WHILE TONY Blair’s right
wing cabinet colleagues continue
to “think the unthinkable” and
implement a programme of
unpopular right wing policies,
they could yet unleash a monster.
Several opinion polls now agree
that the Tory Party’s electoral for-
tunes, which hit rock bottom in
the 1997 General Election and
have “flatlined” under William
Hague, are showing signs of
revival.

Hague’s vicious band has not
hesitated to exploit any opening
offered to them by a New Labour
team that has learned nothing
from the failures of past Labour
governments.

Blair’s “partnership” with big
business has come at the expense
of alienating Labour’s core sup-

port, and a widening gulf
between rich and poor which
feeds resentment. While failing
to tackle the root cause of
poverty, unemployment, poor
housing, educational failure or
NHS waiting lists, Blair’s team
has served to bolster racism and
pandered to bigotry.

Jack  Straw’s  reactionary
attempts to make the last Tory
Home Secretary Michael Howard
look like a liberal have included
a return to the discredited Tory
notion of the “short sharp shock”
for young offenders and a barrage
of new, brutal attacks on asylum
seekers.

The lesson of the last Labour
government was that its neglect
of the needs and demands of the
working class, coupled with the

Andrew Wiard

passivity of the trade union lead-
ers in the face of massive job
losses triggered a growth in racist
violence and fascist and far right
organisations.

It was Labour’s failure which
opened up the space for
Thatcher, who won in 1979 on a
platform which included racist
claims that the country was being
“swamped” by immigrants.

Already we can see grim signs
that New Labour is leading us in
the same direction.

Blair and his Millbank control
freaks appear to be counting on
fear of a Tory return to win them
a second term. They hope work-
ers will obediently rally round
and vote Labour next time, no
matter how little the government
delivers.

The evidence so far is that these
tactics are leading to a collapse of
Labour’s core vote, which in
some areas could be enough to let
the Tories in.

Our answer has always been
that the key is in mobilising the
working class to defend its own
interests, in resistance to the
onslaught on jobs, conditions
and the welfare state — precisely
the politics put forward by the
London Socialist Alliance in the
recent elections.

As the calendar counts down to
the next general election, the
need for a broad based challenge
in the unions and across the
labour movement to the passive
politics of New Labour becomes
ever more urgent.
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Set back for
New Labour

at MSF
conference

Terry Conway

MSF Conference, like every-
thing else within the union for
over recent months was domi-
nated by the question of the
proposed merger with the
AEEU. Glossy propaganda had
been spewed out almost daily
to convince union members to
support this merger ~ on
terms that would stifle any
debate or lay democracy.

Of course what General
Secretary Roger Lyons and his
supporters kept quiet is the
real reason they are so desper-
ate to get their project
through. They, with the
AEEU'’s Sir Ken Jackson, have
a clear and profoundly reac-
tionary vision — to create a
new union on the right — an
organisation wedded to part-
nership with the employers.

Despite the fact that this very
road has led to the disasters at
Rover and Ford, Lyons was
able to use the Towers deal as
a cover from the exposure he
might otherwise have faced.

It is in pursuit of this goal that
MSF’s leadership has carried
out a vicious witch hunt against
its most vociferous opponents

in the leadership of the London
Region of the union — disbar-
ring six former officers from
holding any office in the union.
While a small victory was won
to allow these activists to
attend conference as visitors, it
was not possible to get the
more substantive matters
resolved both for technical
reasons and because of the
need to concentrate the ener-
gies of the left on the merger
debate itself.

Despite all the resources
they have poured into the
campaign, and their attempts
to silence dissent, the leader-
ship did not get things all their
own way. Conference passed
a series of policy resolutions
against the wishes of the top
table — including one hostile to
partnership.

While a majority of confer-
ence delegates supported a
motion arguing in general
terms for merger with the
AEEU, they then rejected the
precise agreement stitched up
between the two leaderships.
This reflects the fact that many
MSF members, particularly in
manufacturing, see such a

Back to the drawing board? MSF chief Roger Lyons

merger as having an industrial
logic but refuse to accept plans
that would undermine the
sovereignty of union confer-
ences and hand too much
power to the national leader-
ship.

This threw the National
Executive into crisis and fol-
lowing a hastily convened
meeting they tried to submit
an emergency resolution to
conference which would allow
them to go to a membership
ballot on the terms previously
agreed with some small nods
in the direction of conference
wishes.

Rumours were flying round
that a failure to agree this pro-
posal could result in a financial
crisis and significant staffing
cuts.

Despite the atmosphere of
panic, conference stood firm
and correctly refused to
debate the motion on the
grounds that it was not an
emergency. With bated

breathe, as still more rumours
emerged by the minute, the
left waited to see what the
leadership’s next manoeuvre
would be.

Remarkably they seemed not
to have another plan, and
indeed it emerged that they
had received a letter from Ken
Jackson which indicated that he
was certainly not prepared to
make any further concessions
to the left — or to see the
merger delayed.

As conference ended it
seemed as if the left might
have managed to kick this
reactionary project into touch
— though it seemed unlikely
that Lyons would give up so
easily.

Subsequently an emergency
NEC has been called for mid-
June, just before the AEEU'’s
own conference, which was
due to tie things up from their
point of view. Activists will
remain alert to see what they
pull out of the bag next.

Home news

Trades Councils conference

Campaigners
point the
way forward

Glenn Voris Secretary
of St Helen’s TUC

(personal capacity)
This year’s Trades Councils
conference in May saw 99 del-
egates debate a range of
motions on issues from asy-
lum seekers to privatisation.

This Conference was more
open than that of previous
years, although some delegates
were disappointed but not sur-
prised when the TUC ruled
that two of the motions sub-
mitted were unacceptable,
because they were not on
TUC policies.

The campaign to Defend
Council Housing gained new
support, and many delegates
were interested in suggestions
that future conferences should
combine educational work-
shops with debates.

The debates on anti-racism
and asylum seekers were
excellent. Tony Richardson
from Oxford TUC described
the rabid racist policies of
New Labour and the Tories
towards asylum seekers locked
up in prisons like Campsfield.

In moving the resolution on
Housing Transfers, | spoke
about building on the experi-
ence of the successful cam-
paign in St Helens against
transfer and arguing for joint
union/tenant campaigns.

The debate about privatisa-

tion was linked to the interna--
tional attack on welfare state
services by the World Trade
Organisation, and to the need
to link up these struggles inter-
nationally.

The refusal of trade union
leaders to fight, as shown in
their failure to carry out union
policies was criticised.

There were only three fringe
meetings at the Conference.
The official fringe meeting on
Trade Unions and the
Community was a dull affair.
Defend Council Housing and
St Helen’s TUC organised a
well attended joint meeting
and gained six new affiliations
from Trades Councils.

At Socialist Outlook’s fringe
meeting on ‘The Crisis of the
Car Industry and the effects on
manufacturing’, a Rover
worker described the massive
increases in productivity which
have caused the current crisis
of over-production.

