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THE LAST 10 years offered plenty of opportunities for
the socialist left to make a significant step forward. The
brutality of globalisation, the betrayals by New Labour,
the war on Irag and Afghanistan and now the economic
turmoil of the credit crunch have led to anger and organ-
ised protest. The anti-capitalist protests brought many
thousands on to the streets, the anti-war movement
mobilised millions.

Yet under these favourable conditions the left in Brit-
ain has shrunk. It is divided and weak. It is marginal
in society at large. And it shows few signs of recover-
ing from the blows it suffered at the hands of Thatcher
back in the 1980s.

In many cases the far left has thrown away the ideo-
logical compass of revolutionary Marxism, along with the
clear-cut socialist goals that it pointed to. Instead it has
adapted its politics to any would-be allies who seemed
to promise electoral success.

Even basic democratic and general socialist demands,
such as the right to free abortion on demand and oppo-
sition to all immigration controls, have been sacrificed
at different times, by different groups in the search for
80/20 unity, electoral success, building a “broad” party,
incorporating “new layers” and so on. Needless to say,
the basic goal of revolutionary socialism - a revolution
and the creation of a state based on working class power
— was tossed into the furnace early on in this process.

The Scottish Socialist Party, the Socialist Alliance and
Respect - each is guilty of watering down the social-
i1st programme and each clearly founded on the basis
of “agreeing to differ” over the question of reform or
revolution.

They could not even claim that their horse-trading
over the socialist programme led to a mass influx into
the left or a serious growth in its influence in the unions
and working class communities.

But their record is one of failure. It is one of rancorous
splits, disillusionment and the driving of socialists away
from the movement. Itis a terriblegecord and it includes
actions that are a stain on the movement, actions that
have dismayed workers looking on.

The fate of these three organisations cries out for some-
one to tell the truth: just as there is no parliamentary
road to socialism, so there is no parliamentary road to
principled socialist unity and the creation of a genuine
socialist party.

Just because we come to this conclusion does not mean
that our answer is to stick a flag in the sand and say:
join us. John Nicholson, in the Feedback section of this
magazine, is quite right to point out that this too has
failed as a method of rebuilding the left.

But nor is it a case for closing your eyes to the fact that
the “broad party” has proved itself just as useless to the
task of rebuilding the left as is sect building. We need a

Convention of the Left

new approach — not a new broad party.

The working class remains the decisive force for change
in society. Its organisations, its social power and strength
can swing the balance of forces away from the bosses.
Yet it is 11l equipped for this task because too many on
the left refuse to acknowledge that as a movement it is
in terrible shape.

Greeting every day of action - orchestrated by the
union leaders and carefully contained by them - as the
dawn of a new era of militancy will not resolve this prob-
lem. Nor will placing our faith in the election of left
officials, no matter how good they sound in advance of
their election.

Directing our efforts towards rebuilding the bedrock
organisations, the shop stewards’ committees in the work-
places, the trades councils in the wider movement and
the national unions as democratic fighting organisations,
can. The left can and should unite to ensure that the
days of action, the strikes in each sector, the everyday
components of the class struggle in the workplaces and
the elections for office in the unions, all help further
this process of reviving the workers’ movement at a rank
and file level.

Arevived workers' movement, always and everywhere,
will confront political questions: how do we combat the
anti-union laws, how do we deal with climate change,
how do we stop the relentless drive to war? A vibrant
left, one that sets itself apart from its past tendency to
regard backroom bartering over programme and preda-
tory attempts to secure monopoly organisational control
over campaigns and struggles, can answer these ques-
tions by reviving socialism.

A socialist movement worthy of the name, with social
clubs, sports facilities, local papers and radio stations,
websites and so on could educate and train a new gen-
eration of working class activists to provide the politi-
cal answers the workers’ movement needs. It would not
be a party - sticking its flag in the sand - it would be a
mass anti-capitalist movement, promoting fighting unity
and recreating the political confidence of the working
class.

But a movement is not a substitute for a party. Within
both a rebuilt labour movement and a vibrant mass social-
ist movement we would continue to make the case for
what we believe is necessary, not just to change the move-
ment, but to change the world - a revolutionary work-
ing class party.

The need for such a party lies in the fact that a work-
ers’ movement and a socialist movement can agree on
many things to unite around in the everyday struggle.
But how do we go beyond the everyday struggle? How do
we achieve our final goal?

We believe there needs to be a revolutionary party, free
and able to answer this question in its own way and seek
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to win the ranks of the movement to that answer. We
don’t want towin them through the crooked, discredited
and manipulative ways of old. We want to win them by
fighting resolutely alongside them and convincing them
that our ideas are right.

The Convention of the Left has proposed a founding
statement which calls for the establishment of local left

forums and for a recall conference on 29 November.

We support that call.

These are tentative early steps. But if the left is able to
build local forums that can draw in activists and take
the ideas of socialism and working class struggle into
the labour movement then that will be an important

first step forward.

A new “new world order”

A EUROPEAN-BROKERED deal to get Russian troops out of
Georgia, while leaving them in control of South Ossetia
and Abkhazia, has restored some calm to the Caucasus
and moderated the bellicose rhetoric between Washington
and Moscow. But it cannot disguise the fact that impor-
tant changes in the strategic balance of forces between
the US and Russia are underway.

One does not have to agree with neo-con Robert Kagan’s
assessment in the Washington Post that the conflict will
be seen as “a turning point no less significant” than the
fall of the Berlin Wall, to recognise that the “new world
order” that came out of the collapse of the Soviet Union
after 1989 is being revised, with all the dangers of inten-
sified inter-imperialist rivalry in the decade ahead.

Georgia was an accident waiting to happen, a fragile
faultline in US-Russia relations. It is a small but key ally
for the US in the Caucasus. The government of Saakash-
vili has been its neoliberal poster-boy in the region since
2004. His army and security services were trained and
armed by the US and its 2,000 Georgian troops were the
third largest contingent in Iraq. Tiblisi has been pushing
for Nato membership, raising its military budget to $1bn
in July 2008 from only $84m in 2004.

In August Georgia put some of this armed might to
work in South Ossetia. Scores, if not hundreds, of poor
farmers and civilians have lost their lives — first in the
vicious Georgian bombardment of the South Ossetian
capital, Tskhinvali, and then through Ossetian militia
reprisals against Georgian villages in the area.

Russia claims to be the innocent party in these events,
acting as a “peacekeeper” and in defence of South Osse-
tia and Russian citizens. This story is far from the truth.
Russia has being looking for an excuse to deal a blow to
Georgia for some months and the speed of its military
offensive showed it was ready. Saakashvili’s provocation
gave it just the excuse it needed.

Russian intervention in Georgiais a calculated response
to years of aggressive expansion by the US and Nato up to
its borders. The entry of many of the former Soviet and east
European states — Estonia, Latvia, Poland, Czech Republic
etc — into the EU and Nato, the planting of anti-missile
sites in Poland and the Czech Republic, and the promise
of Nato membership to Georgia and the Ukraine, have

all led Russia to act to defend what it sees as its sphere of
influence, its backyard.

Georgia has been used to make a point. The US and
NATO are on notice that Russia is no longer the collapsed
country of the 1990s but a major regional power that can
stand up for itselfand assert its might, just as the US does.
It is also a warning to the Ukraine, where the joining of
Nato will pose a real threat to the strategic Russian naval
base in the Crimea.

Russia played out its prepared plan. It has taken advan-
tage of the US’s overstretched strategic commitments in
Afghanistan and Iraq (the latter stable but precarious, the
former rapidly deteriorating). Medvedev has made it clear
that it considers Georgia, the Ukraine and other former
Soviet states asregions where Russia has “privileged inter-
ests”. He has declared that the era of the unipolar world
is over and that Russia would do what it could to create
a multi-polar world that challenges US hegemony and
power, without seeking to supplant it.

Georgian people are suffering the results of being at
the heart of a growing imperialist rivalry, being in a stra-
tegic oil and gas rich region of the world. Socialists should
condemn this rivalry and refuse to take sides in this fight
over Georgia. The working people of the Caucuses are the
real losers 1n this battle.

Georgia certainly has a right to territorial integrity, but
not to oppress national and ethnic minorities within its
own borders. We should defend the rights of national and
ethnic minorities such as the Ossetian people to determine
their own future, with separation from Georgia and/or
merger with North Ossetia and secession from Russia as
well if they choose. But we should warn, as with other mini-
states like Kosovo, that the creation of a separate state is
no answer to the poverty and deprivation suffered by most
of the people. The workers and peasants need to build alli-
ances across borders against those who would use their
communities as pawns in their great power rivalries.

The only real solution to this problem lies in the over-
throw of imperialism east and west and in the establish-
ment of a voluntary socialist federation of the Caucasus,
where national autonomy and national rights are respected
and the corrupt capitalist leaders who promote division and
ethnic cleansing are assigned to the dustbin of history.
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LABOUR PARTY

Going down with or
without Brown

AT THE start of the summer
break a leadership challenge to
Gordon Brown seemed very
likely. Defeat by the SNP in Glasgow
East, appalling opinion poll ratings
following the abolition of the 10%
tax band and a clear statement of
intent to be a contender by David
Miliband, all added up to a serious

)

Labour’s third leader in this
parliament.

For the large majority of MPs the
only show in town remains Brown
allied to a probably forlorn hope
that things can be turned round in
the next two years. However, this
situation could change if things get
worse.

There is an abdication of responsibility by
the union leaders to deal with the question
of who leads the Party which cannot be
separated from policy implementation

threat to Brown.

However, even with the economic
situation worsening this autumn, it
now seems unlikely that there will
be a challenge at least in the
immediate future - despite a
number of calls at the Labour Party
conference. Why is this?

Firstly, because Labour MPs don’t
think it will make a difference to
their individual electoral fortunes,
the crucial determining factor for
the vast majority of them when
deciding their political strategy. All
the polling evidence suggests that a
new leader would make no
difference, whoever it was. In
particular, voting intentions with
Miliband as leader indicate no
material difference in a predicted
outcome — a crushing defeat for the
Labour Party at the general
election!

Secondly, any decision to adopt a
new leader would be likely to
reduce the time needed to reverse
the government’s appalling ratings.
That’s because, with a new leader,
an earlier than wanted election
would have to be called. It would be
very difficult to resist the clamour
for a vote, given that it would be

After the completion of the
conference season, Labour will face
another potential disaster, in a by-
election to be held in Glenrothes, a
seat that shares a border with
Brown’s own constituency. Another
defeat by the SNP could very quickly
dissipate any improvement in
fortunes Brown may have gained on
the back of the Labour Party
conference and the introduction of
economic measures to offset the
effects of the credit crunch. A
further period of economic woes
through the winter, followed by
more bad election results in the
Euro elections next spring could
result in new attempts to replace
Brown.

The manoeuvrings and
machinations at the end of July help
us to see who the potential
contenders may be and what they
represent. Chief amongst these is
David Miliband. He has already
made it clear that he has leadership
ambitions and stands ready to act.

His politics are also clear. Unlike
Blair and Brown, he has no religious
conviction, but he is New Labour
through and through. At the time
of the 1997 election, he was head of

the policy unit in Tony Blair’s office.
Alistair Campbell nicknamed him
“Brains” after the Thunderbirds
character.

He was responsible for many of
the neoliberal wheezes adopted by
New Labour. He became a Labour
MP in 2001 and quickly took on a
series of ministerial posts. He
became Minister for Schools, then
Local Government, which elevated
him into the cabinet. When Brown
became leader he was made Foreign
Secretary, partly to keep him out of
the way. There he has dutifully
carried out the previous agenda of
warmongering and kowtowing to
the US — most recently with his
bellicose calls for sanctions against
Russia over Georgia.

When Brown became leader
there were some ultra-Blairites who
wanted Miliband to stand then. He
declined. He knew he couldn’t win
at that stage.

However it’s also true that if he
does make a move in the near
future, he will face a number of
dilemmas. In particular, outside the
New Labour coterie of MPs he has
little support in the party. In the
unions he has no real support and
has yet to build a serious base in the
constituencies — but then that was
the case for Blair as well.

Doubtless, in coming months, he
will seek to address these problems
and win more allies in the party.
There have already been some
judicious leaks indicating that he
was critical of the Iraq war and that
he told Blair to criticise Israel’s
attack on Lebanon.

However there has never been
any public disavowal of New Labour
policies. Even before he became a
minister, his voting record was
immaculately loyal. However, as
befits his nickname, he’s not stupid
and will attempt to portray himself
as centre/left rather than
exclusively New Labour. We should
expect to hear some union-friendly
noises the nearer any leadership
challenge gets.

That is in the future, but for now
the trade union leaders are stuck
with Brown. After all it was they
who endorsed him for leader whilst
peddling a false schema that Brown
would mark a significant shift away
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from Blairism. Even they realise
that no such shift has transpired
and so they resort once again to
windy rhetoric against New Labour
policies that are hammering rank
and file activists, whether in pay
freezes, privatisations or refusal to
tax windfall profits.

Their current mantra is that
policies must change, not leaders. In
August, for example, Tony Woodley,
Joint General Secretary of Unite,
told the Observer that “with the
wealth gap widening, job insecurity
rife.. .. and soaring fuel, energy and
food prices, the Labour government
desperately needed to get back to its
roots and get a grip.” Fine words -
except, when pressed on what the
unions should do if Brown fails to
act, there is no reply.

Clearly there is an abdication of
responsibility by the trade union
leaders to deal with the question of
who leads the Labour Party which
cannot be separated from policy
implementation. Brown has no
intention to shift away from his
neoliberal policies and so must be
removed and replaced.

The TUC conference in Brighton
only confirmed this stance. Despite
passing militant resolutions on pay,
energy and trade union rights, no
trade union leader was prepared to
declare for a fight to challenge
Brown’s leadership. Indeed, Derek
Simpson suggested the way forward
was for Brown to adopt a more
radical stance, like Obama in the
US! The trade union leaders are, for
all their talk, still supporting
Brown in an attempt to head off a
Miliband challenge in the future.

At one point, when it looked as
though Miliband might launch a
leadership challenge this autumn,
MPs from the soft left Compass
group, in conjunction with Woodley
et al, started to entertain the
possibility of an alternative, a so-
called “dream ticket” of Alan
Johnson/Jon Crudass. This idea
proved stillborn when the
impeccably New Labour Johnson
failed to give it house room, but it
does reveal the lengths to which
many on the Labour “left” and
within the trade union bureaucracy
are prepared to go in avoiding a real
challenge to New Labour: in this

case by enlisting a right winger in
the cabinet just because of his
previous trade union roots.

In the next period, if Brown fails
to turn things round, we are likely
to see more opportunist plotting
and subterfuge in the government
and Labour Party, such as the co-
ordinated attempt by ex-Labour
Party vice-chair Joan Ryan and
others to force a contest on the eve
of conference.

That’s why we welcome renewed
attempts to put forward John
McDonnell’s name as a principled,
alternative leadership candidate.
We support these moves,
representing as they do, the basis
for an anti-neoliberal campaign of
opposition to New Labour, whether

in the form of Gordon Brown,
Miliband, Johnson or whoever.

McDonnell has said that the
Brownites-Blairites infighting is
“like watching the crew having a
punch-up on the deck of the
Titanic” when 1n reality they have
not “a single policy difference
between them”, and he is absolutely
right.

Certainly at the heart of any such
campaign for the leadership by
McDonnell must be a commitment
to challenge and replace the
existing trade union leaders who
have been largely responsible for
preventing or sabotaging any
widespread action against Labour’s
reactionary policies since 1997.

Andy Smith

PUBLIC SECTOR PAY

annual gathering of the Trades

Union Congress (TUC) in
Brighton overwhelmingly approved
a resolution calling for an
escalation of resistance to the
Brown government’s imposition of
a de facto pay freeze across the
whole of the public sector. General
secretary after general secretary
delivered fiery rhetoric against real
pay cuts at a time of sharply rising
inflation and pledged to confront
the New Labour government as
never before.

The composite resolution, backed
by the PCS and eventually by
Unison, called for industrial action
coordinated between the public
sector unions along with a national
demonstration against the pay
freeze and “days of action” under
the aegis of the TUC. But,
significantly, delegates on a card
vote rejected an amendment from
the Prison Officers Association
(POA) calling for strikes to mark the
days of action. Rather curiously, the
voting card of the single biggest
union, Unite, with a bloc vote of

’ DELEGATES TO the recent

Fight against the freeze
rumbles into autumn

some 1.5 million members, could
not be found at the key moment. So
Unite abstained despite its delegates
supporting the POA amendment in
rostrum speeches.

The more battle-hardened union
activists might be swift to dismiss
TUC debates as an almost irrelevant
sideshow, but the arguments and
votes in Brighton indicate that
pressure from below is percolating
to the top of the union
bureaucracies. The prospect of a
Tory government will not, on its
own, stop sections of the movement
going into struggle against Brown’s
government. Whether those
sections can mobilise sufficient
strength to drag the most right
wing and weightiest elements of
the union bureaucracy into a
serious confrontation with New
Labour is another matter.

School’s out in November?

Days before the TUC Conference,
the executive of the NUT
unanimously approved a motion for
a new strike ballot in opposition to
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the framework of real pay cuts
imposed by the School Teachers’
Review Body at the start of the year.
For the first time the NUT executive
has sanctioned a ballot calling for
discontinuous action, which allows
for the possibility of multiple one-
day strikes or extended walkouts.
Having mounted a widely
successful strike on 24 April,
alongside sections of the PCS and
the college lecturers’ union (the
UCU), the NUT did not rejoin the
fray for the local government strike
days in mid-July, called by Unison
and Unite, across England and
Wales. Now, however, the NUT is
the potential catalyst for much
wider opposition to the Brown/
Darling pay freeze. The NUT ballot

starts from 6 October and closes
three weeks later.

Meanwhile, the PCS, the union
with the most left wing leadership
of those centrally involved in the
public sector pay battle, has called
for ballots among some 270,000 of
its members across the Civil
Service. General Secretary Mark
Serwotka has promised a one-day
national strike of the vast majority
of PCS members, followed by a
rolling programme of industrial
action across swathes of the PCS
membership over the space of 12
weeks.

Arguably, PCS members,
especially in the union’s bastion of
the Department of Work and
Pensions, have been hardest hit by

the pay freeze that has come in
tandem with a long-term package of
massive job cuts and further
privatisation.

The PCS ballot opens on 24
September and concludes on 17
October. This allows for the real
possibility of a walkout in
conjunction with the NUT on a
much larger scale than seen in
April.

