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NEW POLICE BILL PROTESTS
17-18 APRIL

By Sacha Ismail

“T

he government wants us
to forget about the #PoliceCrackdownBill”, says leftwing feminist group Sisters
Uncut, who have taken a lead
in mobilising protests. We must
“make sure this does not happen...”
There will be more protests
on 17 and 18 April. The government has delayed the Police
Bill’s progress in Parliament,
and maybe for a good while.
The issue has fallen out of the
media, but protests have continued across the country, including in many places which
do not often see left-wing protests. Activists are working to
sustain and focus the anger
about the Tories’ assault on democracy, particularly among
young people, to maximise the
chances of the Bill being withdrawn or at least gutted.
Every socialist, every labour
movement activist, everyone
who cares about human rights
should get out on the streets.
If there is no protest in your
area, organise one. Organise a
meeting to get activists in this
in your area together. Organise a meeting or a group to
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raise these issues in your union,
workplace or industry. Get your
union banner and a workplace
contingent on the next protest.
Raising this in the unions,
and pushing to mobilise them,
is vital. Despite the threat the
bill poses to already restricted
rights to strike and picket, few
unions have said much, let
alone mobilised their members. The normally left-wing
and combative Fire Brigades
Union put out a statement in
the first days of the movement,
and then deleted it when the
Police Federation attacked it on
social media.
We need a push in the Labour
Party — to mobilise members
and to push to commit the party
on the wider issues. The Labour
leadership opposed the Bill
in Parliament only after being
swept along by the first street
protests, and only weakly. They
remain committed to a general
“more police” policy. We should
start discussion about pushing
back the curbs on older rights
to protest which are already
there in laws from 2011, 1994,
and 1986 (bit.ly/pr-law). Labour
in Parliament opposed the Public Order Act 1986, and then
let it stand when it returned to
50p/£1

office.
The left needs to develop
clear demands for curbing
the police and criminal justice
system in favour of expanded
public services and social provision, and strengthening the
right to protest. We’ll work to
open debate on these issues
in the unions and in the Labour
Party — including at Labour conference in September.

• More: insta @killthebill_
official • Twitter #KillTheBill and
#PoliceCrackDownBill

What we demand
in the crisis
1. Requisition key sectors
2. Fight for workers’ control
3. Make the labour
movement an essential
service, fighting on the
issues listed here
4. Defend workers’ rights.
Work or full pay! Cancel
rent, mortgage, and utility
payments.
5. Take care of the worst-off
6. Defend civil liberties
7. International solidarity □
• See full text at bit.ly/what-d
• Animation of full demands:
bit.ly/demand-video
workersliberty.org

Lockdown easing,
economic reconstruction:

FIGHT FOR
WORKERS’
CONTROL
See page 2

For a workers’ government

Nurses’ protest over PPE
Pic: bit.ly/nurses-p

Northern Ireland:
after the clashes

Take banks into
public ownership

Fossil fuels and
class struggle

Democratic program
Michael Roberts calls
A bias towards fossil
needed to enable
for banks to be made a fuels has been long
workers’ unity
public service
entwined with capital
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How to organise
in Amazon
Regrouping and
advancing after defeat
in the Bessemer ballot.
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Fight for workers’ control!
Editorial

W

ith the new stage of lockdown-easing, from 12 April,
comes more agitation from the Tory
right to lift restrictions more speedily.
The question is: who will decide? And
on what terms?
Scientist Ian Mackay, author of the
“Swiss cheese model” of virus control (see graphic), writes that in the
recurrence of Covid waves across the
world: “A driving pressure was to get
back to making profits and to restore
individual freedoms at the expense of
societal safety... Wherever restrictions
were dropped while lots of cases still
circulated... a surge was sure to follow. It usually only took a holiday or a
seasonal change or life as usual to fan
those embers into another bushfire
(aka ‘Wave’)”.
Does short-term profiteering decide?
Or social solidarity?
Social solidarity does not exclude
lockdown-easing. Lockdowns have
social and health costs, too. Very long
lockdowns, as in Argentina for example, fray. There is scant evidence of
ultra-policed (or, as they inevitably become over time outside police states,
theoretically ultra-policed) lockdowns
being more effective than milder ones.
On such evidence as a US National
Bureau of Economic Research survey
of the Black Lives Matter protests in
the USA in summer 2020 (at a time of
high infection), street protests (outdoors, mobile, with most people wearing masks, etc.) do not cause infection
spikes. Who controls? The cops, wanting to curb protests, or the protesters,
regulating themselves?
The school reopenings in Britain have
not broken the current infection-decline
trend. School reopenings elsewhere in
Europe in spring 2020 (starting with
Denmark, in April) likewise didn’t. The
new rise in Europe in 2020 came only
from the summer, when schools closed
again but pubs, cafés, and holiday
travel reopened.
There are great social advantages
to having schools open. The question,
again, is, who sets the terms? In Chicago, USA, the teachers’ union has won
agreement on a safety committee in
each school with a union majority. It is
still negotiating over details of restarting high schools in person. Workers’
control, regulating ventilation, rotas,
class sizes, testing regimes, can improve safety.
On the latest survey of evidence,
good precautions can provide a “Swiss
cheese” layer with relatively few holes
for most manufacturing and construction workplaces. Some food-process2

Graphic: virologydownunder.com

ing factories and some warehouses
— and some offices, like the DVLA in
Swansea where union members have
struck against a rush to get more workers in the office, fast — have incubated
big outbreaks. It depends on getting
workable precautions, using scientific
advice. On who controls.
Rates of close contact between people are rising quicker again as this third
lockdown is eased. That may work ok
if no new variant spreads fast, but we
don’t know. After Britain’s first lockdown in spring 2020, rates of virus-risky
contact between people remained
quite low (despite many workplaces
reopening) until August, when contacts
increased and infections started rising
markedly. After the second lockdown,
November-December 2020, contact
levels increased much quicker, and infections rose faster, through the new
spread of the B1.1.7 variant.

Isolation pay

The “isolation” and “financial” support layers of the “Swiss cheese” are
still working poorly. Breaches of covid
self-isolation among people with symptoms are a bit less frequent than they
used to be, but still common. A lot of
infection is from people who don’t yet
have symptoms. Social solidarity calls
for contacts of known-infected people,
and new entrants across borders, to
self-isolate for a period.
The latest best estimate is that only
16% of close contacts of infected people are being reached and asked to isolate. No-one even has a good guess of
how many of those actually self-isolate.
Campaigning has won more isolation pay, most recently among Covid
test centre workers. But still millions
of workers will get no pay, or only

workersliberty.org

£96.35 a week Statutory Sick Pay, if they
self-isolate.
Millions have to try to “self-isolate” in
crowded housing, when it is difficult to
arrange to get food and medications
delivered, and when they don’t have
the technology to sustain at least some
social contact online.
The government is spending billions
on contracted-out Covid testing done
by Deloitte, Serco, G4S, etc. (some of
it of dubious benefit) and even more
billions on grants and loans and tax
breaks for businesses. It may starting
spending billions on “covid-passport”
schemes. It is spending billions on furlough pay, which benefits workers, but
also benefits bosses by allowing them a
smoother restart after shutdowns.
The government is much more reluctant to spend on isolation pay and on
support for self-isolation (publicly-provided quarantine accommodation,
publicly-provided food and medication
delivery services).
Do the Tories get away with writing
big cheques to their chums, and hoping for the best about balancing budgets later? Or do we force them to pay
out for public services and pay guarantees which workers will then fight to
keep longer-term?
The news from the vaccine roll-out is
good. But the vaccine “Swiss Cheese”
layer has holes. Chile has done more
jabs, in proportion to population, than
Britain, but still has covid deaths rising,
despite an ultra-lockdown in its main
population centre round Santiago
since 25 March.
That may be because of the P.1 and
P.2 variants spreading from Brazil.
Africa’s measured cumulative covid
death rate, proportional to population, is still only about 6% of Europe’s

@workersliberty

@workers_liberty

or South America’s, and its current rate
only about 2% of South America’s. But
a big part of the picture there may be
undercounting in Africa; and there is
a real risk that new variants could produce new spikes in Africa and then
worldwide. Africa’s proportional vaccination rate is only 5% of Europe’s, or
10% of South America’s.
Who decides how many vaccine
doses go out, and when? Still, largely,
Big Pharma. The big pharmaceutical
companies, which got big subsidies
from governments to speed covid vaccines, and which expect to make billions in profits from them, control the
patents and the technology.
Requisition the patents, make them
public property; requisition the hightech vaccine production facilities and
the know-how to expand and replicate
them; and vaccination could be levelled up.
Who controls? Which interests prevail, those of profit (even if on more
long-term calculations than the “let-itrip” Tory right allow for)? Or those of
social solidarity and social provision?
Campaigns like Safe and Equal are
getting together with care workers to
press for social care to be taken into
the public sector, with workers on NHStype pay and conditions. Who will prevail?
On jobs, which priorities will win out?
Will profit, and Tory strategy for local
government cuts, decide? Or workers’
struggle for more public-service jobs,
for shorter hours, and for better conditions?
Across the board, the future depends
on how activists can help workers organise to demand control and push
back the claims of profit. □
fb.com/workersliberty

“Public ownership is just as necessary for
banking as for health and education”
By Michael Roberts
Marxist economist Michael Roberts
(thenextrecession.wordpress.com) has
long campaigned to take the banking
and financial system into public ownership. He spoke to us about why.

B

anking is an absolutely necessary
service, just as much as the health
service and the education system.
Yet this service is entirely in the hands
of huge great banks and other financial
institutions. It’s not a public service. It’s
a secondary matter for banks to provide services and loans to households
and businesses; banking’s main activity is using our funds and raising other
funds to speculate in financial assets,
in the bond markets and so on; to take
commissions to organise mergers and
acquisitions for companies; to engage
in all sorts of corporate financial activities, and invent all kinds of weird and
grotesque financial instruments people
can bet in on the market. A big part of
what banks do now is provide advice
for big companies and billionaires and
very rich individuals to avoid paying tax
in a variety of ways.
Bank leaders get huge payouts, incomes, bonuses, pensions, stock options and so on, for a so-called service
which is not in the public interest. In fact
it’s highly damaging, as we saw in the
great financial crash [in 2007-8]. Even
now, as we emerge from Covid, the
banks are continuing to invest heavily
in fossil fuels and all kinds of other carbon emission-expanding companies,
rather than in tackling climate change.
There’s no social control over what
these institutions do.
I think those are all fantastically powerful arguments for wanting to bring
banking into public ownership, under
the control of democratic institutions,
so it becomes a public service for
people, like health, like education, like
transport and housing should be.
TUC Congress passed the Fire Brigades Union proposal for this in
2019, but during the Covid crisis
it’s not been widely raised or even
known about. How do we raise this
now?
With Mick Brooks I was commissioned by the FBU in 2012 to write their
pamphlet on public ownership of the
banks. Mick died this year as a result of
the pandemic, but he was a fundamental arguer and supporter of this policy.
The fundamental arguments we made
still apply. It provided the arguments
for the FBU to present their motion
see at the 2012 TUC Congress — which
went through with no opposition at all
[and the 2019 policy reaffirmed it]. But
the TUC leadership shelved the resolu-

tion; they had no intention of putting
it in any TUC programme or campaign.
The result is here we are, a decade
on, and people in the labour movement don’t see the relevance of banking any more. We’ve fallen back into
the old position that all we have to do
is regulate.
This is nonsense. The scandals have
continued, never-ending. Only this
week we’ve seen that two very big
banks, Credit Suisse and Nomura, have
lost something like $20 billion by lending huge amounts of money to a hedge
fund that went bust. HSBC, one of the
big five British banks, engaged in laundering millions of Mexican drug cartel
money over several years. The head of
its US operations became head of the
bank overall and essentially nothing
was done. No bankers have been arrested, convicted or anything like that.
Other issues dominate people’s
minds — Covid, precarious employment, the run-down of the NHS and
public services, the need for a proper
health system in the US, the issues of
austerity.
But unless we have control of the
financial levers of power, we’re in no
position to start reorganising the economy in the interests of the people. If the
big banks and financial institutions are
in the hands of the private sector and
billionaires, they will use their funds
to invest in what capital on the whole
sees as necessary, and in general that
will act against the interests of the people. Banks have had huge injections of
credit from the Bank of England, the US
Federal Reserve, the European Central
Bank and so on to prop them up, but
they’ve used them to speculate in markets and provide funds for big business
interests that can deliver big interests
and profits for them.
What are you calling to be taken over,
which institutions?
The big five commercial and retail
banks [HSBC, Lloyds, NatWest/RBS,
Barclays, Santander] is what we’re talking about, those are the ones first of all
we need to bring into public ownership. Also the insurance companies; it’s
a scandal the way they run, with high
premiums and so on, and they’re also
an important part of the investment
process. And then the pension funds:
occupational pension funds are now
just appalling. What we need is one
state pension fund for all, which would
be far more efficient, eliminating all
these pension fund managers and their
fat salaries, and allow us to provide decent pensions for all.
We don’t need to take over small
community and co-operative banks
which have been or could be set up by
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on top and still control everything. If
you look at national investment banks
around the world, they’re very limited
in what they’ve done. It’s just avoiding the issue. Even under Corbyn and
McDonnell Labour was afraid of it, in
terms of fearing it couldn’t win public
support, and also not being sure it was
viable economically.

