
Beth Webster
ICU nurse at University 
Hospital Wales, Cardiff

Health 
workers 
don’t want 

medals, and care 
workers don’t 
want badges.

We want the equipment we 
need to be safe while we do 
our jobs. And we want a de-
cent pay rise that means wor-
rying about paying the bills 
isn’t distracting us from wor-
rying about patients.

That’s why millions of 
health workers were enraged 
when Tory health secretary 
Matt Hancock said: “Now is 
not the time to discuss a pay 
rise for nurses.”

Health workers have had a 
decade of real-terms pay cuts, 
leaving many of us with pay 
worth 20% less than it was in 
2010. That meant thousands of 
nurses and other health pro-
fessionals left the NHS, leaving 
us too short-staffed to run the 
NHS properly, even before the 
coronavirus crisis hit. 

Many of my colleagues are 
saying that they will play their 
part while the emergency 
lasts, but that they’re leaving 
afterwards. That would be 
a catastrophe for everyone 
who relies on the service. It 
must be made clear that the 
sacrifice of these workers is 
valued. There should be an 
immediate 10% pay rise, plus 
hazard pay, and an agreement 
to quickly recover all pay lost 
since 2010.

The last straw for many has 
been the callous way that pol-
iticians have treated our safe-
ty. Initially, we were told not 
to wear any personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE). After 
health worker fatalities and 
rising anger, the guidelines 
were changed. But they’re still 
driven by supply failings, not 
safety, and in most areas the 
PPE is inadequate. 

This, together with the piti-
fully small number of peo-
ple who have been tested in 
the UK, means many health 
workers have nothing be-
tween them and the devel-
oping pandemic. It feels like 
we’re being sent over the top 
without any ammo. 

Despite what Welsh first 
minister Mark Drakeford says, 
PPE failures were a key factor 
in why there are so many in-
fections around Newport. 50% 
of accident and emergency 
workers in the Royal Gwent 

Hospital have the virus, ac-
cording to an A&E consultant 
there.

Nurses and doctors have 
been hooked up to ventilators 
in the unit I work in. Some are 
among the 100 health workers 
to have died as a result of the 
disease. We need an urgent 
trade union-led investigation 
of the health worker deaths in 
the UK to see what PPE they 
were wearing, whether they 
were trained properly in its 
use, and what the conditions 
were like on their wards. Be-
cause fatigue really can kill in 
this situation. 

There has been no serious 
effort to guarantee the supply 
of the PPE we need by the UK 
government or the devolved 
governments. There shouldn’t 
be a debate in the press at all 
about whether there’s enough 
PPE or not: politicians are 
lying when they say there’s 
enough to go around. It’s not 
the fault of nurses. They are 
having to ransack hardware 
stores, and appeal on social 
media for supplies. 

At the hospital I work in, we 
keep running out of things as 
basic and essential as medi-
um gloves, swabs for Covid-19 
tests and facemasks, includ-
ing in the ICU. There is out-
rage that instead of finding a 
solution to the shortages, the 
response has been to reuse 
equipment or downgrade the 
safety guidelines. 

The health unions should 
take control of determining 
what health workers need to 
work safely. They should take 
over the supply and distri-
bution of PPE too. We need 
a new army of union reps to 
come forward to coordinate 
that, and make sure we’re 
kept as safe as possible. 

The government should 
immediately take over com-
panies capable of producing 
PPE and re-purpose produc-
tion to produce the equip-
ment we need.

Workers who know the job 
need to run things directly too. 
So that there are no more mis-
takes - like the ventilators that 
have been manufactured and 
are useless because patients 
can’t be weaned off their sup-
port - and so that all the short-
ages can be identified.

It’s not just ventilators we 
need. Dialysis machines, sup-
portive pillows for prone pa-
tients, and liquid nutrition, for 
example, are all in short supply 
too. The industries should be 
run under democratic work-
ers’ control, with health work-
ers on the boards involved in 
designing the kit, and ensuring 
it is correctly distributed.

SAFETY
■ PPE for all 
frontline workers

■ Mass testing  
for all

■ Workers’ control 
of workplace 
safety

INCOME
■ 100% wages 
and increased 
benefits

■ 10% pay rises 
for all NHS and 
frontline workers + 
hazard pay

■ Minimum wage 
of £12 an hour

ACTION
■ Step up  
workplace 
organisation - 
build fighting  
trade unions

■ Fight for an 
independent 
political voice for 
working-class 
people

SOCIALISM
■ Make the rich 
pay for the crisis, 
not workers

■ End the  
profit system

■ Socialist 
planning, not 
capitalist chaos
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London bus drivers’ action over 
safety stops front door boarding 
■ Fight for further health and safety measures continues
26 transport workers have died 
from Covid-19 in London, the 
majority of them bus drivers. Now 
London bus drivers have forced 
Transport for London (TfL) and 
bus companies to implement 
safety measures to protect them 
at work. Bus driver and Socialist 
Party member Moe spoke to the 
Socialist about what has been won 
and what needs to happen next.

What has been done?
We have won an important safety 
measure, forcing bus companies 
and TfL to close the front doors of 
every bus and implement free trav-
el, meaning passengers are kept at 
a safe distance from drivers. This is 
a victory and now other drivers out-
side of London are demanding the 
same.

How did you achieve this victory 
and why is it so important?
At first TfL resisted because it didn’t 
want to lose revenue. But we got 
our argument across and forced TfL 
and management to concede. As 
we have done every step of the way. 
When lockdown was first enforced 
drivers started sealing doors, seal-
ing holes in cab doors and stopping 
passengers sitting directly behind 
drivers. TfL and managers then en-
dorsed these measures. 

But it should not have taken so 

long for them to listen to us. 26 peo-
ple have died, and this could have 
been avoided. And drivers should 
not pay the price for the lost revenue 
further down the line.

What else needs to be done?
What we have achieved is not 
enough. There are 2,000 London 
buses that only have one door - 
the front - and we say these routes 
should be suspended unless two-
door buses can replace them. The 
other concern we have is that more 
people are now boarding buses be-
cause they are free. 

Combined with construction sites 
reopening after Easter, this means 
there is concern over passenger 
numbers. We are happy to transport 
key construction workers, but non-
essential construction sites should 
be shut down with no loss of pay to 
protect those workers and lower bus 
passenger numbers.

Another measure that TfL have 
brought in is special electronic air 
filters on buses that are used on 
hospital routes. But they have been 
fitted on only 100 buses, while there 
are 9,000 in London in total! They 
should be fitted on every bus, and 
permanently, as they help reduce 
air pollution. 

We are also still calling for more 
PPE, especially for drivers who have 
to travel as passengers on buses to 
get to work or change buses. And we 
also want lower working hours with 
no loss of pay. Drivers are mostly 
working long shifts, 10-12 hours, 
meaning they are more likely to 
be exposed to the virus and are fa-
tigued - an issue we were campaign-
ing on before the crisis.

Drivers are still scared to death 
during their shifts so we will keep 
fighting.

Excellent support for Socialist 
Party special finance appeal
Chris Newby
The Socialist sales organiser

We have had a fantastic response to 
our special appeal to help finance 
the publication of the Socialist and 
promote the ideas of the Socialist 
Party in this corona crisis. 

Three weeks into the current 
fighting fund campaign and we have 
raised a tremendous £14,393 - 58% 
of the target. Over £12,400 of this is 
for the special appeal. 

Donations small and large have 
been flooding into our offices. Rang-
ing from the £2 from new member 
Jonas Dos Santos Junior in South 
East London who writes, “Thanks for 
allowing me to be part of the Socialist 
Party”, the £5 donated by new mem-
ber and college student Sofia Pants-
joha in Waltham Forest, to the £500 
from Heather Rawling in Leicester. 

No matter the size of the dona-
tion, these are all crucial to making 
sure we can continue to get our so-
cialist message out to as many peo-
ple as possible.  

Dave and Judy Griffiths from Cov-
entry both donated £50. £100 was 
also donated by the Coventry Com-
munication Workers Union youth 
committee.

The following quote from Becky 
Shah in Liverpool, a new Socialist 

Party member, shows the level of 
sacrifice that our members and sup-
porters are prepared to make. Do-
nating £10 Becky says:

“Sorry it’s such a small amount. 
Wish it was more. Am on a limited 
income, survive on benefits.”

Here are some other quotes from 
members and supporters who have 
donated to this appeal:

“Keep up the good work guys.  We 
need a voice to question decisions 
that are being made”, Mr J G Jones 
Port Talbot donated £20

Miss S K Sethi donating £3: “Long 
live the NHS!”

Tony Pill Lancashire donating 
£10: “Wish it could be more.”

It is clear that our online meet-
ings are also having a good effect 
in helping to raise money for the 
appeal. M Oldziejewska from Ch-
ingford who donated £10 writes:  
“Thank you for organising a bril-
liant meeting tonight!” 

Another supporter donated £30 
after attending our meeting in North 
London.

While the vast majority of the 
fighting  fund has come in from  do-
nations to our special appeal, our 
members are also looking at every 
opportunity to help raise fighting 
fund. 

Alex Brown in Sheffield raised 
£30.06 selling t-shirts. Leeds mem-
bers raised £190 selling badges, and 
in London our members raised £90 
from an online bric-a-brac sale.

This is a fantastic start, but it’s vi-
tal that we all continue our efforts to 
smash through the fighting fund tar-
get. Make sure you get in your dona-
tion and ask people that you know 
to donate.

   £ received   £ target                                  April - June 2020 Deadline 30 June
South West 1,503 1,800 84%

West Midlands 2,102 2,600 81%

Yorkshire 1,633 2,550 64%

Wales 1,472 2,300 64%

East Midlands 1,148 1,850 62%

London 2,594 4,600 56%

Eastern 674 1,200 56%

Northern 350 750 47%

Southern 732 2,350 31%

North West 235 1,150 20%

Other 1,801 3,850 47%

TOTAL 14,243 25,000 57%

Socialist Party Fighting Fund

Help fund the fightback

DONATE 
TODAY

visit socialistparty.org.uk/donate 
or call 020 8988 8777 or make 
cheques payable to Socialist Party, PO 
Box 24697, London E11 1YD  
Please indicate your donation is for 
the ‘coronavirus appeal’
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The Socialist is written, read, sold 
and bought by ordinary workers, 
trade unionists, young people and 
Socialist Party supporters. We want 
you to write for the Socialist. 

Send us reports of your workplace 
and community campaigns, short 
letters on working-class issues, or 
ideas for other articles.
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editors@socialistparty.org.uk
020 8988 8777 - ask for the editors
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Friday before publication, or Monday 
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otherwise agreed with the editors.
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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!

WHAT WE 
STAND FOR

Do you agree? Join the fightback!

JOIN THE SOCIALISTS
Visit socialistparty.org.uk/join
or call 020 8988 8777
or text your  
name and  
postcode to
07761 818 206
to find out more today!

DONATE
socialistparty.org.uk/donate
to help fund the fightback

SUBSCRIBE
socialistparty.org.uk/subscribe
weekly newspaper: the Socialist
monthly magazine: Socialism Today
Socialism - the podcast: on all platforms
facebook.com/CWISocialistParty

The guidelines we follow on use 
of PPE have changed dramatically 
during this pandemic. At first we 
were told we must wear full PPE for 
every patient suspected of having 
Covid 19. Since then the guidelines 
have changed repeatedly. Clearly, 
this has not been because they are 
‘listening to the science’. It is being 
driven by budgets and the lack of 
stock. 

When the Tories realised how 
many people would be hospitalised 
the ‘science’ changed. So it’s now OK 
to wear flimsy aprons when treating 
patients with the most infectious vi-
rus we have ever experienced!

We have pulled out everything we 
have to get through the weekend. 

Used gowns and the higher quality 
masks have been saved from inten-
sive care. This is unprecedented, 
and risks staff becoming contami-
nated. And we are still unsure how 
to decontaminate them. Even the 
hazmat suits have come out of stor-
age, as any coverall is better than 
none. 

Local people don’t just bring 
chocolate and hand cream. They 
make us visors, hats and masks. 
But the news that the gowns are not 
coming after all is devastating. It’s 
not safe for us or our patients, and 
clinicians are making some very 
tough decisions on treatment. 

The lack of gowns at Southamp-
ton has become critical. It means 

I can’t relieve staff attending long 
theatre cases because they need 
full PPE, and there’s not enough 
for more than one radiographer. So 
one of my colleagues worked right 
through, without food or water, only 
getting out at nearly 8pm. Also, in-
tensive care had to borrow our only 
specialist mask because they had 
run out.

I just feel so bloody angry that my 
colleagues are being thrown under 
the bus!

Many of us will never get over 
the cruelty of this disease, and the 
cruelty of a system that puts getting 
business up and running ahead of 
saving lives.
An NHS health professional

Testing everybody in a northern Italian 
village of 3,000 people saw those with 
Covid-19 fall 90% within ten days. People 
testing positive, with or without symp-
toms, were isolated so they didn’t infect 
others. This shows why testing is vital.

The Tory government’s failure to test at 
the scale needed causes many severe ill-
nesses and deaths. 

Health and care workers urgently need 
weekly testing. Those with mild symp-
toms, but without Covid, could work. 
Covid carriers without symptoms isolate, 
protecting patients and colleagues.

