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Alan Thornett - at
the TUC
conference

WHEN the TUC Congress
opened 1n Glasgow on
September 11, little notice
was taken of the fuel block-

ades which had been gather-

ing over the weekend.

The conference was going
through its routine business,
a bit like watching paint dry.

Some useful things did hap-
pen at the conference. It
endorsed the restoration of
the link of state pensions
with wages, and supported
the resolution from the
TGWU for scrapping the

voucher scheme for asylum

seekers.

Andrew Wiard

This can be used by those

mobilising against the
voucher scheme to step up

their vital campalgn espe-

cially in the unions.
But these were social i 1ssues,
not requiring the union lead-

ers to do anything industri--

ally or confront any employ-
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TUC calls for action — agamst picketin

No fcms of pzcketmg at the best of times: AEE U boss “Sir” Ken ]ackson and his would-be merger mate, MSF’s Roger “Expenses” Lyons

- broke the tedium that day

ers. When it came to downto

relationship with the bosses,

it was social partnership all

the way. The conference was
drenched in this reactionary

 framework.

When it came to the formal
session on social partnership,
on Tuesday, there was little
for the platfoim to say. In fact
it was over in five minutes.
The mover said how impor-
tant it was to continue and
buiid on the social partner-
ship decisions of previous
conferences, and that was it.

There was no discussion
from the floor, and the con-

business.

The only thing which

was the debate over Britain’s

entry into the single cur-

rency. That got them going.
John Edmonds, from the

GMB, moving a General

Council resolution, led the
pack demanding the earliest
possible entry. He accepted
that immediate entry was not
on, given the high value of
the pound, but called for the
value of sterling to be
brought down a*apidly as

- possible to facilitate early

- ference passed on to next

entry.
Multmatlonals

He was backed to the hilt by
the AEEU’s Sir Ken Jackson.
Tony Dubbins from GPMU

followed him by arguing that
the alternative to the Euro

- European

was multi-national capital —a

strange argument given the
enthustasm of European
multi-national capltal for the
Euro.

Three unions spoke agamst
the resolution, two very
strongly. UNISON opposed
the resolution by expressing
strong support for the

Union
model! S
NATFHE comprehen-

sively opposed the Euro and

the whole EU project, as did

the Community Youth
Workers Union, who argued
that the EU project would
lead to a European super
state.

Replying to the debate

the last year, we would have
made no gains at all for our

~members”. Well well well. 1

wonder why?
By the following day the

country had run out of

petrol, and the TUC high

~command began to catch on

social

that something was happen-
ing. Picket lines were about
to bring the country to a halt!

This had to be stopped at all

costs, it could catch on. Not

- only that there was a threat to
- new Labour.

- There was apparently no

thought that there might be

- some legitimate demands

Jackson said “if it had not

been for EU legislation,'in

involved, even though it was
not an action by workers; no
matter that there was mass
support for the action in the

- working class due to the

Tory ambitions g

“up in smoke

John I.lster
Ann Widdecombe’s ludicrous
attempt to crack down on
casual use of cannabis may
have delivered the final death
blow to the credibility of this
year’s Tory conference, but it
was already flagging before she
got up to speak.

The succession of speeches

by William Hague’s undistin-

guished team of largely

unrecognised shadow ministers

had been Tony Blair’s most
encouraging news since before
the fuel protests.

The heady few days in which
the Tories had appeared to be
ahead of Labour in a few opin-
ion polls had already melted
into memory, as the party’s

" deep divisions over Europe and

its lack of talent or direction
had floafed back to the surface,
with Kenneth Clarke brushing
aside Portillo’s economic analy-
sis as “blithering nonsense”.
Just as Blair has picked up and
hardened some of the key
Thatcherite policies — notably -

on law and order, privatisation
-and asylum seekers — the

Conservative tactic has

'become one of seeking to out-

flank Blair ... to the right!

The upshot has been a suc-
cession of bizarre and inconsis-
tent policies, ranging from

Hague’s nationalist mantra on
the need to keep the pound, to
Liam Fox’s monumentally
unpopular cali for an expansion
of private medical insurance.

The hostility to the Euro and
to all things European has
helped confirm the
Conservative Party’s almost
total isolation from the bulk of -
its traditional big business sup-
porters.

This year’s conference exhi-

~bition in Bournemouth was

patronised by fewer companies

than even the Liberal

Democrats. There were just
75 stalls — |3 of them inhabited

by various Party stands. Even

Railtrack, which has done so

well from Tory privatisation,

did not bother to take a stall.
Talk of a major revival in the
party’s fortunes are greatly

| exaggerated.So too is the claim
that anew ° carmg I

| as the party’s phllosophy

Conservatism” ~ largely stolen
from US Presidential hopeful
George W Bush — is emerging

Michael Portillo’s subse-
quently explained his well-

‘rehearsed breast-beating

speech about the need for “tol-
eration” as the natural exten-
sion of his neo-liberal eco-

- nomic views (“small taxes,

small government”) to the

social sphere “don’t interfere in

Thatcher model for Blair

people’s personal lives™.
- Of course there were tradi-

- tional Tory populist: pledges to -

slash taxes on “hard working
families”, and cut red tape. -
Widdecombe’s demand for a

- harder line against drugs,
cheered to the echo by the

assembled conference of sea-
side landladies and retired
colonels, was intended to be

- following triumphantly along
“the same populist line, fi ndmg

an area of law and order
where New Labour has not
(yet) taken a more brutal line

| “than the Tories.

