TB: scourge
of the poor!

HE OUTBREAK [t

of tuberculosis (TB)

among school chil-

dren in Leicester has §

delivered a stark
reminder that some of the §
dreaded Kkiller diseases that used §
to haunt this country until the
1950s are rife in many parts of
the world.

The conditions for the disease
are actually worsened by our
own “TB” — Tony Blair and his
New Labour government,
which has become one of the
most hard line advocates of
“neo-liberal” policies at home
and abroad.

Blair recently added his sup
port to a government policy
document which upholds the
“right” of pharmaceutical com- §
panies to coin billions in profits
from the sale of patented drugs
for fighting diseases like TB
and AIDS at inflated prices to
debt-ridden Third World coun-
tries. :

And Labour government poli-
cies are encouraging the process
of globalisation, which is
rapidly creating new pools of &
poverty and ill health.

TB is above all a disease of the |
poor. It flourishes in over-
crowded, damp, and decrepit
housing stock, and among mal- §
nourished men, women and |
children without access to basic |
medical services.

: s public health offi
cials were quick to
point out in |
Leicester, TB can be
treated swiftly and effec-

tively with modern antibiotics: but

without treatment it can again

emerge as a leading cause of inca-
pacity and early death.

The Leicester outbreak is large
enough and rare enough in Britain
to attract news headlines, though
the disease has for several years
been making an unwelcome come-
back in many deprived inner city
areas, notably parts of London and
Glasgow.

But this proliferation in Britain is
small beer compared with the ram-
pant growth of TB and other avoid-
able disease on a world scale, as the
increasingly globalised economy
serves to widen the gap between an
ever wealthier minority, and a much
larger layer that is sinking ever
deeper into the most grinding
poverty.

Billions of people eke out an exis-
tence on $2 or less per day. Not only
do their living conditions leave
them vulnerable to TB, malaria and

%

other devastating diseases, but they
lack the means to buy health care
and the drugs they need when they
fall ill.

The cost of any form of treatment
has been systematically increased
by the austerity programmes of the
World Bank and IME which have
tried to limit any health provision
in Third World countries to a mini-
mal primary care service, often
linked to full recovery of costs
through the imposition of charges
for drugs and medical care.

eo-liberal ideologists,

aping Margaret

Thatcher’s famous

phrase that “There is

no such thing as soci-
ety”, refuse to recognise the impor-
tance of social provision of health
care, and attempt to force all health
provision into a straitjacket of free
market economics, in which the
poor who suffer the most illness
inevitably receive the least health
services.

The idea of a concerted interna-
tional drive to tackle the disease is
anathema to Tony Blair’s new
friends, the bankers and business
chiefs who are making big profits
from the present system, and who
resent any move that would share
out their wealth or force them to
pay more taxes. ,

But at Leicester shows, any
attempt to eradicate TB ‘in the
advanced countries while it remains
endemic elsewhere in the world is

~doomed to failure.

he tabloid press has of
course been quick to
seize upon the high pro-
portion of children of
Asian origin in the
Leicester school at the centre of the
new British outbreak — although the
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precise origin of the disease
is unknown, and most of the
children diagnosed as vic-
tims were born (and many
vaccinated) in this country.
Once again there is a tacit
racist assumption that “for-
eigners” can be blamed for
health problems which in
fact start much closer to
home, in a system and a
government that promote

the poor, here and abroad.
Our prescription starts

with the maximum support

for the Socialist Alliance

and widen social inequality. ¢
Socialists want to see the No To SON OF
back of TB - the scourge of ST

challenge in the coming
general election.
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Show of strength: tube workers know they have huge popular support. Only ministers seem to favour PPP

news |

The second day of strike
action by Underground work-
ers has been a success. Faced
with a reballot RMT members
voted in even bigger. numbers
for action (over |1 to | in
favour). And despite the
ASLEF leadership pulling out
of the dispute the unity built
up on the first strike day held
up — this time with ASLEF
members refusing to cross the
RMT picket lines.

Nevertheless the govern-
ment seems intent on facing
down the action. Prescott and
Brown have deliberately scup-
pered the talks with
Livingstone and Kiley that
aimed to produce some form
of compromise. Even though
Kiley's deal contained many
suspect elements the decision
to now seek judicial review is
useful.

Labour wants to get through
the general election with its
policy intact. To do so they

Tu be rer's keep
up the pressure

page 2.

have had to promise more
money to the contract bid-
ders. But it is clear that their
proposals are falling apart, -
with both the Health & Safety
Executive and the National
Audit Office saying the PPP
will not work.

The task now is to keep up
the pressure. Strike action
alone will not win this dispute.
But a combination of industrial
action with a sharp political
campaign can be successful.
We have to ensure that maxi-
mum pressure is brought to
bear over the next two
months.

The RMT (and ASLEF rank
and file) are playing their
industrial part. In addition the
Socialist Alliance showed its
support on the picket lines,
but now that has ta be devel-
oped — the broader move-
ment has a duty to respond to
back up the tube workers in
their political campaigning..