Unison: Brown’s best
bulwark

Ironically, the single biggest
strike thus far against the pay
freeze came in mid-July and was
called by Unison, with a leadership
that has been the most reluctant of

‘Lambeth Council in the
& Lambeth Unison branch. After
nam:mﬂy losingthe ballot to tum
‘'Lambeth Housing into an ALl M@
the branch has been fighting
‘privatisation and building tlae
cam;mgﬂ tca stﬂp ;_ anather pay
cut. i
| The expene.nﬂe m the Lambeth
branch has hlghhghted both
‘problems in the union mn’vﬂment
‘and possible ways to ra-enﬂrgme
‘and radicalise the rank and file,
~ One of the main initiatives has
been buﬂdmg the “Save our
Services” campaign, which was
launched by the housing s‘teWards
after news that the department..
faced yet more pnvatlsatmm Itis
an attempt to link up local union
branches with cammu mty gmups
and tenants and resident

associations. Several ﬁieetmgs have' ’
been held, including an Extremely /
successful meeting t}f 13ﬁ peapie at' '

the Town Hall.

The idea of linking union 1ssues |

with local community issues is
extremely important and thé_ﬁéiiin
is to turn Save our Services intoa
fighting campaign against the

privatisation and cut backs. If t'his_ff |

%, IT’S BEEN a busy last year at
0 ij for ather lﬂcal umted act;ﬂn
committees. i
_ '. Inthe pﬂy campaign er had a 15,
Imx‘ed picture 3 with some T

blggeat pet'ﬁhlems we faced is that

' -_"members. and trying to initiate
~ active campaigns on issues such as
bullying, flexi-time anr.i stress frcnn -

cplaces getting over 90% t}f

'me'mb'ers out, while other ofﬁces

hada poor | turnout. One of the

“union organisation at the base is

':Em‘remely weak, if not mn—emtent -
' in many sections of the -::ﬂuncﬂ

_The housing stewards have

' hunc:hed an initiative to try and

turn thls around and have bem

_.-;hﬁldmg local workplace based

~ meetings (something which hasn t

| __}'happealed for a long time), setting
~up Unison noticeboards, pmducmg

~ posters, leaflets and a newsletter
~and listening to the concerns of

over work.

We have been trjnng ta stress to
| members that we will onlywin
‘decent pay increases and stop the
management attacks once we have -

‘a strong membership that runs the
~ branch from the bottom up. Thw 15

| aire&dy pmducmg results with

mnre people joining Unwen and

more peoplze becmnung stewards
and workplace contacts. i
~ We are hoping that ﬂthﬂr

-;d1rectorates will carry out s1m11ar

initiatives and there has already
~ been interest in prndtlcmg

' :newsletters for every dlrectﬂratﬁ

These imtmtwes are axtremely

 important in that they show

~ Unison membership that we area

-":.ﬁghtmg union at a local level ami

~ that there are oppormmtles for

- members to get involved. It mpart ,-
% _: of rebuilding the union movement,

~ regrouping our forces aftera

7 period of defeat. |

The et Kas 1o talee thes,e e

_more seriously and realise that
sloganeering and top-heavy
_conferences are not the way
~ forward. Rebuilding a militant
- rank and file organisation will

hnpefully lead to a link between

‘ local branches. Then we willbe
able to take on the regional and

national bureaucracies with
genuine support from the union’s
membership. Until these practical
steps are taken all the words in the
world won’t turn things around in

the union, and “candidates nf the

left” will remain lsalatei
Dan J, Lambeth
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all to stage a fight and has not given
much of a welcome to the prospect
of coordinated action with other
unions. On 16 and 17 July, Unison
and Unite called out some 500,000
members across local councils in
England, Wales and the north of
Ireland in response to a “final” offer
of just 2.45%. The GMB had already
railroaded through acceptance of
the sub-inflation pay deal.

Support for the two-day strike
was uneven but the action was not a
disaster, regardless of the claims
made by the Unison local
government organisation. What has
happened since, however, has been
little short of disastrous.
Predictably, the local authority
bosses offered new talks soon after
the strike days with “nothing ruled
in and nothing ruled out”. In return
the leadership of Unison and Unite
suspended any further strike action
for an indefinite period.

Two days of meetings in August
yielded a joint statement
announcing a framework for
further negotiations to be
concluded by December. While
Unison officials refuse to confirm
that there is no new money on the
table from the employers, they have
kept members completely in the
dark over the space of nearly two
months - a surefire recipe for
demoralisation and disillusionment
when members have not seen even
a nominal pay rise since 1 April.

As August drew to a close the
union’s national HQ initiated a so-
called consultation exercise,
ostensibly to measure support for
further strike action including

selective walkouts by key sections of

the workforce. Many activists are
rightly suspicious that the
consultation, has been designed to
allow the Unison leadership to call
a halt to the dispute.

At the same time as thereis a
very real danger of Unison
abandoning the local government
pay dispute in England and Wales,
Unison, Unite and the GMB have
called a further one-day strike in
Scotland for 24 September over
much the same issue for council
workers across the 32 Scottish
authorities. Perhaps the New
Labour-loyal leadership prefers the

prospect of conflict with the SNP
minority government at Holyrood
to a showdown with New Labour at
Westminster.

Unison’s complete withdrawal
from the fray in England and Wales
would certainly be a major blow for
the resistance to the pay freeze, not
least because the sharp erosion of
real wages for the public sector
workforce over the last couple of
years has created considerable
bitterness, especially in the context
of hefty bonuses for senior
managers and the shares and
salaries bonanza for many private
sector bosses.

For union militants, whether in
Unison or other public sector
unions, there are no easy answers.
Clearly, for teachers in the NUT and
PCS activists the immediate priority
is to secure large “yes” votes in the
ballots that get underway in
coming weeks, and to ensure that
effective action goes ahead. The
argument needs to be pressed home
that while the government has
shown few signs of conceding over
the pay freeze, it is operating from
a position of terrible weakness, and
determined action over the next
few months could secure real gains.
The potential absence of Unison
from upcoming battles cannot be
allowed to paralyse the struggle

against pay cuts elsewhere.

At a local level there need to be
renewed efforts to establish
effective links across different
unions and the public sector
through Trades Councils or as local
affiliates of the National Shop
Stewards’ Network. These bodies
should serve as a means of
enhancing the prospects for
coordinated action in the future
and ensuring that there is an
element of rank and file control
over disputes. They could also act to
generate solidarity with other
workers’ struggles. In the individual
unions militants need to use the
struggle to rebuild effective rank
and file organisations that can
prevent their leaders selling out.

The experience of the past two
or more years of fighting the public
sector pay freeze has provided
some difficult lessons, both about
the ability of the union
bureaucracies to undermine
struggles and the weaknesses, both
organisational and ideological, of
fighting lefts in the unions. The
need for democratically
accountable leaderships and
fighting rank and file groups in the
unions that can transform the
unions into fighting organisations
1S ever more urgent.

George Binette

RAT TUBE CLEANERS

Stop the deportations -

justice for the cleaners!

over the summer, RMT tube

cleaners employed by Metronet
have won the right to be paid the
London Living Wage. Strike days
planned for July were suspended
when Metronet, who are
responsible for the majority of the
network, agreed to give cleaning
staff £7.40 an hour from this
September.

This represents a significant

victory for some of the most
exploited workers in London, but

’AFTER A series of strike days

the fight is far from over [see box
overleaf]. In a wilful act of revenge
and retribution, the cleaning
companies, in close collaboration
with the immigration authorities,
have launched a witch-hunt
against the cleaners, through the
use of immigration checks,
sackings and deportations.

The strikes have shown the
strengths and weaknesses of the
RMT. The idea of industrial trade
unionism, workers of all grades
fighting together, has given
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confidence to cleaners who are
often scattered across the tube and
who would by themselves find it
difficult to shut the network down.
RMT activists have been key in
making links with the cleaners,
building support in depots and
using the strikes to build the
union.

Out of this struggle a new layer
of rank and file reps have emerged,
some of whom have shown
enormous courage in taking on the
bosses, but not without casualties.
ISS, one of the leading cleaning
companies, sacked the rep at
Stonebridge depot during the
strike, using his immigration
status as an excuse.

Direct action organised by the
umbrella group
Justice4tubecleaners, who held up
a train for 10 minutes at
Stonebridge, demanding his
immediate reinstatement, raised
the need for solidarity from RMT
workers at the depot. A walkout by
the RMT branch at Stonebridge is
the least the union should be
fighting for.

The RMT urgently needs to turn
its attention to the current wave of
intimidation and attacks being
carried out by companies like ISS,
Initial and GBM.

Many of the cleaners are forced

to work without papers. Of course
this suits the bosses as they can
exploit workers’ fears to pay
poverty wages. As a result of
cleaners standing up for their
rights these unscrupulous
companies have suddenly
“discovered” that their workers
may not have work permits.
Already two cleaners working
for GBM have been deported back
to Nigeria, and currently one other
worker is being held in detention.
ISS has written letters demanding
that cleaners bring in their
National Insurance numbers, and
it has been reported that Initial are
carrying out their own
immigration “checks”. This goes
hand in hand with a government
crackdown on employers and a
new tightening of work permit
controls based on the “points

system”.
The RMT should be mobilising

the full weight of the union to
demand an end to all
victimisations, demanding the
immediate issue of work permits to
all those cleaners currently
working on the tube and full
citizenship rights to those who
want it.

A tall order you might think, but
the very minimum that any trade
union that talks about workers’

solidarity should be fighting for.

The network of activists who
have organised around
Justice4tubecleaners intends to
keep the pressure on. Successful
pickets and occupations of the
offices of ISS, GBM, Transport for
London and Mayor’s question time
have given the cleaners’ struggle
for justice and dignity some
excellent publicity.

This network, as with the Justice
for Cleaners campaign in Canary
Wharf, shows the importance of
linking trade union action with
direct action against these
companies organised by supporters
and other trade unionists less
vulnerable to victimisation by the
employers and state.

Activists will be attending Boris
Johnson's question time in October
to demand the Greater London

Assembly support the rights of

cleaners to a living wage and life
free from harassment and
persecution.

Kirstie Paton

Join the protest

For more details mail:
justice4tubecleaners @
googlemail.com

or ring Robin on: 07947 331053

TUBE LINES DISPUTE =~

WHILE ME’I'RQNET whn mn

' the majority of the tube

network, agraed to the lwlm
wage. Tube Lines, who run the
Northern, Piccadilly and Jubilee
lines, refused and instead uffered
cleaners an increase of Eﬂp an

hour with the promise mf a lwmg /

wage next April.

Whether they actually get 1t m.*
not is another matter. ﬁmongst
some of the RMT reps thereisa
concern that the RMT Execunve
suspended the action prematurely
Why did they call off the strike
when cleaners employed by Tube
Lines were offered an insulting

.,ﬁﬂp w*tth no guarantee ﬂf tlle
'-":lwmg wage?

G5 .for August were to coincide with

Originally the strlkes pla:an&d

engmeers in dispute with Tube
~ Lines over pay and other similar

A est1e8:; Wouldn‘t 1t have made

~ sense that the engineers and

_cleaners, both members of the
: same union, workmg for the same

employer, agree in advance that
~they would refuse to call off their
strike until an agre&ment had
been reached that met the

~ demands of both grmlps of
- workers?

Instead the engmeers accepted

:'?'j :"an caffer hyTuba Lmes and agrﬁed:' .
_ to call off the strikes before they '
~ had a chance to speak to the |

cleaners who were negotiating
the same building! This Ieft »the
cleaners outonalimbandina
much weaker position to take ﬁn 7
the bosses. 7
The question of rank and ﬁlfe 7
control is paramount. Decmﬂﬂs )
about when to call offaction
should be voted on by all those i
cleaners on strike. The stnke _
committee must be acwﬂntahle tﬂ
the strikers, not the uman -
bureaucrats. o
A London tubeworker 7
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FEMINIST FIGHTBACK

Debating policies for
the campaign

FEMINIST FIGHTBACK held a

policy meeting in August.

Around 20 women activists
gathered to discuss what sort of
demands a feminist socialist
movement should be fighting for
today. The organisation was formed
as an activist network drawing
together people who had attended
two successful Feminist Fightback
Conferences in 2006 and 2007.

“We’re inspired by the politics of
socialist feminism - the idea that
women’s liberation and the
establishment of a democratic,
classless society are interlinked -
but we seek to involve socialist and
feminists of different viewpoints in
discussing ideas and building an
activist movement”, explains the
website.

Permanent Revolution members
attended both conferences and have
been supporting Feminist Fightback
activities such as the campaign to
defend abortion rights and
solidarity in support of the Tube
cleaners.

The policy meeting took as its
starting point the demands of the
Women’s Liberation Movement
agreed 30 years ago at the last WLM
conference in Birmingham [See
box, top right].

These demands are still relevant
today, although thirty years later
they all provoke discussion as to
what each concretely would mean
to fight for and implement now. The
demand for “free 24-hour
community controlled childcare”
led to a discussion over what kind
of childcare women want, and by
whom, and how it should be
delivered. Some women at the
meeting felt that if parents desire
it, they should be able to look after
their children at home with the
requisite state support in the form
of benefits at average wage level,
and/or part time work with good
pay and conditions. Others argued

that free nurseries didn't have to
mean Stalinist era soulless,
understaffed, poor quality,
childcare and that childcare
workers should be much better paid
and their skills valued.

Taking the demands as a starting
point certainly made for an
interesting afternoon’s debate but
in retrospect it meant that we
didn’t have a full discussion about
the roots of women’s oppression
itself. Feminist Fightback is a
coalition of different groups and
individuals, some coming from an
academic research background,
some like ourselves and the
Alliance for Worker’s Liberty
comrades with a Marxist
perspective, others representing the
various campaigns based at the
Crossroads Women’s Centre and
some coming from an anti-
capitalist direct action tradition.

There will be differences in our
views as to the origins of, and the
way to bring an end to, women’s
oppression. These differences did
come up from time to time - for
example, does Feminist Fightback
want to be an organisation that
raises money through grant
applications and pays people to take
anti-sexist education sessions into
schools? Or should Feminist
Fightback be more of an activist
organisation wﬁh an emphasis on
solidarity with the organised
working class?

As there had been no time
allocated to the central question of
what women’s oppression is and
how the struggle against it is linked
to the struggle against capitalism
and its state, these issues were left
unresolved. However, they will not
simply go away, and more open
debate about our differences would
help to clarify what and how much
common ground there is.

Having looked at the seven
original demands, it was agreed to

In 1978 the movement declared,

“The women’s liberation

movement asserts a woman'’s

right to define her own sexuality,

and demands: |

% Equal pay for equal work

¥ Equal education and job
opportunities

» Free contraception |

% Free 24-hour community-
controlled childcare

% Legal and financial
independence for women

% An end to discrimination

‘against lesbians 7
% Freedom for all women from
~ intimidation by the threat or
use of male violence. An end to
the laws, assumptions and
institutions which perpetuate
male dominance and men’s
‘aggression towards women”.

focus on ten areas: childcare,
immigration controls, workers’
rights, public/social services,
education, violence against women,
women’s health, reproductive
freedom, discrimination,
international solidarity and anti-
imperialism, a democratic,

Media Workers Against the War Conference

Under Siege:

Islam, war and the media

2.00-6.30pm Saturday 15 November
London School of Economics

Speakers agreed so far
Moazzam Begg - writer and former Guantanamo inmate
Lauren Booth - Mail on Sunday journalist and Palestine campaigner
Inayat Bunglawala - Muslim Council of Britain
Nick Davies - author, Flat Earth News
Jeremy Dear - General Secretary, NUJ
Eamonn McCann - Irish journalist and writer
Explo Nani-Kofi - Editor, Kilombo, a Pan-African journal
Peter Oborne - Daily Mail columnist, former Editor of the Spectator

Tickets
Full price: £15 Students/concessions: £10
To pre-book email info@mwaw.net or pay online using PayPal
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accountable rank and file women'’s
movement, and freedom of sexual
expression.

Since I work for a domestic abuse
support service I volunteered to
draft some current demands on the
issue of violence against women.
The problem I found was one of
where do you stop? It’s the classic
problem of campaigns that focus on
one part of society - when you start
to think about what needs to
change for women not to live in fear
in their homes, or to be safe on the
streets, you quickly start getting
into demands around education,
social housing, the benefits system,
and more - the hugely complicated
question of the legal system and
“justice” in the bourgeois courts!
Every issue you look at leads out
into demands for the wider working
class as a whole.

The absolutely key demand is
actually around organisation,
expressed above in terms of “a
democratic, accountable rank and
file women’s movement”. If such a
movement could be built, with
strong links to the rest of the
labour movement, it would be able

to react to challenges as they came
along as well as fighting proactively
for an end to women’s oppression. It
could also help to revitalise the
weakened labour movement as a
whole.

We're a long way from there at
the moment, but at least Feminist
Fightback has an orientation to
working women'’s struggles and
wants to continue to make those
links. It’s crucial that it does for the
campaign to become more than just
another pressure group.

We will be discussing these
issues over the next few months in
the run up to the next Feminist

Fightback conference, and welcome
any contributions for the magazine
or on the website.

Work this autumn is going to
begin with a focus on supporting
Diane Abbott’s amendment to the
Human Embryology and
Fertilisation Bill which, if passed,
would extend the right to abortion
to Northern Ireland.

Bigger campaigns such as
Abortion Rights are apparently not
going to take this up and Sinn Fein
and the DUP are both against it!
Work will also continue to build a
third conference early next year.

Alison Higgins

ICLIMATE CHANGE

was held on a hill in Kent,

) THIS YEAR’S Climate Camp
giving us a wonderful view of

What future is there for
the coal industry?

the Kingsnorth power station. The
site was chosen to highlight the
disastrous direction that the

|ST ATEMENT m "I'I"IE FBBHUAH\" 2’0&9 FEMHIIST FIG!-I'I'BACI{ CONFERENEE

*‘We are femi.nms whra have come
together from a :;umbar of gro jps
to urgalusa an event on S&turﬂay
14 February 2009. We are exmed

'-;;anﬁ gnﬁgmd by the cur;fgnt_ . together, paﬂmp&te in open

'_of femimst mavemnt we buﬁd
and the k:mcl af pﬂhtir:s 1t has,
f'matter

~ We are c:ﬂmmm“ed 1:0 a:n ant:u

capitalmt femmism which sees the

' '--"-"feEn all

about ﬁur pahl:ms we wam ta
fight to actualiy chmge the
material conditions of wmmen s
lives, to fight misogyny and E:ﬂ.u
own exploitation, and to mvalve
as many women and men as

.e: .Wﬂ’ﬂt tB

;;iiugfants

passib]&e m thﬂf campaigns that

wﬁl be at the centre of this Event

- We w:mi the _;ﬂmt eventto
prmfxde us with a forum to ::nme

'nemﬂrk* makse alhatﬁ:es and

_inspire eat:h other to build a strﬂng j_f-_,:_ _
7 ~ and active femmis.t movement. We
_ need to unite to chaﬁenge wnmen s

ﬂpp:‘esswn and exploita

fight for the mght& ﬂf ail
wamen ~and that includes the
ker sand.ﬂlegai _-

- We m‘ganise usmg nﬁn-

s hxerarchmal mnsemus—hased /
1 making. We recognise the_ /s
, pﬁwer structures that exist amangi 7
us, based on the inequalities of our
~ society, which amplify some vames-;_.