It fell - just as John Major’s

- crazy “back to basics” idea fell
. —because Widdecombe and

- her ageing party are so com-

pletely out of touch . |

As Hague struggles to repair

~' massive damage and refloat his

floundering party once again,
there will be few business lead-

- ers who regret their decision

to give Bournemouth a wide
berth this year.

punitve level of tax on fuel.
It had to be opposed.

John Monks addressed the
conference, in a lather, to
propose a General Council
statement and to “to express
the full support of Britain’s
trade unions for the
Government’s efforts to

“ensure the immediate and

full resumption of oil deliver-

Bullying

ies”.

He went on: “What we have
seen this week in this coun-
try has gone well -beyond
democratic protest.... This is
no legitimate protest against

an employer. It is an attack

on a democratic government

—aclear and crude attempt to

bully the government into a
change of course.

“Across the country today
these protests are threatening
vital public services.... And
what about the factories that

are laying off thousands,
public transport grinding to

a halt, the life of the nation is
being strangled?

“We call on Britain’s trade_‘

“unionists to work normally

and take no part in this
bosses’ blockade.... let me

tell you one thing today. You

will not, and should not, shift

- this government — any gov-

ernment — with bully-boy

blockades and civil dlsrup- '

tion.

“Make your case peacefully
by all means. This is the great
strength of any democratic
society. But these blockades
are not blockades on fuel.
They are blockades on our

“democratic system.”

So according to the TUC it
i1s fundamentally wrong to
pressurise a government to
change course by industrial

action (let alone bring it

down) because that would be
an attack on democracy!

Clearly there is not much-

future for the unions in the
publlc sector under that doc—
trine.

Monks was backed to the
Jhilt by TGWU chief Bill

Morris, whose union repre-

sents the majority of directly

employed tanker drivers at

‘the refineries — many of them

long since derecognlsed by
the oil companies. |
He told the conference:

“This campaign has crossed

the line from democracy into

anarchy. If they are breaking
the law, the protesters should
be arrested”

‘New laws

No wonder Blair was soon
talking about new laws to

ensure the transportation of

fuel as an essential service.
Monks and Morris had left
the door wide open.

In the end it was not new

laws which came out of the -

joint talks between the oil
companies the government

-and the unions (although

new laws are still not ruled
out).
But there was an agreement

~ that fuel would be treated as

an essential service: a policy
that would prevent tanker
drivers taking action to

defend their own wages and

conditions.

Yet again Congress indi-
cated the imp’ortan(:e for the
left in the unions of building
ﬁghtlng opposition to the
perncious doctrine of social

partnership.

PCS: Mark Serwotka
for General Secretary

Darren Williams
Members of the Public and
Commercial Services Union
(PCS) face the prospect of
general secretary’s election
later this year in which they
will have a ‘choice’ that is
restricted to two right-wing
candidates. |

The election is to take place
a couple of years earlier than
originally scheduled, because
one of the union’s two right-
wing factions, ‘Membership -
First’, has made a temporary
alliance with the left to pre-
vent ‘Moderate’ incumbent
Barry Reamsbottom from run-

ning the union alone when the

other joint general secretary
retires in a few months’ time.

Membership First are putting-

up Assistant General
Secretary, Hugh Lannmg for
the civil service union’s top
job, and there has been enor-
mous pressure for all anti-

- Reamsbottom factions to give

him a clear runas theonly
candidate who can beat the
incumbent. -

At its national conference on

9 September, the union’s main

socialist grouping, Left Unity,

- narrowly agreed not to put up
its own candidate but to back
Lanning. Its leadership — domi-

nated by the Socialist Party -
seeks to justify this decision on
the basis that Reamsbottom
has consistently sold out mem-
bers’ interests during his
period in office, refusing to
organise a fight against pay
cuts, job losses and privatisa-
tion, and smashing the union’s
internal democracy. '
But while Lanning seems to
be more open to working with
the left, and promises to
respect union democracy, his

politics are no different from
Reamsbottom’s. If the election
result is to make any differ-

“ence to members’ lives, there

has to be a real choice, with a
socialist candidate offering a
real change of political direc-
tion, and a determination to
challenge New Labour’s con-
tinuation of the Thatcherite
‘efficiency agenda’,

Left Unity’s failure to see this
reflects the extent to which
the Socialist Party has been
sucked into machine politics,
since the days when, as
Militant, it ran PCS’s predeces-
sor, CPSA and appointed full-
timers who remain in place
today.

One of the worst aspects of
the situation is that Left Unity
has agreed with Membership
First that any potential candi-
date in this election must
secure nominations from fifty
branches in order to geton -
the ballot-paper.

This anti-democratic stipula-
tion is clearly to designed to
prevent any left candidate

~ from standing.

Nevertheless, such a candi-
date has come forward. Mark
Serwotka, a well-respected
militant activist who is cur-
rently secretary of the DSS
Sheffield branch, is being sup-

- ported by the Socialist Caucus,

the SWP and left indepen-
dents.

His candidacy is the only
hope that members have for

~ there even to be a discussion
about the kind of leadership

that the union needs.

It is therefore vital that
socialist activists push to get
their branches to nominate
Mark and take this election out
of the hands of the bureau-
crats.
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Blair’'s team dig In

under fire at Brighton

Not listening,

caring!

righton this year
saw Labour’s first
crisis conference
since Tony Blair’s
overwhelming vic-
tory in the General Election.

