight”.

But with Trump there is always buffoonery. Trump told 
them he would march with them on the Capitol, that he 
would lead them, and then he got in his bullet-proof car 
and went home to the White House to watch what hap-
pened next on TV! Trump wound the clock, so to speak, 
and then went home to see and listen to it strike on tel-
evision.

That was typical of Trump’s mix of demagogy and hol-
low bravado, and the timorousness of one who thinks 
only of his own skin and his own interest.

This time the institutions held. But a fascistic Trumpite 
movement still has control of the Republican Party.

In four years (or five, including the 2016 election 
campaign) Trump has wreaked havoc with the bour-
geois-democratic culture of the USA.

Shameless demagogy. Lies, big, small or frequently out-
rageous. It has been calculated that in the last four years, 
the president of the USA has lied in public, 29,000 times.

The lies, as they spewed out, were simultaneously ex-
posed as lies, as the lies about the rigged election have 
been. That has had little or no effect on those who chose 
to believe Trump because they find it emotionally most 

satisfying to do that.
Within hours after the occupation of the Capitol 

Trumpite members of Congress were standing up to as-
sert that the insurrectionists were not Trump supporters at 
all, but left wingers and “antifa” people. Right-wing media 
were saying the same thing.

Facts
As for those who reported the facts, registered the real-
ities, brought film and sound from what had happened, 
who were direct witnesses, they were “fake news” mon-
gers, journalists — those who, Trump had told them, were 
collectively the enemies of the people.

Inside the USA, people hold two incompatible visions 
of the same reality. The Trumpites believe what they’re 
told. It is like nothing so much as the Cold War world of 
the 40s, 50s, and 60s.

This time, inside the USA. The Trumpites are in the role 
of the Stalinists who held to their inner vision of what the 
Stalinist-ruled world was and blocked off real information 
and criticism of that world. All criticism was “capitalist 
lies against our socialist fatherland”, the USSR. Now facts, 
for tens of millions of US citizens, are “fake news”, liberal 
propaganda.

In the Stalinist parties there was always a large streak of 
religiosity. And so there is in the Trump movement. Early 
in his reign, Trump said that he could shoot someone on 
Fifth Avenue, New York, and his followers would not hold 
it against him or withhold their support.

Trump has again and again showed the American 
people that he talks and acts as an unquestioning sup-
porter of Putin in Russia. The Trumpites chant that in the 
USA, there are only patriots and traitors. Yet Trump has 
shrugged off evidence that Russia interfered in the 2016 
election to back him and help him win. He sides with Rus-

from page 16

http://www.workersliberty.org
https://www.facebook.com/workersliberty
http://twitter.com/workersliberty


17workersliberty.org/audio Online meetings, campaigns, resources: workersliberty.org/meetings

sia against the US intelligence agencies. Again and again 
the patriot president has supported the Russian accounts 
of contested events.

He has been shown playing sycophant to Putin on cam-
era, like a little boy in the presence of a revered or feared 
grown up, or like somebody sexually in thrall. That has not 
affected his standing with his “patriot” followers or their 
belief in his “Americanism”. 

He has given massive tax cuts to the rich, and done his 
best in the midst of the epidemic to destroy Obamacare. 
He has refused to take or to advocate precautions against 
Covid-19 when, now, 4,000 Americans a day are dying 
of it. He has made that refusal a party political badge of 
honour.

The Trumpites ignore the realities of Covid, they behave 
as if it is a hoax or they are immune to it, on the say so of 
their medicine, their shaman, in the White House.

The publication of a taped interview with Bob Wood-
ward early last year proved that Trump knew perfectly 
well how deadly the virus was, when publicly he was tell-
ing Americans that Covid-19 was harmless. The revelation 
that Trump has been promoting a “create herd immunity” 
tactic by spreading the virus, or letting it spread, as widely 
as possible has not shaken his cultists’ beliefs.

The Trump movement has been and is a mass move-
ment against bourgeois democracy in the USA. In the last 
four years, there has been a collapse of the norms that 
gave viability to the old US political culture, norms about 
ways of doing things, like the orderly transfer of power 
after an election, and acceptance that certain things are 
not done, like appointing a Supreme Court judge-for-life 
during an election campaign.

