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At the time of writing, matters do not appear to 
be going too well for the government. They 

have been given the benefit of the doubt over economic 
policy for two years and, helped by a shambolic oppo-
sition, they have not so far encountered much difficulty 
in parliament. Paradoxically, this may have had the 
effect of making them complacent enough to make 
substantial errors of presentation at the time of the 
budget – what the media like to call the ‘omnishambles’. 
To the extent that appearances matter, this may be a 
turning point in the ease with which the Conservatives 
in particular have governed the country.

However, much more interesting is the case of the economy. 
After months of feeble or non-existent growth, the economy is 
in the throes of a ‘double dip’ recession. The official story told 
at the time of the election in May 2010, is that the effect of with-
drawing government expenditure would be the revival of private 
investment, and that the substitution of private for public invest-
ment would be rapid. For this reason, spending cuts were to be 
‘backloaded’, so that their more severe later effects would have 
the edge taken off them by renewed economic growth. 90% of 
projected cuts are yet to come, nearly half way into the electoral 
cycle. This substitution theory was always going to be dubious 
for a number of reasons. First, the arguments and evidence for 
the substitution of private for public investment in economic 
theory is dubious. Second, the theory, even if it were broadly 
correct, which is highly doubtful, would not necessarily apply 
to the torpid non-financial capitalism to be found in the regions 
of the UK. Third, there is a logical problem: if private growth 
follows public expenditure cutting, then backloading cuts is 
likely to minimise the effects of private sector substitution at 
the earlier stages, thus not allowing significant compensatory 
economic growth to take place. The effect of backloading cuts 
would necessarily be to backload economic growth as well to a 
point where it would occur too late in the electoral cycle. 

This incoherence makes one wonder to what extent the ar-
chitects of the substitution doctrine actually believed it them-

According to Plan?
selves. If they truly did, it would have made much more sense 
to have frontloaded the cuts. The position in the electoral cy-
cle would have been more favourable  and growth would have 
kicked in when it was needed electorally, namely nearer the 
date of the next election. As it is, half way through the parlia-
ment, we have a new double dip recession, with the prospect of 
much more severe cuts to come, which even if they do generate 
growth, that growth will come dangerously late in the electoral 
cycle. Of course, it could be the case that something more devi-
ous is being planned, something that for electoral reasons dare 
not speak its name. 

The reasoning goes like this.  The substitution theory of 
economic growth is tosh and everyone knows it. The real objec-
tive of the coalition however, is to complete the privatisation 
of  public services. However, public sector pay is an obstacle 
to that goal.  Private firms will not be able to make a tidy profit 
on the wage rates paid to public sector workers outside  London.  
However, austerity and increased unemployment will make a 
campaign to introduce regional pay rates much more likely to 
succeed. The effect of cutting public services will be to soften 
up the working public for regional pay differentials, thus mak-
ing privatisation of the NHS and other institutions more likely 
as private companies will become confident that they will be 
able to make a profit out of them. Admittedly a high risk strat-
egy, it would, nevertheless achieve a major political objective of 
the  Conservative Party and also one with which sections of the 
Labour Party would not feel too uncomfortable.

What evidence there is suggests that this view, or something 
like it, is held by Osborne, who seems to be working with Liam 
Fox, a key figure on the Conservative right, to intensify and 
bring forward the cuts programme. On the other hand, it is also 
clear that there is no unanimity about this issue, even on the 
right wing of the Conservative Party. John Redwood for exam-
ple is much less keen on cuts and much more keen on encourag-
ing the banks to lend more money to businesses. This may well 
be a vain hope, but it is probably one born of fear of the con-
sequences of a deeper recession than the one that we currently 
enjoy. Ian Duncan Smith,  Secretary for Work and Pensions, is 
also resisting cuts to his budget, probably fearing that cuts will 
undermine even his stripped down version of social security. It 
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is fair to say that there is a certain degree 
of consternation and confusion within the 
government about this issue. In any case, 
having pinned credibility with markets 
and credit agencies on pursuing the stated 
agenda, there is little scope of retreat at 
this stage without jeopardising the UK’s 
credit rating.

Although the Labour Party seems to 
be recovering its popularity in the  opin-
ion polls, this is due to the mistakes of 
the government rather than to the coher-
ence of their proposals or to their tactical 
prowess. The Labour Party has adopted 
the same economic assumptions as the 
government although in a less coherent 
way. If they believe that public sector 
cuts are necessary to stimulate private 
sector growth, it simply makes no sense 
to  claim that those cuts should be more 
moderate than those of the government. 
The corollary is that the resulting growth 
will be more feeble than it would be 
under the Conservatives. On the other 
hand, they may believe that the substitu-
tion theory is nonsensical, as some of the 
Conservatives probably do. In this case 
they inevitably fall under the suspicion 
that they share a similar objective of pri-
vatising public services, but are, like the 
Conservatives, too devious to say so. An 
alternative explanation is that they believe 
that it is nonsense but go along with it be-
cause they think that it is what the public 
believes through a ‘thrifty housekeeper’ 
conception of national economies and 
they lack the guts to try to persuade them 
otherwise. However, they hope that the 
housekeeperly approach will fail so that 
they can then reap the electoral benefits 
by default. Given Labour’s behaviour, it 
is hardly surprising that the George Gal-
loway did so well in Bradford. One could  
scarcely fail to have the utmost contempt 
for an opposition that though and acted in 
the way that the Labour Party have been 
doing.

The political going will undoubtedly 
get more difficult for the government. 
Their honeymoon is now definitely over 
and the unpredictable consequences of 
the ongoing Murdoch affair may yet de-
stroy the Coalition. But the determination 
of Osborne and his allies to see the pri-
vatisation agenda through should not be 
underestimated.  At this stage, it is hard 
to see how the Labour Party can capital-
ise on the worsening economic and social 

situation, since it shares so many of the 
government’s assumptions. This journal 
has always viewed claims that the two-
party system is in terminal decline with 
the utmost scepticism and we have seen 
no reason so far to depart from that judge-
ment. This does not mean, however, that 
parties such as Respect may not profit in 
council elections and in parliamentary 
by-elections and adopt a kind of gadfly 
role to the left of the Labour Party ( a 
pretty wide space). As attention focuses 
on them, so it becomes appropriate to ask 
what proposals they might have to help 
with the problems of their voters, particu-
larly young people who do not have jobs 
and no coherent point of entry into em-
ployment. We have some proposals that a 
social democratic movement could adopt 

– do they? That remains to be seen.

  Out  To  Grass?
He tells the truth about Israel but 
in dishonest even-handedness sell-
sout the elected leader of Iran.

No reward there from those who 
murder and steal Palestinian land. 

His enforced teenage days in the 
Waffen SS is not forgotten by Mos-
sad who destroy with zest flesh and 
reflections of the mind.

Now Günter, to pay back in 
kind,has thoughts on re-working 
his poem:

`It was not the nation but the gov-
ernment’ he meant to weed from 
this fertile loam.

Tell me, Herr Grass, did such an 
authority ever exist that did not, 
do not, will notpersist with leb-
ensraum while most of the world 
looks on.
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In 1971, a year after his election defeat, Harold Wilson wrote about his experience as 
British Prime Minister from 1964 to 1970. His 1000 page book describes a Britain 
and a world that are almost unrecognisable today. It is not that the problems were 
different. On the contrary there were economic crises, war and famine then as now. 
But they were thought about in completely different terms.

The Labour Government: 
1964 to 1970

By John Martin

In 1964 the incoming Labour gov-
ernment was faced with an enormous 
balance of payments deficit. This prob-
lem was exacerbated by speculation 
against the pound sterling, which was 
then an international reserve currency. 
In the economic crisis of that year Wil-
son believed that he had three options: 
devaluation; quotas; and tariffs. It is 
difficult to imagine a current British 
Government considering any of these 
policies, although it could be said that 
recent British governments have al-
lowed a gradual depreciation of sterling 
over the last five years. Wilson decided 
to rule out devaluation on the grounds 
that it would undermine the credibility 
of the new government. Quotas would 
have damaged its relations with its 
trading partners and therefore he went 
for the third option, imposing a 15% 
surcharge on all imports except food 
and tobacco. Presumably, it was felt 
that a tax on tobacco would have ad-
versely affected the quality of life of 
the working class.

A balance of payments deficit on 
the current account arises from a coun-
try consuming more than it produces. 
One way of addressing this problem 
is to restrict consumption. And since 
consumption is financed by credit, the 
Government limited access to credit. 

Hire purchase contracts were re-
stricted to 24 months. Down payments 
on cars and motorcycles had to equal 
at least 40 per cent. For domestic ap-
pliances the down payment had to 

equal 33 per cent. Only cookers and 
water heaters were exempted from this 
restriction, probably because these ap-
pliances were manufactured in Britain. 
It’s a pity some of these policies weren’t 
considered in the midst of Ireland’s re-
cent consumption boom.

A Policy that would be impossible 
to implement in current times was a 
travel allowance of 50 pounds per per-

son per day for British tourists ventur-
ing outside the sterling zone. 

However, these were only short term 
measures. The State needed to take a 
more active role in modernising Brit-
ish industry. The Labour Government 
set up a new department for economic 
affairs designed to increase productiv-
ity. One of its tasks was to apply the 
benefits of research and development 
to British industry. The Government 
forced an amalgamation of the various 
computer companies into one company 
(ICL). Wilson claimed that by the time 
he left office the British computer in-
dustry was second only to the USA. 
The Steel industry was nationalised. 
But most important of all the working 
class (through its representative institu-

tions the Trade Unions) was to be given 
greater power and responsibility for the 
running of the economy. 

In the 1960s the Trade Unions had 
become so powerful that they had the 
capacity to destroy the economy. The 
alternative was for them to play a more 
constructive role. The leadership of 
the Trade Union Congress (TUC) was 
in favour of the latter course. However 
the Communist Party was opposed to 
this line. Wilson says that the industrial 
apparatus of this Party, which was run 
by Bert Ramelson, was extremely effi-
cient and influential despite its political 
impotence.

The Government brought Manage-
ment and Unions together to agree on 
a national plan for prices, incomes and 
productivity. In order for the Unions 
to have social power the TUC needed 
the capacity to discipline its constitu-
ent Unions. In many cases this involved 
wage restraint. The quid pro quo was 
an increase in the “social wage” or 
improved social services. Here is how 
Wilson himself described the system 
following a vote in favour of a voluntary 
incomes policy by the TUC in 1967:  

“Each year we will sit down togeth-
er, Government and Industry, with all 
the figures and forecasts available to us. 
We then work out together an assess-
ment of what, in relation to production, 
the National Dividend for distribution 
between all forms of income, for distri-
bution to workers by hand and brain. It 

Wilson promised and delivered 
an improvement in the economy, 
but the society wanted more. The 
quality of life in not determined 
by economic statistics alone.
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will be then for the trade union move-
ment, through the machinery it is de-
veloping, to ensure what is distributed 
is related to the workers’ share - which 
will of course be the predominant 
share in that national dividend - on a 
basis of steadily rising incomes, and on 
a basis which ensures that the amount 
distributed does not run ahead of the 
amount we earn by our production. 

“This will be a new concept, unique in a 
democracy in this or any country, and I 
pay my tribute in saying that it was the 
events of yesterday (the TU executives’ 
conference) which made it possible.”

Perhaps Wilson was overstating his 
case. There were similar developments 
in Germany. But it was a “new concept” 
for Britain. It was also anti Keynesian, 
in that it didn’t use inflation to restore 
competitiveness.

More than a year later he attempted 
to reinforce the significance of the TUC 
decision:

“The TUC has arrived. It is an 
estate of the realm, as real, as potent, 
as essentially part of the fabric of our 
national life as any of the historic Es-
tates. It is not easy for many within a 
movement that grew out of revolt to 
accept all the implications of a role 
that is now creative, consultative and, 
in the central economic struggle in 
which this nation is involved, decisive. 
Influence and power carry with them 
the duties of responsibility. Never has 
this been more clearly illustrated than 
in the historic decision of the Trades 
Union Congress, fifteen months ago, to 
accept the need for an incomes policy 
which would relate the planned growth 
of wages to the achieved growth in pro-
ductivity; which, indeed, went further, 
in that individual unions, many of them 
of great power, agreed to surrender to 
the central organization some part of 
the historic sovereignty for which they 
had battled for over a century”

Union power was to be central-
ised or to be more precise “socialised”. 
Workers’ wages would be no longer 
determined by the market or the rela-
tive power of individual unions, but by 
the TUC. The class struggle would not 
cease, but the arena of struggle would 
change. Instead of skirmishes in indi-

vidual factories or industries, it would 
take the form of a social struggle to de-
termine the distribution of the national 
dividend. This system had the potential 
to evolve into the social ownership of 
the means of production.

Wilson admits that these remark-
able speeches landed on stony ground. 
It could be said that the media was 
too superficial to grasp what he was 
attempting. But Wilson himself must 
bear responsibility for the failure of his 
vision to be realised. Indeed, he failed 
to convince his cabinet, including Jim 
Callaghan, who was to succeed him as 
Labour leader.      

Why did British society fail to 
evolve along the lines that Wilson en-
visaged? Part of the reason was that his 
vision was purely technocratic. It was 
not underpinned by an overall philo-
sophical view of the world: whether 
Marxist or Christian Democratic. Why 
should shop stewards and individual 
trade unions subject themselves to 
such discipline? Wilson’s nemesis Bert 
Ramelson, at least, had a vision that 
was not purely economic: that some-
thing beautiful would come from the 
chaos that he wrought.   

There was a puritanical side to Wil-
son. In a September 1966 speech to the 
Labour Party conference he said: 

“It is of paramount importance, 
however harsh this may seem, that 
where demand and real employment 
fall, the labour is released to meet the 
urgent demands of the export and other 
key industries. At this time, hoarding 
of labour by employers, and work-shar-
ing by employees, must be scheduled 
as practices totally inimical to our na-
tional recovery.”

Wilson promised and delivered an 
improvement in the economy, but the 
society wanted more. The quality of 
life in not determined by economic sta-
tistics alone.

The enormous balance of payments 
deficit of 1964 had been wiped out. By 
1969 only Germany had a larger surplus 
than Britain. The expected devaluation 
of sterling was postponed until No-
vember 1967 following the Middle East 

crisis and the dock and rail strikes. It 
is interesting to note that the exchange 
rate was reduced from 1 pound equal 
to 2.80 dollars to 2.40; it is now about 
1.60.

The burden of the adjustment 
largely fell on the wealthy. In 1969 Roy 
Jenkins introduced a budget which 
included a once off tax on unearned 
income greater than 8,000 pounds of 
75 per cent. For higher amounts the tax 
was greater than 100% and so was in 
effect a levy on capital.  

The Government also introduced an 
earnings related pension scheme. From 
the State’s point of view this was a pay 
as you go scheme. It was weighted in 
favour of the low paid who would re-
ceive 60% of earnings, while the higher 
paid would only receive 50%. 

Wilson gave as a reason for the 
scheme: 

“We could not accept that so-
ciety’s long term arrangements 
for superannuation should be 
built round the private schemes.” 