This time Conference took
place in the context of a
sharp fall in new Labour’s
position in the opinion polls,
with the Tories edging into
the lead. |

But Conference ended to
the sounds of a poll revival —
despite the leadership being
defeated for the first time in
the six years since Blair was
leader, on the question of
pensions, rail safety and pol-
lution.

How was this turn round
achieved?. |

Blair’s speech attempted to
parry the criticism that he
was “not listening”, which
had become so damaging

during the fuel protests. He

admitted that errors had
been made over the Dome
and over the 75p rise for pen-
sioners.

However he certainly did
not concede anything of sub-
stance — particularly on the
issue of restoring the link
between the state pensions
and average earnings, which
was broken under Thatcher
and is now the key demand
of the pensioners movement.

He counterposed the anger
over fuel duties to frustration
over the need for more
investment in education, the
NHS, the police and public
transport. |

The core of his message was

that the job of govcrnment

was to choose between com-
peting good causes. “It’s not
an arrogant government that
chooses priorities. It 1s an
irresponsible government
that fails to choose”.

lair’s attack on the
Tories centres not
at all the question
of substantive pol-
icy disagreements
— but rather the fact that
Hague and his team are por-
trayed as insubstantial and
opportunist.

Of course that attack is
accurate — bgth in terms of
the weakness of the
Conservatives today, but also
because on policy after policy
it is increasingly difficult to
see any difference between
the two parties. But that 1s
not how the rhetoric reads.

For many people, as work-
ers and as users, a key 1ssue
on which there is anger and
frustration with new
Labour’s policies is on the
question of privatisation —
whether hidden under the

pensions.

label of PFI, PPP or some
other acronym. But this is
not defended anywhere in
Blair’s speech, because this is
not the face he needs to pre-
sent when poll ratings are so
vulnerable. |

We are told instead “The
NHS was the greatest
achievement of the post war
Labour government . It was
based on a single clear and
enduring value: that health-
care should be based on need,
not ability to pay. ...

“The Labour Party will
never abandon what was one
of the greatest civilising acts
of emancipation this country
has ever known.”

What about prescription
charges and charges for den-
tal and optical work? What
about the increasing number
of Labour voters who are told
they have the choice of wait-
ing interminable lengths of
time for pain relieving opera-
tions — or paying to have
them instantly?

We are told “If people want
me to go out and exploit the
asylum issue for reasons of
race, then vote for the other
man’.

Tell that to the refugees

imprisoned in places like
Oakington detention centre,
opened by this government.
Tell that to the thousands
struggling to survive on
vouchers meted out to asy-
lum seekers, to those forcibly
dispersed away from places
where there is at least some
community support for peo-
ple fleeing persecution at
home.

So what we have in the end
is an admission that mistakes
have been made — but a ruth-
less determination to carry
on in the same direction.

And the opinion polls

- demonstrate that this strat-

egy 1s having some success.
Of course part of that is
because the Tories are such

_an unattractive option .

At the conference itself, the
key debate was on the issue of
The pensioners
movement has managed to
rally broad support for its
platiorm The demand to
restore the link with earn-
ings is a demand for a decent
standard of living for this
section of the working class..

But what came increasingly
into focus was the means by
which this standard of living
should be achieved The
demand for restoration of the
link is in practice a campaign
for wuniversalism, against
means-testing and for pro-
gressive taxation.

In opposing this position
the leadership and their lack-

hearing, or

eys put forward two main
argument. The first — which
again is not at all confined to
the question of pensions — 1s
that current government
practice is “targeting” the

- people who really need help —

the poorest.

The other point they make
is that while restoration of
the link could be afforded
today, this would not be the
case in the years to come.
Obviously this is part of the
campaign for a second term —
“The large majority we won
was never a reason to do the
job quickly: but to do it prop-
erly”.

These two arguments are
based on Blair’s desire to
cuddle up to Middle England
and therefore to refuse to
support progressive taxation.
The left needs to refute this
reactionary nonsense and
make the call for taxing the

rich and big business a key

part of our armoury.

The resolution was watered
down so that restoration of
the link was only one of the
things that could be consid-
ered.

This, it seemed, would have
been acceptable to Blair - but
Gordon Brown, on his return
from Prague, insisted that
there should be no compro-
mise.

or the trade union
leaders, it is easier
to challenge the
government on
social issues like
pensions, where they are not
called on do anything more
than make left speeches, than

on the day to day questions

facing their members at
work.
And the fact that retiring

UNISON chief Rodney
Bickerstaffe is about to take

Andrew Wiard

over from Jack Jones as chair
of the national Pensioners
Forum must have had some
effect on his eventual stance
in refusing to remit the reso-
lution.

The breakdown of the vote
was highly significant: 84%
of the unions voted for the
resolution but only 36% of
CLP delegates.

This indicates an unparal-
leled weakness of the left in
the constituencies — a com-
plete turn around from the
days when the CLPs opposed
the platform time and time
again and the union bureau-
crats came to the leadership’s
rescue.

We should also bear in
mind that over 60 CLPs did
not bother to fork out the
exorbitant cost of sending
delegates to this conference,
at which decisions would be
so roundly ignored.

The other predicted row
the leadership wished to
avoid was on the barbaric
system of vouchers for asy-

1um seekers.

