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750,000 people 
visited 
a food 

bank for the first time last year, an 
increase of 37%, according to the 
Trussell Trust, a UK food bank char-
ity. It gave out nearly three million 
food parcels in 2022-23 and there’s 
no signs of this slowing down.

However, according to Bank of 
England economist Huw Pill, we 
need to “accept” being poorer… 

Obviously he’s fine with food bank 
usage going up, because many peo-
ple can’t afford the basics as it is. 
This cost-of-living crisis is hitting 
the poorest hardest.

Millions - paramedics, carers, 
shop workers, pensioners, parents - 
are being plunged into poverty. But 
the millionaires and billionaires are 
doing just fine. They aren’t being 
told to get used to being poorer. The 
opposite in fact!

It’s estimated that the total cost 
the ‘taxpayer’ will have to pay for 
the King’s coronation is more than 

£250 million. But what about ser-
vices like ‘meals on wheels’ for the 
elderly and vulnerable, which has 
been scrapped in various places of 
the UK, or money for underfunded 
schools, or a real pay rise for health 
workers?

Less than a third of 16 to 24-year-
olds support the monarchy now, 
and it’s clear to see why. All the 
institutions of the capitalist estab-
lishment are losing credibility. The 
rotten profit system keeps making 
life worse.

Over the May Day weekend, 

teachers, nurses and civil servants 
took strike action, showing that we 
shouldn’t just accept getting poorer. 
Instead taking on the bosses and the 
governments of the UK, that want to 
make working-class people pay for 
their crisis. To hell with their mantra 
of ‘making difficult decisions’, and 
that includes Labour leader Sir Keir 
Starmer.

We shouldn’t accept being poor-
er, because we know there’s enough 
wealth and money in society. The 
problem is - who owns and controls 
it? Why can a select few, like the 

royal family, get the best healthcare 
while the rest of us face hours-long 
queues for A&E?

To put the control in the hands of 
working people, we need to fight for 
democratic nationalisation and for 
socialism. We need further coordi-
nated strikes, and to channel energy 
into building a new mass workers’ 
party with a socialist programme 
that would fully fund the NHS, build 
council homes, provide inflation-
busting wages and jobs for all, and 
end the rule of the monarchs and 
bosses (see page 3).

While royals and rich parade and party...

WE WON’T 
ACCEPT 

BEING MADE 
POORER
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A report by the Trades Union Con-
gress (TUC) states that there needs to 
be a radical increase in public spend-
ing on transport to tackle climate 
change. The TUC reports that greater 
investment in transport would boost 
the economy by £52 billion, and cre-
ate 140,000 new transport jobs.

Public transport workers – such 
as rail staff and bus drivers – have 
also joined the strike wave, fighting 
for better pay, funding, and living 
conditions.

The Socialist Party has always 
campaigned for the expansion of 
public transport. However, the Tory 
government does not prioritise this 
investment.

Unaffordable and inaccessible
For anyone trying to get around the 
outskirts of a city, they must first 
travel into the city centre, and then 
back out again. Bus and train routes 
need to be extended, particularly 
in rural areas. And public transport 
needs to be truly affordable and 
accessible.

Labour councils have a lot of 

power. They could bring services 
back in-house, and extend free bus 
travel to young people, as a step to-
ward universal free services.

Annual ‘climate change confer-
ences’ get the world’s capitalist 
leaders, and their fossil fuel lobby-
ists, together to discuss the climate 
emergency. However, no signifi-
cant action is ever taken to tackle 
climate change by these capitalist 
politicians.

The constant burning of fos-
sil fuels, increasing carbon dioxide 
emissions, is not sustainable. The 
capitalist system that the Tories and 

Keir Starmer’s Labour uphold, pri-
oritises profit, while destroying the 
environment.

We need a fully funded and in-
tegrated public transport system, 
owned and controlled by the work-
ing class, to provide easily accessible 
services for everyone and help halt 
climate change.

Tories and Labour won’t do that. 
We need a party that will. That’s why 
the Socialist Party fights to help build 
a new mass workers’ party, and stood 
as part of the Trade Unionist and So-
cialist Coalition (TUSC) in the local 
elections on 4 May.

Adam Harmsworth
Coventry Socialist Party

The Tories’ new requirement for 
photo ID to vote is a clear attempt to 
suppress democracy.

The Tories know there is barely any 
actual electoral fraud in the UK. But 
now, two million people were unable 
to vote in the 4 May local elections, 
because they don’t have valid ID. 

Only 85,000 people applied for free 
‘voter authority certificates’, before 
the deadline this year. After disen-
franchising two million people, the 
Tories made no serious effort to en-
sure people would be able to vote. 

Local election turnouts are already 
horrendously low, especially in 
working-class areas. For example, at 
last year’s local elections, Hull’s Mar-
fleet ward had just 13.45% of voters 
actually take part.

But local authorities control a 
huge portion of public funding, 
and are responsible for major pub-
lic services, like social care, educa-
tion, and transport. Both Tory and 
Labour councils have got away with 
passing on austerity from the Tories 
in Westminster, butchering these 
essential services.

The Trade Unionist and Social-
ist Coalition (TUSC) stood over 250 

candidates in this election to oppose 
them. The new photo ID laws par-
ticularly affect those who have the 
most to gain from using their vote to 
oppose cuts.

Our right to strike and protest
This is the latest in a series of anti-
democratic moves by the Tory gov-
ernment. The right to strike and 
protest has already been curtailed in 
recent years, and are threatened with 
even more draconian laws.

The Tories are entirely unable to re-
solve the cost-of-living crisis, among 
other major issues facing workers to-
day. So they are resorting to trying to 

suppress our ability to fight back, as 
they stumble from one crisis to the 
next. But it won’t stop mass opposi-
tion to their policies.

A government genuinely acting in 
the interests of democracy, would 
try to actually increase the number 
of people voting, and taking part 
in democratic discussion. The new 
voter ID requirement should be end-
ed. Everyone should automatically 
have a right to vote from age 16. We 
should also have a shorter working 
week, combined with inflation-proof 
pay rises, to ensure workers actu-
ally have the time to get involved in 
democracy.

Tories and Labour fail to invest in public transport

New Tory ID laws deny two million right to vote

Starmer to ditch Labour’s free education pledge
A week after removing the whip from 
key Jeremy Corbyn ally, Diane Abbott 
MP, Labour leader Sir Keir Starmer 
has taken the axe to Corbyn’s head-
line policies too.

On Corbyn’s 2019 manifesto 
pledge to abolish tuition fees, Starm-
er said on BBC Radio 4’s Today pro-
gramme: “We are likely to move on 
from that commitment”.

“When we have come up with what 
is the fairest option, then we will an-
nounce that.” What would be fairer 
than giving young people today what 
Starmer and a whole raft of other 
MPs had – free university education 
with maintenance grants?

Nationalisation
What about Corbyn’s pledges to na-
tionalise energy, water and mail? 
Starmer’s reason for jettisoning these 
policies too: “There is a huge out-
lay of money to nationalise some of 
these companies”. Not true.

Why should the muck-spreading, 
profiteering, water company bosses 
get any compensation? So too the 
energy bosses, like those of BP that 
made £4 billion profits in the first 
quarter of the year. Nationalising 
these companies under democratic 
working-class control, with com-
pensation only on the basis of need, 
could be free.

Starmer is proclaiming from the 
rooftops, addressing the capitalist 
class: ‘Labour would govern in your 
interests’. That’s why the Socialist 
Party calls for a trade union-backed 

workers’ list of candidates at the next 
general election, fighting in the inter-
ests of workers not the bosses – as a 
step towards establishing a new mass 
workers’ party. This should include 

Jeremy Corbyn standing in Islington 
North, outside of Labour if he has to.

The Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition (TUSC) stand in the local 
elections on 4 May was part of that 

same fight – with striking workers, 
students and those kicked out of La-
bour among the candidates – putting 
up a fighting socialist alternative to 
austerity.
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of capitalism that the resulting fall 
in trust in the system poses a threat 
to the continuation of capitalism, 
based on maximising private profits 
through exploitation of the major-
ity by a small minority. The fear is 
that the Edelman findings, that “61% 
want a new type of political party”, 
while “73% want new thinking, ideas 
and approaches”, will find expression 
in a struggle to build a new workers’ 
party with a socialist programme to 
end the capitalist order and the pov-
erty, war and oppression inherent to 
it.

The monarchy has historically 
played a role in blurring the edges 
of class inequality. By engendering 
a sense of ‘nationhood’ or ‘national 
unity’, the monarch, and royal events, 
have attempted to draw working-
class people into feeling part of the 
system, obfuscating how rigged it is 
and the need to organise for socialist 
transformation.

70 years ago
However, the crisis of capitalism 
and the attempts to make the work-
ing class pay for it undermines this. 