So far this review has concentrated 
on domestic British politics, but most of 
the book is devoted to foreign affairs. It 
is difficult to assess the effectiveness of 
Wilson in this sphere. There were very 
few tangible successes. But so much of 
foreign relations involves establishing 
personal bonds which can be leveraged 
in the interests of the State. It appears 
that Wilson developed close relations 
with influential leaders in the US, the 
Soviet Union, the Commonwealth and 
Continental Europe. Nevertheless, in 
this reviewer’s opinion he should have 
devoted more time to domestic issues.

A longer version of this article first 
appeared in the March edition of the 
Irish Political Review.
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Froggy
News From Across The Channel

Elections: reasons to vote Sarkozy?
The future of the Euro and the finan-

cial and economic crisis has changed the 
life of the French and will continue to de-
termine how French society survives.    

The French are worried about the 
financial and economic crisis. People 
can see that Germany is not similarly af-
fected by the crisis.  They can see that a 
European alliance led by Germany and 
France might be useful.   According to 
Le Monde they consider that Sarkozy has 
strengths in this field.  However, the pres-
idential campaign has not been fought on 
that terrain and so his possible strength 
through his alliance with Merkel has not 
helped him electorally.  

Unfortunately the man who repre-
sented a possible way forward was also 
the one who presided over the creation 
of one million extra unemployed, who 
gave the universities their “autonomy”, 
in other words forcing them to make cuts 
that would have created uproar if decreed 
at government level, who showed himself 
powerless in the face of the deindustriali-
sation of France.  Sarkozy made himself 
unpopular in many other ways too, such 
as allowing a countrywide official debate 
on national identity, voting a new law 
forbidding the wearing of the face-cover-
ing veil, and generally appearing racist; 
finally he often appeared as an ignorant 
buffoon with little self-control.  His role 
in starting the bombing of Libya was kept 
out of the presidential campaign, as were 
international affairs generally.

He has stood against popular trends 
on several issues. He leads in the field of 
traditional values: he is the only candidate 
not willing to allow same-sex marriage 
and adoption. He is against euthanasia 
and against the legalisation of cannabis. 
But again, here he swims against the tide 
as he does when he wants to retain the 
multiple mandate system; most French 
politicians have a local power base, they 
are both national deputies (M.P.s) and 

elected Mayors of large towns or lead-
ers of regional councils; this gives them 
strength and makes politics important 
and meaningful at every level.  Sarkozy, 
Hollande, Royal, Aubry etc are all in this 
situation of double mandate.  This is un-
der attack all round, on a populist plat-
form: imagine, politicians have several 
salaries, and several pensions!  No one 
knows if the pensions are full or pro-rata, 
the indignation is there.   The fact that 
the sums involved are peanuts compared 
with the sums involved in tax evasion or 
bankers bonuses or entertainers salaries 
does not impinge on the popular indig-
nation.  De facto, Sarkozy defends local 
politics, and the campaign against multi-
ple mandates hypocritical, since it is led 
by people who hold multiple mandates.

He has not led the campaign on his 
strengths; instead he has put forward 
divisive topics (immigration, halal meat, 
forcing the long term unemployed to ac-
cept any job, after a period of training).  

Francois Hollande

Francois Hollande did not promise to 
take over the task of stabilising Europe 
from Sarkozy if he was elected.  He said 
he would not ratify the Fiscal Treaty, but 
would renegotiate it, “to include a growth 
element”.   This has not been held against 
him.

He may have several reasons to say 
he will not accept the Fiscal Treaty as it 
is.

Hollande may actually not be in fa-
vour of the Fiscal Treaty; his reassurances 
to the City of London, that “it had noth-
ing to fear from him”, are not reassuring 
in this respect.  On the other hand he may 
realise that standing against Europe and 
against Germany will be popular.  Peo-
ple did enjoy showing their muscle in 
2005 when they, along with the Dutch, 
actually made a difference and made 

their presence felt in Europe by voting 
No to the Treaty establishing a Constitu-
tion for Europe in 2005.  This was hailed 
as a victory.  The campaign was lively; 
the Communist Party produced a booklet 
explaining the treaty which was widely 
distributed. 

This memory of having done some-
thing that made a difference is probably 
what made Hollande popular when he 
said he would not ratify the new Fis-
cal Treaty as such.  Another plus point 
for Hollande’s position is that including 
clauses about economic growth sounds 
good. 

 People feel that neither they nor the 
politicians can influence the globalised 
economy and as result there is a popular 
desire to be in control when the opportu-
nity to obstruct a treaty or to say some-
thing in a referendum arises.

What they said may not be sensible, 
but at least they said something and they 
had an effect.  The effect is not long last-
ing, since the previous No was followed 
by the signature of the Treaty of Lisbon 
in December 2007 which was not so dif-
ferent from the rejected treaty.  Hollande 
may want to show himself to be similarly 
independent by refusing the Treaty as 
such.  The fact that the situation is com-
pletely different from the one in the pre-
vious treaty, in particular because this 
time, this is Europe without the City of 
London, Europe as in De Gaulle’s time 
without England, is lost on the elector-
ate.

Hollande has other advantages.  He 
has not been in power before, so hasn’t 
presided over the crisis; he uses the name 

“socialist”, under false pretences, but the 
name still sounds good; he campaigns 
on trendy issues, such as same sex mar-
riage and stopping multiple mandates; he 
addresses the issue of immigration fun-
damentally in the same way as Sarkozy, 
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when he says he will limit immigration 
and ensure that the separation of Church 
and State (“laicité”) is respected.  This 
can be understood to mean no halal meat 
will be served in school dinners, because 
that is the intrusion of religion in a pub-
lic space.  Hollande will keep the anti-
burqa law. He will maintain France in 
the NATO integrated military command.  
His programme says he will reconquer 
France’s industrial and agricultural sov-
ereignty, which sounds very National 
Front.  But generally he is a protest vote.  
He has the support of “the Left”.

The campaign took place as if the 
economic crisis was not happening.  The 
question of the treaty was not central.  
The National Front started its campaign 
on the economy, putting forward protec-
tionism and a national economic policy.  It 
found that wasn’t popular, perhaps being 
too anti-Euro, and went back to talking 
about immigrants.  The Left Front can-

didate Jean-Luc Melenchon went back 
to 1968 and talked of fighting the bosses. 
This does not address the situation today, 
when what’s wrong with bosses is that 
there aren’t enough of them.  Those that 
remain are not in control of their finances 
and are therefore powerless to provide 
long term guarantees of employment.  
Francois Hollande declared at the begin-
ning of the campaign that “finance is the 
enemy”.  Finance is not the enemy, it is 
something you need; it is something that 
you need to sustain industrial activity 
and employment in France as opposed 
to somewhere else.  Therefore the nation 
needs some control over finance; can 
finance be controlled?  There isn’t yet 
a monopoly of Anglo-Saxon finance in 
Europe, despite the power of Wall Street 
and the City of London.  There is finance 
at European level, that is under attack 
and needs defending, in the interest of 
each European country.

General elections

General elections in France will take 
place on Sunday 10th June and the sec-
ond round on Sunday 17 June.  This will 
tie Hollande’s hands regarding the ratifi-
cation of the Fiscal Treaty, which is due 
to take place mid-May.

The other issue will be the position of 
the ruling UMP party, when the run-off 
in the second round is between the Na-
tional Front and the Socialist Party; this 
is likely given the important electoral 
success of Marine Le Pen in the presi-
dential election.  Her party the National 
Front does not have that many plausible 
candidates to put forward in the general 
election but her success is bound to have 
some effect even on these less narrowly 
focussed elections.  On the other hand 
the Socialist Party has a good number of 
respectable cadres who do well locally.

 A London Mayoral ‘hustings’ 
was held in the British Film Insti-
tute, (Sat 14.04.12).  300-odd people 
attended. Stonewall’s Ben Sum-
merskill chaired.  Brian Paddick, 
LibDem, Jenny Jones (Green), Ken 
Livingstone (Labour) and the Con-
servative incumbent, Boris Johnson 
spoke.  Each gave a short talk, then 
took questions.  Paddick was obvi-
ously good at giving evidence in 
court.  

He’s not going to enflame the 
electorate.  His ‘pitch’ was his hav-
ing been a policeman for 20 years.  
Jones, like Paddock and Livingstone 
said her policies were ‘costed’, some 
matters were of use to all London-
ers, e. g. air quality.  Johnson’s ap-
proach was exemplified when he 
claimed Livingstone’s programme 
was not ‘costed’, while producing no 
evidence to back the assertion.  Like 
Paddick and Jones, he wanted more 
police on the streets.  The Coalition 
is decimating the police in England 

Turn Again? — Boris… Brian… Jenny… Ken…

and Wales.  

The LibDems are in Govern-
ment.  Challenged in the Q&A ses-
sion about their jettisoning their 
policies, Paddick said he’d stick to 
his guns.  He is, then, essentially 
standing as an independent. 

Boris Johnson (‘BoJo’) was the 
most… engaging… speaker.  He is, 
despite his relatively exotic back-
ground, disdainful of minorities.  
He’s insulted a fair number, de-
scribing a £200-a-plate St Patrick’s 
Day charity banquet as a ‘Provo 
fund-raiser’ which cost the pub-
lic £20,000.  A BoJo win is on the 
cards.  ‘Yuppies’ have colonised in-
ner city, former working class, areas, 
and sign up to vote.  

BoJo got lots of laughs, not all 
sought-for.  Summerskill asked 
about his withdrawal from Stone-

wall’s ‘kite mark’ scheme.  BoJo 
said it was a money saving effort, 
£2000, he’d just said his budget is 
£15b.  He had to be told that the 
scheme is free.

A young UKIP (UK Independ-
ence Party) woman claimed Ken 
had in Finsbury Mosque, said he 
would try to make Londoners un-
derstand Islam.  She seemed to find 
it outrageous, and assumed the au-
dience had similar views.  Living-
stone replied that he was an atheist, 
then quoted Mohamed’s benign ‘last 
sermon’.  She mock-clapped every 
time he spoke.

Neither Livingstone, nor Pad-
dick, may win.  It’s said the London 
Labour Party won’t back Ken.  The 
Labour Party (and LibDems) are 
losing members in droves. Unite 
the [very wealthy] Union is backing 
him. 

S McGouran
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Parliament 
Dick BarryNotes

A Correction
In the last issue of Labour Affairs I wrote that the with-

drawal of child benefi t would affect households with an income 
of £50,000 plus. This was a misreading of George Osborne’s 
budget statement. In fact child benefi t will begin to be with-
drawn when an individual in a household has an income of  
more than £50,000. Osborne’s actual words were, “the child 
benefi t will only be withdrawn when someone in the house-
hold has an income of more than £50,000, and the withdrawal 
will be gradual - 1% of child benefi t for every £100 earned over 
£50,000, so there is no cliff edge and only those with an income 
of more than £60,000 lose all their child benefi t.” Osborne’s 
original proposal, to withdraw child benefi t when an individual 
in a household had an income of over £43,000, was criticised 
on the grounds that this would mean that a couple could each 
earn less than £43,000 and continue to receive child benefi t. But 
Osborne’s budget proposal will have the same effect. All he has 
done is to increase the cap on an individual’s income at which 
child benefi t will be withdrawn.

Galloway’s Afghan Call

Two days after being sworn in as the Member for Bradford 
West George Galloway was hacking away at the humbug of the 
policy consensus on Afghanistan. During Prime Minister’s 
Questions on 18 April he told David Cameron, “there is an iron-
clad consensus across the Front Benches of the three main par-
ties about what they call a mission, but which, given the amount 
of blood on the ground and the rapidly deteriorating military 
situation, most of us call a war in Afghanistan. In the wake of 
Ms Gillard’s decision to accelerate the withdrawal of Australian 
forces from that war, and in the wake of the Bradford West by-
election, will the Prime Minister reconsider his planning on our 
withdrawal from the bloody maw of Afghanistan?” 

This was Cameron’s response: “First, I congratulate the hon. 
Gentleman on his stunning by-election victory and his return 
to the House of Commons. I know that he always speaks with 
great power and great force, but on this occasion I have to say 
I profoundly disagree with him. Our troops are in Afghanistan 
not fi ghting a war against Islam but at the invitation of an Is-
lamic Government and under a UN resolution, to try to help 
that country have a peaceful, prosperous and stable future. He 
knows the dangers in the past of walking away from Afghani-
stan and leaving that country to become the terrorist-support-
ing haven that it did under the Taliban. We must not make that 
mistake again, and I urge him not to play to the gallery on this 
issue but to speak up for the work that our forces are doing to 
make Afghanistan a safer country.”

Unfortunately Members do not get a second bite at the 
cherry at Prime Minister’s Questions, so Galloway was unable 

to draw attention to the disingenousness of Cameron’s response. 
First, Galloway did not describe the war in Afghanistan as a 
war against Islam, but it is by any defi nition a war which Cam-
eron refuses to acknowledge. Secondly, Cameron referred to 
the dangers of walking away from Afghanistan. But the Soviet 
Union didn’t walk away in 1989 and leave Afghanistan to the 
Taliban. It retreated as a beaten army. In spite of having up to 
115,000 troops in Afghanistan it couldn’t defeat the much small-
er force of the Mujahideen. Thirdly, Galloway does not play to 
the gallery, by which one assumes Cameron means the British 
public. Unlike Cameron, Galloway expresses a view held by 
the majority of the public. And like Blair before him, Cameron 
ignores this view. This explains, partly at least, why Galloway 
won the Bradford West seat for Respect, overturning a large La-
bour majority. Galloway is in touch with public opinion on this 
and on other issues that concern people. Love him, loathe him 
or fear him, and it is fear that drives the loathing of the British 
political class, he is the kind of politician that many voters re-
spect. Cameron, Clegg and Miliband ignore this at their peril.

A little over a week later on 26 April the Secretary of State 
for Defence Philip Hammond made a statement to the Com-
mons on future force levels in Afghanistan. Following his state-
ment Labour’s Denis McShane drew attention to the prospect 
of more deaths of British soldiers before the fi nal withdrawal 
from combat: “How easy it is to start a war,” he said, “and how 
diffi cult to fi nish one. The Secretary of State has announced 
another 32 months of our soldiers being Taliban target prac-
tice. President Hollande, if he wins next week, will pull French 
troops out this year, and I believe that if President Romney is 
elected in November, there may be some big political thinking 
in the United States. Having listened to six Secretaries of State 
make the same statement - that we are defeating the enemy, we 
are making political progress - I ask the Secretary of State at 
least to ask our military to ensure that as few of our soldiers 
as possible are killed in the remaining 32 months. We do not 
honour the sacrifi ce of those who have died by adding more 
corpses to the funeral pile.”

