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The Labour Party Conference – 
A Change of Direction?

This journal has been highly sceptical that the La-
bour Party is capable of leaving behind the heritage of 
New Labour. We have noted the feebleness of its ap-
proach to Foreign Policy, the National Health Service, 
the Economy and Youth Unemployment and criticised 
its inability to offer a serious alternative to the Coalition 
policy of deficit reduction. We have even suggested that 
Labour has shrunk to the role of providing a purely for-
mal opposition to the government, without any serious 
difference in approach, purely to satisfy the requirements 
of a constitution built around a two-party system. Is this 
negative view justified? What can we glean from the La-
bour Party Conference and the recent performance of Ed 
Miliband?

The first point to note is that the Labour in Par-
liament headed off the charge to war  in Syria. It did so  
by devious parliamentary means rather than on an issue 
of principle. But if the ends justify the means in matters 
of parliamentary manoeuvring in the pursuit of worthy 
objectives, it has to be said that this manoeuvre was suc-
cessful and succeeded in disorienting the principle bel-
ligerents, the US and France and handing the diplomatic 
initiative to Russia. 

What about the conference itself? It looks as if there 
may be signs of a policy shift in two important areas: 
housing and the NHS. Hilary Benn’s fighting words on 
housebuilding represent a serious attempt to win back the 
initiative on this vital issue. It is a pity that Labour sup-
ports the Help to Buy policy, which is a reckless financial 
gamble on the part of the coalition and is too timid to pro-
pose rent controls (unlike the recently victorious Angela 
Merkel in Germany), but radical action to build houses is 
a step forward. Likewise, Andy Burnham’s commitment 
to reverse the 2012 marketisation legislation for the NHS 
and to integrate social and health care look like solid 

commitments to rescue the NHS and to reform care for 
the elderly and infirm, shortly after a Labour victory at 
the next election. It is worth bearing in mind that shortly 
after the 2010 election, Labour’s silence on the NHS was 
tantamount to consent to the Coalition’s proposals to dis-
mantle it and, as Eric Pickles pointed out at the time, the 
commitment was there in the Tory manifesto and Labour 
made nothing of it during the campaign. So on the issues 
of housing and health Labour is still probably behind the 
views of the electorate but is beginning to catch up.

This appears also to be the case with energy. Miliband 
has proposed an eighteen month price freeze on gas and elec-
tricity. He is probably on firm ground here. The integrated and 
oligopolistic nature of the energy companies make it highly 
likely that their profits are way above the headline figures for 
the profits of the supply (rather than the generating) compa-
nies. They are also able to hedge against future changes in 
energy prices to see them comfortably through a short price 
freeze. The longer term project of re-organising the energy 
regulatory regime needs to be viewed with some scepticism 
however. There is a majority amongst the electorate in favour 
of the renationalisation of energy and Labour should give this 
active consideration. Two reasons were given for energy pri-
vatisation:  that competition would keep prices down and that 
the private sector would be able to raise the capital for required 
investment in new infrastructure.  Neither has materialised, 
with warnings that there is going to be a shortage of electricity 
in a couple of years’ time.  Nationalisation took place after 
World War 2 because the electricity companies were not able 
to provide a comprehensive service.  Even parts of London 
remained without electricity until the mid-1950s.  If electricity 
shortages are in prospect, that indicates that the profit motive 
is an inefficient means of satisfying social need.The Tories are 
running scared on this issue and are not really clear about how 
they are going to deal with energy policy, which is a major 
cost of living issue. So there is some cause for cautious opti-
mism concerning this aspect of emerging Labour policy. On 
these three issues of housing, health and energy Labour may 
be developing policies that are highly practical and which ad-
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dress the cost of living concerns of most 
of the population.

There are fewer grounds for op-
timism when we come to look at immi-
gration and vocational education, not 
to mention social partnership. Nothing 
can be done about Eastern European im-
migration. Understandably, employers 
are keen on a ready supply of skilled, 
diligent and easily satisfied immigrant 
workers. Understandably, many Brit-
ish people feel that their position on the 
labour market and in the workplace is 
being undermined by migrant labour. 
Short of leaving the EU, the only way 
to address this issue is by dealing with 
the problems with the British workforce 
and the most significant of these is the 
very poor state of vocational education 
in Britain. Poland and some other East-
ern European countries have much bet-
ter systems than ours and are capable of 
sending a ready supply of skilled work-
ers to British employers. Labour seems 
to recognise this problem by explicitly 
tying together the issue of migrant la-
bour with vocational education. But 
have they made a good fist of it?