Trump has told so many lies that they are as thick in the 
political and social atmosphere as is lethal asbestos dust 
after a bag of asbestos has burst open.

There are always lies in bourgeois politics. Not only the 
great lies, such as the idea that a worker is socially and 
politically the equal of a billionaire, but many smaller lu-
bricating untruths.

But the basic minimum belief that in politics, as well as 
in other areas, there are some things that are objective 
truth, and ways of ascertaining what they are and are not 
— that, the party polarisation and Trump have destroyed 
in the USA.

Class
Biden thinks to restore it by good will. But plainly a vast 
number of Americans are alienated from the system, for 
many reasons, some of them good reasons, class reasons 
for instance.

They are locked into the Trumpite mindset, into a posi-
tive political identity which serves their emotional needs, 
and which, in its hostility to those it brands as “out-peo-
ple”, is vicious, fascistic nonsense.

The labour movement needs to confront them with 
a better, more rational, more benign, less exclusionary 
sense of identity and sense of purpose.

Trump tried to behave as if he were an old-time king, 
with the powers and prerogatives of a king. In fact, im-
mense power is invested in the presidency. In fact, the 
USA is not the democracy it claims to be. For example, 
two times this century already, presidential candidates 
beaten in the popular vote, George W. Bush and Donald 

Trump, were declared to be the winner by the Electoral 
College. Trump, in fact, got three million votes fewer than 
Clinton.

American socialists need to work out and fight to win 
a straightforwardly democratic constitution. They can 
start with the sort of ideas advocated by Leon Trotsky for 
French socialists to propose after 6 February 1934.

“Down with the Senate, which is elected by limited suf-
frage and which renders the power of universal suffrage 
a mere illusion! Down with the presidency of the republic, 
which serves as a hidden point of concentration for the 
forces of militarism and reaction!

“A single assembly must combine the legislative and 
executive powers. Members would be elected for two 
years, by universal suffrage at eighteen years of age, with 
no discrimination of sex or nationality. Deputies would be 
elected on the basis of local assemblies, constantly revo-
cable by their constituents, and would receive the salary 
of a skilled worker.

“This is the only measure that would lead the masses 
forward instead of pushing them backward. A more gen-
erous democracy would facilitate the struggle for work-
ers’ power”. □

Our pamphlets
Browse, download, buy, or listen to our pamphlets:

• The German Revolution: selected writings of Rosa 
Luxemburg

• For Workers’ Climate Action
• Two Nations, Two States 
• Workers Against Slavery
• How to Beat the Racists
• Remain and Rebel
• Stalinism in the International Brigades
• Left Antisemitism: What it is and How to Fight it
• Arabs, Jews, and Socialism: Socialist Debates on 

Israel/Palestine □

More: workersliberty.org/publications
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By Martin Thomas

Many historians, in hindsight, regard the 6 Febru-
ary 1934 attempt by mostly far-right army-veteran 

groups to storm France’s Chamber of Deputies, over a 
corruption scandal, as a blip.

They can make a case. The 6 February riot was smaller 
than 4 January’s in Washington. The police were solid 
against it, indeed shot down the protesters, killing 14 or 
15 and injuring 1500.

The riot never got near breaching the parliament build-
ing. The biggest contingent, the Croix du Feu, went home 
when trouble started.

Politically, the protest was a mix of small groups. The 
French far right in 1934 was weaker than the US far right 
is now, with Trumpists hegemonic in the Republican Party 
and the 100,000-strong militia movement drawn into 
Trump Republicanism. Trotsky wrote at the time: “fascism 
is not a mass movement in France”.

The riot did make the prime minister resign; but that 
was the sixth change of prime minister since the victory 
of a Radical/ Socialist Party [SP] alliance in the June 1932 
election, and the shift was from one member of the Rad-
ical Party to another.

In truth, if 6 February turned out a blip, that was because 
the French left saw it as a warning, as more than a blip. 6 
February ended the Stalinist Third Period. It pushed the 
SP to the left, and the CP into a united front with SP; it im-
pelled anti-fascist activism; it set things moving towards 
the June 1936 general strike. It opened the way for the 
Trotskyists to win support in the SP youth.