In response Hammond denied that British troops will be 
committed for a further 32 months: “The right hon. Gentleman 
is a real dyed-in-the-wool glass-half-empty man. I have not an-
nounced that we will commit our forces for another 32 months. 
The Prime Minister announced early last year that we would 
have them out of a combat role by the end of 2014. That is a 
good news story, as is the fact that in the interim, all ISAF na-
tions are focused on creating an ANSF that can take over our 
role and maintain security in Afghanistan.” Hammond went on 
to say, “The details I have announced today are consistent with 
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our intention to move out of a combat 
role by the end of 2014.” This is line with 
Cameron’s statement last year and, if my 
and McShane’s maths are correct, means 
that British troops are committed for a 
further 32 months. However, Hammond 
was able to say that he did not announce 
that British troops will be committed 
for another 32 months because it his and 
Cameron’s intention to keep a smaller 
force in Afghanistan after 2014 in an ad-
visory and training role. His argument is 
simply an exercise in semantics.

Cameron and Hammond often stress 
that British troops are in Afghanistan to 
prevent it becoming once again a safe 
haven for Al-Qaeda and to keep Britain’s 
streets safe from terrorist attacks. But 
Hammond didn’t offer that as a reason 
on this occasion, no doubt because it is 
widely accepted but not acknowledged 
that Britain and the ISAF as a whole 
are failing in this. Instead Hammond 
pointed to improvements elsewhere. “In 
the meantime, everybody in the House 
ought to be extremely proud of the social 
and economic development in central 
Helmand. There are significantly more 
schools, hospitals, clinics, bazaars, and 
bridges. Over the past six months, the 
British Army built the biggest bridge that 
it has constructed since the second world 
war. All those things allow ordinary 
people in Helmand province to resume 
their normal life, grow their income and 
make mainstream Afghan society more 
attractive to those who have previously 
been attracted by the insurgency.” It is 
no doubt comforting to the families of 
the 407 dead British soldiers to learn 
that their son (or daughter) died so that 
Afghan kids could go to school and their 
parents could shop in bazaars. But not 
all Afghan kids and their parents. Only 
those in Helmand province. That’s be-
cause the Taliban run most of the rest of 
the country.

Looking  After “Our Boys”

Most Whitehall departments and 
public services are taking a hit from 
government spending cuts, including 
the Ministry of Defence and the armed 
forces. But Labour appears to believe 
that defence spending should remain 
untouched. At least that is what one de-
duces from comments made by Labour’s 

Mary Glindon during a short debate on 
the Armed Forces Covenant (AFC). The 
AFC is intended to be seen as separate 
from the military activity of the armed 
forces. Glindon correctly said that the 
AFC states: “Those who serve in the 
Armed Forces, whether regular or Re-
serve, those who have served in the past, 
and their families, should face no disad-
vantage compared to other citizens in 
the provision of public and commercial 
services.” 

In plain words this means that there 
should be no difference in the treatment 
of armed forces personnel and ordinary 
citizens. All well and good. However, 
the key phrase is “should face no dis-
advantage compared to other citizens”. 
But Glindon wants the armed forces 
personnel to be exempt from the cuts. 
How else can one interpret the following 
comment by Glindon? “Those to whom 
we owe such a great debt should not be 
disadvantaged by the cost of the national 
debt.” Does Glindon believe this should 
also apply to her constituents who work 
in other public services, such as elderly 
care, to whom we equally owe a great 
debt, and who are feeling the effects of 
the cuts on their jobs and living stand-
ards, not to mention the effect on the eld-
erly themselves?

Glindon also believes the cuts should 
not affect the armed forces in the field. 
She told MPs “Labour is proud of its 
record of achievement in defence mat-
ters” Does she include Iraq as an achieve-
ment, one wonders? She went on to say, 

“Under the last Labour Government, the 
defence budget increased by 10% in real 
terms. In the course of modernising our 
armed forces, Labour published, in 2008, 
the Service Personnel Command Paper 
and the Report of Inquiry into National 
Recognition of our Armed Forces. The 
aim was to develop cross-departmental 
measures to improve welfare provision 
and support for the forces, as well as 
evaluating the relationship between the 
armed forces and society. The resulting 
recommendations included proposals 
for a more systematic approach to home-
coming parades, the creation of a British 
armed forces and veterans day, annual 
public outreach schemes, and civic edu-
cation in secondary schools.” A bit like 
North Korea, then.

It is said that imitation is the sincerest 
form of flattery. Labour began the proc-
ess of integrating the armed forces into 
society through the AFC and the Tory/
Lib Dem coalition is set on bringing it 
to a conclusion. But Glindon wasn’t fin-
ished. She accused the coalition Govern-
ment of undermining the AFC through 
the strategic defence and security review. 

“However,” she said, “the new coalition 
Government’s progress towards develop-
ing an armed forces covenant was over-
shadowed by the publication in October 
2010 of the strategic defence and security 
review, which produced not just severe 
cuts in equipment programmes - for in-
stance, the decommissioning of HMS 
Ark Royal and the scrapping of the Harri-
ers - but massive cuts in personnel. At the 
time 17,000 job losses were announced; 
the number has subsequently increased 
to at least 22,000, but remains uncertain.” 
So Glindon believes that a Labour Gov-
ernment should restore the cuts to the de-
fence budget, at £39.46 billion in 2010/11, 
the fifth largest in Whitehall. PNs can’t 
think of a better reason not to vote for 
Glindon in North Tyneside in 2015, nor 
for any other Labour candidate who 
shares her view.

UK Reform Of  ECtHR.

The European Court of Human 
Rights (ECtHR) has nothing to do with 
the European Union (EU).Yet its occa-
sional controversial decisions are used as 
a stick with which to beat the EU. The 
anti-Europe tabloid papers tend to mis-
lead their readers into believing that if 
the UK left the EU this would rid it of the 
ECtHR. The ECtHR is sometimes con-
fused with the Court of Justice of the Eu-
ropean Union. The latter is an EU court 
which sits in Luxembourg and interprets 
the EU Treaties for the 27 member states. 
The Court of Justice was set up under the 
Treaty of Paris 1951 to implement the le-
gal framework of the European Coal and 
Steel Community. When the European 
Community was set up under the Treaty 
of Rome 1957, the Court of Justice be-
came its court. The  ECtHR on the other 
hand sits in Strasbourg and interprets the 
European Convention on Human Rights 
(ECHR) for the 47 member states of the 
Council Europe. It was set up in 1959 and 
rules on individual or State applications 
alleging violations of civil and political 
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rights set out in the ECHR adopted in 
1950, and which entered into force in 
1953. As far as PNs can recall no news-
paper has attempted to explain the dif-
ference between the two and this has led 
to confusion and ignorance. As a result, 
and under pressure from its Euro-scep-
tics, the coalition Government through 
its chairmanship of the Committee of 
Ministers of the Council of Europe have 
made efforts to reform the ECtHR. The 
reforms, watered down from the original 
UK document, were set out in the follow-
ing statement on 23 April by The Lord 
Chancellor and Secretary of State for 
Justice, Kenneth Clarke.

“My right hon. Friend the Foreign 
Secretary and I wish to update the House 
of Commons on the Government’s ef-
forts to reform the European Court of 
Human Rights as part of the UK’s chair-
manship of the Committee of Ministers 
of the Council of Europe. The Brighton 
declaration, the package of reforms to the 
Court which has been the priority for the 
UK’s chairmanship, was formally adopt-
ed on Friday. This was the culmination of 
the Brighton conference, where Justice 
Ministers, Foreign Ministers and senior 
officials from across the 47 Council of 
Europe member states met to discuss the 
UK chairmanship’s package of reforms. 
The declaration itself is the result of a 
process which the UK took over when it 
assumed the chairmanship in November. 
The Prime Minister outlined his ambi-
tions for reform of the Court in a speech 
to the Council of Europe’s Parliamen-
tary Assembly in January. Through the 
Brighton declaration, we have succeeded 
in agreeing substantial reforms in each of 
the areas he set out.”

“First, we have strengthened subsidi-
arity and the margin of appreciation by 
securing agreement to insert these key 
principles into the convention itself. The 
member states will amend the admissi-
bility criteria of the convention. And we 
have sent an unequivocal message from 
all 47 states to the Court that it should 
from now on use the existing criteria 
to ensure that it consistently does not 
reconsider cases that have already been 
properly handled by national courts, un-
less they raise a serious question of inter-
pretation or application of the convention. 
Secondly, we have agreed measures to 
improve the efficiency and effectiveness 

of the Court by cutting the time limit for 
making applications to the Court from 
six months to four; giving the Court tools 
to improve the efficiency with which it 
processes cases; and amending the con-
vention so that the Court can routinely 
get rid of trivial cases. Thirdly, we have 
secured measures which will ensure that 
the Court and its judgements are of the 
highest possible quality by making sure 
that the main development of case law is 
only by the Grand Chamber, comprising 
the Court’s most senior judges; improv-
ing procedures to ensure that the judges 
of the Court are experienced and well-
qualified for the job; and making sure 
that the rules of office allow every judge 
to serve a full nine-year term on the 
Court. Member states have also agreed 
a further process for longer-term reform 
of the Court.”

“These represent significant changes 
to the convention system, which now 
need to be implemented fully, and the 
necessary convention amendments draft-
ed and agreed. Gaining the unanimous 
agreement of 47 states is no easy task 
and we are grateful for the constructive 
negotiations we have held with our Eu-
ropean partners. We expect the effect of 
the measures in the declaration to be that 
fewer cases are considered by the Court. 
Where cases do go to Strasbourg, the 
Court should be able to focus more on 
the important cases and so more quickly. 
The result is a strengthening of the hu-
man rights protection for the 800 million 
citizens across the Council of Europe.”

Europhobes regard the authority of 
the ECtHR as an attack on UK sover-
eignty. The case of Abu Qatada is held 
up as a perfect example of this. In reality 
most human rights cases are resolved at 
a national level. Where this is not to the 
satisfaction of the appellant the ECtHR 
becomes the final arbiter of appeal. As 
paragraph 3 of the Brighton Declaration 
states: “The State Parties and the Court 
share responsibility for realising the ef-
fective implementation of the Conven-
tion, underpinned by the fundamental 
principle of subsidiarity. The Conven-
tion was concluded on the basis, inter 
alia, of the sovereign equality of States. 
State Parties must respect the rights and 
freedoms guaranteed by the Convention, 
and must effectively resolve violations 
at the national level. The Court acts 

as a safeguard for violations that have 
not been remedied at the national level. 
Where the Court finds a violation, State 
Parties must abide the final judgement of 
the Court.” It couldn’t be clearer: where 
possible human rights cases should re-
solved at a national level, but in a small 
number of extreme cases the ruling of 
the ECtHR trumps national sovereignty. 

Attempts to make the ECtHR more 
efficient are to be welcomed. The prob-
lem is that the Court is overwhelmed by 
the number of applications, with over 
150,000 currently pending. As Ed Bates, 
Senior Lecturer in Law at the University 
of Southampton, wrote on UK Human 
Rights Blog on 22 April: “Read some 
media reports and the impression given 
could be gained that this huge number, 
and the inevitable case processing delays 
associated with it, is entirely the Court’s 
fault. However, one should take into ac-
count the fact that from the 1990s on-
wards the member States to the Conven-
tion took the political decision to open up 
the Court to all of Europe (bar Belarus). 
Hence we have an institution today which 
is accessible to some 800 million people 
from 47 jurisdictions. The statistics re-
veal that almost 70% of pending appli-
cations originate from six states: Italy, 
Poland, Romania, the Russian Federa-
tion (approximately 30% alone), Turkey 
and the Ukraine.” And who would deny 
that these people the right of appeal to a 
higher European authority where justice 
has not been seen to be done at the level 
of the nation state?

Who’s Afraid Of Abu Qatada?

If Abu Qatada can create such fear 
and panic in the British establishment 
then it is a much weaker body than many 
of us believed. When it was, wrongly, 
suggested that he could be released onto 
the streets press hysteria reached record 
levels. It is likely that he will be deported 
to Jordan within a matter of months if 
not weeks, where he will face charges of 
conspiring to commit acts of terrorism. 
We know he will be deported because 
the British Government have received a 
guarantee from the Jordanian Govern-
ment that he will not be tortured, nor 
will evidence obtained under torture be 
used against  him. And we all believe the 
Jordanian Government don’t we? George 
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Galloway recently said on the Radio and 
TV that all Arab governments practice 
torture. But who believes George, the 
loose cannon they all fear? 

The Home Secretary Teresa May 
made two statements to the Commons 
within a matter of days. The first on 17 
April was fairly upbeat. May was reason-
ably confident that Abu Qatada would 
be deported sooner rather than later as 
she and the Government had received as-
surances from the Jordanian government 
that Abu Qatada would get a fair trial. 
However, on 19 April it transpired that 
his deportation could take much longer 
than anticipated as he had appealed to 
the Grand Chamber of the European 
Court of Human Rights against his de-
portation. He was able to do this at the 
eleventh hour as there had been a misun-
derstanding/misreading over the expiry 
date of the terms of condition of Article 
43 of the Convention. This created panic 
among Tory backbenchers, drawing the 
following comment from the Member for 
Broxborne Charles Walker, “The Home 
Secretary must not delay in getting this 
scumbag and his murderous mates on a 
plane out of this country. In so doing, will 
she send a metaphorical two fingers to 
the ECHR?”And referring to the expiry 
date, his Enfield North colleague Nick de 
Bois said, “Is it not the case that this vile 
preacher of hate would have made such 
an application and abused the European 
Court of Human Rights to seek delay re-
gardless of the date?”

Tory backbench anger is grounded in 
a hatred of the European Court of Hu-
man Rights to which the UK is a signa-
tory through its support for the European 
Convention on Human Rights. They wish 
to replace both with a UK Bill of Rights 
on which UK judges would adjudicate. 
Part of their case rests on the perceived 
actions of other European governments 
relating to decisions by the European 
Court. It is said that France and Italy, for 
example, ignore these rulings and take 
arbitrary steps to deport suspected ter-
rorists. The facts however are slightly 
different and Teresa May alluded to them 
in her statement on 17 April: “The truth 
is that although all legal systems and all 
cases are different, no Council of Eu-
rope member state now ignores rule 39 
injunctions, which Strasbourg issues to 
prevent deportations. The recent cases 

of foreign nationals being deported from 
France did not involve an appeal to the 
European Court of Human Rights. Italy 
has confirmed that it will no longer de-
port foreign nationals in defiance of rule 
39 injunctions.”

Abu Qatada may be a dangerous 
individual but he hasn’t been accused 
of breaking the law in this country and 
no one should be treated unreasonably 
based on what s/he may do. But Tory 
backbencher Dr Andrew Murrison is 
clearly convinced that Abu Qatada 
should be treated differently. He asked 
Teresa May, “Would my right hon. Friend 
invite the Grand Chamber to consider the 
human rights of my constituents to live 
out their lives free of the sort of activities 
that might be carried out by Abu Qatada 
and the other 15 individuals awaiting de-
portation on similar grounds?” A more 
interesting question would be just what 
motivates people like Abu Qatada to be-
come involved in terrorist activity and is 
there a link between this and the foreign 
policies of governments such as the UK’s? 
But it wouldn’t occur to a Tory imperial-
ist like Murrison to pose such a question. 
Labour’s David Winnick put the issue in 
a nutshell when he asked May, “In view 
of the xenophobia and hysteria on the 
Tory Benches, why does the Home Sec-
retary not have the courage to say that it 
is a lie that the European Court of Hu-
man Rights is in the business of trying 
to protect terrorists - last week’s decision 
contradicts that - and is it not a great 
advance for Europe that there is such a 
court in the first place?” May carefully 
avoided answering the question.