people in different areas. These institutions could be coordinated with the
state banking sector and actually get
help from it.
Some on the left argue, or half-argue,
that this is too big and that public regional investment banks would be
easier and do essentially the same
job?
Under the Corbyn and McDonnell
leadership, they were always interested
in consultation and advice. McDonnell
set up a banking advisory committee,
and all the left economists would turn
up for the discussion. The Communication Workers’ Union had raised the
issue of a “post bank”. All the left economists went along with a national investment bank, regional banks, a postal
bank — but not taking over the big five
or other institutions.
We don’t need a publicly owned second eleven while the big banks stay

How do we raise this under a much
more conservative leadership?
We need to go back to how regulation has failed, time and time again,
how all the same problems continue.
We’re constantly told that the regulators need to look at things again,
somehow they missed this one, and it
continues.
But then you can raise it in a positive way: if regulation has failed, we
need to look at some alternatives. We
should argue for banking to be made
a public service, like other services that
are necessary in a modern economy
so that people can have a reasonable
life. Health, education, transport, housing, all these things exist or should be
restored as public initiatives to meet
people’s needs. Banking is one of
these things. Of course then people
will say how are you going to make this
happen, and we have to say nothing is
going to change unless we take control
of the big five and other financial institutions. □
• For the full interview, in which Michael
discusses the experience of publiclyowned banks in other countries, the
Paris Commune, more on climate
change, whether the demand can work
in just one country and how it relates to
socialism, see bit.ly/po-bank • More on
the banks see bit.ly/lma-banks

Upcoming meetings
W

orkers’ Liberty meetings are open to all, held online over zoom.

From Thursday 15 April, 8-9.30pm: Lenin’s What is to be done? study group
Friday 23 April, 7-9.30pm: SOAS Uyghur Society, The Uyghur people: memory and persecution
Tuesday 27 April, 6.30-8.30pm: Free Our Unions — What does the Policing Bill
mean for the right to strike, briefing with Gregor Gall
Friday 30 April, 7-8.30pm: Neurodivergent Labour, What do Neurodivergent
people need from local councils?
Sunday 2 May, 6.30-8.30pm: The Poplar Rates Rebellion of 1921
Sunday 16 May, 6.30-8.30pm: Socialists on the Israel Palestine conflict —
Workers’ Liberty debates Red Flag

Plus

From Monday 26 April, 6-7pm: AWL Students’ discussions
Our calendars of events: browse or subscribe! □

All online

For full and updated details, zoom links, more meetings and resources, visit
workersliberty.org/events

youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK

workersliberty.org/audio
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Civil liberties or the Chinese model?
Antidoto
By Jim Denham

B

ack in the early days of the pandemic (24 March 2020, to be precise), the Morning Star carried two
articles, side by side: “Instead of chauvinism towards China, we must learn
from China. All anti-racists have a duty
to campaign for the government to
drop any racist inhibitions and adopt
the Chinese approach that saves the
maximum number of lives”, began an
article by Sabby Dhalu.
Alongside, another writer had a piece
about the emergency powers being enacted in the UK: “Concern as state control tightens — As the government races
emergency powers through parliament
to tackle the Covid-19 pandemic, Stephen Walker looks at Britain’s record of
creeping authoritarianism and asks if
we should be afraid” (Walker’s answer
being “yes”).
Given that supporters and critics alike
agree that China’s “ambitious, agile,
and aggressive disease containment
effort” (to quote the WHO) involved
a ultra-tight lockdown of Wuhan and
nearby cities in Hubei province, which
put at least 50 million people under
a police-imposed quarantine, and an
massive expansion of the state’s already extensive system of surveillance

and tracking, the contrasting responses
of two Morning Star contributors was —
to put it mildly — striking.
From November 2020 the paper
began championing the Zero Covid
campaign, whose chief demand is
a “full” and indefinite lockdown of
everything which is not “absolutely essential” until we get to zero or “nearzero” infections.
Zero Covid has always been a somewhat vague and incoherent campaign.
Its proponents often appear to accept
that even the longest and fullest lockdown won’t reach absolute “zero”. In
last Friday’s Morning Star (April 9) Ian
Sinclair seemed to admit as much when
he wrote “even if it is not possible to
completely eliminate new cases in Britain right now, a government committed
to zero Covid would significantly reduce cases, and therefore significantly
reduce deaths.”

Self-evident

But two things about Zero Covid are
self-evident:
1/ If all workers other than those
doing “absolutely essential” work are
staying home, workers’ action is by
definition no factor in the program except in improving precautions within
“absolutely essential” workplaces
2/ It must mean more coercive restrictions on democratic rights from
the State. Logically, demonstrations
and picket lines should be banned or at
least severely limited in numbers, and

such restrictions can only be enforced
by the police.
Yet, continuing the contradiction
first demonstrated by those two articles over a year ago, the Morning Star
has (correctly) supported protests like
Black Lives Matter and, more recently,
the demonstrations against the Police
and Crime Bill and the Sarah Everard
vigil so brutally broken up by the police.
In fact, an editorial (16 March) proclaimed “Our rights are under attack,
but the left’s response has been piecemeal, criticising some authoritarian
laws while endorsing others, failing
to orientate ourselves consistently as
a democratic movement opposed to

Ferry workers demand
full sick pay
By Ollie Moore

T

he National Union of Rail,
Maritime, and Transport
workers (RMT) plans to ballot
members working for Stena
Ferries, demanding the reinstatement of a company sick
pay scheme. Stena bosses
scrapped sick pay, meaning
workers only had access to
Statutory Sick Pay, of less than
£100 per week, for periods of
sickness and self-isolation during the pandemic. Stena now
plans to reintroduce some
company sick pay, but on a
reduced basis to the previous
scheme. Stena has also cut
200 jobs during the pandemic.
An RMT statement said: “A
matter of days after the UK
Government’s first lock down
began on 24 March 2020
4

Stena Line announced that the
company sick pay scheme for
seafarers and port staff, agreed
with the recognised trade
unions, would be scrapped.
Stena Line workers forced to
self-isolate and those who contracted the disease were faced
with trying to live on Statutory
Sick Pay rather than the superior scheme previously agreed
with the employer.
workersliberty.org

“Stena Line has also offered
loans to staff forced to self-isolate on SSP, adding to key
workers’ long term debts.
“And some ferry crew were
unsure if they would even be
able to claim Statutory Sick
Pay, the legal minimum, due to
the extra complexities caused
by Stena Line’s decision to register their new Irish Sea fleet in
Cyprus.” □
@workersliberty

concentrating power in the hands of
the capitalist state.”
Meanwhile, the Morning Star’s political masters have stuck a similar note:
The paper reported (26 March) that
“Communist Party executive member
Alex Gordon told the party’s political
committee ... that the policing and spycops Bills currently going through Parliament are examples of the growing
centralisation and empowerment of
the state and its police and intelligence
services ... the danger now is that some
of the drastic but temporary restrictions
of our hard-won civil liberties might be
made permanent” ... like they are in
China, he didn’t add. □

Sage care workers
ballot again
By Stew Ward

W

orkers at the Sage care home in north London are gearing up for a new industrial action ballot, as they continue
their fight to win living wages, full sick pay, and parity with
NHS terms and conditions. The care workers, who are members of the United Voices of the World union (UVW) previously
struck in January and February. Workers in the privatised care
sectors, many of whom are migrants, are typically low-paid,
without access to contractual sick pay, and with a much worse
annual leave entitlement than healthcare workers employed
by the NHS. UVW has added its voice to calls for a free, publicly-owned “National Care Service”. □

Publish your May Day
greetings in Solidarity
S

olidarity 590, dated 28 April, will carry May Day greetings
from union branches, committees, campaigns, etc. To publish a May Day message via Solidarity, email awl@workersliberty.org. £5 for a 1-16th page ad (1/4 column, 8cm tall by
6.2cm wide), £10 for 1-8th (half a column, or two quarter-columns), and £20 for a quarter (two half-columns). Pay at workersliberty.org/payment. □
@workers_liberty

fb.com/workersliberty

Brexit rows boost divides in Northern Ireland
By Micheál MacEoin

past two decades, many working-class
people in Northern Ireland are faced
with poor educational and employment opportunities, have suffered cuts
to services and youth centres, and are
possessed of a profound lack of hope
for the future.
These conditions of misery reflect
the utter failure of the North’s sectarian parties, and of its political system in
general.
The future requires a break with sectarian politics, and working-class unity
on the basis of a democratic resolution
of the national question. □

N

orthern Ireland has been rocked
by over a week of rioting, predominantly in loyalist working-class areas
in several towns and cities including
Belfast, Carrickfergus, Ballymena and
Newtownabbey.
Beginning on 29 March, the nearnightly unrest in working-class Protestant areas threatened on 8 April to spill
over into sectarian violence between
loyalist and nationalist youths at the
Lanark Way interface in west Belfast.
More recently, on the 11th, the Ulster
Volunteer Force (UVF) has ordered the
removal of Catholic families from a
housing estate in Carrickfergus.
The recent violence has been the
most widespread in around a decade,
with almost 100 police officers injured
and water cannons deployed for the
first time in six years. Children as young
as 12 or 13 have thrown a combination
of bricks, fireworks and petrol bombs
at police lines, and cars and buses have
been burned out and placed across
roads.
A bus on the Shankill Road was hijacked and petrol bombed on Wednesday 7 April, its driver left badly shaken.
The following day, Belfast bus workers
brought the city centre to a standstill
and vowed to walk off the job unless
they were given assurances over their
safety.
The roots of the unrest can be found
in a toxic combination of factors. A
huge share of blame lies with Unionist
political leaders, who have stirred up
tensions in recent months around the
Northern Ireland Protocol of the Brexit
agreement.
The DUP vigorously supported Brexit
but was left reeling when the British

Bus drivers in Belfast protest recent violence
Government agreed to the Protocol,
placing an effective border in the Irish
Sea.
The DUP initially tried to downplay
the impact of the Protocol, with Agriculture Minister Edwin Poots even conceding privately to the agri-food sector
that it had “potential advantages”.
Then, a shock opinion poll in February showed Sinn Fein to the most popular party at 24% support, with the DUP
languishing on a twenty-year low of
19%, just in front of the centrist Alliance
Party. The DUP’s hardline unionist competitions, Traditional Unionist Voice,
were at a record high of 10%.
Since the poll, the DUP have been
crying “betrayal”, seeking to rally their
base against the Protocol, with potentially deadly consequences.
To distract attention, the DUP recently
seized on the decision of the Public
Prosecution Service on 30 March to
prosecute no-one for breaches of
Covid-19 restrictions at last year’s funeral of senior IRA figure Bobby Storey
— even calling on the chief constable to

resign.
The DUP’s concern for covid-distancing did not extend, however, to the
large crowds of Rangers fans who took
to the streets of Belfast to celebrate the
team’s victory in the Scottish Premiership only weeks earlier.
Added to this, the South East Antrim
“brigade” of the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) has happily used the unrest
in its strongholds of Newtownabbey
and Carrickfergus to get back at the
police. This comes after a recent crackdown on the paramilitary group’s drugs
operation by the police and the National Crime Agency.
Underlying all of this, however, are
the persistently high and growing rates
of deprivation in working-class communities across Northern Ireland.
While DUP politicians and loyalist paramilitaries have inspired, and
sought to capitalise on the unrest, at
the same time it reflects a genuine and
profound sense of alienation in working-class communities.
Despite the unstable “peace” of the