When China’s first cases were identi-
fied in late December, pandemic con-
tingency plans here should have been 
opened. They should have rolled into 
action after Britain’s first case was con-
firmed in late January.

On 19 April, the number of tests 
performed was still only 5,522 per mil-
lion people (compared to Germany’s 

20,786). South Korea has over 600 mo-
bile test centres. The UK has 22, mean-
ing two hour drives for many.

Health secretary Matt Hancock wrings 
his hands and says: “We have the best 
scientific labs in the world but we did not 
have the scale. My German counterpart 
for instance could call upon 100 testing 
labs ready and waiting when the crisis 
struck.” 

Not until the end of March did 
the government announce it would 
recruit laboratories from universi-
ties, research institutes and pri-
vate companies. Why not early 
February?

The Institute of Biomedical Science, 
representing 17,000 NHS laboratory 
workers, says the problem is not insuffi-
cient labs but swabs, plastic tubes and 
chemicals. There is a global shortage. 
The government’s early complacency left 
them at the back of the queue. 

Years of austerity cuts mean NHS 
labs rely on a few non-domestic suppli-
ers, such as giant corporation Roche. 
‘Efficient’ in normal times, but these are 
not normal times! Most universities can 
make the chemicals required.

Julian Peto, a respected epidemi-
ologist, estimates there are enough ma-
chines in the UK for ten million daily tests 
- everybody weekly - obtaining supplies 
directly from manufacturers rather than 
clinical test companies. 

A national plan is needed, drawn up by 
NHS, university, biotechnology and other 
workers through their trade unions, to 
mobilise all the resources needed for a 
huge increase in testing. Test, isolate and 
contact trace to exit lockdown until vac-
cines are widely available!
Jon Dale
Secretary Unite union 
Nottinghamshire NHS branch 
(personal capacity)

“Pandemic planning became a casualty 
of the austerity years.”

“We missed the boat on testing and 
PPE... We just watched. A pandemic was 
always at the top of our national risk 
register - always - but when it came we 
just watched. We could have been Ger-
many but instead we were doomed by 
our incompetence, our hubris and our 
austerity.”

These quotes come from the horse’s 
mouth: scientists, academics, doctors, 
emergency planners, public officials and 
politicians have all attacked the Tories’ 
handling of the coronavirus crisis.

A 5,000-word article in the Sunday 
Times (ST) revealed how the Tories sur-
rendered society’s safety to the interests 
of big business - through austerity and 
privatisation. These are, ultimately, a 
wealth transfusion mechanism - sucking 
from workers’ pay, public services, health 
and safety, etc, and swelling the bank ac-
counts of big business.

The ST article reveals Boris Johnson’s 
absence from five Cobra meetings and a 
general lack of urgency towards the cri-

sis. A Financial Times editorial also exco-
riated the PM for his failure to act more 
effectively over ventilator production. 

A 3 February speech confirms John-
son’s conscious general approach of do-
nothing ‘herd immunity’: “We are starting 
to hear some bizarre autarkic rhetoric, 
when barriers are going up, and when 
there is a risk that new diseases such 
as coronavirus will trigger a panic and a 
desire for market segregation.” He went 
on: “Humanity needs some government 
somewhere that is willing at least to 
make the case powerfully for freedom of 
exchange.” In other words, a plan to take 
advantage of the world crisis situation in 
the interest of the British capitalist class 
- come what may for the working class.

The ST article was a major news talk-
ing point over the weekend, with specu-
lation it reflected a growing lack of con-
fidence in Johnson by sections of the 
capitalist class, at least by Rupert Mur-
doch, owner of the Sunday Times. The ‘all 
in it together’ line of the government was 
always a lie - with working-class people 
on the frontline, denied access to testing 

and PPE, and bearing all the effects of 
austerity on our living standards. They 
have been eroded just as the stocks of 
PPE and pandemic planning were.

The Tories, who came into this crisis al-
ready divided, are fracturing over how to 
deal with it. Ultimately, they are there to 
act in the interests of the capitalist class, 
but their system is in crisis, and they are 
incapable of agreeing on the best way 
to do so. Hence the debate over an exit 
strategy from the lockdown. 

Whatever their differences over a path 
forward, they all agree on the need to at-
tack working-class living standards in or-
der to benefit the capitalist class. As the 
Socialist Party’s workers’ charter says, 
trade unions and workplace committees 
should play a central role in deciding when 
and how a return to work takes place.

But where is the Labour Party, the of-
ficial opposition, in all of this? The need 
to fight for a workers’ party that is inde-
pendent of any big business interests is 
becoming clearer than ever in this crisis.
Sarah Sachs-Eldridge
Socialist Party national organiser

Capitalist press attacks Tory incompetence

National plan for testing needed

PPE shortages: “I feel so bloody angry”
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Steve Nally, a support worker in 
the housing sector, was among the 
first Covid-19 patients at St Thomas’ 
Hospital in south London. Steve 
spoke to the Socialist about the 
problems in provision - clear even 
before approaching the peak.

How did you start to develop 
symptoms?
I was in self-isolation from 17 March 
because I have asthma. Before that, 
I had been following all the govern-
ment guidelines in terms of keeping 
myself safe at work, but I still had to 
go on a busy tube every day. 

So despite all of that I started to 
become very unwell on 23 March. I 
must have picked up the virus in my 
block, or prior to self-isolation in my 
travels around London.

I was in a lot of pain for two weeks, 
then I became short of breath. By 3 
April I was struggling. I rang 111. A 
health professional called me back 
later and immediately called an am-
bulance.

I can’t explain the shock of an 
ambulance arriving and paramed-
ics at your front door. You suddenly 
realise: this is serious. They took me 
to St Thomas’ - they were two young 
Australians, working as paramedics 
here. I went straight into A&E.

What was it like in the hospital?
After testing I was transferred down 
to a Covid ward. I was their first pa-
tient. The lead nurse said they’d lit-
erally been training for the best part 
of two weeks for the wave to come 
in, and they didn’t know how it was 
going to affect them, but they were 
as ready as they could be.

I got very, very ill. In my bay, I saw 
people being taken down to inten-
sive care and I didn’t see them com-
ing up again. Young men with young 
families having to go down to ICU, 
you could see the fear in their faces. 
There’s images I’m trying to blot out. 

There’s not much banter among 
the patients. People are very quiet. 

They decided not to take me down, 
and that was a great relief - but you 
can imagine in the run-up the con-
versations they’re having with you. 
They’re quite honest and frank with 
you, which I think is good. 

You are, in your head, thinking: 
this could be it. But some people 
did come back up and they were in 
a much better condition.

What were the staff like?
In our bay of six, you’d have one fully 
trained nurse and one assistant. That 
nurse was making all the decisions 
- about oxygen, everything - they’re 
very highly trained professionals. 

All very young, all in their twen-
ties, from around the globe, and 
working night and day. Twelve-hour 
shifts, I don’t know how they did it. 

They’re utterly exhausted, you can 
see it in their faces. They’re dealing 
with very ill people - and, like I be-
came, very frightened people. The 

nurses have to counsel you for ten, 
20, 30 minutes. 

That must be difficult - when 
you’re having to reassure someone, 
and also be quite honest with them. 
They’re multitasking beyond belief.

And Boris Johnson was in the 
same hospital as you?
The difference between me and Boris 
Johnson, who was in at the same time, 
was that he was in the luxury private 
rooms at the top. He was transferred 
down to the basement (so he lost his 
view!) in case he became very ill, be-
cause it takes a few minutes to get you 
from the top to ICU.

It wouldn’t make much difference 
but I think because he’s the prime 
minister they felt they couldn’t risk 
it. But he was getting a lot more at-
tention, I’d imagine. It’d be one-to-
one support for him. 

I spoke to a couple of the nurses 
about Boris Johnson being in there. 
They weren’t opposed to him being 
in hospital, of course. They’re carers, 
they want to save lives.

But some felt uncomfortable. 
Feeling like he’s said all these things 
about us, we’ve had our pay sup-
pressed, our jobs cut, and now he 
wants our services. Now when he 
needs us, he’s full of praise for us. 
The hypocrisy.

What’s the care been like 
afterwards?
Well, there’s no care. Until dis-
charge, it’s wonderful care. Then 
the ambulance crew take you home 
- and they’re absolutely fantastic, 
they give you gloves and masks and 
chat to you about what you need to 
do next.

And that’s it. You get a bag of med-
ication and a discharge letter, and 
you realise after a day or two that 
there’s no follow-up. Who’s going to 
chase me up to see that I’m getting 
on OK?

Once you’re past ‘peak Covid’, 
they need the beds, so off you go. 
The only people left on the ward are 
the elderly and those with disabili-
ties who need a care package.

The only follow-up I received was 
when I rang my GP surgery. They 
were very good, but I had to do that 
myself, which I think is a big failing.

If we had the number of hospital 
beds we had 30 years ago, people 
could be gently eased home. But I 
don’t blame the staff, I blame Tory 
and Labour cuts over the past dec-
ades. And no follow-up afterwards - 
again, it’s lack of resources, it’s cuts.

What would you demand for the 
workers and patients?
World-class PPE is a must - and lots 

of it, now. I saw people ‘mend and 
make do’. I don’t think that’s good 
enough for our health staff, or the 
cleaners, or the people providing 
food and stuff like that.

Building of more hospitals and 
more beds. Mass stockpiling of all 
the things we need as this unfolds 
over the next 12 to 18 months.

All the staff, whoever works in the 
hospital, should have a serious pay 
increase. 

There’s people who were sup-
porting me who were paying their 
way through a nursing degree. That 
should be scrapped for all students, 
but as a starter all health workers 
should have fees scrapped and re-
imbursed immediately. There’s no 
other sector of workers who have to 
put their lives on the line and pay for 
the privilege!

There needs to be proper sup-
port after you leave hospital. Clearly 
there’s not enough resources for lo-
cal surgeries, district nurses, that 
sort of thing. Even a phone call 
would be enough for me, but they 
haven’t got the resources to do that.

 � Insufficient PPE, nightmares with 
Universal Credit, sick and knackered 
workers: read the full interview at 
socialistparty.org.uk

Week four and still  
no testing for ICU staff
The main concern with staff at the 
moment is it’s week four in Covid ICU 
and no sign of anyone being tested 
yet. We’re OK for PPE at this particu-
lar trust, but you’ve seen the news 
about the shortage elsewhere. We’re 
getting concerned about the number 
of frontline staff losing their lives.
An NHS intensive care technician

PPE: we won’t be divided 
along occupational lines
Conditions are deteriorating as 
shortages of promised PPE serially 
fail to materialise. While morale re-
mains high, there is now an almost 
complete lack of trust in central 
government. 

The race for supplies also results 
in inconsistent application of guid-
ance. Some clinicians ask that por-
ters not use gloves or masks despite 
the serious concerns about trans-
porting patients who are suspected 
or confirmed sufferers of Covid-19. 

While ancillary staff understand 
that supplies are dwindling, it’s no 
less unacceptable that government 
continues to view us as cannon fod-
der. We won’t be divided along oc-
cupational lines.
An NHS porter

Staff are struggling to cope 
with the number of deaths
Almost every ward is a Covid ward. 
Some staff are struggling to cope 
emotionally with the number of 
deaths. There are so many more pa-
tients dying than usual.

People were very angry with the 
health secretary’s boast that there 
is excess capacity in intensive care. 
Maybe there is in some hospitals, es-
pecially in areas where they haven’t 
been hit so hard by the coronavirus. 

But here, intensive care is totally 
full. It has been extended into two 
other areas. As soon as the workmen 
have finished altering the new wards, 
patients are being wheeled in.
An NHS catering worker

Excuses, excuses from 
outsourcing management
Domestics and other outsourced 
staff feel taken for granted. Before 
coronavirus hit, the trust was refus-
ing to start discussions on bringing 
them back in-house. 

Now they are saying they can’t 
discuss it because they are too busy 
dealing with the crisis. What do they 
think cleaners and porters are busy 
doing?

They are cleaning Covid wards to 
prevent transmission; transporting 
dead bodies. They are keeping the 
hospital running. A domestic said, 
“we should have gone on strike now, 
when they need us the most.”
An NHS admin worker

Dave Gorton
Chesterfield Socialist Party

There is growing anger at the gov-
ernment’s handling of the corona-
virus crisis. 400,000 people living in 
care homes have been abandoned - 
surrendered to the virus. Most of the 
elderly and frail who contract Cov-
id-19 will not be hospitalised, but 
left to die without adequate medical 
attention.

Only 217 coronavirus-related 
care home deaths were officially re-
corded in England and Wales up to 3 
April. But the National Care Forum, 
a collection of not-for-profit organi-
sations, estimates the figure is now 
over 4,000. 

The government disingenuously 
says this discrepancy is to do with 
the timing of data collection, but 
the truth is that the fatality figures 
released are only those who die in 
hospital. As most are privately run, 
there is no official data about how 
many people actually live in care 
homes, never mind die of coronavi-
rus there! 

It is a huge industry, mostly run 
for profit, not for compassionate 
reasons. The lack of PPE provision 
for workers in private care homes 

can be pinpointed directly to main-
taining profits.

In England alone, there are 18,500 
care providers, and 17,000 mostly 
‘standalone’ residential and nurs-
ing homes. This is not a care system 
planned to care for those in need. 
It is profit-driven, and this crisis is 
demonstrating the anarchy of the 
free market in all its brutality. 