Taking The Rap

The Culture Secretary’s Political Ad-
viser Adam Smith resigned following the 
exposure of 163 e-mails, via a private ac-
count to prevent access by civil servants, 
relating to the take over bid for BSkyB 
by News Corporation. His resignation 
was immediately followed by calls for 
the head of the Culture Secretary Jeremy 
Hunt himself. In what has become stand-
ard practice among senior Government 
Ministers, Hunt has refused to heed the 
calls and has instead referred the whole 
episode to the Leveson Inquiry into rela-
tions between the press, politicians and 
the police. This neatly avoids the ques-

tion of whether Hunt infringed the Min-
isterial Code of Conduct as this is beyond 
the remit of  Leveson. 

On 25 April Hunt made a personal 
statement to the Commons in which he 
denied any wrongdoing in his quasi-ju-
dicial role in the process. Hunt told MPs, 

“As part of this process, my officials and 
I have engaged with News Corporation 
and its representatives, as well as other 
interested parties - both supporters and 
opponents of the merger. Transcripts of 
conversations and texts published yester-
day between my special adviser, Adam 
Smith, and a News Corporation repre-
sentative have been alleged to indicate 
that there was a back channel through 
which News Corporation was able to 
influence my decisions. That is categori-
cally not the case.”

Hunt clearly misled MPs at this point. 
The charge is not that News Corporation 
was able to influence the bid, but that 
Hunt, Cameron’s poodle, had already 
made up his mind in favour and through 
his adviser was keeping News Corpora-
tion informed of the progress of the bid. 
Hunt’s next comment gave a clue as to 
how he regarded the e-mail messages: 

“However, the volume and tone of these 
communications were clearly not ap-
propriate in a quasi-judicial process, and 
today Adam Smith has resigned as my 
special adviser. Although he accepts that 
he has overstepped the mark on this occa-
sion, I want to set on record that I believe 
that he did so unintentionally and did not 
believe he was doing anything more than 
giving advice on due process.” 

So it was the tone, not the content 
of the e-mails that was not appropriate. 
Just what was the tone of the e-mails that 
caused the resignation of Hunt’s special 
adviser? And why should he feel that 
he had to resign if Hunt felt that it was 
simply an unintentional error by a naive 
young man? Furthermore, how many e-
mail communications did Hunt’s adviser 
send to the opponents of the bid, where 
are they, and do their content differ from 
those sent to News Corporation? But 
most importantly, if Hunt  really was 
unaware of his adviser’s contacts with 
News Corporation then he was failing in 
his duty as a Government Minister. It is 
most unusual, to say the least, for a Min-
ister not to know what his/her adviser is 
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up to. Hunt will have to do better than 
this when he appears before the Leveson 
Inquiry.

Tax Take

Justifying the reduction in the top rate 
of tax from 50p to 45p Cameron and Os-
borne asserted that the revenue collected 
was so minimal it was hardly worth the 
effort. Now we know that we were mis-
led. Unless of course one believes that £1 
billion is not worth collecting. This point 
was raised by Labour’s Graeme Morrice 
on 24 April when he said, “The Prime 
Minister claimed in the House last week 
that the 50p top rate of tax had raised 
barely anything at all, yet the HMRC 
document sets out a figure of more than 
£1 billion, and the Minister confirmed 
in the House on the same day that it had 
raised £700 million.” In response Treas-
ury Secretary David Gauke referred to 
the 50p rate as a failure: “The point is 
that the assessment made by HMRC, 
supported by the assessment of the Of-
fice for Budget Responsibility, is that the 
50p rate failed to raise the revenue that 
was anticipated. It failed to raise the rev-
enue that we needed. Instead, we are tak-
ing measures that will succeed in getting 
money out of the wealthiest, not failing.”

This is odd reasoning. Gauke appears 
to be arguing that because the 50p rate 
failed to collect the revenue anticipated, 
due to tax avoidance and, no doubt, eva-
sion, the £1 billion actually collected 
wasn’t worth the effort. Whereas a re-
duction to 45p will guarantee a greater 
return to the Treasury as a result of the 
anti-tax avoidance measures that will be 
put in place. At the same however, Gauke 
admitted that, “the cut from 50p to 45p 
will have a direct cost in reduced income 
tax of about £100 million.” But this fig-
ure is clearly based on an estimate of the 
revenue anticipated from the cut to 45p. 
It would be helpful to learn just what this 
estimate is in order to assess whether the 
45p rate will be judged as a failure a year 
or so after its introduction. 

Since Chancellor Osborne’s Autumn 
statement and following the more recent 
Budget, the question of local or regional 
pay bargaining for the public sector is 
now a firm direction of travel for the 
Conservative / Liberal Coalition.  The 
article below, by Mark Langhammer,  
first appeared in the Belfast Newsletter 
on Friday March 30th but could, as easily, 
apply to Scotland, Wales or the English 
regions

Finance Minister Sammy Wilson’s 
impassioned Commons speech on the 
dangers of regional pay has been well re-
ceived across the community.  He warned 
Westminster of devastating impacts of  
‘cash grabbing’ from the devolved ad-
ministrations, and of the public sector 
pay freeze continuing ad infinitum. He 
argued cogently that “post code” pay was 
counter-productive, reducing consumer 
spending, dampening economic activity 
and driving more private enterprises out 
of business. 

Local pay bargaining would particu-
larly hurt Northern Ireland.  NISRA’s 
2011 Annual Survey of Hours and Earn-
ings noted that median gross wages for 
full time public sector employees ran 
10% below the UK equivalent, with aver-
age private sector earnings 17.8% below 
the UK average. Their analysis suggests 
that “the public-private pay differential 
is greatest in Northern Ireland and this 
is primarily due to low private sector 
wages within the region.” 

Further depressing wages, from this 
low base, will hardly help!.

Chancellor Osborne’s budget plans 
include ending national pay rates from 
2013-14.  His Autumn statement asked 
Independent Pay Bodies to consider “how 
public sector pay might be made more 
responsive to local labour markets”

David Cameron earlier argued that 
regions were “overdependent on the 
public sector” using that as an argument 

Let’s look at Top Pay, 
not Regional Pay!

for “rebalancing” the economy through 
regional pay. 

The Osborne/Cameron ideological 
initiative is based on a poor grasp of the 
facts.

Osborne argues that “While private 
sector pay is set in accordance with lo-
cal labour markets, public sector pay is 
usually set on a national basis”.  

This couldn’t be more wrong. The 
main determinants of pay remain skill 
and qualification levels, not regional ge-
ography.  

Research by Incomes Data Services 
shows that large, multi-site private com-
panies tend towards national pay struc-
tures with variations for London and the 
South East.  

BT and Waterstone’s, for instance, 
have national pay with inner and outer 
London allowances.  British Gas has five 
pay bands, three of which are in London. 
Some large supermarkets operate zonal 
pay structures - with four or five band 
structures common – but again, these 
relate to a hierarchy of Inner and Outer 
London, the South East and then the rest.

This pattern reflects the fact that, 
outside London and the South East, there 
is little difference in earnings between 
regions.  Only £48 separates median 
weekly earnings of the highest and lowest 
earning regions. National pay structures 
work well without differentiating be-
tween North Berwick, Newcastle, New-
port, Nottingham or Newtownabbey.

The notion entertained by Osborne 
that local level managers in large private 
companies have the freedom to vary 
pay is laughable.  The simplicity of na-
tional level bargaining brings significant 
economies of scale, and avoids duplica-
tion. Localised pay bargaining would be 
inefficient, costly, wasteful and likely to 
increase pay disputes, a fact well recog-

By Mark Langhammer
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nised in the private sector. 

Regional pay bargaining won’t just 
absorb time and damage industrial rela-
tions, it is likely to increase legal claims 
on Equal Pay grounds. The public sector 
has led the way in establishing equal pay, 
where differences between women and 
men’s pay are smaller. Moving to local-
ised bargaining risks undoing this work.

The public-private pay gap has its 
roots elsewhere. The public sector has 
more professional workers, such as 
teachers and doctors, with higher num-
bers of experienced career employees 
whose wages have grown with age.  The 
private sector employs more unskilled, 
temporary staff in low waged, insecure, 
service “McJobs”. This has been magni-
fied  by outsourcing of lower paid roles, 
such as cleaning and catering, from the 
public sector. 

The Government’s banking rescue, 
too, had an upward skewing impact on 
public sector wages with 200,000 highly 
paid finance sector employees moving 
from the private to the public count.

Perhaps the threat of regional or lo-
cal pay bargaining is diversionary.   The 
Northern Ireland Public Services Al-
liance’s well researched publication,  “A 
Trojan Horse for Regional Pay – The 
misuse of Pay-Gap data” considers the 
real focus should be the alarming spiral 
to stratospheric levels of top executive 
pay. 

IDS study of FTSE 100 companies 
showed UK company directors enjoyed a 
pay rise of the 49% increase, taking their 
average earnings to almost £2.7m. Cov-
ering salary, benefits and bonuses, their 
pay hike was even higher than the 43% 
increases enjoyed by Chief Executives. 
In Barclay’s, top pay is now 75 times that 
of the average worker.  In 1979 the mul-
tiple was 14.5.  Over that period, the lead 
executive’s pay in Barclay’s has risen by 
4,899% from £87,323 to £4,365,636 !

Now, there’s a pay differential that’s 
worth doing something about!

Mark Langhammer is Director of the 
Association of Teachers and Lecturers 
and a member of the NIC-ICTU

 

If you want to understand the weak-
ness of Ed Miliband as Labour leader, 
you need to understand the influence of 
his father.  Ralph Miliband fled to Britain 
in 1940, part of a family of Polish-Jew-
ish origin who had settled for a time in 
Belgium.  He was then a teenager, and 
his ideas seemed to have been formed by 
Harold Laski, a clever Marxist academic 
of Manchester Jewish origin.  Laski’s 
politics existed in the broadly ineffective 
territory between the Labour Party and 
the British Communist Party.  He has 
been described as follows:

“His Holmesian side immunized 
him against the Communist party per se. 
Communists, he said, lie, they intrigue, 
they falsify, they distort, they indulge in 
vile personal abuse.’ He saw the Soviet 
Union as a police state - ‘a regime of de-
liberate and organized repression’ - and 
the Hitler-Stalin pact as a monstrous 
betrayal. But his Marxist side persuaded 
him of the innate depravity of the profit 
system, and he dreamed of a democratic 
collectivism. Much of the time he could 
see no enemy to the left. 

“In his Marxist mood, he dismissed 
liberalism as no more than the self-serv-
ing ideology of the rising bourgeoisie. In 
his Holmesian mood, he cherished lib-
eral ideals as autonomous and universal. 
‘A socialist by allegiance,’ George Orwell 
called him, ‘and a liberal by tempera-
ment.’ He gave the highest value to indi-
vidual freedom but never explained how 
it could survive without diversification of 
ownership. His fatal fluency enabled him 
to glide over the hard questions. His be-
setting sin was the substitution of rheto-
ric for thought.” 1

Laski and others missed the most 
important feature of Stalin’s politics, 
that they succeeded.  Leninism was a 
reaction to the liberal-capitalist world of 

Miliband Senior and 
the Big Bad State

By Gwydion M. Williams

1914 fighting a ruinous 4-year war whose 
root cause was the rivalry of half a dozen 
Great Powers competing to dominate the 
planet.  The British Empire had dominat-
ed since 1759, but without any coherent 
idea of how Europe should develop.  One 
possibility would have been a wider un-
ion, like the current European Communi-
ty but structured and created by Britain, 
and with the scattered states of Germany 
presumably joining as individual mem-
bers.  Britain showed no interest in such 
a development, but then got alarmed 
when Prussia unified a large chunk of 
Germany and began to overtake Britain 
economically.

The outbreak of war in August 1914 
was ambiguous: the spark was the Serb 
claim to Bosnia, but the leadership of 
each participant included a mix of pro-
war and anti-war elements.  But if you 
ask why the war didn’t end in 1915 as an 
agreed draw, that was definitely the fault 
of the British ruling class.  Germany was 
quite happy for everything to go back 
as it had been in August 1914: if the 
problem had been ‘German aggression’, 
Britain should have been happy to make 
peace on such terms.  But if the aim was 
to break Germany, then peace in 1915 
would have been a disaster, the ending of 
the best-ever chance to destroy Britain’s 
most formidable rival.  And there was 
indeed no peace, though probably most 
Britons would have favoured peace as 
an agreed stalemate if they had known 
it was possible.

Leninism reacted to the massive dis-
aster created by ‘democratic capitalism’ 
by seizing power and advancing socialist 
policies by creating a strong centralised 
state.  This was not the initial aim: the 
Bolsheviks came into power with great 
hopes of an immediate socialist utopia, 
and even abolished the death penalty.  It 
was their enemies who started the mass 
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killings, urged on by foreign supporters.  
But in the face of this, the Bolsheviks 
had to adapt or perish – and I’m confi-
dent that  Bolshevism perishing would 
have been a disaster for the future.  

The other main reaction to the war 
besides Bolshevism was a hybrid creed 
that mixed socialism and nationalism into 
a dangerously popular alternative.  The 
hybridisation was applied successfully 
by Pilsudski in Poland and Mussolini in 
Italy, both of them left-wing socialists 
who had chosen to take sides in the war.  
Both ended up as leaders of nationalist 
movements that were right-wing but had 
considerable social concerns inherited 
from their socialist roots.  Pilsudski’s 
movement became rather anti-Semitic: 
Mussolini’s initially included quite a lot 
of Jews.  But it was also Mussolini’s Fas-
cism that offered the global model and 
was widely imitated.

Fascism was an entirely viable fu-
ture after the horrors of the Great War, 
and the general social tensions in the 
decades before that war.  And a second 
massive failure by liberal-capitalism in 
the form of the Great Depression ended 
up spreading Fascism rather than Revo-
lutionary Socialism.  Trotskyists blamed 
Stalin – but 85 years of existence of an 
independent Trotskyist movement has 
not seen a single serious revolutionary 
movement guided by Trotskyism: noth-
ing better than some small leftist parties 
in Sri Lanka and a failed Urban Guerrilla 
movement in Argentina.  Stalin made the 
necessary adjustments to the unwelcome 
situation that actually existed, rather 
than blaming it on others.  He went for 
a fast and ruthless drive to industrialise, 
and produced an economic base strong 
enough to survive a massive invasion by 
Nazi Germany.

