
The Socialist Party says
No return to school 

and work unless safety 
guaranteed

Workers’ and trade union 
control of workplace safety

PPE and testing for all
Socialist planning to save and 

create jobs
For a new mass workers’ party to 

provide a political alternative

When even the Daily Mail turns on a 
Tory prime minister, you know the 
government is in trouble. 

Under the headline ‘What planet are they on’, the Mail called for the 
PM’s chief adviser Dominic  Cummings to resign or be sacked for fla-

grantly flouting lockdown rules. 
Scientists, bishops, ex-police chiefs and Tory MPs lined up to 

criticise Johnson’s defence of Cummings, and to call for Cum-
mings to go. Ordinary people who have stuck to the guidelines 

for weeks, often at great personal hardship, are outraged at 
the Tories’ hypocrisy.

Week after week we have watched Tory ministers step 
onto the rostrum, flanked by scientific and medical ad-

visers, and tell lies about PPE, testing and care home 
deaths. Now they are trying to send workers back to un-

safe workplaces, and open schools more widely, even 
though the virus is not under control, and no mass 
testing and tracing system is in place.

Johnson’s car-crash announcement on phase 
two of the lockdown inflicted a huge dent in the 
credibility of the government’s handling of the 
coronavirus pandemic. Exactly two weeks later 
he dug a bigger hole for himself declaring that  
in driving 260 miles to Durham with a wife who 
had coronavirus, Cummings had  “acted re-
sponsibly, legally and with integrity”. 

Cummings’ subsequent press conference, 
his long-winded and incredible justification 
of his behaviour, will have done nothing to 
dispel the idea that there is one law for those 
in powerful positions and another for the 
rest of us. 

Professor Stephen Reicher, a member of 
Sage, the scientific body that  advises the gov-
ernment, tweeted that in a few short minutes 
their advice had been trashed: “Be open and 
honest, we said. Trashed. Respect the public 
we said. Trashed. Ensure equity, so every-
one is treated the same, we said. Trashed. 
Be consistent we said. Trashed. Make clear 
‘we are all in this together’. Trashed.”
> Continued on p2
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More Tory lies over PPE and testing
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Safety must come first

United action can defeat Tories’ 
dangerous school plan

Martin Powell-Davies
Socialist Party national committee 
and NEU member

In refusing to back down from his 
plans for primary schools to open 
more widely in England on 1 June, 
Johnson has shown complete dis-
regard for public health. But a firm 
stand by trade unions, schools and 
parents can force the Tories back.

For the Tories, getting the young-
est children back to school was only 
ever about one thing - putting child-
care in place for employers to be 
able to bully working parents back 
to work. 

By correctly questioning the lack 
of scientific basis for government 
decision-making, the trade unions, 
led by the National Education Un-
ion, had hoped they could convince 
Johnson to reconsider. The BMA 
and the Independent SAGE group 
have both given backing to the 
NEU’s insistence that, to end lock-
down safely, the government has 
to first make sure proper systems 
for testing, tracing and isolation of 
new Covid outbreaks were securely 
in place. 

But the Cummings crisis has 
shown that Johnson and the cabal 
around him are prepared to bra-
zenly justify the unjustifiable. On 
schools, they are going to ignore 
both medical and trade union opin-
ion to try  and force through a rapid 
end to the lockdown, come what 
may. 

The Tories also hope to show they 
can brush aside trade union oppo-
sition and score a victory ahead of 
the even bigger battles to come over 
jobs, cuts and incomes as the eco-
nomic crisis unfolds.

Johnson’s gamble
The school staff unions, backed by 
parents and trade unionists, have to 
make sure Johnson’s gamble does 
not come off. The movement has a 
real opportunity to show how, by 
standing firm together, the Tories 
can be beaten back, for the sake of 
all in our communities.

Johnson knows his plans will be 
opposed. He is prepared to accept a 
slower return to secondary schools 
where unions are traditionally bet-
ter organised, and childcare for 
older children is also less of a pri-
ority. He has also had to recognise 
that many primary schools will also 
phase in pupil return more gradu-
ally than he wanted. However, he is 
planning on a critical mass opening 
quickly, and then others following 
suit, all before it is safe to do so. 

A united battle is needed to make 
sure his plan fails. Individual staff 
and union groups must not be left 

to fight alone. A clear national call 
to action needs to be issued. All the 
school unions must make clear that 
the necessary public health meas-
ures are not in place and that, there-
fore, no school can be a safe work-
place to open more widely.

School staff are ready to respond 
to such a clear call to action. The 
NEU’s slogans of “only when it’s 
safe” and “not until the ‘five tests’ 
are met” have been embraced and 

understood both by school staff and 
more widely amongst large num-
bers of parents and the wider school 
community.

Anyone who understands educa-
tion knows that social distancing 
cannot be securely maintained in a 
primary school, and the steps that 
will have to be taken, such as remov-
ing play areas and keeping infants 
apart, will be emotionally damaging 
too. 

Union reps must insist on risk 
assessments that confirm schools 
have taken every step that they 
can to minimise risk. But, even 
then, wider opening will not yet 
be safe because the critical actions 
that need to be taken are outside 
schools’ control.  

Until the Government acts to put 
tracking and testing in place and 
get infection rates lower, opening 
schools more widely threatens to 
create a deadly ‘second wave’ of the 
virus. As the last few months have 
shown, it will be the families who al-
ready suffer the most disadvantage 
and discrimination that will be hit 
worst of all.

Those arguments have been 
heard and passed on through union 
and parents’ meetings. Now they 
have to be translated into action.

The NEU has recruited thousands 
of new members and hundreds of 
new workplace representatives in 
the last days and weeks. Huge online 
meetings, the biggest 20,000-strong, 
have been held. 

They have heard NEU leaders 
correctly explaining that safeguard-
ing and health and safety legisla-
tion put obligations on employers 
to protect both staff and the wider 
community, obligations that cannot 
be met when the union’s ‘five tests’ 
have not yet been met. They have 
also heard how sections 44 and 100 
of the Employment Rights Act 1996 
give protection to staff who reason-
ably believe that they would be in 
danger if they returned to an unsafe 
workplace.

Now those rights need to be ur-
gently confirmed in messages to 
every member. Unions should ad-
vise members to meet online to-
gether in workplace groups and 
across employers to discuss their 
legal rights. Reps must make clear 
that unions will be backing mem-
bers who refuse to enter an unsafe 
workplace and call on heads to re-
fuse to implement Johnson’s reck-
less plans. 

Act together
Let the Tories bluster about ‘ille-
gality’. Legislation gives far greater 
rights to staff than the rights claimed 
by Dominic Cummings in his trips 
around the country - and the pub-
lic will understand that too. But, as 
ever, the best defence for workers 
is acting together. School staff right 
across England should, as one, re-
fuse to put themselves in danger.

The whole of the trade union 
movement must back the school 
staff unions. Every Local Author-
ity must be lobbied to demand it 
opposes the unsafe operation of 
schools in its area. Unions can also 
encourage members to help organ-
ise parent opposition too.

Union branches, trade union 
councils and community groups 
should follow the lead set in areas 
like Leicestershire, Coventry and 
Newham where big meetings for 
parents have already been held. 
Parental campaigns can bolster 
the confidence of schools and their 
staff to stand firm, and put pressure 
on elected politicians to do so as 
well.

Yes, the stakes are high. But a firm 
response can make the Tories regret 
they chose to have this battle in-
stead of putting safety first.
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The Socialist Party fights for 
socialism - a democratic society 
run for the needs of all and not 

the profits of a few. We also oppose 
every cut, fighting in our day-to-day 
campaigning for every possible 
improvement for working-class people. 
The organised working class has the 
potential power to stop the cuts and 
transform society.

As capitalism dominates the globe, 
the struggle for genuine socialism 
must be international. The Socialist 
Party is part of the 
Committee for a 
Workers’ International 
(CWI) which organises across the 
world.

Our demands include...

Public services 
�� No to ALL cuts in jobs, public 

services and benefits. Defend our 
pensions. 

�� No to privatisation and the Private 
Finance Initiative (PFI). Renationalise 
all privatised utilities and services, with 
compensation paid only on the basis 
of proven need.

�� Fully fund all services and run 
them under accountable, democratic 
committees that include representatives 
of service workers and users.

�� Free, publicly run, good quality 
education, available to all at any age. 
Abolish university tuition fees now 
and introduce a living grant. No to 
academies and ‘free schools’!

�� A socialist NHS to provide for 
everyone’s health needs - free at the 
point of use and under democratic 
control. Kick out private contractors!

�� Keep council housing publicly 
owned. For a massive building 
programme of publicly owned housing, 
on an environmentally sustainable 
basis, to provide good quality homes 
with low rents. 

Work and income
�� Trade union struggle for an 

immediate increase in the minimum 
wage to £12 an hour without 
exemptions as a step towards a real 
living wage of at least £15 an hour. For 
an annual increase in the minimum 
wage linked to average earnings. Scrap 
zero-hour contracts.

�� All workers, including part-timers, 
temps, casual and migrant workers 
to have trade union rates of pay, 
employment protection, and sickness 
and holiday rights from day one of 
employment. 

�� An immediate 50% increase in the 
state retirement pension, as a step 
towards a living pension. 

�� Scrap Universal Credit. For the right 
to decent benefits, education, training, 

or a job, without compulsion. 
�� Scrap the anti-trade union laws! For 

fighting trade unions, democratically 
controlled by their members.  Full-time 
union officials to be regularly elected 
and receive no more than a worker’s 
wage. Support the National Shop 
Stewards Network. 

�� A 35-hour week with no loss of pay. 

Environment
�� Major research and investment into 

replacing fossil fuels with renewable 
energy and into ending the problems 
of early obsolescence and un-recycled 
waste. 

�� Public ownership of the energy 
generating industries. No to nuclear 
power. No to Trident.

�� A democratically planned, low-fare, 
publicly owned transport system, 
as part of an overall plan against 
environmental pollution.

Rights
�� Oppose discrimination on the 

grounds of race, gender, disability, 
sexuality, age, and all other forms of 
prejudice.

�� Repeal all laws that trample over 
civil liberties. For the right to protest! 
End police harassment.

�� Defend abortion rights. For a 
woman’s right to choose when and 
whether to have children.

�� For the right to asylum. No to racist 
immigration laws.

�� For the right to vote at 16.

mass workers’ party 
�� For a mass workers’ party drawing 

together workers, young people and 
activists from workplace, community, 
environmental, anti-racist and anti-
cuts campaigns, to provide a fighting, 
political alternative to the pro-big 
business parties.

Socialism and internationalism
�� No to imperialist wars and 

occupations. 
�� Tax the super-rich! For a socialist 

government to take into public 
ownership the top 150 companies 
and the banking system that 
dominate the British economy, and 
run them under democratic working-
class control and management. 
Compensation to be paid only on the 
basis of proven need.

�� A democratic socialist plan of 
production based on the interests of 
the overwhelming majority of people, 
and in a way that safeguards the 
environment.

�� No to the bosses’ neoliberal 
European Union and single market. 
For a socialist Europe and a socialist 
world!
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T
he capitalist establishment 
will now fear that any re-
maining government author-
ity will have been irretriev-
ably eroded, and threatens 

the government itself.  One Tory 
MP declared; “The PM is losing his 
instinct, he might be losing the plot 
and we could lose the country over 
the virus”. 

But Johnson could not bring 
himself to ditch a key figure on the 
right-populist wing of the Tory party, 
which he lent on to grab the leader-
ship. Cummings was the main archi-
tect of the Tories strategy on Brexit. 
But he was also the person who 
pushed hard for the reckless initial 
‘herd immunity’ stance on Cov-
id-19, which resulted in a delayed 
lockdown and thousands of need-
less deaths.

More evidence of Cummings’ 
blatant rule breaking could emerge 
over the next few days. The dual 
pressure of a fearful establishment 
and public opposition could yet 
force Johnson to act against Cum-
mings to try and save himself and 
his government. 

But with the Tories on the ropes, 
now is the time for workers and 
the trade unions to go on to the 
offensive; stand firm, fight for PPE 
and mass testing, and refuse to 
work in unsafe workplaces; demand 
that the furlough scheme remain 
in place as long as necessary with 
100% pay; oppose all redundancies 

and demand that any company 
threatening to sack workers be taken 
into public ownership; put pressure 
on councils to refuse to make cuts 
and demand the government fully 
fund public services.

It’s clearer than ever that we can-
not rely on a Keir Starmer-led La-
bour Party to fight for the interests 
of working people. More concerned 
with burnishing his pro-establish-
ment credentials, initially he merely 
called for an enquiry into Cum-
mings’ behaviour. It was only the day 
after Johnson’s speech, when the 
overwhelming opposition to Cum-
mings and Johnson’s backing of him 
became clear, that he came out and 
said he should resign. 

Not only Cummings but the whole 
Tory government must go. Their in-
competence and ineptitude in the 
face of the coronavirus crisis, flow-
ing from their desire to prioritise 
the profit needs of their big business 
backers, has cost thousands of lives, 
and their policies for dealing with the 
economic crisis  will do the same. 