At the time of the Queen’s Corona-
tion 70 years ago, there was some 
material basis for believing that the 
system offered a decent future. The 
NHS had been established – and 
was not yet being destroyed by pri-
vatisation and funding cuts as is the 
case today. Under pressure of the 
organised working class and the 
potential threat to the capitalists’ 
right to rule, the Tory government 
in 1953 completed 245,160 new 
council homes. Under Tony Blair’s 
pro-capitalist New Labour, 130 
council homes were built in 2004 

Pomp and ceremony – food banks and strikes
End the rule of the monarchs and bosses – fight for socialism

“L
ose trust in democracy 
and democracy dies. 
Lose trust in capital-
ism and it fails too.” 
This was the warning 

given by the Tory leader of the House 
of Commons, Penny Mordaunt, at 
the launch of the Edelman Trust Ba-
rometer 2023 in March.

Surveys on trust abound but they 
all conclude that confidence in the 
institutions of modern-day capital-
ist society - political parties, govern-
ments, press, police, judiciary - is 
being eroded, and especially among 
young people. The World Values 
Survey found that confidence in the 
government among Millennials in 
Britain has halved since 2005. This is 
the background to the Coronation.

and numbers remain low. House 
prices have increased dramatically 
too: if the price of a supermarket 
chicken had increased at the same 
rate since the late 1960s, it would 
today cost more than £50. What ba-
sis is there for working-class people, 
especially the youth, to have confi-
dence in this system?

The publicly paid-for £250 mil-
lion Coronation is revealing that 
under Charles the monarchy’s abil-
ity to continue playing that role is 
increasingly limited. Since 2013, 
the number of young people who 
support its continuation has halved 
to 32%. The recent research into its 
obscene wealth published by The 
Guardian newspaper and the focus 
on the royal family’s connections to 
the slave trade adds to this mood. 
Slavery played a central role in cre-
ating the basis for British capitalism 
and involved virtually every institu-
tion of modern British capitalism 
that existed during the years of the 
transatlantic slave trade, including 
the royal family.

This situation poses a problem for 
the capitalist class for a number of 
reasons. Their system is not demo-
cratic, including the maintenance 
of an unelected head of state and 
House of Lords; billionaire-owned 
press, and anti-trade union legisla-
tion; and, fundamentally, is based 
on ownership of the means of pro-
duction by the tiny capitalist elite. 
But their preference is for this to be 
obscured, and for a consensus which 
upholds them in power with minimal 
opposition. The alternative which 
is forced on them by class struggle, 
relying on increased repression, can 
more clearly reveal the real character 
of capitalism, ‘red in tooth and claw’ 
and can accelerate the understand-
ing of the need to replace the rigged 
capitalist system.

Their power
For the capitalist class, there is more 
to this conundrum. The monarchy 
holds reserve powers, including 
to dissolve governments, call elec-
tions and even declare martial law. 
The Queen’s powers were used in 
November 1975 in Australia, when 
the governor-general, the Queen’s 
representative, removed the elected 
Labor prime minister Gough Whit-
lam. Whitlam had been pushed by 
pressure from the working class and 
social movements to carry out sub-
stantial reforms, including free high-
er education.

It is for these reasons that the 
Socialist Party says the monarchy 
should be abolished. Because of 
the role the monarchy can play for 
them, the capitalist class will fight to 
maintain it. Building a mass work-
ers’ movement armed with a so-
cialist programme that can replace 
failed capitalism, with all its repres-
sive and coercive state institutions 
and inequality, is needed. Social-
ism, based on a democratic planned 
economy, can meet the needs of the 
millions not the millionaires, and the 
environment.

WHAT WE THINK

Their system is not 
democratic - unelected 
head of state and House of 
Lords, billionaire-owned 
press, and anti-union 
legislation, and ownership 
of the means of production 
by the tiny capitalist elite 

For the poorest, Mordaunt said, 
“the whole system can seem rigged 
against them”. That’s because it is. 
Nurses, for example, face a Tory gov-
ernment, led by a multimillionaire 
heir, attacking their democratic right 
to strike. The pay ‘rise’ being imposed 
on them amounts to around half the 
amount that removing student bur-
saries has taken from their salaries. 
In fact, the NHS pay offer equates 
to about a sixth of the inflation on a 
cheese sandwich.

Meanwhile, the big businesses 
who own the means of producing 
that sandwich - including energy, 
water and supermarkets - rake in 
profit. The Financial Times recently 
noted that across western econo-
mies profit “margins reached record 
highs” during 2022, and “remain 
historically high”. Research released 
in March by the trade union Unite 
showed that, for the 350 largest com-
panies listed on the London Stock 
Exchange, “Profit margins for the first 
half of 2022 were 89% higher than in 
the same period in 2019.”

Mordaunt expresses the well-
founded fear among the defenders 

Royal Mail workers marched through 
central London to Buckingham Palace in 
December during their strike  isai Marijerla

world economic forum/cc
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T
he latest round of action by 
teachers, nurses and civil 
servants in the ongoing bat-
tle against the cost-of-living 
crisis could potentially be the 

last set of strikes to be held before 
the government’s new anti-union 
Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) 
Bill comes into law.

The Tories were defeated in the 
House of Lords at the end of April 
but are set to push ahead when the 
Bill returns to the Commons for the 
last time. 

The new law will allow Secretaries 
of State in six sectors – health services, 
education, transport, fire and rescue, 
nuclear safety, and border staff – to 
make ‘minimum service regulations’ 
empowering employers to issue a 
‘Work Notice’ to a trade union speci-
fying which individuals they require 
to continue to work during a strike. 

If a union “fails to take reasonable 
steps” to ensure that its members 
identified in a Work Notice follow 
an instruction to work, it will lose its 
protection from liability and subse-
quent claims for damages.  An indi-
vidual worker continuing to take part 
in a strike contrary to a Work Notice 
instruction will lose their current 
automatic protection from unfair 
dismissal.

This is a draconian attack on work-
ers’ rights which must be resisted at 
every level – including by Labour-
controlled public employers in local 
government, education, transport 
and fire and rescue authorities, and 
the Welsh government. 

The Scottish First Minister Humza 
Yousaf promised the Scottish TUC 
Congress on 17 April that the Scot-
tish government “will never issue or 
enforce a single work notice” under 
the new legislation.  So why not the 

Labour First Minister of Wales, the 
London Mayor Sadiq Khan, or the 
Labour ‘Metro-Mayors’ of Liverpool, 
Manchester, North Tyne, South York-
shire, the West of England and West 
Yorkshire?  Or Labour council can-
didates standing in the 4 May local 
elections?

Build the pressure for non-
compliance
The key to making the new anti-
union law inoperable is action or-
ganised across the trade union 
movement. This must include prepa-
rations for a one-day general strike if 
the legislation is used to levy punitive 
damages against an individual union 
exercising its democratic right to take 
strike action. 

But, as the Fire Brigades Union 
general secretary Matt Wrack said in 
response to Humza Yousaf’s pledge 
at the Scottish TUC, pressurising 
public sector employers to refuse 
to apply work notices – and to end 
contracts with any outside employer 
who does so – is another weapon that 
must be used. 

That applies to local councils 
as well – especially the 120 or so 
Labour-controlled councils across 
Britain with rights and powers in 
education, transport, fire and rescue 
services, and health.

While Starmer’s Labour has voted 
against the Minimum Service Level 
law in parliament, it is clear, however, 
that it will take more than just polite 
lobbying to compel their local rep-
resentatives on public authorities to 
support non-compliance and refuse 
to implement the Act.

That must include standing trade 
union candidates in elections against 
any councillor who collaborates with 
anti-union laws.

D
espite the efforts of the Tory 
government and bosses to 
end the strikes with poor 
pay offers, threats and court 
action, once again workers 

have demonstrated that the strike 
wave for a real pay rise is well and 
truly still on. 

2023 May Day – International 
Workers’ Day – was marked with four 
days of strikes and workers’ demon-
strations. Teachers in the National 
Education Union (NEU) in England 
took two days of strike action on 27 
April and 2 May. Civil servants in the 
PCS took their third day of national 
strike action on 28 April. Nurses in 
the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) 
struck from 8pm Sunday to midnight 
Monday 1 May. A Northern Ireland-
wide strike of education and the civil 
service took place on 26 April.

Unite strikes also took place in 
the NHS on 1 and 2 May, including 
Yorkshire, South Central, South East 
Coast and West Midlands ambulanc-
es, and a number of hospital trusts 
including East Lancashire, Sandwell 
and West Birmingham, and Guy’s 
and St Thomas’s in London. 

Demonstrations and rallies took 
place in many towns and cities. PCS 
members protested at Downing 
Street and up to 10,000 NEU mem-
bers marched through Westminster.  

Throughout the strike wave it has 
been the members that have pushed 
forward, delivering overwhelming 
votes in the reballots required by 
Tory anti-union legislation, and in 
many of the votes on pay offers. 

The RCN leadership tried to get 
members to accept the latest gov-
ernment offer – so hard that they 
called the police on members who 
were campaigning for reject!  But the 
members pushed back. That pres-
sure has meant that Pat Cullen, RCN 
general secretary, has felt compelled 
to protest at the Tories’ disgrace-
ful court action that blocked the 
planned strike for Tuesday 2 May. 