Laski and Miliband Senior would 
have had a decent case if they had argued 
that mainstream Leninist methods, made 
normal by necessity in situations of great 
danger, were then applied as a matter of 
routine and with some damage to the fi-
nal ends.  Or they might have taken an 
ultra-pure line and said that it would be 
better to be defeated and let Fascism tri-
umph than stoop to such things.  Instead 
they preferred to deny that immediate 
necessities were necessities at all.  They 
preferred to operate in a relatively safe 

space that actually existed because other 
people had made ruthless decisions when 
ruthlessness was called for.  And that was 
true of the politics of the ‘liberal democ-
racies’, just as much as it was true of the 
Soviet Union and other Leninist states.

Liberalism of the classical British sort 
was dominated by people who spoke as 
if they dislike state power, yet operated 
it very effectively when it was their turn 
to control it within Britain’s two-party 
system.  Likewise John Stewart Mill had 
no trouble reconciling his beliefs with 
his career as a mid-level manager in the 
London offices of the East India Com-
pany.  The East India Company ruled 
hundreds of millions of Indians without 
any intention to ever let them rule them-
selves.  From the 1830s there was a strict 
racial divide, with all ‘natives’ inferior 
to every white man.  This applied even 
though some of the Indian elite were edu-
cated in Britain and sometimes obtained 
the highest accademic distinctions.  Mill 
seemed quite happy to be part of this rac-
ist power structure.  As far as I know he 
never questioned it, even when he had 
the standing and fame to have made a 
significant long-term impact.

The earlier reference to Laski’s ‘Hol-
mesian’ side is a reference to Oliver Wen-
dell Holmes, Junior.  There was a strong 
influence, even a published volume of 
Holmes-Laski Letters.  Holmes was 
good at expressing liberal sentiments, 
but did not let it get in the way of social 
domination by people like himself.  He 
wrote a notorious decision on enforced 
sterilisation of the subnormal, which is 
worth quoting:

“We have seen more than once that 
the public welfare may call upon the 
best citizens for their lives. It would be 
strange if it could not call upon those 
who already sap the strength of the State 
for these lesser sacrifices, often not felt 
to be such by those concerned, in order 
to prevent our being swamped with in-
competence. It is better for all the world 
if, instead of waiting to execute degen-
erate offspring for crime or to let them 
starve for their imbecility, society can 
prevent those who are manifestly unfit 
from continuing their kind. The princi-
ple that sustains compulsory vaccination 
is broad enough to cover cutting the Fal-
lopian tubes. Three generations of imbe-

ciles are enough.”2

Laski seems to me an incoherent 
mix of Liberal and Marxist ideas.  To his 
credit, he did stand strongly for Indian 
independence, and was influential on 
Nehru.  But he had no sense of political 
realism, and nor did Ralph Miliband.

World War Two saw the advance of 
the state, most notably its welfare pro-
visions.  This was helped by Winston 
Churchill being mostly concerned about 
winning the war: but he had also been 
part of the 1905 Liberal government that 
introduced earlier and very valuable wel-
fare provisions.  (Churchill had begun as 
a Tory, defected to the Liberals and then 
gone back to Tory when the Liberals fell 
apart after the Great War.  He commented 
that ‘Anyone can rat, but it takes a certain 
amount of ingenuity to re-rat’.)  

Looking historically, the overall trend 
is that as civilisation advances and gets 
richer, the state expands.  During Brit-
ain’s 18th century Industrial Revolution, 
many major industries expanded at un-
precedented rates, but the biggest growth 
area of all was the British state.  This 
continued all through the 19th century, 
but both Germany and the late-19th-cen-
tury USA were much more determinedly 
pro-state and were overtaking Britain 
economically.  In Britain, the anti-state 
ideas of Adam Smith became increas-
ingly popular and were to prove ruinous.

Saying that state power is neces-
sary is different from always approving 
of the way it operates.  People confuse 
a large and effective state with an arbi-
trary state.  It is definitely true that the 
British state has been subject to more 
and more checks and balances as it has 
grown stronger.  This is a natural enough 
development: a small state may have lit-
tle to do with the lives of ordinary peo-
ple and seem unimportant to them.  If 
it starts to intrude, they will want more 
checks and balances, provided the soci-
ety is flourishing.  When the society is 
visibly in trouble, then most people will 
shift their views and demand that the 
checks on state power be removed until 
the problem is fixed.  Doctrinaire liberals 
may object, but are correctly ignored by 
the majority.

Ralph Miliband sheds no light on 
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this process, he sheds fog and darkness.  
Somehow he absorbed the viewpoint of 
the liberal elite, who talked as if the state 
was some unexplained vice infesting the 
modern world.  Liberals in power never 
acted according to that view: presumably 
candidates for power are tested for real-
ism before being promoted, or sidelined 
if they show no signs of adapting.  But 
that’s a process of filtering and education 
that applies to the existing power elite.  
Radicals need something better, and got 
just the opposite from Miliband’s 1968 
book The State in Capitalist Society:

“More than ever before men now live 
in the shadow of the state.  What they 
want to achieve, individually or in groups, 
now mainly depends on the state’s sanc-
tion and support.  But since that sanction 
and support are not bestowed indiscrimi-
nately, they must, ever more directly, 
seek to influence and shape the state’s 
power and purpose, or try and appropri-
ate it altogether.”3

This could be understood as advice 
for radicals to concentrate on the state 
and reshaping its ‘sanction and support’.  
This has been the mainstream policy of 
the Green Movement, of Gay Liberation 
and of Women’s Liberation / Feminism.  
Yet even there, influencing the state 
has mostly been a kind of ‘secret vice’, 
something you do from necessity but are 
ashamed of.  Miliband certainly feeds 
into such feelings:

“If large parts of the planet should 
one day be laid waste in a nuclear war, 
it is because men, acting in the name of 
their state and invested with its power, 
will have so decided, or miscalculated.” 
(Ibid.)

Wars wages by states can get pretty 
bad, but nothing like as bad as when state 
authority breaks down.  Germany was 
wrecked by the Thirty Years War in the 
17th century, and France had been earlier 
torn apart by its own Wars of Religion.  
England was several times at a very low 

Reading the reprint of Conor Lynch’s piece on the 1984/85 
miners’ strike in Labour Affairs March 2012, I was reminded 

of two incident that occurred during that period. 

ebb when central authority failed – the 
Wars of Stephen and Matilda, the Wars 
of the Roses.  In Afghanistan, the society 
descended into chaos following the So-
viet withdrawal, and it was in this chaos 
that the Taliban emerged offering peace 
in the shape of an authoritarian version of 
Islam.  Something similar is happening 
in Somalia right now, and is currently the 
main trend in Libya.

Through his sons Ed and David, 
Ralph Miliband has unexpectedly ended 
up defining the framework of thought for 
the British Labour Party.  Parties are sup-
posed to govern, and left-wing parties are 
supposed to change things.  Sadly, that’s 
not the sort of understanding that either 
brother seems to have inherited from 
their dad.

(Endnotes)
1 [http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Harold

+Laski:+A+Life+on+the+Left.-a014687963]  
2 [http://supreme.justia.com/us/274/200/

case.html#207]
3 Miliband, Ralph.  The State in Capital-

ist Society.  Weidenfeld and Nicolson 1969.  
Page 1.

Memories Of The Miners’ Strike 
by Dick Barry

The first, at Labour’s 1984 an-
nual conference, involved a discus-
sion I had with a group of constitu-
ency delegates. Without exception, 
they were convinced that the min-
ers would win and believed that 
the NUM leadership was right not 
to hold a pre-strike ballot of mem-
bers. 

When I suggested that the min-
ers would not win, and gave what 
I thought were solid reasons why 
defeat would be the outcome, I was 
told that I had no right to express 
such an opinion. I asked them if 
they were generally opposed to 
pre-strike ballots, but I could see 
from their demeanour that I wasn’t 

going to get an answer and that it 
was pointless in pursuing the mat-
ter further.

 
The second incident, some 

months later, was a discussion I 
had with Jim Mortimer, Labour’s 
General Secretary at the time. We 
were leaving Labour’s Walworth 
Road building in south London 
simultaneously and exchanged 
words about the miners’ strike. 
Like the conference delegates, 

Mortimer was convinced that 
the miners would win largely, it 
seemed to me, because he believed 
they had to. I, on the other hand, 

pointed out that this was very un-
likely given the circumstances fac-
ing the miners at the time: record 
high level coal stocks, no support 
from the power station workers, un-
like the strikes in the early 1970s, 
and little public support, again un-
like the early 70s’ strikes. 

I said that while there was some 
public sympathy for the miners, 
the absence of a pre-strike ballot 
and Scargill’s public persona had 
alienated the bulk of the non-min-
ing population. Jim Mortimer gave 
me a quizical look, but I got the 
feeling he was thinking about what 
I had said.
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Notes on the News
By Gwydion M Williams

Double Dip and the Rich List
Thatcherism persuaded traditional Tory voters to support 

policies that have undermined traditional Tory values, made the 
middle class weaker and boosted the incomes and power of the 
richest 1%.  Thirty years on, they show no signs of learning 
anything.  Cameron and his cabinet of millionaires still has a 
lot of support.

Of course most of them don’t have the correct mental frame-
work to oppose Thatcherism.  Toryism in the 19th century was 
sensibly suspicious of capitalism.  It was Tories who limited 
working hours and imposed basic health regulations, in the face 
of a Liberal belief that the market would take care of it.  But all 
that has perished.  Almost all of them have swallowed the New 
Right viewpoint, seeing life as a burden on money.

While China’s Mixed Economy goes splendidly and while 
the USA and Germany have a weak but definite recovery, Britain 
is suffering stagnation and a double-dip recession.  Obviously 
this is not right.  Will Hutton explained what had happened:

“History will be unforgiving 
about George Osborne’s chancel-
lorship. The British economy in 
May 2010, when he began his term, 
had just gone through a near-death 
experience. Its banking system 
had only 18 months earlier nearly 
collapsed. The stock of bank lend-
ing was, incredibly, worth five 
times more than Britain’s annual 
output. Moreover, enormous parts 
of the economy – from high street 
to property – had become dependent on a never-ending rise in 
consumption and property prices, which now had to come to an 
end. Any economists worth their salt knew that the aftermath of 
such a shock could lead to years of recession and stagnation if 
not handled carefully.

“Yet Osborne – the kamikaze chancellor – and his Lib Dem 
coalition partners decided that the prime aim of government 
policy had to be eliminating the structural public sector deficit 
in just one parliament. Caution was thrown to the wind. The as-
sumption was that the economy would quickly get back to busi-
ness as usual; after all, as long as markets were free and flexible, 
what could go wrong? Osborne, a laissez-faire economic dry, 
would repeat Sir Geoffrey Howe’s budget of 1981, opening the 
way for tax cuts in the run-up to the general election. He would 
keep the Murdoch press onside – and repeat the years of Marga-
ret Thatcher’s hegemony.

“The result has been as inevitable as it is desperately sad. On 
Wednesday we learned that Britain has experienced a double-
dip recession just two years after the biggest decline in output 
since the early 1930s. Worse, it will not be until 2014 that output 
will return to 2008 levels – a six-year recession not equalled 
since the 1870s. What is happening is a disgrace.”1

True, as far as it goes.  But this is the same Will Hutton who 
let his ‘stakeholder’ ideas get marginalised rather than fighting 
for them.  It wasn’t a hopeless cause: Tony Blair showed brief 
interest in ‘stakeholder’ notions before surrendering to Big Fi-
nance.  And Osborne is being true to the general notion of ‘ life 
as a burden on money’.  All Hutton can do is assert – correctly 
but without any clear logic – that this isn’t always the case:

“A collective madness seems to have descended on our poli-
cymakers. Too few understand that what besets capitalism is un-
knowable risk – the risk of transformative new technologies, the 
risk of making epic business mistakes, or the risk of there being 
no demand for the goods and services a business produces. The 

task of government is to mitigate those 
risks – funding new technologies and ac-
tively using the tools of financial, fiscal 
and monetary policy to ensure there are 
rewards from innovation and investing. 
The paradox of successful capitalism 
is that, one way or another, risk has to 
be socialised. The US uses its defence 
budget and an active fiscal and monetary 
policy to do the job; Germany its bank-
ing and welfare system.

“Britain in 2012 has to find ways of 
doing the same – but Osborne and the Treasury, supported by 
the governor of the Bank of England, remain implacably op-
posed. Vince Cable, the business secretary, has ideas about 
promoting lending on the infrastructure to innovative small 
business, or even curbing short-termism in the financial mar-
kets. David Willetts, the university minister, has given intrigu-
ing speeches about the need to promote a British innovation 
ecosystem. Inside government they have no listeners. A leaked 
letter from Cable to David Cameron pleaded for some sense of 
economic vision and direction over and above deficit reduction. 
There is none.” 2

It’s not mad: the last 30 years have been a wonderful time for 
the richest 1%.  They have seen growth in their wealth compa-
rable to what Japan managed in its best period or to what China 
has now.  And they’ve got control of politics and the media, so 
that people think of the Keynesian or Mixed-Economy period as 
somehow disastrous or doomed, even though it delivered about 

Osborne may have kept the UK as a 
whole in stagnation verging on reces-
sion, but he has looked after the rich-
est 1%, his sort of people.  A recent 
report on the ultra-rich confirmed 
how nicely they have been looked af-
ter by the people they helped put into 
power:



Labour Affairs  16

No 227 May 2012

the same economic growth in Britain and 
the USA, rather better results in France, 
Italy, Japan and West Germany.  It was 
also an era when anyone serious about 
job could get one, outside of a few bad 
patches.  And more of the benefits went 
to the Working Mainstream than the 
richest 1%, which is why that rich elite 
were keen to attack it.

Osborne may have kept the UK as 
a whole in stagnation verging on reces-
sion, but he has looked after the richest 
1%, his sort of people.  A recent report on 
the ultra-rich confirmed how nicely they 
have been looked after by the people they 
helped put into power:

“The UK’s richest people have defied 
the double-dip recession to become even 
richer over the past year, according to the 
annual Sunday Times Rich List.

“The newspaper’s research found the 
combined worth of the country’s 1,000 
wealthiest people is £414bn, up 4.7%.

“It means their joint wealth has passed 
the level last seen in 2008, before the fi-
nancial crash, to set a new record.” 3

The BBC report also listed the Top 
Ten, most of whom don’t seem at all simi-
lar to the typical Tory voter.  I checked, 
and it is indeed a collection of people in 
the UK but not really of the UK:

Origins Source of wealth
Lakshmi Mi�al and family £12.7bn. India Steel
Alisher Usmanov £12.3bn. Russia Post-Soviet priva�sa�on
Roman Abramovich £9.5bn. Russia Post-Soviet priva�sa�on
Sri and Gopi Hinduja £8.6bn. India Conglomerate founded in 1914
Leonard Blavatnik £7.58bn. Russia Post-Soviet priva�sa�on
Ernesto and Kirsty Bertarelli £7.4bn. Italy Pharmaceu�cals, biotechnology and hedge funds
The Duke of Westminster £7.35bn. Britain Inherited a chunk of Central London
David and Simon Reuben £7.08bn. Britain Metals trading, property and 

post-Soviet priva�sa�on
John Fredriksen and family £6.6bn. Norway Oil and shipping
Galen and George 
Weston and family

£5.9bn. Canada Food processing

Three Russians, two Indians and 
three other foreigners, along with two 
Britons, one of them an aristocrat.  That’s 
Opportunity Britain!