Activist Agenda

L

abour Campaign for Free Movement activists will support a new
“Justice for Osime Brown” protest,
demanding the threat of deportation be lifted, on Friday 16 April from
1pm at the Home Office, 2 Marsham
St, London SW1P 4DF. Previous campaigning headed off the danger of
Osime being deported as soon as
he was released from jail, but he is
still not safe. The Uyghur Solidarity Campaign re-started its regular
5th-of-the-month 6pm protest at the
Chinese Embassy in Portland Place,
London, on 5 April. The next one is
Wednesday 5 May. □
• Info on those campaigns and
on others (Safe & Equal, Free Our
Unions, the Hong Kong campaign
LMSHKUK,
N e u ro d i v e rg e n t
Labour), and suggested wording
for labour-movement motions, at
workersliberty.org/agenda

Russian woman faces jail for feminist sketches
Women’s
Fightback

By Katy Dollar

A

Russian woman is on trial
for “production and dissemination of pornographic
materials” for sharing her
drawings of the female body
online. Activist Yulia Tsvetkova
was arrested on 20 November
2019 and put on house arrest two days later after being
charged. The charges relate
to body-positive pictures including sketches of a woman’s
vulva, which she posted on social media as part of her women’s empowerment campaign.
When she was arrested, police raided her house and her

previous work. She says that
the officers verbally abused
her, saying she was a “lesbian,
sex trainer and propagandist
leader”.
Yulia has been victim to a
homophobic campaign by the
state since March 2019 when a

Events and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings

play she directed, led to a police investigation on charges
of “propaganda of non-traditional sexual relations among
minors”, forcing her out of
a job. Since, she has been
charged and fined heavily for
running two online LGBT+
groups. In January 2020 the
same charges were brought
against her for a drawing she
posted on social media in support of a same-sex family who
had to flee Russia because the
authorities had threatened to
take their children away from
them.
Russia’s anti-gay “propaganda” law is being increasingly used to victimise LGBT
activists. The law, adopted in
2013, makes it illegal to portray same-sex relations as socially acceptable in the public

domain and in the presence
of children. The “propaganda”
law has been used against
protests, social media posting,
teachers, and mental health
support services for LGBT
youth. There has been criminal
investigation of social workers
who allowed a gay couple,
married abroad, to adopt children, forcing the family to flee
to the United States.
Like many right-wing states,

increased homophobia in
Russia is linked to a resurgent
Russian nationalism. The sexist,
homophobic and transphobic
politics, sees the policing of
sexuality and gender as essential to the reproduction
of the population, needed to
save the Russian people from
extinction and to protect its
borders. Feminism and LGBT
people are presented as foreign evils. □
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Issues with “vaccine passports”
clubs, or international travel, leaving
everyone free to mingle in indoor venues such as schools, restaurants, offices
and supermarkets regardless of “Covid
status”, on a regular basis once things
reopen in May.
What impact will attempts to limit
transmission in certain rare settings, but
not more common ones, have on Covid
cases? Honestly, we don’t know.

Science
By Andi Brookes

O

n Monday 5 April, after several
weeks of speculation, the government announced that it would begin
trialling vaccine (or “Covid status”)
passports for certain events in midApril, deepening its authoritarian reach
into people’s lives under the guise of
public health. Perhaps surprisingly,
we’ve also seen left wing commentators liken it to showing a driver’s licence
to get into a club. It isn’t yet clear what
Labour will do, despite glaring issues
with the move.

A bloated bureaucratic
nightmare

One of the most obvious objections is
the bureaucratic nightmare expected
to ensue. The government’s track record on delivering nationwide schemes
during the pandemic, from PPE procurement to test and trace, is abysmal,
driven by their obsession with outsourcing rather than public health benefit. The vaccination programme has
succeeded because of the NHS, and in
spite of the government’s involvement.
We can expect the vaccine passport
rollout to be handed over to Tory cronies as soon as possible. Additionally,
despite trials beginning mid-April,
the government has yet to answer the
question of what format the passports
will take. The existing NHS test and
trace app would need to be completely
overhauled, while vaccine cards supplied thus far are so easy to fake you
might as well not bother.
Had the government put serious
thought into solving this ahead of 30
million adults receiving vaccinations,
perhaps they might have managed it.
Now, it’s far too late to be rolled out
with any measure of success.
Logistical questions however, distract
from two broader principles: the creation of a two-tier society and increasing state surveillance. As it stands, the

L

Vaccine Nationalism

vast majority of people who have been
vaccinated are over 50, but what about
those of us who are still waiting our
turn in the vaccine queue? What about
those who cannot receive the vaccine
due to being immunocompromised?
What about the significant number of
people shut out of the healthcare system due to immigration status, concerns over interacting with the state, or
an unstable housing situation?

Expanding the hostile
environment

Vaccine passports will create yet another internal border that forms part of
the hostile environment, and punishes
a whole section of the population who
haven’t been offered, or are physically
unable to have, the vaccine. This is a
terrible approach to public health.
We should also be resisting increases
in individual surveillance methods
by the state as a matter of principle.
To start with, there’s no timeframe for
how long these measures might last
for, what else they might be used to
restrict access to such as employment
or public spaces outside of large scale
events, or what the long term implications might be.
This is a government that wants to
ban “annoying” protests, imprison ref-
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ugees offshore. It has spent much of
the pandemic blaming the public for
spreading Covid while doing the barest possible minimum to support those
who caught it. We should not trust them
to implement more restrictions in a way
that benefits public health rather than
using it as an excuse for yet another
power grab.

“V

accine passports
will create yet
another internal border
that forms part of the
hostile environment...”

And there’s no guarantee that the
measure will even have a net benefit to
public health that outweighs the costs
in civil liberties and cash. The use of
the passports is at least theoretically
limited to large public gatherings, such
as one-off sporting events, or night-

It’s also unclear whether the passports
will even offer a return to international
travel, given the high levels of both vaccine nationalism and hesitancy across
the globe. There are already rumours
that China will only accept vaccination
certificates for Chinese vaccines, while
it’s hard to imagine the US allowing
those vaccinated using a Russian or
Chinese vaccine to skip self-isolation.
Different vaccines have also shown
varying levels of efficacy against emerging variants: if you’re vaccinated with
the AstraZeneca vaccine, would South
Africa let you in, given it’s less effective
against the prevalent strain?
All of this before we consider the
gender inequalities, what happens to
children, the lack of certainty about the
durability of protection from vaccination or prior infection, and other explorations of social inequities that would
likely be compounded. Covid-status
passports are completely different from
lockdowns that affect the entire population and we should think twice before
ceding more power to monitor individuals to the state. □
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e now have a page on our
website, workersliberty.org/
wl-archive (or click on “Archive”, from
the panel to the right of carousel, or
the Publications drop-down menu)
collecting links to archives of our
publications back to 1966-7. We’ll
develop it further: this week, for
example, we’ve uploaded a good
scan of Workers’ Fight 88 in place of
the previous illegible one; restored
Workers’ Fight 39 (missing by error);
and uploaded the three Socialist
Forum pamphlets we produced in
1985. We appeal to older readers to
help by checking their archives, or
asking around, to find items which
we can’t trace (like some issues of
industrial bulletins produced in the
1970s, The Hook, Real Steel News,
etc.) or have only damaged copies
of (like Socialist Organiser 326 and
327). □
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Organising after the defeat in Bessemer
By Traven Leyshon

F

or the union to succeed in the historic drive to get recognition at Amazon’s facility in Bessemer, Alabama,
USA, fifty-percent plus one would have
had to vote “yes”. Out of the 3,215
workers who voted over seven weeks
up to 29 March, 1,798 “no” votes and
738 “yes” votes were recorded before
voided and challenged ballots were
counted. If the workers had won, they
would have been the largest number of
workers to certify a union in the private
sector in three decades.
The Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union (RWDSU) is challenging the company for a variety of illegal
intimidation tactics. Unfair labour practices charges could provide grounds to
overturn the result, extending the battle
over unionisation in Bessemer. It would
probably be up to the RWDSU’s parent
union, the United Food and Commercial Workers Union (UFCW), to provide
the necessary resources.
The logistics industry in general has
grown immensely in recent decades.
Amazon exploded under the pandemic as people were forced to rely
more on their delivery services. It is the
second-biggest employer in the US,
with nearly one million workers to Walmart’s two million. The company added
500,000 employees to its payroll in
2020, bringing its total worldwide employment to 1.3 million workers.
A victory or stronger showing in
Bessemer would have been an inspiration to Amazon workers around
the country in hundreds of facilities. It
would also have had tremendous significance for the organising terrain of
the entire South, a region that has been
the weak link of the US labour movement as well as the historic base of racial, social, and political reaction.
Amazon knew that a victory in Bessemer would trigger a wave of organising
efforts at Amazon facilities across the
country. Even as it is, the RWDSU campaign has galvanised workers in Baltimore, New Orleans, Portland, Denver,
and Southern California to launch their
own campaigns at Amazon facilities.
At the same time, the defeat may
temporarily set back many organising
efforts occurring at Amazon.
Amazon waged a sophisticated anti-union campaign of threats, intimidation, and surveillance that convinced a
majority of workers that joining a union
was too great a risk.
Most workers at the Bessemer warehouse had never been in a union before and had never participated in a
union drive. While an older generation
of Alabama workers were unionised
steel and mine workers, today only
about 6% of the US private sector workforce is unionised. Many workers simply don’t know what a union is. Many
who voted against the union admitted