A new mass political alternative 
is needed that puts the needs and 
interests of the working class cen-
tre stage. To that end, the Socialist 
Party, is proposing that representa-
tives of the left-led trade unions, and 
socialist activists inside and outside 
the Labour Party, come together to 
debate how to set about building 
such a workers’ party. 

In the meantime, workers’ action 
in schools, in the transport sector, 
in Royal Mail and elsewhere, can 
not only defend the safety and live-
lihood of workers, but also build 
confidence in the importance of col-
lective workplace action, which can 
in turn be carried over into political 
struggle.

�� For readers response to the 
‘Cummings crisis’ see p 11
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Coronavirus pandemic news in brief

JJ Tories consider  
nationalising

Chancellor Rishi Sunak is launching a bail-
out scheme called ‘Project Birch’ to prevent 
the collapse of key big businesses. Essen-
tial sectors like airlines, steel and manufac-
turing could receive public loans “on a ‘last 
resort’ basis,” says the Treasury.

However, the governor of the Bank of 
England has told MPs that many firms are 
already drowning in debt. They may prefer 
to sell shares in their companies rather 
than take on more loans.

And bankers’ association TheCityUK is 
pressuring Sunak to consider part-nation-
alisation. Financiers are concerned that 
private business will not be able to pay 
back all that debt. They estimate that gov-
ernment-backed loans alone could exceed 
£100 billion, having hit £40 billion within 
two months. 

The government might guarantee banks’ 
repayments by changing its loans into 
shares. “You convert into preferred equity 
on the assumption that some of these com-
panies have a good future, then flog them 
- à la Margaret Thatcher - over time,” says 
the chief economist at investment bank 
Goldman Sachs.

But denationalisation “à la Margaret 
Thatcher” is part of what got us into this 
mess in the first place! We say: forget bail-
outs for bosses and banks - nationalise 
finance and big business with no compen-
sation to the fat cats. Then run them under 
the democratic control of workers and ser-
vice users, not the profit parasites and their 
lackeys!

JJ Migrant surcharge 
lifted

Public anger at mistreatment of health 
staff has forced the Tories to stop the £400 
NHS surcharge on visas for overseas NHS 
workers. The fee remains for other workers 
from outside the UK, and rises to £624 in 
October. 

We say: scrap all healthcare charges for 
all users - prescription payments, dental 
and opticians’ fees, visa surcharges and 
the rest. Make the privateers and billion-
aires pay!

JJ Top 1% take  
17% of wealth

The richest 1% in Britain were taking 16.8% 
of national income up until the Covid crash, 
reports the Resolution Foundation. The 
figure was previously calculated as 13.8%, 
which didn’t include taxable ‘capital gains’ 
like land, shares and fine art.

While the top 1% took almost 17 times 
over the odds, the top 0.1% took over 80 
times over the odds. They received 8.1% of 
national income - previously calculated to 
be 5.6%

JJ Tory panic laws
The government is exploiting pandemic 
disruption to rush through anti-worker leg-
islation. The new immigration bill passed its 
first stage on 18 May, and a new counter-
terrorism bill has just materialised.

The immigration bill would introduce a 
‘points-based’ system which punishes ‘low-
skilled’ workers like those risking their lives 
in the NHS, care homes and supermarkets. 
The counter-terrorism bill would make even 
more extensive snooping on unconvicted 
people lawful - trade unions, beware.

Under the microscope

A Unison member, Leicester 

My neighbour con-
tacted me the other 
night. She is a care 
worker at a home 
for the elderly. She 

had seen the Socialist Party posters 
on my fence.

She showed me a communication 
that had been sent to all staff from 
her boss. It talks about the difficulty 
in obtaining PPE, hand sanitisers, 
and so on. 

Currently, the home has had no 
glove supplies for three weeks. The 
message to staff asks that all staff 
“bear this in mind and use PPE ap-
propriately and try to be cautious 
when using any sundries or PPE. 
Where appropriate, you should 
always use what is required, but 
please avoid any inappropriate use 
or wastage.” 

My neighbour asks: “What am I 
supposed to do, use my gloves on 
more than one person?” The em-
ployer’s message is both insulting 
and worrying for staff. The home 
has already had several deaths from 
suspected Covid-19. Two residents 
tested positive and then no further 
tests were done.

My neighbour is in a union but 
she is the only one. Most of the oth-
er workers are from south east Asia 
and have accommodation at the 
home. 

I have advised her of her rights 
under section 44 of the Employment 

Rights Act 1996, which gives 
workers a legal entitlement to leave 
their workplace if they feel that it is 
unsafe. She is worried she will lose 
her job.

What is happening at this home 
illustrates government ineptitude, 
and the inability of capitalism to 
protect lives. Indeed, both have 
caused thousands of unnecessary 
and untimely deaths. The govern-
ment failed to plan for and obtain 
sufficient PPE for a pandemic, and 
was too slow to act at the beginning.

Private companies that supply the 
NHS and the care sector have prof-
ited from bidding wars as countries 
and organisations compete with 
each other for apparently scarce 
supplies. The smaller organisa-
tions will lose out to governments 
and larger companies. A socialist 
government would nationalise the 
supply industry and democratically 
plan the distribution of PPE and 
other supplies. 

Care of the elderly should not be 
left to private companies to profit 
from their needs in later life. All care 
homes should be brought into public 
ownership and democratically run.

All workers in the care sector 
should receive an immediate pay 
rise of 10% and be offered perma-
nent contracts. Migrant workers, 
and all workers, should be able to 
join a trade union without fear or 
prejudice.

We urgently need an alternative, 
political voice for workers. Our lives 
depend on it.

Care home workers suffer PPE 
shortage and job loss fears

How can school workers and parents prevent reckless reopening?
> Continued from back
I’ve been having reps’ meetings. 
I’ve been meeting endless union 
groups in the schools - groups that 
have never had reps now have four 
or five. 

One trust of privately run ‘acad-
emy’ schools published a letter say-
ing they wouldn’t open till 8 June 
after meeting the union group. That 
shows they can be pressured, but 
it’s still too early. We have to keep 
going.

As I say to my members, the 
reason we have trade unions is in 
part because of appalling work-
ing conditions in Victorian times, 
when people died in cotton mill 
machines and so on. Because of the 
trade unions, we now have at least 
some health and safety laws.

Section 44 of the Employment 
Rights Act 1996 protects our mem-
bers from the unsafe conditions 

they would face if they went back. 
That law allows workers to judge 
that premises are unsafe, and to re-
fuse to go in. 

And we will use that law. We will 
make sure our members are clear 
on what it says, and as a union we 
will support our members to take 
that step.

The government is also ignoring 
the strength of feeling among par-
ents, the families who bring the 
kids to the gate. I’ve been invited 
to attend parents’ meetings on 
this crisis. At the first meet-
ing there were 100 on the 
Zoom call and another 
170 in the ‘waiting room’. 

Hundreds are now 
contacting the parents’ 
group. Parents are eager 
to show their unhappiness 
and concern about the call to 
return. 

One said we should put posters 
up on school gates and fences, so 
parents know others feel the same 
and feel confident in holding their 
kids back. There is also going to be 
discussion on what safe protest ac-
tions parents can carry out to pub-
licly demonstrate their concerns. 

In Newham, trade unionists and 
socialists have carried out several 
safe, socially distanced car caval-
cades and standing protests against 
the deaths and the cuts, for exam-
ple. Standing two metres apart out-
side is safer than it would be in any 
of those classrooms!

We understand the headteachers 
are having to draw up risk assess-
ments for reopening. Those risk 
assessments may be very useful in 
the future, when it is safe. But at 
this time, none of those risk assess-
ments can be acceptable, because 
the government hasn’t met the 

NEU’s five tests.
They said they were going to test 

for the virus right from the begin-
ning. That’s still not up! No teacher 
or school worker in Newham can 
just go somewhere to be tested on 
a weekly basis.

There must also be an agreement 
that no vulnerable person, or any-
one living with a vulnerable per-
son, can come back into the work-
place. The government has blurred 
the higher and lesser categories for 
vulnerable people.

One of my primary schools 
passed a motion calling on Ne-
wham’s Labour mayor, Rokhsana 
Fiaz, to say the schools won’t reo-
pen, like over a dozen other coun-
cils have. She has so far refused to 
do that. She wants the unions to 
sign a joint statement with her - I’m 
not doing it unless she says schools 
will stay shut.

An NHS contact tracer

The government disastrously 
abandoned contact tracing on 12 
March and delayed the lockdown 
while Covid-19 spread unchecked. 
Now the Tories are trying to make 
up lost ground - too late for many. 
These decisions have cost tens of 
thousands of lives. 

It’s essential the tracing scheme 
is trusted so people willingly give 
their contacts’ names. And it’s 
essential everyone asked to self-
isolate gets full pay and support, 
so they aren’t forced to choose be-
tween helping the community stay 
well and putting food on the table. 

To suppress the spread of in-
fection, people are asked to put 
solidarity with others first - unlike 
Dominic Cummings’ arrogant, 
selfish behaviour.

However, the Tories’ ‘track and 
trace’ scheme fails on all counts. 
Local public services should be 
adapted to respond to the new 
situation, but have been cut to 
the bone by years of austerity. In-
stead of paying public services the 

money needed, the government 
is giving huge contracts to profit-
making companies. 

Serco is managing the central-
ised scheme due to be up and run-
ning by 1 June. Recently, it mis-
takenly released nearly 300 new 
contact tracers’ email addresses. 
Another 48 were sent out a few 
days later by a recruitment agency. 

The mistakes were probably 
made by overworked and over-
tired staff members. But couldn’t 
these companies set their emails 
to ‘blind carbon copy’ as default?

Privatisation was supposed to 
bring ‘free-market efficiencies’ to 
shake up ‘old-fashioned’ public 
services. Instead, it brought cost-
cutting and profiteering.

Amazingly, Serco said it 
wouldn’t report itself for a breach 
of data protection. The tracers’ 
own training programme makes 
clear that it should!

Trust that personal informa-
tion given to the scheme will stay 
confidential is vital. Without that, 
some with positive tests will worry 
their contacts might get visits from 
immigration officers, tax officials, 

police or violent ex-partners if they 
give out information. 

Labour’s shadow minister, Ra-
chel Reeves, lamely said: “We need 
reassurances that contact trac-
ing is in safe hands.” She should 
have called for Serco to be sacked! 
Contact tracing should be done by 
democratically controlled, well-
funded public health services.

Tax dodger
Amazon WorkSpaces has to be 
downloaded to run software and 
call centre programmes from 
home. Is Amazon being paid? Out 
of public funds? To which it con-
tributes almost nothing in taxes 
from its vast profits?

Amazon has also shown com-
plete disregard for its workers’ 
safety from Covid-19, resulting in 
walkouts at some of its US depots.

Workers in insecure, low-paid 
work will hesitate before giving the 
scheme the names of fellow work-
ers, if they fear this could lead to 
them trying to survive on £95.85 a 
week statutory sick pay and possi-
bly losing their jobs. 

Chairing the scheme is Tory 

baroness Dido Harding, formerly 
chief executive of TalkTalk - 
where she was paid £2.8 million 
in 2016. She has previously said 
private healthcare “should not be 
demonised.” 

When four million TalkTalk 
customers had their details 
hacked, she professed ignorance 
as to whether their accounts were 
encrypted. As chair of the tracing 
scheme, this hardly inspires 
confidence. 

Many new tracers want to show 
solidarity, helping frontline work-
ers who are risking their health. 
Health Secretary Matt Hancock 
said they have “stepped forward to 
help their country.” 

But the gulf between two coun-
tries - the rich and the rest of us - 
gets wider by the day. Most of the 
25,000 new tracers earn under £10 
an hour - often less than jobs they 
have recently lost. 

A successful contact tracing 
scheme is vital, but needs full pub-
lic ownership and adequate fund-
ing. Sack Serco and all big busi-
ness profiteers! Full pay for anyone 
asked to self-isolate!

An NHS health professional 

“Don’t use the Q-word” has been 
said more than once this week. But 
it does feel eerily quiet. 

We have now reorganised yet 
again as most of our patients are 
classified as ‘cold’, and intensive 
care is only half full. All the extra 
capacity created early on is now 
empty, but no one is suggesting we 
dismantle any of it, as we fully ex-
pect it to be needed when we are 
hit by the second wave. And we do 
still have an entire floor of Covid-
positive wards.

We are working with the local 
private health sector to restart ur-

gent work, particularly orthopae-
dics. But they call the shots, and 
we have to step in when they don’t 
have the right staff or equipment 
- it’s chaotic, and their priorities 
don’t put patients first.

There are lots of work issues aris-
ing from the crisis. Staff who are 
self-isolating being forced to take 
annual leave is just one of them. 