Delegates agreed to build
meetings through Trades
Councils, linking up
Dagenham/Longbridge work-
ers with those in car compo-
nent factories, with the aim of
co-ordinating action through-
out the industry.

Overall, delegates saw a
need to change the motion-
based format of the confer-
ence by including educational
workshops.

Civil Service union conference rejects Blair’s agenda

Left makes gains as PCS

right-wing bureaucrats fall out

Darren Williams
The conference of Britain’s
main civil service union, has
committed the leadership to
oppose key elements of the
Blair government’s pro-
gramime.

The biennial delegate con-
ference of the Public and
Commercial Services Union
(PCS), meeting in Blackpool,
passed a number of strongly-
worded motions, opposing
New Labour’s continuation
of Tory policies on privatisa-
tion, performance-related
pay and delegated negotia-
tions, as well as on current
issues of concern like the
scapegoating of asylum-seek-
ers.

The National Executive
Committee (NEC) has been
instructed actively to pursue
the return of pay arrange-
ments covering the whole
civil service; to launch a
long-overdue national cam-
paign against privatisation;
and to oppose the govern-
ment’s attempts to drive
down levels of sickness
absence.

Motions on these and many
other issues, moved by left-
led branches, were passed by
overwhelming majorities,
with only token opposition
from right-wingers on the

conference floor. This will
have caused further embar-
rassment for the NEC, domi-
nated as it is by twwo
right-wing factions,
Membership First and the
National Moderate Group.

National elections, con-
cluded just before confer-
ence, left the right-wing in
control, which means con-
stant pressure from activists
will be required to prevent
conference decisions being
ignored.

The main opposition, Left
Unity, made modest but sig-
nificant gains, however -
winning one of the four vice-
presidencies and a further
four seats on the committee.

By contrast, in the first
PCS NEC elections in 1998,
Left Unity failed to win a
single seat. On that occasion
it stood a joint slate with the
ex-PTC Unity group, a stal-
inist-led faction.

This time, Unity refused to
agree to the terms on offer
for a joint slate and the two
groups fielded rival candi-
dates for the Executive
grades sectibn of the NEC.
Left Unity improved its per-
formance, while Unity lost
two of the three NEC seats it

had held.

Moreover, Left Unity easily
swept the board in the block
vote elections conducted at
conference, to choose PCS
delegations to the TUC and
related bodies.

Left Unity should give up
attempting to bring Unity,
which effectively supported
the re-election of
Membership First’s Peter
Donnellan as National
President, into a broader
alliance. Unity has fre-
quently allied itself with the
right-wing and refused to
organise members to chal-
lenge management’s attacks.

Although the left NEC
members are a small minor-
ity in the 46-member body,
they may have some room for
manoeuvre, thanks to the
worsening of relations
between the two right-wing
factions, each of which holds
nineteen seats.

Personal rivalries have
aggravated the slender polit-
ical differences and

Membership First narrowly
secured NEC support for a
conference motion aimed at
ousting the Moderate Joint

General Secretary, Barry
Reamsbottom.

Former CPSA boss
Reamsbottom currently

shares power with John
Sheldon, his counterpart in
NUCPS and then PTC.
Sheldon is about to retire,

leaving the reactionary and

vindictive Reamsbottom in
sole charge.

Under the terms of the
merger, he did not have to
face re-election because he
was within five years of
retirement. Conference has
now overturned this by
agreeing a rule change that
brings the election forward
to “not later than 31
December 2000”.

Membership First have
already lined up their candi-
date, Hugh Lanning, who is
currently Assistant General
Secretary. Worryingly, it
appears that some within
Left Unity are willing to
allow Lanning a clear run
against Reamsbottom, fear-
ing that a left candidate will
‘split the vote’.

This is dangerous:
Lanning’s policies would do
no more to advance mem-
bers’ interests than
Reamsbottom’s. To support
his election would make the
left complicit in a bureau-
cratic stitch-up, repeating
the mistake made by the
CPSA Broad Left in support-
ing Alistair Graham, who

subsequently turned on
them. Socialist activists
should fight to ensure than a
Left Unity candidate stands.
The Socialist Caucus has
made the positive proposal of
a Branch Campaign for
National Pay. This seeks to
address one of the greatest
injustices facing civil ser-
vants: the increasing diver-
gence of pay and grading
systems since national pay
ended in 1996, which sees
differences of thousands of
pounds in the wages of peo-
ple doing the same work in
different departments.

Strategy

The Campaign’s strategy
involves lodging equal pay
claims with Employr.ent
Tribunals — on the basis that
the Crown is the employer of
all civil servants, and that
work of equal value should
receive the same reward,
whatever the department
involved.

This is to be combined
with co-ordination of pay
claims by branches and
Groups in different depart-
ments, preparing members
for a national strike around
the issue. By reaching out to
the branches in this way,
without waiting for the

national leadership to act,
and by concentrating on a
concrete issue that concerns
all members, the campaign
has the potential to begin
rebuilding the left.

An emergency motion call-
ing for a conference of mem-
bers in the Benefits Agency
and the Employment Service
was carried, despite the fact
that the bureaucracy wanted
to leave these concerns to an
unelected steering commit-
tee, with members having no
chance for a say until a new
merged agency was already
in place.

The conference will help to
ensure that members’ con-
cerns are addressed demo-
cratically before it is too late
to have any influence; this is
all the more important since
there are concerns that the
government is planning to
privatise the new agency.

Whether or not such fears
are founded, the concentra-
tion of nearly a third of PCS’
total membership in a single
body is a major development,
creating the potential for a
strong and militant Group in
the forefront of the union’s
struggles and campaigns.
The left must ensure that
this potential is fully
realised.



capital error

en Livingstone’s

break with the Labour

Party to stand as an

independent candi-

date for Mayor of
London represents the most
important left split in Labour since
the second world war.

His landslide victory is a body
blow to Tony Blair and his “New
Labour” Government. Blair has
lost control of his capital city and a
potentially powerful alternative
power base to his left has been
established.

Livingstone’s challenge, the cur-
rent crisis in manufacturing indus-
try and New Labour’s relentless
pursuit of Tory policies have
reduced Blair to his lowest stand-
ing in the polls since he came to
office.

However, there are few signs that
Ken Livingstone will use his vic-
tory to fight for a socialist alterna-
tive. Although he gained 55% of the
vote, including second preferences,
putting him way ahead of the com-
petition, this was achieved despite
a generally weak, rightwards mov-
ing and populist campaign, which
avoided using the word socialist.

He therefore failed to maximise
his working class vote as shown by
the relatively low turn out for such
an important and well publicised
election of between 33% and 38%.

Now he is assembling a cross-
party administration including
rotating the deputy mayorship
amongst all four parties in the
assembly and making statements to
calm the fears of the City of
London and big business. He is
backing off from a confrontation
with the government over its
unpopular plans to privatise the

underground system - a key divide
in the election.

