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THE FIGHT OF OUR LIVES

Mark Booth

THE BRITISH WORKING class is
facing the fight of its life. The NHS
is facing destruction.

The Health and Social Care.Act,
the ConDem government’s massive
“reform” of the NHS,; has been voted
into law. It allows for the privatisa-
tion of the whole NHS, under the
rule that “any qualified provider”
can be contracted to provide any
NHS service. Behind a smokescreen
of GPs being given control of the
health system, control over services
and the NHS budget will be trans-
ferred to private health corporations
and management consultancies.

These changes are already under-
way, but they can still be stopped.
Despite the lack of coverage of the
issue in the media a massive
groundswell of public opposition
exists to the government’s NHS
reforms. There is massive opposition
to the Bill amongst NHS staff and
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opposition from professional bod-
ies like the British Medical Associ-
ation (BMA) and Royal College
of Nursing (RCN). Public opinion
polls show overwhelming opposi-
tion to privatisation. So what has
to happen for this opposition to be
turned into action?

Coupled with the government’s
reforms are £20 billion of cuts to the
NHS budget over the next four
years. Already this is leading to nec-
essary operations like hip and knee
replacements and cataract surgery
being withdrawn, and operations
being withheld from people who
drink and smoke.

The cuts will prove a key mobilis-
ing factor as crucial services and facil-
ities are withdrawn or dlosed, and pre-
viously public NHS departments are
privatised. While dozens of campaigns
will spring up around the country as
cuts start to bite, these local campaigns
must crystallise into a national move-
ment to save the NHS. We need to
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build a campaign as massive as the
antiwar movement, with local groups
in every town and city, rooted in the
community carrying out regular activ-
ities, with a national centre to coor-
dinate resistance around the country,
calling national days of action and
protests. If this is done it is possible to
create a terminal pohtlca] crisis for
the government.

So far the Labour Party opposi-
tion to the Bill has been a matter
of speeches. They hope that the NHS
reform’s unpopularity will fuel a
Labour vote at the next general elec-
tion. The Labour Party receives mil-
lions of pounds from health unions.
‘We must demand that its cynical pas-
sivity ends and MPs and local par-
ties join the fight to defend every
service and every job. Their MPs
must demand the total repeal of the
Act. It must pledge itself to rena-
tionalise without compensation all
hospitals and other facilities handed
over to the privateers.
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The members of the largest health
unions, Unite, Unison, the RCN and
BMA, along with the TUC, must
force their leaders to organise a
national demonstratibn against the
reforms. Demonstrating the level of
public opposition on the streets will
help shatter the government’s lies
that there is widespread support for
their actions.

Ultimately though it will take a
massive campaign built from the
grasstoots up to stop the destruction
of the NHS. We need a movement
on the scale of the Stop the War
Coalition, which can mobilise peo-
ple with the same energy and
dynamism, build links between local
communities affected by the cuts,
health workers and their unions.
What it must not do is make the
same mistakes as the Stop the War,
It cannot restrict itself to demonstra-
tions but must take direct action,
strikes and sit-ins, to stop closures
and privatisations.

This kind of campaign can be
built. Over 1.2 million people work
for the NHS. Millions more use its
services on a regular basis. The
personnel and supporters for such a
campaign are already there, but they
must be organised. An opportunity
todo sois comingup. -

Keep Our NHS Public and the
NHS Support Federation have
called a National NHS Supporters
Conference to be held in London on
23 June. Activists around the coun-
try should contact KONP and
NHSSF and get involved in build-
ing and organising the conference.
We need delegations from every
town and city, from as many union
branches as possible so that the con-
ference can launch a national Save
The NHS coalition and prepare for
a fight that could sink these devas-
tating reforms, and bring down the
ConDem government.




The editorial

DAVE STOCKTON
Toffs in troughs

MARCH PROVED to be a bad month for the Coalition. It was a
reverse of the old adage that March comes in like a lion and goes
out like a lamb. In the first week or so it looked like things were
going smoothly with the NHS destruction bl finally clearing the
Lords, and the 28 March national strike against the pension

. “reform” crumbling. Dave Cameron cbviously felt confident to
press ahead with a new round of attacks,

Royal Mail is finally to be sold off; the London fire brigade is
outsourcing 999 calls to Capita, a firm notorious for the mess it
made of local government benefit senvices. Health and education
muitinationals are casting hungry eyes on NHS hospitals and
cash-starved state schools. :

Giearly sizing up the sheer lack of fight by the leadership of the
big unions ~who have falled to call a single national
demonstration against the destruction of the NHS — Gameron,
Clegg and Osborne believed they could get away with a blitzkrieg
on all the post-Second World War social gains. Labour's Ed
Miliband - elected by the unicns to reconnect to Labour's social
base, but having done nothing in this direction — was facing a
Blairite counter-revolution from his MPs.