At present the proposals outlined 
by Miliband are sketchy, but they seem 
to depend on legislation that will require 
a firm that hires an individual who is not 
a British citizen to at the same time hire 
an apprentice (legally this person cannot 
be specified as a British citizen). This 
rather gimmicky approach seems de-
signed to kill two birds with one stone: 
to ‘do something’ about immigration 
and vocational education at the same 
time. It is far better to deal with the is-
sue the other way round. Get vocational 
education right and then you will be in 
a position to worry less about migrant 
labour as British workers will be more 
competitive both here and abroad if they 
choose to migrate themselves. So there 
are problems with the approach that 
Miliband proposes. First, firms will be 
forced to take on an apprentice even if 
they don’t want to. It is better to influ-
ence behaviour so that there is an incen-
tive to take on an apprentice, it should 
not be seen as a penalty. Second, firms 
that employ migrant labour for low-
skilled jobs are not the best places to put 

apprentices. Third, and most important, 
apprenticeships should be developed in 
the most productive areas of the econo-
my and there should be incentives to do 
this.

There is much talk about adopt-
ing German-style social partnership into 
Britain. But we do not have the kinds 
of attitudes and relationships between 
unions and firms that would make that 
possible. It is necessary to start with the 
conditions that obtain in Britain and that 
will need to involve some kind of incen-
tivisation through regulation rather than 
just straightforward trust and co-oper-
ation. Miliband made a useful start by 
proposing that contracts backed by gov-
ernment money should require that firms 
who get awarded such contracts provide 
quality vocational education. But Labour 
should also be thinking seriously about 
diverting resources from subsidising 
low pay in non-viable or greedy firms to 
providing cheap loans to firms who are 
prepared to innovate and provide good 
quality vocational education. A levy-
grant system should be introduced into 
selected sectors where apprenticeship 
is thought to be a priority. Licences to 
practise should progressively be intro-
duced into key sectors where skill levels 
are thought to be inadequate, possibly in 
conjunction with a levy-grant. All this 
will arouse furious opposition from em-
ployers along the lines of the hysterical 
reaction of the energy companies to the 
proposed capping  of prices. But you 
will get nothing worthwhile in left-wing 
politics in Britain if you are not prepared 
to fight for it. The fight will be easier if 
you first make the trade unions allies by 
persuading them of the importance of 
what you wish to do. Frances O’Grady, 
TUC General Secretary, has already 
shown that she is a receptive audience 
for this kind of approach.

The results of Labour’s confer-
ence are mildly encouraging. There is 
some sign that Miliband wishes to be 
something more than Tweedledee to 
Cameron’s Tweedledum. But there is a 
long way to go before Labour starts to 
look like an opposition ready to make 
serious inroads into the Thatcher-Blair 
consensus.
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Union Action on Social Partnership

A Motion Success-
fully Submitted to GMB 

Congress 2013

Labour Affairs has argued for 
some time that trade unions need to 
involve themselves in  social partner-
ship and in issues beyond immediate 
pay and conditions which  affect the 
longer term interests of their mem-
bers. One union, the GMB, has tak-
en up this challenge and has passed 
a resolution calling for action on 
industrial policy, VET and industri-
al democracy. We reprint below the 
content of the motion and the speech 
in favour by a member of GMB, Bill 
McClinton.  Now the union needs to 
take action to implement its motion. 
It is to be hoped that other unions 
will follow in the wake of the GMB.

[The motion below (on the 
need for an industrial policy in the 
UK) was passed at the recent GMB 
Congress in Plymouth in early June. 
The motion did have a qualification 
put on it by Central Executive Com-
mittee of the union which related to 

the amount of resources it would take 
to fully implement the motion. How-
ever, the motion was passed which is 
a start! The ongoing challenge will 
be to keep on pushing the idea of an 
industrial policy until the Labour and 
Trade Union Movement eventually 
get it!  

What follows is a copy of the 
motion itself and the speech of the 
proposer Bill McClinton.   

UK INDUSTRIAL POLICY

This Congress supports the 
work of the TUC in developing 
thinking towards an Industrial policy 
for the UK in its “German Lessons” 
publication.