that they knew little about unDecember, the RWDSU had
ions and didn’t feel they could
signed up only 34%.
trust them.
Winning usually requires
100% turnover makes buildthat an internal organising
ing a union base harder. Amacommittee has already been
zon has built redundancies into
acting as a union, winning
its supply chain so that it can
campaigns in the worksimply shut down a fulfillment
place to change things and
centre to foil any organising
standing up for co-workers
attempts. If the union prevails,
facing unfair disciplining.
workers fear that the company
Then, when the union elecmay shut down the warehouse.
tion comes, workers feel like
Amazon has backed away from
they already know the union
locations that brought it headand are a part of it. In masaches before. Worker organisasive facilities with thousands
tion and actions at one isolated
of workers like Amazon, the
facility can be countered by
process of building a strong
shifting logistics to run work
organising committee and
around that facility or simply
building trust in the organisclosing it altogether. However,
ing committee through conthe company has commitcerted action can sometimes
ted more than $360 million in
take years.
leases and equipment for the
Apparently, RWDSU never
Bessemer warehouse.
developed a strong organisThere is a lot RWDSU did right.
ing committee that took the
The union has framed the fight
time to build trust through
around issues of respect and
shop-floor action and ordignity, saying the battle is as
ganising against the boss.
much a civil rights and social
Instead, they rushed a union
justice struggle as a labour
election or did what is known
one. Bessemer, Alabama, is a
in union organising as “hot
predominately African-Amerishopping,” where union orcan city and the Amazon wareganisers hope to take adhouse there reflects that with a
vantage of an outburst of
largely black and female workanger in a facility over things
force. The union made links
such as poor Covid working
between unionising, Alabama’s
conditions to force and win a
civil rights history, and the Black
quick union election.
Lives Matter movement, as AmWorkers also need to beazon workers demanded that
lieve that there is a credible
Black Lives Matter at work too.
See back page article on protests against the police bill plan to significantly improve
Amazon’s workforce disprotheir jobs, income and benportionally comprises people
efits before taking the risks
have cultivated a passive membership
of colour nationwide.
required
to
win an uphill fight. Even if
and rely too heavily on staff resources,
RWDSU has enjoyed a string of orthe
RWDSU
had won the union vote,
or worse on Democratic politicians.
ganising successes in Alabama. There
better
conditions
were not guaranteed.
As Kim Moody put it: “Union deis a considerable organic connection
In
about
half
of
union
victories, workmocracy, or more accurately the transbetween its poultry processing memers
never
win
a
collective
bargaining
formation of major unions into living
bership in Alabama and the largely
agreement
because
of
their
employers’
democratic participatory organisations
black Amazon Bessemer workforce.
stonewalling.
It’s
hard
to
believe
that
and cultures, is a necessity precisely
RWDSU organisers were mostly black
winning
collective
bargaining
rights
at
because of the corporations’ massive
workers recruited out of local poultry
one
lone
Amazon
facility
would
lead
to
powers of resistance”.
plants. To RWDSU’s credit, this drive
a decent contract without a protracted
Jane McAlevey’s article Blowout in
ranks among the largest single organfight.
Bessemer: A Postmortem on the Amising efforts in the recent history of the
Amazon will seize on this defeat and
azon Campaign should be essential
American South.
ramp
up retaliatory attacks against
reading for workers seeking to organIt’s not surprising that across the
pro-union
workers in Bessemer and beise.
country thousands of Amazon workers
yond.
RWDSU
will hopefully stick with
She argues RWDSU’s lead organisers
have reached out to unions about getthe
workers
in
Bessemer and create a
failed to take into account essential orting organised.
durable
organisation
inside the facility.
ganising lessons learned over the past
The Amazon election would have reThen,
building
on
its
first
effort, it could
40 years.
sulted in the largest number of workseek
a
second
certification
election
Last November, when the RWDSU
ers gaining union representation in a
(history
shows
those
have
a
much
betfiled a petition with the National Labor
single National Labor Relations Board
ter
success
rate).
□
Relations Board to form a union they
(NLRB) election since 1991. But the
thought the bargaining unit consisted
• Traven Leyshon is a retired Teamster,
number of NLRB elections held in the
of only 1,500 of the employees even
member of the Advisory Committee of
US has steadily declined over the last
though there were soon 5,800. ExperiVermont AFL-CIO, and a member of
five years, falling to a low not seen since
enced organisers know that you to give
the Democratic Socialists of America
the National Labor Relations Act was
workers a strong chance of winning you
an Solidarity. Article abridged. More
passed in 1935. Most unions are poorly
must have signed up nearly 75% of the
online: workersliberty.org • Next week:
suited to help workers organise large,
workforce in order to withstand the
more on alternative approaches in
powerful companies because they
employer’s anti-union offensive. By late
organising.

Events and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings

youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK

workersliberty.org/audio

7

How class struggle
Environment
By Zack Muddle

A

ndreas Malm’s Fossil Capital, 2016,
offers a useful starting point for understanding how we got into this mess.
In this review, I expound his core arguments, then touch on his shortcomings
(another review at bit.ly/fc-luke, study
guide at bit.ly/fc-study).
Fossil fuel — mostly coal — was used
for heating before capitalism. Coal is
considerably more energy-dense than
wood or other alternatives, which is important when transporting it into towns
and cities. This heating was largely domestic, so fossil fuel use was tied to
— and limited by — population size. Population increased only comparatively
gradually. There could be no exponential explosion of fossil combustion in
“proto-fossil economies” such as fourth
century China or seventeenth century
Britain.
With capitalism, factories developed
and expanded as a way of disciplining workers and regularising production. Having a single external energy
source driving its machines enforces
a constant pace and even greater discipline, as workers must match that
pace. Automation, and with it deskilling, helps capitalists to break workers’
industrial power even more. Before automation, mule-spinning was a skilled
job, mule-spinners were not easily replaced, and if they — only 10% of the
workforce — stopped work, the whole
factory stopped. This allowed militant
trade unionism, winning improved
pay and conditions. To fight back, and
in pursuit of increased profits, capitalists sought external energy sources to
power factories, and thereby discipline
workers.
Water power could provide this external energy source just as steam
could. It was significantly cheaper —
water is free, coal is not — and worked
better, running more uniformly and so
producing better quality cotton. Yet a
transition happened from water-power
to coal-power. Why? Where many other
theories of this transition purportedly
fail, Malm presents a compelling account.
At crucial points in the development
of capitalism, coal-fired steam-power
allowed capitalists greater freedom
to move their factories where they
wanted, and run them when they
wanted. As Malm emotively demonstrates, reasserting their power against
8

workers was worth the higher energy
costs and lower quality production for
many capitalists.
The freedom to locate factories
within densely populated cities gave
capitalists access to a greater “reserve
army of labour” — potential employees
— already used to factory discipline.
One of the most powerful weapons of
capitalists in the class war is the threat
of unemployment, of sacking workers
and replacing them with others. This is
most effective where there is a significant reserve army of labour.
Building a factory also required a
much lower investment of fixed capital than building a factory and a whole
village for workers at a good location
for a water wheel. Over its whole lifetime, water would nonetheless remain
cheaper, due to vastly cheaper running
costs. But steam’s lower initial investment allowed capitalists to be quicker
on their feet against both workers and
their competitor capitalists. When a
major economic crisis hit, the risk of
a larger up-front investment became
even more worrying.
The ability to reliably run factories all
day, every day, helps capitalists extract
the maximum labour from workers. Individual coal-powered factories are less
susceptible to unpredictable weather —
droughts or freezing — than individual
water-powered factories. This allowed
more predictable exploitation. This
advantage was doubly potent after
workers eventually won limits on the
clock-time they could be compelled to
work for, a battle that Malm sketches in
moving detail.
The introduction and expansion
of fossil fuels, as the energy basis of
production, was thus — Malm convincingly argued — in considerable part a
manoeuvre by capital in the offensive
against labour. A manoeuvre and offensive that we are still suffering from.
Huge dams and complex systems
involving aqueducts could have provided reliable power, located along a
wide range of waterways, still significantly cheaper than steam-power. This
involved much more technical planning
and oversight, preventing managerial
deskilling; it required a tricky interdependence of competing cut-throat
capitalists using the same waterway;
and required big investments of fixed
capital. Economic crises and instability made these downsides even more
fatal. From its birth, the fossil economy
was already fuelled by the irrational peculiarities of capitalist relations of production.
In the last two centuries, global popu-
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lation has grown roughly 7.3-fold, while
global emissions have grown over 100
times faster, roughly 730-fold. This uncoupling of carbon dioxide emissions
from population is the precise problem. Malm gives us vital insight into
how and why this uncoupling — facilitated by the welding of fossil fuels to
economic growth — happened.
Today, one-sixth of the world population — all low-income people in the
global south — make no net contribution to global greenhouse gasses.
Population, contrary to David Attenborough and the malthusians, is not a
problem (see Solidarity 580 and 581).
“Humanity” as a whole is not to blame
for climate change, as in many narratives. Capital and the ruling-class, not
“us all”, has driven it. The current geological epoch, Malm thus argues, is not
the “anthropocene” but the “capitalocene”. (For more, see Solidarity 421,
“The Anthropocene or Capitalocene?”.)

Capitalist growth, CO2 growth

Capitalists pursue ever-greater profit,
capital seeks maximum expansion,
translating on the scale of an economy to unlimited pursuit of growth.
Through making profit and expanding
capital, more capital is then available
to be thrown into circulation again.
This self-sustaining growth became dependent on, and welded to, the dominant energy source: fossil fuels.
Perpetual growth, predicated on ever-growing use of fossil fuels, releases
carbon dioxide at greater and yetgreater rates. This process, dubbed
“fossil capital” by Malm, is the main
driver of climate change.
Beyond global warming, the accumulation of capital means an increasing
rate of “social metabolism”, a speeding
up and increase of material throughput in the withdrawal of resources from
nature, their processing, and the discharge of materials back into nature.
The more that has been withdrawn and
discharged — as a whole — the more
can be in the future, driven by accumulation of capital on the back of social
metabolism to date.
Through this, capital recognises no
environmental boundaries: subsuming,
exploiting and degrading nature by
subsuming, exploiting and oppressing
workers. This is a central engine behind
the other environmental threats, too.
That said, the burning of fossil fuels’
contribution to global warming is the
central ecological focus of this book;
it does not aim to theorise or give a
good foundation in a Marxist approach
to other ecological crises. Malm recog-
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nises that “the fossil economy… cannot
account for all human influence on the
climate. Fossil fuel combustion is only
one cause of global warming… But it is
safe to say the burning of fossil fuels is
the hard core of the problem [of global
warming], quantitatively dominant and
qualitatively determinant. It deserves
special focus.”

International fossil capital

The international scale of modern capitalism brings further dynamics which
accelerate climate change.
“Eco-modernism” sees affluence,
brought about by capitalism, as the
solution to climate change. While
greater economic development leads
to higher per capita emissions up to a
certain point, beyond that point — so
the theory goes — the development
and deployment of better, more efficient technology, reduces emissions
per head of population.
This ignores, Malm demonstrates, the
international nature of capitalism, the
globally mobile nature of capital.
In pursuit of the most profitable conditions to perform production in, capital
relocates around the world. To produce
commodities it needs minimum levels
of infrastructure, and often education.
On the other hand, class struggle by
workers can push up wages, pushing
down the rate of profit. These features
are variable around the world, making
some places more or less attractive
hosts for different kinds of capitalist
production.
This creates a tendency to move production to countries which combine
fb.com/workersliberty

e shaped fossil fuel
the finger at capitalism internationally,
underscoring why our environmentalism, like our socialism, must be internationalist.
There was a strike wave in China in
2010, which pushed up wages in many
places. The overall trend for much of
the decade since 2011 has been of increasing strikes. We must continue to
show solidarity with these.
The rapid process of land displacement, pumping high numbers of individuals into cities as a reserve-army of
labour, has begun to slow in China. This
is, Malm claims, a contributing factor to
the strikes, and so we can expect more.
This will allow wages to be pushed up,
and potentially in the future for profits to be squeezed. If capitalism continues as now we may expect further
processes of relocation of capital and
production from China to places with
lower wages and more polluting energy sources.
lower labour costs for exportable commodities with adequate infrastructure.
Countries — such as China — set up adequate energy and transportation infrastructure to tempt international capital
to set up camp there. These infrastructures rely on fossil fuel, exuding carbon
dioxide. Only significantly developed
fossil economies attract such globally
mobile capital. This process drives the
development and expansion of fossil
economies.
Furthermore, lower-wage economies have lower quality, less efficient,
and more polluting technology and
infrastructure. Production and capital
accumulation thus become more carbon intensive by relocating to them in
pursuit of lower costs and higher profit.
Worse still, this relocation is premised on export of the goods, increasing
the transport infrastructure and usage
as they are shipped around the world
from the low-wage exporting economy
to the higher-wage consumer markets.
While coal is being phased out
in Europe, the world’s expansion of
coal-burning capacity is accelerating,
particularly in China and India. China
is an export-dominated economy, and
has 48% of the world’s coal-burning capacity in its power stations, importing
coal from around the world. Its power
stations are more polluting than the
equivalent in Europe or the USA, where
most of the goods are exported to.
Some people point to China’s pollution as an excuse for inaction in the
west, sometimes tied up with xenophobia or anti-Chinese racism. Malm’s
analysis makes clear why we must point