Cameron and his millionaire cabinet seemed to be getting
away with it.

But suddenly in the second half of March, it all started to go
wrong. The cash for access comruption, a witch-hunt of the
tanker drivers, which totally backfired, and George Osborne's
budget with its “granny tax" and “pastygate” saw the media
having a field day at the Tories’ expense. To add insult to injury,
The Sun too-bared it populist teeth at what it (hypocritically)
called, “Toffs at the Trough”.

Its 30 March leader called Osborne a “public school-educated
heir to a multi-million pound fortune * and his Cabinet colleaguss
people who “don't worry how much to pay for food, rent or
petrol”. It concluded that there is a growing “divide between
working people and a rich elite.” Too true as their massive siump
in the opinion polls showed. But this isn't the only slump they
have to worry about,

On 28 March it was announced that the UK economy grew by
amiserable 0.5 per centin 2011. In effect the UK economy is in
stagnation not recovery. Britain's GDP is 4.1 per cent below its
pre-recession peak, which makes this “recovery” worse than dur-
ing the Great Depression of the 1930s. Itis becoming clear that
far all the excruciating pain (for the great majority) there is no
“gain” — except for the top 1 per cent.

. Butitisn't only the Tory toffs who need to be worried. The

Oxbridge lookalike elite with their policy differences only of
timescale and packaging rather than substance are deeply
distrusted if not hated by millions bearing the brunt of the crisis.
The young in particular — the unemployed and those on McJebs
in the inner cities, as well as in the colleges and schools - are
seething with anger.

What George Galloway's victory in Bradford showsis that, at
least in the inner city heartlands which formerly could be relied on
to vote Labour, large sections of its supporters are deeply
alienated. For two decades Labour has done little for them and
has been too busy courting that strange being, Middle England
(Is it aregion? Is it a class? No it's an excuse for betraying
working peoplel)

The events of the last month - the victory of the electricians
over their bosses, the success in London of the 28 March,
despite the betrayals of the union leaders and thanks mainiy to
the teachers, the revolt of the young voters of Bradford — all bear
witness of a simmering anger: against the Tories and the Lib
Dems certainly, but also against union leaders who call off strikes
for which they have huge ballot majorities, and against a Labour
Party that will not join the fight and whose councillors implement
Codlition cuts.

Over the winter the labour movement leaders sold out the
struggle or let it go off the boil. But a hot Spring and Summer are
brewing ~ a real opportunity to follow the example of the
electricians and build up rank and file organisation in the
workplaces and the unions, a real opportunity to break sections
of the unions from Labour and lay the foundations of a new work-
ers party, a real opportunity to unite anticapitalists in a variety of
groups and parties — or none - in a coherent palitical alternative.

Linking these together we can transform the movemerts of
workers and youth into a powerful force that can defeat the
Coalition, drive it from office and pose the guestion of power —
the power to create a society and a world without exploitation,
racism, sexism and war.
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KD TAIT

DAVID CAMERON must have hoped
that the commotion over a threatened
tanker drivers’ strike would take the heat
off the latest Tory sleaze scandal. Well,
he was wrong. In fact, Francis Maude’s
dreadful attempt to invoke the spirit of
the blitz by telling everyone to fill up jerry
cans with petrol only resulted in a woman
suffering acute burns.

While media headlines have focused
on ‘Pastygate’ (George Osborne’s deci-
sion to slap a VAT levy on Gregg's
pasties, among other foddstuffs), the real
news was the resignation of the Tory
Party treasurer, in the doghouse after
being caught peddling influence on gov-
ernment policy in a Sunday Times sting,
Whether this was revenge for the Tories’
Leveson inquiry into phone hacking or
not, it has exposed corruption at the
highest level of government.

For just £250,000 Tory party treasurer
Peter Cruddas claimed to get donors into
the “Premier League” with personal
access to Cameron and Osborne — and
privileged access to the No. 10 policy unit.