It was positive that confer-

be

.......

ence delegates voted for this
~ along with pensions - to be
one of the four contemporary
resolutions that were on the
agenda.

t seems clear that the
massive campaign
against vouchers
mounted by the Cam-
paign to Defend
Asylum Seekers has had an
impact here as well as at the
TUC.

However - despite the
rumours that the particularly
pernicious practice of refus-
ing change to those paying
for goods by voucher might
dropped - TGWU
General Secretary  Bill
Morris agreed to remit the
motion in exchange for a
promise of a “review” of the
whole system of vouchers.

This was no concession at
all from the platform: they
had already made the same
promise at July’s National
Policy Forum.

In any event there is noth-
ing useful that could come
from a review — the whole

------

...............................
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system is discriminatory and
rotten to the core. The cam-
paign for abolition needs to
be stepped up inside and out-
side the Labour Party - and
Morris must pay a price for
letting the leadership off the

hook.

In overall terms, Gordon
Brown made clear the leader-
ship’s contempt for confer-
ence. Speaking on Radio 4’s
Today programme, he said

“It is not for a few compos-
ite motions to decide the pol-
icy of the government and
the country. It is for the
whole country, and I am lis-
tening to the whole country”.

Blair made similar com-
ments, making clear that for
the government, the Labour
Party is now seen as only one
interest group amongst
many. They are riding
roughshod over even their
most servile supporters.

The task for the left inside
and outside the Labour Party
is to step up joint campaign-
ing against the reactionary
policies of New Labour.

Pensions: make fat cat
pbosses pay their share!

PERHAPS the most sickening argument
used by Tony Blair and Gordon Brown to
oppose the link between the state pension
and average wages is that although the
government could afford to implement it
this year, the cost in future years would be

too high.

This not only concedes that — as pension-
ers have argued — the money is there, but
makes it plain that the government expects
the gap between pensions and wages,
which is costing today's pensioners over
£25 per week, to grow even larger as time

goes by!

tax!

It is also clear from this argument that
Labour's hard line against pensioners today
is aimed purely and simply to safeguard the
future profitability of capitalism.

The crazy argument that a big pension
increase would mean handing cash to
wealthy pensioners can be easily
answered: the wealthy can pay it back in

In fact so low are the incomes of most
who depend on the state pension that two
thirds of pensioners are too poor to pay
any income tax at all (below £112 per

ail pensioners is just £138.

A key reason why British pensions are so
low compared with those across the
European Union is that British companies
pay far less than their European counter-
parts-in National Insurance.

French trade unions have been waging a
long and militant fight to prevent employ-

ers reducing pension contributions from

wages.

week) — and the-average weekly income of

the current level of 40 percent of gross

The equivalent contribution by British
employers is closer to 10 percent!




Hutton review

slates PPP ...
put only tube
workers can stop

privatisation

Greg Tucker

he Hutton
Review of
London Under-
ground funding
has now reported.
Set up by Ken Livingstone in
a deal with Labour GLA
members, the Review slates
the government’s Public
Private Partnership (PPP)
privatisation plans.

But in accepting that some
form of contracting out is
inevitable it offers little com-
fort to tube workers.

With the government pre-
pared to face out any legal
challenge from Livingstone,
only action by tube workers
can stop LUL privatisation.
And with time running out it
is vital that the labour move-
ment across London now
shows its support to give tube
workers the confidznce to
fight back. |

The tube 1s falling apart — as

R
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But the current Treasury-led
system is unable to guarantee
the long-term funding neces-
sary to plan a proper invest-
ment programme.

» New Labour’s PPP solves
this problem by giving the
tube infrastructure over into
private hands for thirty
years.

Alternatively Livingstone
proposes to raise capital
through an LUL bond issue.

Both proposals dodge the
option supported by the
majority of LLondoners, that
the government directly
fund the tube — the cheapest
option by far, especially 1if
instead of Treasury bonds the
money was found through

the seemingly unthinkable
route of taxing the rich.

Hutton effectively rules out
this option from the start.
Instead he focuses on com-
paring PPP with LUL bonds.
The government argues that
PPP is better because busi-
ness know-how will lead to
improved efficiency, at a
cheaper cost. This is shown
to be utterly unfounded.

There is no evidence that
the private sector can manage
any better that LUL. Indeed
it is clear that the main, if not
only, road to improved “effi-
ciency” is the erosion of
workers’ terms and condi-
tions.

The only other improve-
ment comgs with the long-
term stability given by a
thirty-year contract. There 1s
no reason why LUL, if given
the same stability, could not
be even more efficient 1n the
public sector, without having
to attack jobs and conditions.

private sector debacle of the
Channel Tunnel. But even
putting the Channel Tunnel
aside, let’s not forget that the
problem with the JLE was
that LUL failed to control its
contractors — the very ones
who are bidding for the PPP!
Once a fairer set of assump-
tions are made the bond issue
comes out significantly
cheaper than the PPP - even
with the extra interest that
LUL would have to pay com-
pared to the Treasury. Direct
government investment
would be even cheaper.

he government
counters this by
saying that under
PPP the contrac-
tors carry the risk
if something goes wrong. As
the report says, “this is a seri-
ous misunderstanding of risk
allocation. No sensible pri-
vate company will accept a
risk without receiving full

R

s to cost, the gov-
ernment has only
allowed some of
its costing
assumptions to be
made public. But even from
these it is clear that they have
stacked the odds in favour of
the privatisation plans -
assuming high growth, low
costs for the private sector
against poor performance
from LUL - the benchmark
the contractors would have to
meet is 5% below current
performance levels! To jus-
tify this they point to LULs
mismanagement of the
Jubilee Line Extension.