Lead
Where a lead has been given, mem-
bers have responded: in the NEU’s 
consultation on the government of-
fer, in which the National Executive 
recommended rejection, 98% voted 
to reject!  NHS workers in Unite have 
joined RCN members in voting to 
reject, as have radiographers. In Uni-
son and the GMB, where the lead-
ership campaigned strenuously for 
acceptance,  members have voted to 
accept – although in Unison 40,000 
members still voted to reject, and in 
the GMB 44% voted to reject! 

Labour must refuse to 
implement new anti-
strike law

After the May Day weekend strikes
Organise further mass 
coordinated strike action

WHAT WE THINK

A meeting of the NHS Staff Coun-
cil, made up of representatives of 
NHS unions and employers took 
place on Tuesday 2 May to decide 
whether the NHS pay offer would 
be accepted. But that body has no 
power to make a binding decision. 
Members of unions that have voted 
to reject can bank that inadequate 
5% pay rise and still fight on for more.  

PCS, RCN and NEU are all reballot-
ing to maintain their strike mandates. 
In each of these unions, there now 
needs to be a serious plan for esca-
lating strike action to win. Wherever 
possible that should be coordinated: 
many nurses and junior doctors ar-
gue to strike together, as could four 
teaching unions (NEU, NASUWT, 
NAHT and ACSL) in the autumn. 

Other workers are also potentially 
joining the action, including Unison 
members in local government and 
schools, which, if they vote to strike 
in the upcoming ballot, could bring 
hundreds of thousands more work-
ers into the field. 

As reported in last week’s Social-
ist, postal workers in the Commu-
nication Workers Union (CWU) will 
be consulted on the proposed deal 
negotiated by the union’s leadership 
with Royal Mail senior management, 
in a vote that runs from 17 May – 7 
June. The deal only offers a 10% pay 
rise over three years, and over 400 
reps and members remain victim-
ised or sacked. Consequently, Social-
ist Party members are campaigning 
for a reject vote, alongside other ac-
tivists in the union in CWU Forward 
(see meeting advert). 

The Tories’ latest anti-union meas-
ures, the Minimum Services bill, 

could become law within weeks. But 
this is a divided government acting 
out of desperation against workers, 
and can be defeated. But that re-
quires a serious response. The un-
ions must meet urgently to prepare 
for mass coordinated action, up to 
and including a 24-hour general 
strike. The TUC should organise a na-
tional demonstration to launch such 
a campaign.

The organised working class in 
action has the power still to bring 
down this Tory government sooner 
rather than later, with the likelihood 
of a Starmer-led Labour government 
coming to power. Action now will 
help build the pressure on that gov-
ernment, which, as Starmer further 
underlines every day, has no inten-
tion of granting inflation-proof pay 
rises or fully funding public services 
such as the NHS and schools, never 
mind renationalising Royal Mail. 

NSSN conference
The annual conference of the Na-
tional Shop Stewards Network, on 24 
June in London, therefore takes place 
at a vital time. The fight for inflation-
proof pay rises, against imminent 
further anti-union legislation, and in 
preparation for a potential Starmer 
government, are all crucial and ur-
gent issues for strikers, union reps, 
members and activists to debate. 

Those same forces that have pro-
pelled the strike wave forward all 
through, have the opportunity to 
come together at the NSSN confer-
ence to thrash out a fighting strategy. 
If you’ve been on the picket line, this 
conference is the next place you need 
to be!

www.shopstewards.net

fight the tory 
cost-of-living 
squeeze and their 
anti-union laws!

nationalshop
stewardsnetwork
2023 National Shop 
Stewards Network 
Conference 
Saturday 24 June 
Conway Hall, 
London WC1R 4RL 
11am-4.30pm 

If you’ve been on 
a picket line, this 
is where you need 
to be next!

Michelle Jarrett-Ruecroft
Nurse practitioner and RCN steward

Since the Royal College of Nursing  
(RCN) vote to strike was announced 
on 2 November 2022, the Tories have 
used every delaying tactic they can 
muster to try to stop us striking – in-
cluding entering into negotiations to 
only offer a paltry sum.

After RCN members went against 
the advice of the unions’ leadership 
and rejected the Tories’ insulting of-
fer, the union gave the mandatory 
14-day notice period to commence 
a 48-hour walkout from 8pm on 30 
April.

The Tories claimed that to strike 
on 2 May would be unlawful, call-
ing on the ‘anti-’ Trade Union Act 
2016 that limits workers’ strike man-
date to a period of six months. The 
explanatory notes, which are avail-
able on the government website, 

include a discretionary provision to 
extend this period to nine months, 
if agreed by the union and employer. 
The judge ruled in favour of the To-
ries and deemed the last hours of the 
strike, on 2 May, illegal. The strike 
was forced to end at 23:59 on 1 May.

The RCN will now ballot its mem-
bers for a new strike mandate. The 
government’s bully-boy tactics will 
instil a further sense of anger among 
nurses. It is up to us, fighting trade 
unionists in the workplace, to make 
sure the Tories’ tactics don’t succeed, 
to give nurses confidence that we 
do not have to accept a significantly 
below-inflation pay deal.

This bullying Tory government 
would like to impose even stricter 
anti-trade union laws – we must stop 
them! The Tories must not be allowed 
to bully us – who they declared “he-
roes”. And they must not be allowed 
to further decimate our NHS!

Tories take NHS ‘heroes’ to court 
An RCN member’s response

mega-strike mega-strike

Elaine Brunskill reports that the 
numbers on NEU picket lines in 
Gateshead are growing. 

Some of the strikers at Oakfield 
School on 27 April were from Kells 
Lane School, who then organised 
their own picket line on 2 May. At 
Glynwood Primary School, teachers 
had friends and relatives in the PCS 

Hundreds of thousands walked out in May Day weekend ‘mega-
strikes’. Socialist Party members went along to picket lines, 
strike demos and May Day rallies in support. 

Across Leeds, nurses and ambulance 
workers both took part in strike ac-
tion on 1 May. As the RCN picket line 
supervisor at St James’s Hospital kept 
saying, “Every time I look, there’s 
more of us”.

Nurses said they rejected the 5% 
pay offer not only for how low it was 
in relation to inflation, or restoring 
the decade of lost pay, but also as it 
reflected a total failure to address 
safe staffing and nurse retention.

There was enthusiasm about strik-
ing alongside ambulance workers, 
and for coordinating future action 
with junior doctors. At the ambu-
lance picket line in Bramley, we 
were told that Unite was struggling to 
process all the new members signing 
up to join.

Hundreds of PCS members descend-
ed on Downing Street in London on 
28 April. Helen Pattison reports that 
the picket lines were big, loud and 
angry, with lots of new and younger 
members of the union. Strikers said 
there were lots of reasons why they 
had joined the union recently: the 
action on pay, and also working con-
ditions. These new, young reps were 
keen to discuss a strategy to escalate 
the action. 

Civil service

nhs

teachers

At Torbay Hospital, RCN members 
told Ryan Aldred: “I joined the RCN 
because it had a no-strike policy, 
but it’s now that bad that here I am 
on a picket line.” “I don’t work over-
time and I can’t afford holidays.” An-
other added: “You even have to pay 
to come to work because of the car 
parking fees.”

Corinthia Ward reports from 
Good Hope Hospital, in Sutton 
Coldfield: “Nurses were being of-
fered £50 an hour to come in today, 
with one shift effectively being worth 
a week’s normal wages.” At Birming-
ham Children’s Hospital a picket 
sarcastically said: “It’s a funny coin-
cidence that after 13 years of the To-
ries we’re being paid less, bursaries 
have been scrapped and we’re more 
understaffed than ever. But that’s not 
saying it would have been any better 
under Labour!”

A striker told Joe Foster at 

Heartlands Hospital in Birming-
ham: “We have doctors coming from 
other areas to work here, and we tell 
them that we can’t carry out basic 
procedures, due to not having the 
equipment or the staff.”and RCN. Everybody knows some-

body who is out on strike! 
Strikers made the point that, 

alongside the deal on offer not be-
ing enough, there is no extra funding 
for it. Any extra money given to them 
comes out of existing budgets, mean-
ing cuts to support staff. 

Children were shouting out “toot, 
toot!” as they walked by - a gen-
eration of young people learning 
a valuable lesson about workers’ 
solidarity!

Ickburgh School, Hackney, East London (top left)
Oakfield Primary School, Gateshead (left)
Cardiff May Day demo (above)
Birmingham Children’s Hospial (above right)
PCS protest at Downing Street (below)
RCN protest at the Royal Courts of Justice (right)  
socialist party members
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FOOD PRICE CRISIS
WHAT IS THE SOCIALIST SOLUTION?