 Congress supports a UK in-
dustrial policy based on core princi-
ples including:

 -  The need to rebalance the 
economy away from cushioning the 
financial chicanery of the City of 
London and towards development levy 
of companies, organised through li-
cenced sectoral bodies made up of 
employers and employees represent-
atives;

 -  The development of robust, 
quality, apprenticeship programmes 
run by sectoral bodies made up of 
employers and employees represent-
atives;

 -  The radical reform of the fi-
nance and banking industry, to create 
a utilitarian banking system focussed 
on productive job creation;

 -  The use of Government 
contract tendering to drive and re-
ward companies on socially useful 
grounds (job creation, skill promo-
tion, promotion of industrial rela-
tions, tax compliancy etc)

 -  Raising finance for industri-
al research and development through 
a financial transactions tax to sup-
press socially useless financial spec-
ulation;

 -  The need for tax fairness and 
an end to tax havenry to allow great 
companies to develop on a level tax-
ation ‘playing field’; 

 -  The reform of company law 
to stress the societal obligations of 
those petitioning for limited compa-
ny status over short-term shareholder 
return;
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 -   The development of indus-
trial planning through national and 
regional  economic part nership bod-
ies;

 -  The need to create a “Green 
New Deal”

In furtherance of this motion 
Congress instructs the GMB to:

  -  publish a fully researched 
case for a UK Industrial policy

 -  consult widely amongst 
GMB branches as part of the process 
of researching for a UK Industrial 
policy;

-  actively press the case for the 
GMB conception of a UK Industrial 
policy at the TUC, with GMB spon-
sored MPs and within the Labour 
Party as a whole, with other political 
parties and with civic society;

 -  Host a one day national, pub-
lic conference to launch the GMB 
case for a UK Industrial policy, fol-
lowed by a series of regional events;

 -  Plan a public campaign to 
propagate the need for a UK Indus-
trial policy, including a full-hearted 
press and media campaign

The motion was proposed by 
Bill McClinton from Belfast here is 
a transcript of what he said:

Madame President, General 
Secretary, Congress, I will be pro-
posing motion 216.

Before I do that there is an is-
sue which was given a little media 
attention following the death of Mar-

garet Thatcher, which I would like to 
explore a little further.

You may have noticed that 
when she died Peter Mandelson was 
interviewed and he was asked if he 
had ever spoken to her. He replied 
that she had only spoken to him once 
and all she said was that he should 
not trust the Irish because they were 
all liars.

Of course the real liars are those 
who imposed neo-liberal economic 
policies on the people of this coun-
try, on the grounds that they were in 
their interests and would make their 
lives better.  

These lies have not just been 
proven to be lies, they have also got 
us to where we are today, facing the 
worst economic disaster of modern 
times.  

Where we are now is the out 
working of the Thatcher era, nothing 
more, nothing less.

Furthermore, the view that 
public austerity will lead to private 
sector growth, held by the current 
Con-LibDem Government, is evi-
dentially wrong.

The austerity programme has 
been used by the Con-LibDems to 
encourage the public to turn against 
those on low incomes and benefits, 
while at the same time continuing the 
dismemberment of the welfare state.  

This motion indicates an alter-
native direction, a direction where 
there is a fair and just future for our 
people.

It is ambitious. It’s about the 
vast task of turning the UK econo-
my away from, to paraphrase Adair 
Turner, a “socially useless” finance 
driven economic model, into one 
based on producing goods and ser-
vices. A productive economy.

It is both bold and moderate.

It is bold because it will be a 
break from the failed economic pol-
icies of the last 30 years, which has 
left us where we are today.

It is moderate because this is 
all doable. Now is not the time for 
flights of fancy. Now is the time for 
the best of the Trade Union Move-
ment – Boldness and Moderation  

We have been having a lot of 
discussion back home, across  sec-
tions in the GMB, around the idea 
of an industrial policy. Following 
on from our discussions we felt we 
would put a motion to the Congress, 
but we would also produce a bulle-
tin in support of the motion which I 
hope you have had time to look at.

At this stage I would like to 
thank everyone who helped with the 
bulletin, and in particular the branch-
es from the Public Services, Com-
mercial and Manufacturing sections 
of the union, who all helped to fund 
its printing. It has truly been a collec-
tive effort and it is heartening to see 
branches come together to produce 
something I believe as fundamental-
ly important as this. I believe the fu-
ture prosperity of our people resides 
closely with the ideas expressed in 
the motion.
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So why on earth is there a need 
for an industrial policy?