"Hutton counters with the
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payment for it.”

In fact many of the finan-
cial risks are being kept on
the public side of the PPP.
Those that are on the private
side will be paid for in full.

And, as the Review makes
clear, the possibility will also
exist for the contractors to
hold LUL up to ransom. The
slightest necessary change to
the PPP at some point 1n 1ts
thirty-year cycle will be
enough to put LUL on the
spot:

“The arguments about risk
transfer are silly. London
needs the Underground, oth-
erwise it grinds to a halt,
which is unthinkable. So in
the final instance, the public

Stefano Cagnoni

2
S

sector will pick up the risk.”
When BR was privatised
the Tories put in a Rail
Regulator to keep the private
sector under controi — every-
one knows that this has been
a joke. With LUL, Labour
have watered even this down
and will split regulation

between a “PPP Arbiter” and
LUL (under the control of
the Mayor).

ven 1f Livingstone
was serious about
using his powers to
make the contrac-
tors’ lives as intol-
erable as possible, it 1s ques-
tionable about how much he
would able to do so. Despite
using his threats to push up

‘their charges, 1t 1s apparent

that the potential PPP con-
tractors are not unduly wor-
ried by this system.

Having demolished the
financial arguments Hutton
turns to the small matter of
safety. As he comments:

“the letter from the
Inspector of Railways that
was leaked during our review
plainly reveals official unease
at both the safety culture
within LUL and some partic-
ular problems thrown up
during the shadow running
of the PPP...

“There is also some worry
that LUDLs powers in enforc-
ing safety (under PPP) are
more apparent than real.”

Rail privatisation has
shown that with a hundred
and one different companies
responsible for safety lines of
communication get blurred
and in the end no one 1is
responsible. |

Even if the contractors were
the most safety conscious
things would be unaccept-
able. And we all know that
the construction companies
bidding for the PPP have
some of the worst safety
records going!

So what 1is Hutton’s
answer? Having refused to

SRR e

countenance securc govern-

ment funding, the Review

ends with two unappealing

options. That the govern-
ment allows the GLA and
Mayor to introduce bonds,
on the understanding that
such an option should
include private sector man-
agement being contracted in
at a much higher level than
under traditional forms of
contracting, what it calls a
“win-win solution”. Or that

the PPP should go ahead —

but only if it meets much

more rigorous safety and
value for money criteria.
Prescott and co. have
latched on to this to claim
endorsement for their gen-
eral strategy, with only the
details to quibble over, but of

course, from Hutton’s per-

spective he has delivered
what Livingstone wanted —
showing the PPP is unwork-
able and offering bonds as a
viable alternative.

Just don’t hold your breath
if you are a tube worker.
However bad PPP has been
shown to be, the government
calculates they can defeat any
legal challenge, and the bond
issue will still be a potential
threat to jobs and conditions.

11 of this is made
worse because the
PPP 1s already
beginning to
affect tube work-
ers lives. LUL has been
carved up into smaller sub-
companies under “shadow
running”.

The effective transfer of
staff from the protection of
LUL into what will be the
privatised contract compa-
nies has thus already taken
place. |

As with rail privatisation
this transfer does not appear
to make much difference at
this stage, with LUL cen-
trally still in control (though
the Railway Inspector’s letter
on safety shows that he cer-
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tainly is concerned).

But when it came time to
hand over to the private rail
franchises rail workers found
that a number of their legal
options to challenge their
privatisation had already dis-

“appeared.

At the time we were sold
this pup as a way for Knapp
and co. to dodge the call for
industrial action. Whilst this
may not be quite the case
here it does mean that the
campaign to halt the PPP
needs to hot up rapidly.

It 1s clear that only 1ndus-
trial action by tube workers
can halt the PPP. But it is
important that the workforce
is not divided.

he infrastructure
workers, being
threatened with
the private sector,
left to fight for
themselves, face an uphill
struggle. But all tube workers
will be affected by the PPP —
whilst many workers will
remain in the public half of
LUL, if nothing eise every
worker’s safety will be jeop-
ardised.

However it is organised, all
workers need to fight united
— the RMT needs to be mak-
ing clear at the earliest
opportunity how essential
unity will be campaigned for.

The Hutton Review pro-
vides some useful ammuni-
tion in the campaign against
tube privatisation, but the
key is now the actions of the
London labour movement.

The LUL RMT have called
for support for a demonstra-
tion on 21 October (11lam
Euston) and a lobby of the
GLA on 24 October (6pm
Marsham Street).

Both demonstrations need
to be supported.
Underground workers have
got to be convinced that
when the time comes any
action they take will be sup-
ported.
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Fighting sc
council house sales

56% of all Housing Associations made SRR i e N
profits of over 10% in the period 1995- S LR A
1999 and gave average annual pay 1o - TE . s s o

g scandal of |

Terry Conway |
IN THREE YEARS since the election of
this New Labour government more
council houses have been privatised
than under the Tories. Now the govern-

their Chief Executive of £67,000!
Fortunately an increasing number of o

ment is planning the transfer of more
than 200,000 a year — meaning that, if
it is sucessful, within a decade there
left.