The majority in care are in resi-
dential establishments. They don’t 
need nursing; they’re in care be-
cause of dementia or other needs 
which can’t be provided in the com-
munity. What they rely on is close 
attention which can’t be provided 
without hands-on support. Social 
distancing is impossible in care 
homes. 

What is possible is full PPE for the 
staff, testing for everyone, and prop-
er live-in facilities for staff to prevent 
them bringing in, or taking out, the 
virus. Possible - but they eat into 
profits, so the bosses won’t hand 
them over easily. The trade unions 
must lead a fight for them.

Those whose families suffer, those 
who work in the sector, and mil-
lions more, will demand change in 
the near future. This must include 
bringing social care into the public 
sector, in a fully funded and inte-
grated care and health system, un-
der the democratic control of staff 
and service users.

Covid-19 finally breached the 
care home my elderly parents are 
in last week. I’d obviously prefer it if 
my part of that struggle wasn’t based 
on tragedy. But whatever happens, 
I’ll still be fighting for an end to this 
capitalist system which has blood 
on its hands once again.

Hugo Pierre
Unison union  
national executive committee 
member (personal capacity)

Despite their claims of “partner-
ship” between central and local 
government, it’s clear the Tories 
have not involved councils in their 
Covid-19 planning at all. 

When the government an-
nounced that those most at risk of 
serious illness had to stay at home 
for 12 weeks’ ‘shielding’, it appeared 
almost an afterthought that they 
would receive their supplies - food, 
medicines and so on - from local 
authorities. There was no advance 
coordination with local councils, or 
any plans distributed.

Many councils now face acceler-
ated financial ruin, with some fear-
ing they will have to issue ‘Section 
114’ bankruptcy notices. These re-
strict spending to ‘essential’ items 
until the council can cut back ex-
penditure even more. 

Most started the year with major 
budget cuts on the agenda already, 
following 40% reductions to central 
funding over the last decade that 
councils had failed to oppose. For 
example, Camden Council was pre-
paring to make £40 million more 
cuts to services.

The Tory-led Local Government 
Association, representing all coun-
cils, says local authorities face a 
cash shortage of at least £1 billion. 
That’s on top of the £1.6 billion extra 

they’ve been ‘allowed’ to spend this 
year on social care. 

The privatisation and fracturing 
of social care over years has now led 
to a crisis of coordination in the care 
sector. There are 400,000 people in 
care homes, and over 500,000 cared 
for in their own homes. A letter to the 
government’s Department of Health 
and Social Care by council directors 
of adult social care complained that 
distribution of PPE was “paltry” and 
in many areas “shambolic.”

Labour councils
Why aren’t Labour council lead-
ers speaking out publicly against 
this ‘shambles’? Why aren’t Labour 
councils nationally demanding they 
have control of coordinating PPE 
supplies in their areas to ensure this 
‘shambles’ ends?

Labour politicians have evidence 
that local manufacturers have been 
begging the government to let them 
produce PPE. Local councils should 
be demanding democratic control 
of local textile and other manufac-
turers to enable this production.

The crisis that was already taking 

place in social care has been am-
plified by Covid-19. There are over 
120,000 vacancies in the care sector. 

New reports show many carers 
aren’t even paid the national mini-
mum wage! Then there is the scan-
dal that overnight payments have, so 
far, been blocked by the courts. 

Labour councils must start fight-
ing to take social care into demo-
cratic control and back into public 
ownership. They must demand the 
full funding to deliver a truly caring 
service with proper rates of pay for 
critical staff - not the Tories’ only so-
lution, a badge!

Labour councils still have billions 
in reserves that they can draw on, and 
more available through borrowing 
powers, to set up emergency funds to 
provide “whatever it takes” for strug-
gling communities. The bill should 
then be sent to the government.

The Tories have shown the money 
is there. They can be forced to pay up 
in this crisis. Councils should there-
fore be demanding more: that the 
government comes up with the funds 
to fully reverse the decade of auster-
ity and its terrible consequences.

My sister works as a carer in a 
local privately run care home. She 
has been worried sick over the 
policies for coronavirus not being 
implemented there.

Not until 16 March were they 
given the OK to wear full PPE, even 
though it was in the care home 
prior to that. They were told by the 
managers that they were following 
government guidelines set out by 
the care minister, Helen Whately, 
and that wearing PPE would worry 
the residents and should only 
happen if a resident had confirmed 
Covid-19.

She, like many who work in 
care, is not in a union. They feel 
powerless as they do not want to 
stop working because they are short 
of staff and want to look after the 
residents. Yet at the same time, 
they fear they could potentially kill 
a resident if they bring the virus in 
with them, and without PPE could 
spread it in the home.
Brother of a care worker
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Do you agree?

No ‘back to school’ until outbreak is under control 
and trade union agreed safety arrangements

Trade union activists from across 
the south of England discuss the 
battle for safety on the frontline

Bromley Libraries 
announce ‘restructure’ in 
the middle of pandemic! Martin Powell-Davies

National Education Union member

T
ory splits over a coronavi-
rus ‘exit strategy’ are being 
played out over the ques-
tion of when to fully reopen 
schools. For now, the more 

far-sighted representatives of capi-
talism have managed to resist calls 
for a reckless early return - but the 
internal battle is ongoing.

Of course, with growing pressures 
on their incomes and well-being, a 
full return to school would lift some 
of the burden on working-class 
families. But most understand that 
the pressure to open schools isn’t 
driven by concerns about welfare 
or education. The most rapacious 
Tories just want childcare in place 
so that big business can reap their 
profits again, never mind the risks 
to their workforce.

Hardship
In fact, most schools haven’t com-
pletely closed. Smaller numbers of 
children from key-worker families, 
and others facing hardship, have 
been offered ongoing lessons. But 
take-up has so far been generally 
less than expected. Parents under-
stand the health risks better than 
those planning an early return.

Opening schools now would be 
a major risk to public health. Yes, 
few children would show symp-

toms, but they would be spreading 
the virus far and wide - on the bus 
home, back to their parents and 
grandparents. The poorest families, 
those with the worst overcrowding 
at home, would be most at risk. 

World Health Organization ad-
vice is clear that no ‘exit’ should take 
place until Covid-19 transmission 
is under control. Britain isn’t even 
yet at the ‘peak’ of the outbreak, let 
alone getting cases and death rates 
down to a controlled number.

‘Exit strategy’
Even when existing cases are 
brought under control, any new 
clusters would then need to be rap-
idly identified and isolated through 
testing and tracing of contacts of 
those carrying Covid-19. In other 
words, any genuine ‘exit strategy’ 
depends on the government cor-
recting its failure to deliver on mass 
testing first.

Even when they’ve managed that, 
a return will not be straightforward. 
Secure social distancing simply isn’t 
possible in a school environment. 
Many adults can’t manage it con-
sistently in a supermarket, let alone 
children in a classroom! 

Before any school reopens there 
needs to be prior trade union agree-
ment over working arrangements, 
including PPE needs, cleaning 
provision and testing of suspected 
cases. If staff feel unsafe after reo-
pening, unions must back mem-

bers leaving their workplace if risks 
aren’t addressed.

Finally, when schools do go safely 
back, there must be a return to a bet-
ter education system than before. 
Let’s scrap education inspectors Of-
sted and Estyn and league tables for 
good, teach a broader curriculum, 
and get rid of the privatised agen-
cies that have been ripping off sup-
ply staff. 

Paul Couchman
Surrey County Unison branch 
secretary (personal capacity)

Trade union activists from across 
the south of England came togeth-
er for a Socialist Party meeting on 
Zoom on 18 April. 

Members of the Fire Brigades 
Union, RMT transport union, PCS 
civil servants’ union, public sector 
union Unison and general union 
Unite were among the reps attend-
ing, from the health service, social 
care, and from the private, public 
and independent sectors. All speak-
ers spoke in a personal capacity.

Hugo Pierre, Unison national ex-
ecutive committee, and Jared Wood, 
RMT national executive commit-
tee, opened the meeting and spoke 
about the battle on the frontline of 
public services for appropriate PPE, 
immediate testing and full pay for 
workers. 

Response
The lack of an effective response 
from government, and the shortage 
of equipment and PPE, was linked 
directly to the years of austerity,  
cuts and privatisation carried out by 
successive governments. 

Fragmentation and privatisa-
tion of health and social care ser-
vices has made a difficult situation 
a thousand times worse - in terms of 
funding, distribution of equipment 
and so on. 

Both speakers stressed the impor-
tance of the trade unions remaining 

independent during the crisis, de-
fending members, and organising 
around health and safety, and issues 
such as pay, terms and conditions. 

Jared explained that many good 
trade unionists, even some left 
wingers, had been carried along by 
the ‘we’re all in this together’ mood 
and were expressing the need to 
work with employers and the gov-
ernment in the national interest. 

Unfortunately, as both speakers 
explained, the Tories’ ‘national in-
terest’ is protecting the economy 
and business rather than the work-
ers and those who use services.

Chilling examples
Both Hugo and Jared gave chilling 
examples of workers in their trade 
unions being told to work in unac-
ceptable and unsafe conditions 
- without PPE, without social dis-
tancing - and outlined some of the 
great examples of where workers 
had made a stand, such as the post-
al workers and library workers who 
walked out over health and safety, 
Covid-19-related issues.

The meeting was sombre and in-
cluded a number of workers giving 
their own testimonies as to what it 
has been like working during the 
coronavirus pandemic. Steve, Uni-
son health service group rep, talked 
of the fight for PPE in his hospital 
and the fight for a fair pay award for 
health staff. 

Agnieszka, also a Unison health 
rep, told of her personal fight with 
the virus, and how lack of PPE prob-
ably led to her contracting Covid-19. 

She explained that lower-graded 
staff seem to be treated as second 
class citizens when it comes to be-
ing supplied with PPE. She is now 
terrified of returning to work once 
she has fully recovered. 

Maggie, an NHS radiographer, 
told the meeting how the years of 
cuts have come home to roost. Bed 
and equipment shortages meaning 
that, in particular, elderly people 
are being sent back to care homes, 
as there is no capacity in the NHS to 
treat them. 

Declan, a bus driver in the RMT, 
explained how he and his fellow 
union members have had to fight 
every step of the way for appropriate 
safety measures to be taken on the 
buses, including the supply of PPE. 
He also spoke of the dozens of trans-
port workers who have died already 
from Covid-19. 

Joy and Callum from Hampshire 
County Unison talked about the 
situation within social care, and the 
need for a viable socialist alterna-
tive to the blind market strategy of 
capitalism. 

Everyone who spoke made it clear 
that we need to hold our union lead-
ers to account. Many expressed the 
need to link practical solutions to 
real-life problems with the need for 
socialist solutions. We are not all in 
this together - frontline workers are 
holding the line without the money, 
resources and safety measures they 
need. At some point these workers 
are going to say no, and our unions 
must be there to support them and 
lead them.

Bromley Library workers are fac-
ing a restructure, including moving 
to new work locations, in the middle 
of this health emergency. 

Their union Unite says the re-
structure has nothing to do with 
the health emergency - instead it’s 
about the employer, Greenwich 
Leisure Limited, opportunistically 
using the health emergency to exert 
control in the workplace. 

This follows the company’s defeat 
at the hands of workers, and their 
union following indefinite strike ac-
tion. The settlement included new 
posts, no compulsory redundan-
cies, and backdated pay awards for 
those who had been underpaid. But 
the company is now trying to imple-
ment a ‘reorganisation’. 

Unite regional officer Onay Kas-
ab says: “Our members working in 
Bromley Libraries have been told 
by this callous employer they face a 
restructure, a reorganisation. Bring-
ing uncertainty and stress on top 
of what our members are having to 
cope with day in, day out. The re-
structure is completely and utterly 
unnecessary. We send a very loud 
and clear message to Greenwich 
Leisure Limited. Back off! There is 
no need for your restructure! The 
priority is people’s safety!”  

The following statement of Red 
Lines - the bulletin of Socialist 
Party members in the RMT 
transport union - calls for the 
lifting of the union executive’s 
suspension of Assistant General 
Secretary (AGS), Steve Hedley.

“Following comments he made on 
Facebook, AGS Steve Hedley has 
been suspended from his duties 
by the RMT’s National Executive 
Committee. 

Socialist Party members in our 
union understand Steve’s hatred of 
Tory austerity, and the misery it has 
caused for millions of working-class 
people. The current pandemic is 
tragically showing the effects of Tory 
policies. 

However, it is also a sensitive 
time, when millions are worrying 
about their own health and that of 
their loved ones, and some RMT 
members may have been offended 
by Steve’s comments. 

Steve’s Facebook posts put his 
opposition to Johnson and his Tory 

government in personal terms. 
The workers’ movement’s op-

position to the Tories isn’t per-
sonal but is because of the Tories’ 
anti-working class policies, such as 
brutal austerity, the privatisation 
of the NHS, and railway and trans-
port network, plus their anti-union 
laws, which include those which 
are now planned to be targeted at 
rail unions like the RMT. 

However, the suspension is com-
pletely wrong. Steve has been to the 
fore of the union at a senior level, in 
resisting the massive pressure on 
us from the Tories, the Trade Union 
Congress, and other unions to join 
in the national collaboration during 
the Covid crisis. 