The CP would drag the SP back into alliance with the 

Radicals (the Popular Front); the SP and the CP would 
betray the general strike; and then France would move 
right again. But the surge of response to 6 February had 
created better possibilities.

Responses in France were shaped by the recent Nazi 
triumph in Germany (January 1933) and the Great De-
pression.

The US today is different, but economic disruption from 
the pandemic is and will continue large. Erdogan in Tur-
key, Modi in India, are not the Nazis, but they do show a 
new era of at least proto-fascist politics.

6 January in Washington didn’t stop the ratification of 
the 4 November election. That does not prove it a setback 
for the far right, any more than 6 Feb 1934’s failure to put 
the Croix du Feu into power proved that a blip.

Fascist (or proto-fascist) movements don’t seize power 
by popular uprisings. Usually they do it by convincing 
enough of the state machine and the ruling class that the 
country can’t be governed against the far right, so best 
bring the far right to office and hope to restrain it by co-
alitions.

I don’t know whether the Romney-line Republicans will 
now rally. But crying contradictions in the Trump line ha-
ven’t broken up the Trumpist movement to date, and it’s 
unlikely they will now. The takeaway for the Trumpist far-
right from 6 January is that they can impede governance. 
They can credibly paralyse a Biden administration which 
would have been conformist even without the far-right 
threat. And then in four years...

Hope lies with the possibility that 6 January will galva-
nise the US left and labour movement as 6 Feb 1934 gal-
vanised the French left. □

6 January 2021 and 6 February 1934

By Luca Brusco

On 6 July, at the storming of the US Capitol, a number 
of far-right groups — as distinguished from the “reg-

ular” far-right Trump supporters — were present. Among 
them were the Proud Boys, donning orange hats to dis-
tinguish themselves. While their founder Gavin McInnes 
denies having been there, a man looking suspiciously like 
him was recorded giving orders to various members of 
the group.

Others present included militia groups such as the 
Three Percenters and the Oath Keepers, members of 
which were recorded marching up the Capitol steps in 
body armour, holding onto each other, suggesting coor-
dinated effort to breach the building.

Boogaloo Bois (sic), specifically, a group called the 
Last Sons of Liberty, posted a video documenting their 
involvement on Parler, a Twitter alternative popular with 
the far-right.

Followers of white nationalist Nick Fuentes, known as 
the Groypers, took part in the insurrection, waving “Amer-
ica First” flags, as did members of the violent neo-nazi 

group, the Nationalist So-
cial Club.

QAnon showed up in 
force. Unlike the previously 
mentioned groups they 
had no on-the-spot leader-
ship or central plan, apart 
from Trump’s incitements. 
At this point, it’s hard to 
draw borders between 
QAnon and the broader 
MAGA movement.

It is also worth noting the reports of numerous off-
duty cops trying to break into the Capitol, flashing their 
badges to their colleagues tasked with keeping the riot-
ers out, demanding that they let them through.

“Regular” Trump supporters were also comfortable with 
the idea of violence. One man photographed carrying 
zip-ties inside is not confirmed to be a member of an or-
ganised far-right group, and he came to the Trump rally 
with his mother. □

The organised far-right on 6 January
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By Sacha Ismail

After a deal with Pfizer, Israel is leading the world in 
Covid-19 vaccinations, with a goal of vaccinating 

everyone over 16 by the end of March. It has already vac-
cinated about 20% of its population.

It is not providing vaccines to the millions of Palestinians 
living under its rule in the Occupied Territories, let alone 
to Gaza. Israel may have completed its vaccination pro-
gram by the time Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank 
start getting vaccinated.

Israel has done badly in the pandemic, with lockdowns 
lifted too fast and inadequate social policies. It is now in 
the middle of its third and biggest wave of infections. Out 
of nine million people, the country has had over 3,700 
deaths — a worse rate than anywhere else in the Middle 
East bar Iran.

Last year saw mass protests against the Netanyahu re-
gime’s Covid-19 policies, which it then banned, suppos-
edly on public health grounds. Netanyahu’s approval 
ratings fell dramatically, and he is trying to regain political 
ground with the vaccine drive.