Many donors have gone to ground,
afraid of having their influence over
the millionaires’ government dragged
into the open. The Tory spin-doctors went
into overdrive, claiming that donors had
noinfluence over government policy, and
sacrificed Cruddas, who was forced to
resign.

Contrast this with the reaction of the
Tories’ big business backers, who insist
they should be congratulated for fund-
ing a party whose policies they support.
They claim the Coalition limits their
influence.

But a cursory glance across at their
Coalition partners suggests this is not the
case. The majority of the Liberal Democ-
rats’ own funding comes from giant
private healthcare companies. If anyone
was wondering why the Lib Dems were
so keen to privatise the NHS, this might
provide a clue.

Budget robbery

The Tories’ strategy to limit the impact
of this latest sleaze scandal seems to be
to treat voters like idiots by claiming that
party donations have no impact on
policy.

But if these businesses and million-
aires weren't getting something out of
government policies, then why would
they be pumping so much into these
parties? :

The answer is that the mega-rich are
working hand-in-glove with the Tories
to make sure that working class people
pay for the economic crisis caused by the
bankers, bosses and speculators - in
fact themselves and their cronies.

These ‘exclusive’ diners are the same
people Osborne just gave a massive tax
cut to, despite the fact that they already
manage to dodge £120 billion a year in
tax, Just in case a few tax loopholes are
closed for these parasites, Osborne also
cut corporation tax from 26 to 22 per cent
over the next three years.

The Coalition tries to claim that low-
ering the top rate of tax from 50p to

‘Gome Dine w
Cameron’ scandal

45p on salaries over £150,000 is balanced
out by raising personal tax allowances
by £1,100. This is a con, as even the
bosses’ rag the Daily Telegraph points
out: :

“A senior lawyer, banker or GP earn-
ing £250,000 a year will be no less than
£5,000 a year better off as a result of
Osborne’s tax cut; an investment banker
on £500,000 will be more than £15,000 to
the good. By contrast, a basic rate tax-
payer gains barely an extra £200 a year
as a result of the meagre increase in the
personal allowance.”

And this was written before the so-
called “granny tax” scandal broke. Hid-
den away in the budget was the removal
of age-related personal allowances,
meaning around 5 million pensioners will
lose £325 a year. Ironically, the figure
almost matches the amount given away
to the rich by millionaire chancellor
Osborne.

A matter of class

The Tories’ union-baiting attack dog
Maude called on Labour to agree to a
£50,000 cap for party donations. As this
wouldn’t just count for individuals but
also unions, it is unlikely Labour would
agree - and why should they?

The Tories are the party of big busi-
ness and the rich. They can rely on the
super-rich parasites to bung them a
million now and then. Workers — who
make up the majority of society — can
only fund a party by pooling their money
through unions and political associations,

We know sections of society fund polit-
ical parties in order to fight for a cer-
tain set of policies, This isn’t corrup-
tion. If you want society-wide change,
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you need a political party to fight for
those policies.

With a dozen or so millionaires in
the eabinet, we all know who funds the
Tories and that’s why they've always been
— and always will be — the party of the
rich, by the rich and for the rich.

To combat that we need a party that
fights equally hard for the interests of
the working class. This is why Unite
and the other trade unions should stop
throwing good money after bad and use
their political funds to launch a new party
—a revolutionary socialist party.
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George Galloway’s ‘Bradford Spring’
shows huge potential for left advance

Dave Stockton assesses George Galloway’s stunning election win in Bradford West

GEORGE GALLOWAY haspulled
off his second big election victory
(the first wasin Bethnal Green and
Bow in 2005) to confound the major
national parties, especially the pro-
war and pro-cuts Labour Party.

He won with 18,341 votes, trounc-
ing a stunned Labour Party by more
than 10,000 votes, with a 35 per
cent swing.

Galloway said after his victory that
the working class of Bradford West
were giving the Labour leadership a
warning: “"You can no longer take our
votes for granted.”

He is 100 per cent right.

In a whirlwind campaign of just
three weeks, culminating in an elec-
tion rally of more than 1,000, Gal-
loway and Respect broke thousands
away from the establishment parties
with their look-alike policies of cuts,
racism and war.

Galloway set out four major
themes in his campaign: an industrial
policy, which will bring jobs back to
Bradford. get rid of tuition fees, get
the roops back from Afghanistan,
and stop the break up of the NHS.
He added, “I am the real Labour
man in this election.”