Any capitulation to this, and any 
pulling of our punches against the 
bosses at this time, will have a far 
greater detrimental effect on our 
union and our members than com-
ments made on Facebook. The sus-
pension should be lifted so that he 
can get on with fighting for RMT 
members as AGS.”

RMT transport union: Lift the 
suspension of Steve Hedley
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DWP: Action on workers’ safety, and 
protection of pay and conditions needed
Katrine Williams
Vice-president PCS DWP group 
(personal capacity)

More than two million people have 
claimed benefits in the last four 
weeks. Failed Tory austerity is im-
pacting health care workers having 
insufficient PPE and testing. It is 
also affecting the Department for 
Work and Pensions’ (DWP) with 
its lack of IT for staff to work safely 
from home, and staff to process 
claims. 

Given the enormity of the DWP 
tasks, you would think the PCS civil 
servants’ union DWP group leader-
ship would want everyone to max-
imise the PCS response to the crisis. 
Yet we have only had one group 
executive committee meeting since 
the crisis began, and demands only 
appeared six minutes before the 
meeting. 

Broad Left Network (BLN) sup-
porters had already submitted a 
motion, which the group leadership 
bureaucratically ruled out of order 
to avoid discussion. 

BLN supporters continued to 
argue for improved demands. We 
urgently need 20,000 additional 
permanent staff to support the pub-
lic by properly processing and pay-
ing new claims, and the reversal of 
plans to close offices. As well as the 
following protocol:

 � Clear plan to enable every single 
member to work safely from home 
where this is possible

 � All those who cannot work from 
home, such as those with caring re-
sponsibilities, should get paid spe-
cial leave

 � Minimise the number of mem-
bers counted as key workers, while 
also working to properly redeploy 
workers to do the crucial work sup-
porting the public, with full training 
and support

 � Agree the list of offices to remain 
open to deliver crucial services 
safely to the vulnerable who cannot 
access services by any other means

 � A guarantee not to use the Cov-
id-19 crisis to bring in agency staff, 
with all the dangers - including 
risks to health and safety - that this 
implies

 � Bring outsourced workers back 
in-house and produce union mate-
rial to recruit these workers

It is vital PCS supports branch-
es working to protect members’ 
safety, and ensure that capacity 
of buildings is not exceeded when 
social distancing is properly imple-
mented. Consultation with man-
agement at local level and national 
level, as necessary, should resolve 
most issues. 

But there could still be instances 
where members’ safety must be col-
lectively fought for. All measures 
that members take to protect their 
safety should be supported by the 
union. 

Trade unionists have a respon-
sibility to demand better govern-
ment support so that no workers 
furloughed or laid off during the 
crisis should lose their overall pay. 

Also a substantial rise in ben-
efits linked to a rise in the national 
minimum wage to £12 an hour, 
£15 in London. And an immediate 
10% pay rise for all public sector 
workers.

 � See pcsbln.wordpress.com

JD Sports: Shut up shop 
and give us full pay!
JD Sports worker

JD Sports workers have been organ-
ising to demand the company close 
its warehouse, and pay all shop-
floor and warehouse workers full 
pay for the duration of this crisis.

A 2019 report suggested that JD’s 
CEO ‘earned’ a £6 million bonus 
(over 2 years) on top of his hand-
some £2.5m basic salary - a sal-
ary 146 times that of the shop floor 
workers.

At the beginning of 2020, a report 
in the Financial Times reported that 
JD was set to make over £425 mil-
lion - a new record for the company. 
The final figure was due to be an-
nounced on 15 April.

Since then, JD has been forced to 
close its stores and has chosen to 
furlough shop-floor workers at the 
taxpayers’ expense, despite record 
profits. The way furlough pay is cal-
culated means that my colleagues 
now face losses of up to £100 a 
week, causing unimaginable and 
unnecessary anxiety, and financial 
hardship. 

JD has also decided to put profit 
before people. It has continued to 
operate online and keep its ware-
house open. It’s been well docu-
mented that the conditions in the 
warehouse are potentially lethal: 
inadequate PPE, inadequate hand 
washing facilities and cramped 
work stations that make it impos-
sible to follow social distancing 
guidelines.

15 April came and went without 
the publishing of the accounts, with 
JD claiming it would be “inappro-
priate” to publish them. 

Of course, they are correct. It 
would be incredibly inappropriate 
to announce over £425 million prof-
its just two weeks after going cap-in-
hand to the treasury, begging them 
to take on 80% of workers’ poverty 
pay packets. Especially since a re-
cent news article featured a com-
pany spokesperson boasting of the 
“more than adequate” cash reserves 
they have to survive the crisis.

Our message to JD is clear: close 
your warehouse and guarantee us 
all full pay for the duration of this 
crisis.
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The coronavirus pandemic is a 
massive health crisis with wide-
spread consequences - including a 
great economic impact. How badly 
could the economy be affected?
The speed of decline of economic ac-
tivity is unprecedented and is hitting 
every country - mostly at the same 
time. 

The economic consequences are 
particularly serious because world 
growth was slowing before the coro-
navirus outbreak, and it was clear that 
a recession was on its way.

The chief economist of the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund has recognised 
that the present plummeting of econ-
omies is deeper than the 2008-09 re-
cession - so the worst since the 1930s. 
Very large falls in output and growth 
took place last month, and again this 
month, with great uncertainty over 
the picture after that. 

Whole sectors of industry and 
services have been strongly hit, and 
some temporarily devastated, like the 
airline industry. One commentator 
described it as whole swathes of the 
economy being “in cardiac arrest”.

Along with that, there’s a crash in 
oil prices, and stock markets are high-
ly volatile - they suffered dramatic 
falls and then made a partial recovery 
- and there has been turmoil in the 
credit markets.

So it’s a very rapid and synchro-
nised plunge into recession, at a time 
when strong economies are needed 
to be able to put resources into de-
feating Covid-19.

It’s the working class and poorest 
who will suffer most from this 
economic crisis?
Yes, they have the least means to get 
by during this onslaught on liveli-
hoods. Globally, tens of millions of 
people are being forced out of work. 
Many of the lay-offs will be temporary 
- during the lockdowns - but it’s al-
ready clear that many businesses are 
going bust or will downsize.

In the US, 21.8 million people 
signed up for unemployment benefit 
in the past four weeks, pushing un-
employment to around 20%. 

In Britain, new claims for Universal 
Credit are up to 1.2 million. It’s 
been estimated that a fifth of small 
companies could close permanently.

Not everyone is in a category 
being helped by the government’s 
assistance schemes for furloughed 
workers and the self-employed; and 
there are unacceptable time delays 
in accessing the help - likewise with 
Universal Credit. So people are 
going without essentials or face the 
nightmare of destitution for a period.

Only a small minority of strug-
gling small businesses have received 
the bank loans on offer - which they 
might not be able to repay. 

Overall, many people are suffering 
big drops in income, with all the con-
sequences that can mean for mort-
gages, rents and other living costs.

People in the poorest countries 
of the world face even more severe 
effects on their livelihoods and 
health. Tragically, the virus spreading 
everywhere within a rotten capitalist 
system, means there’s little help on 
offer by one country to another.

In the 2007-08 crisis there were 
articles even in the capitalist 
media saying ‘Marx was right’. How 
relevant are Karl Marx’s writings to 
this crisis today?
Marx’s writings are an indispensable 
guide, because he worked out and ex-
plained the underlying workings and 
processes of the system; and also the 
contradictions, which are many.

For instance, big capital becomes 
concentrated into fewer and fewer 
companies and hands, which tends to 
undermine competition - a driver of 
innovation. Or we could point to the 
contradiction between developing 
the productive forces globally and the 
fact that capitalism is based on nation 
states. Or that workers as a whole are 
unable to buy back the goods they 
produce through the share of surplus 
value they are given in wages. 

And then there are some of the di-
lemmas that capitalist economists 
debate: On the ‘opposites’ of pro-
tectionism and so-called free trade 
- neither of which turns out to be an 
answer. And they puzzle over produc-
tivity growth - why it’s generally low. 
They want higher productivity (more 
output per worker) so they can be 
more competitive, but that can lead 
to increased unemployment. 

The capitalists find it useful to have 
a ‘reserve army’ of unemployed in 

World economic criSiS: 
In the following interview, Judy Beishon of the Socialist Party 
executive committee explains how the coronavirus pandemic is 
impacting on the capitalist global economy, the ruling classes’ 
response, and the prospects for working-class struggle in a post-
pandemic world. (The original interview can be heard on the 
Socialism podcast of 10 April 2020.)

further into the ground. Part of that 
has been the moving of production, 
call centres, etc, to lower-wage coun-
tries, and exploiting immigrant work-
ers domestically. 

Also, new technology in many sec-
tors is not used to improve the living 
standards or lives of workers, but to 
reduce the overall amount paid to 
them through cutting jobs, hours or 
pay, and to place them under greater 
surveillance.

The corporate bosses have also re-
sorted to private equity takeovers, 
often to asset strip the companies 
being swallowed up. And financial 
‘engineering’ has included compa-
nies buying their own shares on a 
vast scale, which has become a major 
tool for boosting the stock holdings of 
company executives and shareholder 
dividends.

Another feature is the staggering 
amount of speculation engaged in by 
the finance institutions - gambling 
unimaginable sums on the currency 
markets, stocks, and elsewhere. The 
short-selling of shares is one means of 
this, being stepped up now due to the 
volatile stock markets (short-sellers 
borrow shares in order to sell them 
and then buy them back when they’ve 
fallen in price). 

It can contribute to bringing down 
companies, as it did in the collapse 
of the multinational Carillion, which 
employed tens of thousands of work-
ers worldwide.

And the main faultlines that led 
to the crisis in 2007-08 are still 
present today?
Yes, capitalist economists keep saying 
that the banks are better capitalised 
now, but most of the factors that led 
to the 2007-08 crisis remained after it. 
Stock values raced beyond the level 
of real company growth, trillions of 
pounds more.

Bonds have been overvalued too. 
Debt levels are unprecedented - com-
pany borrowing is more than double 
its level before the 2007-08 crisis and 
there’s an increase in ‘low quality’ 
debt within that. 

Capital still flows around the world 
in a destabilising fashion; current ac-
count imbalances between countries 
are as enormous as ever; financial 
speculation continues to be danger-
ous; and so on.

Do the ruling classes have more 
friction with each other than before 
the last crisis?
Tensions between them have 
increased because economic 
growth has been so generally 
weak, so competition for markets 
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expansionary phases, and they can 
benefit from wages being forced 
down through the competition for 
jobs. But then lower wages give them 
less incentive to invest in machinery 
and new technology… And the cycles 
and contradictions go on.

Marx and Engels explained that 
capitalism can’t avoid its inherent 
contradictions, so its debacles are re-
peated, even though the triggers, ef-
fects, etc, are new. 

But of course, there’s also the class 
conflict, by far the most serious con-
tradiction for the capitalist system, 
because it will lead to its removal. 
Capitalism can keep going through all 
the other contradictions and the cy-
cles they cause - booms and slumps - 
but not when its ‘gravedigger’, as Marx 
and Engels called the working class, 
moves to remove it.

While Marxism provides a crucial 
understanding of the workings of the 
system (or rather non-workings!), 
Marx’s writings aren’t a blueprint for 
the detail of events as they unfold. 
Rather, they’re a method of analysis 
that needs to be continually applied 
anew to events and perspectives. At 
the same time, it’s remarkable how 
much written by Marx and Engels in 
the 19th century is apt today.

So this downturn is only the latest 
one in a long-term picture of crises 
for the system?
Yes, we recognise, as did Marx, En-
gels, Lenin and Trotsky, the ‘progres-
sive’ role once played by capitalism 
in developing the productive forces 
(industry, science, technique, etc) - 
to a level that creates the prerequisite 
for socialism. But overall there’s been 
nothing progressive about the system 
for a long time. 

The capitalist classes of the world 
preside over a crisis of low productive 
investment and productivity, show-
ing they’re no longer able to carry out 
their original historic mission of de-
veloping the productive forces.

The chronic rottenness has led 
to short-term profit-seeking by the 
ruling class, who have no long-term 
confidence in their own system. 

Instead of investment to advance 
society, the ‘captains of industry’ 
have turned in a major way to short-
term greed - and particularly in the 
decades since the post-war economic 
boom ended, have gorged themselves 
to an unprecedented degree with 
obscene pay levels, bonuses, and 
share dividends.

Meanwhile, they have reduced the 
share of total wealth produced that 
goes to their workforces, by grinding 
workers’ conditions and well-being 

The coronavirus-induced economic contraction is 
greater than the 1930s. photo Paul Mattson

The US Federal Reserve central bank has 
pumped trillions of dollars into the US economy 
photo Ken Lund/CC

Governments 
will at some 
point turn 
back to 
trying to 
‘balance the 
books’ at 
the expense 
of ordinary 
people. In 
this they will 
meet fierce 
resistance

One 
comment-
ator 
described 
it as whole 
swathes of 
the economy 
being ‘in 
cardiac 
arrest’

has increased. Even before Trump 
became US president, trade 
protectionism was increasing and 
impacting adversely on trade levels.

Tensions have increased both be-
tween the main blocs of countries 
and within those blocs.

This is part of a trend of ‘deglobali-
sation’ which is apparent in a num-
ber of respects; but that’s not to say 
that the world’s capitalist economies 
aren’t very interdependent, in finan-
cial and currency relations, and pro-
duction supply networks.