Israel’s health service is underfunded and overstretched, 
but, as a Tel Aviv nurse noted, a vaccine “operation at such 
scale could not have happened in a private healthcare 
system”.

The Palestine Authority areas have had a lower death 
rate than Israel, presumably because their population is 
younger (average age 21). Israel’s policy of refusing to 
provide vaccines to the Palestinians is, however, an out-
rage. As Saleh Higazi of Amnesty International put it: 
“There could hardly be a better illustration of how Israeli 
lives are valued above Palestinian ones”.

And despite the tight checkpoint regime, 60,000 (un-
vaccinated) Palestinians enter Israel to work every day.

Israel’s health minister Yuli Edelstein summed up his 
attitude: “They have to learn how to take care of them-

selves… I don’t think that there’s anyone in this country… 
that can imagine I would be taking a vaccine from the 
Israeli citizen, and, with all the goodwill, give it to our 
neighbours”.

The “leave them to it” approach does not extend to let-
ting the Palestinians rule themselves free of Israeli military 
control...

Sixty Israeli secondary school students have signed an 
open letter insisting “We will not be soldiers of the Israeli 
occupation” and refusing to serve in the Israeli army, at 
the risk of imprisonment. This is a significant resurgence 
of “refuser” activism: bit.ly/refuserletter

On 1 January, 75 Palestinian workers at the Israeli Yamit 
Sinoun factory producing water filtration systems in a 
West Bank settlement began an open-ended strike to 
demand their employer fulfils an agreement on working 
conditions, wages, sick leave, holidays and pensions con-
cluded after a strike in November.

The boss has justified himself not only on the the basis 
of the capitalist desire for cheap production, but with 
a racist assertion Palestinian workers should not enjoy 
equal rights. □

• More: bit.ly/yamitsinounv

Featured book
A head-to-head debate 
between the revolutionary 
left (Sean Matgamna) and 
the traditional Labour left 
(Michael Foot), focused 
on the alternatives posed 
to the labour movement 
in the fight against the 
Thatcher Tories. The core 
political arguments remain 
crucial. 107 pages, £5
workersliberty.org/publica-
tions

“Vaccine nationalism” 
in Israel

Upcoming meetings
Workers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, held on-

line over zoom. In January:

Sunday 17th January 6:30-8pm: The Life, Times and 
Ideas of Antonio Gramsci
Monday 18 January, 6-7pm: Workers’ Liberty stu-
dents — The student struggles of 2010
Monday 18 January, 6-7pm: North London AWL— 
Workers’ Parties, Labour Parties and Socialism
Tuesday 26 January, 7:30-9pm: Lewisham AWL— The 
Rise of the vvvovement and Covid-19 Conspiracy The-
ories: A Socialist Discussion
Thursday 28 January, 6-7:30pm: Momentum Interna-
tionalists forum — The EHRC Report and Labour
Saturday 30 January, 12:30-2:30pm: Labour Move-
ment Solidarity with Hong Kong UK — see back page

Plus
Every Monday, 6-7pm: Workers’ Liberty Students
Thursdays, 8-9pm: Marx’s “Grundrisse”, study group
Our calendars of events: browse or subscribe! □

All online
For full and updated details, zoom links, more meetings 
and resources, visit workersliberty.org/events 
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https://www.refuser.org/refuser-updates/shministim
https://newunions.wordpress.com/2021/01/07/new-unions-we-urge-international-support-to-palestinian-striking-workers
https://workersliberty.org/publications
https://workersliberty.org/meetings
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What we stand for
The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty fights for socialist 

revolution, for the labour movement to militantly 
assert working-class interests. 

See workersliberty.org/about — if you agree, join us! □

Towards telecom strike in BT?
In December, BT Group workers in the Communication 
Workers Union (CWU) voted by a 97.9% majority for in-
dustrial action to defend job security and conditions, in a 
consultative ballot. A BT Group worker and CWU activist 
explains the background to the dispute and other strug-
gles in BT.

The national consultative ballot against job cuts and 
compulsory redundancies across BT is the logical 

result of the failure of industrial leadership by the CWU 
Telecoms Executive for over a decade, and also of the 
disastrous outcome of the 2019 general election for com-
munication workers. 