That’s why he won,

Not just a Muslim vote
Undoubtedly his win was helped

by both the strong Muslim and

youthful demographic of the con-
stituency, But it was not just Muslims
who voted for him,

Labour tried to stir up racism by
claiming he had neglected the white
working class areas of Bradford
West. Guardian writer Patrick Win-
tour even called Galloway’s cam-
paign “fundamentalist”.

But as Respect leader Salma
Yaqoob pointed out on Radio Four
the morning after the count, Gal-
loway won votes from every part of
the constituency. In Clayton Ward,
which is 80 per cent white English,
Respect won 800 votes, while the
Labour Party managed just 40.

This was an uprising of the working
class and youth of Bradford against
two things: the Tories’ savage cuts,
carried out locally by Labour coun--
cillors, and Labour’s occupation of
Afghanistan, continued today by the
Tories

Labour takes the Muslim working
class community’s votes for granted,
while trampling on its concerns by
backing cuts and wars. But Respect
expressed their real concerns by call-
ing for investment not cuts, and by
resolutely opposing the occupation
of Afghanistan.

In arevealing incident, Radio Four’s
Justin Webb demanded to know if
Salma Yaqoob “supports attacks on
our troops”. She replied not just by
calling for the immediate withdrawal
of troops from Afghanistan and not
just by pointing out it is the main par-
ties including Labour that sends
British troops into harm’s way, but by
reminding listeners that “Britainis an

ent

occupying power” and supporting “the
right to resist™.

One lesson of this campaign is that
you can win mass support without
giving in to patriotism and militarism.
Not just among Muslims but among
all sections of the working class.

Community leaders

Back in 2004-07, during Respect’s
first surge of support after the Iraq
war, Galloway and his former allies
in the Socialist Workers Party (SWP)
built alliances with Muslim business-
men/women and clerics to win votes
from the Muslim community in the
East End of London. This class
contradiction caused it to split in
2007, in a bitter falling out between

~ Galloway and the SWP, then led by

John Rees who is currently fronting
the breakaway Counterfire group.

But this does not appear to have
been how Respect approached the
Bradford West election. The mosque
hierarchy were apparently firmly

behind Labour, whose candidate,
barrister Imran Hussain, was a Mus-
lim of Pakistani origin and a prod-
uct of the local clientelist party
machine, called "Bradree" locally:

an Urdu word for a hierarchical sys- -
tem where political leaders are

chosen for their connections rather
than their policies.

The surge of youth support for
Galloway (whose leaflet said “God
knows who is a Muslim™) was not
secured through Bradree or an
accommodation to community lead-
ers, but through a rebellion against
it. This is positive and shows that the
way to organise working class youth
is not through backroom deals with
businessmen but through bold polit-

| ical agitation.

The politics of Galloway and Respect
Despite their bitter break with
Galloway and Respect in 2007, the
leaders of the SWP and Counterfire
are today calling any criticism of Gal-
loway “sectarian”. But there is no
need to become suddenly uneritical.
Socialists can “walk and talk at the
same time”. We should understand
Galloway'’s brilliant agitation in
Bradford and at the same time crit-
icise his and Respect’s politics.

Despite the four progressive
themes he stood on in the by-elec-
tion, Galloway holds a number of
reactionary positions. Some of them
are simply right wing, like his oppo-
sition to abortion rights, Others are
reactionary policies shared by much
of the left worldwide, especially in
the Communist Parties, such as his
support for “anti-imperialist” capi-
talist dictators, like Bashir Assad and
Muammer Gadaffi, and his opposi-
tion to the Syrian revolution today,
When courting Muslim leaders in
East London — clerics and busi-
nessmen — he was careful to avoid
giving overt support for lesbian
and gay rights.

The unaccountable celebrity lead-
ership practised by Galloway has

always been uncontrolled and
uncontrollable by Respect’s mem-
bership. The working class needs ora-
tors as brilliant as Galloway, but we
have too many MPs who are out of
the control of their parties’ base.
They should be strictly representa-
tive of their party’s programme
and policies, and should be recallable
by their members and constituents
if they break their word. They should
earn a workers’ wage, not the big
money Galloway is on.

A new workers’ party is possible
The huge vote in Bradford West
shows the willingness of thousands
upon thousands of youth and work-
ing class people of all communities
to break away from a Labour Party
that will not defend them against cuts
and supports British imperialism.

It proves that the left can rally hun-
dreds of thousands to our side, if
we clearly oppose the cuts, the
destruction of the NHS and Britain’s
wars and occupations.