Problems for greener energy
under capitalism

With current technology it is technically
possible to more than meet our energy
needs with renewable or low-emissions energy sources. It could be done,
in principle, by wind or solar alone: in
practice by a mix of renewables. However, these sources, Malm argues, face
particular economic obstacles within
capitalism.
Fossil fuels have a relatively stable
and high price, and this price is paid
per unit of energy consumed. This
is good for making profit: so long as
there is a demand in energy, profit can
be made in a comparatively predictable and reliable way for many decades,
from given infrastructure.
Contrary to dismissals as expensive,
the price of solar and wind per unit
electricity has dropped to the level of
fossil fuels in recent decades, perhaps
less. The continually dropping price of
solar panels and wind turbines presents
an obstacle to profit-maximisation.
The sun and wind — the “fuel” for this
technology — are in themselves freely
available. The central commodity in the
industry is not in the fuel itself, but the
panels and turbines, the components
of the power plant.
Factories for producing panels and
turbines are a significant investment in
fixed capital. With the technology developing fast and the prices dropping,
factories can become unprofitable in
half a decade. The cost of production
remains roughly the same as when the
factory was built, but the market price
has dropped since newer and better
factories have superseded it. These
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markets are more susceptible to crises
of overproduction, and investment in
them has fallen markedly.
Malm dodges questions about nuclear power, which are controversial
on the left, by not mentioning it once.
He gives insufficient treatment to geothermal. But his arguments are easily
extended.
Over their lifetime, geothermal, hydroelectric and nuclear power plants
all have a cost per unit electricity comparable to fossil fuels. However, they
are expensive to build. Nuclear is the
only one of these for which the fuel is
not effectively free — but it is still comparatively cheap. Even for nuclear, the
initial fixed capital cost accounts for
60% of its “levelised cost of electricity”.
In a market driven by short-term price
signals these energy sources are not
as attractive investments as fossil infrastructure.
Large wind farms, large solar arrays,
and “concentrated solar power” could
all generate high-voltage electricity
which could travel, relatively efficiently,
hundreds or thousands of kilometres.
In a large-scale integrated electricity
grid, this could mitigate for patchiness
in the sun, wind and rain. Electricity
storage, for example through hydroelectric dams, could also help provide
electricity reliably.
This all requires large scale co-operation and integration, plus significant
fixed capital investment.
Government subsidies remain much
higher for fossil fuels than renewables.
Infrastructure for fossil extraction is
expensive and durable. It is a huge and
expanding industry, building further
inertia to transition. In this situation,
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construction of additional renewable
energy sources will not automatically
displace fossil energy. For the most
part, total energy use increases, with
renewables supplementing not substituting. Much cheaper energy from renewable sources merely undercuts and
thereby drives down the price of fossil
energy. (A similar “rebound effect” can
also be found with improved energy
efficiency.)
To replace fossil energy with renewables — and quickly — will require active
suppression of the fossil industry, with
huge “losses” on infrastructure which
has much more potential life. This runs
counter to neoliberalism and will be
resisted tooth and nail by a powerful
section of the capitalist class.

Where now?

“In the 1990s, the annual increase in
global CO2 emissions stood at an average 1 percent; since 2000, the figure
has been 3.1 percent — a tripled growth
rate, exceeding the worst-case scenarios developed by the IPCC and expressing a trend that still does not show
any sign of reversal: the more knowledge there is of the consequences, the
more fossil fuels are burnt.”
Fossil Capital is a stimulating and
gripping read. It valuably reveals how
the burning of fossil fuels has been
deeply entwined with capital since capitalism’s birth, remaining central to it.
This helps explain the mindbogglingly
irrational and stomach-churningly terrifying trend expressed in the quotation
above (from the book itself).
He has much less to offer on the way
forward, on how we should fight for the
necessary transition. Malm was or is a
member of a would-be Trotskyist group
linked to the NPA in France and SR/ACR
in Britain. But that group seems not to
have offered him a strategy sufficient to
avoid a tone of despair infecting Malm’s
sections on the way forward, and a lack
of focus (I think) on the working-class
as the central agent for transformation.
His historical analysis clearly elucidates the centrality of class struggle
and capitalism in shaping each other,
and in driving the adoption of fossil
power which then became welding to
self-perpetuating capital accumulation.
It would be worth reading for the inspiring tales of past class struggle alone.
We can take up where he falters, recognising class struggle as only viable
way of overcoming capitalism, and so
halting the environmental destruction it
unavoidably brings. □
• Abridged. More at bit.ly/fc-zack;
study guide at bit.ly/fc-study
workersliberty.org/audio
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Vale Peter Simpson, 1963-2020
By Bob Carnegie
A tribute to Peter Simpson, lifelong activist with the Electrical Trades Union
and Queensland state secretary 20092016
He’s left us in dejection now,
Our hearts with him are roving.
It’s dull on this selection now,
Since Andy went a droving.
Who now shall wear the cheerful face
In times when things are slackest?
And who shall whistle round the place
When Fortune frowns her blackest?
And may good angels send the rain
On desert stretches sandy,
And when the summer comes again
God grant ‘twill bring us Andy.

T

o me, these three verses from
“Andy’s Gone With Cattle”, penned
by the incomparable Henry Lawson,
speak volumes of the type of man
Peter Simpson was and the qualities
that made him a genuine working-class
legend.
Pete was laconic, a larrikin, a working-class leader. He was both a brilliant
tactician and strategist; he had a heart
of gold and was a loving dad and husband. Peter, I am also so proud to say,
was my mate and comrade, my brother
in the struggle for a better life for workers.
In this piece I will touch briefly on
three areas where our belief in working-class solidarity intersected.
The first was the 2012 Queensland
Children’s Hospital Dispute, an EBA
[Enterprise Bargaining Agreement] dispute between the C&G division of the
CFMEU [Construction, Forestry, Mining, and Energy Union] and Abi Group
(later merged into the Lendlease empire). I was asked by the leadership of
the C&G [Construction and General]
division [of the CFMEU] to take over
the day-to-day running of the picket
from day 18 onwards, as the organisers
had been hit with injunctions and could
not carry on without leaving the union
open to massive fines. After discussions

with the C&G leadership (and with undertakings given) I took over leading
the dispute at the site as a community
activist.
For the next 45 days I restructured
the entire protest and we were in fact
stronger on day 63 than day 18. The
reorganisation of how we ran the dispute was based on clear lines of responsibilities, weekly meetings at the
Serbian Community Hall, and enforcing
the fact that as each day passed we got
stronger.
The ETU played a central role in the
success of this dispute. The ETU organiser, comrade Chris Lynch, was quietly
spoken but a man with an iron will. The
Electrical Contractor for this site had a
fully compliant, up-to-date EBA but in
one of the finest displays of solidarity
I have ever witnessed, every day for 63
days the ETU members refused to cross
the picket line, although they too were
faced with the sack, suspensions and
fines.

Principle

During these days I often spoke to
Peter Simpson. Not once did he waver
in his commitment to supporting the
CFMEU members, although the financial cost to his union for standing by a
fundamental trade union principle was
a small fortune. I asked Peter about this
and he said, “Bob, you can’t put a price
on standing up for what is right”.

After 63 days of struggle Abi caved
and an EBA was reached. I was off to
the federal court on 54 charges of criminal contempt but that’s another story.
In August 2015 Hutchison’s Ports,
which at the time was the largest container operator in the world, declared
war on the Maritime Union of Australia
and sacked 50 per cent of its workforce
via text. I had been elected, quite unexpectedly, as the Queensland Branch
Secretary of the MUA only five weeks
earlier. The assistance given to our
branch by the ETU during this dispute
was simply phenomenal. The ETU’s
BBQ and information van driven by organiser Wendel Moloney nearly beat
the MUA members to kickstart the
picket line. Peter Simpson said to us,
“whenever you need assistance, give us
a bell and it will be there”. I can’t mention all the ETU officials who lent us a
hand because everyone did. From the
bottom of my heart, I thank you. After
134 days of being locked out, a satisfactory settlement was reached with the
company.

Not for Sale

Without doubt the greatest campaign
led by Peter Simpson was the truly historic and unparalleled 2010 to 2015
“Not for Sale” campaign. It was a struggle that saw Peter Simpson and Stu
Trail expelled from the ALP [Australian
Labor Party] in 2011, only to be reinstated at the 2014 ALP State Conference. The ETU was simply fighting for a
basic right that in Queensland, the generation, transmission and distribution
of electricity should stay in the hands
of the people of Queensland.
The ALP was crushed at the 2012
election. The scale of their defeat is
sometimes lost on people. No Social
Democratic party anywhere in the
world had ever suffered such a massive
drubbing at the ballot box. The writing
was on the wall that the Campbell conservatives would sell the prized electricity assets. But the ETU under Peter
was determined and confident that
their campaign against privatisation
would prevail. At that stage the only
group that believed the ETU could win
was the ETU itself. Even a broken-down
leftie like myself had my doubts, if I’m
being honest.
Peter and his wonderful ETU team of
organisers, delegates and supporters
put together without doubt the finest
union / political campaign in Australia
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in my lifetime, and I’m 60, so work it out
from there. From the ashes of 2012 the
Labor Party won the 2015 election and
the sale of the electricity industry was
off the table. This was a direct consequence of the “Not for Sale” campaign.
Peter passed away in September
2020 after a huge battle with melanoma. His wonderfully courageous wife
Penny was at his side throughout. During a period of lucidness in fighting this
dreadful disease, Peter was visited by
the Premier, Annastacia Palaszczuk, and
the ALP Secretary, and justly awarded
life membership of the Labor Party.
Peter saw this as acknowledgment for
the battles he undertook within the ALP
for his members and the working-class
generally.
During his illness, Peter and the ETU
began a campaign for voluntary assisted dying legislation. If Peter, with
Henry Lawson and Andy, is looking
down at us, he’d be happy to see the
progress being made on this legislation. He would also be delighted to see
the wonderful union he gave so much
of his life to going from strength to
strength under Peter Ong’s leadership.
And he would be able to take pride in
the positive and lasting impressions he
made on so many of us in the working-class movement.
When you leave this life, you leave
but memories. Pete, you have left me
and so many others with such wonderful ones. Keep a cold beer ready for
all of us Simmo, for as sure as paying
taxes, one day we will be joining you. □

Anti-racist resources

e have compiled various anti-racist resources to learn about anti-racist
movements, and arm yourself with ideas to beat back racism: readings
and pamphlets, video and audio.
See workersliberty.org/anti-racist-resources □
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Recognising 21st century fascism
Debate
By Barrie Hardy
Part of an ongoing debate on the
USA: see all the contributions at bit.ly/
trump-d
Look out your window,
there’s a scene you’d like to catch
The band is playing “Dixie”
A man got his hand outstretched
Could be the Führer
Could be the local priest
Sometimes Satan comes as a man of
peace
— Bob Dylan

D

uring the time when the left protested the Vietnam war the term
“fascist” was thrown about with careless abandon. On demonstrations
against that war, Nixon was regularly
denounced as a fascist. For those who
waved Mao’s little red book everyone
who didn’t agree with their idolatry
was likewise branded “fascist” or “social fascist” — particular vehemence
being reserved for those in rival Maoist
grouplets. Using the term “fascist” so
recklessly didn’t serve to intelligently
analyse existing political realities.
However, it’s a poor reflection on
any socialist today if they can’t actually recognise the phenomenon of fascism when it stares them in the face! If
fascism is to be defined in its “classic”
form, then only Mussolini’s movement
would fit the bill, yet even here Il Duce
didn’t emerge as fully fledged “fascist”
until the mid 1920s.
In fact Mussolini said in his final years
that the regime he led until his overthrow in 1943 was not a proper fascist
one — citing the maintenance of King
Victor Emanuel III as head of state as
one example of insufficient fascism.
Mussolini regarded the Italian Social
Republic — a puppet regime the Nazis
set up for him in Northern Italy toward
the end of the war — as a true representation of fascism in practise.