This is a massive attack on the welfare
state that would see us return to the

will be no council housing

days of Rachmann.

One cf the biggest lies in this whole
scandal is that these plans are being
carried through for financial reasons.
But the government are bribing counciis
by promising to write of up to £12 bil-
lion in debts if they transfer stock to the

private sector.

Another myth is that we shouldn’t
oppose the transfers anyway because
Housing Associations are not really the
private sector — they are non-profit

organisations.

But Inside Housing points out that

iLib-Lab coalition:
backwards step
for Welsh Labour

Darren Williams
THE POLITICS of .the

National Assembly for Wales

took a sharp twist on
Thursday October 5, with
the announcement that the
ruling Labour group is to
enter a coalition with the
Liberal Democrats

Labour has governed as a
minority since the first
Welsh general election in

May 1999 gave it only

twenty-eight of the
Assembly’s sixty seats.

This meant that Labour
had to make ad hoc agree-
ments with at least one of the
other parties — usually Plaid
Cymru - if it was to ensure
that it could win votes on
controversial issues, and
avoid a humiliating defeat
like the no confidence
motion that forced the resig-
nation of Blairite First
Secretary, Alun Michael, ear-
lier this year.

Now, Michael’s successor,
Rhodri Morgan, has drawn
up a ‘Partnership
Agreement’ that seeks to
guarantee ‘stability’ by giv-
ing the Liberal Democrats
two seats in the Cabinet, with
Liberat leader Mike German
becoming his deputy.

The agreement, set to run
until the next election in
2003, was agreed by an emer-
gency meeting of the Welsh
Labour Executive
Committee on Thursday
‘night, and has to be ratified
by a Liberal Democrat con-
ference on 14 October if it is
to go ahead.

“Wales

local campaigns are being set up 10
fight back against these plans — ana
some have won significant victories.
Recent ballots where council plans
have been defeated include in
Wycombe, where there was a 52% no

vote, in South Bedfordshire, where 72%

The Partnership
Agreement has been gener-
ally welcomed by Labour
Assembly Members, who see

it as a necessary step to

ensure that the Assembly can
deliver policies that they say
will benefit the people of
and enhance the
body’s own standing in the
process.

The Agreement contains
over one hundred policy
commitments, including the
promise of substantial sums
of money for health and edu-
cation, to cut hospital wait-
ing lists and school class

‘sizes.
While the Liberal
Democrats are claiming

credit for these pledges,
almost all of them are in
keeping with the aspirations

- of mainstream Labour opin-

ion. |

Most are unexceptional, if
positive, but a few stand to
distinguish the Assembly’s
programme from that of the

Westminster Government:

for example, an independent
review of student funding
whose proposals could see
Wales, like Scotland, offering
a element of financial sup-
port for students that 1s
unavailable in England.

Other policies that Labour
would not have promised
include reviews of the pow-
ers of the Assembly, and of
the electoral system for local
government.

The fact that these initia-
tives are welcome in them-
selves does not at all justify
the coalition that has put
them on the agenda. The bit-

said no and on the Ethered Estate in
Lambeth, where the vote against pri-
vatisation was 60%.

Il Defend Council
Housing National

Conference
Saturday October 21, 11 am
Manchester - Friends Meeting

House, 6 Mount St.

ter irony, that it has taken the
Liberal Democrats to initiate
a process that could at last
distinguish the Assembly’s
politics from those of
Westminster, is merely a
reflection of the political
timidity of the Labour
group.

In fact, Labour could have
produced proposals like
these itself and demanded
support from both the
Liberal Democrats and Plaid
Cymru, with no strings
attached, which would have
been forthcoming 1n most
cases if the parties had
wanted to retain their pro-
gressive credentials.

The defeats inflicted on
L.abour in the past — most
spectacularly the removal of
Alun Michael - have been a
response to the administra-
tion’s control by Blair, who
effectively imposed Michael
against the wishes of Labour
Party members and a major-
ity of the Welsh people.

Plaid is to the left of
Labour on a whole series of
issues, and it is unfortunately
significant that this deal has
been struck not with them
but with the Liberals.

For, however progressive
the Partnership agreement, a
[.ib-Lab coalition will ult1-
mately pull Labour to the

- right.

The process by which the
deal has been agreed also
suggests a worrying move
away from the Labour Party
democracy that Rhodri
Morgan supposedly embod-
ies, in contrast to his prede-
cessor. Labour AMs, outside

John Harris
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the cabinet, were not even
told about the deal until the
day that it was publicly
announced — by which time a
detailed pact had been drawn

up with the Liberal
Democrats.
They  therefore felt

bounced into agreeing the
deal, and while four AMs
reportedly opposed the pro-
posal as such, unease about
the procedure is far more
widespread.

The Welsh Executive was
treated with even more con-
tempt, being asked to
endorse the proposals after
they had been publicly
announced, and therefore
given the choice of falling
into line or publicly humili-
ating their own leadership.

Labour’s minority position
is a consequence of the
unhappiness of large sections
of the Welsh electorate about
the politics of New Labour.

Rhodri Morgan’s adminis-

‘tration should be seeking to

demonstrate that it 1s in
touch  with  grassroots
Labour supporters, and by
extension with the majority
of the people of Wales.

Instead, it has signalled a
move towards the politics of
backroom manoeuvring, out
of sight of the people.

Left Labour activists
should work for the dissolu-
tion of this partnership and
for Welsh Labour to demon-
strate the genuine political
independence that 1s neces-
sary for the Assembly to
become the tribune of the
people of Wales.