On the other hand he remains a
loose cannon, for example, his
statement that, “capitalism kills”
did not go down well in the City or
Downing Street. His clear expres-
sion of support for Ford workers,
encouraging them to fight for their
jobs is to be welcomed. The poten-
tial for confrontation between him
and new Labour remains high.

abour should easily

have won the mayor

election in London, tra-

ditionally a Labour

stronghold, as well as 11
of the 14 constituency seats in the
election to the Greater London
Assembly (GLA, based on the 1997
results). But instead they won only
six constituency seats. In three of
these the fall in Labour’s share of
the vote was more than 15%.

The number of members was
increased by the votes Labour
obtained in the GLA top-up list,
which brought its total to nine
seats, equalling that of the Tories.
Labour’s overall drop in voter
share ranged between 10% and
25%.

This dismal picture for Labour
was replicated in local elections
across the country where they lost
nearly 600 seats, while the Tories
gained nearly 600. However, con-
trary to impression given by
swingometers, the Tory vote did
not significantly increase. It was

the traditional Labour voters who

stayed at home in disgust.

Where the result counted more,
such as in the Romsey by-election,
there was a high turnout of Labour
voters who clearly voted tactically

EDITORIAL

for the Liberal Democrats in order
to keep the Tories out. This desire
to keep out the Tories, even in a
south coast rural Tory area, will
probably be repeated in a General
Election, to the overall benefit of
Labour.

In some parts of the country
many voted for a left alternative if
they had the opportunity.
Independent left and far-left candi-
dates, did very well in these elec-
tion. The Socialist Party won
another Councillor in Coventry -
their third, while others received
17% in Newcastle or 30% in
Merseyside.

Independent campaigners against
the closure of the hospital in the
small Midland town of
Kidderminster, who last year won
8 seats, this year won 11 out of 15
contested seats, bringing their total
to nearly half of the town council,
and making them the largest group
on the council!

In London, the emergence of a
left alternative in the form of the
London Socialist Alliance (LSA)
made a real difference to the voting
pattern.

In the individual constituency
section, where there was an average
decline of the Labour vote of 15%,
the Green Party and the London
Socialist Alliance (LSA) received
about the same percentage when
added together. Despite our criti-
cisms of the Green Party, it is clear
that the majority of those who vote
for it do so from the left.

In the North East Constituency,
Labour was 25% down on 1997,
while the combined LSA /Green
vote was 22.6%, with the Green
Party achieving 15.6% and the LSA
7.0%,. In Lambeth & Southwark,

Lauging all the way to a popular front? Despite his political limitations,
Livingstone’s victory in the London mayor election s still a blow to Blair

Labour’s candidate got 38% of the
votes - 21% down, while the Greens
achieved 13.1%, LSA 6.2%, and the
Communist League 0.53.
ondon wide, the con-
stituency vote for the
Greens and the socialist
left totalled 270,000
people (17%), while in
the Mayoral vote only 223,000
voted for Frank Dobson - most of
Labours traditional vote went to
Livingstone of course.

Many traditional Labour voters
did not stay at home, but for the
first time came out and voted for
parties to the left of Labour and of
Ken Livingstone.

The message for Blair is clear.
Those who voted Labour at the

General Election wanted to see a
reversal of the attacks of the Tory
years, not a continuation.

But Blair is not listening.
Downing Street spin doctors made
clear there will be no change of pol-
icy — just new packaging.

Blair and his advisors know that
most of this core vote will rally to
Labour in a General Election to
keep out the Tories.

Nevertheless these elections mark
the first signs of what could
become a significant vote for a left
wing alternative to Labour: the
challenge before the organisations
of the far left is how to follow up on
these positive signs whether at local
or at national level.

Labour left divided on

lessons of M

ay elections

Alan Thornett

The Socialist Campaign
Group Network conference
on May 21, “After the
London Elections” demon-
strated both the problems of
the left inside the Labour
Party and the difficulties
involved in bringing
together the Labour left to
work with socialists outside
of the party, such as those
involved the London
Socialist Alliance.

By the end of the opening
platform speeches, which
were supposed to analyse the
recent elections results par-
ticularly in London, the
LSA had not been men-
tioned.

Christine Shawcroft, how-
ever, did offer the view that
anyone leaving the Labour
Party should be shot
(metaphorically speaking,
she later explained) and
called for the devaluation of
the pound as a response to
the crisis in manufacturing
industry.

I intervened to oppose
devaluation — pointing out
that it would in effect lead
to a generalised pay cut and
that in any case the issue is
more complicated than the
employers present it given
the importation of materials
and components. I also
mentioned what seemed to
be the unmentionable sub-
ject — the LSA — and urged
conference participants to be
prepared to work and organ-
ise both inside and outside
of the Labour Party.

Kate Ahrens from
Leicester and the Alliance
for Worker’s Liberty said
that the London Labour left
had “blown it” during the
London elections. The
Labour left had suffered
enormously over the last few
years and now it was even
weaker. “We just have to end
our sectarianism to those
outside the paky,” she said.

Islington UNISON activist
Andrew Berry stressed that
“we are in a very weak posi-

tion here. Livingstone got a
massive vote and there are
only 50 people at this con-
ference”.

Labour Briefing supporter
Mike Phipps intervened to
say that in his view things
were even worse than they
appear. Much of
Livingstone’s vote was not a
vote for the left, and the left
was weaker now than before
the campaign. He pointed
out that more than a half of
the constituencies were not
sending delegates to this
year’s Labour conference.

Socialist Outlook sup-
porter Roland Rance inter-
vened to argue that the
Labour left should work
with the LSA and stressed
the need to link more
closely to the left in the
unions. Marian Brain from
Birmingham also stressed
the need for common activ-
ity between those inside and
outside the Labour Party
and the trade union left.

Piers Corbyn reiterated his

strong support for the LSA,
as a Labour Party member,
and argued for work inside
and outside of the party. He
stressed that if you add the
LSA and green vote
together it represents a sub-
stantial vote to the left of
Labour which should be
built on.

Maria Exall from the plat-
form then made it clear that
she fully supported the
LSA, and argued that the
results it had achieved were
important for the future of
the left in London.

Pete Firmin from Brent
argued that “we are feeling
isolated, but so are the left
in many of the unions”. On
the LSA he said that there
are many good activists in
the LSA and he is happy to
work with them. But he
called on the SCGN “not to
hitch itself to the LSA”.

Worker’s Action Richard
Price said that the results
the LSA had achieved were
poor and its meetings not

Steve Eason

LSA campaigners: has Labour left missed the last bus out?

impressive.

He argued that it was
wrong to see the Green vote
as to the left of Labour. “It
is like a Lib-Dem vote but
younger”, he said.