A major aspect of the present 
situation is the vast sums of money 
being injected into economies. 
To weather the crisis of 12 years ago, 
there were vast injections of money - 
over $10 trillion in Quantitative Eas-
ing alone (QE - asset purchases using 
digitally created money), along with 
very low interest rates. 

Those measures guarded against 
1930s-level mass bankruptcies and 
served to temporarily mask the ma-
jor weaknesses in the fundamental 
health of capitalism globally. 

China’s massive stimulus after 
that crisis was a lifeline for the whole 
world. But despite those interven-
tions, growth during the last decade 
has been weak, and so many of the 
stimulus measures have remained in 
place in some form or other.

The coronavirus crisis hit just when 
the major economies were trying to 
more vigorously reverse those pro-
grammes. Instead, even bigger inter-
ventions are now being made - public 
money is being ploughed into econo-
mies to an unprecedented degree in a 
desperate attempt to try to ward off a 
spiral into depression.

In the US, a massive $2 trillion is 
being injected, with the US Federal 
Reserve (central bank) pledging an 
unlimited supply of money to the US 
economy through bond buying. 

In the UK, the government, through 
the Bank of England, is injecting a 
£350 billion package, along with a 
reduction in interest rates to the low-
est level (0.1%) in the bank’s 326-year 
history.

These - and similar measures across 
the developed economies - are raising 
mountainous debt levels even higher, 
storing up yet more imbalances and 
instability. 

Then the question will be: who will 
pay for the debt - which class in 
society? 
That’s one of the fundamental 
questions that workers’ struggles will 
be linked to when the coronavirus 
and economic crises eventually 

subside. Even before then, anger can 
erupt over the failure of governments 
to meet people’s needs in this health 
and economic emergency. There 
have already been walkouts over 
health and safety issues.

It’s clear that the ruling classes 
across the world fear the reaction 
that’s coming from below. 

Boris Johnson felt the need to 
say that, this time, public money 
won’t go to the ‘bankers and rich’ 
but to struggling workers and small 
businesses. The Bank of England 
warned other banks not to pay 
dividends and bonuses, reflecting 
its concern about the potential for 
workers’ anger to be directed at 
brazen enrichment at the top.

The payments being made directly 
to every household in the US and the 
paying in Britain of 80% of furloughed 
workers’ wages are also attempts to 
be seen as aiding ordinary people, as 
well as to try to encourage spending 
and boost the economy. 

However, governments will at some 
point turn back to trying to ‘balance 
the books’ at the expense of ordinary 
people. In this they will meet fierce 
resistance. 

It will be a totally changed situation 
- one in which people have witnessed 
this sudden health and economic cri-
sis of the system, and seen capitalist 
governments’ utter failure to be able 
to respond to it without mass suffer-
ing and insecurity.

So major class battles will come, 
with a growing realisation that capi-
talism needs to be removed. 

To do that, the working class and 
its trade unions will need to take the 
lead in the formation of new mass 
workers’ parties based on socialist 
programmes. Crucial elements of 
those programmes will be public 
ownership of all the key industries 
and services and the planning of 
economies on a democratic, socialist 
basis.

a Marxist approach to the coronavirus crunch
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Coronavirus has revealed the chaos 
of the Tory marketisation of higher 
education. 

Universities face a funding short-
fall totalling billions of pounds, due 
to the slowdown in applications 
of international students to British 
universities.

The university bosses associa-
tion, UUK, responsible for attacking 
the pay and conditions of striking 

members of the University and Col-
lege Union (UCU), has written to 
the government asking for a bailout. 
In return, it has committed to carry 
through further cuts on campus.

Students, forced to return home 
because of the crisis, are battling 
against greedy landlords refusing to 
release students from their contacts 
early.

That’s why Socialist Students has 

Coronavirus: Students’ charter

 To get a copy 
of the Socialist 
Students’ 
coronavirus 
- a students’ 
charter go to 
socialiststudents.org.uk or find 
Socialist Students on Facebook

 And read the 
Socialist Party’s 
workers’ charter at 
socialistparty.org.uk

produced a student charter for the 
coronavirus - a three part social-
ist programme on student housing, 
health and safety on campus, and 
free education.

The charter is an indispensa-
ble tool for any student wanting to 
get involved in the fight for a safe 
and decent future for students and 
young people.

Get in touch if you’d like to at-
tend a local online Socialist Stu-
dents meeting in your area and how 
you can get involved with Socialist 
Students.

I know everyone is mindful of fi-
nances at a time like this. Personal 
finances have taken a hit, people are 
fundraising and donating to others.

But the political aspect of this 
public health crisis cannot be ig-
nored. We are most definitely not all 
equally affected.

It is great that we demonstrate 
our appreciation of the NHS every 
Thursday. But the deaths of NHS 
staff were not even acknowledged 
by health secretary Matt Hancock. 

So we need to maintain the po-
litical voice of the weekly Socialist 
newspaper. Please support us in the 
fight for socialism and policies that 
really protect the NHS.
Sue Powell 
Gloucester Socialist Party

 To make a donation click 

East London Socialist Party member, 
James Ivens, one of the page editors 
for the Socialist newspaper, said:

“I spend hours each week editing 
thousands of words contradicting 
everything the government and the 
BBC say at the moment. It’s all lies.

“Normally the government and 
capitalist media mix a heavy dose 
of truth with a few little lies where it 
matters. Not now.

“Every stat, every pledge, every 
guarded proclamation of success - 
lies, lies, lies.

“Read the truth. Read how to fight 
back. Read the Socialist.”

 J Bradford
Don’t shoot me for being biased, but 
this is the truth. The Socialist news-
paper is the only place that offers an 
analysis of the situation and hope of 

The role of the Socialist 
during the corona crisis

Policies that really protect the NHS
Donate to help us fight for socialism

what we can actually do.
Not just telling us how shit eve-

rything is, without saying what can 
be done about it. When I read it, I 
get hope and direction, and frankly 
that’s what we need.
Amy Cousens

 J Newcastle
The Socialist is an antidote to fortify 
you against the daily serving of dis-
tortions, mistruths, and slant from 
the government and media. Please 
subscribe today if you already 
haven’t.
William Jarrett

 For details on 
how to subscribe, visit 
socialistparty.org.uk/subscribe 

socialistparty.org.uk/donate and 
put ‘coronavirus appeal’ in the 
comments. See also p2.

 J Socialist chess - new 
ways and means to raise 
finance

Under the conditions of lockdown, 
raising the finance the Socialist Par-
ty and the Committee for a Workers’ 
International (CWI) need is a chal-
lenge, and we’ve got to look at dif-
ferent ways and means. Therefore 
we’re pleased to announce the CWI 
online chess championship!

Saturday 9 May, 4pm start, £10 
entry. Email joe_fathallah@hotmail.
com or tus@worldsoc.co.uk for de-
tails to take part.
Joe Fathallah and Tu Senan

Why I joined the 
Socialist Party
Amy Sage
Bristol Socialist Party

I joined the Socialist Party two 
months ago. I’ve been interested in 
socialism and socialist politics for a 
number of years.

But I joined when I did because 
of the general election result. The 
Conservative Party reelection made 
me realise that the situation in Brit-
ain was likely to get much worse, in 
terms of austerity and privatisation.

The general election really high-
lighted the bipartisan nature of Brit-
ish politics. Labour hasn’t always fit 
with my socialist views. I felt frus-
trated that I was effectively forced to 
vote for Labour as it was the only ‘vi-
able’ alternative to more Conserva-
tive austerity.

We need an alternative party in 
Britain, willing to fight against auster-
ity and privatisation - a party that’s ac-
tually willing to fight for the working 
class and make Britain a better place 
to live. And the Socialist Party fits that.

 Like what you’ve read and want 
to join the Socialist Party too? 
See socialistparty.org.uk/join

I was listening to the latest episode 
of the Socialist Party’s podcast while 
cooking. My boyfriend came in to 
ask who was speaking and how 
someone who talks sense had been 

allowed on the radio!
Michael Johnson
Leeds Socialist Party 
 Listen to our podcast on all major 
platforms plus socialistparty.org.uk

 WW2 to PPE: Socialists always fighting for the working class

Socialism the Podcast: What do our listeners think?

Adam Harmsworth
Coventry Socialist Party

I found a poster produced by the 
Workers’ International League - a 
Trotskyist group active in World 

War Two, and a predecessor to the 
Socialist Party - and edited it to suit 
the modern day.

 To find an online Socialist Party 
meeting near you, go to
socialistparty.org.uk/whatson

 J London
We clapped and we demanded work-
ers’ rights. Health workers called 
for protests in cars at hospitals - de-
manding PPE and the resignation of 
health secretary Matt Hancock. The 
Socialist Party responded to the call 
at Whipps Cross in Waltham Forest 
and Whittington in Islington.

 J Birmingham
Socialist Party posters, stickers and 
leaflets - with a programme to tackle 
coronavirus - are up around bus 
stops across the city.

 For a supply of leaflets, posters, 
stickers or copies of the Socialist - 
socialistparty.org.uk

Clapping, driving, postering - 
campaigning for workers’ rights

Whittington hospital 
photos Socialist Party

Birmingham London

Birmingham

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.

 J Lack of demand?! 
We want a test!

When I heard Matt Hancock say there 
hadn’t been enough testing over the 
Easter weekend because of lack of de-
mand, I nearly fell off my chair.

My partner and I became ill with coro-
navirus symptoms in early March. But 
whereas I recovered after eight days, my 
partner didn’t.

After three weeks he got significantly 
worse and he was diagnosed with pneu-
monia and a blood clot on his lung. Now, 
after five weeks, he’s being treated for 
another, additional lung infection.

It seems endless. It’s exhausting and 
worrying for all of us.

The GP, NHS 111 and the doctors and 
nurses we’ve seen in five trips to the 
hospital all agree we both had Covid. 
Over the Easter weekend a junior doctor 
came close to sending him to the Covid 
ward and intubating him, but thankfully 
that was avoided.

He’s been tested and tested for all 
sorts, and rightly so. But at no point has 
he been tested for coronavirus!

On Good Friday the doctor specifically 
said: “You’ve got coronavirus. But we’re 
not testing you”. So we don’t occur in any 
of the statistics, but we do count as lack 
of demand!
Angry Anonymous

 J Saved by millions not 
millionaires

I’m so bloody angry. So the Tories have 
flattened the curve - i.e. fewer people 
died today and yesterday.

There was I thinking it was the amaz-
ing effort of our doctors, nurses, clean-
ers, porters, radiographers and all front-
line workers, who have worked tirelessly 
to care for and keep alive thousands of 

very sick people.
But no, a bunch of multi-billionaires 

with their second homes and their privi-
leges have achieved this, despite us 
‘wasting’ PPE and not following proper 
infection control procedures - that we fol-
low every bloody day of our working lives.
Maggie Fricker
NHS worker

 J Another unnecessary 
death from sick 
capitalism

Another Covid-19 horror story showing 
the utter sickness of British capitalism 
and unregulated, non-unionised slave 
labour.

A migrant Indian Uber driver in Lon-
don caught Covid-19. Because he was 
scared of being evicted, and there are 
no rights working for the ‘scab app’, he 
starved alone in his room for weeks. This 
meant his body couldn’t fight the virus 
when he eventually went to hospital.

One of a number of Uber drivers who 
has died of the virus. Uber have provid-
ed no safety for drivers, who are using 
their own improvised plastic sheeting to 
shield themselves and passengers.
Matt Dobson
Glasgow

 J Deplorable PPE 
response

The lack of PPE is akin to sending sol-
diers to war armed with cap guns! It 
must be filling all NHS workers with 
dread.

This thoroughly rotten Tory govern-
ment has spent weeks lying through 
their teeth that there is plenty of equip-
ment, then attempting to shift the blame 
onto nurses saying they are overusing 

PPE.
The response of Unison, the trade un-

ion representing hundreds of thousands 
of health workers, is deplorable - in ef-
fect it’s up to the individual to decide if 
they’re going into a safe environment. 
Labour’s woeful response - now is not 
the time for tough questions!
Elaine Brunskill
Gateshead

 J Where have the Tories 
been?

Recently, Conservative MP for Carlisle, 
John Stevenson, praised NHS staff in 
a full-page statement in the News and 
Star.

But he voted in Parliament against 
paying nurses the wages they deserve. 
He ignored a Carlisle Socialist Party 
petition, signed by 2,350 local people, 
demanding adequate resources for the 
NHS.

The Socialist Party, with trade unions 
and other parties, helped organise large 
demonstrations in Carlisle to defend the 
NHS. Where was he then?

We stood with the junior doctors, who 
were forced to take strike action for 
reasonable wages and conditions, but 
Stevenson and his party opposed and 
denied them.
Brent Kennedy
Carlisle

 J Water privatisation
Privatised US water companies can shut 
your water off if you can’t pay your bills. 
In the richest country on the world, 15 
million had their water shut off in 2016, 
before the crisis. Black women with chil-
dren are the most vulnerable.

Most people who have their water cut 
off go to work, and can use toilets and 

Going viral

When a thousand miners were jailed
The way in which class conflict 
in World War Two bubbled un-
derneath the surface was well 
explained in Alec Thraves’ arti-
cle (see ‘Class collaboration and 
worker militancy in World War 
Two Britain’ at socialistparty.org.
uk). But there was one industry 
where relative peace apparently 
reigned - coal mining.