Franco

It’s also been suggested that Franco
wasn’t a fascist, but just an old style
right wing caudillo of the type that litter
the histories of Hispanic nations. If I’d
known that in the sixties, I could have
persuaded my mum and dad to book a
package holiday to the Costas! Yet the
labour movement was correct in calling
for a boycott of Franco’s Spain, where
the working class suffered decades of
murderous repression.
The regime had all the trappings of
a fascist state including FET — the sole
legal party of the state, based on fascist
principles. As to the claim that Franco

wasn’t a fascist because he didn’t invade other countries, he bears the
dubious distinction of actually having
invaded his own.
Fascism in the twenty first century,
however, doesn’t tend to dress itself
up in black and brown uniforms. Its European variants prefer smart suits and
designer gear instead. To the charge of
fascism they reply that they are “right
wing populists”. Such is the position of
Le Pen’s movement, the Sweden Democrats, and the AfD in Germany. Nevertheless, these forces represent fascism
in various incipient forms.
Could this claim be also made of the
political movement in the USA termed
“Trumpism”? There are those who say
that fascism can only exist if it is there
to oppose a strong labour movement
— i.e. workers’ parties and trade unions
with mass membership. Unfortunately,
not much of the former exists internationally and membership of the latter
is much diminished. Also it’s somewhat
illogical to say that the existence of a
fascist formation is solely dependent
on one external variable.
The popular movements fascism
seeks to crush today need to be seen in
broader terms than parties and unions.
These now also include the women’s
movement, environmental protesters,
racial justice campaigners and various
other grass roots organisations who in
diverse and incomplete ways challenge
capitalism.

What would American fascism
look like?

When discussing the specific nature
of American fascism, the overriding
question of white supremacy must be
considered. American Trotskyists in the
inter war years specifically stated that
fascism in the USA would not necessarily take a European form. It would more
likely to be recognised in organisations
such as the Ku Klux Klan — itself an
movement which predated “classical
fascism” by more than half a century.
American political life has tended historically to eschew “ideologies”, which
might go some way to explaining a
certain “backwardness” in the nation’s
political culture. Trump himself is barely
literate, let alone politically literate. It
would be a stretch to expect him to
produce an elaborate fascist political
treatise like fascist “intellectuals” such
as Falangist leader José Antonio Primo
de Rivera. His political instincts are
those of animal cunning and pander
to a deep seated racist fault line which
runs through American society.
Trump doesn’t need to proclaim
himself a fascist, yet he has definitely
evolved into one. He has denied the
legitimacy of credibly conducted elections, trashed independent journalism,
called for the imprisonment of political

Meetings, events, campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings

Anti-Trump protestors in Greensboro , North Carolina
opponents and encouraged and energised racists and fascists. His return
from hospital when he ripped off his
mask on a flag-bedecked White House
balcony was a definite Mussolini moment. If determining his fascist intent
were just a matter going through a
checklist he’d tick pretty well all of the
boxes.
Of course it isn’t as simple as that.
Sinclair Lewis, the first American to
win a Nobel Prize in Literature, wrote a
groundbreaking novel It Can’t Happen
Here in 1935 in which the protagonist,
demagogic politician Buzz Windrip,
gets elected President after a campaign
fomenting fear and promising a return
to “patriotism and traditional values”. In
power, Windrip outlaws dissent, locks
up his opponents and established a
loyal paramilitary force to terrorise the
citizenry. Such a scenario could certainly have been the outcome if Trump
had won a second term.

Trump’s fascism is still a
danger

That eventuality was prevented, but
possibly only forestalled. The 6 January 2021 attack on the Capitol could be
regarded as a Trumpian version of the
Munich Putsch. The majority of American voters denied Trump another four
years, many believing he would use
that time, like fascists in the past had,
to establish some kind of permanent
authoritarian regime. They voted de-

W

cisively to reject that and in so doing
denied other presidential candidates
the chance to make even a marginal
impact in the election.
Fascism took power in Germany and
Italy by using a combination of constitutional means and street thuggery
primarily directed at the labour movement. In the current epoch the fascist
emphasis is on the former rather than
the latter, because the organisations of
the international working class are in a
far weaker position than was the case in
the inter-war period.
An electoral victory by a fascist party
at national state level would likely lead
to a sustained attack on most democratic norms, which is what distinguishes it from “normal” right-wing
parties. In France, should Le Pen win the
Presidency there, extra judicial powers
would be assumed by her with the considerable backing of a large section of
the police apparatus which contains
many of her supporters in its ranks.
Such a regime is likely to bear many
of the hallmarks of fascism in power as
opposed to fascism as a mass political
movement. A second run of President
Trump or someone like him would produce similar outcomes.
Trying to define fascism in the modern era is as slippery as the beast itself
and, indeed, its modern day protagonists. Underplaying the threat it represents, however, would be a catastrophic
mistake for socialists to make. □

Our videos!

atch Workers’ Liberty’s videos and playlists, and subscribe to our youtube
channel! Many have subtitles. New this last fortnight:
• The State, Crime, Prisons, and Police
• Socialist Feminism
• Black Lives Matter, videos around the movement and related topics
• Socialist commentary on the Covid-19 crisis
• ABCs of Marxism, an introductory series, still being added to
• An introduction to Marx’s Capital, in 19 parts, with Martin Thomas
• Tubeworker/Off The Rails, videos by the producers of the bulletins □

Watch, subscribe, like, comment and share: youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
@workersliberty

youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK
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The Bay of Pigs, April 1961
By Len Glover

I

t is 60 years since right wing Cuban exiles, funded and armed by the US government, attempted to invade Cuba on
17 April 1961. The invasion was a disaster and humiliation for the Americans
and their Cuban puppets.
In 1959 the Cuban dictator, Fulgencio Batista, was overthrown by the
guerrilla forces of Fidel Castro. Castro
established a radical nationalist regime
and introduced several reforms which
shocked the Americans who regarded
Cuba as their “backyard”. After Castro’s
regime nationalised US oil and other
interests, President Eisenhower responded with an embargo on Cuban
exports. Castro needed friends and the
Soviet Union stepped in to supply oil,
military hardware and buy Cuba’s valuable sugar crop. Under these pressures
and influences Castro began to move
to the left and eventually embraced a
type of Stalinist-Third-World-leftism,
close to that of the Soviet Union and his

comrade-in-arms Che Guevara.
The Americans, deeply enmeshed in
the Cold War, were horrified that a regime aligned with the Soviet Union had
established itself off the coast of Florida. Eisenhower pledged the USA to
intervene militarily. Kennedy, who took
in January 1961, continued the policy.
It was important however that the USA
was not seen to be involved.
The invasion was disguised, not very
effectively, as an operation mounted by
Cuban exiles from their bases in Florida. In fact, it was wholly funded and
equipped by the US government, via
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA),
who provided money (initially $13m),
military hardware and training. Originally planned as a guerrilla-type operation based in the mountains, it was
shifted to a more conventional beach
invasion. Kennedy dithered and refused US air support.
The invasion went ahead on the
morning of 17 April 1961. 1,200 combatants of “Brigade 2506” disem-

barked on the beaches; but many of
their supplies were lost in the sea and
those dropped by parachute landed
in a nearby swamp. Cuban forces had
been caught unawares, not expecting
an attack on the western coast and
the area was lightly defended. Castro
rushed his forces, including tanks and
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rowse, basket, and buy books, pamphlets, and publication bundles
— and find more info, related resources, study guides, reviews and
so on, from the same place. Some books are free to download or as
audiobooks. Prices listed exclude postage and packaging: £1 for small
items, £3 for larger items, free over £30. Every third publication will be
half-price and 15% off over £50. □
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artillery, to the Bay of Pigs. Heavy fighting ensued for the next few days.
Although the Cuban air force was
small it proved decisive in cutting off
sea-borne supplies to the invasion
forces, and the “CIA air force” was ineffective. The invaders, exhausted
and running out of ammunition, were
pushed back to the beaches and eventually surrendered. All the surviving
members of the invasion force were
rounded up. Those who had served
under Batista were often executed
on the spot. Others received long
prison sentences. In December 1962,
an American lawyer, James Donovan,
negotiated their release to the USA in
exchange for $53m in medicine, agricultural equipment and food.
The Cuban victory at the Bay of Pigs
showed that US imperialism, despite
its might and technology, could be
beaten. It was a lesson not lost on the
Vietnamese people who in the coming
years were to inflict their own resounding defeat on the US. □
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The lessons of “Black Friday”, 1921
By Janine Booth

L

ong before “Black Friday” became
the name for the first day of the
Christmas shopping season, it was the
name that the labour movement gave
to the day on which trade union leaders
inflicted a defeat on their own movement. It happened exactly one hundred
years ago, on 15 April 1921.
Over the previous few decades, unions had worked together more closely,
as workers’ organisation evolved
through amalgamations and alliances
from a patchwork of hundreds of distinct “craft unions” to a smaller number
of larger, more powerful industrial unions.
It was in this context that the “Triple
Alliance” formed in 1914. The National
Transport Workers’ Federation (created
in 1910 to co-ordinate unions representing dockers, seafarers, tram workers, vehicle drivers and others), the
National Union of Railwaymen (NUR,
created in 1913 as an amalgamation
of several sectional railworkers’ unions)
and the Miners’ Federation of Great
Britain pledged to support each other
in their struggles. If one group of workers went into battle with the employer,
the other two would mobilise to support them.
Four years later, when the First World
War ended, workers launched a series
of industrial battles, scoring important victories, although perhaps not
as many as they might have won with
bolder leaderships.
During the war, the government had

J H Thomas, 1920
taken the coal and rail industries into
state control, as both were crucial to
the war effort. The unions failed to stop
the government returning them to their
private owners after the war ended. In
1921, economic recession hit and the
private mine owners, back in charge,
pulled out of national wage agreements and announced that they would
cut wages to a lower level than before
the war. Miners refused to accept this,
and the owners locked them out of
work on 1 April.
True to the pledge of the Triple Alliance, the transport and rail workers’
unions called strike action in support
of the miners, to start two weeks later
on 15 April. Rank-and-file rail and transport workers enthusiastically prepared
for the strike, setting up local committees and public events, stepping up
their financial collections, and organising picketing.

As the strike approached, Miners’
Federation leader Frank Hodges, looking for a way out, began to talk about
local pay negotiations, a policy which
in practice would concede defeat and
by dividing and weakening the miners. Although the Miners’ Federation’s
Executive repudiated this, the rail and
miners’ leaders, also looking for a way
out, used Hodges’ words as a pretext
to call off the strike just as it was about
to start.
The socialist Daily Herald described
it as “the heaviest defeat that has befallen the Movement within the memory of man”, all the more so because it
was self-inflicted. Rank-and-file workers
were furious, with the Herald reporting
a wave of resolutions and angry letters
from branches calling on their union
leaders to give a satisfactory explanation or resign.
In Hounslow, a joint meeting of the
NUR and two vehicle workers’ unions
unanimously carried a resolution, “That
we condemn the action of the Triple
Alliance officials in refusing to carry on
the support of the miners’ cause, and
we hereby instruct our officials to rescind their resolution and call for direct
action at once!”
Rank-and-file anger forced the rail
and transport unions to support them
in refusing to handle coal being imported to undermine the miners’ stand.
But, facing employers who enjoyed far
greater support from the government
than workers got from their union leaders, the miners were forced back to on

Step forward in Deliveroo
By Michael Elms

O

n 7 April, couriers working for Deliveroo struck
across the UK. They were
joined by many couriers working for other food delivery
platforms including UberEats
and Stuart.
The demands of the strike
were around pay, safety and
employment rights. On pay,
the union is demanding guaranteed living wage after vehicle and other costs; an end to
unpaid waiting times in restaurants; an end to over-hiring
which floods the streets and
reduces the work that all couriers can get; and holiday and
sick pay.
In terms of employment
rights the union is calling on
Deliveroo and other companies to agree to collective
bargaining; implement a
transparent pay scale rather
than the current, opaque algo-

rithm; and fix a fair process for
terminations, ending the current state of affairs, where drivers can be sacked as a result
of a single anonymous piece
of feedback from a client, with
no right of appeal.
The strike marked a big leap
forward for the union in several areas such as London or
Berkshire, where riders’ organ-

Events and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings

isation has come on rapidly in
recent weeks. In established
union centres like Sheffield,
drivers rallied and protested
together for the first time after
the start of the latest lockdown. Couriers are debating
the next steps for action, with
some arguing for strikes early
in May. □