 For the last three decades, the 
British political establishment has 
rejected industrial policy on three re-
lated but separate grounds.

 First, Britain, like other rich 
countries, has entered the era of a 
post-industrial knowledge economy, 
in which industry is not important 
any more. Tell that to the Germans.

Second, even if industry is 
important, it is argued, it should not 
be promoted through industrial pol-
icy because the market is the most 
efficient mechanism to decide what 
should succeed and fail. Tell that 
to the victims of the financiers who 
have had a field day since deregula-
tion in 1986.

Third, even in those limited are-
as where industrial policy may work, 
it cannot work in Britain because, 
being centralizing and intrusive, it 
goes so much against the country’s 
cultural grain. “No industrial policy 
please, we’re British”, was the view.
Tell that to the bankers, bailed out by 
a centralised, intrusive state.

Is this not unbelievably stupid? 
Industrial policy was invented and 
pioneered in this country.

Other countries have got much 
better at it because they have been 
more serious about it and have not 
listened to the siren voices of the fi-
nancial houses.

 There can be no mincing of 
words here. The abandonment by 
Thatcher, and the governments which 
followed, of any coherent industrial 
policy has purposefully and wilfully 

destroyed our productive economy, 
bringing misery to millions and de-
stroying the social fabric of many 
communities.

New Labour did try to give 
neo-liberalism a human face, but the 
crash of 2008, a crash which was 
avoidable, has seen an end to all that.

The building of an economic 
model based on finance has brought 
the country to economic ruin. It has 
failed on its own terms.

For far from delivering a ‘gold-
en age’, much of the economic up-
heaval of the last 30 years can be 
traced to the deregulation of the City 
by Thatcher in 1986, and built upon 
by successive governments. They 
have proved to be wrong and harmful 
to the vast majority of the people of 
this country.

The beliefs, shared by both 
Conservative and Labour govern-
ments, that the promotion of the City 
could compensate for the decline of 
Britain’s manufacturing base,  and 
that therefore there was no need for 
an industrial policy, that it was “old 
Europe” and doomed to fail, has, 
as historian Harold Perkins put it, 
“proven to be a tragic illusion.”

The fact is that the Thatcherite 
and New Labour legacy left us go-
ing backwards to a third world sta-
tus, as Larry Elliot and Dan Atkinson 
put it in ‘Going South – Why Britain 
will have a third world economy by 
2014’.

In the words of TUC General 
Secretary Frances O’Grady, “What 
we actually have here today as a di-
rect result of these policies is a model 
of capitalism that privatises gains for 

the rich and socializes their losses”.

Five years on from the finan-
cial collapse, Britain’s rabid model 
of financial capitalism survives to 
this day essentially unchanged.

It reminds me of Liverpool’s 
Pete Wylie when he said, “The city 
intellectuals of the world are just 
rootless fools divorced from the full 
fatted blood of the land and its peo-
ple.”

This can’t be permitted to con-
tinue.

The neo-liberals will cry you 
can’t buck the market, you can’t in-
tervene. But there is a well known 
fact which has apparently become a 
secret: all of the world’s rich coun-
tries used intervention to get where 
they are today.

So what can we do to change 
this state of affairs?

There is today much talk about 
making capitalism more “moral”, 
“fair” or “responsible”. But restrain-
ing the power of value extraction, 
which is really what finance driven 
capitalism is all about, requires a the-
ory of value.

 A century ago the notion that 
labour creates value, central to the 
work of “classical” economists like 
David Ricardo and Karl Marx, and 
measured by objective factors like 
productivity, was replaced by the 
neoclassical, subjective notion, that 
satisfaction and preferences create 
value.

What is important here is not to 
defend any one theory, but to under-
stand the implications of going from 
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one that emphasizes production (val-
ue creation), to one that emphasizes 
consumption (value extraction).

The neoclassical theory has 
served ideological ends, more con-
cerned with justifying capitalism 
than analyzing it.

Value creation is about rein-
vesting profits into areas that create 
new goods and services, and allow-
ing existing goods to be produced 
with higher quality and lower cost. 
Investment in human capital, skills, 
infrastructure, and research and de-
velopment, creates value. This is 
what an industrial policy is all about.

If we don’t get this right, we 
will go from one bubble to the next, 
talking about morality and respon-
sibility, while challenging little that 
threatens value extraction and the in-
equality it generates.

That’s why we need to be bold 
in winning the battle of ideas, setting 
out our alternative vision for post-
crash Britain. A Bold and Moderate 
Vision.