It’s doubtful if any of the ten have 
added anything real to the UK economy, 
or pay much tax in the UK.  There is un-
doubtedly ‘trickle-down, but only within 
the Top 1%.  Advantages passed from the 
super-rich to the moderately rich, includ-
ing Cameron and his cabinet of million-
aires.

The Russians are among the stratum 
that grew rich while Russia declined and 
its economy shrank below its late-Soviet 
stagnation.  The sort of people who made 
it absolutely certain some sort of Russian-
nationalist reaction would happen: we 
should be thankful it has been no worse 
than Putin.  But all we hear from the 
British press is that Putin is not a liberal.  
Of course he’s not a liberal: Russian lib-
erals had their chance in the 1990s and 
screwed up completely. 

I also rate the 1% as short-termist 
fools.  While they view life as a burden 
on money, they will constantly bungle 
their attempts to re-shape the rest of the 
world and will never understand why.  
The impending failure in Afghanistan 
and Iraq is noticed but not understood.

Murdoch and the Invisible Mouth

It was rather suitable that Murdoch’s 
apparent influence on Culture Secretary 
Jeremy Hunt should have resulted in the 
departure of an advisor called Adam 
Smith.  Cameron does have a point when 
he says that weakening or removing me-
dia regulation is in line with Tory phi-
losophy since Thatcher.  New Right doc-
trine was to let the economy be regulated 
by the ‘Invisible Hand’ hypothesised 
by the original Adam Smith.  Even if it 

turns out that Hunt broke the ministerial 
code in helping Murdoch evade some of 
those regulations, that is still in line with 
the overall philosophy.4  

Nice philosophy, shame about the 
facts.  Reduced regulation has meant 
an increase in degraded rubbish.  The 
‘tabloid’ formula is an old one, based 
on an oddity of British law that allowed 
scandals and court testimony to be used 
as soft-core pornography and malicious 
gossip when the same thing as fiction 

might have been prosecuted as obscen-
ity.  This meant intrusion and great harm 
to many people, some of them innocent 
victims.  Who cared?  Not enough people 
cared, it turns out.  Tabloid journalism 
flourishes and is pushing out the more 
serious stuff.

The current main opposition to media 
corruption is anarchic, and therefore in-
effective.  We now know that the internet 
pirate culture was easily used by BSkyB 
to destroy Sky Digital, its main rival for 
British viewers.  Pay TV depends on 
most people actually paying to decode 
encrypted signals, which seems to work 
for BSkyB.  Sky Digital was ruined be-
cause their codes were made available on 
pirate networks. 5  It now turns out that 
this was organised by people connected 
with BSkyB, though proving guilt of 
anyone beyond a few small-fry is likely 
to prove difficult.

Murdoch is being hammered, but 
will he survive?  I find it significant that 
he wilfully leaked the apparent bias of 
Jeremy Hunt.  This hurt Cameron much 
more than it hurt Murdoch, and if there 
is much more to come, it may undermine 
any will among politicians to act.

Meantime harassment of an anarchic 
kind does have its place.  I’d suggest that 
some street-vendors start selling a T-shirt 

logo saying Rupert Murdoch is Innocent 
OK, showing him with a halo in an of-
fice full of devils on computer terminals.  
And maybe also a Star Wars variant, The 
Murdoch Strikes Back, adapting the 
scene in Return of the Jedi where the 
Emperor shoots out Sith Lightning: Mur-
doch as Emperor zapping Jeremy Hunt 
and with Cameron hiding behind.

Breivik Of The Apes
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“Nowhere is the uniquely human 
cocktail of cooperation, tolerance, mind-
reading and empathy more on display 
than when we are shoehorned together 
into a crowded airplane. We smile po-
litely at people who bump into us, offer 
sympathetic nods to mothers of wailing 
babies, and offer our untouched dessert 
to the stranger in the adjacent seat.

“After inviting us to reflect on this 
behaviour, Sarah Blaffer Hrdy [in a book 
called Mothers and Others] points out 
just how odd it is. If we were travelling 
with a planeload of chimps, she says, 
‘any one of us would be lucky to disem-
bark with all 10 fingers and toes still at-
tached, with the baby still breathing and 
unmaimed’.

“In this compelling and wide-rang-
ing book, Hrdy sets out to explain the 
mystery of how humans evolved into 
cooperative apes. The demands of rais-
ing our slow-growing and energetically 
expensive offspring led to cooperative 
child-rearing, she argues, which was key 
to our survival.” 6

But we’re not as far removed from 
the ancestral ‘Middle Ape’ as we might 
wish.  Norwegian mass-murderer Anders 
Breivik is one example.  His original plan 
was to detonate several bombs that would 
have randomly killed his fellow Norwe-
gians, regardless of politics.  Only when 
he found he could only make the one did 
he decide to follow on with a targeted 
killing of young left-wingers, which he 
says he found emotionally more difficult.

(It’s a curious fact that humans of any 
political disposition do find random at-
tacks via an automatic mechanism much 
easier than shooting someone when you 
have to look them in the eye.  We devel-
oped sympathy along with our reasoning 
power, but the two remain somewhat 
detached.  Most of us would not contem-
plate killing for selfish reasons, but the 
minority who could contemplate it still 
find themselves inhibited from doing it 
when they can actually see the victim.  
Breivik was an extreme of an extreme.)

Breivik’s behaviour is different from 
regular racist violence, which generally 
targets what is seen as an enemy com-
munity.  He targeted his own community, 
and one has to assume that Norwegian 

will now trust unfamiliar Norwegians 
much less than they used to.  This is the 
very opposite of re-creating community 
identity, Breivik’s stated aim.  He has 
more in common with the semi-random 
killing sprees that began in the USA and 
have now been globalised.

It’s fair enough to call Breivik and 
similar offenders subhuman.  The term 
seems to be objectively accurate, an ob-
servation that a compete alien looking at 
humans and related species might well 
arrive at.  But it’s also a failure of soci-
ety.  

Society exists and was originally 
invented to encourage us to be Higher 
Apes rather than Middle Apes.  We praise 
sympathy and deplore greed and anger, 
though different societies do this to dif-
ferent degrees.  This may also be the 
function of religion in its modern form.  
Superstition seems basic to human think-
ing, children evolve their own crazy no-
tions and sometimes rituals to cope with 
their fears.  But religions that suggest 
supernatural benefits for sympathy and 
kindness and avoiding anger begin in the 
6th century before Christ, with Buddhism 
in India, Confucianism in China, maybe 
Zoroastrianism in Persia and a wave of 
virtue-preaching philosophies in the 
Greek world.

Religion can be a source of conflict.  
But you also get vicious wars between 
people of exactly the same religion.  In 
the 1950s and 1960s, it seemed that reli-
gion had been tamed and would fade into 
bewildered good intentions of the Church 
of England sort.  The return of really 
nasty forms of religion has been closely 
associated with the rise of the New Right.  
The US version of Jesus-Hates-Everyone-
Except-US has provided the votes that 
get Republicans elected.  The hard-line 
Islamists were armed and nurtured by the 
USA as a weapon against both Commu-
nism and left-wing secular nationalism.  
It then bit the hand that had fed it, the 
Islamists are much more serious about 
their creed than the USA’s Jesus-Hates-
Everyone-Except-US Christians.

(If anyone says that a Jesus-Hates-
Everyone- Except-US attitude isn’t 
proper Christianity, I say there is plenty 
of it in the New Testament.  The US ver-
sion have deviated from their tradition in 

becoming lackeys of rich sceptics: the 
hatred of anyone outside the creed has 
always been there.  And hating outsiders 
has always been an effective way of get-
ting ‘insiders’ to trust each other.)

Breivik mentioned the bombing of 
Serbia on behalf of the mostly-Muslim 
Albanians of Kosovo one of the things 
that enraged him.  Mohammed Merah, a 
French citizen with parents of Algerian 
origin who shot several Jewish school-
children, declared himself enraged by 
children suffering in Gaza.  Even though 
the causes were directly opposite, they 
deserve to be bracketed together.  

But don’t just look at small people.  
Every US President from Reagan to 
Obama has behaved like an angry Alpha-
Ape in the face of small countries that 
obstinately chose to live their own lives 
in defiance of US wishes.  It’s worse than 
the Soviet idea, which was for a harmo-
nious World State centred on Moscow.  
The USA wants everyone fighting every-
one else.

‘Globalisation’ has actually been Sub-
Americanisation, them dominating us.  
Except it hasn’t worked.  It doesn’t offer 
a satisfactory was of life, which even the 
late-Soviet pattern did for a lot of people.

Look at the values that the USA has 
been pushing onto us for the last cen-
tury or more.  People are unable to find 
meaning in their lives, despite vastly 
greater possibilities.  Contrary to what 
pop-group ABBA once sang, rock and 
roll will not in fact fill a hole in your soul.  
It can entertain if you are already living 
well, but if you are not, it is no help.

In the New World Order created after 
the end of the Cold War, life only vali-
dated by unusual acquisition of money, 
fame or power.  Looking at some of the 
clowns who get these things, this seems 
an absurd standard.  It also means that 
it is not possible for most people to feel 
validated without a change of culture.

Breivik, Merah, kids who shoot other 
kids at US schools, it’s all part of the 
breakdown of a culture that pushes greed 
and lets the media be dominated by ad-
vertising that works on everyone’s weak 
points.  That uses the methods once used 
to support a viable culture, and uses it to 
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push goods that mostly won’t live up to 
their promise.  And then they find it ‘ir-
rational’ if a few inherently cold or nasty 
people start behaving like Middle-Apes.

Mugs Anonymous

In war, it’s often been noted that ‘God 
is on the side of the Big Battalions’.  I was 
always certain that anarchist or libertar-
ian notions of a triumphant Internet eras-
ing the existing world was wrong.  At one 
time I was almost alone in this: now it’s 
becoming mainstream wisdom:

“The principles of openness and uni-
versal access that underpinned the crea-
tion of the internet three decades ago are 
under greater threat than ever, according 
to Google co-founder Sergey Brin…

“The 38-year-old billionaire, whose 
family fled antisemitism in the Soviet 
Union, was widely regarded as having 
been the driving force behind Google’s 
partial pullout from China in 2010 over 
concerns about censorship and cyber-at-
tacks. He said five years ago he did not 
believe China or any country could ef-
fectively restrict the internet for long, but 
now says he has been proven wrong. ‘I 
thought there was no way to put the genie 
back in the bottle, but now it seems in 
certain areas the genie has been put back 
in the bottle,’ he said.” 7

The web may appear anonymous, but 
is a dangerous place for anyone doing 
anything seriously illegal.  Child-killer 
Mohamed Merah was caught that way:

“According to reports, the gunman 
was located with the IP address he used 
to message the first soldier he shot, ex-
pressing an interest in purchasing his 
motorcycle. Using his mother’s computer, 
the IP address came to the attention of 
the French authorities because of his al-
leged radical Islamist beliefs.”8

What about mass movements using 
the internet?  The fight goes on, but now 
the US government is joining in, trying 
to make it easier for dissidents to cause 
trouble overseas:

“For more than a year, the intelligence 
services of various authoritarian regimes 
have shown an intense desire to know 

more about what goes on in an office 
building on L Street in Washington DC, 
six blocks away from the White House.

“The office is the HQ of a US govern-
ment-funded technology project aimed 
at undermining internet censorship in 
countries such as Iran and Syria. And 
so every week – sometimes every day 

– email inquiries arrive there that purport 
to be from pro-democracy activists in 
those places, but which, the recipients are 
confident, actually come from spies…

“The fact that Meinrath and his fellow 
geeks are committed to radical transpar-
ency is not surprising: that has been the 
ethos of grassroots internet culture since 
the beginning. (Meinrath used to work 
for Indymedia, the citizen-publishing site 
that grew out of the Seattle World Trade 
Organisation protests of 1999.) But what 
certainly is a surprise is the fact that the 
US state department is providing such 
people with millions of dollars.” 9

You’re surprised, I am not surprised.  
These are much the same people who 
armed and trained Bin Laden.  Who 
spent years targeting Saddam Hussein, 
Iraq’s only functional Westerniser.  Who 
encouraged the Egyptian opposition to 
criminalise Mubarak in Egypt, after sup-
porting him for decades, and are now 
surprised Egypt is going Islamist.  Who 
made exactly the same error in Libya and 
seem determined to make it yet again in 
Syria.

The US is spreading ‘Spiritual Clus-
ter-Bombs.  Disrupting functional states 
in places where there is no coherent Civil 
Society that could take over.  And failing 
to notice that the Islamists are the closest 
thing to a coherent Civil Society in most 
Muslim countries.  The pro-Western lib-
erals in those countries are pig-ignorant 
about how a liberal society actually gets 
hammered into existence.

In the short term, the US authori-
ties seem able to track down and punish 
those hackers they see as more trouble 
than worth.  Thus

“He was the self-taught ‘elite hacker’ 
behind devastating attacks on the US 
Senate, the Zimbabwean government 
and a string of enemies in between.

“From the New York apartment block 
he shared with his two children, 28-year-
old Hector Xavier Monsegur led an auda-
cious double life as the internet activist 
‘Sabu’ – something of a celebrity in the 
world of hackers.

“But Monsegur was finally unmasked 
on Tuesday after it emerged that he had 
pleaded guilty to computer hacking 
charges and had acted as an informant 
for the FBI since August 2011, just as the 
international crackdown on the notorious 
Anonymous hacker collective gathered 
pace.

“Monsegur was deeply involved in 
attacks on behalf of WikiLeaks in De-
cember 2010, according to court papers 
unsealed in New York on Tuesday.” 10

They haven’t yet had to ‘waterboard’ 
any of the underground hackers, or not 
that I’ve heard.  I’ve no doubt they’d find 
ways if it were needed.  But it seems that 
the threat of a few years in the USA’s no-
torious prison system is quite enough.

Not that everything’s under control.  
I’d suppose that most hackers would up-
hold a woman’s right to a safe and legal 
abortion.  But one associate of Anony-
mous thought differently:

“An anti-abortion computer hacker 
who stole the personal details of 10,000 
women from Britain’s largest pregnancy 
advisory clinic has been sentenced to al-
most three years in prison.

“James Jeffery, 27, was a member of 
the hacking collective Anonymous and 
had intended to publish the names, email 
addresses and telephone numbers of 
thousands of women, which he had taken 
from the British Pregnancy Advisory 
Service (BPAS) website.

“Jeffery, who had previous convic-
tions for theft, cannabis cultivation and 
assault, had pleaded guilty to two of-
fences under the Computer Misuse Act 
at Westminster magistrates court.