A socialist and antiimperialist

worse terms three months later.
The leaders responsible for this fiasco
were held in contempt. J H Thomas of
the NUR became known as “Traitor
Thomas”, Robert Williams of the Transport Workers’ Federation was expelled
from the Communist Party, and miners
elected left-winger A J Cook to replace
Frank Hodges in 1924.
“Black Friday” was a terrible betrayal,
and its centenary is a reminder of the
importance of rank-and-file control and
accountable leadership in our trade unions. □

More
online

BT workers prepare for
ballot

14,000 workers at online meeting
to discuss resistance
bit.ly/bt-bl

Charity workers plan
indefinite strike

Walkout against bullying and antiunion attitude
bit.ly/st-mu

GMB: mudslinging at the
top

Top officials exchange allegations,
and we can’t tell what’s baseless
and what isn’t
bit.ly/gmb-top

Momentum votes for public
ownership of banks

M

embers of the Labour Party left group Momentum have
voted to prioritise eight motions for the 2021 Labour Party
conference (September 25-9, Brighton). Two motions which
Momentum Internationalists pushed got into the eight: “Build
back fairer” (which includes nationalisation of high finance) and
“Global climate justice”. The motions prioritised are: “£15 minimum wage”; “Time for proportional representation”; “Green
jobs revolution”; “Global climate justice”; “Build council housing and end homelessness”; “Reject integrated care systems,
renationalise England’s NHS and social care”; “A four day week
for a society in which we work to live, not live to work”; and
“Build back fairer: attack poverty and inequality”. Momentum’s
office says that the Momentum National Coordinating Group
will add others on racism. More: bit.ly/p-banks □

S

hapurji Satkavala was Labour’s first BAME MP, and a
revolutionary socialist and anti-imperialist. Learn about his
life and struggles in this pamphlet, replete with lessons for
today. £3. □
workersliberty.org/
publications
youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK

W

omen’s Fightback is a socialist
feminist publication by Workers’
Liberty. Order issue 25, Spring 2021,
for £1 — or cheaper in bulk! □
workersliberty.org/publications
workersliberty.org/audio

13

T

What we stand for

oday one class, the working class,
lives by selling its labour power
to another, the capitalist class, which
owns the means of production.
Capitalists’ control over the economy and their relentless drive to increase their wealth causes poverty,
unemployment, blighting of lives by
overwork; imperialism, environmental destruction and much else.
The working class must unite to
struggle against the accumulated
wealth and power of the capitalists,
in the workplace and wider society.
The Alliance for Workers’ Liberty
wants socialist revolution: collective
ownership of industry and services,
workers’ control, and a democracy
much fuller than the present system,
with elected representatives recallable at any time and an end to bureaucrats’ and managers’ privileges.
We fight for trade unions and the
Labour Party to break with “social
partnership” with the bosses, to militantly assert working-class interests.

I

n workplaces, trade unions, and
Labour organisations; among students; in local campaigns; on the
left and in wider political alliances
we stand for:
• Independent working-class representation in politics
• A workers’ government, based
on and accountable to the labour
movement
• A workers’ charter of trade union
rights — to organise, strike, picket effectively, and take solidarity action
• Taxing the rich to fund good
public services, homes, education
and jobs for all
• Workers’ control of major industries and finance for a rapid transition to a green society
• A workers’ movement that fights
all forms of oppression
• Full equality for women, and social provision to free women from
domestic labour. Reproductive freedoms and free abortion on demand.
• Full equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans people
• Black and white workers’ unity
against racism
• Open borders
• Global solidarity against global
capital — workers everywhere have
more in common with each other
than with their capitalist or Stalinist
rulers
• Democracy at every level of society, from the smallest workplace or
community to global social organisation
• Equal rights for all nations,
against imperialists and predators
big and small
• Maximum left unity in action, and
full openness in debate

I

f you agree with us, take copies of
Solidarity to sell — and join us! □

• workersliberty.org/join-awl
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Capping the laughing gas
Diary of an
engineer
By Emma Rickman

T

he apprentices haven’t seen each
other since November, and it’s
good to work with L. He has a lot of
electrical knowledge, works diligently
and has a very cool head. We work together installing a fan in the workshop
(P’s fan, we call it, as it was his idea.)
Free of supervision, we can take our
time cutting and tapping metal conduit
so it fits snugly against the ceiling, running the cable neatly and listening to
L’s “classic rock” playlist — now and then
L breaks out in songs and head-banging. He’s twenty-one, likes cars, fishing,
and scotch whisky.
We learn this week about two projects the plant managers are planning:
clinical waste disposal and carbon capture. Clinical waste has been talked
about for a while, but it’s finally been
given the green light by the regional
director. The Energy Recovery Facility’s (ERF’s) yard will become a sorting
area for clinical waste from local hospitals; it will be separated into what
we’re calling “low-medium” and “high”
grade hazardous waste. We don’t know
the details yet, but we think that “high
grade” clinical waste includes used sy-

ringes, body parts and unused drugs;
this will be burned at very high temperatures at a different site. “Low-medium” grades are bandages, nappies,
tampons — anything contaminated with
bodily fluids — and the huge quantity of
PPE used for protection against covid.
Our plant will be installing a railing for
an automated skip-on-wheels that will
tip the waste directly into the furnace.
The Carbon Capture project comes
to us as an instruction from the Head
Office in Paris. We’ll install some apparatus (as yet unknown) to remove
carbon directly from the stack; this will
mean installing machines and silos at
the stack’s base. Sheffield will be one of
the test sites for this technology, and I
think it’s a win-win idea. The city council
and my employer will be able to boast
about carbon reductions — maybe even
make a profit from selling the captured
carbon — and there will be less pollution in the air for everyone. Alongside
this, new emissions limits are coming
into force — the plant has a new chemical analyser that measures and documents harmful gases we send into the
air.
Before 2021, we measured Dust, Carbon, Hydrogen Chloride, Carbon Monoxide, Sulphur Dioxide and Oxides of
Nitrogen.
Sulphur Dioxide (SO2) and Oxides of
Nitrogen (NOx) are the big pollutants

— we might burn something strange in
the furnace and the SO2 trend would
spike, setting off alarms and leading
to frantic running around, slowing the
burn and throwing in lime. This year,
we’re being asked to cut SO2 and
NOx even further, which is good. Both
substances cause acid rain and NOx is
harmful to humans as well as being a
greenhouse gas. The ERF sits in a bowl
between hills, next to a railway line and
a major traffic intersection — Sheffield’s
air quality is terrible, and we’re adding
to the cocktail of problems.
However, this year we are also beginning to monitor and cap emissions of
Nitrous Oxide. The electricians mull this
over:
J: “N2O isn’t it? Two nitrogen one oxygen…?”
P: “I think it’s a motor propellant.
You add it to your fuel for a bit of extra
umph — we shouldn’t really be burning
anything with petrol in it should we?”
After a quick google:
A: “Ah — it’s laughing gas! Ha!”
J: “Well we should start capturing
that...”
Me (reading): “Good in medicine….
dentistry...major greenhouse gas —
yep, let’s get it!” □
• Emma Rickman is an apprentice
engineer at a Combined Heat and
Power plant.

Bus drivers resist fire-rehire
By Ollie Moore

B

us drivers working for Go North
West in Manchester are continuing
their indefinite strike against “fire and
rehire”, which has been ongoing since
mid-February.
The company wants to change workers terms and conditions, including
increasing hours and reducing sick
pay entitlement, and plans to dismiss
the workforce en masse before re-engaging them on the inferior terms.
The strike has now been supported
by Manchester’s Labour council. The
council passed a motion supporting
the workers, and exploring cutting
council ties with companies who use
“fire and rehire” tactics. Andy Burnham,
the mayor of Greater Manchester, has
also supported the strike. Following a
visit to the picket line, Burnham said: “I
believe the tactics of fire and rehire of
a workforce have no place whatsoever
in this city-region.”
Local unions have been supporting
the bus drivers’ picket lines, with the
Fire Brigades Union bringing a fire
truck to the picket on Friday 9 April.
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In London, bus drivers at London
United, a subsidiary of the French
company RATP, struck again on 7-8
April, with a further strike planned on
15 April. The Unite union says changes
the employer wants to impose could
see drivers’ pay cut by up to £2,000
per year.
Strikes at other RATP subsidiaries,
London Sovereign and Quality Line,
have been suspended after what Unite
called “improved pay offers”, although
these only amounted to 0.5% and

@workersliberty

@workers_liberty

0.25% respectively. An opportunity for
ongoing coordinated action across all
three RATP companies has therefore
been missed.
96% of Metroline West and 97% of
Metroline Travel members have voted
for strikes against the introduction of
“remote sign-on”. For now the bosses’
plans for “remote sign-on” are paused
by instructions from London Mayor
Sadiq Khan; the Unite union says workers will strike unless the plans are definitely withdrawn. □
fb.com/workersliberty

DVLA strike solid
John Moloney,
PCS AGS

T

he strike at the Driver and Vehicle
Licensing Agency (DVLA) complex in Swansea, from 6-9 April, was
very solid. Workers there were striking against having been forced to
come into the physical workplace in
far greater numbers than necessary.
Around 2,000 workers have been
made to come in, when during the
first lockdown, numbers in the low
hundreds were required on site to
perform essential and emergency
work only.
We estimate that, of that 2,000 or
so, around 1,400 joined the strike, so
that’s a significant number and one
that’s had a big impact on the work
there. I think the employer was waiting to see how effective the strike
would be before responding to us.
We’re available for negotiations over
the coming week, but we won’t just be
sitting by the phone waiting for a call
from the boss, our reps and members
will be planning the next round of industrial action, which we’ll continue
until we make gains.
There has been a considerable
level of support for the dispute on
social media, which is heartening
and especially important as, due to
the nature of the dispute and the demands involved, we decided not to
go for physical picket lines. But the
most important thing to emerge so
far is that the dispute has galvanised
a new layer of activists, many of them
young, and drawn them into union activity. Whatever else comes out of this
dispute, we have to empower those
activists and give them the tools to
consolidate workplace strength at the
site.

Our members working for the outsourced contractor OCS in the Ministry of Justice were due to strike
from 13-15 and 20-22 April. They’re
demanding a real living wage. The
employer initially offered an increase
of just 13p per hour, which is frankly
insulting. OCS has now made an improved pay offer, and our reps have
suspended those strikes. We’ll now
ballot our OCS members on whether
to accept the new offer. The new offer
would not have been made without
the threat of strikes, so that’s an important step. However, the new offer
doesn’t meet our full demands, so
even if it’s accepted, it’s important we
keep up our organisation and activity
on the contract.
Things are heating up in the Department for Work and Pensions
(DWP), which is one of the biggest
civil service departments. From Monday 12 April, DWP bosses want a
greater number of job coaches back
in job centres, conducting face-toface interviews with a wider number
of claimants. Despite falling infection
rates, while some restrictions are still
in place we believe it’s right to restrict
face-to-face interviews to a minimum.
There is an element of individual
discretion there, so the bosses are
claiming it’s voluntary, but we know
there’s a widespread application of
pressure/inducement to workers to
come in.
We held meetings of reps, and
wider all-members’ meetings, last
week. We haven’t yet moved towards
any formal action, such as a ballot,
but I think things are moving in that
direction. One possibility might be
selective regional ballots in the areas
where bosses are applying the most
pressure. □
• John Moloney is assistant general
secretary of the civil service workers’
union PCS, writing here in a personal
capacity.