Iain Dalton
Socialist Party National Committee

I
ncreasingly feeling the need to 
put items back as you’re going 
round the supermarket doing your 
weekly shop? Worrying about how 
much it’ll come to when you reach 

the checkouts? 
You’re not alone, and stats back it 

up. According to the Office for Na-
tional Statistics, annual price inflation 
for food and non-alcoholic beverages 
reached 19.2% in March, the fastest 
annual rate since 1977.

The justification for the govern-
ment’s measly 5% pay offer to NHS 
workers, and even less for school and 
local authority staff, is that inflation is 
supposed to be coming down. But the 
cost of food continues to accelerate 
upwards.

44% of people in Britain are cut-
ting back on food spending, and 14% 
are skipping meals, according to the 
Trades Union Congress. Food bank 
use is rising. Globally, 828 million are 
affected by hunger, and 2.3 billion are 
moderately or severely food insecure.

Meanwhile, the world’s 20 biggest 
food companies delivered $53.5 bil-
lion to shareholders in the last two 
financial years, according to research 
by Greenpeace. As a Greenpeace 
spokesperson puts it: “What we are 
witnessing is an enormous transfer of 
wealth to a few rich families that basi-
cally own the global food system, at a 
time when the majority of the world 
population is struggling to make ends 
meet.”

Ukraine war
Food supply has been hit significantly 
by the war in Ukraine, in addition to 
the impacts of Covid-19 pandemic 
supply disruptions – both themselves 
symptoms of increased tensions in a 
capitalist world in crisis.

28% of the world’s fertilisers made 
from nitrogen and phosphate came 
from Russia and Ukraine before the 
conflict erupted. Limits on Rus-
sian exports of gas have curtailed 
fertiliser production in Europe too. 
Tonnes of Russian-made fertiliser are 
stuck in warehouses elsewhere in the 
world, unable to be exported due to 
sanctions.

Farmers who were paying £281 per 
tonne of fertiliser in April 2021 were 
paying £785 per tonne in April 2022 - a 
180% increase. Prices have remained 
at a high level since.

Like in other industry, record-high 
wholesale energy prices (in part an-
other byproduct of the Ukraine con-
flict) have driven up production costs.

It has a direct impact on farmers 
themselves, particularly on those 
growing crops in greenhouses that 
require heating. A spokesperson for 
the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) 
said: “At the moment we’ve got a lot 
of glasshouses that would be growing 
the tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, 
aubergines that are sitting there emp-
ty because they simply couldn’t take 
the risk to plant them with the crops, 
not thinking they’d get the returns 
from the marketplace.”

A recent survey by Farmers Weekly 
showed a third of respondents had 
reduced their output in the past 12 
months due to increased costs.

The increased cost of natural gas 
has other knock-on effects too. Pro-
duction of carbonated drinks and 
brewing has been hit by the closure of 
the CF Fertilisers plant in Billingham, 
Teesside - the last UK ammonia plant, 
where carbon dioxide is produced as 
a byproduct.

In 2019, Russia and Ukraine ex-
ported more than a quarter of the 
world’s wheat. In 2022, the year of the 
invasion, grain production in Ukraine 
had dropped by 40%. Three fifths of 
the world’s sunflower oil is produced 
in Russia and Ukraine but production 
of these dropped 25%. Prices of these 
staples are soaring. So too their sub-
stitutes such as olive oil, which has 
increased by 18%, despite production 
of it increasing by 11%.

All this disruption is a reflection of 
the new unstable era of global capital-
ist crisis with heightened geo-political 
tensions. The impact on ordinary 
people, directly and indirectly, is so 
much small change for the major cap-
italist powers trying to extend their 
influence.

If the impact of wars and pan-
demic wasn’t enough, add to that the 
increased rate of extreme weather 
events as a result of climate change.

In the UK, last summer’s heatwave 
led to reduced yields of a whole series 
of crops, from apples to peas, potatoes 
to salads. A Mediterranean cold snap, 
particularly affecting Spain and Mo-
rocco, was an additional factor in the 
shortages of salads and tomatoes in 
British supermarkets at the beginning 
of this year.

But it’s not just extreme tempera-
tures affecting crops. Last year’s 
floods in Pakistan destroyed $1.3 bil-
lion of rice, sugarcane and cotton in 
the Sindh province alone, plus a fur-
ther $374 million of tomatoes, onions 
and chilies, according to research 
from the International Centre for In-
tegrated Mountain Development.

Food and climate change
The food industry itself accounts for 
26% of global greenhouse gas emis-
sions, the majority from animal 
products.

All this highlights the need to rap-
idly transition to net zero carbon 
emissions, and to plan and develop 
environmentally friendly energy and 
food production methods. But capi-
talism’s profit drive, where individual 
capitalists compete to maximize prof-
its, means firms are reluctant to invest 
at the scale and pace needed to drasti-
cally reduce emissions.

Capitalist states, representing the 
dominant interests of their own capi-
talist classes, compete too - incapable 
of the international collaboration, in-
vestment and planning necessary to 
tackle climate change.

Disruptions to food supply plays a 
part in driving up prices. But capital-
ists are taking advantage of oppor-
tunities to boost profits by inflating 
prices further still. This was alluded to 
by Bank of England governor Andrew 
Bailey, in a recent interview with the 
Today programme on BBC Radio 4. 

Having last year told workers to show 
“restraint” in their demands for pay to 
keep up with the cost of living, after a 
year of workers’ strikes, he addressed 
“price setters” (capitalists) instead.

The recently published “Unite In-
vestigates: Profiteering Across the 
Economy – it’s systemic” lays bare 
the soaring profits made by many of 
the big companies in the food sector, 
where market share is dominated by 
just a handful of companies.

For example, the global grain trade 
is dominated by four big companies 
(Archer-Daniels Midland, Bunge, 
Cargill and Louis Dreyfus), which 
account for 90% of the market, and 
whose profits soared by a whopping 
255% from 2019 to 2021.

Three companies, Tesco, Asda and 
Sainsbury’s have a majority of UK 
supermarket trade, 56% - together 
they increased their profits by 97% 

between 2019 and 2021.
Food manufacturers have also 

made huge profits. Eight out of the 
top ten manufacturers in the UK that 
Unite could find data for reported a 
£22.8 billion profit for 2021, a 21% in-
crease on 2019.

Between the food manufacturers 
and the supermarkets there have also 
been battles over the share of these 
profits – with the most high profile 
being the disappearance of Heinz 
products from Tesco shelves in sum-
mer 2022.

Food prices internationally are be-
ing hit by profiteering, climate change 
and increased global tensions. Brit-
ish capitalism faces additional 

disruptions and instability from the 
Tories’ ongoing disorderly process of 
leaving the EU bosses’ club.

30% of UK food is imported from 
the EU. Tory Brexit has led to addi-
tional costs for transnational ship-
ments of agricultural goods and food, 
such as customs duties.

The implementation of the new 
post-Brexit inspection regime has 
been delayed four times so far, and 
the industry body, the Cold Chain 
Federation, has suggested its imple-
mentation will deter EU firms export-
ing to the UK.

British capitalism has long relied 
on food imports. It has been a strategy 
of the capitalist class dating back to 

the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846. 
Since joining the European Eco-

nomic Community in 1972, British 
capitalism increasingly relied on food 
imports. In the 1980s Britain’s food 
self-sufficiency was nearly 80%; this 
has since dropped to around 50%.

By using cheaper labour elsewhere 
in the world, capitalists hold down 
wages and realise more profits.

Farming
The agriculture and food production 
industry in Britain is dependent on 
low-paid migrant labour. EU residents 
who had previously been employed 
without restriction have, since 2018, 
needed to apply for a seasonal work 

visa, reducing numbers. Pandemic 
travel restrictions exacerbated this 
further.

With big farm owners unable to eas-
ily recruit the same levels of low-paid 
labour, as much as 30% of crops have 
gone unharvested in recent years.

The EU Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP), a cornerstone of EU 
membership, contributed as much 
as 55% of UK farmers’ income in 
2014, although 80% of funding went 
to just 20% of farms. According to the 
National Audit Office, around 42% 
of the 85,000 farmers receiving CAP 
subsidies in 2017 would have made a 
loss without them, and a further 16% 
made a loss despite receiving them!

Now out of the EU, the government 
has promised to maintain farming 
funding for the course of this parlia-
ment and move to a new framework 
through a seven-year ‘Agricultural 
Transition’ to focus more on “public 
money for public good”, rather than 
on food production explicitly.

For many farmers, non-farming ac-
tivities are becoming increasing im-
portant to keep afloat – 47% of farmers 
let out buildings for non-agricultural 
use, while 22% have solar panels on 
their land. For 19% of farmers, relying 
on such diversified business has be-
come their majority source of income.

According to consulting firm An-
derson, the number of farmers is ex-
pected to fall from 54,000 in 2020 to 
42,300 in 2030. It is the nature of the 
concentration of capital that squeezes 
smaller, less profitable firms out of 
the economy, regardless of the con-
sequences for food supply. Whatever 
gives the big capitalist investors the 
biggest returns.