Geoff Martin, London
regional convenor of UNI-
SON, speaking from the
platform in the second ses-
sion, launched a sustained
attack on new Labour.

He criticised the unions
for giving large sums of
money to the Labour Party
for the next election and
argued that union money
should only be given to sup-

port the campaigns of MPs
who were prepared to sup-
port the unions - like
Jeremy Corbyn and John
McDonnell in London.

A resolution was adopted
which dealt mainly with
Labour democracy and the
abuse of it.

It called for a campaign for
the readmission of Ken
Livingstone into the party,
but conditional on
Livingstone maintaining his
opposition to auy public-pri-
vate partnership on the
tube.



ter the May poll

Renewing the left: the

prospects after the
London elections

Alan Thornett

he election of

Ken Livingstone

as mayor of

London is a huge

political blow to
new Labour. Blair has lost
control of his capital city and
a potentially powerful alter-
native power base has been
established but there are few
signs that Livingstone
intends to capitalise on the
situation..

Once it became clear that
he could win the election
with or without the Labour
nomination, Livingstone
had a unique opportunity to
build an alternative to
Blairism. Tens of thousands
would have followed him if
he had taken that path.

A new party may have been
premature, but he could have
organised his support as a
broad alliance. Instead he
called on his supporters to
stay inside the Labour Party
and appealed for readmission
himself — something that is
only likely to be achieved by
avoiding confrontation with
new Labour for an extended
period .

The May local elections
were a disaster for new
Labour. Labour voters
stayed away in droves or
voted for left alternatives.
Left candidates therefore
scored impressive results in
a number of places — particu-
larly where a track record
had been established.

This confirms, once again,
that the time has come to
stand left candidates against
Labour in order to offer an
alternative to those socialists
who are defecting from it.

New Labour is not just
another swing of the social
democratic pendulum to the
right. Blair’s aim is to trans-
form the LP into the princi-
ple party of the British
bourgeoisie. He is at the
leading edge of the neolib-
eral offensive, embracing the
pioneering efforts of
Thatcher and Clinton. He
was a key driving force in
NATO’s war in the Balkans,
not just backing Clinton but
urging him along saying that
Britain would send ground
troops if the US was pre-
pared to do so.

The Socialist Party is
wrong, however, to argue
that Labour is already a
straight ~capitalist party.
Blair’s project is a long way
down the road but not there
yet. We should vote Labour
where there is no credible
left alternative and intervene
inside- the Labour Party
where this can be effective
and help to maintain a left
opposition.

But the time has come to
start building a credible left
alternative. not only through
elecroral imremvezizsl 2o

even mainly through them,
but with electoral interven-
tions as an important
adjunct to other forms of
struggle.

The LSA and its
future

n London the LSA’s

results were excellent,

with an average of

3.1% in the constituen-

cies and around 50,000
people voting for it overall.
But its real significance is to
be found in the way it has
reinvigorated the left in
London and opened up new
possibilities for left unity
and future campaigning. It
has enthused those already
active, reactivated many oth-
ers, and brought new forces
forward.

A remarkable level of unity
was achieved amongst the
far-left organisations
involved  (the principal
exception was the Socialist
Party, which equivocated
throughout). This unity
became an attractive force in
itself, starting to break down
the sectarianism of the far-
left and create a new
dynamic.

Crucial to this was the turn
of the SWP which had previ-
ously stood outside of the
developments in Scotland
and was only marginally
involved in Socialist
Alliances in England and
Wales. The SWP’s decision
to make a full commitment
to the LSA opened up com-
pletely new possibilities.

Every organisation and
prominent individual
involved drew positive con-
clusions from the campaign
and the results. The LSA,
therefore, wijl not only con-
tinue but should be able
maintain the momentum it

achieved. The June 11
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A force for the future? Young LSA campaigners get into the spirit of things

new structure at the all-
London level, lay the basis
for a membership structure
and for local LSA groups. It
needs to establish some clear
campaigning priorities as
well as preparing for other
electoral interventions and
for the General Election next
year.

But these developments
need to go beyond London.
The Network of Socialist
Alliances (the England and
Wales co-ordinating body)
needs to be strengthened and
alliances built where they do
not yet exist.

Then there is the wider
issue of left unity. Already
there are signs in some
unions of the SWP abandon-
ing its previous isolationism.
Again this reflects the cur-
rent opportunities and prob-
lems faced by the left and the
growing realisation that
these cannot be addressed
while maintaining past divi-
sions.

There is a wide range of
views within the LSA as to
how it should develop in the
medium term.

Workers Power argue that
it should become a revolu-
tionary party more or less
immediately. The CPGB has
a variant of that position,
that the LSA should adopt
its full programme.

The AWL call for a new
Labour Representation
Committee, which seems to
be a call for the recreation of
old Labour. The Socialist
Party call for a new broad
party to the left of Labour,
although in a rather propa-
gandist way. The SWP
appear not to have developed
a collective view yet.

We would all like a new
revolutionary  party to
emerge out of the current
diverse forces of the LSA,

=27 thz polizizal cozditions

do not exist for that. What
exists — for the first time
since the second world war —
is the possibility of building
something like the Scottish
Socialist Party (a small-mass
left centrist party) in
England, and possibly Wales.

To insist that it must be
immediately a revolutionary
party (as Workers Power do)
would be to reduce it back to
its Marxist component.

To go beyond this towards
something approaching a
new mass party, even a left
reformist one, would require
substantial splits from the
LP and its reflection in the
trade unions. And given Ken
Livingstone’s position this is
not happening today.

A left centrist party on the
scale of the SSP, however,
would be a valuable gain at
the present time providing it
contained within it the bulk
of the existing far-left. There
is no way under today’s con-
ditions that the far-left can
be by-passed. The LSA could
be a stepping stone to the
development of such a party
— but the time-scale and con-
ditions for that are compli-
cated.

The diversity of the left
forces which have come
around the LSA, and the
legacy of sectarian rivalry
(plus the negative experience
of the launch of Arthur
Scargill’s Socialist Labour
Party), suggest a protracted
period of political develop-
ment, preparation and confi-
dence building before such a
party could be formed on a
stable basis. We are in a
preparatory stages. Such a
party cannot be created by
ultimatum as Scragill tried
to do with the SLP.

A new party must be demo-
cratic, federal and pluralistic
with the full right of dissent
and separate publications;

since for us it is a matter of
principle that the revolution-
aries can remain organised.
This could be contentious.
With the SLP the dye was
cast when Scargill excluded
Militant and other organised
groupings and set his face
against any kind of federal
structure.

The way that revolutionary
organisations work within
such an organisation is
important. Having the objec-
tive of changing it into a rev-
olutionary party when the
conditions for that emerged
is a different thing to con-
stantly demanding that it
become a revolutionary party
irrespective of objective con-
ditions.