The whole British economy 
rested on coal. Because of this, 
the vital role of miners was tacitly 
accepted by the mine owners and 
disputes were resolved relatively 
peacefully.

Except in one outstanding case - 
Betteshanger Colliery in Kent (the 
last pit to go back to work after the 
1984-85 strike). On 9 January 1942, 

a dispute over payments for work-
ing difficult seams escalated and 
1,040 miners went on strike.

The authorities struck back. Three 
union officials were jailed.

The miners were given the op-
tion of paying a hefty fine or going 
to prison. Almost to a man they re-
fused to pay.

What to do? There was no jail 
space for a thousand men.

Even with heavily censored me-
dia, the story got out and other 

miners discussed striking in sym-
pathy. On 28 January a settle-
ment was reached, charges were 
dropped and the union officials 
freed.

The lesson is clear. Even if the 
leaderships of the trade unions 
and the Labour Party declare peace 
in the ‘national interest’, the class 
struggle carries on at workplace 
level.
Geoff Jones
Swansea

wash basins at work and out in society. 
So prior to the shutdown, this abomina-
tion was hidden. Now with people stuck 
at home, it has become a real problem.

One Detroit woman had eleven peo-
ple in her house; she was looking after 
her grandchildren. Now human waste is 
being dumped in household bins.

Socialism is so needed in the US. 
Water should never be privatised and 
should be available to everyone for free.
Nancy Taaffe
Waltham Forest, London

 J Tory NHS boost
Just read the Tories are going to invest 
millions of pounds in the NHS. They have 
employed three 99-year-old men to do 
laps of their garden.
Martin Reynolds
Waltham Forest, London

 J Maternity cuts
There needs to be some investigation 
into maternity care at this time. There 
are horror stories about women being 
sent home, being made to wait in pain. 
Now a pregnant woman has died.

A lot of specialist maternity units have 
been cut. Is this now translating into 
lack of care? The answer seems obvi-
ous, but who’s asking the questions in 
the press?
Amy Cousens
Bradford

 J Keir Starmer: Big 
business politician

Pressure is being applied to reopen the 
schools, so that private companies can 
start making profits again.

Keir Starmer intervenes - not to op-
pose a premature restarting of the econ-
omy that will increase the death toll, but 
to call for a plan for the ending the lock-
down, making it look more plausible.

This is what a big business politician 
does when he leads the opposition.
Ross Saunders
Cardiff

 J Keir Starmer’s 
priorities

Sir Keir Starmer is investigating whether 
right-wing Labour bureaucrats were too 
busy attacking Jeremy Corbyn to deal 
with antisemitism.

While he is investigating whether the 
right wing opposed Jeremy Corbyn, he 
might as well try to find out whether the 
Pope is Catholic and what exactly bears 
get up to in the woods.
Derek McMillan
Worthing

 J Social murder
My Dad was a Hull docker and died of 
asbestosis. Dockers had to hand shovel 
raw asbestos, until they refused and 
forced the employers to abandon the 
practice.

Employers knew for years asbestos 
was a killer, but kept silent because it 
made them fortunes. Those employers 
socially murdered my Dad.

This is one reason I’m a committed 
lifelong revolutionary socialist and will 
fight until my dying breath to change this 
capitalist system that puts profits before 
lives, just as we are seeing today.

Never Forget. Never Forgive.
Paul Spooner
Hull

Readers’ opinion

Frontline workers have been left 
without adequate protection 
photo shopblocks/CC

Statue near Betteshanger 
Colliery photo David Anstiss/CC
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Bill Mullins
South East London Socialist Party

Every year more people 
are killed at work than 
in wars. Every year 
these workers are com-
memorated on 28 April, 

International Workers’ Memorial 
Day. 

The coronavirus crisis has created 
a heightened awareness, like never 
before, for millions of workers of 
the importance of staying safe and 
healthy at work.

The scandal of this crisis has been 
revealed time and time again by 
the criminal indifference shown by 
the employers to the safety of their 
workers in the place of work.

Everybody is now aware that 
the lack of personal protective 
equipment (PPE), has directly led 
to the deaths of frontline workers in 
the health service and social care, 
and on public transport, such as bus 
drivers and tube workers.

Those workers who might have 
come into contact with the people 
they serve - such as their patients, 
residents and customers who could 
be suffering from the disease - are 
themselves now contracting it, and 
in some cases dying as a result.

Tory health secretary Matt 
Hancock blundered into another 
calamity when he blurted out the 
accusation that it is the fault of the 
health workers for wasting PPE.

It is business as usual for the boss-
es who seek every time to blame the 
workers for any health and safety 
problems in the workplace.

Passport Office workers
The latest example is in the Passport 
Office, where the employer has 
demanded that workers come into 
work despite the ongoing threat of 
catching the virus. 

The Home Office told workers: 
“We cannot hide away from it 
forever.” (See ‘Passport workers 
forced back to offices as Home 
Office shirks its duty of care’ at 
socialistparty.org.uk)

Where does this cold cruelty 
come from? Is it a new phenom-
enon or is it intrinsic to the motives 
of the capitalist system, a system 
based on profit, as much today as it 
was in the past?

The history of working-class 
struggle is littered with examples of 
the attempts by organised workers 
to make their place of work safe and 
secure. From their point of view, 
they are forced to enter them funda-
mentally to earn a living.

But from the bosses’ point of view, 
however, the role of the worker, once 
inside the workplace, is, as Marx ex-
presses it, to put their labour power 
at the disposal of the employer.

Nothing, from the point of view 
of the capitalist owners, must get in 
the way of their ability to exploit the 
labour power which they have pur-
chased to maximise their profits.

The exploiters want to eliminate 
obstacles to their ability to get that 
return. That not only means at-
tempts to drive down wages, there-
fore keeping more of the value of the 
workers’ labour, but also removing 
any ‘unnecessary’ expense in the 
physical environment of the work-
place, or anything that slows down 
the work processes.

This is especially true of things that 
obstruct that process such as decent 
sanitary conditions, extra guards on 
machines that stop  workers injuring 
themselves, and so on.

The history of working-class 
struggle shows that these issues are 
just as important for workers and 
their trade unions as the wages that 
the workers get for their labour, and 
sometimes more important.

The response of the employers 
has always been, with very few ex-
ceptions, to look with disdain on 
any attempt by workers to increase 
health and safety at work.

In his book ‘Austerity Britain 
1945-51’, David Kynaston gives an 

example of this when the scandal of 
the widespread use of asbestos was 
being revealed for the first time to 
the wider public. Even though, as he 
says, the bosses had known about it 
for at least 30 years before that.

“Asbestosis, lung cancer, meso-
thelioma - all were caused by the in-
sidious dust, which (as victims from 
Clydeside shipyards and building 
sites would recall) came ‘down like 
snow’ on them, whether in the form 
of dust, asbestos cuttings or dried-
out ‘monkey dung’ as asbestos 
paste was called.”

One of the leading producers of 
asbestos was Turner and Newall 
of Rochdale: “An appalling tale of 
management indifference to the 
dangers to which its workforce was 
exposed, allied to an almost system-
atic policy of trying to wriggle out of 
financial liability to the families of 
those who had died as a direct result 
of those dangers.”

The historical struggle to ensure 
that the workplace is a safe environ-
ment is in general hidden from the 
history books. But the parliamentary 
reaction to this struggle is often re-
corded in a series of ‘Factory Acts’.

The first Factory Act was in 1802, 
and it was in relation to the appall-
ing loss of life and stunted growth 
of the thousands of children in the 
textile mills. The children were often 
rounded up from the orphanages to 
be used as forced labour.

The process of spinning required 
a closed hot environment to protect 
against the snapping of the threads 
on the machines. This meant that 
typhus, smallpox and other diseases 

were prevalent.
The Act was called the ‘Appren-

tices Act for their health and morals,’ 
and called for “proper ventilation 
and cleanliness as well as regular re-
ligious service”. Other Acts followed 
throughout the 19th century.

Class struggle
Yet as historian EP Thompson 
pointed out in his book ‘The Making 
of the English Working Class’, in the 
history of working-class movements 
between 1780 and 1832, strikes and 
struggles demonstrated that legisla-
tion did not come about because of 
the “enlightenment of the rulers,” 
but despite these very same rulers. 

The bosses, through gritted 
teeth, were forced to make these 
concessions from above to stop 
revolution from below.

The same century was littered 
with examples of often bloody strug-
gle that led to death, imprisonment 
and continual efforts by the working 
masses to improve their lot.

Today, in this unprecedented 
coronavirus crisis, a new genera-
tion of workers’ leaders is springing 
up. The issue of health and safety in 
the workplace is not something that 
only a few are interested in, it is now 
the concern of many thousands and 
tens of thousands who are demand-
ing not to go to back to work unless 
it’s safe to. We demand the right to 
full protection from the effects of 
this crisis now and in the future.

 � See the Socialist Party’s 
Workers’ Charter for our full 
programme on how to protect 
workers during the pandemic

The hisTory of sTruggle To make The workplace safe

Workers fighting for safety during Covid-19 
public meeting via Zoom - Sunday 26 April, 3-5pm

The NSSN is hosting a public Zoom meeting to share experiences of how workers are 
fighting for PPE in the NHS and care system, posties are walking out to make Royal 
Mail management adhere to agreed safety practices, and how London bus drivers 
have sealed the front doors in response to the tragic deaths of their workmates.
Zoom details - Meeting ID: 834 6072 7169 Password: 50884

The NSSN and other workers’ organisations are building for what is becom-
ing a global day of protest and action on International Workers Memorial Day, on 
Tuesday 28 April. Never have the words ‘Remember the dead, fight for the living’ 
been so important.

Get all the latest union news...

nationalshop 
stewardsnetwork

with the  
NSSN bulletin:

shopstewards.net

The historical struggle to 
ensure that the workplace 
is a safe environment is in 
general hidden from the 
history books

Every year more people are killed at work than in wars - a 
staggering two million workers photo Paul Mattsson

International Workers’ Memorial Day - 28 April
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News

Domestic abuse killings have more 
than doubled during the coronavi-
rus lockdown, according to Count-
ing Dead Women (CDW), the or-
ganisation that monitors the killing 
of women by men. It identified 16 
killings from 23 March to 12 April. 
In ‘normal’ times, over a similar pe-
riod, there would be an average of 
five deaths - still an horrific figure. 

Unfortunately, the CDW figure 
corresponds with the huge increase 
in calls to domestic abuse and on-
line services since the lockdown 

began. The founder of CDW said: 
“I don’t believe coronavirus creates 
violent men. What we’re seeing is a 
window into the levels of abuse that 
women live with all the time. 

Coronavirus may exacerbate 
triggers, though I might prefer to 
call them excuses. Lockdown may 
restrict some women’s access to 
support or escape and it may even 
curtail measures some men take to 
keep their violence under control”.

The government’s response has 
been pitiful, coming on top of years 

of underfunding for refuges (see 
‘Tory money a drop in the ocean’ at 
socialist party.org.uk). 

We have to fight for full funding 
for helplines, refuges and other safe 
emergency accommodation for vic-
tims of abuse during this crisis (see 
p16). But we also have to fight all 
cuts, and for the resources neces-
sary for long-term financing of the 
services so desperately needed (see 
Unite the union opposes all cuts 
to domestic violence services at  
socialistparty.org.uk).

Roger Bannister
Liverpool Socialist Party

It was inevitable that the Tory gov-
ernment would try to offload the 
costs of dealing with the coronavi-
rus crisis from their rich backers and 
onto the backs of working people. 

Now, a report by the Tory-backed 
Social Market Foundation (SMF), 
has recommended that the first at-
tack should be on the country’s 
pensioners, by abolishing the ‘triple 
lock’ mechanism for increasing the 
state pension, and replacing it with 
a ‘double lock’. 

The triple lock has been in exist-
ence since 2011, and provides that 
the state pension should rise by the 
greatest of price inflation, average 
earnings or 2.5% each year. 

At the time of its introduction, it 
was seen as a mechanism to gradu-
ally raise the value of the state pen-
sion, but it has long been an aim of 
the Tories to get rid of it. However, 

whenever they have proposed it, 
public protest has forced them to 
back off. The proposed double lock 
would remove the 2.5% element 
from the mechanism.

The state pension is not high - 
currently set at £175.20 a week for 
people reaching pension age on or 
after 6 April 2016, and only £134.25 a 
week for everybody else, (currently 
the majority of pensioners). 

Of the 36 countries that are mem-
bers of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Develop-
ment, the UK has the lowest pension 
as calculated proportionately 
against what they call the working 
wage for each country.

Following the attacks on final sal-
ary pension schemes, encouraged 
by the Tories, in the private sector, it 
is clear that Britain is now sitting on 
a time-bomb of pensioner poverty.

Growing numbers of workers are 
retiring with inadequate pensions, 
leaving them struggling to make 
ends meet.

The SMF proposal should there-
fore be rejected. The National  
Pensioners Convention, the main 
organisation representing pension-
ers in Britain, has long campaigned 
to retain the triple lock. 

Now, the trade union leaders 
need to speak out against this pro-
posal and prepare their members to 
take action should the Tories press 
ahead with this it. 

The Labour Party has previously 
guaranteed to maintain pensions 
up to 2025, but that ignores the need 
to significantly increase the state 
pension. 