We will build an economy that 
is stronger, because in place of free 
market fundamentalism we propose 
an active, intelligent role for govern-
ment.

 A smart industrial strategy 
to rebalance our economy, nurtur-
ing new sources of manufacturing 
strength, with the creation of decent 
jobs at its heart.

Finally, colleagues, this reso-

lution presents challenges for us as 
trade unions.

Following the failure of the 
1926 General Strike our movement 
was on its knees. But on to the stage 
of history appeared Bevin, Citrine 
and our own Will Thorne. Trade un-
ionists who vowed never to make the 
same mistakes again.

Over the next decades they saw 
off Ramsey Macdonald and  built 
the consensus which ended up with 
the most successful  government we 
have ever had, with the most suc-
cessful reforms we have ever seen, 
and with the most successful Labour 
Prime Minister we have ever had, the 
great Clement Attlee.   

We need to be like them and 
learn from the mistakes of the past. 
We could make a start with this by 
revisiting the Bullock Report propos-
als of the late 1970s and re-evaluate 
our position on Industrial Democra-
cy.

 Frances O’Grady has said, “ 
In the future, unions and working 
people need to be at the heart of the 
economy, having an effective voice, 
winning fairness, building the busi-
nesses that will deliver our prosperi-
ty in the decades to come”.

She went on to say, “Industrial 
democracy poses a challenge to us in 
the trade union movement. It implies 
a role that is not just more ambitious, 
but more demanding, than the one we 
usually have now. It means accepting 
responsibility, moving out of a com-
fort zone of short-termism, to taking 
the long view and championing the 
greater good. We already play such 
a role in the best workplaces, and 
also in policy areas such as the envi-
ronment, pensions, skills and health 

and safety, where mutual advantage 
is clear for all to see. This I believe 
can be done without giving up on our 
defining purpose of winning a better 
deal for workers. We cannot contin-
ue to support a failed model of doing 
business, thus reinforcing failure”.

So there is a need to create a 
new consensus. The Thatcherite par-
adigm has failed, but it is not dead 
yet.

The field is open to new Ideas. 
The future is there to be won.

It was the Labour and Trade 
Union movement that created a so-
cial consensus in 1945 which bene-
fited large numbers of people in this 
country. This consensus was built by 
being bold and moderate.

We need to create a new social 
consensus now. We need to be bold 
and moderate.

By adopting this motion, I be-
lieve it will be game on.  

I urge you for the future of our 
movement, for the future of our peo-
ple, to support the motion.



What Makes Germany Work?

Michael Robinson

Outside of the Westminster 
bubble, within which much politi-
cal commentary is framed, there is a 
growing realisation that the market-
driven, Neo-Liberal model of capi-
talism  that was championed by Mar-
garet Thatcher and adopted by each 
government ever since, is failing. 
Albert Einstein famously defined 
insanity as - “doing the same thing 
over and over again and expecting 
different results.”

And yet that is what all of the 
British political parties are actual-
ly pledged to do, with (New) La-
bour committing a future Labour 
administration to current Tory/Lib/
Demspending plans and priorities. 
New Labour had of course ditched 
the party’s former commitment to 
social democracy and the equitable 
distribution of wealth as enshrined 
in Clause 4 its constitution - “To se-
cure for the workers by hand or by 
brain the full fruits of their industry 
and the most equitable distribution 
thereof that may be possible upon the 
basis of the common ownership of 
the means of production, distribution 
and exchange, and the best obtaina-
ble system of popular administration 
and control of each industry or ser-
vice.” Clause IV, part 4.

In its place, it has re-framed its 
Aims and Values, in a revised Clause 
IV, to enshrine individualist, liberal 
values, based essentially on  “the en-
terprise of the market”, but with the 
laughable addition of the words “the 
Labour Party is a Democratic

Socialist Party”, words which 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb left out in 
their original formulation.

Clause 4 - Aims and Values
1. The Labour Party is a dem-

ocratic socialist party. It believes 
that by the strength of our common 
endeavour we achieve more than 
we achieve alone, so as to create for 
each of us the means to realise our 
true potential and for all of us a com-
munity in which power, wealth and 
opportunity are in the hands of the 
many not the few; where the rights 
we enjoy reflect the duties we owe 
and where we live together freely, in 
a spirit of solidarity, tolerance and 
respect.