Schools fear
But the issue staff are most con-
cerned about is reopening schools. 
Some of our kids have been attend-
ing school throughout, but others 
are home with partners juggling 
between shifts. We know the care 
we take using PPE for every pa-

tient, regardless of symptoms. 
So how the hell will teachers 

manage without apron, gloves, 
mask and visor? It’s madness, and 
many just won’t send their kids.

At the beginning of this pan-
demic, we felt we were lambs to 
the slaughter, as most health work-
ers experienced the acute lack of 
resources. But now it’s like we have 
all the protection, and the workers 
outside are being forced back to 
work without any of the PPE we’ve 
fought for. 

We say to the rest of our commu-
nity: if it’s not safe, don’t return to 
work or school - stay safe, join the 
union, and get organised to fight 
back.

Dispatches from the front: 

Eerily quiet before second wave - don’t reopen schools!

More blunders and profiteering 
in Tory track-and-trace scheme

Louise Cuffaro 
photo James Ivens

Many care homes, mostly privately-run, 
have not secured sufficient PPE for 
care workers photo US airforce/CC
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Strong union response needed 
against job cuts at Rolls Royce

Hull Trades Council debates 
workers’ political representation

Fight P&O’s billionaire bosses’ jobs cut plan - nationalisation not bailouts!
Eric Segal
Kent Socialist Party

P&O Ferries has announced plans 
to cut 734 jobs in Dover and 122 
jobs in Hull after it reported a severe 
downturn in demand. 

The cuts, affecting more than a 
quarter of the group’s workforce, 
come after the firm’s owner, the 
Dubai-based DP World, had been 
seeking about £150 million in UK 
government aid. It is also only two 
months since DP World said it 
would be paying its investors about 
£270 million in dividends.

DP World owns shipping company 
P&O, the ports of Southampton and 
London Gateway, plus dozens more 
around the world. 80% of DP World is 
owned by the United Arab Emirates, 
and the rest by international inves-
tors. Last year the company made 
profits of more than £1 billion on rev-
enues of more than £6 billion. 

P&O operates passenger fer-
ries between Dover and Calais, as 
well as Hull to Rotterdam and Zee-
brugge, plus services across the 
Irish Sea. This is in addition to trans-
porting 15% of all goods in and out 

of the UK.
The government has already 

dished out over £10 million in wage 
payments for 1,400 furloughed P&O 
staff since the start of the pandemic.

The RMT transport and mari-
time union has written to shipping 
minister, Kelly Tolhurst, demand-
ing actions from the government 
to support the union’s fight to save 
jobs. The letter includes a call for the 
government to “pursue public own-
ership and control of P&O Ferries’ 
operations as a priority”. Contracts 
should be brought back in-house, 
jobs and pensions guaranteed, with 
no bailout for bosses!

However, we cannot have any 
confidence in this Tory government 
to defend jobs. Plus experience 
has shown that any nationalisation 
must be on the basis of democratic 
workers’ control and management. 

P&O workers need to draw on the 
valuable lessons of the bitter year-
long strike in 1989 which linked 
seafarers internationally against the 
attacks on job losses, and recall the 
words of Bob Crow, the late general 
secretary of the RMT, “If you don’t 
fight you will lose but if you fight you 
may win”.

Paul Spooner
Hull Socialist Party

Tackling the coronavirus threat is 
the most pressing problem facing 
working people. Unfortunately, 
with a few honourable exceptions, 
we have to take up that fight without 
the benefit of a combative national 
leadership in either the trade unions 
or the Labour Party. 

Hull Trades Council, the body 
representing local union branches 
in the city, held a very successful 
public meeting on working-class 
political representation on 14 May. 

There were many new faces, as well 
as Labour Party activists. 

Steve Hedley, senior assistant 
general secretary of transport union 
RMT, was scathing in his criticism of 
both the Tory party and Keir Starm-
er’s Labour. He emphasised the vital 
role of the trade unions, and how 
unions must try to recruit among 
low-paid and zero-hour workers.

Mick Whale, chair of the trades 
council and Socialist Party member, 
agreed with Steve - but argued that 
alongside the unions, we need a po-
litical party that can represent work-
ers. That party is not now the Labour 
Party. We need to work towards a 

Ian Hunter
Derby Socialist Party

The announcement on 20 May by 
Rolls Royce to cut 9,000 jobs world-
wide will have a severe impact on 
the company’s UK civil aerospace 
division. Although Rolls Royce has 
not yet stated the specific redun-
dancy numbers for the UK opera-
tions, the factories in Derby which 
employ 9,000 workers, mainly in 
civil aerospace, are likely to bear the 
brunt. 

The company cites the Covid-19 
pandemic crisis and its hugely dev-
astating effects on the aviation in-
dustry. Plane manufacturers such 
as Boeing and Airbus, Rolls Royce’s 
main customers, expect the reces-
sion in aviation to continue for years 
to come.

For Derby, the effects on the 
workers, their families, and the lo-
cal economy will be shattering. In a 
statement the Unite union describes 
Rolls Royce’s actions as “shame-
ful opportunism”. Steve Turner, 
Unite assistant general secretary for 
manufacturing, said: “Britain’s tax-
payers deserve a more responsible 

approach to a national emergency”, 
and he criticised the company for 
“running away from their respon-
sibilities to workers”. Steve Turner 
went on to say: “We will leave no 
stone unturned in our fight to pro-
tect skilled jobs”.

Unite intends to meet with the 
company “to convince them to take 
a different approach”, and to ask 
the government for assistance. The 
Unite statement calls on the govern-
ment to “establish a national coun-
cil for recovery and work with us”.

However, Rolls Royce is typically 
putting profit first, looking to save 
£1.3 billion, with proposed redun-
dancies set to meet half the savings 
target. Warren East, CEO of Rolls 
Royce, said that the aim is to make 
“more than half” of the job cuts this 
year, as expected airplane produc-
tion is likely to be a third less than 
last year. 

A large portion of Rolls Royce’s 
profits come from regular engine-
servicing fees, which will be severe-
ly hit by grounded air fleets. East 
remarked that while many govern-
ments are assisting aviation busi-
nesses in the short term, Rolls Royce 
“must respond to market condi-

tions for the medium term”, because  
“governments cannot replace sus-
tainable customer demand that is 
simply not there”.

For Derby the current redundan-
cies add to the 3,000 jobs cut from 
2018, and there is every possibility 
the company will come back again 
for more in the near future. It is es-
sential there is a strong union re-
sponse, backed by a mobilised Der-
by community to fight these job cuts.

The union must seize the initia-
tive and demand there are no job 
cuts, and nationalisation as a real, 
necessary and viable option. A se-
rious fighting campaign, that could 
start with a socially distanced pro-
test, preparing the ground for an oc-
cupation if necessary, could have a 
huge impact and raise the sights of 
workers. 

Nearly 50 years ago, the Tory gov-
ernment of Ted Heath was forced 
to nationalise Rolls Royce. Socialist 
public ownership would allow the 
development of an alternative plan, 
under democratic workers’ control, 
of the production of socially-useful 
products and services, to shift the 
emphasis from making for profit to 
making for need (see page 14).

No return to unsafe 
construction sites

Andy Bentley
Unite construction sector

The last five years has seen an aver-
age 36 construction worker deaths 
each year. According to the Office 
for National Statistics, in just four 
months of Covid-19 there have been 
199 deaths!

Despite this, the government has 
told construction workers it’s now 
safe to return to work and ignore 
the minimum two-metre distanc-
ing rule, as long as it’s limited to 15 
minutes. Anyone who has set foot 
on a building site for five minutes 
would know that this would not be 
possible.

The Unite union has said this is 
unacceptable, and advised mem-
bers to contact them immediately 
if they are asked to work in a way 
that would threaten their health and 
safety - which the ‘15-minute rule’ 
itself does.

But Unite should also demand 
each site is investigated by workers 
and union reps to check its safety 
before any return to work. This 
way workers are more likely to stay 
safe, and will be acting collectively, 
thereby raising their confidence.

Unite also says the employer is 
responsible for the health and safety 
of workers as soon as they leave 
their homes to go to work. But build-
ing workers often travel together in 
one car to reduce petrol costs and 
its more eco-friendly to their place 
of work which could be 30-50 miles 
away! 

Based on the new ‘laws’ they 
would need one driver, one in the 
boot and another strapped to the 
roof, or they could stop every 14 

minutes to get out of the car and 
stand two metres apart - for how 
long no one knows! Others are 
picked up in company vans with up 
to 16 workers inside!

Another serious issue is the engi-
neered divisions in the industry be-
tween workers officially employed 
and those who work as ‘subbies’ 
- sub-contract labour. Those who 
work officially are more likely to 
be in a trade union than those who 
work sub-contract.

In the 1970s, construction com-
pany bosses went into overdrive to 
push workers into sub-contract la-
bour as a method of splitting their 
union Ucatt (now part of Unite) after 
its first ever national strike had won 
a significant pay increase.

The Unite leadership should, 
along with making sure their mem-
bers have full control over health 
and safety on all known sites, be 
carrying out a recruitment drive to 
gain new members, whether they 
are officially employed or sub-con-
tractors.

The Covid-19 crisis has dem-
onstrated in action the effect that 
workers not working can have on 
this so-called strong government. 
In reality, workers have experienced 
elements of what a general strike 
would look like, and in particular 
have been given at least a glimpse 
of the potential power that we have.

We need to put maximum pres-
sure on all trade union leaders, in-
cluding the Trade Union Congress, 
to mobilise from our 6.4 million 
members to fight with strike action 
when necessary against the inevita-
ble attempts by this government to 
make workers pay for their Covid-19 
shambles.
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new party that will be democratic 
and accountable, campaign against 
cuts and privatisation, and fight for 
socialist policies.

Joe Solo, a singer and entertainer, 
got a fantastic response when he 
spoke from the heart. “Workers have 
not deserted the Labour Party, the 
Labour Party has lost contact with 
them.” 

It was clear that many Labour 
members are very critical of the di-
rection the party is taking after the 
election defeat, and are weighing 
up where their political future might 
be. We agreed that the trades coun-
cil would act as a forum for debate 
on this issue in the period ahead.

The officers of the trades council 
also agreed to coordinate a car 
cavalcade protest with the RMT 
against the announcement of mass 
redundancies at P&O ferries. (See 
opposite page)

Energy firm plans to make 2,600 
redundant - union must not accept attacks
Carl Harper
Socialist Party Cambridgeshire

OVO Energy has announced plans to 
make 2,600 workers redundant, in-
cluding workers in Cambridgeshire. 

Some workers found out through 
the TV or radio that they were at risk 
of losing their job. 

The statement from the GMB un-
ion informed workers that the GMB 
had unsuccessfully worked “behind 
the scenes” and had reached “the 
end of the road on attempts at a 
rescue package”. The union said it 
would “seek workers’ views” on the 
announcement!

One worker, who worked as an 
SSE employee before it was taken 
over by OVO, told us: “They (the 
union) have given up fighting. It 
sounds like the company wants all 
customer services gone and auto-
mated. But I doubt they have in-
formed customers of this. It seems 
they want us working as self-em-
ployed because then they will give 
us no benefits. And when work dries 
up, or we’re not needed as much, 
they can tell you you’re not needed”. 

And despite SSE workers being 

told during the OVO takeover that 
jobs were safe, the worker said that 
“they’re doing something like this 
every couple of months, I’m sick of 
it”. 

This is clear opportunism by 
OVO, blaming the Covid-19 pan-
demic to cut jobs and workers terms 
and conditions. Throughout the 
crisis customers will still be paying 
energy bills, and it is unlikely that 
any reduction in services, such as 
customer services, will be reflected 
in a reduction of those bills. 

It is disappointing that the un-
ion has chosen to ‘work behind the 
scenes’ and allowed threats to work-
ers’ livelihoods to be ‘leaked’ to the 
media without workers’ knowledge, 
rather than tap into the anger clear-
ly felt by workers, organising action 
in defence of jobs. Workers need to 
put pressure on the union to fight.

We need to bring the energy in-
dustry into public ownership, run 
under democratic workers’ control 
and management. This would bring 
security to the workers currently 
exposed to the chaos and cruelty of 
‘the market’. A socialist plan of pro-
duction would also enable work-
ers, trade unions and service users  

to decide how best to run the com-
pany in a way that battles the envi-
ronmental and climate crisis, and 
end the ‘fuel poverty’ experienced 
by the poorest in society. 
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Jim Hensman
Socialist Party BAME group

The figures for Covid-19 deaths broken 
down by ethnicity caused widespread 
shock and anger when they were re-
leased on 7 May by the Office for Na-
tional Statistics (ONS). 

After adjusting for age, black men 
were 4.2 times more likely to die than 
white men. The equivalent figure for 
Bangladeshi and Pakistani men was 
3.6, and for Indian men 2.4, with simi-
lar proportions for women. Figures 
for other black, Asian and minority 
ethnic (BAME) groups parallelled this 
to different extents. 

The first ten doctors to die from the 
coronavirus were all BAME. The gov-
ernment was forced to promise that 
Public Health England would provide 
a report by the end of May. There has 
been pressure for an independent in-
quiry, and the Labour Party has also 
launched its own investigation. 