RMT opens
witch-hunt

The RMT national executive
has launched a major attack
on the democracy of the
union. It is attempting to
have one leading activist,
Pat Sikorski, barred from
holding any office for five
years and also to discipline
two others.

That they are doing this to
Patrick whilst, as Secretary
of the London Underground
Regional Council, he is lead-
ing the industrial dispute on
the tube only adds to the
criminal nature of their
actions.

Last year, after a tied vote,
a right wing member was
deemed to have been
elected to the RMT national
executive. But when this was
challenged at the RMT AGM
(annual conference) it was
decided that the election
should be rerun. The
national executive contemp-
tuously decided to ignore
this decision of the govern-
ing body of the union.

At a subsequent special
general meeting delegates
were naturally furious at this
decision.

The Standing Orders
Committee, of which Patrick
was Secretary, tried to have
the matter. of the executive
decision discussed.

But in a contempt of the
rights of the membership,
the then union President
and Assistant General
Secretary, Vernon Hince,
closed down the conference
without debate.

Condemned

Three quarters of the con-
ference delegates then
stayed behind to agree a
statement condemning the
President and AGS for their
actions. As Standing Orders
Committee Secretary,
Patrick was asked to circu-
late the statement to
Branches.

For this crime, deemed to
be “circulating unofficial cir-
culars”, Patrick is to be
barred from holding office.
Appeals from Branches for
another special general

meeting to be convened
have been ignored, again a
flagrant breach of union
rules.

The President paid the
price of his actions by being
defeated in an election at
the end of the year.

His replacement, Phil
Boston, supports the mem-
bership's rights to a demo-
cratic union.

He has defended Patrick
and is campaighing to get
last year's AGM decisions
implemented. But in doing
so he is being blocked by
the union bureaucracy and
by the right wing majority on
the national executive.

Big issues are at stake
here, reaching beyond the
wrangle over the election of
one place on the national
executive.

Undermined

This is about trying to
undermine the rank and file
fight over privatisation — the
fight to stop the tube sell off
and the fight to resist the
effects of mainline rail pri-
vatisation.

It is about trying to stop
the growing campaign to
free the union’s political
fund so that we can stop our
craven endorsement of a
Labour government hell bent
on attacking our members.

And it is about ensuring
that the left is defeated
when Knapp and Hince -
retire in a year or two’s time.
The right wouid rather
destroy the union than let
the members take control.

We cannot afford to let
them get away with this.
Already a number of
Regional Councils have met
to denounce this witch-hunt.
At the same time the battle
is still raging at a national
level with the President try-
ing to defend union democ-
racy.

The RMT&eft has to ensure
that delegates at this year's
AGM are left in no doubt of
the strength of feeling of the
union rank and file on this
matter. ’

Train
crew
dispute

One year ago the RMT Train -
Crew Conference demanded
that a campaign to defend the

safety role of train crew be
relaunched, after the RMT
national executive had “set-
tled” the dispute with Railtrack.

The RMT AGM subsequently
endorsed this demand for
industrial action to defend rail
safety.

It would have been hoped
that by the time of this years
Conference the issue would
have come to a head. Activists

have argued that the mainline
dispute should have been co-
ordinated with the tube action
to place maximum pressure on
the rail bosses. '

But after further talks with
Railtrack Safety and the
Association of Train Operating
Companies the RMT national
executive has yet to call a ballot
for action.

Nothing has been done to

resolve the basic issues -
ATOC and Railtrack remain
committed to undermining the
safety role of train crew. The
time for talking is long gone.

Delegates to the Train Crew
Conference are tired of
excuses —we want to have a
ballot under way by the time
we meet in Glasgow this -
month.

Gill Lee, ex-President
Lewisham NUT,
personal capacity

PRIVATISATION, teacher
shortages and the progressive
undermining of comprehensive
education form the background
for this year’s National Union
of Teachers Conference.
Members of the union have
shown that where there is any
call to action, they are ready to
respond. Any ‘honeymoon’ for
Tony Blair amongst teachers is
over.

But the Broad Left (right
wing) leadership of the union
have no answers to the crisis
facing education.

They refused the mandate of
last year’s conference of a bal-
lot to call strike action against
performance related pay.

They have done nothing to
prevent the increased privatisa-
tion of education through PFls
and the handing of local educa-
tional authorities over to profit-
making companies such as road
builders W.S.Atkins.

In response to the crisis over
teacher shortage, the leader-
ship announced no cover
‘action’ which has been very
hard to carry out, and which in
any case, was only meant that
teachers should not work out-
side the conditions of their
contracts!

Nevertheless, this action has
led to the well-publicised send-
ing home of pupils from some
schools, generally met with
support from parents, and had
led to increased demands for
strike action for better pay.

The leadership are thought to
be planning a rapid sell-out of

this very limited no-cover
action, simply waiting until con-
ference is over before they can
reach a stitch up with the
employers.