~ and marginalise others, and we

% _'-wﬂi actively work to mnfront
i them Decmﬂns are taken at

7 menthl}* meetmgs, wlmh are ﬁpen'

to feminists of all genders There 5

~ also the option to work
- autonomously in self: deﬁned
~ groups (e.g. wnmen—anly). We =~
VO] - respect the fact that women have aﬁf :
S ~ diversity of experience and we see
~ this as positive in that it Enabies us--' -
'-_-'ta learn from each other.

~ Key issues on wlnch wewant to

'j ﬂrgamse: include: -
% Defending and extendmg

‘reproductive | fmdﬂm i
9 Opposing rape and sexua} abuse:'
% Fightingracismand

immigration E@Hﬂ'ﬂ!ﬁa ST
» Building suhdamtybefmen

women workers.

9 Challenging all forms érf

heterosexism and meEaSIIlg ﬂliI‘
~ freedom of sexual &xpressiun
% Struggles agamst capltalist
explmtatwn e I
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government’s energy policies are
taking the UK.

E.ON’s proposal to build a new
coal-fired power station at
Kingsnorth is the first such
application for decades, but if
successful will not be the last — at
least five more are on hold pending
the outcome. E.ON, backed in
cabinet by business minister John
Hutton and energy minister
Malcolm Wicks, argues that the
protest is unfounded since the new
power station heralds a new age in
clean coal which will become part
of the solution rather than
exacerbating the problem of
climate change.

At the Climate Camp Dave
Douglass, retired NUM official and
NUM leader Arthur Scargill’s right
hand man, could be seen each day
handing out copies of a special issue
of The Miner making the case for
expanding the UK coal industry. A
well-attended debate took place at
the camp, with Arthur Scargill
arguing that “Britain needs an
integrated energy policy that will
produce 250m tonnes of indigenous
deep-mine clean coal per year.” He
believes that all existing and new
coal-fired stations can be fitted with
clean coal technology that would
“remove all CO,”".

But is he right? Will the climate
change challenge actually lead to a
revival for coal and reverse the
170,000 job losses and the closure of
192 pits seen since 19807 Is there a
bright future for clean coal?

A month after the camp, a jury in
Maidstone Crown Court came down
squarely on the side of the anti-coal
environmental campaigners. In
October 2007, six Greenpeace
protesters had scaled the tower at
Kingsnorth and painted GORDON
on the side. At the trial they were
cleared of causing £35,000 worth of
criminal damage, even though they
admitted carrying out the action.

Their defence, accepted by the
jury, was that they had "lawful
excuse” since they were actually
acting to protect property around
the world that was in immediate
need of protection from the impacts
of climate change, caused in part by
burning coal.

It was a remarkable decision. The

jury heard from leading climate
change scientist [im Hansen, who
convinced them that the maximum
safe level of CO, had already been
reached, and that if we carry on as
we are sea levels will rise at least
two metres this century and one
million species will be pushed into
extinction (including 400 by

THE CAMPAIGN AGAINST CLIMATE CHANGE
National Climate March

Part of the Global Day of Climate Protest
London Saturday 6 December
See: www.campaigncc.org for details

technology means that we can have
our coal and burn it. Unfortunately,
CCS is not that simple. Although
some CCS is currently in use for oil
and gas, it is not directly applicable
to coal, and the optimism of
governments and the EU, who
concluded that “the possibility
exists for a CO,-free energy system

Key arguments on climate change appear
to have been largely won, namely that
the climate is changing and that this is
primarily a man-made problem

Kingsnorth’s CO, emissions alone).

He concluded that: “construction
of new coal-fired power plants
makes it unrealistic to hope for the
prompt phase-out of coal emissions
and thus makes it practically
impossible to avert climate disasters
for today’s young people and future
generations.”

A second expert, Dr Geoff
Meaden from Canterbury
University, brought the argument
closer to home for the Kent-based
citizens of the jury. He explained
that Kingsnorth power station itself
would be “extremely vulnerable” to
flooding through climate change,
and that things were “so urgent
that unless we act immediately to
rapidly reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, by the next century we
may have to abandon up to 20% of
Kent to the sea.”

Key arguments on climate
change appear to have been largely
won, namely that the climate is
changing, that this is due to the
rising levels of greenhouse gases in
the atmosphere, and that this is
primarily a man-made problem. But
the debate about what we do about
it 1s only just really beginning,
despite the urgency. This argument
over coal, just like those over
nuclear power and biofuels, is not
as straightforward as some
advocates, on both sides, would
have us believe.

Scargill, E.ON and the
government are all convinced that
carbon capture and storage (CCS)

based on fossil fuels”, is misplaced.

A German expert, Peter Viebahn
of the German Aerospace Centre
Institute of Technical
Thermodynamics, carried out a
systems analysis of CCS - looking at
the overall impact, and concluded
that “it is not justified to talk about
‘CO, —free’ power plants or ‘clean
coal’ concepts if only 70-80% global
warming potential reductions are
possible; electricity produced from
renewables causes much lower CO,
emissions and greenhouse gas
emissions than CCS, and currently
CO, storage can not be guaranteed
for a long time — CCS shifts risks to
future generations which requires
safe and reliable monitoring.” The
Future of Coal, a report from the
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology last year, predicted that
CCS wouldn’t be in place for
commercial use for another 20
years.

Also the preferred option for
capturing carbon - in flues as the
coal burned, then liquified,
transported and stored — would
cause more CO, emitting traffic
than the present oil industry. While
other less polluting options exist
they are more expensive and hence
not attractive to the private energy
companies.

So to base an energy plan on the
expansion of coal will increase CO,
emissions in the short run and
there is no guarantee that CCS will
reduce it later. This is why we
should oppose the expansion of coal
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and call for a moratorium on new
plants, while supporting a major
expansion of research into CCS.

Of course, the energy companies
will not invest in the research
unless they can start making
money from coal now. That’s why
we need to have government
funded investment in this kind of

without increasing CO, to the point
where disastrous, irreversible
climate change results? Renewable
sources such as solar and wind
power are not enough. It is
therefore essential that other
sources are thoroughly explored,
including nuclear, carbon capture
and storage and newer sources like

More energy is needed to improve the
living conditions of the two billion people
who live in absolute poverty. So we need
efficiency, redistribution and expansion

research, paid for not just through
a windfall tax on the energy
companies but through their
nationalisation.

If the US government can carry
out the biggest ever nationalisation
in history to avert the meltdown of
the financial system then it is
surely reasonable to nationalise
the energy industries to save the
planet from meltdown. If the
shareholders of Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac can be left holding
worthless paper due to the mess
they made of their business then
we can take the same stance with
the power monopolies.

But if we are opposed to the
expansion of coal, and opposed to
the expansion of nuclear, opposed
to biofuels, then how are we to
ensure that there is enough energy?

Can we reduce the amount of
energy used? In a country like the
UK the answer is almost certainly
yes: through a programme of
improved energy efficiency, ending
wasteful consumption we could
still meet the essential energy
needs of all.

But at a global level it is not the
case. There is massive inequality in
energy use between rich and poor,
and like it or not, more energy 1s
needed to improve the living
conditions of the two billion people
of the world who live in absolute
poverty. So we need efficiency,
redistribution and expansion.

So how can there be a global
expansion in energy production

solar energy and second generation
bio-fuels.

Bio-fuels have certainly been a
disaster so far, but there are other
potential methods that need
investment and exploration, such as
genetically engineered bacteria that
could make ethanol efficiently from
waste products of farming and
forestry, a sort of oil produced
through photosynthesis in algae, or
“mining” the heat of the earth’s
core.

In the short term an emergency
global plan needs to start with a
massive investment in those things
that are proven to be effective, safe
and clean, namely energy efficiency
and renewables, shifts in the way
we produce and use energy, food
and transport. At the same time the
other options, including coal with

CCS, nuclear and new bio-energy
must be explored and researched.

To ensure that this process does
not further entrench inequalities it
needs to be done in a framework of
contraction and convergence. Once
a safe limit of CO, emissions is
agreed then big polluters like the
US and UK must come down to that
level, while allowing those, usually
poor countries below it, to produce
more.

But once again, the market will
not be able to deliver this in an
equitable way. Such a plan needs
state direction, mobilising the
mighty resources of many
economies; it also needs the
democratic input and creativity of
masses of people to conserve
energy. In fact it needs everything
that runs completely counter to
neoliberal free market capitalism
espoused by Gordon Brown and his
fellow G8 governments.

The urgency of a revolutionary
change in the way we plan and run
society has never been greater.
There is a growing scientific
consensus that eight years from
now if we have not pushed
emmissions down to a safe limit
then the feedback loops in place,
whereby one aspect of global
warming produces even more, will
ensure that no matter what we do
after that time we will not be able
to avert a worldwide disaster of
runaway climate change this
century. That is just how much is at

stake.
Helen Ward

|CHILE

Michelle Bachelet won the

presidential elections and
promised to change Chile for the
better. Many people embraced her,
both for her novelty (the first
elected woman president in Latin
America) and for the fact that at

)TWO AND half years ago

Chilean workers change
the political map

the same time she reminded
people of a better past.

She was the daughter of a
loyalist Air Force General who
served under deposed Socialist
President Allende and who was
tortured to death by the
dictatorship. She herself served
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time in one of Pinochet’s jails.

People were hopeful, optimistic
even. She said her new government
would break with the crude
neoliberalism of the previous
governments but without
following the populist path of
Morales and Chavez to the north.

Rather, policies “promoting
economic growth and stability”
must continue, but they should be
complemented with measures
designed to promote greater
equality among Chileans through
social and labour policies directed
at the poorest sectors of society.

Above all, Bachelet promised a
new style of “participatory
government”, divorced from the
businessmen, military chiefs and
priests who had long wielded de
facto power in Chile. Her
government would be “closer to
the citizens” who had chosen her
as their president.

Nothing of the sort has
happened. President Bachelet has
made only cosmetic changes in
social, educational, economic and
labour policies and she has
remained firmly within the
framework of the free-market
model inherited from the military.
Why?

She may have illustrious
ancestors but she was a leader of
the Socialist Party of Chile, which
like sister bourgeois workers’
parties in Europe, was happy to
embrace neoliberal policies and
globalisation. She may have tasted
Pinochet’s repressive whip when
young, but Bachelet spent a year at
Fort McNair in the US, where she
took a course in “internal war”
doctrine and counter-insurgency
strategies.

Unlike her father who started
out with the intention of radical
reform even if it meant
confronting US power, Bachelet
followed, in her own words, a path
of “convergence with the
hegemonic power”.

Before she become president,
Bachelet served as Minister of
Health for two years, overseeing no
improvements in the decaying
public health system, taking no
significant measures for the 50% of
the Chilean population who could

not afford private health
insurance, and making no effort to
improve the failed private pension
system, once declared by
Washington as the “model” for the
world.

During Bachelet’s time as
Defence Minister, Chile’s military
spending reached new heights: per
capita military spending easily
exceeded that of every government
in Latin America. By spending
billions of dollars on a new fleet of
fighter planes, helicopters,

warships and a satellite spy system,

Chile aimed at “converging” with
the US in policing the turbulent
Andean countries.

Bachelet was the US’s most vocal
supporter of sending a military
expeditionary force to Haiti to
relieve US military forces after
they ousted President Aristide.
Over 400 heavily armed Chilean
soldiers patrolled the slum streets
of Port-au-Prince in support of the
US imposed puppet regime, and
later as president she renewed her
commitment to remain in Haiti.
Bachelet has welcomed every
chance to engage in military
exercises with the US.

All the post-Pinochet
“Concertacion” governments since
1990 have maintained continuity
with the state model inherited
from the military regime, a model

the principal social functions of
any decent socialist government, of
eradicating or, at least, massively
reducing poverty and inequality.

During the period of transition
from Pinochet in the early 1990s,
the Chilean popular movement
demobilised and moderated its
goals and strategies. The most
important factors contributing to
this process were the fear of a
“return to 1973” and a military
dictatorship.

There was a powerful urge
towards reconciliation and the
creation of a stable political order,
and above all a desire to avoid a
repetition of the events that led to
the 1973 coup, an outlook that was
instilled by the reformist leaders of
the Concertacion.

On coming to power, Bachelet
gave the post of Minister of
Economics to Andres Velasco, very
well known for his links with US
companies and entrepreneurs and
the founder and leader of
neoliberal think tank, Expansiva.
She appointed Andres Zaldivars,
one of the men who plotted
Allende’s fall, to the Ministry of
the Interior.

Her government has continued
to spend lavishly on the armed
forces. She has boosted the
personnel and equipment available
to the police to repress the

During the period of transition from
Pinochet in the early 1990s, the Chilean
popular movement demobilised and
moderated its goals and strategies

which meant subordinating social
programmes to the imperatives of
the market. These Concertacion
governments have been incapable
of countering the widening chasm
between rich and poor that the
neoliberal economic model itself
generates.

In this model, the state assumes
responsibility for ensuring the
subsistence of the poorest by
providing them with some
subsidies, but it renounces one of

struggles of workers, students and
the Mapuche people. The turning
point in popular feeling against
the Bachelet government was when
more than 600,000 secondary
school students occupied their
schools - the “Penguin” uprising of
April-June 2006.

With this mobilisation, the
political map of Chile changed. A
new generation, the “sons of
democracy” as they called
themselves, came onto the political
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scene. At first lulled by promises, More than the half of Chilean copper industry have been on

they have grown cynical of the workers are working part-time, almost permanent mobilisation

Concertacion’s actions. No longer casual and often at weekends to and strikes over the last two years.

content with the odd concession, make ends meet; to escape The timber workers from

they attack the fundamental collective bargaining, companies Arauco, the miners, the

principles of neoliberal policies, have outsourced work to sub- agricultural and food processing

and the invasion of education by contractors or created phantom workers, the bus drivers, the

profitmaking businesses. companies. People working fishermen, teachers, civil servants,
Following the example of the alongside one another can find local government and health

workers, bank employees, the
Mapuche struggling to recuperate

Neoliberal ideology has become so their ancestral lands that have
“ been fraudulently seized from
PEW&SIVE, even amon.g pal't Of the ].Eft, them - these are just some of those
- king di ion in the ]
that major reforms to the free-market i A A e SIS
- o Th 151 fth d , th
model are automatically rejected ettt st st mant

and the effects of oil and food price
rises on the popular mood, have

students, increasing numbers of themselves technically employed brought tensions within and
people in Chile are getting fed up by a different company. And of between the government parties to
with Bachelet. Life has not course, the Chilean labour code a head.
improved for the mass of workers prohibits collective negotiations Today for the first time, Chile’s
and their families. Casual labour, over working conditions relating to powerful political coalition,
mounting personal debt, low wages the workers of two or more Concertacion de Partidos por la
and now, rising inflation are different companies. Democracia (Concertacion), will
making people angry. In these circumstances, having submit two separate lists of
Pro-big business commentators joint trade union negotiations or candidates for the upcoming
speak at length about economic action by workers employed by a municipal elections to be held in
growth while keeping quiet about  subcontractor is practically illegal. October.
environmental destruction, the This leads to the situation where This decision follows an effort
growing gap between rich and work colleagues employed by a by Bachelet, along with former
poor (the top 20% of income subcontractor earn less and work Presidents Patricio Aylwin, Ricardo
earners control 60% of Chilean in worse conditions than workers Lagos, and Eduardo Frei, failed to
GDP), and the worsening quality of employed by the parent company. convince two of the Concertacion’s
public services, education, This is the reason why the main parties — the Partido Radical
healthcare and housing. subcontracted workers in the Social Demdcrata (PRSD) and the
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Partido por la Democracia (PPD), to
maintain a unified list.

Hit with allegations of
corruption and mismanagement of
public funds, the Concertacién -
which has won every presidential
election following Chile’s return to
democracy in 1990 - appears to be
at its weakest in two decades.

Chile’s incomparable recent
economic performance, based as it
is on labour flexibility and low
wages, has produced an “if it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it” complacency
among most of Chile’s political
leaders. But now the workers and
students rightly demand that the
huge revenues pouring in from
agriculture, timber, fish, wine,
meat, poultry and mineral
exports, should be invested in
education, housing, health and
social services.

But the government decides to
invest the profits in US Treasury
Bonds to keep US interest rates
(and hence the US dollar) as high as
possible. This keeps the value of
the Chilean peso as low as possible
and thus provides a massive boost
to Chilean exports.

With such a recipe, it is unclear
where Bachelet’s proposed “Growth
with Equity” is supposed to come
from. As one Socialist Party
economist recently put it:

“The intellectual who proposes
redistributive policies is treated as
if he were antiquated and obsessed,
proposing policies that failed in
the past. The idea now 1s we have
to privatise everything, we have to
stimulate private enterprise, and
hopefully we will all be
entrepreneurs!”

Neoliberal ideology has become
SO pervasive, even among part of
the left, that major reforms to the
free-market model are
automatically rejected as
“populist” and inflationary.

The mobilisations of the last two
years show very clearly that a new
generation is emerging that is not
scarred by the historic defeat of
1973 when the Popular Unity
government of Salvador Allende
was bloodily overthrown. Today
the workers, the youth, the women
- all are on the move and
rebuilding the trade union and

workers’ organisations.

They are increasingly turning
their back on the establishment
parties and expressing distrust in
the reformist political parties. As
proof of this, 68% of people aged
between 18 and 24-year-olds have
refused even to sign up to the
electoral register.

New perspectives have opened
up. The last two years showed the
potential for the building of
militant, independent rank and

file trade union tendencies, and for
the construction of a new Marxist
workers’ party with a socialist
revolutionary programme. The
labour movement and the poor
people are learning in struggle
that there are collective solutions
based on the power from below
that can and will put an end to the
misery brought about by this
neoliberal regime.

Diego Carmoni

Revolucion Proletaria, Chile

BOLIVIA

Right wing plots coup

IN EARLY September protestors
) from the so-called “civic
movements” of the east of
Bolivia launched violent attacks on
government buildings. The offices
of the state-run
telecommunications company, the
tax agency, the land reform
institute and the local branch of the
state television network in the city
of Santa Cruz were raided, trashed
and burned. Many of these attacks
have been led by local government
leaders with the support of the local
gOVernors.