........

campaigners

Pete Cooper
Following the successful
mobilisation against the IMF
and World Bank in Prague in
September, the next target
of anti-capitalist campaign-
ers needs to be the
European summit in Nice in
December.

Both the ATTAC network
and the Euromarch network
in France will be making
Nice a priority.

Both these forces were
key the impressive turn out
of nearly 100,000 demon-
strators protesting against
globalisation in the small
French town of Millau earlier
in July.

Given that, and the
strength of the left in the
French labour movement,
together with official Trade

Union backing for the mobil-

isation, there is a real
potential for December 6 to
be another major step for-
ward in building a genuine
European response to neo-
liberalisism. Let us make
sure that we build a serious
turn out from Britain.

This appeal is currently
being circulated and
deserves the widest possi-
ble support from individuals
and labour movement bod-
ies:

Appeal

WE THE UNDERSIGNED caill
for the biggest possible
mobilisation for the demon-
stration called by the
European Confederation of
Trade Unions (ETUC) and
supported by the TUC In
Nice, France December 6
2000.

@ The Prague anti-capital-
ist demonstrations effec-
tively exposed the role of
IMF and World Bank in
bringing misery to tens of
millions of people across

the globe, through their
austerity and structural
adjustment plans.

@ But behind the
WTO/IMF/World Bank stand
the US and governments of

- the European Union. The

EU is being used as one of
the main instruments of the
neo-liberal offensive against
public services and living -
standards in Europe.

@ The Inter Governmental
Conference will be deciding
on a Charter of Basic
Rights.

This Charter, which is
designed to form the basis
of an EU Constitution,
“guarantees the freedom 10
conduct a business”, but
gives no guarantee of the
right to collective bargaining
and trade union action,
including strike, at European
level”, in the words of ETUC
General Secretary Emilio
Gabaglio.

Nor are there any guaran-
tees of the right to employ-
ment and housing, which
are written into the constitu-
tions of many EU countries.
- @ The ETUC expects at

least 50,000 demonstrators

to converge from all over
Europe. We cali on all
labour movement bodies,
NGOs, and anti-capitalists
to show their opposition to
the direction of EU policies
by mobilising with our
European brothers and sis-

“ters, and calling for a funda-

mental change of course by
European governments.

Meeting to build
for Nice |

Monday October 30, 7.30
Diorama Centre, Osnaburgh
St London NW I (nr Great
Portland St tube), includes
report back from planning
-meeting in Paris on Oct 21.
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whirlwind

Alan Davies
eptember’s fuel
blockades coincided
with similar actions
across Europe, and
brought Britain
close to paralysis. The atti-
tude of the left to the crisis
has involved knee jerk reac-
tions — from opposite ends of
the spectrum.

Some sections of the far left,
and much of the left in the
Labour Party and the trade
unions see the movement
that erupted as simply one of
small employers, to which
the labour movement should
offer no support at all.
~There are even those who
say the more these people are
smashed up the better.
Others, parts of the far left,
have seen the protests as a
new emergence of working

class struggle, which has to

be recognised and built on.
In our view both of these
positions are profoundly
Wrong. |
First of all we have to be

from its
refusal to
tax the rich

protést. These 1ncluded the
o1l companies and the Road

clear: the blockades were not
protests by the working class.

‘The protestors were crisis-
ridden sections of the small
business people, sections of
the petty bourgeoisie, who
have turned against new
Labour as highé® fuel prices
have been added to the
unremitting pressures of the

market which they face every

day.

Many of these people
became self employed as the
result of Thatcherite deregu-
lation and outsourcing in the
1980s, and now work endless
hours in deregulated markets
and are struggling for the
survival against small profit
margins.

But does this mean we can-
not give them any kind of
support? We don’t think so.

We should support progres-
sive movements of the petty
bourgeoisie 1n defence of
their interests against big
business.

There were of course a
range of dubious backers and
manipulators behind the

Haulage Association as well
as the Countryside Alliance
and the Tory Party. |
We do not support these
forces: but we do support the
stated aims of the protest
both in terms of a reduction
in the tax on fuel, and in alle-
viating the crisis facing small
farmers, small hauliers, and
owner drivers, which are at
the core of the action. |
The blockades centred on
the emotive issue of petrol
prices. British prices are the

‘highest in Europe, due to the

level of tax, and are now

punitive against big sections

of poorer people who run
cars.

The protest
enjoyed  mass

therefore
support

amongst the working class,
‘and linked in to a range of

other grievances against new
Labour. The result was an
explosion of anger and
resentment.

People who live in the
countryside, and small busi-
ness people, feel victimised
by fuel prices. Small farmers,
hauliers and owner drivers
are being squeezed out by big
business, neo-liberal deregu-
lation (unregulated market
forces), and — in the case of
the small farmers — the super-
markets and food manufac-
turers who profit from buy-
ing their produce at
knock-down prices.

We should stand with them
and call for the protection of
small businesses threatened
by their principal enemy —

- big capital and multinational

companies. We reject any
notion that this 1s not the
business of the left or of the
labour movement.