The NAS-UWT, with a per-
haps more compliant member-
ship, has already ended its
action; proposing to settle for a
deal which would undermine
existing contracts and make it
cheaper for employers to get
already over-worked class-
room teachers to do overtime,
rather than employ supply
teachers.

No answer

This is no solution for the
thousands of pupils who spend
increasing amounts of their
time drawing at the back of
another class’s room in pri-
maries. In secondaries they are

Broad — but not so left: NUT General Secretary McAvoy

taught by teachers who are not
subject specialists, or who are
exhausted trying to cope with
the demands of their ‘own’
teaching — or by a succession of
supply teachers.

Teacher shortage has brought
increased confidence to teach-
ers. This was shown by the
huge London rally around an -
increased London Allowance,
and the support, without a
campaign, for the ‘cover to
contract’ action.

But the looming recession
could rapidly alter the condi-
tions for struggle. Already the
effects of performance related
pay are working their way into
schools, with teachers increas-
ingly bargaining individually or
on a school by school basis for
more pay. This is a cultural shift
in teaching, where experience

and responsibilities were seen
as the only legitimate factors in
determining pay.

The mis-leadership of the
Broad Left should be counter-
posed to the role of the left in
the union, particularly the
Socialist Teachers Alliance,
which has fought over the last
year to continue the campaign
against performance related
pay. Left-led associations
forced the NUT leadership to
call the London pay rally, and
showed at Kingsland school in
Hackney how a union should
act when confronted by the
victimisation of its members.

Comprehensive

The STA has also taken for-
ward the arguments in defence
of comprehensive education
and against privatisation
through a number of initiatives
and conferences involving
broader forces.

The battle between the
Broad-left leadership and the
real left of the union will be
fought out at a conference this
Easter which will be even more
stage-managed than usual. Ten
guest speakers have been
invited, including the Tory
spokesperson on education,
and three Executive priority
motions have been tabled.

This will leave very little
room on conference floor for
the discussion that really needs
to be had: how to defend com-
prehensive education, pay and
conditions against a neo-liberal
government intent on breaking
the collective strength of the
union, on privatisation and
increased selection and division
in education.
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and confidence

THE SOCIALIST Alliance has
continued to make remarkable
strides forward over recent weeks.
No wonder the BBC has decided we
are the foremost of the minor par-
ties.

While the Alliance was ready for
expected election on May 3, the

postponement until June 7 will -

undoubtedly allow these processes
to continue still further. This
increasing strength can be mea-
sured at a number of levels:

B New Socialist Alliances are
being formed in places were we
didn’t previously exist.

Il Candidates are being selected
in areas where activists were not

confident that we had the capacity -

to stand. 88 are in place as we go to
press, and the list is still gtowing.

B Liz Davies’ decision to leave
the Labour Party and support the
Alliance is causing many others to
think about following her.

Il Local alliances are working
better. pulling in new activists.

Il At a national level, meetings
have been extremely constructive
and practical with an amazing
degree of consensus.

As a result of all of this we have
achieved a relatively high degree of
media coverage both nationally and
locally, which itself reinforces the
positive dynamics.

The Birmingham conference at
which the manifesto was adopted
was a watershed. Sharp political
debate took place over a wide range
of policy areas, but in the end there
was one question at the heart of
most disagreements. The issue that
needed to be settled was what kind
of organisation are we trying to
build.

Delroy Lindo speaks at Haringey rally

Some comrades, particularly
members of Workers’ Power, the
CPGB and RDG, argued that the
Socialist Alliance should adopt a
full revolutionary programme.

The majority, including the
International Socialist Group,
SWP and AWL argued that to take
this road at this time would cut us
off from our potential audience .

It was a difficult issue to grapple
with, given the fact that undoubt-
edly the majority of those present
at Birmingham - indeed probably
the majority of those currently
active in the Alliance at any level —
are revolutionary socialists.

The point is not at all that we
want to hide our politics, but that
the exciting potential of the project
lies in our ability to win those
breaking from new Labour to

become involved in building a
socialist alternative. Many of these
people still hold reformist ideas,
while many others have not had the
opportunity to discuss how the sort
of society they want to see can best
be achieved.

This is the crucial audience that
the Alliance has to reach out to and

this needs to be done on the basis of -

campaigning work as well as elec-
toral profile.

Maturity

Given that the stakes were so
high, and the long history of sectar-
ianism on the British left, the
degree of maturity and calmness
with which the Birmingham con-
ference managed to address these
questions was remarkable.

The commitment of those who
had argued for a different approach

to the Socialist Alliance itself was
also shown by the fact that when
the full manifesto was put to the
vote at the end of the day only one
comrade voted against.

The only negative factor within
all these processes is the increasing
absence of the Socialist Party,
which had less than 20 comrades at
the Birmingham conference.