There were also attacks on
workers and peasant organisations.
The Executive Secretary of the
Departmental Workers’ Union had
his home burnt down, and
indigenous rights groups and NGOs
had their offices looted and set on
fire.

Workers in a predominately pro-
government quarter of Santa Cruz
had to organise their own defence
to fight off an attack by 400 armed
right wingers on their local
market.

Further unrest was reported in
the other three provinces of the
Media Luna, the eastern part of
Bolivia, so named because it looks
like a hal-moon. Pro-government
demonstrations were attacked and
an attempt was made to storm and
occupy a gas installation plant,

against Evo Morales

damaging a vital gas supply pipe to
Brazil.

Reports suggest that several
people have been killed and many
injured in these attacks. Many
supporters of President Evo Morales
and his party, the Movement
towards Socialism (MAS), have gone
into hiding.

These provinces have witnessed
the growth of a secessionist
movement led by the racist elite
and rich landowners. The leaders of
this civic movement are demanding
increased autonomy and a
guarantee of more of the profits
from the oil and gas revenues of the
country. The central government
has promised to use gas and oil
income to alleviate poverty and
modernise the country.

The protestors who stormed the
government buildings were well
organised and included armed
fascist thugs of the Cruzeno Youth
Union (UJC). They clashed with both
the police and army. The Interior
Minister Alfredo Rada said the
attacks amounted to “a civic coup”
and blamed the governor of Santa
Cruz, Ruben Costas, and civic
movement leader, Branko
Marinkovic, for planning and
carrying out the attacks.

This escalation of actions against
the government has been led by the
National Democratic Council
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(Consejo Nacional Democrdtico -
Conalde), and they have some very
powerful allies. Morales has just
expelled the US ambassador as a
result of a series of meetings he
held with these Conalde leaders in
late August, shortly before the
organised attacks. It seems this is a
deliberate attempt by Washington

organisations of the Conalde.

Relying on Morales or the
Bolivian state to do this would be
foolish. While a few army and
police officials might be loyal to the
government, the majority of them
are linked to the ruling class of
Bolivia and the US military by a
thousand ties.

Efforts need to be made to organise the

to either bring down Morales,
engineer a coup or, failing that,
break up the country.

All of this follows a resounding
success for Morales in a presidential
recall referendum on 10 August. He
won 67% of the vote, higher than
his original vote when he won the
presidency in 2005. Even in the
heartland of the reactionary civic
movement, Santa Cruz, Morales was
able to secure 40% of the vote. In
addition recall referendums
defeated the right wing governor of
Cochabamba, Manfred Reyes Villa,
along with governor of La Paz, Jose
Luis Paredes.

The response of the Morales
government has been one of
conciliation in the face of organised
violence by the right. This policy 1s
clearly not working: every show of
weakness is followed by an
offensive by Conalde, who are
showing their contempt for the
“democratic victory” of the -
president. Morales has refused to
mobilise either the Bolivian state,
the army or police or his own
supporters in the MAS to deal with
these attacks. Meanwhile,
indigenous, peasant and workers’
organisations remain isolated and
face a highly organised and well-
resourced enemy.

The working class, peasants and
indigenous movements need to
respond to these attacks and assist
the resistance of their brothers and
sisters in the Media Luna. Their aim
must be to crush the reactionary

rank and file soldiers within the army so
they will be ready and willing to mutiny
and side with the people if there is a coup

The most crucial step at the
moment is for the mass
organisations of the working class
and peasants to organise self-
defence. Organisations like the
trade union federation, the COB,
should demand that Morales arms
them and gives them the resources
they need. A united front of all the
mass organisations should be
organised to confront the Conalde
leaders. An army of the working
class and the oppressed could then,

literally, march on the Media Luna,
and support their allies in the area
to destroy the Conalde and the
fascists of the U]JC.

Efforts also need to be made to
organise the rank and file soldiers
within the army so they will be
ready and willing to mutiny and
side with the people if there is a
coup attempt.

But even if the Conalde are
defeated, the ruling class will still
attempt to regroup and reorganise
another violent opposition
movement opposed to the
aspirations of the majority of the
Bolivian people.

The aim must be, not only to
defeat the Conalde, but to finally
take the wealth and power from the
hands of the ruling class. This
means the organisations of the
workers and peasants must press
forward with their demands from
the uprisings of 2003 and 2005 - for
the expropriation of major
industries and natural resources,
the confiscation of land and its
redistribution, and for political
power to reside in the hands of the
indigenous, peasant and working
class masses.

Dave Esterson

IRELAND

The shining light dims,
the Celtic tiger chokes

IN 1997 the Economist
magazine announced that
Ireland was “The Celtic Tiger:
Europe’s shining light”. They were
referring to a period of
exceptionally fast growth through
the 1990s, when the Irish economy
was transformed from Britain’s
poor relation, into Europe’s fastest
growing economy.

An influx of multinational
corporations, taking advantage of
exceptionally low corporate tax
rates of around 10% (compared to 35%
in the UK, 40% in France and 60% in
Germany), and huge transfer
payments from the EU of around 4%

»

of GNP, led to a boom in industry.

Unemployment tumbled from
16% in 1993 to 5.5% in 1999, public
debt as a proportion of GDP fell
from 91% in 1993 to 39% in 1999
and emigration, the bane of Ireland,
halted and even some immigration
began.

After a pause following the
bursting of the hi-tech bubble from
2003-04, growth resumed its strong
upward path, and a construction
and infrastructure boom
developed, reaching 12% of GDP,
compared to a peak of 6% in the US
and 4.5% in the UK.

But that was then. The bursting
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of the US property bubble in August
2007 and subsequent credit crunch
has hit the Irish hard. Today the
Economist tells a rather different
story. In July the government cut its
forecast for 2008 economic growth
to just 0.5% from 2.8% at the time of
the 2008 budget.

The virtual evaporation of
economic growth this year is
expected to cause tax revenues to
fall short of budget targets by € 5bn
during 2008. (In the first six months
of 2008 three areas, VAT, capital
gains tax and stamp duties,
accounted for 82% of total tax
shortfall.) This statistic indicates
both the steep decline in housing
markets and slower consumer
spending.

The steep decline in tax receipts
this year will cause the
government’s overall budget deficit
to swell to 3.3% of GDP compared to
an anticipated 0.9%, breaching the
3% limit imposed by the European
Growth and Stability Pact, which
stipulated that deficits should be
below 3% of GDP over the economic
cycle. The current shortfall in tax
revenue means that government
borrowing to meet existing
commitments would exceed that
limit. Inevitably, therefore, those
commitments will be trashed.

Building and construction has
collapsed, subtracting 4% from GDP
growth alone. Activity in the
building sector fell by one-fifth in
the first three months of the year.
The main component in the
reduced output was a 38% drop in
residential house building, which
was only marginally offset by a 9%
increase in non-residential
construction. Industrial production
also registered a decline of 0.9%
between the first quarter of 2007
and 2008. Industry including
construction makes up almost one-
third of GDP.

Last year the construction
industry generated about €37bn,
close to one-quarter of all wealth
created in the Republic in 2007, The
estimate of the number of new
houses to be built this year is about
46,000 - about half the record
88,000 homes built in 2006. In
comparison NHBC figures show that
there were 186,505 new homes

completed by NHBC registered
builders in the UK in 2007, 1%
higher than in 2006 (184,959).

In 2006 Ireland completed half
the number of homes built in the
UK, but with a population 15 times
smaller. Growth in mortgage
lending is now below 10% — the
lowest since 1989. The expectation
is that property values will fall 25-
45% from their peak.

The destruction of jobs and
incomes in the construction sector
and the erosion of confidence it has
engendered is now affecting
consumer spending, which is on the
slide. Retail sales volumes in August
2008 were 5.2% lower than a year
earlier, the biggest annual fall since
1987.

There has been a massive drop in
the value of the four Irish-listed
quoted banks. AIB, BOI, Anglo Irish
and Irish Life and Permanent have
shed two-thirds of their value since
their share prices peaked 18 months
ago. Despite this the banks have
continued to report strong profits,
although international investors
believe the Irish economic
downturn and property slump will
hit them hard, pushing up bad
debts.

The picture in industry is not so
bleak. While there was a 3.3% drop
in output in the manufacturing
sector in the second quarter of this
year, on an annual basis production

over a year earlier, mainly driven
upwards by the surge in global raw
materials prices, particularly for
energy and food. Accelerating job
losses in industry and services has
seen the unemployment rate rise to
6.1% in August, its highest rate in a
decade, (although still below the EU
average of 7%).

The government, alarmed by the
rapid deterioration, has made an
unprecedented move to bring
forward the budget by seven weeks
(to 14 October). Public finances have
deteriorated sharply from a surplus
in 2006 to defecit now. The public
finance deficit tripled in the first
eight months of 2008.

In July Brian Lenihan, the Fianna
Fdil Minister for Finance, ruled out
any large scale borrowing to deal
with the shortfall in tax revenue.
He planned to save €440m this year
and a further €1bn next year,
mainly from cutting the public
service payroll bill by 3%, laying-off
5,000 public servants, part-time and
temporary workers. The proposals
contained in the proposed budget
will not come into effect until the
start of 2009.

In September the government
will restart negotiations with the
unions and business representatives
on a new three-year national wage
deal, the employers’ body IBEC is
pushing for a 12-month pay freeze,
and an inability to pay clause. The

Irish exports are broadly flat, reflecting
the impact of slower growth in Ireland’s
major foreign customers and the
damagmg rise in the value of the euro

in the manufacturing sector was up
6.6% to the end of June, mainly
spurred by increased output in the
chemicals sector. Irish exports are
broadly flat, reflecting the impact of
slower growth in Ireland’s major
foreign customers and the
damaging rise in the value of the
euro against sterling and the dollar.
The difficult situation for
workers is compounded by the rise
in the cost of living to 4.7% in May

talks broke down in August. They
want their so-called “social
partners”, especially the Irish
Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU), to
deliver a tightening of belts for
their members. It is the beginning
of massive cuts and austerity
measures. They aim to break the
linkage of pay increases to inflation
and deliver wage cuts.

It is worth remembering that the
current leader of ICTU, David Begg,
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pioneered the introduction of the
so-called social partnership process
in 1987 with the Programme for
National Recovery when industrial
peace was traded for promises
which were rarely kept.

Sacrifices were to be made by
workers in wage restraint and
productivity increases so that they
would be rewarded in better times
- at some time in the future. For
over 20 years, they utter the same
formula: bread today and jam
tomorrow. Nowadays it appears that
jam is still too expensive and the
slice of bread too large.

Working people face the
pressures of rising energy and food
costs, house repossessions,
unemployment and the threatened
privatisation of the parts of the
health service (at a time when over
50% of them fork out for private
health insurance).

Yet, those who benefited most
from the 10-year boom will not bear
the burden. For example, the
proposed co-location of private
hospitals on public grounds will
make a profit for the investors
because they will be shielded by tax
breaks and tax shelters. The
construction industry is demanding
the state provide incentives for
buying their massively over-valued
houses: all such incentives to be
paid for by the tax-payer. Of course
this will be branded as a major
concession, permitting the least
well off in society to buy a home.

And the response of the trade
union leadership is nothing but a
pip-squeak. Yes, there are some
declarations that there will be no
easy deals, no compromises etc.
There will be the usual shadow-
boxing by the parties involved.
Public condemnations will issue
forth. But practice reveals that
principles are quickly ditched.
Public sector pay and pensions have
been under constant attack without
a whimper of protest: special pay
claims were jettisoned with the
total connivance of ICTU.

Following the failure of
breakthrough at national level,
some unions have lodged pay
claims but they intend to take no
action whatsoever to achieve them.
They will refuse to mobilise direct

action, strikes or sit-ins. They will
avoid confrontation at all costs.
Under pressure from the working
class, some one-day stoppages may
be tolerated to let off a bit of steam
and offer some leverage to the
highly paid trade union bureaucrats
in the talks process. The union
bosses, the brokers of industrial
peace, will undoubtedly show
considerable flexibility in arriving
at solutions in the behind-the-scene
sessions to secure a rotten
compromise.

The Labour Party is only too
eager to surrender the political
independence of the working class
via a desired coalition arrangement
with Fine Gael, the conservative
opposition party. Labour are
currently hankering for a few

ministerial crumbs from the table
if they come to power. There will be
some huffing and puffing about the
partnership deal process, nothing
more and nothing less.

All this suggests that workers
must act for themselves. Twenty
years of social partnership has
paralysed workers’ activism. Many
have no experience whatsoever of
fighting for a pay claim.

There is a need to build from the
grassroots, reaching out to the rank
and file in the trade unions and
broadening out the struggle to
embrace the unemployed, agency
workers, students and community
groups to oppose cuts in health,
education, welfare and local
services.

Maureen Gallagher

UsA

Rightward moving
Obama in McCain's sights

in late August at the
Democratic Party’s nominating
convention in Denver, Colorado, to
anoint Barack Obama as their
presidential candidate. The
previous week Obama had
announced his vice-presidential
running mate, veteran member of
the US Senate, Joe Biden, from
Delaware.

Biden is a supposed blue collar
Democrat, the “poorest” member of
what is tantamount to an elected
club of multi-millionaires, who
they hope will be capable of
addressing the white working class
components of the Party’s electoral
base in a way that has eluded
Obama. Most pundits consider him
a wise choice, replete with the
foreign policy experience (1.e.
proven willingness to preside over
US military ventures overseas) that
Obama lacks. The convention itself
went off without a major hitch, as
Hillary Clinton dutifully played her
part and made an unambiguous
call to her disgruntled supporters
to rally to Obama, while husband

);SOME 3,000 delegates gathered

Bill made no attempt to upstage the
nominee.

Outside the convention centre
there was a brief flurry of anxiety
over an alleged plot to assassinate
Obama involving a hapless looking
crew of booze and drug-addled
racists. There were anti-war and
other protests amid tight security,
but no violent images to detract
from the triumph unfolding
inside. The convention reached its
climax on the final night as
Obama delivered his acceptance
speech.

Much of the mainstream media
had concluded that “Team Obama”
had staged an almost flawless
performance, placing the
Democratic candidate into pole
position for the remaining two
months of the presidential contest.
But then with the Democrats on
their way out of Denver, the John
McCain campaign unleashed
“Sarah Barracuda” — otherwise
known as Sarah Palin, a little
known politician from the sparsely
populated state of Alaska, who had
acquired the nickname for her
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aggressive style on the basketball
court.

Up to that point the Republicans
had appeared in disarray, with their
convention in St Paul, Minnesota
curtailed in response to the threat
posed by Hurricane Gustav. But
then 72-year-old McCain pulled off
a media coup with the selection of a
woman, 28 years his junior, as his
running mate.

In contrast to Biden, the image
of Sarah Palin was suddenly
plastered on papers and magazines
sold at supermarket checkout
counters across the US. Whether
the choice of Palin proves such a
populist masterstroke come
November remains to be seen, but
for the time being the nomination
of a fundamentalist Christian, who
has suddenly become the archetype
of the “working mom”, has helped
propel McCain into a modest
opinion poll lead, and energised
the socially reactionary base of
Republican activists.

Outside the Republican
convention 10,000 anti-war
demonstrators had gathered only
to face brutal police repression.
Hundreds of arrests took place
during the convention itself, with
hundreds more in its aftermath.
Even the widely respected left-
leaning journalist, Amy Goodman,
was arrested.

The mainstream media barely
mentioned the use of pepper gas,
rubber bullets and stun grenades
against unarmed, overwhelmingly
non-violent demonstrators, so the
spectacle of the McCain/Palin
coronation was virtually
untarnished.

There are good reasons to believe
that Obama’s setback is merely
temporary and that he will still
become the first African-American
to capture the US presidency. But
the fact that the Palin vice-
presidential nomination has so
altered the trajectory of the
campaign speaks volumes about
the marginalised role of real
political issues in the contest.

Supporters of the supposedly
“liberal” Hillary Clinton suddenly
switched allegiance to the
Republicans on the basis of John
McCain selecting a woman, despite

the fact that she is a virulent
opponent of abortion, champions
the teaching of “creationism” in
state schools and expressed an
interest in banning certain books
from her town’s library.

Obama’s skin colour is an
undeniable factor in the campaign,
and deeply ingrained racist
attitudes may still cost the
Democrats the White House come
November. On the other hand, the
Obama candidacy has spurred
unprecedented levels of voter
registration, not least among
African Americans, who just might
tip the balance in such “swing”
states as Ohio and Pennsylvania.
There is both anecdotal and
statistical evidence to suggest that
Obama’s campaign has energised
sections of the inner city black
population, which have largely
abstained from recent elections.

Leaving aside some important
but still superficial differences
between McCain and Obama,
would an Obama victory really
make a substantive difference to US
workers and the poor, or to those
who have been at the sharp end of
the Bush administration’s global
“war on terror” since 2001?

As the campaign has progressed,
Obama’s talk of change has become

endorsed the sort of special forces
operations which have already been
authorised by George Bush in the
border areas of Pakistan.

The Democrats under Obama are
now committed to increasing US
military spending still further,
while candidate Obama joined
candidate McCain on a Columbia
University platform marking the
anniversary of 9/11, to lament the
college’s current campus ban on
the Reserve Officer Training Corps.

On Israel the Democrats have
often been more unequivocally pro-
Zionist than the Bush
administration, but Obama was
accused of being soft in his support
for Israel while contesting the
nomination against Hillary
Clinton. In his speech to the
American Israel Political Action
Committee he went even further
than either Clinton or Bush,
pledging support for Jerusalem as
the Israeli capital, and giving the
green light to Israel to act against a
perceived Iranian threat, though
Obama has been less bellicose
towards Iran than McCain.

As for domestic policies, his
economic programme offers
nothing for US workers who are
facing rising unemployment and
falling living standards. US leftist

Obama’s skin colour is an undeniable
factor and ingrained racist attitudes may
still cost the Democrats the White House

come November.

all the more vacuous as he has
moved ever rightwards over a wide
range of issues, not least US
imperialism’s foreign policy. On the
Iraq war there is still some
semblance of a pledge to withdraw
all US combat troops within 16
months of taking office - roughly
by May 2010.