Keir Starmer’s newly appointed 
Shadow Secretary for Work and 
Pensions, Johnathan Reynolds, 
has blandly stated that the UK 
needs “serious long-term thinking” 
about pensions, which could mean 
anything! 

Labour has to be clear about 
whether it supports pensioners, or 
simply sees them, like the Tories, as 
a potential area of cost cutting.

Like in the UK, the coronavirus pan-
demic in the USA has resulted in 
the postponement or cancellation 
of non-urgent surgery in hospitals. 
But because the US healthcare sys-
tem is run on a for-profit basis, these 
cancellations have resulted in a 
sharp drop in hospitals’ income and 
hence profits. 

As a result, in the middle of a pan-
demic, thousands of healthworkers 
have been laid-off, furloughed or 
suffered a reduction in hours.

According to the Washington Post: 
“Remaining front-line workers face 
longer hours, and some have seen 
their pay cut and benefits reduced.”

And despite a $100 billion federal 
government bailout, it’s estimated 
that 25% of US hospitals could go 
out of business over the next few 
months, significantly reducing 
available beds and staff and thereby 
putting a huge strain on remaining 
hospitals to treat Covid-19 patients.

Those hospitals most at risk are 
typically ones that treat low-income 
or uninsured patients.

In addition, there is also a crisis in 
primary care provision with 60,000 
doctors’ surgeries set to close or sig-
nificantly scale back by June. This 
will result in 800,000 workers filing 
for unemployment benefit, being 
furloughed or having their hours 
reduced.

That figure amounts to a stagger-
ing 43% of the 1.9 million employed 
by family doctors.

Back in 2018, Donald Trump at-
tacked advocates of publicly funded 
universal health care in the US by 
tweeting that the UK’s NHS is “going 
broke and not working”. 

This disingenuous statement was 
made after a huge public protest in 
London - which the Socialist Party 
helped organise - against Tory 
government underfunding and 
privatisation of the NHS.

Coronavirus news in brief
Trump weaponises pandemic…
As the number of unemployed workers applying for benefits rises to 22 million due 
to the coronavirus crisis, reactionary US president Donald Trump is determined to 
end the country’s health lockdown measures, which he sees as undermining his 
chances of a second term in office.

But having failed to overrule state governors and lift the lockdown, Trump re-
sorted to mobilising his alt-right supporters to pressure Democrat governors in 
Michigan, Minnesota, and Virginia.

Motley crews of gun-toting, confederate flag-waving far-right activists congregat-
ed in a number of cities following Trumps tweets to “liberate” these states.

Incendiary tweets are Trump’s forte. In 2017, after white supremacists terror-
ised the city of Charlottesville - one of whom murdered an anti-fascist protester 
- the bigoted president described these thugs as “very fine people”.

…as does Bolsonaro
Not to be outdone by Trump’s cavalier measures, far-right Brazilian president Jair 
Bolsonaro - who described the deadly coronavirus as “just a little flu” - sacked 
his health minister who had repeatedly contradicted the president by insisting the 
country’s health lockdown remains in place.

Instead, Bolsonaro held a rally of his supporters in Brasilia on 19 April, ignoring 
social distancing, to attack lockdown measures. Ironically, his far-right fans called 
for a return to Brazil’s military dictatorship (1964-1985) when the country endured 
two decades of lockdown. 

Brazil has more coronavirus infections than any other country in Latin America.

Amazon workers walk out 
On 17 April, 1,200 Amazon workers at the Torrazza plant in Piemonte in the north 
of Italy walked out over safety: “Because our health comes before everything”. 
Four workers had tested positive for Covid-19 but bosses refused to give informa-
tion about which department they were in or what shift they were working on. 
Masks had only arrived at the factory one week previously, and there was only 
one a day for each worker over an eight-hour shift. Workers said the pace of work 
had not lessened and social distancing and other safety measures were not being 
implemented.

Meanwhile, Amazon boss Jeff Bezos, the world’s richest person who has fund-
ed anti-socialist campaigns, has seen his enormous wealth soar to stratospheric 
heights during the pandemic. With a surge in online orders from customers in lock-
down, Bezos’s net worth has grown $24 billion to a staggering $143.1 billion.

What we heard
I just popped into Sainsbury’s. At the 
self-checkouts there was a copper 
chatting to a Sainsbury’s worker. He 
asked the copper if they were busy. 
She replied “mainly with domestic 
violence, calls have gone through the 
roof.” Grim
Scott Jones

shocking increase in domesTic violence killings

Tory think tank proposes attack on pensions

Nottingham  
DV meeting
14 people, including four non-members, 
came to our meeting via Zoom on 20 
April. The meeting was entitled ‘Domestic 
violence in the lockdown - the impact of 
the pandemic and Tory hypocrisy’.  

We had a serious discussion on do-

mestic violence, its origins in class soci-
ety, the effects of cuts, precarious work, 
low pay and austerity on services, and 
the increased pressures for sufferers 
from the lockdown. 

We also discussed the demands of the 
Women’s Lives Matter petition. 

Clare Wilkins
Nottingham Socialist Party

 � Sign and share the Women’s Lives Matter petition at change.org/Covid-19-DomesticViolenceCrisis

Committee for a Workers’ International

US private healthcare 
system in meltdown

US co-thinkers of the Socialist Party in a 
healthworkers solidarity protest photo ISG

photo Yorkshire Socialist Party

The Committee for a Workers’ International (CWI - the socialist international organisation the Socialist Party is part of) is posting 
regular updates from our sections around the world. These articles analyse the failings of capitalism, exposed by the coronavirus 
pandemic; report on working-class struggles to secure safe working conditions, health coverage and food security; and how CWI 
sections are advancing socialist programmes to deal with this immediate crisis and a post-coronavirus world.
See socialistworld.net
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Nick Chaffey
Socialist Party national committee

In January 1917 the world was 
in flames amid the barbarism 
of the first capitalist world war. 
Yet within months, the Russian 
revolutionary socialist Vladimir 

Lenin was the elected head of the 
first democratic workers’ govern-
ment in history.

Today, as the coronavirus pan-
demic sweeps the globe, with its 
many deaths and a looming depres-
sion in the world economy, the cap-
italists speak in fear of the coming 
‘pitchforks’ - the multi-millioned 
global working class seeking an end 
to the crisis by struggling to change 
the profit system. 

For those looking for ideas and a 
way forward, the revolutionary life 
of Lenin, born 150 years ago, is rich 
with inspiring lessons for socialist 
struggle today.

First workers’ state
The victory of the working class and 
poor peasants in the 1917 October 
Revolution, with the Bolshevik Party 
led by Lenin and Leon Trotsky, re-
mains the greatest event in human 
history. It liberated millions from 
the reactionary, feudal yoke of Tsa-
rist Russia, and brought an end to 
the slaughter of 3.6 million Rus-
sians, out of a total of 20 million 
dead in World War One. 

It was the first workers’ govern-
ment. And in its first years the most 
democratic form of government in 
history, formed by the soviets or 
workers’ councils. 

The soviets were based on the 
election of workers’ delegates from 
the factories to local and regional 
councils, and to an all-Russian 
council. Delegates were subject to 
recall and only paid the average 
wage of the workers they represent-
ed. Its executive powers oversaw the 
abolition of capitalism and the first 
steps towards the development of a 
socialist planned economy.

As Lenin foresaw, it was the open-
ing chapter of world revolution that 
swept across Europe and the world 
in the following months and years. 

Lenin died in 1924, aged just 53, but 
by that time the new revolutionary 
Communist International, formed 
in 1919, was to have the support of 
millions of workers across all conti-
nents.

The October victory was based 
on Lenin’s two key foundations: 
confidence in the working class 
as the decisive force to overthrow 
capitalism, and the need to form 
mass revolutionary parties, rooted 
in the working class, with a clear 
programme to achieve workers’ 
power. 

Scientific socialism
Victory was not an accident nor 
was it inevitable. Lenin was politi-
cally developed by the conditions 
that surrounded him - a reaction-
ary feudal Tsarist dictatorship and 
an emerging working class, forged 
in the rapid development of indus-
try in Russia at the turn of the 20th 
century. 

Lenin’s historic leading role in-
cluded forming the first all-Russian 
workers’ party, the Russian Social 
Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP), 
through the strikes and workers’ 
struggles of that period.

Lenin’s ideas were firmly based 
on Marxist ideas, the ideas of sci-
entific socialism. His writings ex-
plained the class nature of capitalist 
society from the point of view of the 
working class; producing workers’ 
newspapers to report on the living 
struggle of the working class, and 
also providing a clear programme 
for workers to fight for the social-
ist transformation of society; and 
building a party based on these 
ideas.

While these ideas ultimately tri-
umphed in October 1917, during the 
period from 1903 to 1917 Lenin and 
his co-thinkers were in constant de-
bate over how the revolution would 
unfold, and which forces would lead 
the overthrow of Tsarism.

Would it be the liberal capitalists, 
placing themselves at the head of 
the workers’ struggles, in alliance 
with the poor peasants; limiting 
the revolution to carrying through 
the ‘bourgeois-democratic’ tasks 
ie ending feudalism, an elected na-

tional parliament, land reform, etc? 
Or, would the workers push aside 

the capitalist class and lead the 
peasants in a revolutionary govern-
ment that would begin the socialist 
transformation of society?

Lenin, in the numerous debates 
during the pre-revolution period, 
attempted to navigate a narrow 
path between the opportunists, who 
looked for an easier route to reform-
ing capitalism, and ultra-lefts who 
turned their back on the patient 
tasks to win the masses, such as 
standing socialist candidates in the 
limited electoral bodies, Dumas, 
that Tsarism was to concede in the 
course of the struggle.

The battle for clear ideas led to 
splits and mergers in the workers’ 
movement. The break between the 
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks in the 
RSDLP occurred first in outline in 
1903, then became formalised in 
1912. This split between the ‘hard’ 
and ‘soft’ party members was the re-
sult of the differences that emerged 
in the heat of struggle and revolu-
tion - first in the 1905 revolution (the 
‘dress rehearsal’ for 1917 as Lenin 
described it), and again through the 
two revolutions of 1917.

While Lenin and the Bolsheviks 
set a clear course towards the 
working class, the Mensheviks were 
to take a reformist road, seeking 
support from the weak, liberal, 
capitalist elite.

Party organisation
From the outset, Lenin understood 
that correct ideas were not enough. 
Enormous determination, courage 
and sacrifices were necessary. 

Lenin and the Bolsheviks faced 
a brutal, repressive Tsarist state 
machine that persecuted the 
workers’ movement, and those 
seeking to establish independent 
political organisations. 

Enormous sacrifices were made 
by hundreds of party workers, its 
‘cadre’, in establishing the network 
of links between the embryonic 
groups and party cells, the 
circulation of papers, and the vital 
collection of funds. Lenin fought 
for a professional, combative party 
rooted in the working class.

The party ‘cadre’, a French word 
for frame, was the structure around 
which the party would grow: a party 
not only built through struggle, but 
out of intense democratic debate 
and discussion, through which de-
cisions could be reached in party 
congresses, and then collective ac-
tion agreed upon. 

These methods of ‘democratic 
centralism’ were the key to building 
a strong force that would not weak-
en nor compromise under the pres-
sure of revolutionary events that 
were to follow.

The infant RSDLP organisation 
was quickly tested by the revolution 
of 1905. The deep-rooted anger 
of the workers rose in a mass 
demonstration of over 400,000 in 

Tsarist Russia’s capital St Petersburg. 
This was suppressed brutally by the 
Tsar, on Bloody Sunday, 22 January. 

Protesting at the slave conditions 
in the factories of long hours and 
poverty wages, workers demanded 
an eight-hour day, trade union 
rights, democratic elections to a 
constituent assembly, and an end to 
the economic crisis brought about 
by the war with Japan. 

Thousands of demonstrators were 
killed and injured. This opened up a 
revolutionary crisis in society that 
put to the test all political ideas and 
methods, and confirmed, in gen-
eral, the correctness of Lenin’s ideas 
and strategy.

The working class, despite being 
a small minority of the population, 
came together as the only cohesive 
class in society, capable of uniting 
those opposed to the autocracy, and 
able to mobilise behind it the radi-
calised middle classes and the mass 
of the poor peasants.

The huge sweep of the revolution 
saw a spontaneous strike movement 
develop that led to a general strike 
in St Petersburg by November.

This tested revolutionaries with 
an opportunity of how to find the 
road to the masses and win their 

150th anniversary of Lenin’s birth 

A revolutionAry life - 
And the relevAnce of 
lenin’s ideAs to todAy’s 
working-clAss struggles

support. Lenin had to press his 
small forces to turn out and open 
the door of the party to the working 
class, especially young workers. 

The Bolsheviks, with small re-
sources, saw their newspaper,  
Vyperod (Forward), rise to a circu-
lation of 50,000 by December 1905. 
Other revolutionaries came to the 
fore in this period, notably Leon 
Trotsky, whose newspaper was to 
reach a circulation of 500,000. With 
Trotsky elected as president of the 
powerful St Petersburg Soviet, Lenin 
commented: “Trotsky has earned 
it by his brilliant and unflagging 
work.”

Soviets established
The soviets were forged by the work-
ing class themselves in the course 
of their uprising, bringing together 
elected strikers from the factories to 
democratically organise the strug-
gle. Lenin, still in exile, was quick 
to recognise the soviets’ potential 
describing them as a “provisional 
revolutionary government.” 