The current faction in control of the CWU Telecoms 
Executive — the inappropriately-named “Left Activist Net-
work” (LAN) — is the product of an acrimonious split in the 
previous CWU Broad Left. Since LAN’s victory in the CWU 
Deputy General Secretary Telecoms election in 2008, and 
subsequent control of all the main negotiating commit-
tees, we have seen a series of compromises on national 
agreements that have just got worse and worse for CWU 
members in BT.

• Five years added to all non-management BT employ-
ees’ age of retirement (from 60 to 65), then increases in 
employee contributions, and then the ending of the ben-
efit rates of the final-salary pension scheme for the ap-
proximately 50% of the workforce still in it

• A few years later, the acceptance of a two-tier work-
force in Openreach, with new recruits working longer 
hours and with different arrangements on pay progres-
sion, finishing and travel time, etc. 

• Failure to maintain equal terms and conditions across 
all the divisions in BT Group in newly acquired firms such 
as EE

• Failure to oppose the sell off of subsidiaries such as 
BT Fleet.

Back in 2019, it became clear that BT management had 
our national agreement on no compulsory redundancies 
in its sights. Previously, changes in the structuring of jobs 
have been dealt with by redeployment and voluntary re-
dundancy. Having met no union resistance to compulsory 
job cuts announced in the small division of BT Enterprise 
that year, a massive site closure and job cuts program 
was announced in the major Openreach division in early 
2020. 

Thousands of jobs are now under threat throughout the 
UK, and the scale of the cuts makes it inevitable that, if 
the bosses get their way, many will be made compulso-
rily redundant. Rather than call an industrial action ballot, 

the CWU Telecoms Executive dithered for most of the 
year and only called a consultative ballot in November. 
This had an overwhelmingly positive result, announced 
just before Christmas. The big question now is when, or 
whether, a formal national industrial action ballot — the 
only way to stop management’s plans — will be called.

BT bosses are emboldened by the Tory victory in the 
2019 general election. Not only because they can be sure 
of government support in taking on unionised workers, 
but because the job cuts announced show that they have 
no intention of delivering a network for the future. They 
are sticking with a policy of creating profits by cost-cut-
ting and outsourcing rather than developing services for 
the UK. 

The job cuts in Openreach are mainly of higher-paid 
technical workers — those that are needed to plan and 
deliver superfast broadband access and 5G in a fu-
ture-proofed way. The rejection of Labour’s manifesto 
plans for free broadband for all and a publicly-owned 
Openreach in the 2019 election means we will see a con-
tinuation of the competitive market model of regulation 
that leads to a race to the bottom on workers’ terms and 
conditions in the telecoms sector. □

Barnoldswick workers 
consider offer
By Ollie Moore

Workers at Rolls Royce’s plant in Barnoldswick 
are considering a proposal from their employer 

which could end a weeks-long strike at the factory.
Unite suspended its latest strikes, which began on 

4 January and were due to continue until 22 January, 
when the offer was received. The union has described 
the offer as a “landmark deal”.

350 jobs at the Barnoldswick site were threatened 
by Rolls Royce’s plan to offshore the factory’s work to 
countries including Singapore. The cuts are part of a 
wider tranche of job cuts planned by Rolls Royce, to-
talling 9,000.

Unite says the employer’s offer would “save 350 jobs 
and give the site a bright future”, and that it has the 
“unanimous backing of the plant committee, the shop 
stewards and convenors.” If the offer is accepted, Unite 
says it would give the Barnoldswick plant “a new lease 
of life as the company’s centre of training and excel-
lence and cement Rolls-Royce as a key player in green 
and emerging technologies.”

Barnoldswick workers were due to meet in the week 
beginning 11 January to discuss whether to accept the 
proposal. Their strike has been one of the most deter-
mined expressions of resistance to bosses’ attempts to 
use the pandemic as a pretext for cutting jobs. Should 
a deal that prevents job cuts be secured, it would rep-
resent a significant and inspiring victory. □
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By Michael Elms

Deliveroo is set to become publicly traded in the first 
quarter of 2021. This “initial public offering” (IPO) 

will mean incredible wealth for a few; cheated, red-faced 
shareholders a few weeks down the line; and intensified 
exploitation for food delivery workers.