However, Obama has no
intention of bringing tens of
thousands of US soldiers “home”.
His clear pledge has been to
increase troop numbers in
Afghanistan and he has effectively

Barry Sheppard recently wrote a
damning critique:

“*Obama referred to Franklin
Delano Roosevelt in his
[Democratic convention| speech.
But he is staying clear of proposing
any programs and reforms of the
type FDR was compelled to
implement during the 1930s Great
Depression and labour
radicalisation. Obama has no plan
to help families facing home
foreclosures. He is silent on the
burning need to launch a massive
public works program to rebuild
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the nation’s crumbling
infrastructure and provide work
for the unemployed. He is against
raising the minimum wage to
where it was in 1970 - $10 an hour
in today’s dollars from the present
$6.25.” (See http://directaction.org.
aufissue4|
obama_means_more_war)

For now, however, Obama
remains the candidate with the
backing of virtually the whole of
the trade union bureaucracy. He is
the candidate whom the mass of
African Americans are likely to
support in unprecedented numbers
and he will almost certainly win a
sizeable majority of the Latino vote
across the country as a whole.

If only on the basis of “lesser
evilism”, he remains the choice of
many who are adamantly against

both the Iraq and Afghan wars, and
would desperately like to see a
comprehensive programme of free
healthcare for the whole
population.

The votes for the likes of Cynthia
McKinney and Ralph Nader are
sure to be derisory. And so the long-
standing US version of the crisis of
political representation for the
working class and oppressed goes
on through 2008.

Whether an Obama victory, still
anything but a foregone
conclusion, and the subsequent
disillusionment with the reality of
his administration proves a catalyst
to a much more profound
radicalisation will prove a crucial
challenge to the ranks of US leftists
over the next four years.

George Binette

FRANCE

A new party but the same

old problems

IN JANUARY this year, at its
national congress, the Ligue
Communiste Révolutionnaire
(LCR) voted to launch a campaign
for new anti-capitalist party, the
Nouveau Parti Anticapitaliste (NPA).
Since then, the activity of the LCR
has been focused on building local
committees which are to form the
basis of the party. The founding
conference is due to take place early
next year, after which time the LCR
will cease to exist. 4

Their bold decision to launch the
NPA initiative is based on an
analysis of the state of the French
workers’ movement and on the
growth in support for the LCR in

‘recent elections.

French workers have frequently
shown themselves to be the most
militant class fighters in Europe.
Throughout the 1990s and over the
last decade, France has been
repeatedly rocked by intense class
struggle. However, the outcome of
these displays of workers’ militancy
has been mixed. Major victories,

)

such as the successful fight against
plans to limit the wages and rights
of young workers and the
resounding rejection of the neo-
liberal European constitution, have
demonstrated the strength of the
workers’ movement.,

On the other hand, there have
been key areas of struggle (such as
pensions) where, despite the
militancy of the working class,
major gains have been rolled back.
Successive governments have been
able to carry out a gradual
privatisation of parts of the public
sector, whilst regressive
authoritarian attacks on
immigrants have continued apace.

The electoral victory of President
Sarkozy’s right wing UMP last year
signalled the chance for the
bourgeoisie to change the balance
of forces decisively in its favour by
transforming the patchwork
picture of defeats and victories into
a decisive victory for the ruling
class. For the LCR, the road to
preventing the right from carrying

out their anti-worker and anti-
immigrant attacks lies in the
creation of the NPA.

Clearly, there is a space for an
alternative to the reformist left in
France. The Parti Socialist (PS) and
the Parti Communiste Francais
(PCF) both failed miserably in the
2007 elections, despite the
widespread hostility of workers,
youth and immigrant communities
towards the UMP. The PCF in
particular suffered, forced to
confront the fact that it was no
longer a national force, its ongoing
decline brought sharply into relief
by its abysmal election result that
placed the PCF below the LCR.

The LCR is correct to place the
fight for an alternative to the
reformist left at the top of its
agenda. The working class is facing
a decisive struggle against the
government, but whilst the
willingness to fight the government
is clearly there, French workers lack
an organisational force to give their
spontaneous outbreaks of struggle a
concrete and coherent political
form.

But what kind of party does the
working class need? At first glance it
seems that the LCR is advocating a
very different kind of party from
the traditional reformist parties,
since it is calling for an anti-
capitalist party. Already this has
caused problems in the leadership of
the LCR with the remaining
minority faction, organised around
Christian Piquet, arguing against an
anti-capitalist party and in favour,
instead, of an alliance with the left
wing of the PS, the PCF and the
Greens. The NPA, they claim, will be
an obstruction to such alliance
since most of these forces will run a
mile from anti-capitalism.

So is the LCR bucking the recent
trend amongst the European far left
who have been promoting broad
left reformist formations? Is the
NPA going to be a revolutionary
party? Certainly, the LCR claims
that they want to mobilise the “tens
of thousands” of men and women
who want to “revolutionise society”.
But this does not mean they think
that the way to do that is by
building a revolutionary party.
Their charismatic and affable
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spokesperson, Olivier Besancenot,
makes this clear in a response to
the question of whether the NPA
will be a revolutionary party:
“Probably not . . . Otherwise, we
could merely continue - and
continue the LCR! - as before, but
better obviously! We need of course,
a common foundation: the defence
of radical proposals, opposition to
the capitalist system, a strong
commitment to mobilisations,
political independence from the PS.
This common platform will not
answer a priori any questions,
tactical or strategic. Some will
remain open. But we believe that
there are tens of thousands of men
and women that are available to
build a party for struggles and
mobilisations.” (International
Viewpoint 398, March 2008)

Elsewhere Besancenot has argued
that the NPA would be ecological,
feminist, even Guevarist, but
certainly not revolutionary.

So why the ambiguity? Why, if the
LCR is convinced that a party
organised on the basis of “opposition
to capitalism” is a real possibility in
France today, do they not draw the
obvious programmatic conclusions
and fight for the NPA to make a clear
break with the discredited politics of
reformism and declare itself a
revolutionary party?

On paper, the LCR rejects this
approach for two reasons. First the
LCR argue that a Leninist or
Trotskyist party would be unable to
attract the new layers that are
searching for an alternative.
Secondly, the LCR argues that the
programme of the party has to
emerge organically from the
committees that will form the NPA,
rather than being imposed from
above. This is in fact the old
argument for a “half way house”
party re-hashed. It is one we are
very familiar with in Britain, it was
the basis of the Scottish Socialist
party, the Socialist Alliance,
Respect etc. Workers aren’t
revolutionary enough, we have to
create, militant but non-
revolutionary parties to attract
them. It is a dishonest and
disastrous tactic. And where does
the LCR think the programme is
going to “emerge” from in the

committees, except from the most
militant and politically experienced
members? It is an excuse for the
LCR to look for ways to blunt their
own programme, because they have
no confidence in its appeal to
“broad forces”.

Besancenot has correctly argued
that top-down approaches to unity
have failed (whilst failing to
acknowledge the role of the LCR in
pushing for these kind of unity
initiatives with various forces, from
the critical Stalinist Pierre Juquin
to various dribs and drabs of the
post-68 “alternative” movement).
However, he then goes on to
conclude that this means there is
no place in the NPA to discuss the
legacy of the past. In other words
the NPA will not be the place to
discuss that old chestnut, reform or
revolution, since the new layers
drawn to the NPA will not
“identify” with this debate.

In fact, far from being a break
from the politics of the past, this is
in keeping with the “top-down”
approaches to unity, only then the
issue of reform or revolution was
shoved under the carpet to keep the
reformist leaders on board - today
they have no faith either in their
own conception of the revolutionary
programine, or in the openness of
the working class to different ideas.

local committees have sprung up
around the country. The national
meeting of local committees held in
June this summer brought together
800 delegates representing 300
committees, and demonstrated that
the NPA was attracting layers
beyond the LCR. In addition there
are 50 youth committees.

The PCF and the PS are clearly
rattled; the PS has even set up a
special group to monitor the
fortunes of the NPA. Lutte Ouvriére
(LO), the other main Trotskyist
organisation in France, living up to
its infamous sectarianism, has
refused to be involved in the NPA,
preferring to cosy up to the PCF and
even the PS. Last year LO stood on
joint electoral platforms with the
reformists and currently serves as a
left cover for reformist local
administrations.

The NPA has the potential to be a
crucial tool for organising and
uniting the various struggles that
are taking place in France. But it
also needs to be a forum for serious
debate about what political
programme is needed both in terms
of fighting the immediate attacks
launched by Sarkozy and his
government, and in mapping out a
strategy that can given concrete
meaning to “anti-capitalism”.

Revolutionaries must play a key

What is positive, however, and a welcome
break from the past, is that the NPA
initiative is rooted in local communities
and ongoing workers’ struggles

=y

What is positive, however, and a
welcome break from the past, is
that the NPA initiative is rooted in
local communities and ongoing
workers’ struggles. The LCR has
clearly recognised that in the
absence of a left force or grouping
capable of mobilising the most
muilitant sections of the working
class, it is possible to go directly to
the workers in their localities and
in their struggles. In this alone the
NPA is to be welcomed.

Since the beginning of the year,

role in this discussion, and not shy
away from the key questions of
power, the need to smash the state
etc. Yes, the programme of the NPA
must be forged organically from the
working class struggles on which
the NPA wants to base itself, rather
than being imposed by a
bureaucratic elite with a prepared
agenda, but leadership consists in
saying what is needed if capitalism’s
iniquities are to be uprooted and
not just ameliorated.

By Christina Purcell
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The UK economy is poised for its first recession

since the early 1990s. A perfect storm of rising

inflation on the back of high commodity prices, a

collapsing housing market and battered

financial sector have combined to darken the

skies. How bad will it get ask Bill Jefferies and

WHEN GORDON Brown had a reputation he was known
as the Iron Chancellor. His boast was that under his stew-
ardship (1997-2007) the UK economy had experienced its
longest period of uninterrupted growth. In 2000, at the
Labour Party Conference he declared that, as a result of
his economic wisdom, Britain had seen the end of “boom
and bust”.1

By then the UK had seen constant expansion since the
last recession in 1991. All in all there were to be 63 suc-
cessive quarters of expansion. But no more; in the second
quarter of 2008 the UK economy came to a full stop.

This seemed to be the cue for the ex-chancellor’s hubris
to give way to the current chancellor Alistair Darling’s
hysteria about the state and fate of the UK and world
economy. According to Darling, in his infamous Guardian
interview, “The economic times we are facing are argu-
ably the worst they’ve been in 60 years”.2
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Keith Harvey

So what is happening to UK PLC and what are its pros-
pects? Is the hysteria as misplaced as the hubris?

The UK economy is currently suffering from a triple
whammy. First, like the US, the UK’s liberalised financial
and mortgage markets have encouraged a major housing
asset bubble by loose lending, added to by the government
and private sector’s failure to increase the housing stock
in line with demand.

As a result household indebtedness has grown more
than anywhere else in the G7 and is now unwinding pain-
fully. House sales in August were the lowest for 30 years.
The fall out in the construction sector and associated
retail sector has been heavy.

Second, the explosion in prices for energy and foodstuffs
in the last year (mainly prompted by exceptionally high
levels of economic growth in Asia over the last five years)
has hit households and businesses hard, eroding profits
and wages and hence dampening retail spending and busi-
ness investment, the motors of economic growth.

Third, the credit crunch, now more than one year old,
has hit the UK financial sector hard, exposed more than
anywhere else apart from the US to the losses from the
sub-prime fiasco. Given the large relative weight of the
financial sector in the UK economy, the rapid downturn
in its fortunes was bound to take its toll on profits and
employment. In addition it has made credit more expen-
sive while the banks hold back on lending while they try
to repair their balance sheets.

Housing price collapse

As in the US, the UK’s housing sector has been the source
of most of the present economic woes. Mortgage borrowing
increased six-fold between 1999 and 2007, with quarterly
increases rising from £5bn to £30bn - see fig 1.

Between 1997-2006 house prices soared threefold as
cheaper and easier mortgages mushroomed while the
housing stock grew at a snail’s pace.
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THE CREDIT CRUNCH AND BEYOND

- From hubris

to hysteria

House price changes

Year Average price (£s) % change

1997 68,504 6.3
1998 72,196 5.4
1999 77,405 7.2
2000 85,005 9.8
2001 92,256 8.5
2002 108,342 17.4
2003 132,589 22.4
2004 156,831 18.3
2005 165,807 5.7
2006 179,601 8.3
2007 196,478 9.4
2008 (July) 177,351 -9.7%

Source: HBOS August 20084

At these prices, and given wages were not keeping pace,
it was inevitable that mortgage payments as a percentage
of take home pay for first time buyers, would rise dramati-
cally - from 1996 at 46.2% to 2008 — 136.8%.5

The house price to earnings ratio rose from 2.1 in 1995
to 2.5 in 2000 before peaking at an astonishing 5.4 tixges
in 2007.6 Total mortgage, loan and credit card debt rose to
£1.44bn during the year to the end of June 2008, outpac-
ing total UK output, which currently stands at £1,41bn.”

This scale of indebtedness would normally cramp con-
sumers’ ability to spend on other areas, butit was masked
while the houses they were buying where going up in value
and they could tap into that wealth for current spending
purposes. Then came last year’s credit crunch.

The credit crunch, which caused the collapse of North-
ern Rock a year ago and prompted a government bail-out,
announced the start of a generalised crisis in the hous-
ing market because the scale of the banks’ bad loans tied
up in the housing market forced banks to restrict new
mortgage lending.

The requirement for higher deposits and fewer low

fixed-rate deals have seen new loan approvals fall 77% in
a year, knocking the floor from under housing market
demand. As a result prices have dropped sharply - 11%
in the last 12 months.

This has prevented homeowners releasing equityin their
homes and spending it on consumer goods, so knocking
a huge hole in high street spending, a large element of
GDP growth. Household consumption fell by -0.1% in the
second quarter of this year. To this has been added the
effect of increased prices for food and energy over the last
year which has forced many people to cut back on their
spending on non-essential items since their wages have
failed to keep pace with inflation.

The hike in global food and energy prices are due
directly to the sharp capitalist expansion in Asia and

The credit crunch has hit the UK
financial sector hard, exposed more than
anywhere else apart from the US to the
losses from the sub-prime fiasco

Russia since the millennium. The booming economies
of Russia, China and east Asia grew at an unprecedented
pace, so raw materials prices (oil, food, iron) that had col-
lapsed when the ex-centrally planned economies of the
USSR and eastern Europe crashed in the 1990s, rose very
sharply. Oil hit $147 a barrel in July - a rise 0f 90% in just
12 months — before falling back to $105 as recession fears
gripped the market.

But rising inflation meant that in 2008 UK real wages
- after years of modest increases for many in the private
sector at least — declined at their fastest rate in the last
two decades.®
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Britain / Economy

Business troubles

British business too has taken a hit. The UK has the most
advanced financial sector in the world and accounts for
a higher percentage of national economy than anywhere
else. The credit crunch has naturally hit the sector badly,
from banks exposed directly to sub-prime crisis, to the
restrictions on lending which has affected fixed income
businesses such as mergers’ advice.

In early August 2008, the Royal Bank of Scotland posted
a loss of £691m - its first in four decades — after writing
offalmost £6bn, while “HSBC reported a 29% drop in prof-
its, a day before Northern Rock revealed a loss of almost
£600m, and . . . Barclays said its profits were down by a
third in the first half of this year. Last week saw Lloyds
TSB and HBOS report 70% drops in profits.”

UK banks credit crunch losses ($billions)

Firm Write down Capital raised
and loss

HSBC Holdings Plc $27.4 $3.9

Royal Bank of Scotland  $14.3 $23.4
Group Plc

Barclays Plc $9.9 $18.1
Lloyds TSB Group Plc $4.8 $4.8
Alliance & Leicester Plc ~ $1.3 $0.0

Source: Bloomberg August 27th10

Mergers and Acquisitions (M&As), a key source of bank-
ing profits, have declined sharply.

“The value of mergers and acquisitions in the first half
sank by nearly a third from the same period last year to
$1,860bn as the collapse of the buy-out boom prompted a
steep drop in the number of high-value deals.”!! so that,
“The amount of advisory revenue merger bankers gener-
ated during the first half sank 27%, illuminating the extent
towhich the deal making slump has affected banks’ busi-
nesses.” The global issue of bonds backed by mortgages
has fallen from a peak of over 2006 $2.5tn to $500bn in
January to August 2008.12

As bank and construction firms’ profits have fallen so
has their net worth, and hence stock market valuation.
The UK’s FTSE stock market index has fallen from a 12
month peak in October 2007 of 6,750, to a trough in July
2008 of 5,200,13 a decline of more than 20% - the defini-
tion of a bear market.

Fig 2: UK rate of return annual %
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However, British capitalists entered the downturn with
strong balance sheets. During the last two recessions UK
non-financial companies were indebted to the tune of 1.5%-
5.5% of GDP; this time they are in balance.!* Nor are they
suffering from any lack of access to borrowing as a result
of the credit crunch. Moreover, the overall profitability of
UK private non-financial corporations in the first quarter
of 2008 was 15.3%,15 marginally lower than the revised
estimate of 15.4 % the previous quarter. The annual net
rate of return for private non-financial corporations in
2007 was 15.1 %. The net rate of return for oil and gas
extraction companies increased in the first quarter of
2008 to 57.6 %, compared to the revised estimate of 51.3
% recorded in the previous quarter. This is higher than
the average of 35.2 % for 2007.16

These are historic highs, as is demonstrated in fig 2.
During the 1960’s boom, the rate of return hovered around
10-11%, dropping to 5% in 1974 before recovering under the
impact of Thatcherism in the 1980s and rising to 15% in
2007.Profitability and investment in British firms fell quite
sharplyin the year or so before the 1989 and 2000 financial
shocks to the global economy. Not so this time.

By increasing the cost of borrowing, and especially
the rise in raw material and energy costs over the last 12
months, the credit crunch has significantly dented not
only the profits of the banks and mortgage companies
but also industry. Manufacturing companies’ net rate of
return was estimated at 4.9% in the first quarter. This is
lower than the average of 6.6% for 2007 and is having a
sharp impact on their investment plans, further aggravat-
ing the projected fall to GDP in the year ahead.

Although the European Union has not been badly hit
by the credit crunch, and grew quite strongly in the first
three months of this year, it has taken a beating over the
spring and summer due to the soaring costs of food and
energy, causing EU output to flatline. Since this is the
UK’s biggest export market it is no surprise that, taken
together with the fall in domestic demand, UK manufac-
turing output has declined during the first half of the
year. The index of manufacturing output in the UK fell
in the second quarter by 0.8%, and a further 0.3% in the
second three months, but remains ahead of the trough
of 2003, which it also sank to in 2005.

Recession?

The OECD’s interim reportin September 2008 suggested
that, out of the member countries in the G7, the UK will
experience a decline in output during the whole of the
second half of this year - a total of 0.6% — although the
European Commission has suggested that Britain will be
joined by Spain and Germany.