We may find out more through 
these investigations. But it is vital for 
socialists to understand what key fac-
tors lie underneath the grim statistics 
now, to determine how to fight back 
and rectify them.

The government’s general ap-
proach is to divert attention from its 
failures by peddling the line that it has 
done the best that was possible - in 
the circumstances. The Tories attempt 
to shift any remaining blame and re-
sponsibility onto the individual.

With regard to disproportionate 
BAME death rates, the government 
points to supposed genetic factors 
particularly. This idea was taken 
up by a University College London 
epidemiologist, Professor Nishi  
Chaturvedi. 

“There’s no evidence that genes ex-
plain the excess risk of Covid suscep-
tibility. It’s important to put a nail in 
that one because it feels as if we can 
abdicate any responsibility for sorting 
this out, and this really isn’t the case.”

In the US, attempts to put responsi-
bility on the individual have reached 
farcical proportions. Jerome Adams, 
the (black) surgeon general appoint-
ed by Donald Trump, stated that to 
avoid the virus, “African Americans 
and Latinos should avoid alcohol, 
drugs and tobacco”!

Inequalities key
But as the pandemic has developed, 
the key factors that have emerged as 
responsible for inequalities in death 
rates are inequalities in society as a 
whole. 

Consider poverty. The government 
uses a measure called the Index of 
Multiple Deprivation to help allocate 
local spending. ONS figures showed 
that in England and Wales, the most-
deprived areas on this index had 
twice the coronavirus death rate of 
the least deprived. 

Deaths, in general, are not recorded 
by ethnicity. But the connection can 
be inferred. Government figures from 
2019 found black people were over 
half again as likely as the national 
average to be in the ‘persistent low 

income’ category. Asian people were 
twice as likely.

Occupation statistics are another 
indicator. A higher proportion of 
BAME workers are in ‘low-skilled’ 
jobs than the average. ONS figures 
showed men in ‘low-skilled’ jobs were 
four times more likely to die from the 
coronavirus than men in professional 
jobs.

Similarly, they found that women 
working in ‘low-skilled’ care jobs were 
twice as likely to die from the corona-
virus as those in professional and tech-
nical jobs. In London, 67% of the adult 
social care workforce is BAME.

Overcrowded housing is yet an-
other key risk factor. According to a 
2018 government survey, 2% of White 
British households experienced over-
crowding according to their defini-
tion. This compared to 15% of black 
African, 16% of Pakistani, and 30% of 
Bangladeshi households. 

General health is an important 
consideration too. Existing health 
problems are significant contributors 
towards coronavirus fatalities. But the 
capitalist establishment states this as 
if it is a given, caused either by bad 
luck or an individual’s bad ‘lifestyle 
choices’ - frequently brought up in re-
lation to ethnic minorities. 

However, general health too is 
linked to the inequality of class-based 
society. In February 2020, a team led 
by the distinguished academic Mi-
chael Marmot published its latest 
Health Equity in England report. 

Using life expectancy as a general 
index of health, Marmot found there 
had been no improvement in the last 
decade - something unprecedented 
in over a hundred years. The report 
highlighted the role of austerity in 
this. Among women in the most-de-
prived areas, life expectancy had ac-
tually fallen!

The time people spent suffering 
poor health had increased since 2010 
- directly increasing vulnerability to 
the coronavirus. How this particularly 
affected BAME individuals was high-
lighted in a report from the British 
Heart Foundation. 

“Before the outbreak of Covid-19, 
BAME populations were already 
more likely to suffer ill health, includ-
ing heart and circulatory diseases and 

their risk factors such as high blood 
pressure and diabetes, and from a 
younger age. Much of this is linked 
to social and economic inequalities 
rather than genetics.”

Inequality alone?
But do social inequalities explain all 
the discrepancy in BAME death rates? 

The ONS carried out an analysis 
which tried to measure how social 
conditions impacted on BAME deaths 
- so it could adjust the figures to take 
this into account. It is worth looking 
at this in detail. 

ONS statisticians constructed a 
model for predicting coronavirus 
deaths in general. It used factors like 
location and the deprivation index 
associated with it, housing and other 
information, and indications of indi-
vidual health and disabilities. 

What they were effectively asking 
was: if you were white, but lived in the 
same area, had the same type of hous-
ing, and so on - would you still have 
died? 

They found this reduced the dis-
crepancy in the numbers. For black 
men and women it was now 1.9 times 
the white figure, and for Bangladeshi 
and Pakistani men 1.8 times - so the 
figure had roughly halved. 

This is a direct indication that class 
inequality drives up coronavirus 
deaths.

But what about the remaining half 
of the discrepancy that was still unex-
plained? To get an idea of what might 
account for this, we need to examine 
what the statisticians were doing a lit-
tle more closely. 

The government often tries to hide 
behind the claim that it is “driven by 
the science”. This is untrue; it is driven 
by the defence of the profit system, 
and its own political survival. But 
even if it was true, science always has 
to be seen in its context, so in a case 
like this it is important to dig deeper.

Let’s start with a simple example. 
Overcrowding is one of the factors 
the ONS tried to take into account. At 
any time, this can clearly have a det-
rimental effect on health. However, 
with the coronavirus, it takes on an-
other dimension. 

Everyone would have been deeply 
touched by the tragic stories of families 
in accommodation who share toilet 
and bathroom facilities with other fam-
ilies. This makes it almost impossible to 
self-isolate, despite desperate attempts 
to do so, often with the result that the 
infection spreads between families.

This situation will particularly be 
experienced by the poor. So it will be 
reflected to a higher extent in BAME 
people, including groups such as asy-
lum seekers and refugees living in 
hostels and similar accommodation. 

The problem is that general indica-
tions of overcrowding, which the ONS 
and others have to rely on, would not 
reflect the more specific situations 
that may affect ethnic minorities in 
cases like these. 

Overcrowding can negatively im-
pact on other factors known to influ-
ence coronavirus mortality. This in-
cludes intergenerational family groups 

living together - a situation with a 
higher prevalence among certain eth-
nic minorities.

And the ONS itself released num-
bers on 14 May showing that black 
people in England were nearly four 
times as likely as white people to have 
no outdoor space at home. Especially 
when the weather is warm and sunny, 
as it has been, people will need to 
make more use of outdoor spaces.

The ONS actually produced statis-
tics showing average distances people 
would have to go to do this. But crowd-
ed parks can become hotspots for coro-
navirus transmission. Councils around 
the country have even closed parks, 
sometimes counterproductively.

Information like this about the dif-
ferent factors that can individually af-
fect health, but also interact with each 
other, is clearly relevant. But it is not 
necessarily measured, and in some 
cases can be more difficult to quan-
tify or record. Therefore, it may not be 
taken into account.

There is a technical point relating to 
this which illustrates how science is not 
a single objective representation of re-
ality, but rather is influenced by many 
considerations. The methodology used 
by the ONS in this study on BAME 
deaths is called ‘logistic regression’. 
This method is not intrinsically suited 
to representing interactions between 
causative factors in general - which, as 
we have seen, could be relevant.

Health workers
Deaths among health workers have 
rightly received a lot of publicity. They 
can perhaps provide us with the best 
indication of what is going on, be-
cause of the greater detail available. 

The figures for BAME deaths are 
stark. Taking the NHS as a whole, 
about 21% of staff are BAME. But 
figures released at the end of April 
showed that, up to then, they had ac-
counted for 64% of NHS staff deaths 
from the coronavirus. So the huge dis-
crepancy in society generally is also 
reflected here. 

But how could this be? These were 
people working for the NHS, not a 
cross-section of all society. Doctors, 
for example, could hardly be said to 
sit at the bottom of the socioeconomic 
tree.

In mid-May, ITV News released a 
survey of more than 2,000 NHS staff, 
and broadcast interviews with a num-
ber of them. A key thing this showed 
was that there were many more 
BAME staff in frontline roles - with 
higher exposure to the virus. The rea-
sons appear to be a combination of 
two factors. 

The first factor is that, within each 
given health role such as doctor or 
nurse, all staff at lower grades have 
higher death rates. This is one expres-
sion, on a smaller scale, of some of the 
economic inequalities in class society 
generally. And within each given role, 
BAME staff are more likely to be in the 
lower levels.

According to one health charity, The 
King’s Fund: “On average, black doc-
tors in the NHS earn £10,000 less and 
black nurses earn £2,700 less annually  

than white colleagues. Minority 
ethnic-group staff are systematically 
over-represented at lower levels of 
the NHS grade hierarchy, and under-
represented in senior pay bands.”

This helps explain the situation in 
what would seem to be a relatively 
privileged group, the doctors. One 
BAME consultant cardiologist ex-
plained it like this in the ITV survey: 
“Many of the white doctors are in 
management positions, leaving more 
BAME at the coalface.” 

This differentiation occurs at every 
level. NHS information shows it is 
mirrored with junior and senior doc-
tors, and junior and senior manager 
grades. 

The second factor is clearly direct 
racism and discrimination. Half of 
the respondents in the ITV survey 
felt that this played a part in the high 
death rate, and 20% said they had ex-
perienced it personally. 

One BAME doctor reported that 
“suggestions from the BAME group are 
not taken by hospital management. 
The concerns or comments are ig-
nored. Not a single BAME member was 
included in the Covid response team.”

A number of workers, including a 
Filipino nurse who appeared on the 
programme, stated they were scared 
to speak out about concerns like the 
shortage of PPE, because they feared 
losing their jobs. In some cases, visa 
regulations and other measures made 
staff even more vulnerable to this. 

Both socioeconomic factors and 
racism are thus responsible for the 
higher number of BAME deaths. But 
these causes are not independent. 
They interact with each other: dis-
crimination is obviously the key factor 
in BAME workers tending to be among 
the staff in harder-hit lower grades. 

Class and race
What can we conclude overall about 
BAME death rates? It is possible that 
much more of the discrepancy be-
tween white and BAME deaths is 
based on class inequalities than of-
ficially estimated. But racism is nev-
ertheless also a very important factor. 

Although it’s not ruled out that 
other factors may play some subsidi-
ary role, class inequality and racism 
are undoubtedly the main problems. 
The key question is: how can they be 
addressed? 

The struggle against racism and in-
stitutionalised racism must be a pri-
ority. BAME workers will need to play 

a central part in this. But racism can-
not be separated from issues of class 
inequality.

The struggles against each must be 
combined. Inadequate PPE, for ex-
ample, may impact on BAME workers 
to a higher extent - but it still affects all 
frontline workers, and must be fought 
against as part of a general struggle by 
all workers.

There are many ways to fight, but 
crucial will be trade union and po-
litical action. If existing workers’ in-
stitutions in these fields do not prove 
adequate for the task, they must be 
transformed or replaced.

The workers’ movement must also 
be careful not to be diverted into play-
ing off one section against another. 
BAME workers are particularly affect-
ed in many areas, but not alone, and 
not necessarily in all areas. 

For instance, 95% of care home 
residents are white. But obviously, 
a campaign against the care home 
deaths scandal is not just a ‘white 
issue’. The traditional motto of the 
workers’ movement - an injury to one 
is an injury to all - must be central to 
all struggles. 

There are lessons from a previous 
disaster. On 14 June 2017, a fire broke 
out in Grenfell Tower in west London. 
Over 75% of those who died had a 
BAME background. This was definite-
ly a BAME issue. 

So how could the campaign make 
sure this atrocity is not repeated? 
Undoubtedly, BAME workers are dis-
proportionately residents of similar, 
unsafe working-class accommoda-
tion. But the only guarantee would 
be eliminating unsafe housing in the 
population as a whole. 

In one sense, we can consider the 
Covid-19 death toll, at its peak in Brit-
ain, equivalent to 15 Grenfell Towers 
a day. There are more lessons from 
Grenfell.

One is on public inquiries. These 
can be used by campaigns to apply 
pressure and get information, so they 
shouldn’t be disregarded. But the 
abject failure of the Grenfell inquiry, 
nearly three years after the fire, is a 
warning not to place too much reli-
ance on anything similar with regard 
to coronavirus deaths. 

Neither, if something is a BAME is-
sue, can we rely on BAME politicians 
for support simply by dint of their be-
ing BAME. We only need to consider 
Priti Patel and Rishi Sunak. 

The failure of a strategy which looks 
to individual racial representation 
rather than class politics is underlined 
by the tragic situation in the US to-
day. Many of the worst-affected cities 
with large black populations have had 
black mayors - as well, of course, as the 
country having had a black president.

The excessive rate of coronavirus 
BAME deaths is important and high-
lights several aspects of what is wrong 
with society under capitalism. What is 
required is taking up the fight against 
this scandal as part of the wider class 
struggle, and linking it to the fight for a 
socialist society that will eliminate the 
inequalities and irrationalities of the 
current economic and social system.