Deliveroo is not currently publicly traded on the stock 
exchange. Rather than raising money by selling shares 
(and being accountable to shareholders), the company 
has thus far funded itself by making impressive and 
boastful pitches to big private investors. Between 2014 
and May 2019 it had raised over US$1bn in successive 
charm offensives (“funding rounds”) aimed at a handful 
of large firms. About half the money came from Amazon.

The problem is that by May 2020 that Deliveroo was 
still losing money on every meal it delivered. Deliveroo 
has never made a profit. In 2019 it made losses of £319 
million. It has expanded quickly (the Evening Standard re-
ports that as of December 2020 it has 110,000 couriers 
on the books); it has demonstrated an ability to squeeze 
workers and suppress unionisation (so far) in innovative 
ways; and it has run a slick and aggressive marketing op-
eration. That’s all.

When a firm becomes publicly traded, it faces harsher 
scrutiny. We can make some predictions about this IPO. 
Firstly, the initial valuation may be very optimistic, mean-

ing that Deliveroo will be able to make a ton selling off 
its shares and paying back some of its ultra-rich early in-
vestors before all the smaller buyers realise they’ve been 
had.

Secondly, increased pressure to actually become profit-
able will mean harsher exploitation. Manic boasting, suck-
ing up to the stronger, cheating the weaker, and bullying 
workers: it’s a classic British capitalist success story.

The IPO does provide the workers’ movement with 
an opportunity, though. While Deliveroo and its agents 
(they’ve hired JP Morgan and Goldman Sachs to help 
with the IPO) are trying to charm the markets, they will be 
more sensitive than usual to bad publicity. The next few 
months will be a good time for the labour movement to 
seek concessions from the company.

The story of Deliveroo’s funding shows us something 
else. An online-based food delivery company is a good 
idea. But it’s very hard to make money from it in a way 
that suits the stock market. Many good services are worth-
while, but can’t ever be expected to turn a profit.

The “gig economy” food delivery firms should be na-
tionalised, consolidated, and run democratically. □

• Hannah Thompson is wild-swimming every day in 
January to raise money for the South Yorkshire Couriers’ 
Network Strike Fund. Contribute at gofund.me/e9bb4505 

Second-hand books
Workers’ Liberty is selling one hundred second 

hand books, on politics and many other topics. 
Visit bit.ly/2h-books for the full list, pricing, and to 
order them. Featured this week:

• Engels on Capital: Synopsis, Reviews, Letters and 
Supplementary Materials — Friedrich Engels

• Shafted: the Media, the Miners’ Strike and the After-
math — Granville Williams

• History of the Bolshevik Party From the Beginnings 
to February 1917 — Grigorii Zinoviev

• The Children Act — Ian McEwan
• The Prophet Unarmed — Isaac Deutscher

Deliveroo goes to stock market

McAnea wins Unison
Christina McAnea has been elected as the new gen-

eral secretary of Unison — the first woman to head 
the UK’s largest union. McAnea is viewed as the conti-
nuity candidate following Dave Prentis, who is retiring 
after 20 years as general secretary. She takes up her 
post on 22 January.

The full results were: Christina McAnea 63,900 
(47.7%); Paul Holmes 45,220 (33.76%); Roger McKen-
zie 14,450 (10.79%); Hugo Pierre 10,382 (7.75%).

McAnea secured less than 50% of the vote in the First 
Past The Post election. The combined vote of the three 
other candidates (all of whom stood against McAnea 
from the left) could have beaten her. □
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“Everyone a bit frazzled”
By Jay Dawkey 

“And now it is in Nigeria, and it’s bad. It is the big par-
ties spreading it. People are still going to them, they 

don’t know what it’s like here. I need to call my sister so 
she knows what happens when it is out of control. But you 
know it wasn’t Nigerians there that got coronavirus, it was 
all of us going back home and visiting. More Nollywood 
actresses have got it now, it is the parties I am telling you!”