Is this the first step on the road back to a major reces-
sion in the UK? Does this herald a return to the loss of out-
put, unemployment and inflation of 1980-82 or 1990-91?
Or - as the optimists suggest — will inflation fall sharply
next year after peaking at about 5%, with unemployment
peaking by mid-2009 at around 6.5%, and output picking
up thereafter?

Without a major systemic collapse in world financial
markets or a collapse of the Asian growth engine, the UK
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economy looks set for a period of stagnation rather than
a recession, even one on the scale of the early 1990s.

The recession of 1980 saw GDP fall 6% from peak to
trough, the recession of the early 1990s showed a 2.5%
decline. In addition the last three recessions in Britain
(and globally) were triggered by significant interest rate
rises, to stem rising inflation. In May 1980 the retail price
index, less mortgage interest, rose to 20.8% and in Octo-
ber 1990 it hit 9%. This July this year, however, it was only
5.3%.In these circumstances the interest rate rise deemed
necessary to break the back of inflation is certain to be
much smaller. Remember that in 1979-81 Bank of Eng-
land rates shot up from 6% to 17%.

In the run-up to the early 1990s recession, rates doubled
from 7.5% to 15%. But this time around interest rates have
already fallen from 5.75% to 5% - barely 0.5% higher than
the 2005 trough in the last business cycle. Most money is
on the next move in interest being down, sometime next
year, as inflation begins to fall and growth falters.

This difference is important, since the interest rate shock
on the last two occasions, in the 80s and 90s, put both
businesses and households into trauma almost overnight.
Profit margins were wiped out by the cost of borrowing
and many homeowners were put into arrears as a result of
the increase to their mortgage and credit card payments.
In turn this depressed consumer spending sharply, as mil-
lions struggled to cover basic outgoings. In the two years
from mid-1988 to mid-1990, the average interest rate on
mortgages increased by about 5.5%. This time the jump is
likely to be only 1%. Although arrears and repossessions
are rising in 2008 and into 2009 they are nothing like
the levels of the 1990s.18 Economists at Morgan Stanley
suggest that even another 10% decline in house prices on
top of the 11% so far would see consumption cut back by
only 0.7%, spread over a year.

As tounemployment, in February 2008, unemployment
fell to its lowest level in 30 years. Since then it has been
rising, although unemployment still remains low in his-
toric terms. The rate of 5.4% in June 2008 was up 0.2%
over the previous quarter, but unchanged over the year.
The number of unemployed people increased by 60,000
over the quarter and by 15,000 over the year, to reach
1.67 million.

Compared to the decades of the 1970s-90s this is very
low. Following the collapse of the post war boom in 1973,
unemployment steadily increased through the 1970s,
before reaching 11.8% in 1984. It then fell marginally
before rising again to 10.4% in 1993 following the reces-
sion of the early 1990s. Since the turn of the millennium,
however, it has never exceeded 5.4%. Moreover, the size of
the workforce is still growing. The number of people in
employment for the three months to June 2008 was 29.56
million, up 20,000 over the quarter and up 384,000 over
the year. In contrast during the 1991-93 recession the UK
workforce fell by between 1% and 1.5% every quarter.1®

Since 2000 the employment rate has exceeded 74% each
year, compared with a nadir of 70% in 1993 and 68% in
1982. Many commentators suggest that while unemploy-
ment will almost certainly rise to 6.5% by this time next
year and the employment rate fall a percentage point or
two, the impact will be mitigated by (mainly older) people

leaving the labour market altogether, ifand when they lose
their job, and through the reverse flow in migration.

In the last four years the number of migrants, mainly
from the new EU states such as Poland, has expanded
the workforce greatly. Between May 2004 and June 2006
427,000 workers from eight EU accession states successfully
applied for work in UK. Over half (62%) were Polish, 82%

Prospects of the government winning
an election in 18 months time depend
in large measure on just how bad the

economy gets in the year ahead

are aged 18-34, 56% working in factories. Since then the
figure has edged nearer the million mark.20 But reports
suggest that a mixture of rising wages in booming east-
ern Europe states and a downturn in the British economy
is leading to many thousands of immigrants returning
home, which will dampen the official unemployment sta-
tistics in the year ahead.2!

It is likely that UK unemployment will increase to or
above the two million mark by the end of 2008 or early
2009. While this is domestic misery and poverty for those
that experience it, it does not automatically mean that
unemployment will become a convulsive social and politi-
calissue asitdid in the 1980s, with urban riots and devas-
tation of whole communities blighted by factory closures
or the decimation of whole industries.

Countering the recession

Gordon Brown’s personal fate as leader of the Labour
Party and the prospects of the government winning an
election in 18 months time depend in large measure on
just how bad the economy gets in the year ahead, what
measures are taken to offset any recession and to protect
its electoral base from its worst effects.

However, Brown’s fate and that of the government is not
entirelyin his hands. The depth and scope of the downturn
depends on the health of British capitalist business as it
enters a recession, the shape of company balance sheets,
and whether the international economy offers any sort
of lifeline for flagging domestic sales.

As is well known, UK manufacturing has declined in
relative terms over the last 30 years and accounts for only
about 14% of GDP. As domestic production was replaced
with imports from abroad the effect on the UK’s balance of
payments was dramatic. From the turn of the millennium
onwards, as the emerging markets of China, Russia and
east Asia reached critical mass, so the UK balance of pay-
ments deficitincreased to around -2% to-3% a year. This was
sustainable up to about 2006 as the cost of many imported
goods fell due to the deflationaryimpact of China’s exports.
However, as raw materials prices increased from around
2005 onwards, the balance of payments deficit accelerated
sharply to-5% in 2005 and then to -6% in 2006-07.
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This deterioration has had the effect of lowering the
value of sterling,22 making imports dearer and exports
cheaper, thus boosting inflation, but making UK firms
more competitive abroad. This should help reduce the
balance of payments deficit. And indeed the balance of
payments deficit did improve to-2.5% in the first quarter
of 2008.23 However, unlike in the US, UK manufacturers
have used the fall in sterling to boost prices rather than
volumes of production.24 This means that while the bal-
ance of payments has benefited from the higher prices
paid to UK exporters, the export sector has not increased
production, investment or employment.25

Consequently, while the UK export sector has grown,
and the proportion of manufactured goods exported at the

start of this year was the highest since the first opening
months of 2001,26 UK manufacturing output decreased
by 0.8% during April-June 2008 compared with the first
quarter. In other words, the growth of the export sector
has not offset the scale of the slow down, to the same
degree as in the US.

The government’s counter-crisis
intervention

The collapse of Northern Rock in September 2007 led
to its nationalisation and the injection of £25bn govern-
ment money.2’ The Bank of England has cutinterest rates
from a July 2007 peak of 5.75% to 5% in April 2008. It also

EMERGING MAM(E‘I'S

BRCIWH WG’U I.B have us
@ believe that astute pﬂhcy

~ decisions lay behind the boom

and stability of the UK economy
under New Labour: mﬂmndence_

of the Bank of England, keeping to

Tory spending limits in Labaur

s first term of office, light
touch regulation of bus:tness (and

lack of employment mfeguards for

‘the workforce). But the truth is
that the UK wasin a geﬂd pﬂsttmn

to proﬁt from changes in the global

economy after the collapse of
Stahmst ecanomies in the early
1990s. |

the hi-tech bust of 2001-2003
prﬂduced the shallowest retzessmn
since the 1960s, while it paﬂﬁed
Britain by completely. Emergmg
‘markets in the former Stalinist

centrally planned economies grew
very rapidly and British financiers,

saw the earnings of theh: fnrelgg
direct investments soar. The
destructmn of the Stahmst

' Their vlgﬂmus exp,ansmn frm 7
later 1990s meant for exarﬁp!ﬂ th:at

ion

s -centrally pla;{med economies
between 1989-1991 and their

transformation into capitalist ones

- utterly changed the basis of the
~ world economy.

- The 1990s were a permd of

'Iﬂotmg and collapse, perfectly

~ suited to the parasitical

~ exploitation of British finance
-:capltal And at the same time new
emerging powers like China and

~ powerful semi-colonies like Brazil

‘and India, were opened up to

~ unlimited exploitation. _

Nationalised industries were snid

"nﬁ' far a wng. tarlff barriers ripped

.:,.periﬂd 1991*1999 94 % of the 1,035

~ changes worldwide in the laws

' governing foreign direct

. investment (FDI) created a more

-i favt}urable framework for FDL!
UK capitalism, with its network

‘of former colonial outposts like

‘Hong Kong, with a working class

_quiescent following the defeats ﬁf

~ the 1970s/80s and with its |

i 'j.mvestments guaranteed by its

noted Over the

UK Outward FDI pmpartmﬂ wu::rld outward Fﬂl

199? 1998 1999 Zﬁﬁﬂ 2001
12.7% 17.6% 18.2% 18.8% 7.9%

2032 2003 2004 2005 2006-,
93%

111% 134% 10.0% 65%

Source Unctad handboﬂk c&f statistms 2008

i Iatger American godfather, went

on a buying spree the like of which
the world has never seen. In the
period from 1997-2000 the UK had
the largest outward flows of
foreign direct investment in the
world, surpassing even those of the

~ USA. Reaching 19% of the world’s

total in 2000.2

Earnings from British fore;gn
investments grew by 197% between
1997-2006 from £28,470 million to
£84,649 million.

So that even though the scale of
investments slowed very rapidly
during 2001 as the dot.com crash
took its effect on mergers and
acquisitions, by -73% and a further -
18%4 in 2002, the rising '

profitability of the emerging

markets ensured that returns

increased throughout this pEri{}'d.

When recovery set in after 2003 it
was to usher five years of the
fastest period of world capitalist

| _gmwth since the 1960s.

' -NGTES

1, UNCTAD Wﬂi‘ld Invesﬂnent REpl}rt ZUOD

 Overview =
2. UNCTAD Handhﬂck nf Statistlcs 2{308
 3.httpiffwww. staumm.gov ukjdnwnieadsf
. .'__'-'.theme economy/MA4_2006data xls

' 4,21 Net foreign direct investment flows

 abroad analysed by area and main country,

© 1997 to 2006 (1) (2) http:/fwww.statistics.
- govukjdownloads/theme ecnnamy}MM

- 2006data.xls

Met earmngs from fore:gn dnrﬁct mvestment ahmad ana!ysed by area
and main cuuntry, 1997 to 2996 £ m:limn ST . |

1 997 1998

1999 2000 2001

2002 2003

2004 2005

2006

28,470 29,652 32 496 44, 237 46103 5’1 379 54 531 62 4?6 78,667 84,649

Source; www.statistics.gov. uk

page 26 / permanentrevolution




made finance available to the banks by allowing them to
swap mortgage-based assets for bank bonds at the price
of a significant “haircut” from the value of these assets
in return for access to this facility.

Meanwhile the government announced a reflationary
package of tax cuts - the compensation for the abolition
of the 10p band and a delay in the fuel tax rise - amount-
ing to the equivalent of around 0.25% of GDP or £3bn. In
September 2008 Brown outlined a series of minor meas-
ures worth about £1.6bn in all, aimed at first time buyers
and those facing repossession to try to stabilise the house
market, the economic effect of which was generally held
to be very small.28

JP Morgan has noted that “the size of discretionary
easing is still likely to be relatively small in comparison
to both the UK’s history and the recent measures in the
US ... Discretionary easing of around 0.5% of GDP would
be less than half the 1.3% package of measures seen in
the US to date.” Indeed, the government is constrained
politically from doing much more to offset recession, by
its commitment to keep public borrowing below 40% of
GDP - public sector net debt was 37.3% of GDP at the end
of July 2008, compared with 36.1% a year earlier.2?

How much larger it gets depends upon the decline in
government tax revenues. Alistair Darling forecast that
government borrowing for 2008 would be £43bn but most
analysts consider it will be in the £50-£60bn range.30 Gov-
ernment borrowing in the first three months of this year
was the highest since the Second World War ended and
the situation would be worse but for the boost to tax rev-
enues from the high oil price in the first half of the year,
forming fully half of all corporation tax receipts in the
first three months of this year. As the oil price falls again
this boost will diminish.

Politically, Labour could ride a horse and carriage
through its golden rule on spending and debt and bust
the 40% limit to spend its way out of a downturn. After
all, debt peaked at 43.8% of GDP in 1997, and it was due
to Brown's “prudence” as chancellor in Labour’s first term
that this came down to a low of 29.8% in March 2002.
Allowing debt to rise to 1997 levels would mean a £72bn
increase in spending. If Labour wasn’t so in hock to the
City and the international bankers, it could go on a Key-
nesian spending splurge, pleasing its supporters and the
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trade unions — and if all went wrong, leaving the Tories
to pick up the pieces after the election.

But given the nature of the Brown government, far
more likely is a balancing the books by cuts in public
spending, with all that this implies for services and jobs
in the public sector. Even without the latest blows to the
economy Labour was already committed to an end to the
levels of real increases in the budgets of education and
health that have been forthcoming between 2001 and
2007, with freezes in real terms in the NHS budgets for
2009-12.

Conclusion

The UK credit crunch has exposed the weak side of the
pre-eminence of finance capital in the UK economy. As
world financial profits have been hit by the losses of the
credit crunch and the opportunities for UK financiers to
make deals has slowed alongside it, so banking profits
have been hit. This has been exacerbated by the collapse of
mortgage lending and resultant very sharp falls in house
prices. Manufacturing, while enjoying high levels of prof-
itability and productivity in recent years, does not look
well-placed to fill the gap given its declining proportion
and inability to boost exports significantly, at least while
Europe remains near or in recession.

The last time - in 2005 - that manufacturing flirted
with recession, the booming financial sector and hous-
ing bubble powered the economy along. Now the credit
crunch has caused a severe contraction in both bank-
ing and construction and impacted upon retail spend-
ing - the engine of the domestic economy. A period of
rising unemployment and high prices looks set to prevail
for the year ahead while real wages will fall unless the
trade unions force employers and government to concede
major increases.

Whether the stagnation turns into something much
deeper or turns out to be a short and shallow downturn
depends on how quickly the banks recover from the credit
crunch, when the housing market bottoms out and whether
the still booming Asian capitalist markets continue to
offer a lifeline for the mature, but sickly, developed econo-
mies of the west.
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Cuba may have a new leader
but the policies of developing the
market sector and using wage
incentives in the workplace

continue apace. Stuart King asks,
will Cuba follow the Chinese road

to the restoration of capitalism?

LAST FEBRUARY Fidel Castro, the longest serving world
leader - in power since 1959 - relinquished his role as
Cuban head of state. Much to the chagrin of George Bush
the handover to his brother Raul, the head of the armed
forces and vice-president, went smoothly, thwarting
Washington’s hope for a mass revolt following Castro’s
departure.

Fidel Castro hasbeen a hero toboth the Latin American
and world left ever since the 26 July Movement overthrew
the hated US-backed Batista dictatorship in a revolution.
Since 1960 Cuba has suffered a crippling economic bloc®ade
imposed by the US, a US-inspired invasion in 1961, a CIA-
sponsored campaign of sabotage of the Cuban economy and
innumerable attempts to assassinate Castro himself.

Not surprisingly, there has been an enormous well of
sympathy throughout the world for this small island of
11 million people in its attempts to determine its own
future. It has redistributed land and wealth to the popu-
lation, introduced a comprehensive free health and edu-
cation service that are second to none in Latin America,
and it has achieved the loyalty and praise of whole sec-
tions of the left far beyond the normal Stalinist “fellow
travellers”.

Yet Cuba today exists in a very different world to the
1960s and 1970s. Its main sponsor and source of sup-

workers’

state?

port, the USSR, disappeared in 1991, taking along with
it “actually existing socialism” throughout Europe and
Asia. These regimes had little in common with social-
ism, since workers were deprived of any power or control
over society or the economy. Despite the fact that they
had expropriated the capitalists, they were dictatorships
established over the proletariat, not dictatorships of the
proletariat.

But Cuba, it was argued by many, was an exception.
Unlike Czechoslavakia or East Germany for example, where
“socialism” was imposed by the bayonets of the Soviet
Armed Forces, the 1959 Cuban revolution had been indig-
enous and popular. Cuba was “different”; in its interna-
tionalist foreign policies represented by Che Guevara, in
its mass organisations of women and youth, in its “demo-
cratic” organs of popular power — all these features, it was
said, set it apart from the Stalinist prison houses.

The policies that had delivered its working class from
hunger, illiteracy and insecurity made it a beacon of hope
for the “Third World” and in particular for the poverty-
ridden Latin American and Caribbean region.

Is this still true today? Should Cuba remain a model
for the workers of countries like Venezuela to aspire to?
Was it ever a state where the workers had genuine con-
trol and democracy? What are the revolutionary lessons
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of Cuba for a new left today? Now, with the regime in
transition under Raul Castro, is a good time to revisit
these questions.

From US semi-colony to integration
into Soviet bloc

The economy that Castro and the July 26th Movement
(J26M) inherited at the time of the 1959 revolution [See
The Cuban Revolution, below] was a deeply problematic
one. The Cuban economy had been developed to serve the
US consumer, primarily as a sugar exporter. In 1958 Cuba
exported five million tons of sugar and the US bought
60% of it at protected prices. Yet productivity in sugar

had been declining — only one new sugar mill had been
built between 1926 and 1959. Agriculture was stagnating
and failing to diversify, partly as a result of US domina-
tion: for example US rice growers used pressure to pre-
vent Cuban farmers expanding this crop, pushing up
imports of food.

Virtually all manufactured imports came from the US,
which built and owned most of the factories, mills and
utilities. Cuba was by no means a backward country com-
pared to the rest of Latin America - its per capita income
ranked fourth after Venezuela, Uruguay and Argentina
and its literacy rates were also high by Latin American
standards.

But these figures hid an enormous inequality between

1959-1961

The Cuban Revolution

colony in the Spanish empire

from the 15th Century
onwards. Even after Spain was
swept out of the rest of Latin
America in the early 19th century,
it clung on to Cuba despite a series
of revolts. Attempts by a 200,000
strong Spanish army to crush a
guerrilla campaign inspired by the
nationalist Jose Marti led to US
intervention and the defeat of the
Spanish in 1898. The US then
occupied Cuba.

US troops only left Cuba when
the infamous “Platt Amendment”
was incorporated into the Cuban
constitution. This enshrined Cuba’s
status as a semi colony of the US — it
barred the country from making
treaties with other powers, gave tH&
US ultimate control over its
finances, and enshrined the US’s
right to defend its interests in Cuba
with a permanent military base at
Guantanamo. US marines landed
and intervened in Cuba in 1906-09,
in 1912 and again between 1917-23.

