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Time for action against the cuts

Library cuts hit
staff and users

A library worker

The library service I work for has
been told to cut over £1 million. Im-
mediately this has led to the cutting
of overtime for staff and the effec-
tive scrapping of a casual pool of
labour which we have come to rely
on because of increased opening
hours and the changing nature of
the work.

My job is interesting and worth-
while but without enough staff it
becomes more like an information
factory.

We supply books to the elderly
and disabled who are housebound.
The reduction in casual workers has
meant that we now have to deliver
this service whilst serving people
on the front counter. This means
discharging, putting away, choosing
and issuing books to over 80 peo-
ple (all of whom want between five
and 20 books each) and are waiting
alone at home for this service.

Every day hundreds of people
come to the library so we are now
expected to serve those people and
deliver the housebound service as
well.

For more anti-cuts reports
and analysis go to:
www.socialistparty.org.uk

It is common to have five groups
of schools coming through the
doors, that means five groups of
30 children bringing books back
and taking books out. There are 18
computers (which often break) and
which people need assistance with.
There’s a book club that we have to
read and prepare for, often in our
own time.

We have seen a jump in unem-
ployed people all wanting help to
write their CVs and who have been
directed to us by a cut and strug-
gling job centre and careers service.
There’s an increase of people with
mental health problems in the li-
brary.

Council house bidding magazines
are issued at libraries and now we
are being expected to assist access
to the bidding procedure. This can
be stressful and time consuming, as
essentially this process is a scramble
for diminishing housing stock.

Vulnerable

Last week a young African woman
with two small children clutching
at her skirt beckoned me over. She
seemed embarrassed and said she
wanted to talk to me privately. She
told me that she needed help in ac-
cessing charities that administered
help such as children’s clothing and
food for herself and her girls.

I thought she might be a victim
of domestic violence and was desti-
tute so I took my time to help, all the
time the queue building up on the
other side of the counter. With cuts
to benefits we will be expected to
direct people to the myriad of reli-
gious and philanthropic institutions
to help them get food and clothing.

Before this cut to hours my library
usually had four members of staff
but it is common now for us to be

left with three and sometimes only
two. With two members of staff it’s
too dangerous to leave one person
alone so we take our tea breaks on
the counter, which often means we
don’t get a break.

After cutting all the casual staff
the managers realised they couldn’t
keeplibraries open overlunch times.
So they arbitrarily decided to rip up
a negotiated lunch time agreement.
This is because the chief execu-
tive said he was fed up driving past
libraries and seeing them closed
over lunch. This hatchet man, who
receives around £200,000, gets an-
gry when he drives past workplaces
where workers are taking a lunch
break!

Opposition

I am running a straw poll at the mo-
ment in our campaign to get a ballot
from our union to sanction action
that would allow us to defend our
lunch break. Even I'm surprised at
the response. Over 75% of members
said that if a ballot was called they
would vote for action to close librar-
ies over lunch times if we don’t have
enough staff to have our lunch break
in the agreed time.

Union leaders say that people
are too scared to take action but if
workers are angry enough they will
respond. There is seething anger on
the frontline. I'm angry all the time.

This mood, if channelled would
probably deliver a general strike
now. Without leadership this fight
will be sectional, fractional and
less effective. As well as fighting in
our immediate workplaces and re-
gions we can’t let up on the pressure
for a national generalised move-
ment, much like the campaign for
26 March, only this time for action,
strike action. Strike action could
bring down the government of mil-
lionaires and their lackeys in the
town halls and hospitals.
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Review: Panorama on housing
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The human impact of the crisis

Living on the streets photo Paul Mattsson

Paul Kershaw
Unite LE 1111 housing workers’
branch, personal capacity

By talking to some of the people af-
fected, the Panorama programme
on 4 May gave a rare glimpse on
prime time TV, of the human im-
pact of the housing crisis.

Instead of men in suits, young
people stuck in squalid and ex-
pensive privately rented housing
showed the reporter round their
damp, cold and unsafe accommo-
dation.

The English Housing Survey
published in February this year
showed that one and a half million
privately rented homes failed the
decent homes standard.

And 971,000 of these homes
failed the standard because they
had serious ‘Category 1’ hazards
under the Housing Health and
Safety Rating System. So the con-
ditions shown on the programme
were not unusual.

As the programme noted, the
private rented sector is growing,
up 40% over the last five years and
is now about as big as the “social”
sector and with more young ten-
ants. The housing charity, Shelter,
says there has been a 23% increase
in the number of people seeking
help due to problems with their
landlord over the past year.

Insecurity of tenure

Do the capitalist politicians re-
spond by raising the need for
greater regulation ofbad landlords,
control of rent and protection from
unfair eviction? No, the govern-
ment blames tenants claiming
high levels of housing benefit and
proposes to cap benefits rather
than rents.

Unfortunately, Labour was
working up proposals to cap ben-
efits before the last election and
actually abstained on key votes in
Parliament. They had no plans to
reverse the 1988 housing act which
got rid of security of tenure and

Half a million privately rented homes failed the decent homes standard

rent control in the private rented
sector.

The programme talked to a fam-
ily living in a small council house
in Sheffield with the sons sleeping
on sofas in the living room/dining
room. A daughter spoke of the dif-
ficulty of doing homework in such
crowded conditions - not a prob-
lem Cameron, Osborne and the
public school educated cabinet of
millionaires will have suffered!

Homelessness

As the programme explained, with
five million people on the wait-
ing list for council housing, fami-
lies such as this can’t have much
hope of a transfer. This shortage
was traced to the Thatcher govern-
ment’s policy of selling off council
houses and to the decline in build-
ing.

A professor stated that the gov-
ernment policy of reducing securi-
ty in council housing and pushing
tenants who are “under occupy-
ing” into moving was a “legitimate”
argument given the shortage: they
saw social housing in a residual
emergency role. That amounts to
turning working class communi-
ties into glorified hostels. You can
see the logic, but “legitimate”?

Much time was spent exposing
the role of various con men who
attempt to exploit the shortage
by illegal sub-letting and other
scams. But while these charac-
ters who profiteer from the hous-
ing crisis will be hated by working
class people, the housing shortage
would remain even if all the scams
were stopped.

The government has respond-
ed to the shortage by cutting
spending on building new social
housing by 63% and new “afford-
able” housing will have rents set
at as much as 80% of the market
level.

In high rent areas that would
clearly be unaffordable to people
such as those featured, and things
will be worse as the new housing
benefit levels feed through. House
building was declining under New
Labour but these policies can only
intensify the problem.

Mass council house building,
rent control and protection from
eviction in the private rented sec-
tor were achieved through strug-
gles of the labour movement and
the threat of mass struggle.

Trade unionists and socialists
can gain an enormous echo by
putting these ideas back on the
agenda.