C is at once both the most Covid-alarmist worker on the 
station and also the greatest believer in the conspiracy 
theories associated with it. No one wipes down as many 
surfaces as C as they go about their duty. And no one 
shares as many dubious claims to our WhatsApp. When 
I see the “forwarded many times” message I am instantly 
very sceptical. When I see one of the videos is Donald 
Trump Jr defending his Dad against the attacks by social 
media giants, I sigh. Fortunately, I am not the only one 
who feels the need to respond.

“I’m not going to listen to some cokehead stooge for his 
Dad”, E says. Not how I would put it, but the last person 
I want to champion free speech for is Donald Trump Jr.

C is unperturbed. “We should be careful what we wish 
for. Could be Trump then could be someone else. And 
what about their plans, look at the Great Reset”. Another 
video is attached detailing the conspiracy theory for 
Great Reset. I decide better to talk to C in person than 
via WhatsApp. Everyone is a bit frazzled at the moment. 

Better to get the tone right on this one.
It isn’t busy on shift, but it’s not that quiet either. Some-

one mentions that BBC News filmed around the area ear-
lier and there were a lot of people. We know the spread 
is affecting us more now. More people off, more people 
self isolating, and a lot of back and forth about numbers 
of people who need to be in work and testing and when 
people will be back. 

Most people are used to wearing masks now. But no 
cash being taken has meant more people as a proportion 
are shoving their way through the gates. At least trying 
to avoid interacting with people makes it even easier to 
avoid doing anything about that. □

• “Jay Dawkey” is a Tube worker.

The United Voices of the World (UVW) union is call-
ing an online rally, jointly with Barnet Transformed, 

on Thursday 14 January from 7pm to support the care 
workers and cleaners at the Sage nursing home who 
will strike from 15 to 17 January. Details: bit.ly/s-uvw. 
More on the strike: bit.ly/sage1517 □

American fascism 
on film
By John Cunningham

Unsurprisingly, here’s another American film. Tony 
Kaye’s American History X (1998) features Derek, 

a committed Nazi, complete with swastika tattoos and 
membership in the “Disciples of Christ”. He is sentenced 
to three years for voluntary manslaughter of an Afri-
can-American. While imprisoned he begins to distrust 
the “Aryan Brotherhood”, the prisoners’ fascist network. 
Instead, he befriend’s Lamont, an African-American 
with whom he works in the prison laundry. On release 
he finds that his younger brother Danny has become a 
hard-line Nazi but eventually Derek persuades him to 
drop his views, causing ructions among their former 
Nazi friends. The very next day at school Danny is shot 
by an African-American with whom he had a recent al-
tercation. Derek’s voice-over ends the film as he reads 
lines from Lincoln’s inaugural address. □

Kino Eye

Diary of a 
Tubeworker
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Withdraw 
“conditionality”!

The vast majority of directly-employed civil serv-
ants continue to work from home, but despite the 

worsening situation with the pandemic, bosses in the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) still want to 
keep job centres open for face-to-face meetings with 
benefit claimants. We support limited opening for vul-
nerable claimants who need additional support, but 
as a general rule we want contact to be remote. Forc-
ing claimants into job centres puts both the claimants 
themselves and DWP workers at risk.

We’re also fighting for the withdrawal of “conditional-
ity”, under which claimants are sanctioned if they don’t 
meet certain targets. DWP want our members to quiz 
claimants on how many job applications they’re mak-
ing, and potentially withdraw their benefits depending 
on the answer. That’s morally wrong at any time, but it’s 
particularly unreasonable in current conditions.

The DVLA call centre in Swansea is another site where 
there’s an isolated “back-to-the-workplace” drive from 
management, which we’re also organising to resist. 
In HMRC, the employer is looking to enlist volunteers 
from as far afield as Glasgow to temporarily relocate to 
the Kent coast to work on Brexit-related jobs. We op-
pose that; it’s simply not supportable from an infection 
control perspective.

In many sites, outsourced workers are treated as sec-
ond-class citizens and forced to come into work even 
though the buildings they “service”, as cleaners, se-
curity staff, etc., are essentially empty. In many places 
there are agreements to reduce the numbers com-
ing into the workplace, with no loss of pay for those 
remaining at home; those agreements need to be 
strengthened and expanded.