Cuba became the major supplier
of sugar to the US - US corporations
owned the plantations, sugar mills,
cattle farms, banks and utilities
throughout the islands. When their
interests were threatened, as they
were briefly in 1933 when a general

) CUBA WAS an important

strike brought the nationalist
government of Grau San Martin to
power, the Cuban army was cajoled
and bribed into seizing power.
Fulgencia Batista, who led the army
to crush the nationalist and
workers’ movement in 1935, was to
dominate Cuban politics for 25
years, until his ousting by Fidel
Castro in 1959.

Castro, a lawyer and the son of a
small plantation owner, was a
nationalist and a member the
radical Ortodoxo Party, a party loyal
to the ideals of Jose Marti. He and
his comrades were steeped in the
tradition of the guerrilla struggle
and military seizure of power.
Indeed he came to national
prominence in 1953 as the leader of
an attempt to seize the military
barracks at Moncada.

Released from prison after two
years in an amnesty along with his
brother Raul, Castro proceeded to
organise another guerrilla
campaign from exile in Mexico. In
1956, 82 guerrillas including the
Castro brothers and Che Guevara,
landed from the boat Granma only
to be ambushed onshore. A handful
of guerrillas managed to make it to
the mountains of the Sierra Maestra.

The July 26th Movement (J26M),
as Castro’s movement was called,

also had cells in the cities,
especially Havana, led by Frank
Pais. It was a nationalist movement,
not a socialist one. It was
committed to overthrowing the
Batista dictatorship and freeing the
country from US domination in
order to develop an independent
Cuban capitalism. This, in Castro’s
words, was an Olive Green
revolution not a red one.

The J26M had very poor relations
with the pro-Moscow Cuban
Stalinists, the PSP. The PSP had
denounced Moncada as “putschist”
and “adventurist” and its central
leadership took the same attitude to
the J26M in 1956, despite the PSP
being made illegal by Batista.

By 1958 the Batista dictatorship
was deeply unpopular and corrupt,
largely propped up by US aid and
arms. The J26M by contrast was
seen as honest and nationalist - and
it recruited heavily from the deeply
exploited rural workers. When
Batista ordered a full-scale offensive
against the guerrillas in the
mountains his army suffered a
major defeat and, demoralised,
started falling apart.

On New Year's Day 1959, with
Castro’s military column closing in
on Havana and the city in the grip
of a general strike, Batista and his
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town and country - 43% of the rural population could
not read, 44% never went to school, only 8% had access
to any free medical care - there was widespread disease
and under-employment in the countryside. By contrast
80% of hospital beds and 60% of doctors were to be found
in the capital, Havana, along with 50% of all the light
industry.

This explains the enormous support the Castroite move-
ment drew from the agricultural proletariat and why land
redistribution was a first priority of the new government
after 1959. The J26M had promised to address the stag-
nation of the rural economy and end the total depend-
ence on sugar.

The moderate land reform of 1959 gave way to a much

more radical one - US and foreign owned plantations,
farms and mills were occupied and expropriated as rela-
tions with the US deteriorated. By 1965 redistribution of
land had increased the number of small farmers from
45,000 to 160,000. They controlled 20% of arable land and
were grouped together in the Association of Small Pro-
ducers (ANAP).

Most of these small farmers were organised into co-
operatives receiving state inputs - equipment, fertiliser
- inreturn for producing for the state. Both co-operatives
and family-run farms owned their own land, but with
restrictions on its sale. The large sugar plantations and
cattle ranches became state farms, taking 63% of all the
land. Insecurity of employment for the plantation workers

entourage fled in a private plane to
Florida. The government that came
to power was an impeccably
nationalist and bourgeois one - the
President, Urrutia, was a judge, the
Prime Minister, Cordona, Dean of
the College of Lawyers. While the
J26M took some ministries, real
power, as the bourgeoisie was soon
to discover, lay with the guerrilla
army and its close-knit leadership
group around Castro.

A “duality of power” ran not only
through the government but
through the J26M itself. The J26M
was a loose coalition, with a left
wing around Che Guevara and Raul
Castro and a nationalist anti-
communist wing around figures
like Faustino Perez. Fidel balanced
between these two, as leader and
“Bonaparte”. The J26M was no
democratic organisation; its one
and only national meeting early in
1959 ended in a furious argument
between left and right, with even
the Castro brothers pitted against
one another - it never met again.

The event that blew up the J26M,
and with it the governing coalition,
was the land reform proposed in
the summer of 1959. Inequality on
the land had been a driving force of
the Cuban revolution: 40% of the
workforce in Cuba in 1958 were
unemployed or under-employed,
with sugar cane workers working
on average only four months of the
year. Massive ranches and
plantations existed alongside
peasants trying to scratch a living
on tiny plots. The proposed land
reform was initially quite
moderate, allowing estates of up to

1,000 acres and even exempting
many “efficient” rice and sugar
plantations and cattle ranches
from this limit.

But provisions for Cuban
ownership of land, which
threatened companies like United
Fruit and Cuban American Sugar,
and more importantly the
revolutionary context in which the
reform would be introduced,
petrified the US. They decided to
draw a line in the sand, whipping
up a campaign against it and
demanding prompt compensation
instead of the 4% long-term
government bonds offered. The
National Security Council in
Washington started to prepare a
plan to get rid of Castro.

Confrontation quickly escalated,
bourgeois government ministers
resigned or were sacked, air force
officers spoke out against
“communism” and were purged.
Raul Castro was put in charge of the
Defence Ministry, re-named the
Revolutionary Armed Forces, where
he conducted a further purge of
unreliable elefhents and organised
a supplementary militia.

The US replied to the land reform
by cutting the sugar quota - it took
almost the entire Cuban sugar crop
at a set price, the mainstay of the
economy. The Soviet Union stepped
in and offered oil in exchange for
the sugar; the US ordered Texaco,
Standard Oil and Shell not to refine
it; Castro nationalised them. The
summer of 1960 saw a wave of
nationalisations; of sugar mills,
factories, utilities, banks, hotels. By
the end of it the great majority of

industry and agriculture was in
state hands.

Castro faced with having to bow
to Washington, as the right argued,
or fight, as the left of the ]26M
wanted, sided decisively with the
left. Even disagreements with the
PSP had to be put aside, and by 1961
an “Integrated Revolutionary
Organisation” was formed. It was
just two days before the US
instigated invasion at the Bay of
Pigs, on April 17 1961, that Castro
declared that the character of the
revolution was now “socialist”. The
capitalists had indeed been
expropriated, but in no sense had
the capitalist state been smashed
and replaced by a new workers’
state, the “commune state” that
Lenin argued for in State and
Revolution.

Having destroyed the
bourgeoisie’s most important
means of defence, the army and
police, in the 1959 revolution,
Castro’s government was able to
adapt the existing state machine
through a series of purges and
restructurings to run a post-
capitalist Cuba. The Cuban state of
the 1960s was a highly centralised
and “top-down” state, with little
democracy. It was run as the
guerrilla army had been, and by
virtually the same tightly knit
group who had led the struggle in
the Sierra Maestra.

And it had traded subordination
to the US for economic dependence
on the USSR, a dependence that was
to shape its development for the
next three decades.
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was ended; sick pay, medical services and pensions were
now provided for workers.

Over the next decades state resources were directed into
education and medicine in the rural areas. Campaigns
reduced illiteracy from 23% to less than 4%, free educa-
tion was provided through a school and university build-
ing programme, and universal free health care became
the norm.

These were all real gains for the workers of Cuba; the
glaring inequalities of wealth, between town and city and

In common with Yugoslavia and

China, Castro had come to power at the
head of a popular mass movement which
gave it an influence in the masses

within society generally, were dramatically reduced. But
because of the US economic blockade this redistribution
took place in the context of scarcity and rationing - despite
the enormous subsidies given to the Cuban economy by
the Soviet bloc.

King Sugar

As early as 1963, after Castro’s return from a trip to the
USSR, it was announced the Cuban economy would con-
tinue to rely on sugar production. Early ideas, influenced
by the UN’s Economic Commission for Latin America, of
economic diversification through “import-substitution
industrialisation” were put on hold. In the early 1960s
the whole economy had to be redirected away from the
US and towards the USSR and Eastern Europe, which pre-
viously had taken 0.3% of Cuba’s trade!

By 1972, having adopted Soviet-style planning meth-
ods, Cuba was considered ready to be admitted into the
Council of Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA), a body
that integrated the economies of the USSR and Eastern
Europe. Cuba was allocated to produce sugar and nickel
at preferential prices (much of it paid for with subsidised
Soviet oil), credits were extended interest free and Cuba’s
debt to the USSR, which was now considerable, was deferred
for 13 years. (o

It is estimated that Cuba benefited from these prefer-
ential prices and aid to the tune of several billion dollars
annually, and indeed the first halfof the 1970s were almost
agolden erain Cubawith double-digit annual growth rates.!
Historically high prices for sugar on the world markets
helped, as did the coming on stream of a new generation
of university graduates and technicians who had come
up through the Cuban education system.

As a result Cuba avoided the fate of most of the “Third
World” countries in this period, which suffered dramati-
cally from the world recession of the mid-1970s. It did not
however avoid indebtedness. Taking advantage of the cheap
recycled petrol dollars, Cuba borrowed from the west in
the late 1970s. But as sugar prices declined by the early

1980s it was having difficulty servicing its borrowings
and in 1986 it defaulted on its $4bn debt, making it even
more dependent on its trade with the Soviet Bloc.

While Cuba’s receipt of aid and subsidies from the Soviet
Union allowed it to not only survive the blockade but
develop its health, education and social programmes, it
had negative consequences as well. The economy remained
largely dependent on sugar for export income; its pro-
duction was highly mechanised - dependent on Soviet
equipment and subsidised oil.

Outside of this protected market Cuban sugar increas-
ingly failed to compete on the world market. Justas Cuba’s
factories and mills had been dependent on US technology,
now theywere dependent on less efficient and less advanced
Soviet machinery. This dependence was to lead to disas-
trous consequences with the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the Stalinist states in Europe in the late 1980s.

Cuba: a degenerate workers’ state

Cuba certainly was not identical to the regimes in the
USSR and central Europe. In common with Yugoslavia
and China, Castro had come to power at the head of a
popular mass movement which gave it an influence in
the masses and a popularity never achieved in say East
Germany or Czechoslavakia.

But unlike the Chinese or Yugoslav communist par-
ties, the J26M was not Stalinist, although it had leaders
in it like Che Guevara, who considered himself socialist,
and Raul Castro who had been a member of the Cuban
Stalinist youth movement at university.

In the 1960s a purged J26M became Stalinist. Under
pressure from imperialism they had expropriated the
capitalists and nationalised virtually all land, industry
and services. They now had to run it. The bureaucratic
planning models of the Stalinist states, and “top down”
controls of the economy appealed to the guerrilla lead-
ers used to issuing orders from the top and having them
obeyed.

Not only did trade link these states, but thousands of
technicians and economists from Czechoslovakia and
the USSR arrived to teach them their planning methods
~ based on centralised targets and management without
any organs of workers’ control or democracy.

The fusion with the Stalinist PSP went less smoothly.
The first unified organisation the ORI was closed down
in 1962 when the J26M proved itself no match for the
18,000 strong PSP, who proceeded to take over most of
the key positions. The second attempt, which led to the
formation of the Cuban Communist Party (PCC) in 1965,
was more successful but changed little in terms of who
ran the country at the top; power remained firmly in the
hands of Fidel Castro and the small group of guerrilla
leaders who had led the anti-Batista struggle; Fidel and
Raul were appointed first and second secretaries of the
party. Indeed, party leaders were not elected by the PCC
until 1975 when the first congress took place, 10 years
after its foundation!

The brief period of democracy and the explosion of
political and cultural discussion that followed the over-
throw of Battista was gradually closed down, starting in
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the early 1960s. This was the result of growing imperialist
pressure and internal disaffection. There was a mass exo-
dus of people opposed to the direction of the revolution
- not only landowners, farmers and business owners but
doctors, engineers and skilled technicians — 211,000 emi-
grants left up to 1965 out a population of 6.5 million. The
J26M fragmented, with some of its right wing seeking aid
from Washington and starting a guerrilla campaign in
the mountains. The CIA-financed invasion at the Bay of
Pigs in April 1961 was the culmination of a campaign of
sabotage and bombings.

At this time there were mass arrests of tens of thou-
sands of suspected counter-revolutionaries, and while
many were quickly released, 20,000 remained 1n jail in
the early 1960s. In every town and city, Committees for
the Defence of the Revolution (CDRs) were set up, which
served a dual purpose of performing militia and guard
duties and being the eyes and ears of the party in every
district and street.

By 1965 when Cuba had effectively become a one party
state. The army started to draft those considered “socially
deviant” into prison-like camps called Military Units to Aid
Production (UMAPS). Homosexuals, Jehovahs Witnesses,
prostitutes, and by 1967, dissident artists and intellectuals,
were being sent to these camps to be “re-educated” through
unpaid labour. Growing protests by Party-affiliated writ-
ers and university professors finally pushed the regime to
close these camps after two years of operation.

While censorship and restrictions on debate in Cubain
the 1960s and 1970s never reached the dictatorial levels
that existed in the USSR or Eastern Europe, virtually all
organs or centres of independent politics and organisa-
tion had been closed down by the end of the 1960s. All
discussion had to be conducted within the framework set
by the PCC and led by the Party or its carefully controlled
“mass organisations”.2

A special period in time of peace

The coming to power of Mikhail Gorbachev in the
USSR in 1985 threw Cuba into turmoil. While some in
the Cuban leadership initially took a sympathetic stance
to Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost (openness) and per-
estroika (restructuring), Fidel Castro wanted nothing to
do with these proposed reforms.

While Gorbachev proposed some market mechanisms
to dynamise the stagnating planned economies, Cas¥ro’s
diagnosis of Cuba’s problems of the 1980s (falling living
standards, debt and growing corruption) focused on the
failure of material incentives.

The short-lived campaign for “the rectification of
errors and negative tendencies” launched at the PCC’s
Third Congress in 1986 focused on re-centralising the
economy, cutting back on material incentives thataimed
at increasing production, and restricting the use of mar-
ket mechanisms.

The first casualty was the highly popular “farmers mar-
kets” where small farmers could sell produce over and above
what they produced for the state.Ideological commitment
and voluntary labour was to be emphasised as an alterna-
tive to material incentives to increase productivity.

OBITUARY

)

CELIA HART, along with her
brother, was killed in a traffic
accident in Cuba in early

September. She was known on the
European and international left as

a critical thinker and sympathiser

left.

Her parents were long time
supporters of the Cuban
revolution. Her mother took part

with Fidel Castro in the attempt to |

seize the Moncada Barracks in
1953 in the struggle against the
Batista dictatorship and her father
Amando Hart was Minister for
Education and then Minister of
Culture in the Cuban gwernment.

~ Indeed it was through her father
‘that she came to sympathise WIth
.Tmtsky and Trotskyism. A
physicist who studied in East
Germany in the mid-1980s, she
returned deeply di sﬂiﬂsu}ned wmh
Stalinism. Her father, as aresult ﬂf
her worries, lent her capies @f
Revolution Bﬁrray'eﬁ and
Deutscher’s three volu Ine %
biography of Trotsky. It was frmm
reading these she became
convinced that the Russm
revolution ha‘d been betrayed b}f
Stahmsm -

Ceha wa& a regular speaker t:m

of Trotsky - a rarity on the Cuban 7

p]atforms uf the far lcft in Eurupe _
and mternauonally and was

~ instrumental in the launchmg of a

new Spamsh version of 'I‘retsky 5

' Revolution Betrayed last February

~atthe Havam Bookfair,
Ceha was weﬂ aware of the

dan,gers of the marketisation
~ process going on apace in Guba
- and talked of “the nightmare”
. poss 1b111}:y that Cuba would follow
‘the Chinese road of restaratmn Bf
'cammhsm Her deathisasad
_"-"'pcrhtmal loss in Cuba at a time
~ when critical voices who suppn'rt

~ genuine socialism are few and far

0 _hetween

‘Tributes, reminiscences and

'ﬂbi;tﬁarlés' can be found at
L hammacumd wordpress.com
rmd at www nmrxmt com

The campaign was short-lived because by 1989 Gor-

bachev, on a visit to Cuba, made clear to Castro that the
old subsidised trading relationships were coming to an
end. By 1991, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Cuba
was virtually cut off from the countries that accounted for
85% of'its trade — it was now able to buy imports only with
scarce dollars. The economy spiralled into an abyss.

Between 1989 and 1993 oil imports dropped 70%, having
a devastating impact on a highly mechanised and fuel-
dependent agricultural sector — oxen had to be used to
replace idle tractors in some areas. In the cities, as buses
lay idle, millions walked to work or if they were lucky
were allocated one of the one million bicycles, or “Flying
Pigeons”, imported from China.

Cuba’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) declined 30%
between 1990 and 1993 and living standards plummeted.
Even the famed Cuban health system could not overcome
the results of growing malnutrition. The average Cuban
lost between 20 and 25 pounds in weight in 1992/93. An
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estimated 50,000 Cubans suffered temporary blindness
as a result of dietary deficiencies.

In the face of growing economic disaster the “Special
Period” abandoned the policies of “rectification” and intro-
duced a series of market reforms. The economy was refo-
cused, with tourism taking pride of place to bring in foreign
capital and much needed dollars. The constitution was
changed in 1992 to enshrine protection for foreign-owned
property, and allow joint ventures with foreign compa-
nies, which were allowed a 49% share (in 1995 new laws
were passed allowing foreign companies to own 100% of
a business). Major foreign investors poured into the new
tourism industry — by 2005 the top three were Spain,
Canada and Italy.

Nickel mining was another important area targeted
for foreign investment - the Canadian company, Sherritt
International Corporation, is now a major investor not
only in nickel production butin Cuban oil as well. Nickel
is now Cuba’s number one export, and oil production has
expanded dramatically. Between 1995 and 2005 foreign
investment increased at a rate of 8.2% a year and is now
estimated to be worth $30bn.

Agriculture

Agriculture was subject to a radical change. The state
farms had long been recognised as bureaucratic and inef-
ficiently run, something made worse by the fuel shortages
- Raul Castroreported that the ANAP co-ops were on aver-
age six times more productive. As a result state farms were

broken up and converted into Basic Units of Co-operative
Production (UBPCs). These are co-operatives where the
state retains land ownership but rents it out free.