Tube: demand more
from Khan

From Tubeworker

S

adiq Khan’s manifesto for the 6 May
London mayoral elections contains
a great deal about transport. Tubeworker will comment further on other
aspects of it in the future: we want to
pick up on just one here.
The manifesto goes further than Khan
has gone previously towards indicating
the in-housing of outsourced services
across TfL. Khan says he’ll “look, when
opportunities arise, to bring services
back in house.” He also says he’ll “instruct TfL to review its cleaning contract
with ABM, including an assessment of
extending the free travel cleaners receive whilst at work to their journeys to
and from work.” This is progress, and
unquestionably the result of pressure
cleaners in the RMT and their supporters have applied to City Hall over this
issue. That pressure now needs to be
stepped up, because Khan’s commitments don’t go nearly far enough.
With a Labour victory on 6 May all but
guaranteed, we need to target Khan
directly to demand he goes further.
“Exploring” the in-housing of services,
“looking to” bring them back in house,
and merely “assessing” the extension
of travel passes to cleaners aren’t

Close votes at NEU conference
By Pat Markey

T

he National Education Union (NEU)
met online from 7 to 9 April for its
annual conference. The limited opportunity to engage in the democratic process face-to-face tended to favour the
accepted “NEU Left” (i.e. soft-left-SWPStalinoid lash-up) wisdom, but with
some close-run votes which augur well
for the future. On the first day a spoiling amendment to a motion which instructed the Union to ballot all primary
school members to boycott statutory
high stakes testing in 2021/22 was won.
But the vote was close. The SWP played
a disgraceful role, voting against an action strategy.
The “Standing Up for Support Staff”
motion included the instruction to

“seek… a way to end the undertaking
[made to other unions] not to actively
or knowingly recruit support staff”. The
motion essentially took an “industrial
union” approach, which is not only obvious and correct, but also becoming the
reality in schools, where support staff
are joining the NEU at an impressive
rate. Unfortunately, in an amendment
to the main motion, the “NEU Left” bloc
put an “obligation” to maintaining an
unprincipled agreement with the TUC
over and above supporting support
staff members, and that amendment
was narrowly carried, 51%-49%.
The conference passed the LGBT+
sectors policy. Disgracefully, some
within the NEU Left had moved an
amendment to weaken this, removing a
commitment to get a definition of trans-

Events and campaigns: workersliberty.org/meetings

phobia that went above and beyond
legal compliance. They also attempt to
filibuster the policy off conference floor.
Friday afternoon’s “International
section” motion was titled Venezuela.
An amendment to add some muchneeded support for independent trade
unionists being repressed by the state
was lost, but by a close enough margin
to give hope to the idea that NEU Conference is edging closer to supporting
workers, whatever country they might
be organising in. n impressive and inspiring fringe meeting heard from several victimised NEU reps and how they
are fighting back. The NEU must make
defence of its reps front and centre
stage. □
• Abridged. More: bit.ly/neu-conf

youtube.com/c/WorkersLibertyUK

enough. TfL could easily collude with
outsourced companies to say they’ve
carried out the mayor’s instructions
to “explore”, “look into”, and “assess”...
and decide it’s best to leave everything
the way it is! We need a firm guarantee
that cleaning will be taken in house,
and staff travel passes extended to
cleaners — not just for journeys to and
from work, but the full staff travel pass,
plus additional nominee pass, currently accessible to directly-employed
staff. Other outsourced work, such as
catering, security, and protection work
on the track, should also be brought
back in house.
Numerous Labour MPs have posted
on social media praising the role of
Tube cleaners during the pandemic
and lauding Khan’s commitment. It
doesn’t take much to impress them,
apparently. Vague half-promises aren’t
enough, we want firm guarantees of
action. And we’ll organise to secure
them. □

Subscribe to
Solidarity

T

rial sub (6 issues) £7; Six months
(22 issues) £22 waged, £11 unwaged, €30 European rate.

Visit workersliberty.org/sub
Or, email awl@workersliberty.org
with your name and address, or
phone 020 7394 8923. Standing
order £5 a month: more to support
our work. Forms online. □

Contact us
020 7394 8923
solidarity@workersliberty.org
Write to: 20E Tower Workshops,
Riley Road, London, SE1 3DG
Solidarity production team:
Martin Thomas (editor), Sacha
Ismail, Simon Nelson, Zack Muddle,
and George Wheeler
workersliberty.org/audio
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Protestors at a vigil in Myanmar
Pic: Macau Photos

British Gas workers
confront deadline
By Ollie Moore

B

ritish Gas engineers who have not agreed to
new, inferior, contracts face dismissal on 14
April, as their battle with their bosses’ “fire and
rehire” offensive reaches its culmination.
The engineers, who are members of the GMB
union, will strike again on 14 April, the day the
new contracts are set to be imposed. The union
plans mass pickets at various locations throughout the country. A survey of members returned
an 86% majority for a renewed dispute around
specific issues in the new contracts. When the
contracts were announced, GMB said they would
lead to:
• An overall 15% reduction in the basic rate of
pay
• A levelling down of holiday entitlement, representing a loss of up to a week’s holiday for
many workers
• A move to an across-the-board 40-hour week,
an increase in working hours for many workers
• A new bonus scheme that could see workers
deducted pay if they are less active during certain
periods of their shift
• A reduction in sick pay, to 13 weeks full pay
followed by 39 weeks half pay (currently 24
weeks full pay, 24 weeks half pay)
• A three-year pay freeze for all workers except
smart-meter installers
• Rostering changes representing up to an
additional 156 working hours per year for some
workers
i

• An increase in compulsory weekend working.
The gas engineers’ determined campaign
of strikes — 14 April is the 43rd strike day — has
forced some concessions, including some pay
protection. British Gas initially wanted to grant
those concessions only to workers who signed
the contracts by certain deadlines, but will now
give them to all workers who sign by midday on
14 April. Nevertheless, the contracts will still see
engineers working longer for less, with work/life
balance severely impacted.
The GMB says it will move to a “national lockout
dispute” from 14 April, and has made clear it is
prepared to take further industrial action. Discussions about the strategy for the next phase of the
campaign, including which issues to foreground
and what forms of action to aim for, are ongoing
within the union. 14 April must not be a token last
hurrah. □

£20,000 on 11 July

A

rather meagre £63 in second hand book
sales is all we have, this past week. We’ve
done well with sales on street protests recently,
and with our return to tabloid with this issue,
we hope to be more visible and do better on
17 April. But we need to increase our number
of subscribers and increase our fundraising
over the warmer and lighter spring months
to make our £20,000 target by July. Donate at
workersliberty.org/donate2021 □
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Myanmar trade-unionists at
online solidarity meeting
By Mohan Sen

O

n 10 April Momentum Internationalists and
Young Labour Internationalists held a solidarity meeting with speakers from Myanmar’s
labour movement, which is continuing to lead
protests against the military coup in the face of
massive repression.
The same day as the meeting, the Burmese military killed over 80 people in Bago, north of Yangon, the largest massacre in a single area since
it killed over 110 in the working-class Yangon
suburb of Hlaing Tharyar on 14 March. A young
protester in Bago described being locked down
by volleys of gunfire for an entire day: “We were
surrounded on all sides. We could not even collect the bodies of our fellow protesters who were
shot.”
The day before, 9 April, Myanmar’s Assistance
Association for Political Prisoners said 680 had
been killed by the military — up from 550 at the
start of April, and 250 on 23 March, seven weeks
into the coup. At least 43 children have been
killed, the youngest six years old. (The regime’s
“justice” system has also declared the first formal, “legal” death sentences since the coup, 19
of them.)
Health workers have been repeatedly targeted and in some cases killed while tending to
wounded protesters and even trying to take away
bodies.
Ten years ago, when the military regime began
to liberalise, it released the bulk of political prisoners — about 2,000 of them, after many years of
dictatorship. In the last two months the junta has
imprisoned over 3,000 for political offences.
At the 10 April meeting, Khaing Zar Aung of the

Industrial Workers Federation of Myanmar, Kyaw
Ni of the All Burma Federation of Trade Unions
(with Emma Black as interpreter), and left-wing
academic Htuu Lou Rae spoke about how Burmese workers are continuing the fight despite
this repression. So did Andrew Tillett-Saks, a US
labour movement activist based in Myanmar and
working with the unions there.
Momentum Internationalists plans to publish
videos from the meeting soon. There was some
discussion of the divisions between the more “official” leadership of the opposition, dominated by
politicians from the bourgeois and nationalist National League for Democracy, and the grassroots
movement, to which organised labour is central.
All the speakers addressed the issue of Myanmar’s national minorities, particularly the brutally
oppressed Rohingya. There seems to be an encouraging trend towards support for the minorities among democrats from the majority Bamar
ethnicity.
And all the speakers on 10 April stressed how
important international solidarity is to the workers
in Myanmar, and what a difference it can make.
The Burmese comrades are calling for action to
target brands whose suppliers operate in Myanmar and companies dealing directly with the
military, particular multinational oil companies. □
• Solidarity statement supported by John
McDonnell MP, TSSA general secretary Manuel
Cortes, App Couriers and Drivers Union
president Yaseen Aslam and others, and a model
motion for labour movement organisations: bit.
ly/myanmarsolidarity • Fundraiser organised
by the Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance
and supported by Myanmar’s unions: bit.ly/
myanmarfunds
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For social ownership of the banks and industry

NEW POLICE BILL PROTESTS
17-18 APRIL

By Sacha Ismail

“T

he government wants us
to forget about the #PoliceCrackdownBill”, says leftwing feminist group Sisters
Uncut, who have taken a lead
in mobilising protests. We must
“make sure this does not happen...”
There will be more protests
on 17 and 18 April. The government has delayed the Police
Bill’s progress in Parliament,
and maybe for a good while.
The issue has fallen out of the
media, but protests have continued across the country, including in many places which
do not often see left-wing protests. Activists are working to
sustain and focus the anger
about the Tories’ assault on democracy, particularly among
young people, to maximise the
chances of the Bill being withdrawn or at least gutted.
Every socialist, every labour
movement activist, everyone
who cares about human rights
should get out on the streets.
If there is no protest in your
area, organise one. Organise a
meeting to get activists in this
in your area together. Organise a meeting or a group to
No. 588, 14 April 2021

raise these issues in your union,
workplace or industry. Get your
union banner and a workplace
contingent on the next protest.
Raising this in the unions,
and pushing to mobilise them,
is vital. Despite the threat the
bill poses to already restricted
rights to strike and picket, few
unions have said much, let
alone mobilised their members. The normally left-wing
and combative Fire Brigades
Union put out a statement in
the first days of the movement,
and then deleted it when the
Police Federation attacked it on
social media.
We need a push in the Labour
Party — to mobilise members
and to push to commit the party
on the wider issues. The Labour
leadership opposed the Bill
in Parliament only after being
swept along by the first street
protests, and only weakly. They
remain committed to a general
“more police” policy. We should
start discussion about pushing
back the curbs on older rights
to protest which are already
there in laws from 2011, 1994,
and 1986 (bit.ly/pr-law). Labour
in Parliament opposed the Public Order Act 1986, and then
let it stand when it returned to
50p/£1

office.
The left needs to develop
clear demands for curbing
the police and criminal justice
system in favour of expanded
public services and social provision, and strengthening the
right to protest. We’ll work to
open debate on these issues
in the unions and in the Labour
Party — including at Labour conference in September.

• More: insta @killthebill_
official • Twitter #KillTheBill and
#PoliceCrackDownBill

What we demand
in the crisis
1. Requisition key sectors
2. Fight for workers’ control
3. Make the labour
movement an essential
service, fighting on the
issues listed here
4. Defend workers’ rights.
Work or full pay! Cancel
rent, mortgage, and utility
payments.
5. Take care of the worst-off
6. Defend civil liberties
7. International solidarity □
• See full text at bit.ly/what-d
• Animation of full demands:
bit.ly/demand-video
workersliberty.org

Lockdown easing,
economic reconstruction:

FIGHT FOR
WORKERS’
CONTROL
See page 2

For a workers’ government

Nurses’ protest over PPE
Pic: bit.ly/nurses-p

Northern Ireland:
after the clashes

Take banks into
public ownership

Fossil fuels and
class struggle

Democratic program
Michael Roberts calls
A bias towards fossil
needed to enable
for banks to be made a fuels has been long
workers’ unity
public service
entwined with capital
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How to organise
in Amazon
Regrouping and
advancing after defeat
in the Bessemer ballot.
Page 7
workersliberty.org