2. To these ends we work for: 
(a) a dynamic economy, serving the 
public interest, in which the enter-
prise of the market and the rigour of 
competition are joined with the forc-
es of partnership and cooperation to 
produce the wealth the nation needs 
and the opportunity for all to work 
and prosper with a thriving private 
sector and high quality public servic-
es where those undertakings essen-
tial to the common good are either 
owned by the public or accountable 

to them.

No conscious demand is made 
for the restructuring of the economy 
in the working class interest. The no-
tion that the Labour party is actually 
committed to ensuring- the enter-
prise of the market and the rigour of 
competition are joined with the forc-
es of partnership and cooperation to 
produce the wealth the nation needs, 
is beyond belief, not least, given Ed 
Milliband’s set-piece arguments to 
distance himself from the trade union 
movement, as he has been advised to 
do by his spin doctors. The economy 
as it is functioning in Britain, is as-
suredly not serving the public inter-
est, but is in fact skewed to serve the 
short term interests of the corpora-
tions and their share holders.

But what of the rest of the 
world?

The public’s understanding of 
the rest of the world is shaped in large 
measure by our media and yet re-
porting of the economic and political 
circumstances in the rest of Europe, 
never mind the rest of the world, has 
never been so neglected. That’s why 
so many people in Britain and here 
will think there is no alternative mod-
el of political economy to that which 
we believe Einstein would recognise 
as “insanity”. We have to rely instead 
on “quirky” journalists and enter-
tainment programmes, such as that 
covering the recent visit to Germany 
by journalist Justin Rowlatt, his wife 
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and children, to enlighten us. 

The Rowlatts lived as an arche-
typal German family in Nuremberg 
for a week to try to establish why 
Germany still has such a successful 
economy, despite the global reces-
sion and also maintains a level of so-
cial satisfaction and cohesion. Why, 
indeed it appears to have the thing 
that Thatcher said Britain didn’t have 
– a “society”.

Germany—what makes it 
different?

The contrasts between materi-
al and social conditions in Germa-
ny and the Anglo-Saxon model our 
political class are wedded to, were 
immediate. Firstly, living as “typi-
cal Germans”, the Rowlatts’ rented 
their apartment, as do two thirds of 
all Germans. Of those Germans who 
do own their houses, more than 50% 
own them outright with no mortgage 
or outstanding debt. In Britain over 
50% of citizens own their houses and 
carry the burden of mortgage debt 
all through their working lives. Ger-
mans typically enjoy security of ten-
ure with low rents, which means they 
don’t view property as an important 
investment that can be turned over 
again and again for profit. And so 
they avoid housing bubbles. Because 
renting is secure and affordable, there 
isn’t the social dislocation that is ev-
ident, for example in London, where 
working class people with relatively 
low incomes are being forced further 
and further out of the City to the re-
gions. Rental tenancies of 25 years or 
more are common in Germany.

Housing policy in Britain
The other phenomenon of Brit-

ish capitalism, not evident in Germa-
ny, and which is part of a deliberate 
strategy initiated by Thatcher, is the 
selling off of the best of the council 

housing stock without replacement. 
This has ensured that most rental ac-
commodation will be through private 
sector landlords who will be subsi-
dised directly through housing ben-
efit payments. Thus councils in Brit-
ain are paying

housing benefit to landlords of 
properties they used to derive rental 
income from. This huge transfer of 
wealth from the “public interest” to 
the private sector is rarely challenged 
in British politics. The “help to buy” 
scheme launched by the Chancellor 
is a boon to the “buy to let” market, 
with private landlords feasting off 
the low interest rates and state guar-
anteed income. The main British po-
litical parties prefer instead to con-
demn the people in receipt of benefits 
as “spongers” rather than “strivers”. 
This

misapprehension is accom-
plished by misleadingly adding the 
“value” a claimant allegedly gets 
from housing benefit to the sum of 
the welfare they receive. Thus the 
hysteria that drives the demand to 
cap benefits and introduce Universal 
Credit.

State-subsidised Childcare
Another aspect of German life 

that was striking was the state-subsi-
dised childcare. A journalist from the 
Daily Telegraph reported that when 
he lived in Germany, he paid only 48 
Euros per month for his daughter to 
attend a state-run nursery. In the UK 
he paid £600 per month for a nursery 
place in London for just three days 
per week.

