
 12-18 January 2012   the SocialistEDITORIAL2 www.socialistparty.org.uk

 the Socialist                what we think
The paper of the Socialist Party. Issue 700. 
The Socialist, PO Box 24697, London E11 1YD Registered as a newspaper at the Post Office. Published by Socialist Publications, printed by Newsfax International. ISSN 1366-9621        

Have you got news for us? Phone us on 020 8988 8777 editors@socialistparty.org.uk  fax: 020 8988 8787. editor Sarah Sachs-Eldridge, news/international news Dave Carr, letters/reviews Roger 
Shrives, workplace news Alison Hill, campaigns/party news Bob Severn, youth news/sales Sarah Wrack, photographer Paul Mattsson. Deadline: Friday before publication date. Urgent news - Monday

The open organising conference on 
Saturday 7 January, hosted by PCS 
Left Unity, the left in the largest civil 
service union, could prove to be a 

very significant moment in the public sector 
pension struggle. 

It was addressed by PCS general secretary 
Mark Serwotka, left Labour MP John McDon-
nell, Padraig Mulholland vice-president of the 
Nipsa Northern Irish public sector alliance, 
Roger Bannister, from the national executive 
(NEC) of Unison speaking in a personal ca-
pacity, Mark Campbell, UCU lecturers union 
NEC, Zita Holbourne, Barac black anti-cuts 
activist, Kevin Donnelly from Unite’s United 
Left group, Kevin Courtney from the NUT 
teachers union NEC and John McInally, PCS 
vice-president. There was also discussion 
from the floor.

The conference came the weekend before 
the PCS and NUT national executive meetings, 
Unison’s health and local government service 
group executive meetings, Unite’s local gov-
ernment national industrial sector committee 
and lastly, the TUC General Council. The con-
ference has acted like a lever in galvanising 
the most prominent left forces in the move-
ment to build pressure so that the unions re-
ject the government’s offer enshrined in the 
‘heads of agreement’ and set the next strike 
date. Fundamentally all that is ‘on offer’ is 
what the unions were fighting when they went 
on strike on 30 November: pay more for your 
pension, work longer, get less.

The timing of the event was crucial but the 
lack of time and money after the festive pe-

riod makes the turnout, of up to 550 over the 
day, with at least 470 registering, even more 
impressive. The make-up of the audience 
lends a huge amount of credibility to both 
the conference and the temporary coordinat-
ing committee that has been established. All 
the main left organisations across the un-
ion movement were present. Behind these 
groups lie the hopes, aspirations and anger 
at the thought of the momentum built up by 
N30 being wasted by leaders such as Unison 
general secretary Dave Prentis and TUC lead-
er Brendan Barber. 

The conference also reflected the authority 
of PCS Left Unity for activists in PCS and be-
yond. Socialist Party members have played a 
crucial role over decades in establishing and 
developing this position, which now has sig-
nificance far wider than PCS.

It was unfortunate that the SWP-inspired 
‘Unite the Resistance’ have organised a du-
plicate event a week later in the same venue. 
Many of those attending on Saturday ex-
pressed their frustration at this step. It also 
exposes a lack of understanding about what 
the PCS Left Unity meeting represents for the 
pension struggle and the left in the unions 
in general. In contrast, the National Shop 
Stewards Network not only didn’t consider 
organising such a rival event but put its full 
resources behind building for the 7 January 
conference. 

Even before Saturday it is clear that the 
campaign had helped to create a momentum 
by stiffening up the resistance and giving 
confidence to the best activists in the various 

unions. Before Christmas, the PCS had stood 
virtually alone in outright rejection of the deal 
but by the weekend the NUT, NASUWT and 
Unite in health had explicitly refused to sign. 
On Monday 9 January Unite in local govern-
ment joined the ‘rejectionists’. However, it’s 
what happens later this week that will prove 
decisive. 

The Unison and TUC leadership are desper-
ate to consolidate the position that they end-
ed last year on with the signing of the heads 
of agreement. They plan to kick the dispute 
into the long grass by setting up a protracted 
negotiation, which it’s not even clear at which 
point members will get the chance to vote 
on. There are huge dangers in this because 
the government plans to bring in the pension 
changes for the vast majority of public sec-
tor workers at the end of March. But, even if 
the Unison SGEs vote to endorse the sign-up, 
activists must fight for the right of the mil-
lion Unison members who went on strike on 
N30 to decide whether the union stays in this 
struggle or not.