Above all, it shows that,important
as new movements like #Occupy are,
with their emphasis on networks and
horizontal methods of organising,
the idea of a political party is not
dead. Bradford proves it is essen-
tial for getting a clear alternative
across to millions.

And it proves the time for a new
party has come, that a new, mass,
nationally-organised socialist party
would win huge support. Socialists
should raise the demand across
Britain that Respect, the socialist
organisations like the SWP and the
Communist Party, the unions fight-
ing cuts, the students and youth fight-
ing fees, the anti-racist and anti-
war campaigners should come
together in a great democratic con-
vention to found a new working class
party.

Within such a formation, Workers
Power would work to build the party,
and to win it to a revolutionary pol-
icy for the overthrow of capitalism.

Vote TUSC against the cuts in May elections

Simon Hardy

THE TRADE Unionist and Social-
ist Coalition (TUSC) is standing a
range of candidates from across
the unions and campaigns in capi-
tal for the Greater London Author-
ity (GLA) elections on 3 May.
Excitement is growing in the wake
of the surprise victory of Respect’s
George Galloway in Bradford West.
GLA candidate Nick Wrack hit
the nail on the head about Gal-
loway's vote: "George Galloway's
overwhelming win in Bradford West
shows that Labour can no longer
take its working class voters for
granted. Labour has paid a huge
price for its support of the wars in
Irag and Afghanistan and its

fifthinternational.org

endorsement of the government’s
austerity policies."

Candidates include: socialist and
black rights activist Gary Macfar-
lane; Mick Dooley, a leader of the
recent successful rank and file elec-
tricians’ campaign on the building
sites; train driver and RMT Presi-
dent, Alex Gordon; Steve Hedley, a
rail worker and RMT London organ-
iser; barrister Wrack, a member of
TUSC’s national executive; and mil-
itants from Unison, the NUT and the
POA.

Ed Miliband has made it clear that
in local government Labour will not
be the “dented shield” that even Kin-
nock promised in the 1980s as pro-
tection from Tory government cuts,
since the Labour leadership today

supports most of the cuts and auster-
ity measures — the only difference
being how quickly to implement
them. There is a desperate need for
an alternative to Labour. It is clear
to many traditional Labour support-
ers that the Labour left is hopelessly
.weak and unable to pull the party
away from the right wing consensus.

TUSC is standing on a platform
of opposition to all cuts, for a liv-
ing wage for all London workers
and against privatisation. These are
the core issues that put TUSC
clearly at odds with Labour and the
Coalition. A vote for TUSCis a
vote for union rights and women's
rights, and against the pro-rich poli-
cies of the ruling Coalition. That
much is true — but TUSC could be

so much more.

What is holding back TUSC from
achieving its full potential as an anti-
cuts political alternative is that
groups like the Socialist Party (SP)
and the Socialist Workers Party
(SWP), as well as its main union
backers, the RMT leadership, view
it as solely an electoral platform; to
be rolled out at elections times and
then put under the dust covers until
the next time.

But it should be part of a push
towards a new mass working class
party, not just an electoral alliance.
A new party could be out on the
streets on a day-to-day basis, show-
ing people in practice what a politi-
cal alternative really means. It should
be on the picket lines not just on the

ballot paper, leading occupations
against library or hospital closures,
leading the fight against NHS pri-
vatisation and actively participating
in local struggles as a political force.

While it is good that there is slate
of candidates standing against the
cuts in the GLA elections, there is
still an urgent need for a united polit-
ical party rooted in the unions and
the social movements with a clear
alternative political strategy to
reformism. We will not only be sup-

‘porting TUSC but arguing that it and

its union sponsors, the SP and SWP,
plus the Communist Party and
Respect — indeed the entire left -
unites forces to create a new anticap-
italist workers” party in Britain and
internationally.
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% BRITAIN

By Jeremy Dewar

On May 3, Londoners go to the polls
to elect a new mayor. The two main
candidates are the incumbent Tory
candidate, Boris Johnson, and
Labour’s Ken Livingstone, who
was in office from 2000 to 2008.
Workers’ Power is calling for a vote
for Livingstone,

The London Mayor is the top
elected political post in England out-
side of parliament. London is the
largest city in the European Union
with a population of 12-14 million
and while the Mayor has limited pow-
ers and responsibilities he does
control the budgets for transport,
police, the fire brigade, environment
and development for the entire city.