There are a whole number of books 
and other publications that will point 
to the many problems with food sys-
tems around the globe, and even 
more so in the UK. What does Green-
peace say needs to be done to stop the 
“enormous transfer of wealth to a few 
rich families”, for example?

Often such critics offer very limited 
solutions beyond begging big multi-
nationals to act more responsibly in 
relation to people, the environment 
or both, or calling upon capitalist gov-
ernments to legislate and force them 
to do so.

Very few raise the potential for 
working-class collective action to 
challenge these big businesses and 
governments through industrial ac-
tion, or with the establishment of 
working-class democratic control in 
the industry - such as elected com-
mittees of workers’ representatives 
to monitor, check and organise price 
controls, for example.

Unite the Union’s document on 
profiteering correctly identifies how 
industrial action can force employ-
ers to give up a portion of their profits 
to higher wages. This has been dem-
onstrated by numerous victories of 
Unite members during general secre-
tary Sharon Graham’s time in office. 

However, the report doesn’t raise the 
issue of who fundamentally owns and 
controls these companies.

If profiteering across food and other 
industries is systemic, then it requires 
a systemic alternative. 

As it is, the food industry, and the 
economy at large, is driven by capital-
ism’s need to produce ever-increasing 
profits for those at the top – the capi-
talists who own the factories, the big 
farms, the banks and so on. 

If these major levers of the econo-
my were brought into public owner-
ship, production and distribution of 
food could instead be organised to 
meet the needs of all. By drawing up a 
socialist plan, based on what different 
parts of the food industry can produce 
and what is being sold, investment 
into those areas can be planned - 
democratically decided by elected 
representatives of workers in the in-
dustry and the wider working class.

The food and drink industry is dom-
inated by a small number of monopo-
lies in production, distribution and 
retail, but it also contains many small 
businesses – small shops, restaurants, 
small farms, and so on. The policies of 
the giant food companies can have a 
huge effect on the economic viability 
of smaller producers and outlets. At 
present it is these smaller companies 
which are under threat of collapse. 
The National Federation of Fish Friers 
reported last year that between 20 to 
40 fish and chip shops were closing 
every week across Britain.

Socialism
Socialists don’t aim to ‘nationalise 
every fish and chip shop’, but we do 
raise the need to nationalise the big 
companies that dominate the sector. 
This would include many of those 
pointed to in Unite’s report - the grain 
traders, supermarkets, food proces-
sors. The dominance of these compa-
nies means that such measures would 
have a decisive impact. 

Taking land into public ownership, 
for example the estimated 18% owned 
by corporations and 30% by aristo-
crats and gentry, would mean its use 
could be democratically decided 
upon – to be leased to small farmers, 
or for use by publicly owned farms, for 
example.

A nationalised banking system, un-
der working-class control and man-
agement, could extend cheap credit 
to finance aspects of the food industry 
when necessary.

There are other ways smaller pro-
ducers could be supported, including 
direct subsidies in key strategic sec-
tors, or by providing purchase price 
guarantees to farmers to encourage 
certain crops to be grown. Where 
supply was short for any reason, de-
cisions about how to prioritise the 
distribution of goods could be demo-
cratically decided, as could plans to 
step up production in different ways.

Socialist planning would mean 
these decisions would not be subject 
to the whims of a handful of capital-
ists, but democratically discussed 
and decided upon by elected repre-
sentatives of workers. Such methods 
of organising society, to put the needs 
of people and our environment first, 
could lay the basis to ensure that the 
abundance of food that is currently 
squandered by capitalism could be 
produced affordably, sustainably 
and with good quality. It would allow 
humanity to put an end to the hor-
rors of hunger that have given rise to 
food banks here in Britain, and the 
horrors of famine in some parts of 
the world.

photo: Mtaylor848/CC
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How can we win a four-day week?
Oisin Duncan
North West Socialist Party

T
he effects of austerity have 
forced many workers into 
dealing with bigger workloads 
for real-terms pay cuts. Teach-
ers in secondary schools are 

working 54 hours a week on average, 
and in the NHS, junior doctors and 
nurses are asked to pick up the slack 
as sub-safe staffing levels pile more 
work on the remaining workforce. 

No wonder these workers have 
been on strike. Imagine working es-
sentially an extra day every week, 
only to be told by your employer that 
your pay will not rise with the highest 
rate of inflation in decades.

Public sector workers’ mental and 
physical health is being sacrificed 
as they are expected to make up for 
thousands of vacancies. The huge 
impact of these workers’ strike action 
is a very real demonstration of the 
value of the work they do.

Workers in Britain worked an av-
erage of 42 hours a week in 2018, 
two hours more than the European 
average, according to figures from 
the Trades Union Congress (TUC). 
Meanwhile millions live with the 
insecurity of low- or zero-hour con-
tracts. A quarter of the UK workforce 
currently works part-time.

For many workers such as teach-
ers, overtime is unpaid. For others, it 
is contractual or so-called voluntary. 
Many workers will have started a job 
and immediately been presented 
with a piece of paper to sign, opting 
out of the working time directive’s 
48-hour weekly limit. Those on inse-
cure limited-hours contracts face the 
constant threat of hours being cut.

A 32-hour working week without 

loss of pay, and with flexibility on 
our terms not the bosses, has the 
potential to transform workers’ lives. 
Particularly those struggling to fulfil 
caring roles on top of full-time work, 
such as parents. A full-time nursery 
place for a child under two costs on 
average £14,836 a year.

Already many parents are forced 
to work shorter hours with less pay, 
or leave work altogether unable to 
afford childcare. In many cases navi-
gating a delicate balance of childcare 
availability and cost, the cost of com-
muting, and eligibility for help with 
benefits.

A number of studies have been 
conducted in various countries 
looking at the possible effects of im-
plementing a shorter working week 
without loss of pay. A recent pilot in 
the UK coordinated by Autonomy, 
in which workers remained on full 
pay with a “meaningful reduction in 
work time”, found that staff reported 
feeling happier and closer to their 
loved ones.

Of the 61 companies that partici-
pated, together employing around 
2,900 workers, 56 are continuing and 
18 plan to make the change perma-
nent. The largest firm surveyed had 
around 1,000 staff but they were an 
outlier, two-thirds of the firms in the 
study employed fewer than 25 peo-
ple. In Britain, the vast majority of 
workers are employed by companies 
with more than 100 employees.

The study’s authors appear to at-
tempt to make the case to employers 
that it is in their interests to adopt a 
four-day week. Bluntly, it’s not. And 
the capitalists know it. 

Their profits are maximised by ex-
tracting as much labour time as pos-
sible from the worker, while giving up 

as little of the value they produce in 
wages. 

Just as workers are needing to 
struggle for pay rises, as they are in 
the strike wave, a struggle needs to be 
waged for reduced working hours too.

If the capitalists had it their way, 
workers would work for longer, for 
less pay. In fact, this is the trend in 
the teaching profession and others.

Under capitalism, individual 
bosses strive to increase their own 
profits, but also compete with each 
other for a share of the market. Any 
capitalist convinced by the report’s 
arguments about “improvements 
in hiring, absenteeism and resigna-
tions”, that made the change to a 
four-day working week without loss 
of pay, would find itself at a competi-
tive disadvantage.

This does not mean a shorter 
working week without loss of pay is 
impossible, just that it is in the inter-
ests of the workers, and against the 
interests of the bosses. As Friedrich 
Engels explained in his pamphlet 
‘Socialism: Utopian and Scientific’, 
the class struggle can be boiled down 
to the struggle over the working day.

In the 19th Century Engels analysed 
the concrete struggles of trade union-
ists in industrialising countries for 
paid overtime, an eight-hour day and 
weekends. And it is the need for work-
ers’ struggle against the bosses that is 
missing from the Autonomy report. 

The demand for pay to keep up 
with inflation has dominated the on-
going strike wave. But key aspects of 
many of the disputes have involved 
the struggle over the working day. 
In the Royal Mail dispute, bosses in-
tended to impose annualised hours, 
with postal workers working longer 
hours at busier times of the year, 

and later start and ‘last letter’ times. 
Weekend working arrangements 
have been a feature of the RMT un-
ion’s dispute on the railways.

A motion at the PCS union Annual 
Delegates Meeting takes up the issue, 
and the TUC adopted the demand for 
a four-day week in 2018.

Teachers in the National Educa-
tion Union (NEU) are currently strik-
ing over pay and funding. Socialist 
Party members in NEU, including 
those on its executive, continue to 
campaign for national action for a 
‘national contract’, taking up the is-
sues of workload and working hours.

Under Jeremy Corbyn’s leader-
ship in 2019, then shadow chancel-
lor John McDonnell, speaking at the 
Labour conference, committed the 
party to “reduce the average working 
week to 32 hours within a decade”.

There is no front-bench opposition 
MP now calling for anything along 
those lines. The trade union struggle 
for a shorter working week would be 
strengthened by a workers’ party pre-
pared to fight in the interests of the 
working class against the capitalists.