While Socialist Party member
and national chair of the Alliance
Dave Nellist has played a full and
positive role, at the last two
national meetings he has been the
only member of his organisation
present. This pattern is replicated
in most local areas, where Socialist
Party branches effectively boycott
Alliance activities and meetings.

We have argued many times in
these pages that it will be the

Socialist Party itself that will pay
the price for their sectarianism. As
the Socialist Alliance grows ever
stronger, this will be even more the
case than previously.

Meanwhile the Socialist Alliance
is making plans to ensure that the
best use is made of the extra time

. given to us by Blair.

We will be working round a num-
ber of key political focuses includ-
ing : :

Building the CND demonstra-
tion outside Downing Street on
April 14

[ Organising a national day of
action against PFI to coincide with
the next strike of the Dudley hospi-

.tal workers

I Campaigning against New
Labour’s outrageous support for so
called “intellectual property rights”
of the drug companies.

" |l Mobilising for the UNISON
low pay demonstration in
Manchester on April 28

The election broadcast that Ken
Loach is putting together will
bring to people’s living rooms a
picture of the breadth of experi-
ence, talent and ideas represented
by our candidates up and down the
country. :

In addition we will be preparing
to launch our manifesto as a pam-
phlet which can be sold by activists
on the door steps, in campaigns and
workplaces and from stalls.

This will give us the opportunity
to get across the breadth of issues
on which we have something to say
and present a vision of a society
which is fundamentally different
from the profit hungry, poverty
ridden Britain which New Labour
presides over.

Bush blots the landscape

George W Bush may only
have been in office for three
months, but he has already
left an indelible mark on the
landscape, both in the US
and on a global scale. .

As an oil man born and
bred, it was always on the
cards that Bush would
instinctively side with big
business and the corporate
polluters. And as a hard-line
advocate of the “son of star
wars” National Missile
Defence system, as well as
new spending on long-range
bombers and “stealth” war-
ships, his commitment to
funnel billions into a new
escalation of the arms race
was predictable.

But Bush also attracted
large-scale sponsorship from
energy companies, and this,
together with the influence
of his Vice President Dick
Cheney — another oil man —
has also shaped his choice
of personnel for the new
Republican administration.

Interior Secretary Gale
Norton, notorious as a keen
defender of the main pollut-
ing corporations, has lost no
time-in opening up formerly

_protected wildlife reserves in

Alaska for oil exploration.
And George Dubya himself
has given a clear indication
of his concern for the envi-
ronment by abandoning any
attempt to ratify the limited
provisions of the 1997 Kyoto
protocol limiting the output
of “greenhouse” gases.
Though Bush has famously
questioned the science
behind Kyoto antl'com-
plained at the extra costs it
would impose on the US, his
defenders point out with
some justification that this is
not so much a change of

policy as a recognition of
political reality in the USA.
Indeed the Kyoto proposal
for a minimal 5% reduction
from 1992 pollution levels
by 2012 would not have
passed through Congress
under Clinton, and would
never get through the cur-
rent Congress elected last
year.

But one obvious change of
direction on the environment
is the administration’s rever-
sal of Clinton’s belated
attempt last year to restrict
levels of arsenic in drinking
water from a hefty 50 parts

per billion to the European
and WHO standard of 10.

The direction of the Bush
administration is consistent,
rapid and direct: it is moving
swiftly towards new, massive
deregulation of big business,
an enormous $1.6 trillion
tax cut — worth an average
$55,000 a year for the
wealthiest one percent, and
just a few hundred dollars
for most working people -
and a new escalation of mili-
tary spending.

Threat

Bush’s attempts to justify
the NMD programme and a
new arms race needed more
of a credible “threat” than
the hobbled and humiliated
Russian Federation, the old
remote enemy of Iraq, and
the marginal “rogue” state of
North Korea, with whom the
US has now ended peace
talks.

That’s why the administra-
tion has been keen to crank
up the tension with the
Chinese government over
the spy plane which collided
with a Chinese fighter.

The probability of such a

clash had been increased by
the intensified US military
surveillance of China from
space, by air, by sea, and
even using spy bases in
Mongolia, after Bush’s team
decided to classify China as
a “competitor” rather than a
“partner”.

The refusal of the Chinese
to bend the knee to the
world’s only superpower has
helped Bush and his
defence and state depart-
ment team to build up a
stronger imaginary “threat”
as justification for their-own
aggressive policies,

The protests against the
new missiles are gathering
pace, not least in Britain,
where CND is mountinga ~
major demonstration on the
Easter weekend.

But those who argue that
Bush’s hawkish and brutal
neo-liberal policies justify a
line of supporting the
Democrats as a “lesser evil”
have short memories and
rather blinkered vision.

Onslaught

The NMD programme
began under Clinton, while

eight years of Democrat
administration also served to
push through neo-liberal
policies including a massive
onslaught on social security.

Although Clinton and oth-
ers paid lip-service to Kyoto
and environmental issues,
theé administration delivered
little if anything in practical
policy terms.