“During sentencing at Southwark 
crown court on Friday, it was revealed 
that Jeffery was a member of Anonymous 
who had been in contact with their leader, 
Hector Xavier Monsegur, also known as 
Sabu, for more than a year. Last month 



Labour Affairs  19

No 227 May 2012

Monsegur was revealed to be working for 
the FBI as an undercover informant. It is 
not known whether Monsegur knew of 
Jeffery’s plans in advance…

“After hacking into BPAS systems 
Jeffery also “defaced” its website’s 
homepage with the logo of the hacking 
group Anonymous and plastered it with 
an anti-abortion screed…

“He signed off the statement using the 
alias of the infamous Colombian drugs 
baron Pablo Escobar, the court was told.” 
11

According to New Scientist, Anony-
mous are re-organising as ‘MalSec’ and 
going after a number of targets, including 
the Chinese government.12  Which I’d put 
on a level with Woody Allen starting a 
brawl with Mike Tyson.  Hacker activists 
are not going to win against a power that 
had hydrogen bombs since 1967 and has 
been learning ever since.

“The US and China have been dis-
creetly engaging in ‘war games’ amid 
rising anger in Washington over the scale 
and audacity of Beijing-co-ordinated cy-
ber attacks on western governments and 
big business, the Guardian has learned.

“State department and Pentagon of-
ficials, along with their Chinese counter-
parts, were involved in two war games 
last year that were designed to help 
prevent a sudden military escalation be-
tween the sides if either felt they were be-
ing targeted. Another session is planned 
for May…

“’The two war games have been quite 
amazing,’ said Lewis. ‘The first one went 
well, the second one not so well.

“’The Chinese are very astute. They 
send knowledgeable people. We want to 
find ways to change their behaviour … 
[but] they can justify what they are doing. 
Their attitude is, they have experienced 
imperialism and they had a century of 
humiliation.’

“Lewis said the Chinese have a ‘sense 
that they have been treated unfairly’.

“’The Chinese have a deep distrust 
of the US. They are concerned about US 
military capabilities. They tend to think 

we have a grand strategy to preserve US 
hegemony and they see a direct chal-
lenge.13

And a few hobbyists think they can 
step in and form an unbreakable under-
ground.  It would be wholly comic, ex-
cept that I suppose a few citizens of the 
People’s Republic will get drawn into it 
and have their lives ruined.  Or maybe 
the Chinese state will set them working 
as a specialist unit serving their interests, 
just as the USA does.

The USA tells the world, ‘do as we 
say, not as we do’.  The world no longer 
takes much notice.

Red Banner, Gold Pockets

I’d seen Bo Xilai’s work in Chong-
qing as a positive development in China’s 
fast changing society.  It seems that a lot 
of Chongqing residents feel the same and 
are sorry to see him gone.  But I’d always 
felt that the most interesting thing was it 
was Maoist nostalgia rather than Western 
liberalism that was popular.

We first learned that something had 
gone wrong when Bo’s right-hand man 
Wang Lijun’s sought refuge in the US 
Consulate General in Chengdu.  This 
made be instantly suspicious of the true 
beliefs of Bo’s people.  After all, the 
USA fears China’s rise.  This would ap-
ply regardless of how China adapted its 
politics, culture or economics.  Any Chi-
nese who understands this would know 
that they could not trust the USA at all, 
they are out to disrupt China.  Dissidents 
mostly don’t seem to know it, but one 
would expect left-wingers to know that 
the US is especially hostile to China go-
ing the way they want.  So what was Mr 
Wang thinking of?

It looks now as if Bo was an unwor-
thy upholder of what remain popular 
values.  His family gained huge wealth 
with no obvious legal source.  Yet limited 
gestures towards the Maoist past seem to 
have won him popular support.  Which 
could be the reason that there has been 
no further progress towards higher-level 
popular elections of the sort that were 
talked about several years back.  Assum-
ing that it was limited to members of the 
Communist Party, it might well strength-

en the Left.

Let’s imagine that history had gone 
differently.  Suppose there had no eco-
nomic crisis in West in 2007-2008, and 
that they had come under pressure with 
threats of an Olympic boycott.  And sup-
posing that China’s leaders had (rather 
improbably) responded by agreeing to 
an open Presidential Election.  Would 
the electorate perhaps have chosen the 
popular Mr Bo and his charming wife?  
It has been noted that he was the only 
senior Chinese leader who operated like 
a Western politician.

Western politicians go for whatever 
is popular, even if they don’t believe in 
it.  The Mao Era remains popular.  The 
recently-dead dissident Fang Lizhi made 
an interest comment on the Tiananmen 
protests of 1989.  Most Westerners as-
sume it was for Western values, which 
was actually the case with the Middle-
European protests of the same year.  But 
Fang knew better, as did at least a few 
of those who reported him for Western 
media:

“Question: To observers like myself, 
the movement, especially towards the 
end, looked ideologically rather con-
fused.  On one side there were people 
who seemed to be influenced by a sort of 
Maoist nostalgia, on the other there were 
people who mistook Western affluence 
for Western democracy.  Do you think 
that the movement had a clear idea of 
what it was and what it wanted?

“Feng: No, I agree with your obser-
vation.  The movement was made up 
of different people with very different 
backgrounds and with very different de-
mands.  Because of this it had no unified 
leadership and no clear objective.  But it 
was still a very important movement.”14

I made exactly the same observa-
tion in 1989, shortly after the protests 
were crushed, picking up a stray British 
news story which also noticed the Maoist 
nostalgia.  What it might have led to is 
anyone’s guess: perhaps total chaos, per-
haps fragmentation, perhaps a sharp turn 
against Deng’s policies and back towards 
Mao.  At the time I felt it would have been 
no loss: this was a drastic misjudgement.

Fang had a better idea than his West-
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ern admirers what the real balance of 
the society was.  In this same book he 
expresses doubts about the idea of an im-
mediate move to multi-party democracy: 
perhaps he suspected that if someone 
started a ‘Maoist Communist Party’ it 
would win by a landslide.  He and the 
entire Chinese dissident movement was 
quite quickly dropped by the West: per-
haps they didn’t find them docile enough 
or did not find them competent.

(Fang’s book contains some extraor-
dinary rubbish, including a belief that 
it’s proper to refer to Christmas as ‘the 
birthday of Jesus’.  Also, more seriously, 
a sneering at the achievements of Deng 
as well as Mao.  I plan to do a review of 
it for a future issue.)

British Democracy in Two World 
Wars

We are coming up to the anniversary 
of the hundredth anniversary of the out-
break of World War One.  The official 
explanation at the time was that we had 
to come to the aid of brave little Serbia, at 
risk of unjust punishment over its claim 
to Bosnia.  One can safely expect this to 
be downplayed, in favour of a claim that 
it was a war for democracy.

Germany in 1914 had parliaments 
elected by all adult males, and able to 
curb their government.  Parliamentarians 
did not have the same privileges as those 
in Britain, but they still had the poten-
tial to stop the war if they had wanted 
to.  Likewise multi-party elections were 
common in most of Europe and were 
eroding royal power everywhere, even in 
Russia, which was the least advanced.

Britain in 1914 was the core of the 
largest Empire the world had ever seen, 
including a fifth of humanity.  Outside 
of the British Isles, only a few million 
white voters in Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada and South Africa had any say in 
their own participation.  No woman had 
a vote, and only 60% of adult males met 
the property qualifications, which had 
last been changed in the 1880s. The war 
was begun in 1914 by the will of a parlia-
ment elected in the second of two elec-
tions in 1910, British Isles electorate of 
7.71 million, of whom 6.01 million lived 
in contested seats.  4.88 million votes 
were cast and gave a narrow majority to 

an uneasy alliance of Liberals and Irish 
Nationalists.  This parliament lasted till 
1918 and controlled a British Empire of 
400 million.  That’s to say, 2% of the 
population controlled the destiny of the 
rest

The war of 1939-45 was controlled 
by a parliament elected in 1935.  By then, 
all adults in the Imperial homeland had 
the vote.  There was a British and North-
ern Irish electorate of 31.37 million, of 
whom 29.56 million lived in contested 
seats.  20.99 million votes were cast and 
11.18 of these return a massive majority 
for the ‘National Government’. This was 
mostly the Conservative Party but with 
National Labour and National Liberal 
getting the odd million between them.  
With opposition votes split, they got 429 
out of 615 seats.  Old Labour as the main 
opposition got 7.98 million votes but 
only 154 seats.15  That parliament lasted 
till 1945, controlling a British Empire of 
450 millions from the votes of a potential 
electorate was just 7% of its population.

After 1945, Britain set India free.  
The Tories tried to hang on to the rest 
of the Empire, including a brutal war in 
Kenya, but in the end this failed.  But it 
was a slow process, and I think that 1960 
was the first British election in which the 
Westminster parliament had an elector-
ate that was more than half of the poten-
tial electors ruled by that Westminster 
parliament.  If Britain hadn’t lost the first 
round of its second war with Germany 
and needed to be saved by the USA and 
USSR (both anti-imperial powers), who 
knows when it would have changed?
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6 [http://www.newscientist.com/article/
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The domestic energy market in 
Great Britain is dominated by six 
companies: British Gas, EDF Energy, 
E.ON, RWE npower, Scottish Power, 
and Scottish & Southern Energy. The 
market share of electricity supply for 
each company at August 2010 was: 
British Gas- 25%; EDF Energy- 13%; 
E.ON- 17%; RWE npower- 13%; Scot-
tish Power- 12%; Scottish & Southern 
Energy- 20%. The market share of gas 
supply for each company at August 
2010 was: British Gas- 43%; EDF En-
ergy- 8%; E.ON- 13%; RWE npower- 
11%; Scottish Power- 9%; Scottish & 
Southern Energy- 17%. Written Parlia-
mentary Answer 6/3/12.

In 2010-11, the total excise duty 
and VAT values of seizures of alcohol 
by HMRC and the UK Border Agency 
was £23,951,304. The respective val-
ues for beer, spirits and wine were: 
Beer- £5,942,462; Spirits- £12,015,389; 
Wine- £5,993,453. The total values in 
the years since 2002-03 were: 2002-
03- £16,318,958; 2003-04- £10,510,982; 
2004-05- £5,317,307; 2005-06- 
£5,428,345; 2006-07- £5,986,701; 2007-
08- £12,908,680; 2008-09- £11,795,487; 
2009-10- £16,974,974. Written PA. 
7/3/12.

Estimates of the number of house-
holds, broken down by the number of 
people in the family unit/household, 
that will be affected by the £26,000 cap 
on benefits are; 1 person in the family- 
8,600 households; 2 people- 2,900; 3 
people- 6,600; 4 people- 11,000; 5 peo-
ple- 12,300; 6 people- 13,700; 7 people- 
7,000; 8 people- 2,700; 9 people- 1,000; 
10 people- 300. There may be some 
households who may be affected by 
the cap who have more than 10 people. 
NB. Households entitled to working tax 
credit will be exempt from the house-
hold benefit cap. Written PA. 8/3/12.

The number of working age peo-
ple aged 16-64 in Great Britain, who 
are disabled within the Equality Act 
definition, and in employment in each 

IT’S  A  FACT 
of the last five years was: July 2006 
to June 2007- 2,633,800; July 2007 
to June 2008- 2,714,400; July 2008 to 
June 2009- 2,686,400; July 2009 to 
June 2010- 2,874,300; July 2010 to June 
2011- 3,132,500. Written PA. 13/3/12.

The numbers and percentages of 
people with flexible working hours 
by National Statistics Socio-eco-
nomic Classification in the period 
October-December 2011 were: Higher 
Managerial and professional- 528,000 
(15%); Lower managerial and profes-
sional- 842,000 (13%); Intermediate 
occupations- 607,000 (15%); Small 
employers and own account workers- 
162,000 (6%); Lower supervisory and 
technical- 67,000 (6%); Semi-routine 
occupations- 164,000 (5%); Routine 
occupations- 88,000 (3%). Written PA. 
13/3/12.

The Government have recom-
mended the following increases in the 
national minimum rate from 1 October 
2012: An increase in the adult rate of 11 
pence to £6.19 an hour; an increase in 
the apprentice rate of 5 pence to £2.65 
an hour. The Government also recom-
mended a youth development rate of 
£4.98 an hour, a 16 and 17 year old rate 
of £3.68 an hour, and an increase in the 
accommodation offset of 9 pence to 
£4.82 per day. Ministerial Statement 
19/3/12.

The annual average prison popu-
lation of England & Wales each year 
since 1997 has been: 1997- 61,114; 
1998- 65,298; 1999- 64,771; 2000- 
64,602; 2001- 66,301; 2002- 70,778; 
2003- 73,038; 2004- 74,657; 2005- 
75,979; 2006- 78,127; 2007- 80,216; 
2008- 82,572; 2009- 83,559; 2010-
84,725. Written PA 27/3/12.

UK coal imports fell from 37,520 
thousand tonnes (tt) in 2009 to 25,806tt 
in 2010. Over the ten year period 2001 to 
2010 coal imports were: 34,992tt (55.1% 
import dependency) in 2001; 28,149tt 
(48% id) in 2002; 31,349tt (49.9% id) 

in 2003; 35,531tt (58.7% id) in 2004; 
43,433tt (70.3%) in 2005; 50,085tt (74.4 
id) in 2006; 42,821tt (68.1% id) in 2007; 
43,276tt (74.3% id) in 2008; 37,520tt 
(76.9 id) in 2009; 25,806tt (50.2% id) in 
2010. Written PA 16/4/12.

The total number of vacancies 
(full-time & part-time) advertised in 
Jobcentre Plus offices in England at 
29/2/12 was 249,542. This was made 
up of 170,793 full-time and 78,749 part-
time vacancies. Written PA 17/4/12.

The total number of abortions 
carried out in each of the five years 
between 2006 and 2010 was 193,737 
in 2006; 198,499 in 2007; 195,296 in 
2008; 189,100 in 2009; and 189,574 in 
2010. More than 70% of abortions oc-
curred when gestation was under 10 
weeks. Around 95% of abortions oc-
curred when gestation was under 14 
weeks. Just 0.07% of abortions were 
carried out on or over the legal limit of 
24 weeks. The number for each year be-
tween 2006 and 2010 was 136 in 2006; 
135 in 2007; 124 in 2008; 136 in 2009; 
and 147 in 2010. Written PA 18/4/12.

The total prison population in Eng-
land & Wales at 31 December 2011 was 
86,172. This was made up of 73,620 
British nationals, 11,077 Foreign na-
tionals, and 1,475 whose nationality 
was not recorded. The geographical 
breakdown of Foreign nationals was 
as follows: 2,537 Total Africa; 2,247 
Total Asia; 277 Total Central & South 
America; 4,293 Total Europe; 509 Total 
Middle East; 30 Total Oceania; 1,089 
Total West Indies. Written PA 23/4/12.

The net additional cost of military 
operations in Afghanistan since 2001-
02 has been some £17 billion. Written 
PA 24/4/12.
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 President Assad gets a demo-
cratic Constitution endorsed in a refer-
endum despite the efforts of the West to 
spark a full-scale civil war.

In the last week of February, the 
people of Syria overwhelmingly en-
dorsed a new Constitution, which would 
theoretically end the monopoly of the 
long-ruling Baath Party. The new Con-
stitution is part of the reform package 
that the Bashar al-Assad government had 
promised to implement after the “Arab 
Spring” uprisings, which began in Tuni-
sia in December 2010, hit Syria in 2011. 
Around 57.4 per cent of those eligible to 
vote participated in the referendum and 
around 89.4 per cent of them approved 
the Constitution.