BLACK AND ASIAN COVID-19 DEATHS: AN INDICTMENT OF CAPITALIST INEQUALITY
There’s no evidence that 
genes explain the excess 
risk of Covid susceptibility. 
It’s important to put a nail 
in that one because it feels 
as if we can abdicate any 
responsibility for sorting 
this out, and this really 
isn’t the case
- Prof Nishi Chaturvedi, epidemiologist

It is possible that much 
more of the discrepancy 
between white and BAME 
deaths is based on class 
inequalities than officially 
estimated. Racism is also 
a very important factor

BAME people, including health workers, are dying of Covid-19 
at two to four times the rate of white people in the UK   

photo CDC Global/CC
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WHAT YOU 
THOUGHT

Readers’ opinion

Socialist comments and 
letters on the corona crisis
The Covid-19 pandemic is a world social crisis which 
touches every aspect of life. The iniquities and failings of 
the capitalist system are being exposed, and workers and 
communities are organising in response.

Send us your comments, reports, anecdotes and thoughts, 
in not more than 200 words (we reserve the right to shorten 
letters), to editors@socialistparty.org.uk.

Going viral

JJ Cummings must go
Readers respond to Boris Johnson’s 
power behind the throne, Dominic Cum-
mings, and his incredible defence of 
twice flouting his own government’s so-
cial distancing rules with family trips to 
County Durham.

In London, a city of nine million, Cum-
mings, the top advisor to the UK govern-
ment, just ‘couldn’t get help’?

Nope: Cummings didn’t want to ask 
a friend to help with his son, because 
that would put the friend in the line of a 
“deadly disease.” So he put his 17-year-
old niece in the line of a deadly disease 
instead? What a fantastic uncle he is!

Truth: Cummings and Johnson’s poli-
cy of ‘no to social distancing’ and ‘yes to 
herd immunity’ saw the R number rocket 
and deaths spiral in London! Cummings 
did a runner, fleeing the city, while John-
son shook hands and had to take up a 
Covid-19 bed. 

Cummings’ trip to Barnard Castle - on 
his wife’s birthday - wasn’t a day out. Oh, 
no. He just needed to take the wheel to 
test his eyes out! Once tested - having 
put everyone in danger on the road - his 
wife took over the wheel, and they re-
turned to London! End of fairy tale.
Janet Gibson
Hull, Yorkshire

Would it not be better if Cummings was 
made PM rather than having to work 
through B Johnson?
Patrick Mulholland
Belfast, Northern Ireland

He has lied about everything. He (and 
Downing Street, for that matter) even 
had the gall to state the police did not 
speak with him regarding this matter 
when they very obviously did, with sev-
eral officers able to recount the conver-
sation they had with Cummings and his 
family. It’s a clear example of “do as I 
say, not as I do.” 

I am actually really blazing mad about 
this. We have all had to abide by strict 
regulations for weeks. The overwhelm-
ing majority of people have accepted 
these regulations in the hope that our 
actions will flatten the curve and help 
protect lives - not to mention save the 
already incredibly stretched and under-
funded NHS from being completely over-
come with patients. 

So many of us have had to take care of 
young children or elderly and vulnerable 
relatives. Others have been furloughed 

or lost their job. Many, myself included, 
have returned to our workplaces, 
fearful that social distancing will not be 
possible. 

Every time I travel by bus into work, 
I am terrified I will contract this dread-
ful illness and transmit it to my family. I 
am trying to isolate as much as possible 
at home so I can minimise the contact I 
have with my parents. 

This week I’ve been on leave, and it’s 
the first time in almost six weeks that 
I’ve been able to spend proper time with 
my parents despite living in the same 
house. This is the reality for so many 
across the country.

The sheer arrogance of this sorry ex-
cuse of a human is absolutely infuriat-
ing. How dare he and all the rest of this 
government of complete charlatans try 
to justify this when workers and our fam-
ilies have been thrown to the wolves?
Jac Green
Corby, Northamptonshire

Dominic Cummings travelled 250 miles 
with his family to Durham to stay with 
his parents while potentially infectious 
with Covid-19. It’s not just Cummings, 
though.
■ Prince Charles and his potentially in-
fected entourage of 12 travelled over 
500 miles to spend lockdown at his 
Scottish holiday home
■ Johnson convalesced from coronavi-
rus 40 miles away at Chequers, with his 
then-pregnant girlfriend
■ Robert Jenrick, the Tory housing min-
ister, travelled 150 miles to his second 
home, and on a second occasion drove 
40 miles to visit his parents
■ Nigel Farage travelled over 100 
miles to Dover to film a video about 
immigration
■ The Scottish government’s chief medi-
cal officer, Dr Catherine Calderwood, 
drove 40 miles to her holiday home with 
her family on two separate weekends - 
and had to resign
■ UK government scientist Professor 
Neil Ferguson allowed his “lover” to visit 
him at his London home twice

Yet ordinary people are fined for lin-
gering in a park alone or cycling too far. 
Clearly the Tories cannot be trusted to 
protect the public.
Neill Dunne
Wavertree, Liverpool

And anyway, Cummings couldn’t have 
been in Barnard Castle, because he 
was at a Pizza Express in Woking! This is 

distinctly memorable because it was very 
unusual for him to visit a Pizza Express, 
especially one in Woking. Witnesses say 
it was miraculous to see him devour an 
entire American Hot without breaking a 
sweat!
Rachel Jenkins
Telford, Shropshire

Freudian slip by the BBC presenter 
on 25 May when he said that Johnson 
stated Dominic Cummings had acted 
“irresponsibly, illegally…” He then gave 
Johnson’s actual quote, but the slip was 
more accurate!
Juliette Fogelman
Romford, east London

So the Cummings family 2020 Covid Ro-
deo continued on a romp to nearby Bar-
nard Castle, in the region of the UK worst 
devastated by the coronavirus. No both-
er. It’s all good. My partner and I, and our 
health and social care colleagues, really 
aren’t troubled by the destruction and 
misery wrought on the North East as we 
toil away with death omnipresent in our 
daily lives.
William Jarrett
NHS worker,  
North Shields, Tyneside

Cummings and goings all day long, it ap-
pears. Another revelation and he could 
be gone as Johnson’s adviser. But it’s 
the whole Tory cabal we need to see the 
back of - and their reckless Covid poli-
cies that sacrifice tens of thousands of 
lives for profits.
Niall Mulholland
Forest Gate, east London

Government statements increasingly re-
semble the ramblings of Donald Trump’s 
“campaigning” media! A 13-year-old dies 
alone in hospital, as do countless elderly 
patients. One elderly woman, having 
been sent home from hospital a day af-
ter her husband dies, died alone. 

Yet a government advisor is exempt. 
One law for the rich…
Sue Powell
Gloucester, Gloucestershire

As most Tory frontbenchers try to excuse 
Dominic Cummings’ disregarding 
of lockdown laws, some on the Tory 
backbenches break ranks and demand 

his resignation. With EU negotiations 
needing to reach a meaningful 
agreement by June to avoid a disastrous 
no-deal Brexit, these divisions in the 
Tories will only worsen.

If Dominic Cummings can ignore the 
government, then teachers and parents 
should do likewise, and refuse to return 
to schools on 1 June.
Ryan Aldred
Plymouth, Devon

Cummings must go, and go now!
John Viner
Isleworth, west London

JJ Scotland virus  
incompetence 

How to spread a virus in a small country 
like Scotland, by the SNP government. 

Learn about an outbreak at Nike’s 
international conference in mid-Febru-
ary in Edinburgh. Keep it secret, and 
stop contact tracing and testing on 12 
March.

Move elderly patients from the Govan 
super-hospital - despite having enough 
bed capacity - across the city to Gartna-
vel. 25 of these patients die as over 80 
are infected. Discharge 1,000 hospital 
patients into care homes in one month, 
without testing them.
Matt Dobson
Glasgow, Scotland

JJ Wales virus  
incompetence

It’s good the Welsh government has 
not followed Johnson off the cliff and 
announced the reopening of schools in 
Wales in June. But don’t sit back and 
think they’ve done all that’s necessary 
to keep us safe. 

Virus reproduction rates in Wales are 
among the highest in Britain, thanks in 
no small part to reckless private compa-
nies like EE dragging as many employ-
ees as they can get away with back in 
to work. 

The Welsh Government should give 
trade unions the power to determine 
whether a workplace is safe to reopen 
- or the unions should take that power 
themselves.
Ross Saunders
Cardiff, Wales

JJ Bring back football?
As the lockdown continues, it’s not so 
much the football I am missing but 
the sense of solidarity. Last weekend I 
should have been at Wembley cheering 
my team to promotion alongside 90,000 
fans, but that can wait.

There are more important things now. 
You can’t visit relatives, friends have 
been critically ill, and the bosses’ at-
tempt to bludgeon us back to work must 
be resisted.

When football does resume, it must 
do so safely. But what sort of football will 
it be, and when? Club owners have spent 
weeks squabbling, with their conflicting 
commercial interests, over how to end 
this season - let alone start next season.

It is unclear even whether it makes 
commercial sense for some lower 
leagues to resume next season with-
out fans present. And so some owners, 
many of whom are multimillionaires or 
even billionaires, push the case for a 
bailout.

Let us be clear: they might be the le-
gal owners, but the fans are the moral 
owners. While I have supported my club, 
it has had at least a dozen different own-
ers. Mostly they have been short-term, 
seeing if they can make a quick buck 
and then sell on.

No bail out for the multimillionaire 
owners. If clubs are in financial difficulty, 
and this is highly likely, any public funds 
should be for community ownership 
of clubs - clubs run democratically by 
elected fans, staff and community rep-
resentatives, for the benefit of the local 
community.
David Maples
Clapham, south London

JJ No return to ‘normal’
Their ‘normal’ should never be returned 
to. An underfunded NHS being sold off 
at an alarming rate; poverty pay and in-
secure employment; homelessness, un-
affordable rents, and poor housing con-
ditions; the planet being destroyed at an 
alarming rate. This is their ‘normal’.

We don’t want that ‘normal’, so they 
can take it and shove it where the sun 
don’t shine. Let’s get organised and fight 
back! The new normal can’t be the old 
normal that failed the majority of us!
Dave Moody
Shepton Mallet, Somerset

JJ Tory library cuts
You gotta laugh, Justine Greening bang-
ing on on Newsnight about libraries com-
plimenting education. Well, that’s what 
they did do, before your party closed 
them all!
Nancy Taaffe
Walthamstow, east London

Dominic Cummings 
photo Radical Larry 1/CC

When workers set out an alternative to job 
losses by creating socially useful  
products and technology

The ‘Lucas Plan’

Jane Nellist
Coventry Socialist Party and 
president of Coventry TUC  
(personal capacity)

T
he announcement by Rolls 
Royce of 9,000 redundan-
cies in its aero-engine busi-
ness is one of many likely 
threats of job losses in the 

coming recession.
Is there an alternative? Instead 

of hundreds of thousands of work-
ers being made redundant, couldn’t 
production instead be switched to 
socially useful goods?

This is not a new debate. When 
workers at Lucas Aerospace, a com-
pany with sites mainly in the North 
West and the Midlands then making 
electronic systems for missiles, were 
threatened with mass redundancies 
in the mid-1970s, they developed 
an incredible, viable, alternative 
plan of production. They worked out 
that their skills and production lines 
could easily be adjusted to manu-
facture products far more useful to 
humanity, and far more beneficial to 
their communities, than weaponry.

It is important to reexamine this 
period and the plan that the work-
ers developed, especially consid-
ering Covid-19. We have urgently 
needed to switch production 
speedily to make ventilators, PPE, 
and other lifesaving equipment. 
But government and businesses in 
Britain have been ineffective and 
unwilling to meet the vital needs 
of our society, much to the anger of 
the workforce.  

In the early 1980s, the ‘Lucas Plan’, 
as it has come to be known, was still 
being discussed widely as part of 
the debate on nuclear disarmament 
and how to protect jobs. The debates 
were instrumental in my political 
education at the time. As someone 
gaining a deeper understanding of 
socialism, it highlighted to me the 
ingenuity and power of the working 
class in planning for the needs of so-
ciety, while greedy bosses put profit 
before people. 

The Lucas Plan has an even 
sharper focus today. With the threat 
to people and our planet from the 
impact of climate change, we need 
to invoke the campaign of those en-
gineers who produced the plan. 

So, what was the Lucas Plan and 
what was the political landscape 
that gave rise to it?

In the 1970s there was a whole-
sale deindustrialisation of Britain. It 
swept away hundreds of thousands 
of jobs. At a stroke of a pen, compa-
nies laid off workers onto the ‘dole’.

This was not the ‘normal’  

capitalism with periodic ‘booms 
and slumps’. This was structural 
deindustrialisation. Huge interna-
tional ‘titans’ of capital sought ever 
greater profits, leaving in their wake 
communities destroyed.

Whole factories were closed with 
production moved to other coun-
tries. Workers were sacrificed and 
replaced with increasing amounts of 
automation and other technology.

Time and motion studies 
squeezed every minute of the work-
er’s day. The stopwatch was king. 
The increased use of machines and 
automation robbed skilled workers 
of their pride.