Widespread disillusion in
the Democrats among ordi-
nary working people who had
naively expected better-was
a major factor in the close-
run, highly dubious election
that eventually enabled Bush
to take office on a small
minority of the popular vote.

Rather than hankering
fondly for a return of the
Democrats — who have
largely disappeared as a
coherent political opposition
in the last three months -
US workers and socialists
should be giving more urgent
attention to building cam-
paigns of resistance and a
genuine political alternative
to the twin parties of capital,
which have been allowed to
share power (and cynically
reward their sponsors) for far
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Andy Kilmister.
n its issue of March 24 the
Economist talked openly in
the leading article of the pos-
sibility of “the new world
economy’s first recession”.
Over the last few months the fall in
stock markets has spread from the
USA to Europe and elsewhere, and
from the high-tech sector to the
rest of the economy.

Many US companies are slashing
employment and close to 200,000
manufacturing jobs are expected to
go in Britain this year. How serious
are these problems for global capi-
talism? Is the world on the edge of
recession or not?

The problems that the world
economy now faces result directly
from the experience of the last
decade and the strategies followed
by capital during this period. In
Socialist Outlook we have argued
for some time that the global eco-
nomic turbulence of the late 1990s
needed to be seen as the product of
a number of separate, but inter-
linked, developments.

Three in particular were espe-
cially important;

M the long-term stagnation of the
Japanese economy,

B the speculative bubble in the
USA

M and the turmoil in interna-
tional financial markets leading to
continual currency crises in devel-
oping economies. .

The nightmare for the capitalist
class has been the possibility that
these three developments might
fuse together into a generalised cri-
sis, which would destabilise the rest
of the world, in particular the frag-
ile project of the euro.

uch a development seemed

possible in 1997 and 1998,

but did not occur at that

time. The reason was the

decision of the US govern-
ment and central bank to keep the
American boom going at all costs,
even if this meant encouraging fur-
ther speculation.

The funds which flowed out of
East and South East Asia at this
time largely went to the USA. The
US policy of a strong dollar allowed
for some economic recovery in
Europe as the euro fell in value and
for an export boom in Asia which
gradually pulled much of the
region away from recession.

The financial markets regained
some confidence, on the expecta-
tion that the US would act to avoid
any global meltdown. As a result
the currency crises in Russia in
1998 and Brazil in 1999 each had

only localised impact, although-

regionally their effects were severe.

What is different now? Most
obviously, the USA is no longer in a
position to play the role it did in
1998. For the US to continue to
take in the amount of imports from
the rest.of the world that it has
done over the last few years

‘ requires the continuation of the

American consumer boom.
This appears less and less likelv as

Outloolc

Doubts linger
world
economy

US citizens’ wealth falls
with the decline in the
stock market and the rise
in unemployment there.

Iso, the US no

longer appears

as safe a desti-

nation for

investment
funds as it did previously.
The result is a panic in the
financial markets.
Investors in regions like
South East Asia are faced
both by a decline in
exports from the area as
the US economy slows,
and by a shortage of other
places to take their money
to.

In such circumstance
each capitalist will try to
act as quickly as possible
to safeguard their funds,
but the result of all acting
in this way can easily trig-
ger a crisis.

The first country among
the so-called emerging
marKkets to suffer from this
mood has been Turkey.
Here a process of financial
liberalisation similar to that under-
gone by East and South East Asia
in the 1990s has had the same effect
of encouraging speculative invest-
ment. At the same time the under-
lying profit rate has not justified
the speculation.

The realisation of this by the mar-
kets sparked a collapse of the cur-
rency. But the worries for interna-
tional capital are centred more in
the Asian economies and in Latin
America than in Turkey.

The concern of observers like
The Economist over the last two
years has been that the Asian
economies did not restructure
thémselves in a free-market direc-
tion as much as had been hoped
after 1997.

he strength of the US

expansion meant that

South Korea, Thailand

and Malaysia could start

growing again without
wiping out large amounts of
unprofitable capital, on the basis of
a massive upsurge in exports to the
US.

But this has left such countries
tremendously vulnerable to any
prolonged downturn in the
American economy. As a result,
there is the possibility of the com-
bination of such a downturn with a
renewed financial panic in Asia.

In Latin America, the depen-
dence on exports to the US is much
less. But the strains arising from
any currency turbulence are felt
regionally.

When ' the Brazilian real was
devalued in 1999 this placed
tremendous  strains on the
Merdosur trading bloc of Brazil,
Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay.
Now the country under scrutiny is
Argentina.

With the economy 1n recession

for zimost three vears oow. and

Economic Outlook

threats of a debt default current,
the Argen-tiné government has
acted to raise tariffs on consumer
goods. This has sparked a major
dispute within Mercosur.

A currency crisis in Argentina
would be especially significant
because of the system used for fix-
ing the exchange rate in that coun-
try. Argentina is the largest of a
number of countries who use what
is known as a ‘currency board’.
This ties the amount of money in
circulation to the level of foreign
exchange reserves.