While the Greater London
Authority has the power of veto over
the budget, the Mayor alone can
choose how to spend the allocated
£14 billion. This is a deeply unde-
mocratic system and one which we
would advise workers and social-
ists in other cities not to replicate, as
the Mayor is inevitably less account-
able to both his or her voters and
his/her party.

Ironically, this has allowed Liv-
ingstone to draw up his own mani-
festo and position himself signifi-
cantly to the left of the national
Labour Party. The downside to this
is that when he was last mayor he
also veered off to the right, encour-
aging a laissez-faire attitude to the
bankers, who grew rich under his
2000-08 terms, supporting the police
shooting of Jean Charles de Menezes

‘and condemning striking tube work-

€IS,

However, since the office of Mayor
exists and there is no campaign to
abolish it, it is important that work-
ers and young people use the elec-

tion to fight for measures to counter
the government’s austerity, oppres-
sion and poverty. They must hold Liv-
ingstone to account and demand that
he takes real measures to tax the rich
to pay for the transformation of poor
and working class districts.

Ken's pledges
Livingstone’s manifesto is broken
down into six campaign pledges.
While most of them would undoubt-
edly make a real difference in rais-
ing working.people’s living standards,
they fall far short of what is needed.
Transport: Ken says he will cut
public transport fares by 7 per cent

in October and raise them only by
inflation thereafter. By contrast,
Boris Johnson has raised fares by a
massive 56 per cent and cut the trans-
port budget by 21 per cent since 2008.

Childeare: Livingstone promises
a £700 grant for low-iricome families
to help pay the extortionate costs
of childcare in the capital and fund
more out-of-hours places in nurseries
and créches. However, this is merely
providing a subsidy for the private
sector, rather than funding a
socialised alternative, which could
be run under parents and workers’
control.

Energy bills: He claims to be

able to save Londoners £150 a year

by taking up energy companies’ offer
to subsidise home insulation. John-
son failed to implement this. What is
needed, however, is an energy com-
pany run by the municipality. so that
pensioners and vulnerable people do
not have to line the pockets of fat

cats every time they need to heat

their homes or cook a meal.
Housing; The Tory mayor has abol-
ished Livingstone’s regulation that
demanded half of all new housing
has to be “affordable” and allowed
the waiting list for council properties
to rise to 360,000. In fact, half a mil-
lion new homes are needed in the

Vote Ken - but organise to fight!

capital to abolish the terrible over-
crowding and slum conditions. Liv-
ingstone has promised to setupa
non-profit lettings agency and “cam-
paign for living rents” - which is
totally inadequate to meet the crisis.

Education Maintenance
Allowance: Ken will bring back the
EMA, worth up to £30 a week, for
16-19 year old students, a key
demand of the student revolt of 2010.
However, he is proposing to rob
money from other parts of the
budget for colleges and universi-
ties, most of which are already fac-
ing cuts. The youth deserve more
funding for courses and appren-
ticeships, as well as a living grant. -

Police: Here Livingstone is, not sur-
prisingly, completely out of touch
with many Londoners’ experience of
the police. He wants to reverse John-
son’s cuts and put 1,700 more police
on the streets. But young people -
especially black men - suffer daily
harassment from the Metropolitan
Police. If Livingstone is sincere about
righting the wrongs that led to last
August’s riots, he must call for the
sacking of racist cops, the disarming
and disbanding of the special forces,
like the TSG and CO19,and for killer
police to be brought to justice.

Almost all of London’s trade
unions support Livingstone’s candi-
dacy, as do many black and ethnic
minority organisations. We now need
a mass campaign to get out the
vote and put Livingstone back into
office. But workers should also get
ready to fight, whoever wins the elec-
tion, if we are to make the rich
bankers and speculators in the City
of London pay for the crisis and
deliver up the funds for an emer-
gency programme to rebuild the cap-
ital and provide jobs for the unem-
ployed.

Countdown to Royal Mail privatisation begins

ANDY YORKE

ON21 MARCH the European Com-
mission, in charge of regulating com-
petition, approved the Coalition
government’s plan to take on the
Royal Mail pension scheme, relieving
the company of the burden of its £8.4
billien deficit. While the CWU has long
argued for the government to take on
the pension scheme the government’s
reasons for doing so have little to do
with concern for the workers.

Both the Tories and New Labour
have said they would only ever
take this step as a prelude to pri-
vatisation. 1f the massive hike in
stamp prices and the huge pro-
gramme of closures that is making
millions in real estate sales are also
taken into account then it is obvious
that privatisation is the goal.