Renewing the left
across Europe

hese develop-

ments in Britain

are part of a

Europe-wide phe-

nomenon in
which the left has been
reshaping and rebuilding
itself. The process started
after the fall of the Berlin
wall, and the break-up of the
communist parties. It was
given new momentum with
the election of Social
Democratic  governments
across the EU during the
nineties, eventually embrac-
ing 13 of the 15 EU coun-
tries.

These governments are
committed to the neo-
Liberal project of radical
deregulation. Their pro-
gramme of privatisation has,
in most cases, far exceeded
their right-wing predeces-
sors. On a social level too,
these parties have imple-
mented right-wing policies
including discriminating
against refugees and asylum
seekers under Fortress
Europe and creating the con-
ditions for the re-emergence
of the far right.

These has opened up space
to the left of Social
Democracy in most EU
countries - albeit in many
diverse ways. Where mass
Communist Parties existed
and broke up, the fragments
have often became a major
factor in new developments.
In Britain the small CP
broke up and has become
marginalised and irrelevant
to the process.

Diverse formations have
emerged such as
Rifondazione in Italy, the
United Left in Spain, the
PDS in Germany, the Left
Block in Portugal, the
LCR/LO electoral slate in
France, the Red/Green
Alliance in Denmark, the
Anti-capitalist Left in
Greece, the Red Electoral
Block in Norway and the
Scottish  Socialist Party.
Some are new parties and
others are loose electoral

alliances and they have vary-
ing degrees of success.
Clearly the LCR/LO
achievement in establishing
a group of Trotskyist MEPs
in the European parliament
is a major break through.

The Fourth International
sees this process of recompo-
sition as a crucial political
development for the future
of the left. Our sections are
active in all the formations
that exist and our comrades
hold a number of important
positions within them.

Fourth International com-
rades have been elected as
MPs for the Red/Green
Alliance in Denmark and the
Left Block in Portugal. The
LCR has two MEPs, Alain
Krivine and  Rosaline
Vachetta, from the LCR/LO
slate.

Building such alliances and
new parties on a stable and
long term basis, however, is
politically complex. Our
ability to develop the project
of Socialist Alliances in
England and Wales can only
be strengthened by learning
lessons from other parts of
Europe.

If the far-left in Britain is
to be a part of the building
of a serious new party to the
left of Labour, it has to look
at its own fragmentation
seriously. A political alterna-
tive to Stalinism was estab-
lished in Britain but its
public face was a dozen or
more competing organisa-
tions.

This has been a turn-off for
those who have looked for an
alternative to Labourism or
Stalinism. Even when the
Trotskyist movement in its
fragmented form got the
issues right, which it repeat-
edly did, people found the
divisions incomprehensible
and chose not to get
involved.

Fortunately there are signs
of change. The far left are
talking to each other and
there is a growing confi-
dence. But the issue of far-
left unity is a very different,
even if closely related, mat-
ter to the creation of a broad
party to the left of Labour.

It is a much longer process
and the political basis for it
is more rigorous. The level of
convergence which has been
achieved in the current situ-
ation falls far short of that.
Working together to build a
democratic, pluralistic alter-
native to New Labour may
well provide- opportunities
for deeper developments.

In any event, this task of
building a political alterna-
tive to Blair’s betrayals offers
the best opportunity to shift
the balance of forces in our
favour that the left has had
for a long time — if we pass it
by it will not come again for
a long time.



positive start

Greg Tucker - LSA
Secretary & list

candidate

46,530 people voted for the
London Socialist Alliance in
the elections to the con-
stituency section of the
Greater London Assembly —
we averaged 3.1 per cent
across the constituencies.

87,859 people voted for the
LSA and other socialist can-
didates in the London wide
top up list —5.3% of the vote.
Everywhere in London the
LSA was able to engage
working people in a real
debate about a socialist alter-
native. But because the
socialist vote was divided we
did not succeed in having
anyone elected.

LSA members are
extremely heartened that, in
the space of three months,
we have been able to build an
organisation which delivered
three million leaflets, held
over two hundred public
meetings and was the only
organisation which tried to
engage in a debate with
working people in the elec-
tions.

The media spent the whole
election campaign fixated on
the Mayoral race. But as all
the candidates, Livingstone
included, ran apolitical “per-
sonality” campaigns, at
times the exercise had the
aspect of a beauty contest.

Because of this it has been
argued that you cannot read
much into Livingstone’s
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Local elections

London Socialist
Alllance — a

Conducting s scgessﬂ‘lﬂkdmpaign

election as he took votes
from all quarters, including
the Tories. Certainly his
campaign “Ken4London”
steered clear of most politi-
cal issues.
Nevertheless
the election of
Livingstone as
Mayor must be
seen as a blow to
Tony Blair’s pro-
ject. Londoners
have clearly
rejected new
Labour’s plans
to privatise the under-
ground. Their vote repre-
sents a desire to see an end to
new Labour’s Tory policies.
The Greens did particu-
larly well in the elections,
picking up three seats on the
top-up list. Their vote was
boosted by a positive
endorsement from
Livingstone. Unfortunately

for the LSA, this helped
make a vote for the Greens
appear more productive.
First time out, the LSA was
unable to break through that
confidence barrier.

We also lost
votes on the
top-up list to
other social-
ists — Peter
Tatchell,
Scargill’s
SLP,
Campaign
Against Tube
Privatisation and the CPB
(Morning Star). Despite
approaches from the LSA
they had gone their own way,
the split vote costing the left
a seat in the Assembly.

More annoying was the
high level of mis-voting with
16 per cent spoilt papers.
The government had done
absolutely nothing to explain

the

Steve Eason

the voting system. With the
Mayoral vote you had a first
and second preference vote.
So many voters thought that
the two votes for the
Assembly were on the same
basis. So instead of voting for
the same Party for con-
stituency and top-up list
many voted LSA con-
stituency number one and
then what they thought was
their second preference on
the list.

The size of the Nazi vote
was a worrying factor. The
BNP was able to save its
deposit with 47,000 votes.
They had been able to capi-
talise on William Hague’s
offensive witchhunt against
asylum seekers, itself given
credence by New Labour’s
own policies.

Part of the LSA’s future
activity must now be to join
with other anti-racists to
stop the Nazis, by mobilising
directly against them and by
supporting campaigns
defending the rights of asy-
lum seekers.

The LSA is keen to discuss
its way forward and our con-
ference on June 11 will map
out our next steps.

As well as continuing work
around our election plat-
form, such as making
Livingstone fight the gov-
ernment over the future of
the tube and taking up the
issues of asylum seekers we
need to be part of the fight to
defend jobs such as at
Dagenham.

Battles to be fought

in Labour

Terry Conway
DESPITE Livingstone’s own
limited political agenda, his
victory represents the possi-
bility (but not yet the reali-

~ sation) of a mass left

alternative to Blairism - a
potential which he refused
to lead when he called on
his supporters to stay in the
Labour Party. He clearly
stated that he wishes to
reapply for Labour Party
membership (he is now for-
mally expelled).