This has come to be seen in many
circles in recent years as a way of
avoiding -~ the  contradictions
expressed in foreign exchange
crises.

If the government is prevented by
law from expanding the money
supply, then the markets will be
confident the currency will main-
tain its value and there should be
no crisis. )

However, this depends on the
willingness of capitalists and work-
ers in such countries to endure
unlimited periods of recession in
order to defend the value of the cur-
rency.

If the value of the Argentinian
currency does plummet, then the
credibility of currency boards will
be shaken severely. This could
cause another round of panic on the
international financial markets.

t would also present a major
political dilemma for govern-
ments in developing
economies. The choice would
be posed starkly of either let-
ting currencies rise or fall with the
market or of actually adopting the
currency of an imperialist country,
notably the dollar.
Such ‘dollarisation’ has been dis-
cussed more and more in the last
few vears amongst elites in Latin

. America and else-
B, where as a way of
B integrating the
| region into the pro-
ject of globalisation.
But the potential of
such a project for
raising the level of
class struggle has
been shown dra-
matically over the
last year in Ecuador.

The  possibility
then of a decline in
the US economy
coinciding  with
another period of
instability in the
international finan-
cial markets cannot
be ruled out.

In addition to
this, there are con-
tinuing problems in
the Japanese econ-
omy. Over the last
few years Japan has
appeared a number
of times to be beginning to grow
again. Such rises in production
though. have never been sustained
for more than a short period.

The central problem is that all
attempts at growth in Japan have
been dependent on a massive
increase in government borrowing.
Such borrowing now stands at
around 8 percent of GDP. The strat-
egy has been to solve a crisis of
overproduction by soaking up com-
modities through government pur-
chases, in the absence of an upturn
in private consumption and invest-
ment.

he problem here is that

Japanese firms and

workers recognise very

well that this debt will

eventually have to be
repaid and that they are likely to
face higher taxes and cuts in public
expenditure in the future. Their
response has been to increase their
levels of savings.

This has been encouraged even
more by falling prices, which have
brought the interest rate in Japan
down to a level of zero. In such cir-
cumstances it makes sense to delay
purchases into the future. The
more the government spends, the
more the rest of the country holds
back on spending and the greater
the deficit has to become.

Two questions emerge from this
situation which are important for
socialists in Britain. First, how
likely is it that these separate prob-
lems will actually come together to
create a global crisis? Second, what
will be the impact of these develop-
ments on Britain? )

It is clear that the dangers of a
world economic crisis are now
greater than at any time since 1997
and 1998. How likely such a crisis
is to develop, however, depends on
a number of factors which are diffi-
culrt to predict.

Argentine workers less than impreed with globalisation

Most importantly, it is not clear
how successful the strategy of the
US federal reserve in trying to
boost the American economy
through interest rate cuts will be.

either is it clear

whether international

financial = in-vestors

will react in the same

way now as they did in
1997. Much also depends on
whether the EU economies or
Japan are able to take up some of
the slack left by US developments
through an increase in their rates of
growth.

What we can say, however, is that
the strategies adopted by capital to
try to avoid economic crisis now are
bound to store up further problems
for the future. The US is encourag-
ing further borrowing through
interest rate cuts at a time when
debt is already at record levels.

The Japanese government budget
deficit is moving towards a level
which will be unsustainable in the
long run. And with previous ‘suc-
cess stories’ like Argentina facing
problems in maintaining currency
values, the range of options open to
developing nations is narrowing
drastically.

Some have argued that the direct
effect of such developments on
Britain will be limited. It has been
pointed out that Germany exports
more proportionately to the USA
than the UK does. But this ignores
two factors.

Firstly, the effects of the increased
internationalisation of capital mean
that indirect effects of global unrest
are likely to be more important
than direct effects. If the Asian
econ-omies run into difficulties, for
example, as a result of a US slow-
down, then this will rebound on
Britain.

Secondly, the lmkages between
Britain and the USA are much
more through foreign investment
than through trade. A decline in
the value of British investments
abroad, coupled with financial
instability affecting the City of
London, will cause serious prob-
lems for British capital.

t is impossible to predict how

serious the current difficul-

ties faced by global capital-

ism will be. But whatever the

eventual outcome, these
developments offer a wealth of
opportunities for socialists to argue
their case.

It will be much more difficult
over the next few years to argue
that the market can solve the prob-
lems facing humanity than it has
been recently

And in such circumstances it
becomes both more possible and
more important to argue the con-
trary; that central to the problems
facing the world today is the role of
the market and its destructive
effects.



Home news

"PCS left must build

Darren Williams
These are exciting times for
socialists in the Public and
Commercial Services union
(PCS).

The year 2000, which had
seen a gradual upturn in the
fortunes of the PCS left and
signs of a new militancy
among its membership,
ended spectacularly with the
election of the socialist can-
didate, Mark Serwotka, as
general secretary.