The government has used the pen-
sion deficit as a stick to beat the com-
pany, demanding cuts to postal work-
ersjobs and conditions to set it right.
Lib Dem Postal Affairs Minister Nor-
man Lamb applauded the decision
as a “fundamental step”” towards pri-
vatisation. Inreality the roots of the
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deficit lie not in postal workers’ gold-
plated pensions but in a thirteen-
year contributions holiday Royal
Mail managers and the govern-
ment took in the 1990s.

The government’s taking on the
pension scheme is not an example of
generosity but a neoliberal policy to
“nationalise the debts, and priva-
tise the profits”, similar to the pro-
business nationalisations of North-
ern Rock and other banks.

It is also a numbers game for Tory
Chancellor George Osborne. Gov-
ernment accounting rules mean that
the Tories can count the £28 billion in
pension assets immediately on the bal-
ance sheet, while the deficit will only
come on stream in the future asretired
workers draw on their pensions. The
government has hired consultancy ana-
lysts to sell the pension scheme’s assets
and use the £28 billion windfall to pay
off government debt.

Pile up cash to privatise

It was widely recognised that in its
“present state”, i.e. witha huge pen-
sions liability around its neck, no pri-
vate company would touch Royal

Mail with a barge pole. Besides
removing that, the company’s pro-
privatisation bosses have embarked
on a crash course of asset-stripping
and price-hiking in order to pile up
cash to tempt a private company.

A massive mail-centre closure pro-
gramme, agreed by the union in the
2010 Business Transformation agree-
ment, along with a recently
announced (and un-agreed) plan
to close scores of delivery offices will
bring in millions in real estate sales.
Added to the Group’s operating
profit of £67 million last year, it all
adds up to a tidy sum.

The aim is for a sell-off by Autumn
2013, the biggest since the sale of
British Rail in the 1990s and, like that
privatisation, will most likely involve
offering some shares to the public to
defuse popular opposition to the plans.

For years government-appointed
regulators have battered the publicly
owned company, allowing private
companies like TNT to steal big busi-
ness contracts from Royal Mail and
use them as an artificially cheap
delivery option. Now that Royal Mail
is up for privatisation these same reg-

ulators are all up for price hikes to
be paid for by the public, not big busi-
ness, which will get discounts of up
to 38 percent off of stamps.

Only days after the EC announce-
ment, the regulator Ofcom agreed
to massive hikes in the price of
stamps by Royal Mail and, at the end
of March, the separation of the pop-
ular Post Office Ltd and Royal Mail
was completed o allow the privati-
sation of the potentially lucrative
delivery network.

These hikes will hit poor people
the hardest, with second-class stamps
going up from 36p to 50p, and first
class up to 60p. Royal Mail CEO
Moya Greene has refused to rule out
the possibility of a £1 stamp. The con-
sumer website uSwitch has warned,
“First-class post is going to become
uneconomic. For most people it
will be the writing on the wall for the
services we have had. If first-class vir-
tually disappears, then next day deliv-
ery will disappear and all of us will
have a second class postal service.”
Small business groups and Age UK
have also condemned the price hikes.

The postal service is being sabo-

taged in order to make it serve the
big banks, industrial monopolies,and
a future private owner. The result will
be a poorer, more expensive serv-
ice and job losses, all for the benelit
of private companies - TNT has said
it will trial delivering mail for the first
time in London.

As postal workers we have no
interest in seeing Royal Mail sold off
to the likes of TNT the banks or
slash-and-burn private equity firms
run by secretive millionaires. Such a
sell off will probably mean an all-out
attack on our wages, conditions, and
union rights, with the real possibility
of compuisory redundancies.

The CWU leadership condemns
privatisation but has no plans to fight
it, only contemplating strike action
in the case of changes to conditions
due to privatisation, but not against
privatisation itself.

If postal workers demand a fight
back against further closures and job
losses in the months ahead, it could
lay the basis for a strike against pri-
vatisation itself in. the coming year,
defending a full-publicly owned
postal service for all.
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* UNITE THE UNION

Tanker drivers: the Tories’
new ‘enemy within’

Tanker drivers have a legitimate dispute. If they win, it would destabilise the Tories further. Rebecca Anderson explains that
this is why Tory ministers have launched a war against them

Over 2,000 petrol tanker drivers
from five oil distribution companies
are threatening to strike over dete-
riorating and dangerous working
conditions. The root cause is the
outsourcing of tanker transport
by the big oil companies and the
pressure they put on the competing
subcontractors to cut costs or lose
contracts.