A few days after the results of the 
referendum were announced, Syrian se-
curity forces finally ejected rebel fight-
ers from Baba Amr, a suburb of the city 
of Homs. Among the fighters reportedly 
captured by the security forces there 
were a few militants from the Indian sub-
continent. The security forces have now 
turned their focus on towns such as Idlib 
in the north and Dera in the south, where 
rebel fighters trained in countries such as 
Turkey and Libya are still holding out in 
small pockets.

Phillip Giraldi, a well-informed 
former Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) officer, has written that French 
and British Special Forces officers are 
now on the ground in Syria “assisting 
the rebels with the CIA, and U.S. Spec 
Ops [United States Special Operations] 
providing communication equipment 
and intelligence to assist the rebel cause 
enabling the fighters to avoid concentra-
tions of Syrian troops”. Giraldi has cor-
roborated what others have been saying 
for some time now, that “foreign mili-
tary intervention has already started in 
Syria”. Stratfor, the private intelligence 
firm with close links with the Pentagon, 
has confirmed the presence of Western 
Special Forces inside Syria. The Leba-
nese website Al Manar, quoting Syrian 
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officials, said that 700 Arab and Western 
fighters were captured from Baba Amr.

“The Syrian Army also uncovered 
tunnels and equipment, which included 
advanced Israeli, European and Ameri-
can arms that have not yet been tested in 
the countries of their manufacture,” said 
Salim Harba, a Syrian expert on military 
affairs. According to WikiLeaks’ U.S. 
State Department documents, Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton had, in 2009, 
sanctioned the delivery of sophisticated 
electronic equipment to the Syrian op-
position. Foreign diplomats this corre-
spondent spoke to in Damascus said that 
Western countries had positioned mili-
tary trainers in neighbouring countries.

A recent report in a Jordanian news-
paper said that 6,000 Libyan fighters 
trained by the West had recently landed 
in Jordan. In the Baba Amr neighbour-
hood in Homs, the rebels were supplied 
anti-tank missiles and other sophisti-
cated weaponry. They had mined the 
area heavily, making it difficult for relief 
agencies to move in after the area was 
subdued in early March. In Homs, more 
damage was done by the mortars fired by 
the rebels than by the government siege.

Diplomats in Damascus also point 
out that the figure of civilians killed so 
far in the conflict that erupted in March 
last year has been deliberately exaggerat-
ed. Even deaths occurring naturally were 
passed on by the rebels as casualties. In 
all, 2,100 security personnel have been 
killed in the year-long conflict. The Syr-
ian government has provided a list of sol-
diers killed. Western media reports have 
put the toll at 7,500, basing the figures on 
the statistics provided by the opposition.

Despite the efforts of the West and 
its allies to spark a full-scale civil war, 
the referendum on the Constitution pro-
ceeded as per schedule and in a peaceful 

atmosphere. Interior Minister Ibrahim al 
Shaar told the media in Damascus that 
the people had voted with “full freedom” 
and that the results of the referendum 

“fulfilled the wishes of the people”. He 
said there were attempts to sabotage 
the referendum but the government had 
given the people a choice to vote in areas 
where they felt safe. Around 14,000 mo-
bile voting booths were set up.

According to the Minister, some peo-
ple in Homs and Idlib were prevented 
from voting, but he pointed out that only 
a small area of Homs had been affected 
by the current turmoil. According to 
many Syrians who are otherwise critical 
of the government, the new Constitu-
tion is a step in the right direction. This 
is one of the reasons for the reportedly 
high turnout. Most Syrians want an early 
end to the crisis, which has impacted 
gravely on the country’s economy and 
fractured the social cohesion that had 
existed. This correspondent witnessed a 
big rush at polling centres in the capital. 
Those against the government evidently 
decided to stay at home while its sup-
porters came in droves, accompanied by 
flag-waving musical bands.

Under the new Constitution, which is 
heavily inspired by the French Constitu-
tion, the President can only be in office 
for two terms. The presidential election 
is scheduled for 2014, the year President 
Assad’s current term ends. Multiparty 
parliamentary elections are scheduled to 
be held in May this year. The elections 
are to be supervised by an independent 
electoral commission. President Assad 
had said on several occasions that he 
would like to go down in history as the 
man who first introduced genuine demo-
cratic reforms in the Arab world. Most 
Syrians are prepared to give him the ben-
efit of the doubt. The reform process is 
finally on track though many Syrians and 
well-wishers of the country feel that the 
reform process should have started much 
earlier.

As the Syrian government was pre-



Labour Affairs  23

No 227 May 2012

paring for the referendum, various op-
position groups, under the watchful eyes 
of the West and the Gulf states, met in 
Tunis in an effort to forge a united front. 
Hillary Clinton, who was present at the 

“Friends of Syria” meeting, tried her best 
to push for military intervention inside 
Syria. But this idea was rejected by many 
senior Arab Foreign Ministers and of-
ficials present at the meeting. Tunisian 
President Moncef Marzouki refused to 
contemplate military intervention. Tuni-
sian Foreign Minister Rafik Abdelsalem 
reminded some of the hawkish diplomats 
from the West and the Gulf that the Tuni-
sian revolution was a peaceful one.

The Syrian opposition, despite the 
best efforts of the West and with the 
Saudi and Qatari diplomats opening their 
purse strings, refused to sink their dif-
ferences and unite. All the same, the two 
Gulf monarchies announced that they 
would bring democracy to Syria by arm-
ing the rebels. Saudi Foreign Minister 
Saud al-Faisal, emerging after a meeting 
with Hillary Clinton in Tunis, said that 
arming the rebels was an “excellent idea” 
as the opposition had “to protect itself”. 
Thousands of Tunisians briefly disrupted 
the meeting, chanting slogans against 
the U.S. military presence in the region. 
Hillary Clinton’s motorcade had to be 
diverted from the conference site while 
Tunisian security forces removed the 
demonstrators.

Ordinary Syrian citizens and most 
foreign diplomats based in Damascus 
concede that President Assad still con-
tinues to enjoy the support of 55-60 per 
cent of the populace. A recent YouGov 
Siraj poll commissioned by the Doha 
Debates, sponsored by the Qatar Foun-
dation, found that 55 per cent of Syrians 
wanted Assad to stay. Not much public-
ity was given to the results of the poll 
in the international media. The Qatari 
royal family is in the forefront of the 
anti-Assad campaign. It has been call-
ing on the international community to 
intervene militarily in Syria. A diplomat 
from South Asia said that 90 per cent of 
the minorities along with 30 per cent of 
the Sunnis continued to support Assad. 
Minorities consisting of Alawites, Chris-
tians, Druze and Kurds constitute around 
40 per cent of the population.

Battle Against Colonialism
Syrian Vice-President Najah al-Attar, 

speaking to a group of Indian journalists 
in Damascus, said that her country was 
once again waging a battle against colo-
nialism. She said the conspiracy against 
Syria had started with the redrawing of 
maps during the colonial era. She said 
the former colonial powers were unhap-
py with the principled foreign policy the 
country had adopted since independence 
in 1948.

“They want us to change our position. 
They have a project for the Middle East 
[West Asia] that aims to put an end to 
our unity and encourage sectarianism,” 
she said. Najah al-Attar said Libya was 
a graphic illustration. She pointed out 
that the West along with its supporters in 
the region showed absolutely no remorse 
for the killing of 150,000 people, most 
of them civilians, in the conflict. In Iraq, 
more than a million people perished as 
a result of the U.S. invasion in 2003 and 
the sanctions imposed on that country.

She said President Assad could not 
implement his reform package at a faster 
pace because of the catastrophic events 
that shook the region after he took over. 
First, there was the U.S. invasion of Iraq, 
which led to an upsurge in terrorism in 
the region and resulted in the influx of 
more than two million refugees into Syr-
ia. Then there were the two wars waged 
by Israel, against Lebanon and Gaza. 
Both the wars had briefly threatened to 
engulf the entire region. Najah al-Attar 
wondered why the West was silent about 
the casualties that Israel had inflicted in 
the two wars on hapless civilians. “Israeli 
atrocities do not make the West unhappy,” 
she said.

She accused Washington and its al-
lies of funding and training rebel groups 
in Syria even while hypocritically call-
ing for a peaceful dialogue to end the 
crisis. “They [the West] are calling it a 
revolution of the people. Our people want 
normalcy. They believe in the President.” 
She emphasised that the reform process 
would be implemented carefully. “The 
new Constitution will guarantee a new 
life for the citizens. There will be more 
media freedom.” The government plans 
to set up an independent media body. The 
opposition parties already publish week-
ly papers. More opposition papers are 

scheduled be out in a couple of months.

Najah al-Attar said her country was 
the only one in the region to oppose U.S. 
hegemony. “Syria is facing hardship but 
it has the courage to keep on support-
ing the resistance,” she said. Syria is the 
main backer of the resistance, Hizbollah 
and Hamas in the region, and has been 
uncompromising in its stance against 
Israel. The Syrian leader revealed that 
Washington had conveyed to Damascus 
that Syria could have stability if it “cut 
off support to Hamas, Hizbollah and 
Iran”. According to Najah al-Attar, the 
Syrian government bent over backwards 
to accommodate the demands of the in-
ternational community and the opposi-
tion. “Our offer for dialogue has been 
rejected. The opposition wants only 
regime change.” The Syrian Army was 
withdrawn from Homs, Dera and Idlib 
so that the Arab League Observers Mis-
sion could carry out its work unimpeded. 
She noted that the report prepared by the 
head of the Mission was ignored by the 
Arab League as it did not fit the League’s 
game plan. “The Gulf states are acting 
like puppies of the Americans,” she ob-
served. The senior Syrian leader conced-
ed that there were “some good people” in 
the opposition and that the government 
had kept the door for negotiations open. 

“Russia’s mediation efforts were rejected 
by the opposition. We are sad but not 
afraid.” President Assad reiterated his of-
fer of talks when Kofi Annan, the newly 
appointed United Nations/Arab League 
envoy to Syria, visited Damascus in the 
second week of March.

Najah al-Attar dismissed reports of 
defections from the Syrian Army. She 
said only a small number had defected. 

“Our Army will never be divided. We are 
protecting not only ourselves but the en-
tire Arab nation.” She defended the Ar-
my’s human rights record, asserting that 
it is doing its best to protect civilians.

“If the Syrian Army did what the 
armed groups are doing, we could have 
crushed them a long time ago.” She was 
especially scathing about the interfer-
ence of neighbouring Turkey in the in-
ternal affairs of Syria. “Turkey has been 
acting as an agent of the U.S. There have 
been protests inside Turkey against the 
role of the government there. The Turk-
ish people don’t want their government 
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to take sides.” She said Libyan Islam-
ists, Al Qaeda, and Turkish and French 
military officers were operating inside 
Syria. She also revealed that some of the 
weapons came from Israel.

Najah al-Attar said Syria was being 
subjected to “information warfare”. Re-
ports in the Western and Arab satellite 
channels, she said, were not based on 
the facts on the ground and the threat 
posed by terrorism was being down-
played deliberately. She said 90 per cent 
of the Syrian people had stopped watch-
ing Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya. “They 
are seen as partners of the armed ter-
rorist groups.” There is no denying the 
fact that Al Qaeda is very much active 
in Syria. The suicide bomb attacks in 
Damascus and Aleppo in recent months 
are illustrations. In fact, the presence 
of militant groups has helped galvanise 
public opinion in favour of the govern-
ment. The Syrian people do not want 
their country to become another Iraq 
or for that matter a new Libya, where 
armed militias are today ruling the roost 
after the country was “liberated” with 
the help of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO). “The U.S., Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar are spokesmen of and 
partners in fostering terrorism,” Najah 
al-Attar said. She said that besides civil-
ians, the militant groups had targeted 
communication centres and gas pipe-
lines. Syria today suffers from a short-
age of electricity as a result of acts of 
sabotage against its energy grid.

The Vice-President is confident that 
her country will soldier on despite the 
odds stacked against it. “Syria is self-
sufficient and it has no external debts,” 
she explained. Diplomats in Damascus 
are of the view that Syria can rough it 
out as it has been used to decades of 
sanctions.

But the latest set of sanctions has had 
a debilitating effect. For some months, 
Syria has not been able to export its oil, 
a key source of foreign exchange. Syr-
ia’s oil is refined in western Europe and 
sold in the domestic markets. Tradition-
al friends such as Iran are bound to help 
Syria in times of need. Venezuela has 
already dispatched a consignment of re-
fined oil to Syria. Many Syrians outside 
the government say that the government 
can survive another 10 years being unaf-

fected by the sanctions. “Sanctions will 
affect the common man but nobody is 
going to starve,” a resident of Damascus 
observed. He said the unemployment 
rate was rising alarmingly. The West 
and the Arab monarchies are promising 
a bonanza for the Syrian people if there 
is a regime change. At the Tunis Confer-
ence, $20 billion was on offer for a new 
government in Syria. But, he said, the 
Syrian people were aware that the West 
was using the country as a pawn.

A well-placed Syrian technocrat, 
who is ambivalent about the government 
on many issues, told this correspondent 
that the attacks by the Western media and 
Al Jazeera became shriller whenever the 
government introduced more reforms. 
The opposition, he said, was aware of 
the “media game” and was willing “to 
sleep with the devil” to achieve its goal. 
He described the anti-Assad revolution 
as one that “does not have a road map 
and which excludes the minorities and 
other groups”. He said many of the rebel 
fighters were “Salafists”. He, for one, 
would prefer a “civil war” rather than 
allow the country to be run by Salafists. 
At the same time, he admitted that Assad 
had not kept many of his promises and 
had lost around 10 per cent of his popu-
larity after the siege of Homs. He said 
Assad’s close advisers would not allow 
him to step down. Senior Vice-President 
Farouq al-Sharaa wants the President to 
continue at the helm.

Ahmad Hussain, the Grand Mufti of 
Damascus who lost his son to the bul-
lets of terrorists a few months ago, said 
Bashar al-Assad would like nothing bet-
ter than to practise medicine again but 
circumstances had forced him to stay on 
in power. The spiritual head of Syrian 
Sunnis said the President “is neither sec-
tarian nor has a military background”. He 
said under Assad Syria would become a 
shining example for the rest of the Arab 
world, but the Gulf countries and some 
of Syria’s immediate neighbours were 
working overtime to sabotage Assad’s 
plans to build a strong nation. “The un-
folding situation in Syria does not suit 
the West,” the Grand Mufti said.


	The Labour Government: 1964 to 1970
	By John Martin
	Turn Again? — Boris… Brian… Jenny… Ken…

	S McGouran
	Let’s look at Top Pay, not Regional Pay!

	By Mark Langhammer
	Miliband Senior and the Big Bad State

	By Gwydion M. Williams
	Memories Of The Miners’ Strike 

	by Dick Barry
	IT’S  A  FACT 
	Syria: Reforms on track

	John Cherian