There now exists the best
opportunity in more than a
decade to ensure that civil
servants have a union that is
run democratically and is
willing to fight to defend
their interests.

On April 21, activists will
attend a special conference
called, at Serwotka’s behest,
by Left Unity to discuss how
to build the left and organise
effective campaigns on pay,
privatisation and all the
other issues that matter to
PCS’s membership.

The conference will have to
address the experience of
defeat during the 1980s and
1990s, years in which the left
was increasingly excluded
from power while the right-
wing leadership allowed
Tory governments to
‘reform’ the civil service to
the detriment of workers’
interests.

The creation of PCS in
1998 with a rulebook that
institutionalised  bureau-

cratic power, seemed to guar-
antee the indefinite continu-
ation of control from the top
down by officials like gen-
eral secretary, Barry
Reamsbottom and  his
National Moderate Group.
An enthusiastic advocate of
Blair’s policy of ‘social part-
nership’, Reamsbottom
refused to lead campaigns
against the Tory privatisa-
tion policies that have con-
tinued seamlessly under
New Labour.

Unwilling to campaign for
a return to civil service-wide
pay deals based on cost of
living increases rather than
performance pay,
Reamsbottom even vetoed
strike action in those depart-
ments where members felt
confident enough to take on
their own management.

Splits in the ruling right-
wing coalition led to the gen-
eral secretary election being
brought forward and to
Reamsbottom’s withdrawal
as a candidate for lack of sup-
port and in exchange for
being allowed to continue in

~office until May 2002 and to

remain an official until he
reaches retirement age.

In the ensuing election,
rank-and-file left winger,
Mark Serwotka, was the sur-
prise winner over Blairite

full-timer, Hugh Lanning."

Left Unity’s decision to sup-
port Lanning  against
Reamsbottom - believing

that no socialist candidate
could win ~ was utterly dis-
credited by Serwotka’s con-
vincing victory.

Although Left Unity
swung behind Serwotka after
Reamsbottom pulled out, its
dominant faction,  the
Socialist Party (SP) has
refused to accept that it was
wrong to abstain from the
contest in the first place, and
has continued to criticise
Serwotka for risking a split
in the ‘anti-Reamsbottom
vote’. This sequence of
events has meant that a
sharp debate is likely on
April 21 over the left’s tactics
in its efforts to build on the
election victory and turn
PCS into a fighting, demo-
cratic union.

At one extreme in this
debate are the Socialist Party
and their fellow-travellers, as
well as the remnants of the
soft-left Broad Left 84 fac-
tion. These have a record of
prioritising elections over
campaigning, and of using
positions in the bureaucracy
from which they can exert
subtle influence.

They point to the presence
on the National Executive
Committee (NEC) of five
Left Unity members, hold-
ing the balance of power
between the two fratricidal
right-wing factions, to sup-
port their arguments. They
claim that without their
negotiations  with  the

on Serwotka victory

Membership First group,
there would have been no
early election for Serwotka
to win. :

They sometimes seem to
forget, however, that the left
can only triumph in the
long-term through the active
involvement of members in
campaigns that bring palpa-
ble results in terms of better
pay and conditions.

Serwotka won on a higher
turnout than is usual in
union elections, suggesting
that a layer of members who
are normally apathetic saw
the outcome of this election
as significant enough to
make their voting worth-
while. Part of the reason for
this must surely be
Serwotka’s record as a seri-
ous branch and departmen-
tal activist who has consis-
tently led campaigns and
strikes — and got results.

Even before his.election,
there were signs of an upturn
in militancy, with a sharp
increase in strike ballots. In
most cases, a vote for action
itself led management to
make further concessions,
but the Crown Prosecution
Service saw a two-day strike
that led to a significantly
improved pay offer and a
massive boost in recruitment
to the union.

This militancy, which
assisted Serwotka’s victory,
is in turn being boosted by
the profile of the new general

Stalingrad O’Neill

PCS rhust

secretary-elect.

The forces that made up
Serwotka’s campaign -
under the banner, ‘PCS Must
Fight Back’ — understand
better than the Left Unity
leadership the central impor-
tance of serious campaigns
on the key issues, mobilising
the membership. The vindi-
cation of their support for a
left candidacy has left them
looking far more credible
and in touch with members
than the SP et al.

Some elements of this cam-
paign - pre-eminently,
Socialist Caucus supporters
in the Employment Service,
who have been expelled from
Left Unity — have drawn the
conclusion that Left Unity is
finished as a credible force
and that PCS Must Fight
Back should itself become a
permanent organisation and
take up the leadership of the

recapture past militancy of its predecessor, the CPSA‘

left.

This neglects the fact that
Left Unity retains consider-
able support among the most
active and politically con-
scious layers of the union,
that it is a genuinely demo-
cratic organisation with a
long and comparatively hon-
ourable record. To seek to
discard this legacy in order
to build an alternative organ-
isation is both sectarian and

“unrealistic.