But despite the heroic efforts 
of the working class, and the 
courageous struggle of the 
Bolsheviks to point the way forward 
in their programme, by December 

1905 the revolutionary energy of the 
urban industrial masses had peaked 
before support for an all-Russian 
insurrection had matured.

Despite this, the events of 1905 
had demonstrated in a few short 
months how a small party was able 
to become a mass force, through 
its party cadre, to draw in the most 
combative leaders from the working 
class and organise them into a cohe-
sive political movement that would 
be decisive in the revolution of 1917.

Everything that Lenin had pre-
pared, the programme, the party ap-
paratus and its paper, now proved to 
be decisive in assembling the forces 
and leadership that offered the 
working class and poor peasants a 
route to victory.

While Lenin’s forces were tiny, 
given the scale of the task, the clar-
ity of ideas and the programme 
attracted the support of the most 
class-conscious workers, first in 
their hundreds, then more rapidly 
in their thousands.

Following the mass strikes and 
demonstrations of February 1917, 
the overthrow of the Tsarist monar-
chy, and the establishment of a pro-
visional government headed by the 
capitalists, Lenin recognised that 
the only basis for ending the crisis 
of war, the starvation of the masses, 
and the resolution of the land ques-
tion for the mass of toiling peasants, 
was to establish a workers’ govern-
ment. 

This had to be based on the sovi-
ets - workers’, peasants’ and soldiers’ 
councils thrown up by a renewed 
revolutionary wave engulfing the 
whole of society. A soviet govern-
ment would begin the socialist tasks 
of transforming society.

Lenin recognised that without 
this victory the revolution in Rus-
sia would be smashed under the 
iron heel of Tsarist counterrevolu-
tion, assisted by the capitalists who 
feared the revolutionary working 
class more than Tsarism. 

“Absolute distrust”
Others in the leadership of the Bol-
shevik Party inside Russia, notably 
Stalin and Kamenev, mistakenly 
backed the soviets’ conditional sup-
port for the new provisional govern-
ment headed by Kerensky (as did 
the Mensheviks). From his exile 
in Switzerland a furious Lenin de-
manded of the Bolsheviks: “Our tac-
tics: absolute distrust, no support 
for the new government, suspect 
Kerensky above all, arming of the 
proletariat the only guarantee...”

Lenin, returning from exile in 
April, stood in a minority within 
the Bolshevik Party, but went to 
the ranks of the party, to the worker 
Bolsheviks, and won them to his 
position, with his short ten-point 
programme, The April Theses. 

Lenin’s goal was clear and ex-
plicit: “No support for the provi-
sional government, for a republic 
of soviet workers, labourers’ and 
peasants’ deputies, nationalisation 
of all lands, land to be disposed to 
the peasants, nationalise the banks, 
bring social production and distri-
bution of products at once under 
the control of the soviets, for a new 
international.”

This programme, and his organ-
ised forces in the Bolshevik Party, 
were the decisive, ‘subjective factor’ 
in ensuring victory to the revolu-
tionary power of the workers. Lenin 
drew others towards him, all those 
genuine revolutionaries seeking a 
route to workers’ power. 

The clarifying of ideas, of a clear 
programme in the white heat of rev-
olutionary events, brought Trotsky, 
with his supporters organised in the 
Mezhraiontsy, together with Lenin 
in the same party. They were agreed 
on the central role of the working 
class and the socialist tasks of the 
revolution.

Still, the door to revolution was 
obstructed by brutal repression. 
Here the great strength of Lenin and 
the Bolshevik Party became clear. 
Steeled in struggle, their militant 
leaders in the factories and soldiers’ 

garrisons played a decisive part in 
mobilising mass support to the side 
of the revolution. A majority in the 
factories, workers’ districts, and 
army and naval garrisons were won 
to the side of the revolution, reflect-
ed in their overwhelming majorities 
in soviets across Russia. 

By October 1917, Tsarism and the 
capitalist forces around the provi-
sional government had evaporated. 
They were quickly dispersed by the 
revolutionary Red Guards, with 
barely a shot fired in St Petersburg. 

News of the world’s first workers’ 
government travelled swiftly around 
the world, with revolutions unfold-
ing in Germany 1918-23, Hungary 
1919, Italy 1920 and later the 1926 
general strike in Britain, and China 
in 1927-29. 

Stalinism
Lenin’s death came at a critical 
period. Soviet Russia, isolated 
after the defeat of the aborted 1923 
German revolution, impacted by 
the loss of many workers’ leaders 
in the civil war, struggling under a 
war-devastated backward economy 
with limited resources, created the 
conditions of retreat. A bureaucracy 
emerged that was ultimately to 
triumph under the leadership of 
Joseph Stalin. 

Stalin, once in control of party 
and state, justified an end to world 
revolution with his counter-revo-
lutionary ideas of ‘socialism in one 
country’, and the brutal suppression 
of workers’ democracy and political 
opposition.

The monstrous development of 
Stalinism was used in the capital-
ist West to undermine the genuine 
ideas of Lenin and Bolshevism. But 
nothing could stop the ‘mole of rev-
olution’ burrowing at the weaken-
ing foundations of the crisis-ridden 
capitalist system in the 1920s and 
1930s. 

Leon Trotsky took up the heroic 
defence of the Russian revolution, 
fighting for the ideas of a workers’ 
democratic state planning and in-
ternationalism, that would lay the 

basis for the development of the 
world revolution under more fa-
vourable circumstances.

Since then, there have been the 
revolutionary events of Spain in the 
1930s; France 1936; the global revo-
lutionary wave that followed the 
end of the second world war; the co-
lonial revolution, and the 1959 Cu-
ban revolution; France 1968; Chile 
1973; Portugal 1974. More recently 
we’ve seen the Arab Spring of 2011, 
along with the significant intense 
working-class struggles of 2019 in 
France, Chile, Ecuador, India, and 
the Middle East. 

All of these movements, which 
unlike 1917 did not succeed in es-
tablishing genuine socialsim, high-
light the importance of Lenin’s ide-
as: the power of the working class, 
its leading role in the struggle for 
socialism, and the need for a mass 
party rooted in the working class 
and based on Marxist ideas.

Leninism today
In the current coronavirus pandem-
ic, the capitalist system is again fail-
ing to deliver healthcare and decent 
living standards for the mass of the 
population. It shows, once again, 
the obstacle capitalism is to the de-
velopment of society, and reiterates 
the need for socialism. 

But we stand on the shoulders of 
Lenin and the Bolshevik Party. We 
have a huge advantage in drawing 
on the lessons of the past in prepar-
ing for the huge battles to come. The 
Socialist Party has important roots 
in the working class and the trade 
unions, past victories, and interna-
tional links to co-thinkers across the 
world. 

We’re confident that the radical-
ised working class and youth of the 
world will seek a way forward, and 
look for ideas and organisation to 
solve their problems.

These are the ripening conditions 
through which Marxist ideas and 
organisation will flourish in com-
pleting the urgent task of creating a 
socialist world that Lenin dedicated 
his life to achieve.

Lenin (centre) in discussion with Trotsky (left) and Kamenev

Lenin fought for a 
professional, combative 
party rooted in the 
working class

Lenin’s ideas were firmly 
based on Marxist ideas, 
the ideas of scientific 
socialism
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 COVID-19  A SOCIALIST RESPONSE TO THE CORO
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■ PPE for all NHS and frontline staff ■ Tests and 
full pay for all ■ Take over private health and other 

necessary facilities and industries. Not a penny to the 
profiteers ■ Socialist planning not capitalist chaos

Income, jobs and  
workplace safety

 � Full pay for all workers. Workers, 
especially those on low pay, can’t 
afford to lose 20% of their income. 
Any worker who has to self-isolate 
or cannot go to work should receive 
full pay from day one and not be 
forced to take annual leave. Pay 
should be paid directly to the worker 
not via the employer

 � Increase benefits to the level of 
the national minimum wage. No 
delay in the payment of benefits

 � Increase the minimum wage 
immediately to at least £12 an hour, 
£15 in London

 � Workers asked to work from home 
must be supplied with adequate 
equipment, and performance 
monitoring should be scrapped

 � Workers who follow health advice 
to be absent from work to avoid 
potential spread should be excluded 
from any attendance-management 
procedures

 � Trade unions to establish an all-
union health and safety committee 
in every workplace to agree joint 
actions required to guarantee safety

 � No return to work unless adequate 
safety measures are agreed with 
trade unions and the workforce

 � Open the books of any company 
threatening redundancies or closure 
to the inspection by the workforce 
and trade unions 

 � To defend workers’ jobs and 
incomes, industries should be 
nationalised under democratic 
workers’ control and management 
with compensation only on the basis 
of proven need

NHS and social care
 � Emergency increase in funding 

for the NHS and for social care 
 � Adequate personal protection for 

all frontline workers
 � NHS to take over all private 

healthcare facilities and staff. 

Government should take over other 
industries and convert production 
where necessary, under the 
democratic control of workers in 
those industries and in the wider 
workforce, to guarantee the supply 
of PPE, medical equipment and 
testing. Not a penny to the profiteers

 � Emergency training of NHS staff 
to deal with the coronavirus crisis

 � Immediate 10% wage rise for all 
NHS staff and social care workers 

 � Resources to be mobilised from 
government and big-business sourc-
es so that free, accessible testing 
with rapid results is available for all 
frontline staff, workers interacting 
with the public, patients transferred 
into social care and anyone with flu 
or cold-like symptoms. Requistion 
all private testing and analysis facili-
ties. Massively increase the number 
of contact tracers 

 � Reverse privatisation in the NHS, 
remove the privateers and cancel all 
the billions of pounds in annual PFI 
payments. End profit in social care 
and bring it into the public sector 
under democratic working-class 
oversight

 � Nationalise the big pharma-
ceutical companies to guarantee 
research, production and supply of 
medicines, vaccines and treatments

 � Suspend fees for overseas NHS 

patients - treat all patients for 
free without the need to register 
to control the spread. Scrap 
prescription charges

Public services and housing
 � Emergency funding to take on 

more workers in essential services. 
Resources to protect workers, 
patients, and service users 

 � Councils to coordinate local 
distribution of food, medicines and 
other supplies to the needy and 
vulnerable with the democratic 
oversight of trade union and 
community organisations. Scrap 
existing cuts budgets. Demand that 
the government nationally finance 
all additional spending necessary to 
deal with the coronavirus crisis, as 
well as releasing the resources to 
reverse a decade of austerity

 � 24-hour, adequately staffed, 
local authority helplines for 
vulnerable and elderly people 
forced to self-isolate

 � Workload demands must be 
reduced and time made available 
to prioritise protecting the health, 
safety and welfare of staff and 
service users

 � Quality childcare for vulnerable 
families and children of essential 
workers, under the democratic 
control of education and care 

workers, with adequate protection 
for all. No delay in food vouchers 
for children normally in receipt of 
free school meals. Vouchers must 
reflect the real costs of providing a 
nutritious daily meal 

 � Nobody should lose their home 
because of coronavirus. Mortgage, 
rent and council tax payments 
should be waived for the duration 
of the crisis and arrears written 
off. Democratically controlled 
local authority hardship funds for 
landlords in genuine need 

 � Councils to use their powers to 
take over empty homes to house 
the homeless, those in inadequate 
housing and those fleeing domestic 
violence. Hotels to be used to 
provide emergency accommodation

 � Funding for 24 hour helplines 
and increased spending on 
refuges and safe emergency 
accommodation for victims of 
domestic violence

 � No action to be taken for non-
payment of utilities. Free broadband 
for all

Trade union and  
workers’ action

 � For the Trade Union Congress 
and the unions, the biggest 
voluntary national organisation with 
over six million members across the 

country, to prepare to lead national 
coordinated strike action to protect 
people should necessary health and 
safety measures not be taken

 � Democratic trade union oversight 
over any government or private 
sector emergency measures taken 
to contain the virus

 � No erosion of workers’ right to 
organise, including the democratic 
functioning of trade unions and 
parties

 � No profiteering. Prices to be con-
trolled by democratically elected com-
mittees of workers and consumers

 � No trust in the Tories and other 
pro-capitalist politicians who are 
responsible for the crisis in the 
NHS and other public services 
to deal with the coronavirus 
crisis. For a mass workers’ party, 
drawing together workers, young 
people, socialists and activists 
from workplaces and community, 
environmental, anti-racist and 
anti-cuts campaigns, to provide a 
fighting political alternative to the 
pro-big business parties

 � The resources are there to 
deal with the crisis. Introduce an 
immediate 50% levy on the hoarded 
£750 billion lying idle in the bank 
accounts of big business

 � The capitalist market system 
that prioritises profit and is based 
on competition cannot keep 
society safe. We need a democratic 
socialist plan of production and 
distribution to meet the needs 
of the majority in society. Take 
into public ownership the banks, 
financial institutions and the top 
150 companies that dominate 
the British economy and run them 
under the democratic control and 
management of working-class 
people so that we can make the 
decisions about what is needed. 
Compensation to be paid only on 
the basis of proven need. 

 � For international socialist 
cooperation

This charter is for discussion and debate in workplaces and communities so that 
we can organise to defend our health, safety and rights during the crisis. 

Get in touch if you would like to join a Socialist Party online meeting.
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