On his present trajectory
he will squander this poten-
tial for constructing a left
alternative, if allowed to, as
he abandons class politics
in favour of populist ges-
tures, combined with
responsible government and
his own version of the ‘third

way’.

Livingstone's explicitly
class collaborationist pledge
to “unite all of London” and
consequently his attempt to
unite all the political parties
(except those which have
anything to do with social-
ism) in a grand coalition (a
popular front) to govern the
city are designed to calm
the fears of and big busi-
ness, while smoothing his
path back into the Labour
Party. This does not neces-
sarily mean it will work in
practice, especially given his
tendency to speak out off
the cuff.

Of course socialists inside
and outside the Labour
Party should sypport the
demand of Livingstone to be
readmitted — as well as
other socialists who have

Party

been kicked out — but only
on the basis of no compro-
mises with New Labour.

However such a fight is
not enough today, and in
itself it will achieve little.
The main task at hand is to
build on the new struggles
coming to the fore in the
factories and offices, in the
colleges, on the housing
estates, on the streets and
on the terraces.

There is no possibility of
major socialist victories
against Blair inside the
Labour Party in the foresee-
able future, but blows can
be delivered from outside in
struggle.

Left forces in the party
should in the short medium
term prioritise turning the
party outwards to linking up
with others fighting outside

the framework of the Labour
Party in the TU movement —
campaigns and social move-
ments, putting pressure in
Livingstone to fight for the
interests of the working
class.

There is a massive major-
ity against privatisation of
the tube. There would be
huge support for a cam-
paign to save Fords. That is
why the electorate delivered
such a blow to New Labour
on May 4.

Mobilising around these
issues, in defence of asylum
seekers and against other
privatisations and job losses
needs to be the priority of
all socialists — inside and
outside the Labour Party
and regardless of how they
voted.

prpig the poll: Cecilia Prospr was the most successful LSA

candidate, with over 7 percent in North East London .

Almost certainly we will
want to look at standing in
any parliamentary or local
council by-elections and to
prepare for the next General
Election.

At the same time we will
discuss the best structure
that can draw in those who
became involved during the
campaign and want to play a
continuing role.

London wide co-ordina-
tion will remain vital but so
will organising in the locali-
ties.

With local elections else-
where in England seeing
good results for the left —
another Socialist Alliance
councillor in Coventry for

instance, this is not just an
issue for London but must
be part of a Britain wide
debate.

So LSA supporters are keen
to discuss with fellow social-
ists in England and Wales
and with the SSP prospects
for united campaigning.

Certainly we are sure that
the positive experience in
Scotland and our first posi-
tive steps in London indicate
that thousands of people
across Britain can be won
over to a socialist alternative.

The positive lessons gained
by the comradely collabora-
tion of the different socialist
organisations and individu-
als working together in the

Step up fight
against UNISON
witch hunt!

UNISON activists have been outraged by the continuing witch
hunt against the left inside the union.

In the last year. the leaciership has expelled Roddy Slorach
from Glasgow, Candy Udwin and Dave Carr from London’s
University College Hospizal, Faith Ryan from Birmingham and
the activists from Newham. Disciplinary hearings are due to
take place against eight Sheffield activists.

in early May health service militants Yunus Baksh and Karen
Reisman were accused of intimidation and bullying after
allegedly calling an NEC member a “witch-hunter™.

They have been told they cannot attend any event where the
NEC member is likely to be present. This means they are
barred from attending Aanual Conference despite being elected
delegates, and that Yunus cannot take up his NEC position.

There is of course a common thread - all those who have
been disciplined are beir 3 punished for actions in defence of
member's rights or for expressing political opinions.

This unprecedented w.:ve of expulsions is taking place while
national officials are advi: ing branches that they cannot join cam-

paigns opposing these in ustices.

The NEC have issued cuidelines that would effectively dis-
courage or prevent any .ampaigning activity. And of course this
witch hunt is being orchestrated by officials who are loyal to
Millbank whose aim is tc isolate and marginalise opposition to
New Labour policies witnin the union.

This issue will be one «f the key features of UNISON confer-
ence in mid-June which vill debate a number of resolutions on

this issue.

A major fringe meeting is being organised by a wide range of
forces on the left. A simiiar meeting last year attracted 400. But
the campaign needs to go beyond annual conference.

There is now a close working relationship between left
activists to defend lay democracy. This should be the opportu-
nity for those who are currently outside the Campaign for a
Fighting Democratic UNISON, the broad leftin the union to

come on board.

Together we can turn CFDU into a force that will reach a
wide layer of activists and compel the bureaucracy to back

down.




Trade union leaders,
‘Guardian’
columnists and
backbench MPs
have been united in
the solution they
propose for the
current crisis in the
motor industry and
in British industry
more generally.

All agree with the
employers that the
central problem is
the high value of the
pound and that
devaluation is the
answer. Some go
further and argue for
adopting the Euro as
quickly as possible -
a cause which now
seems to unite
people as different
as Ken Livingstone
and Peter
Mandelson.

But is this really
the way forward for
British
manufacturing?
ANDY KILMISTER
reports.

here is no doubt
that a high cur-
rency can cause
difficulties  for
capitalists in a
particular country. A recent
example is the rise in the
Swiss franc through most of
the 1990s, largely caused by
speculators buying it because
Switzerland was certain not
to enter the single currency.

The result was to plunge
the country into recession for
several years. Something
similar does appear to be
happening to British manu-
facturers now.

More generally, Marxists
like Robert Brenner and
orthodox economists like
Ronald McKinnon and
Kenichi Ohno have agreed in
seeing the problems of the
Japanese and German
economies in recent years as
caused by American pressure
leading to high values for the
mark and yen. _

The view is that this has
made Japanese and German
industry uncompetitive and
allowed the USA to seize the
initiative in key sectors.

But while exchange rates do
play a role they are real prob-
lems for Marxists in seeing
them as central to industrial
crisis.

It is important to remember
that a fall in currency values
means a cut in real wages, as
import prices rise. This is
especially true since
imported inputs will rise in
price, so any extra competi-
tiveness has to come from
keeping labour costs down.

In this way, trying to boost
industry by devaluing means
undercutting foreign work-
ers just as much as accepting
a wage cut. The main differ-
ence is that bringing down
the value of the pound would
affect all workers equally
rather than being concen-
trated in specific industries,
so it is believed to be more
acceptable.

Just as important, though,
is the fact that in a world of
increasingly  internation-

European business
mounts new offensive

alised capital, exchange rates
no longer play the role they
used to in determining the
profitability of individual
companies or national indus-
tries. If a multinational is
investing in Britain a strong
pound can raise profits if
components are bought more
cheaply, say, from Europe.
Those profits will in turn
be worth more to the com-
pany, since they are denomi-
nated in pounds which are
more valuable. And since
many manufacturing compa-
nies now make large propor-
tions of their profits from
financial activities, they may
have as much interest in
keeping currency values high
as the financial sector does.

he focus on
exchange rates
implies that
British and
European compa-
nies are each simply produc-
ing at home and then
competing against one
another in export markets.