A far more positive
approach is that argued by
Serwotka himself and the
SWP, and also previously in
Socialist Outlook: that the
healthiest forces should

" challenge the bureaucratic

methods of the present Left
Unity leadership and in so
doing strive to build Left
Unity into a stronger, more
campaigns-oriented organi- °
sation.

New Labour’s
achievements

As the general election
looms nearer, voters will
soon be enticed by posters,
all over the country, boost-
ing the government’s suc-
cesses. Here are a few exam-
ples:

@ Britain lags far behind
the rest of Europe in apply-
ing the Equal Pay Act,
which requires women to be
paid the same rates for the
same job as men.

Women working full time
earn an average of 82 per
cent of men’s full time
hourly earnings.

Women working part-time
got less than two-thirds of
male full-time hourly wages.

The Equal Opportunities
Commission in it’s recently
issued report, JUST PAY,
concludes that the long-term
consequences of the pay gap

are poverty, social exclusion,
inadequate pensions.

@ Britain has the highest
prison population in
Europe, a telling commen-
tary on the success of Jack
Straw’s tough on crime;
tough on the causes of crime
policy. London is also the
crime capital of Europe.

But Straw wants to deal
with this by building more
prisons and incarcerating
more people. This, despite
the fact that official statistics
show that most crimes are
committed by previously
convicted people.

The Chief Inspector of
Prisons, has described pris-
ons like Brixton and the
Stoke Heath young offend-
ers’ institution as “hell
holes.”

Blair and Sgraws’s response
to this is 2,500 more prison
places and locking up more
unconvicted children as old
as twelve. Some of us

remember the outcry when
Stalin decreed the impris-
onment of 12-year olds.

When Tony Blair removed -

Clause 4 from Labour’s
platform, he removed the
only effective weapon for
reducing crime.

@ Building on the success
of the privatised railways-
the highest accident rate in
Europe — New Labour will
proceed with the privatisa-
tion of Airways control and
the London Underground.
Anything the Tories can do
we can do better.

@ Education, Education,
Education. Having been so
successful with Chris
Woodhead, New Labour will
now be looking for another
Conservative as head of
education watchdog, Ofsted.

Woodhead’s policies, sup-
ported by Blair and
Blunkett, have contributed
to today’s situation, which
has made it difficult to
recruit sufficient teachers.

To make up for this, the
government is recruiting
teachers from overseas,
depriving less developed
countries of sorely needed
resources. This is, probably,
to make up for the failure of
the debt redemption pro-
grammes.

The South African
Development Community
(SADC) is suffocating under
a huge external debt burden
of more than $79 million.

In sub-Saharan Africa,
nearly 50 per cent of the

‘people subsist on less than a

dollar a day, in
spite of the
unprecedented
growth of global
wealth. It is from some of
these countries, such as’
Zambia, that teachers are
being recruited.

And not only teachers —
nurses too! “The crisis in
Britain and other rich coun-
tries is depleting the supply
of nurses in the Third
World”, according to Dr.
Naseema Al-Gasseer, senior
scientist of the World Heath
Organisation, for nursing
and midwifery. ... Nurses
and midwives play pivotal
roles in providing essential
services to the poor and
marginalised populations.”

Perhaps this is all part of
New Labour’s ethical for-
eign policy?

@ Don’t forget! It is New
Labour which gave Old Age
Pensioners that munificent
75p a week increase last year.
Vote New Labour and all

- and more
of the same
—will be
given unto you for another
four glorious years!

Even fatter
cats with new
f£abour

In order to preserve the
government’s business
friendly image, the govern-
ment will do nothing to stop
the scandal of soaring board-
room pay, which has repeat-
edly risen by more than the
increases they handed out to
their staffs.

Incomes Data Services
found that chief executives
of the top 100 public compa-
nies received a 10% increase
in basic pay last year — that
is before bonuses and share
packages are added.

After all, if these incomes

this

are curbed, where will the
£5000+ cheques into New
Labour’s coffers come from?

Silent guns

Not all Israelis share Barak
and Sharon’s enthusiasm for
killing Palestinians. The
Israeli army has been hit by
an unprecedented wave of
disobedience. Scores of sol-
diers have refused to serve in
areas which have seen the
worse violence during the
intifada.

Hundreds of serving sol-
diers have requested trans-
fers from the West Bank and
the Gaza strip or have
refused reserve duty.
Thousands have opted out
by dodging the compulsory
military service.

Regal
generosity

In a fanfare of publicity, His
Royal Highness, the Prince
of Wales announced that he
was donating £500,000 to
help the rural communities
end the distress and misery
caused by the outbreak of
foot-and-mouth disease.

Of course it wasn’t his own
money. It came from chari-
table organisations with
which he is connected.

But the royal munificence
does not end there. His
estate agents are sending out
rent demands to his tenants,
many of them stricken by
the epidemic, to the tune of
£2.3 million.