The capitalist bosses won’t be 
persuaded by ‘rational’ arguments 
to forgo their short-term profits and 
concede a 32-hour working week 
without loss of pay. Most will com-
plain such measures are unafford-
able, to which socialists say ‘open 
the books and prove it!’ Nationalised, 
democratically controlled by the 
working class, the big firms can be 
run on the basis of a 32-hour work-
ing week without loss of pay and with 
future pay linked to inflation, not to 
maximise profits for shareholders.

History has shown that under the 
pressure of workers’ struggle, indus-
trial and political, the capitalists can 
be forced into making concessions. 
But to make substantial, lasting im-
provements to workers’ lives – infla-
tion-proof pay rises, a 32-hour week 
without loss of pay, access to free 
high-quality childcare, and more – 
means a struggle for socialist change.

Workload is another key part of the strike wave and a 
number of unions are fighting for a shorter working 
week, with some adopting policies demanding a four-
day week photoS: PAUL MATTSSON
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Kevin Parslow
Branch secretary Unite LE1228  
(personal capacity)

T
he results of Unite the Union’s 
Executive Council (EC) elec-
tions appear to have given a 
slim majority to supporters 
of general secretary Sharon 

Graham’s industrial programme. 
This includes Socialist Party mem-
ber Suzanne Muna, formerly an EC 
member from London and Eastern, 
who has been elected from her new 
region, South West.

This is a defeat for the formerly 
dominant United Left organisation in 
Unite, which had a majority on the un-
ion’s leading body since its formation 
over a decade ago. It stood under the 
moniker ‘Members First’ in this elec-
tion, and has increasingly become the 
mouthpiece of the conservative ele-
ments of the full-time officialdom of 
the union, wanting to undo the gains 
that have been made since Sharon’s 
election as general secretary in 2021.

The election saw turnouts in most 
divisions of between just 5-7%. This 
is poor, but reflects the situation 
across the trade union movement 
where turnouts for union leadership 
elections do not usually catch the in-
terest of members. Nevertheless, the 
hundreds of disputes members have 
voted for and pursued since Sharon 
Graham became general secretary, 

and the hundreds of millions of 
pounds won in settlements, show 
that when a lead is given, workers 
will respond.

The task of the new executive will 
be to build on this mood to increase 
participation in the union to take it 
further along its current path.

But the new executive cannot con-
fine itself to maintaining the current 
industrial strategy. Inevitably, the 
union will have to draw political con-
clusions from the strikes.

The lack of support, even op-
position, from Labour leader Keir 
Starmer and the majority of the Par-
liamentary Labour Party for workers’ 
struggles, including those of Unite, 
should not be ignored. This is a clear 
statement of intent from a party 
which is likely to be in government 
during the period of this Executive 
Council. Unite must be prepared to 
challenge what will be an anti-work-
ing class, pro-capitalist government, 
whose potential leaders are already 
schmoozing big business leaders on 
the ‘prawn cocktail’ circuit.

Early tests of this will come at the 
rules and policy conferences of Unite 
in July. There are rules amendments 
tabled which propose that Unite 
backs only those election candidates 
who support its policies; others call 
for outright disaffiliation from La-
bour. Meanwhile, an amendment 
has gone into the policy conference 

agenda calling for a referendum of 
Unite members on the link with La-
bour. Socialists on the executive will 
push for the strongest political lead 
from Unite, and for the EC to back 
the amendments. 

Ahead of the conference, Unite is 
also balloting its members on wheth-
er to continue its political fund, in 
which Socialist Party members will 
call for a yes vote to continue the fund. 
It is noticeable that in the material, 
Labour affiliation is barely mentioned 
as a reason for keeping the fund!

Other Socialist Party members 
who stood as candidates, and others 
who also stood on a socialist plat-
form, did well in the elections with 
fighting campaigns and good votes. 
This time round, not all secured 
enough votes to be elected, but their 
campaigning laid the groundwork 
for future election victories.

This will be a crucial term for 
Unite’s EC, which will determine 
whether the union stays at the fore-
front of struggle in the labour move-
ment, both on the industrial and the 
political fronts. However, this task 
will be more achievable if a new 
open and democratic broad left is 
built in Unite. The EC election shows 
the potential for this. Such a left can 
be built on the foundations of the 
election campaign, and should be 
launched at the upcoming Unite pol-
icy and rules conference.

Iain Dalton
Usdaw ADM delegate

Shop workers’ union Usdaw’s 2023 Annual 
Delegate Meeting (ADM) took place against 
a backdrop of waves of industrial action, as 
workers in many trade unions take action 
over the impact of the cost-of-living crisis.

It was clear at the ADM that workers in a 
number of warehouse, manufacturing and 
road haulage workplaces had rejected ini-
tial pitiful pay offers. While battles over pay 
haven’t led to strike action yet, many had 
won much more substantial offers as a result 
of pushing for increased pay.

The picture has been more mixed in the re-
tail and wholesale sector, which makes up the 
majority of Usdaw’s membership.

In Tesco, the latest union agreement now 
makes provision for no contracts less than 
16 hours, unless specifically requested by the 
worker. The company has felt compelled to 
pay three pay rises in twelve months due to 
the rising cost of living. 

Nonetheless, with eye-watering mega-
profits of £2.49 billion, the wages of its work-
ers remain obscenely low, and there is no 
doubt that with a serious fight, Tesco bosses 
could be forced to pay more. Despite con-
ference voting repeatedly in recent years to 
restore the right of members to vote on pay 
negotiations in Tesco, this has still not been 
fought for by Usdaw’s leadership.

At the bottom end of the spectrum is Mor-
risons, whose pitiful 2% pay offer was rejected 
by the membership, only to be imposed by 
ACAS through binding arbitration. A motion 
was passed aimed at eliminating the clause 

in the Usdaw’s agreement with Morrisons 
which mandates binding arbitration where 
pay offers are rejected.

This and a number of other motions 
around workers’ rights and the cost of living 
were supported by the pro-social partnership 
leadership of Usdaw, reflecting the pressure 
on them of the new industrial situation.

In contrast to some of the unions that have 
taken national action in the last months - such 
as the National Education Union, which has 
gained 50,000 new members and hundreds of 
new reps - Usdaw’s membership has fallen by 
around 80,000 in recent years, coupled with a 
decline in the base of shop stewards.

Partly due to the turnover of conference 

delegates, there seemed to be record num-
bers of first-time delegates speaking at the 
rostrum.

While this meant some inexperience, with 
some propositions without movers or with-
drawn, it is clear that from this new layer 
a new combative generation can develop, 
which can help to transform Usdaw into the 
fighting union its members need. 

As the conference went on, we found that 
sales of the Socialist increased, as well as peo-
ple wanting to join the Broad Left - the group-
ing in the union which aims to bring together 
all those who want to campaign for a fighting, 
democratic union, in which Socialist Party 
members play a key role.

Support for Corbyn’s 
reinstatement lost, despite 
support for nationalising 
industries
One of the more debated motions at the confer-
ence, moved by a first-time speaker, was for the La-
bour whip to be restored to Jeremy Corbyn. Not a 
single speaker opposed this. One reported they had 
resigned from Labour as a result of the bar on Cor-
byn, while another young first-time speaker said: 
“I wouldn’t know what a trade union was without 
him”. The decision of the two Usdaw unelected of-
ficials who sit on Labour’s National Executive Com-
mittee to vote to block Corbyn from standing at the 
next general election came in for criticism. 

The vote on the motion was narrowly lost how-
ever, following general secretary Paddy Lillis’ re-
sponse to the discussion, suggesting that if Corbyn 
had “taken responsibility” for the EHRC report into 
anti-semitism within Labour, he would have had 
the whip restored. In truth, the right-wing majority 
of Usdaw’s leadership opposed Corbyn and his an-
ti-austerity manifesto from the start, and supported 
Owen Smith in opposition to Corbyn in the right-
wing coup attempt in 2016.

Conference passed motions calling for rena-
tionalising the water industry and Royal Mail, 
pledges Keir Starmer had made to win the Labour 
leadership in succession to Corbyn, but has since 
dropped. Conference also passed a motion in sup-
port of proportional representation, but Starmer 
has rejected this as well.

It is clear that the struggle for a fighting, demo-
cratic leadership of Usdaw needs to include fight-
ing for a genuine, independent political voice for 
union members. As was raised in the debate, if 
Corbyn stood he could win, and be a voice for those 
policies. 