Tory tax

t 1s argued that high
fuel taxes are there to
protect the environ-

the case.
The fuel price escalator was
introduced by Tory

- Chancellor Norman Lamont

ment. This was never

Virtually tax free ...

in 1993 as part of a package of
measures to switch the bur-
den of taxes from the oil com-
panies to the consumer.
Another measure brought 1n
at the same time was the
imposition of VAT on
domestic heating fuel. In the
same budget Lamont slashed
petroleum revenue tax paid

by north sea oil extractors
from 75% to 50%, — and abol-

ished 1t for firms developing
" new oil fields.

In one move Lamont was
able to line the pockets of his
oill company pals, secure a
major additional source of
growing revenue for the gov-
ernment, and cynically mas-
querade as a defender of the
environiment.

The escalator has ensured
that fuel duty has risen above
inflation every year since —
piling up revenue for Tory
and Labour governments:
ironically 1t was Gordon
Brown who announced this
year that he would end the
price spiral. |

But Brown’s main answer
to those who wanted him to
go further and cut fuel taxes
was — and still is — that it
would mean cuts 1in spending
on hospital and schools. The
money raised through this
indirect tax is being used to
avold the need to tax busi-
ness and the rich.

Protect the

environment

f course there 1s a
genuine environ-
mental problem
to be addressed:
the issue of car
use and road transport 1is
indeed central to the reduc-
tion of greenhouse gas emis-
sions. We can see the flood-
ing taking place in the Indian
sub-continent and south east
Asia at the present time and
the consequences of the rise
1s sea levels for countries like
Bangladesh are all too clear.

We have to put action
against global warming at the
top of the political agenda.

But we do not accept that
environmental protection
can be achieved by the cur-
rent ineffective and regres-
sive tax on petrol.

how should the left respond?
abour
reaps the

... The Tories made North Sea Oil a massive
profit stream for the oil bosses — and they want to keep it that way!

Cutting the use of cars can

be achieved only through
combining strong disincen-
tives against car use with the
provision of alternative
forms of sustainable trans-
port.

Policies in towns should
include a major investment
in public transport alongside
more pedestrianisation,
parking restrictions, park
and ride, alternative energy
sources for the car etc, and a
tackling of the all embracing
car culture which currently
exists in this society.

But without viable alterna-
tives that enable people to
travel, increases in fuel prices
are inelastic and have little
effect on consumption. A dif-
ferential tax on engine size
would be a much more useful
way of reducmg carbon diox-
1de emissions.

The protests have probably
set back Labour’s limited
attempts to limit greenhouse
£as emiss1ons.

But the popular anger flows
from successive govern-
ments, 1ncluding new
Labour, hypocritically claim-
ing to use fuel taxation as a
means of achieving a reduc-
tion in emissions, while in
fact relying on this as a major
source of revenue for the
Treasury.

The shift towards indirect
taxation, which began under
the Tories and has continued
under Blair, has been widely
recognised as unfair and dis-

‘honest.

People can see that a tax
which raises more money for
the government the more
petrol is sold 1s flawed as a
means of reducing the con-
sumption of fossil fuels.
They know that the extra
money raised for the govern-
ment 1s not being spent on
environmental protection.

This is one reason why the
call by the Green Party to
maintain and increase the tax
will go nowhere.

Direct taxation

call for a
turn back
towards
direct taxa-
tion. The

increases in indirect taxation
carried out by successive gov-
ernments in this country
have resulted in a redistribu-
tion of wealth from the poor
to the rich.

We say reverse this situa-
tion. Reduce indirect taxa-

~ tion. Tax the rich and impose

massive direct taxation on
the o1l companies to pay for
an environmentally sustain-
able transport system: the
current tax on oil extraction
in the North Sea is'the lowest
in the world.

This should be a first step
towards nationalising the oil
companies and the banks.

Only by taking on the

power and wealth of capital
can a green agenda be pur-
sued. The Green Party’s lack
of any class analysis has left it
with a blind spot on indirect
taxation on fuel.

We link our call for a reduc-
tion 1n fuel tax to a call for a
sustainable energy policy
and an integrated transport
policy for both people and
freight. This must include
not only new rail and tram
services for passenger travel
but a complete reorganisa-
tion of freight transport, to
switch large quantities of
material from road haulage
back onto rail.

The current levels of trans-
portation of goods (and even
people) are a product of “just
in time production” — a fea-
ture of globalisation, as Andy
Kilmister’s article explains
on page 18. This method has
to be challenged.

New Labour, of course
rejects all calls to tax the rich
and the big corporations. It is
as keen as the Tories on pro-
moting the anarchy of the
free market, which stands as
a major obstacle to any
planned transport system or
attempt to safeguard the
environment.

Business friends

he government’s
attitude to the
fuel protest -—
which it
denounced as “a
challenge to law and order” —
was determined by the strate-
gic alliance which now exists
between new Labour and

sections of big business. In

fact of all the business inter-
ests courted by Blair’s team,
new Labour’s relationship to
the oil 1ndustry has been the
closest. ‘

As Private Eye points out
“No area of British business
has supplied more expertise
to the Blair project than the
oil industry. The role of Lord
Simon, former BP chairman,
as Minister for Europe has
been well documented”.
Peter Mandelson when he
was Trade and Industry
Secretary actually brought
together a “task force” of oil
executives “to tackle the
problem of low o1l prices”!

The public pronounce-
ments of new Labour minis-
ters took the softest possible
line on the oil companies —
continuing to quote-claims of
“intimidation” or “violence
on the picket line” as the rea-
son for the tankers not going
out from refineries.

But the protest was a new
phenomenon in many ways.

A