Lucas Aerospace was a big con-
glomerate. It had 17 factories across 
the country with 18,000 workers, 
many of them skilled engineers. 
They produced a variety of products 
including guidance systems for mis-
siles. 

Defence cuts by the then Labour 
government threatened thousands 
of jobs. Lucas workers were facing 
20% job losses.

While the company did not hesi-
tate in taking decisions centrally, 
trade unions were organised sepa-

rately at different factories and in 12 
different manual and staff unions. 
To act in a united way required a dif-
ferent trade union structure (many 
of those unions later amalgamated 
to form larger, general trade unions 
like Unite and GMB)

To help fight back, union con-
venors formed the Lucas Aerospace 
Combine Shop Stewards Commit-
tee. Whereas before they were frag-
mented and could easily be picked 
off and set against each other, now 
they could speak with one voice and 
collectivise their concerns in a dem-
ocratic way.

Nationalisation
The ‘combine’ of joint unions started 
to organise to defend jobs. With left-
wing MP Tony Benn as the Labour 
industry minister in 1974, the work-
ers appealed to the government for 
support, hoping that it might look at 
nationalisation. 

Tony Benn suggested that they 
produce a plan that they could put 
to the government to argue their 
case. That is how the Lucas Plan 
started.

The plan they produced was 

ground-breaking. Over 150 ideas 
for socially useful products in six 
volumes, all with detailed tech-
nical plans for production, were 
published.

The main aim was, of course, to 
save jobs. But it was more than that. 
They also wanted to save human 
skills and add human value. As one 
said: 

“If we don’t make things that kill 
people, we can produce products 
that enhance people’s lives and save 
lives.” These were some of the best 
engineers who considered products 
that could change the lives of ordi-
nary people, like their families.

The other challenges they set 
themselves were that they should 
not waste resources, that their work 
should be ‘non-alienating’, and or-
ganised to encourage human crea-
tivity and enthusiasm.

This is what workers’ control of in-
dustry can bring and it is even more 
crucial in the 21st century.

One of the Lucas engineers had ex-
perience already of the intransigence 
of the company to look at alternative 
products. He had designed a cart to 
support the mobility of children with 

The prototype of the Lucas 
Aerospace workers’ bus that could 

switch between rail and road 
photo Gillett’s Crossing/CC

spina bifida. Such was the success of 
this design that orders for 2,000 were 
obtained, only to be turned down by 
the management as it did not meet 
their ‘product pattern’!

The plan that was developed 
by the engineers was astonishing. 
Products were designed in detail, 
many with working prototypes. The 
ideas flowed from the team; they 
looked for solutions to ease the lives 
of the most vulnerable in society 
such as a heat exchange to provide 
cheap heating for the elderly and 
more deprived communities. Cold 
is still a big killer of older people. 
Just as we have seen with Covid-19, 
capitalism fails to protect our most 
at-risk communities! Portable kid-
ney machines were designed, along 
with other potential life-saving 
medical products. 

They also designed and devel-
oped a hybrid car, using a petrol 
engine to charge a battery. This was 
1976! If it had been properly devel-
oped and produced, just think how 
much carbon could have been re-
duced over the last 40 years.

Wind turbines and solar cells, 
producing clean energy, and a rail 
bus that could switch between rail 
and road which worked, were also 
designed.

Just consider if the workers had 
been supported and these prod-
ucts had been developed. The skills 
and talents of workers, rather than 
crushed by capitalism, could actu-
ally be harnessed and used for eve-
ryone’s benefit.  This gives a taste 
of what could be achieved under 
socialism.  

Workers’ control
This plan promoted much discus-
sion in the trade union movement 
about how to achieve ‘workers’ con-
trol’. Coventry TUC, along with three 
other trade union councils wrote a 
report on workers’ control setting 
out the arguments and a strategy. 

Another major report in 1978 
from car workers at Chrysler, Vaux-
hall, Ford, British Leyland and Wil-
mott Breeden, suggested socially 
useful alternatives to the mass-pro-
duced car. From public service ve-
hicles to specially adapted ones for 
those with disabilities, from cross-
country vehicles (building on the 
Lucas road-rail prototype) to hybrid 
vehicles and alternative fuels.

These same arguments are now 
relevant in the discussions in trade 
unions around the nuclear industry 
and the need for a million green cli-
mate jobs.

The workers at Lucas faced a ma-
jor obstacle which ultimately de-
feated their plan: they never collec-
tively controlled their company. But 
their plan has continued to ignite 
ideas in a new generation, to inspire 
them to join the fight to win a social-
ist society and change the world for 
good!

�� In 2018 a film ‘The plan that 
came from the bottom up’ was 
released with the story of the 
‘Lucas Plan’ told by the workers 
themselves and also featuring 
Socialist Party member and former 
Labour MP Dave Nellist. See the 
review of the film in the Socialist 
(search ‘The plan that came from 
the bottom up’ at socialistparty.
org.uk and more about the film at 
theplandocumentary.com
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Despite defeating Ger-
many militarily, and 
suffering the least 
damage to its civilian 
economy of all the bel-

ligerent European nations, British 
capitalism emerged from World War 
One in a much weaker economic 
position, especially relative to US 
imperialism.

The war’s disruption of world 
trade led to British capitalism losing 
significant export markets; and the 
huge cost of the war effort was fund-
ed by printing money, causing infla-
tion and substantial borrowing from 
the US. This, in turn, increased the 
national debt, and increased Brit-
ain’s reliance on American capital.

Class fear
The ruling class was fearful that 
the example of the 1917 Russian 
revolutions, and the mutinies and 
uprisings that ended Germany’s 
war would spread to Britain, 
especially with millions of soldiers 
to demobilise. 

They feared with good reason: the 
immediate pre-war years 1911-13 
were known as the ‘Great Unrest’ 
when miners, railworkers, dock-
ers, transport workers, and even 
schoolchildren, took strike action. 
This strike wave was cut across by 
the war. But even then there were 
the successful 1915 rent strikes on 
Clydeside, big strikes in 1917 of en-
gineers, as well as several mutinies 
and demonstrations by soldiers de-
manding demobilisation at the end 
of the war. 

With nearly one million men 
killed and twice as many injured or 
disabled, Lloyd George, the Liberal 
Coalition Prime Minister, promised 
a “Land fit for heroes” in his land-
slide December 1918 ‘Khaki elec-
tion’ campaign.

There was a short-lived post-war 
boom due to the restoration of for-
eign trade, the rebuilding of the half 
destroyed merchant fleet, and the 
pent-up investment and consumer 
demand which created inflation 
and speculation.

A Ministry of Reconstruction had 
been set up in 1917, and many of the 
wartime state controls and regula-
tions were continued for a period, 
such as of the mines and railways, 
wage councils and trade boards. The 
statutory working week was cut in 
1919, and unemployment insurance 
and benefits extended in 1920.

But none of this was enough 
to stop 1919 being a year of mass 
strikes and civil disorder. Faced with 
the threat of unemployment and ris-
ing prices, workers went on the of-
fensive for shorter hours and higher 
pay.

In total, 2.4 million workers took 
35 million days of strike action. The 
Triple Alliance (of miners, rail and 
transport unions) was revived, al-
though not enacted. Miners won 
concessions on pay and hours, but 
their demand for nationalisation 
was stalled by the government’s 
Sankey Commission.

Soldiers and tanks were out in the 
streets of Glasgow against striking 
engineering workers, and warships 
moored in the River Mersey, when 
even the police went on strike. 

Lloyd George, was later to 
say: “This country was nearer 
Bolshevism than at any time since”. 
But unfortunately, the trade union 
leaders, both moderate and more 
left-wing, were not Bolsheviks (ie 
revolutionary socialists), and so 
betrayed or baulked at the prospect 
of overthrowing the government.

Consequently, capitalism sur-
vived. Then the bosses and govern-
ment went on the offensive to make 
the working class pay for their eco-
nomic crisis.

And a profound crisis did come in 
1920-21, caused and exacerbated by 
several interacting factors, produc-
ing the biggest fall in economic out-
put in any 12-month period in the 
20th century - a 13% drop in Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP - total eco-
nomic output)!

A global downturn began in Ja-
pan and then the US in April 1920. 
This was because the war had de-
stroyed, disrupted and contracted 
the European economies, which 
consequently shrank US exports. 

Spanish flu had also hit production 
and trade.

Britain as an export dependent 
nation was severely affected. Brit-
ain’s old staple industries had be-
come uncompetitive in a shrinking 
world market. And oil, which Britain 
had to import from the US, was re-
placing coal in industry and defence 
sectors. Overall, British exports fell 
by half, compared with the pre-war 
situation, and coal exports were 
only a third of 1913 levels.

This led to a dramatic rise in un-
employment, which shot up from 
2.6% in June 1920 to 23% in May 
1921!

This capitalist market-driven 
crisis was made worse by deliberate 
government policies aiming to 
restore British capitalism’s world 
position and make the working class 
pay. 

Gold Standard
The British government left the 
‘Gold Standard’ (where the value of 
the pound was fixed against gold) at 
the start of the war, but still tried to 
hold sterling’s exchange rate against 
the dollar, ironically with the assis-
tance of US loans. But these loans 
ended in April 1918, and the value 
of sterling fell. 

The December 1919 Cunliffe Re-
port recommended an early return 
to the Gold Standard at the pre-war 
£1 to $4.86 exchange rate. 

The ruling class saw a strong 
pound as a symbol of strength and 
prestige for British imperialism, and 
as a means of exercising monetary 
and fiscal discipline ie austerity.

To maintain an overvalued pound 
required high interest rates to at-
tract investors into sterling, and de-

1920s Britain: A “country nearer 
Bolshevism than at any time since”
In his article in the Socialist - ‘A new world order - global 
reconstruction after World War Two’ (socialistparty.org.uk) - 
Robin Clapp concludes that, following the Covid-19 crisis, “a 
repeat of the post-1945 boom is ruled out”. In the sixth article 
in our series - ‘war, global crises and working-class struggle’ 
- Socialist Party national committee member Alistair Tice 
asks: does the picture following the World War One give more 
pointers to what we can expect today in terms of new economic 
crises and workers’ struggles?

  1926 General Strike - Workers taste power 
		            Written to commemorate the 80th 

anniversary of the 1926 general 
strike, Peter Taaffe’s book outlines 
the course of the nine days that 
shook British capitalism to its 
foundations.

Get 1926 General Strike for free if you take 
out a subscription to the Socialist  

(socialistparty.org.uk)
£8 (paperback) including postage. 

e-book only £3.75
Available from  

Left Books, PO Box 1398, Enfield EN1 9GT
020 8988 8789 for card payments

View full range of titles on leftbooks.co.uk

flationary policies of huge govern-
ment spending cuts to reduce the 
national debt, and wage cuts to cut 
consumption and imports. 

To try to reduce the huge national 
debt, government spending was 
slashed following the Geddes Com-
mittee report on National Expendi-
ture - the ‘Geddes Axe’. Social spend-
ing on education, health, housing, 
pensions and unemployment was 
slashed by 25% during 1921-24. But 
despite running a budget surplus of 
7% a year during the 1920s, the na-
tional debt hardly reduced due to 
the high interest rates maintained to 
inflate the value of the pound.

With revolution averted in 1919, 
and the severe slump creating three 
million unemployed, the employ-
ers, backed by the government, 
went on the offensive against the 
working class.

In 1921, the mines were returned 
to the private coalowners, who im-
mediately proposed massive wage 

cuts. Miners were then locked out 
for refusing to accept them and in-
voked the Triple Alliance for rail and 
transport union solidarity action.

The government declared a state 
of emergency and sent troops to the 
coalfields. Faced with a government 
prepared for civil war, the union 
leaders capitulated on what become 
known as ‘Black Friday’, leaving the 
miners to strike on their own for 
three months before being starved 
back to work with huge wage cuts.

Wage cuts
By the end of the year, employers 
throughout industry had imposed 
wage cuts averaging six shillings a 
week (approximately £9 today) on 
six million workers, and trade union 
membership fell by three million 
due to mass unemployment.

A weak economic recovery fol-
lowed from 1922 to 1925 but un-
employment remained high at over 
1,500,000 throughout. 

Faced with a revitalised German 
coal industry, and the restoration of 
the Gold Standard in 1925 making 
exports more expensive, the coal 
owners proposed more cuts in 
wages and conditions. The Triple 
Alliance threatened a general strike. 

An unprepared Conservative gov-
ernment bought time by conceding 
a nine-month coal subsidy while the 
Samuel Commission into the indus-
try reported.

This retreat was heralded as ‘Red 
Friday’ by the unions, but the gov-
ernment used the time to prepare 
to defeat a general strike, which fol-
lowed in May 1926 (‘When workers 
tasted power’ - socialistparty.org.
uk) after the subsidy ran out and 
wage cuts and longer hours were 
imposed on the miners. 

The gold standard and the general 
strike (followed by a nine-month 
miners’ strike) caused another fall 
in output in 1926. This was followed 
by another weak recovery up to the 
Wall Street Crash in 1929, leading to 
the 1930s Depression.