Usdaw: Strike wave leaves its mark on conference

Unite election results: Gains for supporters of Sharon Graham
Now build a fighting lead industrially and politically

Capitalist 
bosses won’t 
be persuaded 
by ‘rational’ 
arguments 
to forgo their 
short-term 
profits and 
concede a 32-
hour working 
week without 
loss of pay. 
But under 
the pressure 
of workers’ 
struggle, they 
can be forced 
into making 
concessions

Socialist Party member Suzanne Muna 
who has been re-elected to the Unite 
executive  PHOTO: BRISTOL SOCIALIST PARTY

PHOTO: USDAW ACTIVIST
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Solidarity to 
all workers on 
International 
Workers’ Day 
from 

Merseyside 
Pensioners 
Association

Scott Hunter
Swindon Socialist Party

Towards the end of our regular stall in 
Swindon town centre on Saturday 29 
April, we were approached by a man 
who identified himself as a Labour 
councillor in Swindon. He bemoaned 
the fact that we are standing several 
candidates in the local elections as 
part of the Trade Unionist and So-
cialist Coalition (TUSC): "There's 
probably only a wafer between what 
I believe and what you believe. Why 
can't we work together?"

We replied that we would be ex-
pelled from the Labour Party if we 
tried to run on the TUSC platform! 
This Labour councillor did not see 
the irony when he refused to even 
touch one of our leaflets, saying, "I 
can't get caught reading that!"

We went through some of the 
points of the TUSC platform: no 
cuts, no council tax rises, a mass 
council-house building programme. 
He claimed to agree with all these, 
but when we asked him point-blank 
whether he would vote against cuts 
in the council chambers, he admitted 
that he would follow the Labour Party 
line and pass on cuts from Westmin-
ster to working people in Swindon. In 
the next breath, he had the audacity 

to mourn the deprivation evident in 
Swindon's poorest areas, "I've seen 
some real poverty while campaign-
ing," he said, seeming genuinely sad. 

Unfortunately, feeling sad is the 
extent of Labour's plan for Swindon. 
All across the country, Labour coun-
cillors and MPs may feel sad while 
they pass on Tory austerity, which 
has devastated communities and 
cost thousands of lives.  

Talking face-to-face with this La-
bour councillor laid bare the po-
litical and moral emptiness of the 
Labour Party, and that a Labour-run 
council - or a Labour government in 
Westminster - would just be a con-
tinuation of Tory policies. Once we'd 
confronted him with these issues, 
the councillor had one last defence: 
he thought Starmer would become 
more left-wing once in government! 

We're not prepared to take a 
chance on Starmer, who has already 
committed to further austerity and 
privatisation. This man claimed to 
believe in the same things as us, but 
the difference is we're in a party that 
reflects what we believe. We're fight-
ers, and we're unapologetic about 
what we want: no one to be cold, 
hungry, or homeless. A society and 
economy run for and by the working 
class. In other words: socialism!

Fight for representatives that will stand up 
for the working class

See the rest of the May Day greetings in issue 1224 and online

Capitalism is an ailing, crisis-
ridden system based on the 
exploitation of the majority of the 

world’s population by a small, super-
rich elite who own most of the wealth 
and the means of producing it. This 
way of organising society, in which the 
pursuit of profit comes before everything 
else, causes poverty, inequality, 
environmental destruction, wars and 
oppression across the globe.

The Socialist Party organises working-
class people to fight against the attacks 
from this rotten system on our lives 
and livelihoods, and for a socialist 
alternative: a society which takes the 
wealth out of the hands of the super-rich 
and is democratically run by working-
class people to meet the needs of all not 
the profits of a few. 

Building fighting democratic trade 
unions in the workplaces and a new 
mass workers’ party is a vital part of  
the struggle to change society along 
socialist lines.

Because capitalism 
is a world system, 
the struggle for 
socialism must also 
be international. The Socialist Party is 
part of the Committee for a Workers’ 
International which organises across the 
world. Our demands include:

WORK, PENSIONS AND BENEFITS
●● A £15-an-hour minimum wage for all, 

without exemptions. For the minimum 
wage to automatically increase linked to 
average earnings or inflation, whichever 
is higher.

●● Share out the work. A maximum 
32-hour working week with no loss of 
pay or worsening of conditions. The 
right to flexible working, under the 
control of workers not employers. An 
end to insecure working, for the right to 
full-time work for all who want it; ban 
zero-hour contracts.

●● All workers to have trade union rates 
of pay, employment protection, and 
sickness, parental and holiday rights 
from day one of employment. End bosses 
using bogus ‘self-employment’ as a 
means to avoid giving workers rights.

●● No to austerity through inflation. 
For all wage rates to be automatically 
increased at least in line with price rises.

●● Open the books of all companies 
cutting jobs or claiming they can’t 
afford to pay a real living wage. State 
subsidies, where genuinely needed, for 
socially-useful small businesses. 

●● For trade unions independent of the 
capitalist state, with members having 
democratic control over their own 
policies, constitutions and democratic 
procedures. For all trade union officials to 
be regularly elected, subject to recall by 
their members and paid a worker’s wage.

●● Reduce the state retirement and 
pension age to 55. For decent living 
pensions. 

●● Replace universal credit and the 
punitive benefit system with living 
benefits for all who need them.

PUBLIC SERVICES
●● A massive expansion of public 

services including the NHS and council 
services. Reverse all the cuts, kick 
out the privateers. Bring private social 
care and childcare facilities into public 

ownership under democratic control, 
in order to provide free, high-quality 
services for all who need them. Expand 
services for all women suffering violence.

●● For local councillors who are 
committed to opposing austerity and 
all cuts to local services, jobs, pay and 
conditions.

●● For a socialist NHS to provide for 
everyone’s health needs, including 
dental and eye care – free at the point 
of use and under democratic control. 
Kick out the private companies! 
Nationalise the pharmaceutical industry 
under democratic workers’ control and 
management.

●● Renationalise privatised utilities – 
including rail, mail, water, telecoms and 
power – under democratic workers’ 
control and management.

●● Free, publicly funded and 
democratically run, good-quality 
education, available to all at any age. 
Abolish university tuition fees and write 
off student debt, end marketisation, 
and introduce a living grant. No to 
academisation. For all schools to be 
under the genuine democratic control of 
local education authorities, school staff, 
parents and student organisations. 

●● The right to a safe secure home for 
all. For the mass building of genuinely 
affordable, high-quality, carbon-neutral 
council housing. For rent controls that cap 
the level of rent. Fair rent decisions should 
be made by elected bodies of tenants, 
housing workers and representatives 
of trade unions. For cheap low-interest 
mortgages for home buyers. Nationalise 
the privately owned large building 
companies, land banks and estates. 

ENVIRONMENT
●● Prioritising major research and 

investment into replacing fossil fuels 
and nuclear power with renewable 
energy, and ending the problems of 
early obsolescence – where products 
are designed to ‘wear out’ and be 
replaced - and unrecycled waste.

●● Nationalisation of the energy 
companies, under democratic workers’ 
control and management, with 
compensation paid only on the basis of 
proven need, in order to carry out a major 
switch to clean, green energy, without any 
loss of jobs, pay or conditions.

●● A democratically planned, massively 
expanded, free to use, publicly owned 
transport system, as part of an overall 
plan against environmental pollution.

●● For a major, publicly funded, 
insulation and energy transition plan for 
existing housing stock.

●● Agribusiness to be taken into 
democratic public ownership. For a food 
processing and retail industry under 
workers’ control to ensure that standards 
are set by consumers, small farmers, and 

all workers involved in the production, 
processing, distribution and retail of food. 

DEMOCRATIC RIGHTS
●● For united working-class struggle to 

end discrimination on the grounds of race, 
gender, disability, sexuality, age, and all 
other forms of prejudice and oppression.

●● Repeal the anti-trade union laws 
and all others that trample over civil 
liberties. For the right to protest and 
to strike! End police harassment. For 
the police to be accountable to local 
committees, made up of democratically 
elected representatives of trade unions, 
local community organisations and local 
authorities.

●● For the right to choose when and 
whether to have children – for the right 
to access abortion, contraception and 
fertility treatment for all who need it.

●● For the right to asylum – with 
democratic community control and 
oversight of emergency funding 
resources. No to racist immigration laws.

●● Expand democracy. For the abolition 
of the monarchy and the House of Lords. 
For all MPs to be subject to the right of 
recall by their constituents at any time, 
and to only receive a worker’s wage. 
For proportional representation and the 
right to vote at 16.

●● For the right of nations to self-
determination. For an independent 
socialist Scotland and for a socialist 
Wales, both part of a voluntary socialist 
confederation of Wales, England, 
Scotland and Ireland.

●● Oppose the dictatorship of the 
billionaire owners of the media. For the 
nationalisation of newspaper printing 
facilities, radio, TV and social media 
platforms. Access to these facilities should 
be under democratic control, with political 
parties’ coverage being allocated in 
proportion to the popular vote at elections.

●● For a new mass workers’ party, 
based on the trade unions, and 
drawing together workers, young people 
and activists from workplaces, and 
community, environmental, anti-racist 
and anti-cuts campaigns, to provide a 
fighting, socialist political alternative to 
the pro-big business parties.

SOCIALISM AND INTERNATIONALISM
●● No to imperialist wars and 

occupations!
●● Take the wealth off the super-rich! 

For a socialist government to take 
into public ownership the top 150 
companies and the banking system 
that dominate the British economy, 
and run them under democratic 
working-class control and management. 
Compensation to be paid only on the 
basis of proven need, not to the fat cats.