Buildings and equipment were bought at a discount
with low interest loans and the co-ops sell a set propor-
tion of produce to the state while selling extra produce to
the re-opened agricultural markets. While the state sets
basic quotas of what should be grown, the UBPCs have
an incentive to produce extra and experiment with new
crops. Within the UBPCs individuals and families are often
rewarded for work on particular plots, using an individual
financial incentive to increase productivity.

The break up of state farms also released land that was
rented free to the ANAP co-operatives if they could make
productive use of them. ANAP membership has increased
by 35,000 in the last few years as many families took up
farming as a means of making a living. Finally the army
itself continues to run large numbers of farms as part of
the military “self-sufficiency” drive introduced during
the Special Period.

One casualty in the drive for productivity and profit-
ability on world markets has been the sugar industry. Once
completely dominant in the Cuban economy, the collapse
of the Soviet Union and sugar’s protected market in the
CMEA states meant a dramatic curtailment of this crop.
In April 2002 an executive order was issued to cut cane
production and milling capacity by half - nearly 1.4 mil-
lion hectares were to be converted to other crops, leaving
only 827 hectares. The 2007/08 harvest produced only 1.4
million tonnes compared to more than 8 million tonnes

PUSTERITY AND ENMGRATION

THE AUSTERITY, shortages
» and growing inequality of the

early 1990s led to growing
discontent in sections of Cuban
society. As in the 1960s and the
early 1980s, one result was a
growing number of rafters — people
trying to escape by sea across the
90-mile channel to Florida. Both
Cuba and the US have an
ambiguous policy towards such™
people. The US uses it as
propaganda to show how
unpopular the Cuban regime 1s
and how people risk their lives to
get out, but on the other hand
baulks at tens of thousands of
largely economic migrants
suddenly arriving on their shores.

Up to the mid-1990s it was

extremely difficult for Cubans to
get visas from the US embassy.
Cuba also has a restrictive policy
on issuing visas to travel, with only

R

those considered “reliable” getting
the requlﬂte white card .On the
other hand, in times of stress the
~ government often opens the gates,
using emigration as a kind of
political safety valve to let out
thousands of the discontented.

In 1981, as a result of an
‘occupation of the Peruvian
embassy by hundreds of would-be
emigrants, Castro allowed open
emigration for a short period and

125,000 left for the US on the so-

~called Mariel boatlift .
In the early 1990s the pressure

built up again and in August 1994
a riot erupted in the heart of
Havana after a ferry hijack was
foiled. Hundreds of Cubans threw
rocks at police and a tourist hotel
on the Malecon boulevard. Rapid

response units quickly swamped
the demonstration. As a result of
this protest Castro lifted all |

controls for mlgrants and
thousands left. 9 -
US President Chntﬂn qmckly
rtevoked the rule giving Cubans the
 right of asylum, and 20,000 rafters
ended up in camps in
 Guantanamo, alongside thousands
of Haitian refugees. The crisis was
~ resolved when an agreement was
 reached between the two
governments that the US would
give 20,000 exit visas a year to
Cubans and would give asylum to
any Cuban reaching dry land in
the US. Even today several
thousand Cubans take the risk
every year to reach Florida in
ﬂimsy’ boats or rafts.

NGTES |
1. It says something about tha nature of
the Cuban regime thatamongst the several
_ thnusand party members and police mobi-
lised to suppress this demonstration was
~ Fidel Castro himself, who plunged into the
~ crowd to argue with the protesters, some-
thing one could hardly have imagined a
Brezhnev or a Honecker doing. |
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in 1989. Seventy-one out of a total of 156 mills were shut,
making an estimated 213,000 workers “idle”.3

The unemployment that came with the collapse of the
economy meant a massive expansion of the informal sec-
tor. This led to a law in 1993 making self-employment
legal; by 1996 more than 200,000 people were licensed to
operate as small businesses: plumbers, decorators, pedicab
drivers, truckers, private renters of rooms, restaurants,
were just some of the many self~employed occupations
that sprang up. -

But the government took a much less tolerant attitude
to these sort of businesses and the growth of'a “petit bour-
geoisie” than it did to large-scale foreign capital, which
was welcomed. Foreign capital, they believe, can by con-
trolled within a predominantly statified economy. The
growth of a large petit bourgeois class, sections of which
will want to expand and employ labour, becoming a nas-
cent bourgeoisie, poses a real threat to the post-capitalist
state and the social basis of the PCC bureaucracy.

The small businesses were often linked to the black
market and to wide-scale pilfering from state enterprises
for their “inputs” such as food and fuel.In 2005 there was
a crackdown against the “new rich”, inaugurated with a
six-hour speech by Fidel Castro to the no doubt engrossed
university students of Havana. 28,000 young communists
and students were drafted in to take over the petrol pumps
in Havana, discovering that a good half of the city’s petrol
disappeared to the black market.

Restaurants and renters were a particular target and
were hit by a wave of new regulations, one of which lim-
ited the number of covers allowed in restaurants to only
12 - a measure that led to one restaurant in Havana to
mockingly renameitselfPaladar Las Doce Sillas (The Twelve
Chairs Restaurant). The number of licensed businesses
has been reduced by half.

Dollarisation of the economy
and its impact

In 1995 the Cuban government legalised possession of
US dollars and allowed their use in special shops to buy
some food and imported goods. One purpose of this was
to encourage an increase in remittances from abroad,
particularly from family members who had emigrated
to the US. This had a dramatic effect on the economy
—-remittances did increase, to more than $1bn a year, and
became a vital prop to the economy. -

By 1997 two-thirds of the state’s hard currency income
came from these shops (where imported goods are marked
up by 240%). This compared to 11% of hard currency
coming from exports and 22% from sales to the tourist
industry.4

Dollars did not just come from remittances but from
workers in the tourism and related industries on theisland.
This included prostitution, which grew dramaticallyin the
early years of the Special Period. Equally important were
the earnings of Cuban doctors and technicians working
abroad - this "export of human capital” was and remains
very important to the Cuban economy.

By 2006, 25,000 of Cuba’s 70,000 doctors were working
abroad, over 15,000 in Venezuela alone. This increased wait-

ing times and caused labour shortages in the Cuban health
service itself. These personnel are paid in hard currency
and the Cuban state is paid as well in subsidised oil

The dollarisation of the Cuban economy in the Special
Period dramatically increased inequality across Cuba.
Those who worked in the touristindustry, received remit-
tances from abroad or were involved in the burgeoning
black market were much better off than the majority of
the population who didn't.

Old inequalities re-asserted themselves, with Havana
receiving 60% of all remittances while workers in the
countryside had little access to dollars. There is evidence
as well that it increased the divide between black and
white, with blacks having less access to the tourist industry
and remittances, losing out.5 Inequality doubled between
1986 and 1999.

The average Cuban wage in non-convertible pesos is
$20 a month and it is only possible to live on this by buy-
ing subsidised food. But there are only sufficient rations
to supply food for 10-14 days a month, so access to money
from abroad, home grown food or barter exchange based
on pilfering, is essential in Cuban society.

The dramatic changes in the economy introduced in
the Special Period and the influx of foreign investment
pulled Cuba out of the worst of recession by the new cen-
tury. Between 2003-07 Cuba registered growth rates that
averaged at 6.3% a year, riding on the back of rising prices
for commodities like nickel and benefiting from its trad-
ing relations with oil rich Venezuela.

The Special Period, the Party
and democracy

The “Special Period in Time of Peace” declared by the
Party in 1990 not only changed the Cuban economy but
had a considerable impact on the PCC itself. The army
mothballed most of its heavy equipment, reduced its ranks
from 200,000 to about 60,000 and was required to gener-
ate much of its revenue itself.

The “Special Period in Time of Peace”
declared by the Party in 1990 not only
changed the Cuban economy but had a
considerable impact on the PCC itself

In fact the Revolutionary Armed Forces (FAR) under
Raul Castro took the lead in “marketising” techniques
-notonlyin farming but with its involvement in the tour-
ist industry. Rest-and-recreation facilities built for Soviet
advisors were revamped and turned into international
tourist facilities. Gaviota, the FAR’s tourist business, 1s
still one of the largest in the country. Raul Castro was a
leading proponent of market reforms in the early 1990s
despite Fidel’s opposition.

The bloated party bureaucracy suffered deep cuts as
there were no longer the funds to support it; two-thirds
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of the paid positions in the PCC were abolished without
noticeable loss of efficiency.

The shock of the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union led
to a debate in the higher echelons of the party, both about
| the lessons to be drawn and the policies to be adopted in
| Cuba. These debates took place at the Fourth Congress
in 1990. Reformers’ attempts to allow presentation of
policy differences and even campaigning in Municipal
and National Assembly elections were firmly rejected;
as was a proposal to re-open the free farmers’ markets

In 2007 Cuba only had an estimated
18,000 mobile phones and 120,000
internet connections. To own a car would
take a lifetime of earning a peso wage

(although this was done later in response to the growing
crisis). The legalisation of self~employment and liberalisa-
tion of foreign investment were however approved.

What democracymeans for Cuba has been much debated
on the international left. Uncritical sympathisers of the
Castro regime regularly laud the degree of participation,
discussion and regular elections that take place in Cuba.
Theyalso argue that participation in the mass organisations
and by workers in the factories and farming co-operatives
show that Cuba is a model of democracy. Unfortunately
they confuse the forms of democracy with the content.”

There is no shortage of “formal elections” in Cuba, of
“participatory” meetings, and formal rights of report and
recall. What thereis a complete lack of is any political argu-
ment, presentation of competing political programmes or
rights to organise for them. Also there is a complete lack
of workers’ control in the workplaces. In sum, the mass
of people, the working class in whose name the regime
rules, cannot control its political destiny — a complete
negation of socialism.

Municipal elections, for example, reputedly have a
very high turnout, with the neighbourhood assemblies
that choose candidates officially having 70-80% partici-
pation rates. The elections themselves have turnouts
reportedly running in the high 90% range. But the multi-
candidates chosen (between two¥nd eight is the norm
for one post) only put forward biographies, not what
they stand for.

No one is allowed to campaign, not even the PCC, so
not surprisingly independent surveys show people vote on
moral criteria, on whether someone is “honest”, whether
he or she shows “solidarity with neighbours”. Surveys show
thatalarge proportion of the voters do not even know which
candidates were members of the PCC or Union of Com-
munist Youth but surprise, surprise 70% of those elected
turn out to be Party members! What this encouragesisin
fact apolitical voting, and a feeling that important politi-
cal decisions and arguments are for others “at the top™. It
encourages political passivity.

It is little different with the much-trumpeted democ-

racy in the co-operatives and workplaces. Ron Ridenour,
a Cuban sympathiser and regular visitor to the country,
gives a flavour of a UBPC cooperative he knows well in a
recent pamphlet.8 He describes a general assembly that
decides on work priorities, chaired by the Director, Matias,
who is appointed (not elected) by the regional UBPC.

After along report there is one question and no discus-
sion or comments. Ridenour says: “After the rather dry
assembly, I milled about outside with some long-faced
members. People were unhappy with the constant turno-
ver of members, with the fines imposed for untidiness,
and Matias’ manner of addressing them as underlings.
Mirta and her crew said they did not speak up because
‘it would not change anything’.”

This does not mean that the Cuban government does
not have a base of popular support. This is a party that
had 780,000 members at its last congress in 1997; the
Union of Communist Youth has another 600,000 mem-
bers while various mass organisations linked to the party,
like the Federation of Cuban Women and the CDRs, bring
another layer of the population into a loose supportive
network.®

Its support is further enhanced by national pride at
having stood up and survived the constant blockade and
attacks from Washington. But this does not mean there
is no criticism and everyday annoyance at the inefficien-
cies and authoritarianism of the regime. There is a desire
amongst significant sections of the population for change;
it is a desire that could well be turned in the direction of
capitalism in the face of a dictatorial one-party state that
insists “it knows best”,

An independent CID-Gallup poll that was allowed by the
government in 1994, asked Cubans what was the “major
achievement” of the revolution. Top of the list were educa-
tion and health. When asked about achievements versus
failures, 58% said there had been more achievements than
failures while 31% said there had been more failures. Of
course, this was in the midst of the economic crisis, but
it shows that the impression that some uncritical Castro
supporters give of a country four square behind “Cuban
socialism” is far from the truth.

Criticism of the regime from the public often revolves
around its inability to deliver modern consumer goods
or to maintain and repair housing and apartments. In
2007, Cuba, with a population the size of Greece, only had
an estimated 18,000 mobile phones and 120,000 internet
connections. To own a car would take a lifetime of earn-
ing a peso wage. Supporters of the regime will quickly
point to the excellent health service and free education
to university level etc, but this is no compensation for an
ordinary worker who cannot get their shower repaired
or get hold of a decent washing machine.

The tendency of both the regime and its supporters
abroad is to dismiss these desires as an obsession with
“materialism”, as an unhealthy tendency to want to imi-
tate the flesh pots of US capitalism. It is an attitude thatat
best leads to a lack of trust in the working class. It informs
the idea that the Party’s role is to steer the workers down
the correct road and stifle these “unworthyideas” —along
with any organisations that might encourage them. At
worst, it leads in periods of crisis and revolt, to a history
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~ WHEN CUBA started

developing its tcrunsm BT
% industry in the 1990s, exiles
in Miami started a sabotage and
_'_-hsombmg campaign against it.
‘Tourist buses and hotels were

_attacked and an Italmn tnurlst dled

‘in an explosion in Havana's %
'Copacabana Hotel. Cuban pmtﬁsts
“to the US to crackdown on this
_ 'termnsm fell on deaf ears. 2%
 Ateam of Cuban securlty
'aperatwes penetrated the ught
wing exile movement in Plonda
‘and collected important ewdﬁnce
of plannﬁd attacks. anmg to
‘thwart these, Cuban officials met
‘with the FBI and handed over
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_organisations planmng sut:h
'attacks from Elﬁnﬂa T
~ The results should hm been
__predlctable ‘The FBI used this
‘information not to track dﬂfWIl the
‘terrorists but to track down the
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‘confinement for 18 months, a‘nﬂ
then sentenced to maximum
prison terms varying from 15 years
to double life sentences. They
‘remain incarcerated in sep -ate--:- 7
maximum smmy Jaﬂs acms the

~ America National Foundation
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'?: ~group with pnwerful linksto
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~ campaign against it. The Guba

~and his hraﬂmr]eb Eush, former
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" :.Mmuﬁla in 1976 with L
7 -;mvulvemant in the b@mhmg ﬂf the
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./ for Assistance to a Free Cuba
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sforUs
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_tramsition was “attended by
‘violence” - they involved detaﬂed
_ plans for re-organising the

 holding of “multi-party electwns

G p{}ﬂl‘eﬂ mtn antl—(:astm radm anti
i "TV stations beamed at Cuba.

~ Washington’s approach to the
“war on terror” can be judged by
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residing today in the US. ()rlamia

~ Bosch and Louis Posada Carriles

- have been Imphcated in the
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Cuban airliner in 1976-73 people
_ were killed as a result of a bomb on _

| _'?the plane, including all the Cuban
f‘ -_.;f _..;jymuh fenmng team W’heu Bﬂﬁth
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on by their supporters abroad.

Cuba after Fidel b

Raul Castro’s few months in charge have not seen major
policy changes but rather a continuation of the policies
of the last few years. Raul Castro has always been on the
wing of the party that favoured more material incentives
and market reforms as a way of increasing productiv-
ity. But he has also been a fierce defender of the PCCs
monopoly of power.

The question is whether Raul will turn out to be Cuba’s
Deng Xiaoping, the man who presides over the start of
the restoration of capitalism in Cuba while keeping the
PCC in power, or whether, as he has said, he will keep his
reforms “within socialism”.10

His recent changes have included allowing more pri-
vate farming on state land, lifting the restrictions on

ownership of mobile phones and personal computers
for those who can afford them, and allowing Cubans to
stay in tourist hotels. He has also declared his intention
to revalue the peso, gradually moving it to par with the
convertible peso.

This would mean a move away from the rationing sys-
tem and subsidised food and is linked to recent changes
in remuneration of workers in state concerns. In June vice-
minister for Labour Carlos Mateu made a speech against
“egalitarianism” in the wages system, and announced an
end to any limits on wages along with differential bonuses
for managers and workers. He argued the salary system
should be used as tool to increase productivity, that “gen-
erally there has been a tendency for people to earn the
same, and that egalitarianism is not helpful”.

The Cuba that Raul Castro has taken over has a very
different economy from that which existed in the first
three decades of the revolution, yet it suffers from many
of the same problems. Now large parts of the economy,
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often the most dynamic sectors, rely on foreign capital,
expertise and international markets.

Yet Cuba remains a post-capitalist economy with 75%
of its economy in state hands - a sector not functioning
according to market dictates. The state still sets produc-
tion targets on the land and in the state run factories.
The state - not the market — sets the price of goods sold
at peso values.

The Cuban revolution could only have
developed in a revolutionary direction
if it had made it Cuba’s first priority to
spread its revolution beyond its shores

While this section of the economy is for the moment
“sealed off” from market competition, the economy as a
whole only works because of the supplementary marketised
and dollarised sector. It is clear the Cuban government
sees the future firstly in the expansion of this sector and,
secondly, in driving up productivity in the state sector by
incentives and market reforms.

In doing this the PCC faces major problems. Even
though Cuba has had success in attracting capital from
Europe and Canada and developing important trading
and development ties with Venezuela and more recently
Brazil, the US blockade cuts it off from a natural export
market and from a major source of foreign capital. Get-
ting this blockade lifted has been an important foreign
policy goal of the Cuban government - if it were to hap-
pen it would undoubtedly lead to a new inflow of foreign
capital from the US.

Transforming the state sector and moving to a convert-
ible currency will mean attacks on the living standards
of the working class. As with China’s dismantling of the
“iron rice bowl”, it will mean the end of rationing and
subsidies, rising prices in transport and growing inequali-
ties between those who work in “productive” industries
and those who don’t.

The reforms introduced into the agricultural sector,
which makes the cooperatives increasingly orient towards
the market sector of the economy, makes this sector ripe
for conversion into a private sector if the state so decides.
Indeed many of the reforms pushed through in the
Special Period, taken together, suggest that the long term
strategy of the leadership of the PCC is based on follow-
ing the “Chinese road to capitalism”.

So what would you have done then?

At this point in the story, Cuba’s supporters will rightly
say:so what would you Trotskyists do then? One is tempted
to reply: well we wouldn’t start from here! One differ-
ence between the Trotskyists and Stalinists going back
80 years is over the international character of the social-
ist revolution.

Trotsky argued that socialism in one country, even a

country the size of the Soviet Union, was impossible. A
major cause of the degeneration of the USSR into a cari-
cature of socialism was the subordination of the struggle
for international revolution to the goal of Russian devel-
opment. If this was the case in a 