Capitalist decline
Overall, the 1920s were a decade of 
relative decline for British capital-
ism. But it wasn’t a constant decline 
- the decade was characterised by 
huge economic shocks like the 1920-
21 slump and the restoration of the 
Gold Standard in 1925, followed by 
weak economic recoveries. 

There were rapid shifts from infla-
tion to deflation, from low unem-
ployment to mass unemployment, 
and from capitalist concessions to 
austerity and repression. 

These sharp turns and sudden 
changes caused waves of 
industrial militancy and political 
radicalisation. The war and Russian 
revolution led to the Labour Party 
adopting its socialist ‘Clause 4’ in 
1918, and to the formation of the 
Communist Party in 1920. 

After the 1919 strikes and Black 
Friday defeat in 1921, workers 
turned back to the political plane - 
with Labour gaining 91 seats in the 
1922 election and a further 64 in 
1923, enabling it to form a short-
lived minority government in 1924. 

Blocked in parliament, workers 
turned again to the industrial front 
leading to Red Friday in 1925 and 
the 1926 general strike, the defeat of 
which was followed three years later 
by the election of the second Labour 
government in 1929.

Notwithstanding the limita-
tions of a direct comparison with 
1920s Britain, a period of economic 
shocks, workers’ struggles, political 
radicalisation and even revolution-
ary opportunities are likely to be 
the music of our future following 
today’s pandemic-induced capital-
ist crisis. 

This capitalist crisis was 
made worse by policies 
aiming to restore British 
capitalism’s world 
position and make the 
working class pay

The ruling class 
was fearful that the 
example of the 1917 
Russian revolutions... 
would spread to 
BritainUK unemployment 1918-38

South West 4,886 3,600 136%

Eastern 2,712 2,400 113%

Northern 1,667 1,500 111%

North West 2,185 2,300 95%

Wales 3,615 4,600 79%

East Midlands 2,499 3,700 68%

Yorkshire 3,176 5,100 62%

Southern & SE 2,769 4,700 59%

London 5,105 9,200 55%

West Midlands 2,802 5,200 54%

Other 1,812 7,700 24%

TOTAL 33,228 50,000 66%

  	    £ received   £ target            April to September 2020          Deadline: 30 September 2020 

Socialist Party Fighting Fund

The success of the Socialist Party’s special 
appeal has resulted in our Fighting Fund 
£25,000 national target for the present 
quarter being achieved halfway through 
the campaign period! 

But we need to continue with the appeal and 
push the amount raised higher, as lockdown re-
strictions mean we can’t yet return to raising mon-
ey and selling the Socialist on public activities as we 
normally would.

We have nonetheless still printed campaign mate-
rial - including the coronavirus Workers’ Charter, a 
schools’ advice leaflet for parents, teachers and sup-
port staff, posters demanding PPE, testing and full 
pay, and more besides. As well as keeping the So-
cialist newspaper and the Socialist Party function-
ing, producing these material resources clearly costs 
money.

Therefore, it’s vitally important to continue with the special appeal during 
the July to September summer quarter. Consequently, the present Fighting 
Fund quarter has now been merged with the summer quarter to create a six-
month April to September campaign with a target of £50,000. 

�� We appeal to all readers of the Socialist to help us reach this target 
and go beyond it - donate online at www.socialistparty.org.uk/donate or 
call us during office hours on 020 8988 8777.

We need readers’ support 
to fight Tory failure and 
capitalist crisis 

Coronavirus special finance appeal

Very welcome donations are con-
tinuing to be made to the Socialist 
Party’s special coronavirus appeal. 

Over the last fortnight our 
thanks go to: Maggie Fricker in 
Southampton, £400; and Dave 
Beale, Lancashire, £300.

Paul Couchman paid in £204, 
including a further £54 donated to-
wards his marathon run (well over 
£1,000 in total). Paul also donated 
£150 to the coronavirus special 
appeal from savings on travel, cof-
fee shops, etc, as a result of work-
ing from home for two months.

N Peckham donating £10 writes: 
“Socialist Party materials have 
helped me gain deeper under-
standing of the current situation. 

It’s more important than ever that 
this analysis reaches the widest 
possible audience.”

Other donations include: Bernard 
Davies, York £55; Harry Smith, Liv-
erpool £50; Derek Foster, Watford 
£40; Ethan Grech, Cardiff £40; 
Nigel Gilbert, Kidderminster £40; 
Kieran and Hazel in Torbay £20.

Whether donations are small or 
large, every penny helps in getting 
out the party’s message on how 
workers’ interests can be defended 
in this unprecedented crisis. 

Arguing for a socialist alterna-
tive is also a vital part of our paper 
and other material - an alternative 
which is attracting a growing num-
ber of people.

Chinese state’s imposition 
of draconian law reignites 
Hong Kong protests

Beijing has branded Hong Kong’s pro-democracy 
protesters as “terrorist in nature” photo Studio Incendo/CC

Clare Doyle
Committee for a Workers’ Interna-
tional

Tens of thousands of angry 
demonstrators poured 
onto the streets of Hong 
Kong last weekend, not 
only defying social-dis-

tancing regulations, but confronting 
police armed with tear gas, pepper 
spray and water cannon. 

The sudden announcement by 
the Chinese Premier, on Friday 22 
May, that this week’s National Peo-
ple’s Congress would approve the 
imposition of direct rule from Bei-
jing, lit the fuse. 

If, over the past year, the demands 
of the demonstrators have been for 
five basic democratic provisions in 
the territory, now the demand for 
complete independence from Chi-
na has been heard. Any decision on 
this issue must be entirely up to the 
people of Hong Kong. 

Independent struggle
The movement needs to achieve not 
only the five democratic demands 
inscribed on its banner, but also a 
party that demands truly democrat-
ic socialism in Hong Kong and right 
across China. The US government 
spokespeople ooze hypocrisy when 
they talk of democratic rights, and 
should not be heeded.  

How far Beijing would go in using 
its own troops to suppress the heroic 
movement in Hong Kong is difficult 
to predict. Not only do many west-
ern banks and companies do busi-
ness in the territory, but the Chi-
nese regime also uses it for many 
of its transactions with companies 
around the world.

But the very threat of direct rule 
from Beijing has sparked an angry 
response from the US government, 
with the National Security Advi-
sor Robert O’Brien warning that 
the new security law could cost the 
city the preferential trading status it 

enjoys with the United States. It ag-
gravates the already tense relations 
between Washington and Beijing.

The coronavirus pandemic has 
wreaked havoc with the world’s 
economies and pushed them fur-
ther in the direction of protection-
ism and deglobalisation.  A fragile 
truce in the renewed trade war be-
tween the US and China was signed 
in January of this year, before the 
slanging match between Donald 
Trump and the Chinese regime over 
Covid-19 began. It now looks dead 
in the water.

Donald Trump, with his eye on 
opinion polls before the presidential 
election this year, has found a useful 
scapegoat in China for the problems 
faced in the US. 

The Chinese regime, in turn, di-
verts attention from initially mis-
handling the crisis at home by 
launching this attack on the ‘one 
country two systems’ agreement 
made with Britain in 1997. 

But Xi senses the changed rela-
tionship of forces as his government 
has massively gained power and in-
fluence on the world stage.

Huge inroads have been made by 
Chinese companies into European 
markets, as well as those of Asia, Af-
rica and Latin America, through its 
massive $1 trillion ‘Belt and Road’ 
project. China’s predominantly cap-
italist economy has its own very ag-
gressive form of imperialism. Debts 
to China from developing countries 
total $350 billion, and will not be 
‘forgiven’ any more than those owed 
to the IMF or the World Bank.

The people of Hong Kong need a 
party of the working class and youth 
that appeals for solidarity and sup-
port from workers across China. 
Only socialist policies geared to tak-
ing the commanding heights of all 
economies out of the hands of the 
cliques who run them today can 
bring hope of a peaceful, harmoni-
ous world.

�� For more analysis of US-China 
relations, see Socialistworld.net
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Obituary - Mick Cotter 
21 September 1957  
to 20 May 2020

Tony Saunois,
Committee for a Workers’ 
International secretary

I
t is with great sadness and regret 
that the Socialist Party has lost a 
dedicated comrade and friend of 
many members, Mick Cotter.

Until the recent party congress 
Mick had been a member of the 
National Committee of the party 
for many years. Although in declin-
ing health for a long period, he was 
struck down by Covid-19.

Mick has a long history of struggle 
from the mid-1970s when he joined 
the Militant in his beloved Birming-
ham. He was one of the best rep-
resentatives of his class. His uncle 
Howard was a leading figure in the 
Fire Brigades Union (FBU).

The bitter strike by the firefighters 
in 1977 drew Mick into activity when 
he initially joined the Labour Party 
Young Socialists (LPYS) and then 
rapidly became a Militant supporter.

I first met Mick when he was on 
a visit to London a couple of years 
later. He was in London to help out 
at the Militant offices. I had moved 
down from Leicester beforehand. We 
then became life long friends after he 
joined the full time staff of Militant, 
tirelessly working in the printshop.

Prior to this he had worked in the 
engineering industry. He remained 
steadfastly at his post in the print-
shop for over 40 years.

He, with other comrades, under-
took the galley labour necessary 
to produce thousands of papers, 
journals, leaflets, posters and other 
political weapons needed to build 
a party like the Socialist Party. They 
are the unsung heroes of the revolu-
tionary movement.

He would work with others bat-
tling to keep the web offset press 
running as it frequently broke 
down. With little formal education, 
he mastered printing, and the unas-
suming Mick eventually became the 
printshop manager - which had be-
come a sizeable operation.

He played a central role in plan-
ning and executing the move of fac-
tory and offices to Hackney Wick 
- especially the back-breaking job of 
moving the printshop and reassem-
bling it. A task he repeated when the 
printshop, relocated to Clapton and 
then to Leyton. Like other comrades 
who perform this work in the print-
shop, he did not expect praise and 
was embarrassed by it when his work 
was recognised by other comrades.

This work also brought him into 
contact with comrades in the trade 
unions, as he oversaw production of 
leaflets and posters for them.

In Hackney, which became his 
home for the rest of his life, he was 
fully active in the LPYS and its strug-

gles. The mass campaigns conducted 
at that time against racism and the 
fascists, and youth unemployment, 
and the industrial struggles of the 
following decades, saw Mick fully 
participating in them. On numerous 
occasions he was found in the secu-
rity teams formed by LPYS members 
on anti-fascist/racist activity.

Like other comrades, he took his 
turn on the night guard at Militant’s 
offices in this period.

From a solidly working-class 
background, like most of the LPYS 
at the time, he had a great ability to 
engage with workers and trade un-
ionists. In the late 1970s and early 
1980s, Sunday lunchtimes would 
usually find Mick, myself and other 
comrades from Hackney in the local 
pub with a group of activists from 
the trade unions - shop stewards 
from the docks, Trumans brewery 
and the print industry - all gathered 
for drinks, discussing events and 
selling the Militant.

A major struggle against cuts in 
Hackney in the 1990s took place, 
directed against the council manag-
ing director who was implementing 
them, called Max Caller. “Mad Max” 
was on the posters and leaflets at 
the time. Together with other com-
rades Mick played an important 
role in cementing links with work-
ers and shop stewards in the council 
workforce. Later he stood as a Trade 
Unionist and Socialist Coalition 
(TUSC) candidate in Stoke Newing-
ton ward in the council elections in 
2014 and 2018.

He also undertook consistent, 
solid trade union work. Maintaining 
his links with the FBU, he attended 
its annual conference for many 
years, and was well known to the left 
leaders of the union at the time, like 
Ken Cameron. He became personal 
friends with many of the firefighters 
and FBU activists at his local fire sta-
tion in Stoke Newington.

He was active in the metal me-
chanics’ union, TASS, which then 
became part of the MSF, in which he 
was on the NEC of the craft section 
of the union.

Then he became active in Unite 
where he was elected Chair of the 
London print branch, a post he held 
until his untimely death. He was 
well respected by the activists in that 
branch. Before becoming more seri-
ously ill, he attended the 2018 Unite 
national conference, speaking from 
the podium.

Never afraid of being on the front-
line he was one of the first over the 
gate to join the factory occupation 
of the Visteon car plant at Enfield in 
2009.

Although not a great reader, he 
got his education from the party, 
which aided his sharp basic class in-
stinct and sense of empathy for the 

oppressed. This allowed Mick to in-
stinctively smell what was right and 
wrong politically, and rapidly grasp 
the relevant political point.

In all of the debates in the Com-
mittee for a Workers’ International 
(CWI - which the Socialist Party in 
England and Wales is part of), his 
instincts led him to adopt the right 
position. He had an ingrained mis-
trust of the petty bourgeois left, no 
matter in what guise they present 
themselves.

Often appearing shy, or may-
be somewhat reserved, he never 
sought to dominate a conversation, 
but had opinions on all issues when 
asked. His qualities of honesty and 
loyalty shone through in his ap-
proach towards Militant and the 
Socialist Party, and also in his close 
friendships. This loyalty was not 
always uncritical but it was always 
honest.