●● A democratic socialist plan of 
production based on the interests of the 
overwhelming majority of people, and in 
a way that safeguards the environment.

●● No the EU bosses’ club. Organise 
a campaign with European socialists 
and workers’ organisations to use the 
talks on post-Brexit relations to tear up 
the EU pro-capitalist rules. For a real 
collaboration of the peoples of Europe 
on a socialist basis as a step towards a 
socialist world.

WHAT WE STAND FOR

Do you agree? Join the fightback!

JOIN THE SOCIALISTS

Help fund the fightback!

DONATE TODAY

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

socialistparty.org.uk 
/donate

Sheffield Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition (TUSC) candidates

TUSC stood in 27 out of 28 wards in 
the Sheffield council election with an 
anti-austerity, socialist programme. 
But you wouldn’t have known that 
from attending the University of 
Sheffield’s Students Union hustings 
on 27 April.

Only three councillors – from La-
bour, the Green Party, and the Lib 
Dems – took the hustings platform. 
It is unclear whether the Tories were 
invited.

TUSC was not invited. Despite our 
election agent reaching out to the or-
ganisers to rectify this ‘oversight’, we 
were met with silence.

Three TUSC candidates prepared 
speeches and attended the hustings, 
to try and present an anti-austerity 
alternative to the main parties in 
Sheffield. We were told by the organ-
iser - an elected Labour councillor in 
Warrington - that she wasn’t aware 
TUSC was standing!

We were told the event was being 
delivered simply to encourage stu-
dents to vote, despite it being adver-
tised as a hustings. But how can you 
encourage students to vote if all that 
is on offer are parties which have 
passed on Tory cuts when in power?

We asked those allowed on the top 
table whether they condoned TUSC 
being excluded from the platform. 
Only Lewis Dagnall, the Labour can-
didate for Broomhill and Sharrow 
Vale ward, answered us: 

“I think the point of the event is that 
the City Council is going to be run by 
Labour, Green, and Lib Dems.”

We answered that being politi-
cally suppressed will make it more 

unlikely for TUSC candidates to be 
on the council. And how would he 
like it if it was happening to his party? 

He claimed that: “I made the deci-
sion to join a party with a construc-
tive approach.”

Dagnall’s ‘constructive’ party is 
responsible, along with the Greens 
and Lib Dems, for cutting £48 mil-
lion from Sheffield’s public services 
in 2023 – £43 million of which was in 
social care.

When challenged on the cuts to 
council services he told our candi-
dates to “get some shoe leather” to 
pull ourselves up by our bootstraps, 
and then declared that our ‘working-
class clothes’ were “not helping [our] 
case”!

From the audience we announced 
that we were being suppressed, and 
drew attention to the cuts passed by 
the candidates on the platform.

We were told to leave, with security 
guards being brought for back-up, 
despite us leaving peacefully with no 
need for force.

TUSC’s presence in Sheffield 
continues to grow. During the cam-
paign we found support from former 
Labour and Green voters who rec-
ognised the establishment parties’ 
complicity in the ongoing cost-of-
living crisis.

These parties are clearly feeling 
threatened by the public’s desire for 
an anti-austerity, pro–working class 
alternative. Which Socialist Party 
members as part of TUSC will con-
tinue to fight for.

Anti-cuts council 
candidates excluded 
from hustings

Heather Rawling
Leicester Socialist Party

In Leicester, a city where garment 
workers were dying for less than £5 
an hour during Covid lockdowns, 
people met to remember possibly the 
worst workplace disaster anywhere 
in the world. The meeting was held 
in Highfields where many sweatshop 
workers live. “Tears in the fabric”, a 
hard hitting film, made by Rainbow 
Collective, was shown.

Rana Plaza was an eight-storey 
commercial building in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh. Garment factories 
on the top stories employed 5,000 
workers.

On 24 April 2013, the building col-
lapsed, killing 1,134 and leaving two 
thousand more injured. More than 
half of the victims were women, 
along with a number of their chil-
dren who were in nursery facilities 
within the building. Survivors have 
struggled to access medical attention 
and many are still dying from their 
injuries. 

The day before the disaster, struc-
tural cracks were discovered in Rana 
Plaza. Warnings to stay out of the 
building were ignored by the fac-
tory owners on the upper floors. 
They pressured workers to return to 
the building. Hours later, the whole 
building collapsed. 

Brand names made in the build-
ing included Benetton, Bonmarche, 
Monsoon, Accessorize, Primark, 
Mango, Matalan, and Zara.

Workers and the poor 

internationally were horrified by the 
gross lack of regard for workers’ lives. 
Ever since, many brands linked to the 
disaster have been on a charm offen-
sive to redeem their reputation in the 
eyes of the public.

Some, but not all, donated blood 
money to compensate the survivors. 
However, Rana Plaza victims stated 
in the Rainbow Collective film that 
the trust set up to administer the 
money has been ‘mismanaged’ and 
they are still living without proper 
medical attention, and struggle to 
feed themselves. Brands signed up 
to an accord on building regulations 
and health and safety. Where un-
ions exist, improvements have been 
made. But workers’ rights abuses are 
still rife and many are still 
working in unsafe condi-
tions. Millions still work in 
factories not covered by the 
accord. As Claudia Webbe, 
Independent MP in Leices-
ter East said at the meeting, 
“workers should be respon-
sible for health and safety at 
work” and called for work-
ers’ control.

To date, no brands have 
been prosecuted.

Informing workers of 
their rights at work is a start 
in the process of unions 
reaching out to workers. 
But much more needs to be 
done to unionise these fac-
tories to stop the abuse of 
£5-an-hour wages and lack 
of health and safety. 

The fight for workers’ health 
and safety – Leicester meeting 
commemorates Rana Plaza 
tragedy

The Socialist Party 
calls for:

●● A massive trade union 
recruitment campaign to unionise 
garment workers 

●● An amnesty for all migrant 
workers from deportation and other 
punitive measures so they are not 
afraid to report abuses.

●● Trade union and workers’ 
control of health and safety in the 
workplace.

●● Close down the sweatshops and 
create new, safe, publicly owned 
workplaces. Job guarantees for 
all workers. If needed, share out 
the work with no loss of pay. For 
democratic workers’ control and 
management of publicly owned 
industry

●● Pay a living wage! No one should 
earn less than £15 an hour, as a 
step towards a real living wage

●● The big retailers who buy 
and sell these garments knew 
about this extreme exploitation. 
Nationalise the garment industry 
under democratic workers’ control 
and management to prevent future 
abuses

Rana Plaza 
building collapse 
Photo: sharat 
Chowdhury/CC

Sheffield TUSC and 
Socialist Party on 
May Day protest

DONATE
socialistparty.org.uk/donate

Help fund the fightback



9 771366 962103	 ISSN 1366–9621

socialistparty.org.uk Socialistthe
formerly

/ solidarity 
price£2£1

Issue 1225 4-10 May 2023

WHAT WE STAND FOR: THE SOCIALIST PARTY’S MAIN DEMANDS ▶▶▶ see column on p10

Katie Simpson
Northampton Socialist Party

A 
children’s ward at Kettering 
General Hospital has been 
found to be inadequate, the 
lowest rating that inspec-
tors can give. A slew of 50 

official complaints came in from 
parents, after cases of fatalities and 
serious injuries in the Northamp-
tonshire hospital.

As a mum of a young child in the 

area, it’s worrying to know a place 
that a child should be safest is fail-
ing so many families. Equally, as 
someone who’s worked in health-
care for over a decade, the out-
come of the report is unfortunately 
unsurprising.

Inspectors found whistleblowers 
being penalised. This is a growing 
issue in NHS trusts, and a conse-
quence of a top-down method of 
management. 

13 years of Tory austerity has seen 

catastrophic underfunding and lack 
of investment in our NHS. It is clear 
that the Tories are quite happy to 
drive the NHS into the ground to 
justify further privatisation.

Tories and Labour
On the other side, Labour has said 
it will refuse exhausted NHS staff an 
inflation-proof pay rise, and called 
for more privatisation. And when 
asked about doctors walking out, 
Labour shadow health secretary, 

Wes Streeting, said: “I don’t support 
the strike”. We need a new party for 
us.

Privatisation of hospital cleaning 
shows the dangers. The inspection 
of the hospital ward found it was so 
unclean there was dust on infants’ 
cots.

Another outcome of the report 
highlighted that lack of staffing was 
a serious concern, including a va-
cancy for a lead nurse that hadn’t 
been filled for several months. This 

is the reality of what is happening in 
the NHS.

This is why thousands of nurses 
and doctors are taking further strike 
action – to fight back against the 
ongoing risk that understaffing and 
underfunding is having on the most 
vulnerable patients: our kids.

A democratically owned and run 
NHS, with full funding and well-
trained, properly paid staff, is the 
only solution to prevent these trag-
edies happening on a national scale.

underfunded 
understaffed 

back the 
strikes

NHS
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