Our National Executive Committee next meets on 21 
January. Among other things, it will discuss perspec-
tives for a national campaign on civil service pay. By 
the time of that meeting, we may have received an ex-
pected department-specific pay offer from bosses in 
HMRC. That might offer a pay increase, but we’re ex-
pecting it to be a “cost neutral” offer, meaning any pay 
rise will be “paid for” by cuts to conditions elsewhere. 
If the offer is cost neutral in this way, then it is difficult 
how it can be supported, as it would mean one set of 
members paying for another set of members’ pay in-
creases.

Also, an HMRC-only settlement would also take a sig-
nificant section of our membership out of any national 
pay campaign. So, the union faces difficult decisions. □

• John Moloney is assistant general secretary of the 
civil service workers’ union PCS (personal capacity).

Covid-safety on Tube

Latest figures show that 57 transport workers in London 
have died from Covid-19.

42 were bus workers, highly exposed by their employ-
ers’ unforgivable foot-dragging over moving to mid-
dle-door boarding and additional distancing measures. 
Eight of the deaths are of Tube/rail workers, with three 
from Transport for London (TfL) offices, and three from 
outsourced employers.

These were 57 workmates, friends, family members. 
Each leaves people devastated by their loss.

On the Tube, a full train service is now being run, de-
spite ridership being at only 18% of pre-pandemic levels. 
Only those workers who absolutely need to be in work in 
order to provide a safe, baseline essential service should 
be in. LU must ditch new guidance that implies Covid-re-
lated absence could be subject to disciplinary action, a 
highly dangerous approach that explicitly contravenes 
the latest policy from the national Rail Industry Corona-
virus Forum.

RMT has rightly demanded temporary reductions in 
train services and the suspension of all non-essential 
engineering work. Staffing levels and shift allocation for 
station staff and outsourced workers including cleaners 
should be reviewed by local reps so the maximum num-
ber of workers are able to follow the government’s “stay 
at home” guidance, with no loss of pay.

RMT has also made other safety demands. And our un-
ions should also take up a political fight for an expanded 
vaccination programme. It’s right that more vulnerable 
people are prioritised, but an expanded programme 
could also expand prioritisation by extending it to front-
line, public-facing workers. □

• More: bit.ly/tube-safe

Tubeworker
John Moloney 
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By Pete Radcliff

Prominent trade union leaders were amongst the 53 
activists arrested in Hong Kong on the early morning 

of Wednesday 6 January 2021. Carol Ng, the chair of the 
Hong Kong Confederation of Trade Unions (HKCTU), 
and Winnie Yu, chair of the most vibrant new health 
workers’ union, the Hospital Authority Employees Alli-
ance (HAEA), were amongst them.

The arrests were in response to the Democracy Prima-
ries held last June in which radical “resistance localists” 
prominent in the street protests over the previous 12 
months had been successful.

The primaries were to select a slate behind which all 
democrats might unite had been held in earlier LegCo 
elections without action. However now the Chinese gov-
ernment using its National Security Law in Hong Kong 
has deemed them to be “subversive” with potentially 
very long sentences.

In addition to trade unionists and resistance activists, 
the arrests also include the more moderate pan-demo-
crat activists, for taking part in the primaries.

This is a serious escalation of the repression. Interna-
tionally the trade union movement must declare its sol-

idarity and break links with the fake union federations, 
the ACFTU in China and the HKFTU in Hong Kong if, as 
is predictable, they do not oppose these arrests. □

No. 577, 13 January 2020

MASS ARRESTS MASS ARRESTS 
IN HONG KONGIN HONG KONG

Free the prisoners!
Free Hong Kong political prisoners, end the repres-

sion — #FreeHK53
Zoom meeting Saturday, 30 January 12:30. Details: 

bit.ly/hk-53
Speakers:
• Lee Cheuk-yan, Hong Kong Confederation of 

Trade Unions General Secretary and former Hong 
Kong LegCo member

• John McDonnell MP (Hayes and Harlington), for-
mer Shadow Chancellor

• John Moloney, PCS civil service union Assistant 
General Secretary

• Nadia Whittome MP (Nottingham East)
Chair: Laura Parker, former Momentum national or-
ganiser

Model motion and other campaign resources: bit.
ly/hk-53x □ 
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