Leisure interests
Away from the struggle he contin-
ued to support his beloved Birming-
ham City football team. He and 
other comrades played in the team 
we formed in the 1970s-80s at the 
national headquarters of Militant. 
One of his favourite past times was 
winding up Villa fans.

Later he took up running, inspired 
by the involvement in that sport of 
his beloved partner Alex. She also 
encouraged him in trips to the thea-
tre, which he increasingly enjoyed.

He became a keen cyclist, which 
he sadly had to give up as his health 
rapidly declined. The sad look in his 
eyes when he told me he was going 
to sell his bike spoke volumes about 

what he was feeling.
His renowned fondness for real 

ale would enable us to frequently 
meet and chat about politics and 
the ups and downs of everyday life. 
In both he was able to just take it all 
in his stride and accept almost any-
thing, providing it did not threaten 
the interests of the party or the 
working class. He even dealt with 
the crippling illness which hit him 
in the same unflappable Mick style.

This allowed him to become a 
very strong friend, confidant and 
comrade. More recently, before his 
illness prevented him venturing out, 
a lot of our conversations in our lo-
cal pub bemoaned the gentrifica-
tion of Hackney which was taking 
place around us. He joked on one 
occasion that we sounded like the 
two old men in the Muppet show 
sitting on the balcony complaining 
about everything!

As his health declined he never 
lost interest in what the CWI and the 
Socialist Party were doing. During 
visits to him he wanted to know of 
the work of the CWI sections, even 
when in hospital during the corona-
virus crisis.

Until his final week, he attended 
local Socialist Party branch meet-
ings on Zoom from his hospital bed.

Always he would ask about Chile, 
to which he felt a particular bond 
because of the political situation 
there, and having met comrades 
from Chile when they visited Lon-
don in the 1980s. He spoke no Span-
ish, and they no English, but they 
established a mutual international 
understanding as workers from the 
same class. As I travelled back and 

forth from Chile under the Pinochet 
regime, Mick would always be at the 
airport to greet me - expecting a bot-
tle of Pisco in return.

The Socialist Party has lost a deter-
mined fighter for the working class, 
and for many of us a strong friend. 
He will be sorely missed but not 
forgotten. We continue the struggle 
for socialism which he fought for all 
his life, as the best testimony to his 
memory.

CWI members in Chile display 
flags in memory of Mick

The 
Socialist 
Party has 
lost a 
determined 
fighter for 
the working 
class, and 
for many of 
us a strong 
friend
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After a pause for a little 
over a month with the 
Covid-19 lockdown, new 
protests have erupted as 
the situation for ordinary 

workers in Lebanon has become 
desperate. 

Unemployment has reached 30%, 
while hyperinflation seems to be 
developing, with 70% increases in 
the price of sugar, and a doubling 
of the price of vegetables. The Leba-
nese Lira’s official exchange rate to 
the dollar is 1:1,500, but that is now 
a complete fiction. In January, black 
market rates were 1:2,500, and are 
now reportedly over 1:4,000! 

New protest wave
Lebanon, so far, has had few of-
ficially recorded deaths (26) from 
Covid-19, and just over 1,000 cases 
officially confirmed. But a recent 
increase in cases has provided the 
grounds for a new intensification of 
the lockdown measures. 

Lockdown measures require so-
cial support and workers having the 
material means to abide by them. 
The situation had become so des-
perate that, from the end of April, 
sections of the population began to 
take to the streets.

Some of the most oppressed 
workers have taken strike action, 
including mostly Bangladeshi and 
Indian migrant workers at pri-
vate waste-management company 
RAMCO. Al Jazeera reported that 
the company - with arrears of $8.7 
million from the government - cut 
workers’ pay from $300 to $100. A 
strike started on 3 April, escalating 
with a blockade of the company’s 
main facility on the outskirts of Bei-
rut on 12 May - with at least 250 out 
of the 400-strong workforce remain-
ing out on strike.

Banks have been the focus of 
protests, with a number destroyed, 
as well as roads blockaded and car 
convoy protests. In the words of 
the Financial Times: “The Leba-
nese army said it had responded to 
threats to private property in the city 
after a number of bank branches 
were set on fire.” 

In Tripoli, in the north of Leba-
non, one protester, Fawaz Al-Ham-
man, was shot dead by the armed 
forces, dubbed by the thousands of 
mourners who turned up for his fu-
neral as the “Martyr of the Hunger 
Revolution.” 

A video on the Guardian website 
shows a rally outside Al-Hamman’s 
mother’s home with chants of revo-
lution. Other revelations have been 
made of protesters being tortured 
under arrest by the army in Sidon, a 
port in the south of the country.

As one woman quoted by Al-Ja-
zeera commented: “The army are 
not our brothers. They are shooting 
us to protect the politicians.”

This new wave seems to be an 
even poorer and desperate layer, 
forced onto the streets, preferring to 
risk catching Covid-19 than doing 
nothing in the face of starvation. 
The government has failed to 
provide any of the aid it promised to 
workers. Indeed, videos of a protest 
have appeared showing protesters 
and police arguing about who is 
hungrier!

As one protester quoted in the 

Washington Post said: “We stopped 
the revolution because of corona…” 
But now, he said, “bankruptcy 
is coming. Hunger is coming. Of 
course we’re going to rise to change 
the whole of the political class.”

Programme
Last year’s movement was significant 
in a society deeply divided along 
sectarian lines. These were cut 
across in the course of the movement 
that was opposed to all the sectarian 
parties and politicians. As we have 
commented previously, “For ‘All 
means all’ to come to fruition, the 

sectarian constitution, which is the 
cornerstone of this horse-trading, 
has to go. The movement must fight 
for the convocation of a genuinely 
representative constituent asse-
mbly, but this in itself is not 
sufficient. Unless a non-sectarian 
workers’ party is built, then these 
same parties, representing the 
interests of big business, will 
continue to dominate.” (‘Lebanon 
- mass protests cut across sectarian 
division’ - socialistparty.org.uk).

Indeed, unless such independ-
ent workers’ organisations are built, 
the vacuum that currently exists 

could be again filled by sectarian 
forces. As the Economist comments 
“…the country’s crises are giving its 
factions a new lease on life, as the 
state struggles to provide help. Hez-
bollah, the Shia militia and political 
party, has its own fleet of ambulanc-
es and more than a dozen Covid-19 
clinics. Every party is vaunting its ef-
forts to treat patients and distribute 
food and cash. Some even hand out 
surgical masks emblazoned with 
their logos.”

Such independent workers or-
ganisations need to be armed with 
a programme to deal with the im-
pending catastrophe facing the 
masses in Lebanon. A starting point 
should be: repudiating the foreign 
debts, and nationalising the banks 
and the financial sector.

Capitalism has served up noth-
ing but war and devastation to the 
Middle East, and the Covid-19 cri-
sis will only deepen this, impov-
erishing workers and the middle 
classes even further. The new waves 
of struggle that will emerge against 
this backdrop need to sweep away 
not only the sectarian division fos-
tered by capitalism, but the whole 
rotten system. 

In its place must be socialist 
measures of a democratic plan of 
production to meet the needs of 
the masses, based on bringing the 
key sectors of the economy, and the 
wealth they produce, into public 
ownership under the democratic 
control of workers, as part of a so-
cialist federation of the region.

Economic collapse leads to 
renewed protests across Lebanon 

Ruling class splits and austerity
In his masterful History of the 
Russian Revolution, Leon Trotsky 
makes the point that revolutions 
start at the top when the ruling 
class cannot continue to rule in the 
manner it previously did. 

Significant splits in Lebanon 
have opened up between the prime 
minister, Hassan Diab, and the 
governor of the central bank, Riad 
Salame. These are over who is to 
blame for the perilous financial 
position Lebanon is now in, and 
how to reduce the county’s debt, 
or more precisely, how to make the 
Lebanese working class pay for it.

This split includes the recently 
announced forensic auditing of 
the central bank. This audit is 
undoubtedly designed to produce 
scapegoats in that institution for 
the financial Ponzi scheme of 
borrowing increasing amounts 
of dollars on the promise of high 
returns that kept the currency peg 
to the dollar stable. 

Indeed, some banks, as the 
Economist reports “…are still pur-
suing outlandish schemes to raise 
capital. One recently offered to 
double the amount of any fresh dol-
lar deposits (9/5/20).”

But perhaps the key disagree-
ment is over exactly how some of 
the debts can be reduced, with the 
government’s emphasis being on a 
‘bail-in’ or haircut for investors.

The Lebanese banking associa-
tion has opposed this, particularly 
on the grounds of “violating private 
property”. The talk of floating the 
Lebanese Lira in relation to the 
US dollar, will wipe out the value of 
savings denominated in the Lira.

The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) aid that the government has 
now formally applied for has strings 
attached in terms of long held-back 
‘reforms’, such as phasing out elec-
tricity subsidies and cuts to wages 
and state jobs. 

Diab undoubtedly fears that a 

plan to clear the debts solely con-
sisting of implementing such at-
tacks will provoke even deeper 
resistance, much like the an-
nouncement of the WhatsApp tax 
last October led to a huge protest 
movement that swept his prede-
cessor away. 

Nevertheless, the auster-
ity measures included in his plans 
could still do that. The govern-
ment’s own forecasts are of a 53% 
jump in consumer prices this year. 
The IMF predicts GDP (total eco-
nomic output) will drop by 12%, 
while the World Bank predicts the 
numbers of Lebanese living in pov-
erty will reach 50%. 

This devastation of the lives of 
working-class people in Lebanon 
will provoke more and bigger re-
volts. Consequently, in order to 
take the heat out of the situation, 
the Lebanese government has 
now announced subsidies on basic 
foods. 

‘Bankruptcy is coming. 
Hunger is coming. Of 
course we’re going to rise 
to change the whole of 
the political class’

The Committee for a Workers’ 

International (CWI) is the world  

socialist organisation which the  
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Non-sectarian protests against the ruling class, austerity and corruption 
have been erupting in Lebanon since 2019 photo RomanDeckert/CC
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I
t’s reckless. It’s unsafe. It flies in 
the face of all advice from sci-
entists and from teachers. The 
schools must not reopen on 
Monday 1 June.

The Tories have had to say they 
didn’t mean the 1 June reopening 
date for England ‘firmly’, but they 
clearly did. It doesn’t feel to me, or 
my members, or parents that the 
government has rowed back at all.

Everyone is supposed to be so-
cially distancing outside school, 
but somehow when you get inside 
school it’s not so bad? The govern-
ment says you can have 15 children 
in nursery, in reception, in Year 

One, in Year Six! 
They haven’t seen their friends for 

goodness knows how long. They’re 
young children. They don’t under-
stand. We don’t have the facilities 
or space to properly social distance, 
even if that alone was enough to 
make it safe.

Look carefully at what they’re 
proposing, especially in the younger 
age groups. They’re not going to be 
able to play with their toys. What if 
one child picks up a coloured pencil 
that the other child just used?

And there are no facilities to look 
after children and nurture them in 
what must be quite a traumatic time 
for them. Many in Newham have 
lost people in their families.

To return to school in these cir-
cumstances - it’s reckless.

But in fact, schools never closed. 

The National Education Union 
(NEU) is absolutely happy to carry 
on with a rota that cares for vulner-
able and key workers’ children. We 
want to protect the NHS and other 
essential services. This is still a sacri-
fice, and still a danger. But it is much 
smaller numbers.

Difficult situations
And our members not in class are 
still working from home. It’s not a 
case of ‘the schools are closed, so 
we’re doing sod all’. In fact, teachers 
have been working even harder, and 
in the most difficult situations.

We’re using IT in ways it’s not 
been used before, to provide activity 
and teaching to our students, both 
primary and secondary. Sometimes 
very long days, long hours online, 
making sure we are there for our 

students. And in primaries, making 
videos, presenting storytelling time, 
and so on. 

Disgraceful headlines have called 
teachers lazy, and vilified unions 
who are trying to protect staff, stu-
dents and their families. It’s out-
rageous, and smacks of the gut-
ter press at the time of the miners’ 
strike, 1984-85.

We’re not saying we’re not pre-
pared to go back. We want to go 
back - but only once it’s safe. That 
means satisfying the NEU’s ‘five 
tests’, including a comprehensive 
testing and tracing system. These 
are reasonable and achievable.

But this government cares more 
about big business than it does 
about the lives of school staff,  
students and parents. This mad 
rush, to get everyone in on  

1 June regardless, is a result of the 
government’s mishmash, reckless, 
uncaring and two-faced strategy.

Scotland and Wales aren’t reo-
pening. Why are we in England? It’s 
childcare for big business. This is 
simply Johnson appeasing the boss-
es. Asking us to be ‘heroes’ - cannon 
fodder for their version of war.
> Continued on p4

�� Trade union organising can stop 
unsafe reopening: p2

Workers, unions and parents must decide when they are

Schools 
aren’t 
safe
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