It ignores the massive
restructuring of European
capitalism which is currently
taking place and which lies
behind the crisis in the
motor industry and else-
where.

This restructuring has sev-
eral dimensions.

First, there is the huge
growth ig merger activity.
Between 1997 and 1999 the
value of European mergers
and acquisitions roughly
tripled from around $500 bil-
lion to $1.5 trillion.

More and more of these
were hostile takeovers; the
$400 billion worth of such
deals since January 1999 is
more than four times the
combined total for 1990-98.

Key sectors include:

@® telecommunications,
with the massive takeover of
Mannesmann from Germany
by Vodafone Air Touch, the
largest hostile takeover ever,
and the takeover of Telecom
Italia by Mannesmaan’s for-
mer partner Olivetti;

Dresdner Bank has been
abandoned for the time
being);

@ electricity, where the link
between Veba and Viag has
created Germany’s third
largest company;

® and aerospace, where
Deutsche Aerospace and
Aerospatiale have merged.

The current car industry
crisis needs to be seen
against the background of
the recent links between
Nissan and Renault,

The restructuring of European
capital, rather than exchange rates,
is the central issue for workers...

® pharmaceuticals, with
the merger by Rhone-
Poulenc and Hoechst to form
Aventis;

@ banking, with numerous
large deals in France, Italy,
Germany and Spain
(although the biggest one
between Deutsche and

Daimler-Benz and Chrysler
and Fiat and General
Motors.

But corporate restructuring
in Europe is not just about
mergers. Just as in the USA
in the 1980s, merger activity
has gone together with split-
ting up companies and impos-

ing harsh financial controls
on the remaining parts of the
business, backed up by the
threat of closure.

An early example of this
was Daimler-Benz, which
shed a number of divisions
after 1995 to concentrate on
vehicles, trains and
aerospace. Currently, all divi-
sions are required to make a
profit of 12 percent on capi-
tal or face closure.

Hoechst is selling its chem-
ical and industrial sub-
sidiaries to concentrate on
pharmaceuticals. Unilever
plans to cut the number of
products it sells by 75 per-
cent, and to close a quarter of
its factories, with about 10
percent of the workforce set
to lose their jobs.

But the company currently
serving as a model for
European capitalists  is
Siemens.

Over the last two years
Siemens has sold £9 billion
worth of businesses, involv-
ing a third of the workforce.
Each division now is targeted
to achieve a return on capital
employed of between § and
11 percent, with 60 percent
of top managers’ pay linked
to profits.

Its semiconductors divi-
sion, Infineon, and its elec-
tronic components joint
venture with Matsushita,
Epcos, are being sold off as
separate companies. Share
prices have risen by more
than 50 percent over the last
eighteen months.

hese develop-
ments have led to
an attack on
workers’ condi-
tions and trade
union rights across the con-
tinent. The most dramatic
developments have been in
Spain where there has been
an explosion in the use of
temporary contracts.

This so impressed Tony
Blair that he proposed to
write a joint pamphlet with
the Spain’s right wing Prime
Minister Aznar on the
virtues of flexible labour
markets in the lead up to the
recent Spanish eléctions.

Intervention by  the’

Socialist International
stopped this happening, but
Blair and Aznar linked up
regardless to push for labour
flexibility at the recent EU
summit in Lisbon.

In France companies are
using the new 35 hour week
to push for concessions on
wage moderation and week-
end. shifts. Companies like
Asea Brown Boveri have
been able to make thousands
of workers redundant, even
with a rising order book,
without significant resis-
tance.

There are two immediate
causes for the current
restructuring: increased
competitive pressures in the
product market and changes
in the financial markets. But

ind the massacre of manufacturing jobs

each of these in turn rests on
a number of deeper develop-
ments.

Four are
important.

Firstly, there is the impact
of ‘globalisation’. In areas
like telecommunications and
pharmaceuticals European
capital is facing increased
competition from the USA.
But equally importantly,
European companies are
restructuring in order to
mount their own assault on
US and Japanese capital.

In industries like water,
power and mobile phones
French, German and
Scandinavian  companies
have been buying up
American businesses.
European companies are
increasingly obtaining
finance on a global basis.

The  restructuring  at
Daimler-Benz followed it
becoming the first German
company to obtain a listing
on the New York Stock
Exchange. Siemens plans a
similar listing this year.
British and  American
investors now own more
than a third of the stock in
the largest French compa-
nies.

As this develops the old
‘European’ model of stable
shareholdings, largely con-
trolled by banks, with com-
panies substantially immune
from takeovers, is being bro-
ken up, and replaced by a
more aggressive concentra-
tion on shareholders inter-
ests. The recent merger
between the London and
Frankfurt stock exchanges
both reflects, and is likely to
speed up, this process.

The second development is
the introduction of the Euro.
While the Euro was formally
launched sixteen months ago
the current period, before it
actually comes into use as a
currency, will entail a further
rush of frenzied activity as
different capitals jockey for
position in preparation for a
more unified market.

Fixing exchange rates
between the  different
European currencies has
encouraged  cross-border
investment and heightened
competition, by removing
the risk of currency move-
ments and by making price
differences more transparent.

Thirdly, there is the wave
of privatisation and deregu-
lation sweeping Europe.
Between 1992 and 1998 pri-
vatisation proceeds were
more than $60 billion in Italy
and around $50 billion in
France and $45 billion in
Spain.

This represents a massive
new flow of money on to
European stock markets.
Deregulation has been espe-
cially important in the elec-
tricity and telecoms markets
where it has led to a surge of
cross-border investments.

The next important battle
ground for European capital

particularly



World Outlook

Norway: the workers teach
the establishment a lesson

Anders Ekland
n May 3, 82,000
workers in
Norway’s private
sector went on
strike for
improved pay and condi-
tions in the biggest action
since 1921 which also ended
in a defeat for the employers.
Now negotiations in the
public sector have broken
down, and there could be
major strike action there too.

Norway is a rich nation,
escpecially thanks to its oil.
But the Norwegian capital-
ists have used the defensive
position of the working class
in Europe to attack the
established rights of the
workers. They have tried to
build a national consensus
on low wage growth, or more
precisely — a wage growth
that “is in line with our main
trading partners” as the offi-
cial mantra goes.

After a good agreement
from the workers point of
view in 1998, the state set up
a tripartite commission to
look at wage-policy. The
result was — not surprisingly
— that the union leaderships
accepted a very low ceiling
for wage growth. They
claimed that part of the wage
increase in 1998 had to be
considered as an “up-front”
part of the 2000 agreement.