If Unison and the GMB sign up to the deal, 
it clearly poses the conduct of the pension 
dispute in a new light. There should be an 
immediate call in these unions for recall con-
ferences at national and group/sector level. 
There should be calls for debates at work-
place, town and city level, in front of the mem-
bers to pressurise the leadership. 

But there should also be an immediate 

meeting of those unions who have refused 
to sign up to raise the need for a sober dis-
cussion of tactics to be employed if a smaller 
number of unions remain. Despite some criti-
cism from others on the left on Saturday, it 
was correct for Mark Serwotka to raise the 
need for a sober discussion on the best tac-
tics to be employed if just one or two unions 
remained in the pensions fight. It is clear that 
the government aims to isolate and weaken 
the PCS. In that situation it would be crucial 
that the leadership of the PCS employs tac-
tics that will keep its fighting force intact for 
future battles. 

However, the unions that have already re-
jected the deal still number up to a million 
members, more than went on strike on 30 
June (J30). This creates the possibility of 
a further coordinated strike being urgently 
called. As with J30, it could be used as a lever 
on the unions who have accepted the deal. 

Everything is still to fight for. Saturday’s 
conference showed that despite the well-laid 
plans of the right-wing union leaders, they 
will have the fight of their lives from their own 
members if they want to follow those leaders 
who were responsible for the betrayals of the 
1921 ‘Black Friday’ and the 1926 General 
Strike.
See www.socialistparty.org.uk for further 
reports and video footage and see page 
5 for an exclusive interview with Mark 
Serwotka

Paula Mitchell

Just days after hundreds of trade un-
ionists met to plan how to continue 

to fight the Con-Dems’ attacks on pub-
lic sector pensions, Labour leader Ed 
Miliband pledged that a Labour gov-
ernment would have to ‘face the reality 
of the deficit’ and make cuts.

But several thousand local gov-
ernment workers are already living 
the reality of massive cuts to jobs and 
pay implemented by Labour councils, 
and are bracing themselves for the 
next round of council budget-setting 
meetings.

Meanwhile, John Hourican, an in-
vestment boss at RBS – a bank 83% 
owned by the government after it was 
bailed out with public money - enjoys 
a £4.3 million bonus while he looks at 
axing 10,000 jobs. Who’s not in touch 
with reality?

The pension ‘reforms’ are, in any 
case, based on a report by a former 

Labour minister, Lord Hutton. It is not 
surprising then, that at the PCS Left 
Unity organising conference on 7 Jan-
uary, many contributors spoke of the 
need for a political dimension to the 
trade union fight against cuts. 

Support is gathering for a list of trade 
unionists, socialists and campaigners 
to stand in the London assembly elec-
tions this May.

lNew signatories to the supporting 
petition – all in a personal capacity - 
include porters at Whipps Cross hospi-
tal and tube workers in West London: 
Andy Molloy, Jeff Edwards, Dave Lot-
trie, S Peak, Craig Guiste, Heliberto 
G, Tony Pierce, Tony Williams, Ryan 
Kernvigh, Kenneth Welch, Oky Prest, 
F Madden, J O’Keefe, P Donovan, B 
Bhatt, C M Fitzgerald, Jake Wylie, 
Mick Singh, S Sood, A Mahi, Ian 
Granger, M Homewood.

Add your support by emailing 
jpjreidie@yahoo.co.uk or go to www.
tusc.org.uk

Pensions dispute: 
Everything is still to fight for

...not big 
business

There was an item on 

the BBC website where 

shadow business secretary 

Chuka Umunna explained 

what he meant by responsible 

capitalism.
The Labour MP said: 

“It’s about looking at what 

we can do to foster better 

business practices, behaviour, 

successful business models 

that tackle unfairness, and the 

cost of living, crisis at home, 

the problems we’re finding 

domestically, and actually 

produce more competitiveness 

for British companies abroad.”

I translate this as meaning 

that under Labour the bosses 

would come first and the 

workers last.
Pete,

Worcester
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Workers need an electoral alternative that fights for them...

Speakers last Saturday urged a continuation of the pensions’ struggle photo Senan

Part of the audience at the open PCS Left Unity organising conference photo Senan