The result is a race to the bottom
and increasing job insecurity for driv-
ers, with some forced to switch com-
panies two or three times a year. Job
losses have begun and more are on
the way. Shorter delivery times mean
pressure hiking up on drivers to cut
corners and overwork, leading to
potential accidents.

An earlier dispute this year at
Kingsbury, Immingham and Stock-
ton-on-Tees refineries with a com-
pany called Wincanton. which threat-
ened its drivers with 20 per cent
pay cuts, closure of the current final
salary pension scheme and slashing
redundancy and sick pay to the statu-
tory minimum.

The oil giants calling the shots -
BP Shell, Exxon Mobil, Chevron and
ConocoPhillips—made a record $137
billion profit last year but have
refused to negotiate on minimum
health and safety standards, inde-
pendently accredited (i.e.real) train-
ing for this dangerous, skilled job
or trade union facilities.

Against all this the drivers’ union
Unite is demanding industry-wide
standards on pay, pensions, training

and hours that all companies would
have to comply with. This would
mean that they couldn’t undercut
wages or ignore safety rules in the
endless drive for profit.

Media wars and war games

Not that you would have gleaned any
of this from the telly, radio or news-
papers. The BBC - except for News-
night — has so far failed to mention
any of the issues or the companies
involved. Instead it has portrayed the
strike as an irresponsible act by a
handful of workers seeking to make
ordinary drivers’ lives hell and bring
the economy to a halt.

Despite the clear public interest in
creating decent safety standards, the
government and the media have
slandered the tanker drivers and
their union, Unite.

Cameron has demanded the
tanker drivers abandon their strike
and has met with the tanker compa-
nies to plan how to undermine the
strike, promising at least 80 RAF

- crew and 300 army drivers fora scab

distribution service. Cameron has
even convened a meeting of Cobra,
the state’s top emergency commit-
tee, usually convened in times of
national crisis.

The prime minister also advised
drivers to top up on petrol, even
though Unite had not even given the
statutory seven days’ notice of a
strike, causing chaos at the pumps
and shortages in some areas.

Even worse, cabinet minister Fran-

cis Maude called on drivers to store
"maybe a little bit in the garage as
wellin a jerrycan”  The Fire Brigades
Union and the A A both complained
that this was dangerous advice, and
that it was potentially illegal to keep

" petrol indoors.

Tragically, their warnings did not
come in time to save Diane Hill, who
suffered 40 per cent burns after
fumes ignited while she was decant-
ing petrol in her kitchen. Diane
was rushed to hospital in critical con-
dition. ; :

Time to strike
The Tories were forced to beat a
retreat after this but still claim Unite
and the drivers should negotiate, not
strike. But here again ministers are
throwing sand in people’s eyes; the
bosses have refused talks for a year.
Unite should name the daie of the
first strike, announce a plan for rapid
escalation to keep the anger focused,
and allow tanker drivers to build sol-
idarity from other workers.

Unfortunately Unite officials have
delayed the strike, insisting there will
be no action over Easter; instead
appealing to the government to inter-
vene — as if they haven't already! —
and focusing on talks at ACAS.
This dithering plays into the hands
of the government — why give
Cameron and co. time to organise
against the strike?

Tanker drivers should remember
the British Airways dispute and the
way that talks, on-off strikes, refus-

ing to strike over Christmas and
Easter and calls for government
intervention all led to defeat. If
tanker drivers follow the successful
example of their fellow Unite mem-
bers among the Sparks and organise
arank and file committee, they can

control the strike, set the pace of the
action and reach out to other sec-
tions of workers for support,such as
the construction workers at the
refineries, who have recently won
with wildcat strikes:

Victory to the tanker drivers!

Spark’s campaign moves on

Rix Bragg

The electricians’ - or sparks’ - strug-
gle against new contracts on the
building sites that would have
resulted in a 35 per cent pay cut has
led to a stunning victory for the
workers and humiliation for the
bosses, showing the strength, power
and effectiveness of militant rank
and file organisation.

* As we reported last month and
throughout their six month cam-
paign, the sparks and their sup-
porters leafleted sites, unionised
builders, mounted wildcat walkouts,
protested outside (and inside) the
employers’ dinner parties, picketed
high profile construc