Golden
parachutes - big
profits

istorically the
differences
between aver-
age industrial
wages and the
wages of senior executives in
Norway has been relatively
low compared to the US and
continental Europe. In the
nineties, the bourgeoisie has
tried to change that, giving
themselves generous wage
increases, bonuses, and
stock-options of all kinds.

Recently there has been a
spate of “golden parachute”
scandals. The head of the
state oil company had to
abstain from wusing his
parachute, to calm public
opinion. This was also a very
special case since the leader
of the Norwegian Trade
Union Council (LO), Yngve
Higensen is on the board
and voted in favour of this
golden parachute deal!

Other similar deals have
been exposed in the press,
the most outrageous being
that the Chief Executive of
Kvaerner . of 16 million
Euro. Kvaerner tried to cor-
rect this - saying that it was
only 8 million Euro - as if
that made a huge political
difference.

This new culture of greed
has also influenced the wages
of the top union bureaucrats.
The leader of LO in 1998 got
a wage increase of over
15,000 Euro! The trade
union negotiating delegation
on average earned twice as
much as the workers they
represented!

Profits have also shown a
huge increase since the early
nineties, with dividends
almost tripling. In addition
the tax system was changed
in 1992, taxing capital gains
less than before.

A resounding “no”
vote

gainst this back-
ground it was no
surprise that the
overwhelmingly
majority of union
members in the private sec-
tor voted no to the very mea-
gre deal that was negotiated
in the beginning of April.
Normally wage negotia-
tions happen every second
year - but this was to be pro-
longed to three years! There
was increased flexibility. The
hourly wage rate was
increased by a tiny amount —
about 0.1 Euro, or 20
Pfennig, 1/2 French Franc!
Holidays would remain the
same this year, one day
would be added in 2001 and
three more days in 2003!
That sounds OK unless
you understand that the
fight for a fifth week’s holi-
day started 18 years ago,
when the first day was run.
So people were not
impressed by the speed of
introducing the fifth week
especially as in Denmark
they were %riking for the
sixth week two years ago!
The union bureaucrats
tried to sell this deal to the
rank and file but with no
success. There was over 60%
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participation in the ballot
with impressive 64% against
the deal. This was the largest
no-vote on a national level
since WWII. Sixteen of sev-
enteen individual unions
taking part had a no-major-
ity.

The no-vote was a political
victory for the trade union
left, all of them belonging to
the two parties to the left of
the Labour party, the
Socialist Left Party (its left-
wing) and the Red Electoral
Alliance.

Having recommended
acceptance, the trade union
leaders make any concrete
demands when the deal was
voted down, but just said
that the employers’ had to
come up with a new offer.

This passivity made it
imperative for the trade
union left to formulate a set
of demands and organise a
strike the leadership did not
want. It was very much the
left that ran the strike — there
was quite a consolidated
layer of left trade unionists
to the forefront.

There was also important
European solidarity espe-
cially from transport unions
across Scandanavia and from
IG Metal in Germany who
boycotted the companies
where there was action.

The union leadership and
the employers organisation
did not want a drawn out
strike in which they might
lose more, so the strike was
ended in 8 days, with most of
the left’s demands won.

The period before the next

negotiations was to be two
years as usual (not three).
The wage increase was
nearly four times higher
than previously offered; it
was raised from 0.75 kroner
to 2.50, the left had
demanded 3 kroner. This
wage increase was somewhat
above the ceiling fixed by the
state commission - an
important political break-
through. There were also
additional increases for those
below the average wage. The
fifth holiday week will be
introduced one year earlier
by getting two more holidays
in 2001 and another two in
2002.

On the question of flexibil-
ity there was no change, so
here the employers won. But
it is a general formulation;
the concrete implementation
is a question of local negoti-
ations, so how this turns out
depend to a large degree on
the strength of the local
unions.

A warning to the
Norwegian
establishment

he fact that the

trade union lead-

ership was out of

touch with the

. rank and file

became very clear. They did

not do'much to convince the

membership that the negoti-

ated result should be

accepted but took for

granted that they would. The

had only contempt for the

“Vote No” campaign of the
trade union left.

On the other hand, perhaps
they were pressured by the
“New Labour” government
to accept in negotiations are-
sult that they themselves did
not believe would be accept-
able. When the no-vote hap-
pened, they explained it as a
reaction to the golden
parachutes and the “greed
culture”.

But their moral indigna-
tion was taken not seriously
as the press showed that
union representatives on the
boards almost without
exception had kept silent
when the golden parachutes
were handed out.

When the trade union
membership voted against
the deal, the immediate reac-
tion of the employers organ-
isation was to argue that
even to have a ballot on such
an issue after negotiations
was “old-fashioned”.

They pointed out that in
several other European
countries, e.g. in Sweden,
this does not happen any
more. But this just made
people more angry and con-
vinced them even more than
the bosses really needed a
teaching a lesson.

What happened was a
chain of positive events with
important lessons for the
future

I the political/trade union
left has substantial support
for its ideas and demands —
and could achieve more if it
was better organised

B there are strong egalitar-
ian sentiments among trade
unionists,

B o work for active,
democratic unions is of
paramount importance. It is
vital to defend the right to
vote on such deals — other-
wise the chain will be bro-
ken. Without positive
collective experiences frus-
tration will build and people
might turn to right-wing
alternatives.

The fact that young work-
ers experienced the strength
of collective action was
important. During the strike
when the shelves in the
supermarkets were empty it
became clear to everybody
that all the hype about the
“new economy” did not
change the fact that real
“old-fashioned” workers are
needed to bake the bread and
brew the beer and get them
into the shops.

Public sector -
what will happen?

he result of nego-

tiations in the

public sector are

not clear, but

since last autumn
especially the teachers’ and
nurses’ unions have had a
high profile and demanded
substantial increases, as
much as 20% over a two-year
period.

This had an impact in the
September  parlamentary
elections, in which the
Socialist Left Party got a sig-
nificant increase in its votes
— a lot of which were from
women in the public sector.

These women are generaly
more left-wing than males of
the same age and income. An
example of the combative
mood of public employees is
that student nurses have
refused to work in the hospi-
tals, because they will not
accept the low wages and bad
working conditions.

This has been hitting the
hospitals hard, since these
students are vital in making
it possible to staff the hospi-
tals in weekends and holi-
days.

This is a new type of action,
since all strikes in the health
service has been stopped by
government intervention.
Given the high oil-prices,
the level of wages increases
for nurses and teachers is a

‘political question for the

Norwegian bourgeoisie.
They have to decide whether
a tough line or concessions
are the best strategy for them
in the long run.

One major concern is that
giving the public employees
more than private sector
breaks a “golden rule” that
the wage increases in the pri-
vate sector is the limit for the
public sector.

On the other hand they
also fear the threat of grow-
ing radicalism. The no-vote
in the private sector showed
that there are limits as to
how far they can sell their
austerity policies so they
may feel the need to make
concessions to head off pub-
lic sector action.