The Rowlatt children were en-
rolled in a forest kindergarten, where 
they could climb trees and play out-
doors, in all weathers, honing their 
interpersonal skills and actually just 

having a great time. Children in Ger-
many enter formal education a year 
later than British children too, mean-
ing that they are sufficiently social-
ised by the time formal education 
arrives to be able to cope with it. Shy 
or vulnerable kids in our culture can 
struggle with the formality of school 
at such an early age and will, accord-
ing to the statistics, perform more 
poorly than their peers throughout 
the school years. The Scandinavian 
countries also begin formal school-
ing later for the same reasons.

Unemployment and Appren-
ticeships

Germany’s unemployment 
rate, of 5.3%, is the lowest in Eu-
rope and should you find yourself in 
that unfortunate circumstance, you 
will receive for you first year of un-
employment, 60 per cent of the net 
salary you received in your last job. 
As youth unemployment soars across 
Europe, Germany maintains its ex-
cellent apprenticeship system.  More 
than 60% of German school leavers 
(aged 16-25) enter three years of vo-
cational education and training. They 
will typically spend two or three days 
per week working as apprentices in a 
company,  and the rest of the time at 
a technical college, continuing their 
education. Apprenticeships in Ger-
many are legislated for in the Voca-
tional Training Act 1969 and cover 
over 350 different trades. They are

actually a legal requirement 
in companies above a particular size 
and are organised through the trade 
unions and a network of chambers 
of commerce. Britain of course, by 
economic dogma, has a deregulated 
labour market and fewer than 10% of 
British companies provide appren-
ticeships. Interestingly, Siemens, 
Mercedes-Benz and other German 
firms are “exporting” their appren-
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tice schemes to plants in the southern 
states of the USA and the German 
government has advertised abroad to 
fill the remaining 33,000 places on 
apprenticeships schemes this year. 
British school leavers who are suc-
cessful will enjoy an “all inclusive” 
package, with free language lessons 
and be paid about £700 per month 
after tax.

The contrast with Britain?
The situation in Britain in re-

spect of apprenticeships is summed 
up by Prof Ewart Keep, Cardiff 
School of Social Sciences, Deputy 
Director of SKOPE – Skills Knowl-
edge and Organisational Perfor-
mance research centre -

“Unlike European nations that 
have strong links between employ-
ers, unions and the government, the 
UK operates within a deregulated 
labour market and voluntarist train-
ing system that does little to foster 
employer engagement with training. 
The lack of a national industrial pol-
icy, combined with the government’s 
strong belief in the free market as its 
own solution to skills development, 
means employers are left to their 
own devices in terms of training for 
the skills they believe they need.”

In another example of the dif-
ference between Germany and Brit-
ain, in 2010, Siemens struck a deal 
with its 128,000-strong German 
workforce to guarantee their jobs 
for life. Other firms provide similar 
guarantees for shorter terms. Many 
companies reduce employees’ work-
ing time rather than laying them off. 
This is paid for from an insurance 
fund paid into by all employers and 
short time compensation paid by 
Government.

Healthcare
Healthcare is funded from so-

cial insurance and Germans’ enjoy 
some of the lowest waiting times for 
treatment. People in Britain are not 
really made aware that other coun-
tries have health systems too and 
we are encouraged to declare slav-
ish support for “our NHS”, whilst 
it is actually being hollowed out by 
market driven reforms that privatise 
large swathes of the service in the in-
terests of the most rapacious capital-
ist corporations.

Banking
Banking in Germany is differ-

ent too. Many domestic banks oper-
ate solely within the boundaries of a 
particular city, and have a bank man-
ager who actually knows their cli-
entele and sees their role as being in 
the service of the economy, enabling 
sustainable economic activity. Credit 
cards are not favoured in Germany 
and most people in shops will pay 
in cash, purchasing only what they 
need. The German word for debt is 
“Schuld” which also means “guilt”. 
There is a clear cultural difference in 
this understanding of things.

Thatcher famously compared 
the running of the British economy to 
the way a “housewife” ran the house-
hold. The “housewife” of course 
was keen to find the lowest price 
for everything and wouldn’t “spend 
money she didn’t have”. Except of 
course that Thatcher herself then 
urged the same housewives to buy 
their council houses, offering them 
inducements in the form of subsidies 
and initially, low interest rates for 
mortgages, then made freely availa-
ble through high street banks, rather 
than simply the traditional building 
societies. These building societies 
were soon to de-mutualise and be-
come just like other banks, free to in-

vent complex “investment vehicles” 
and speculate with our money until 
the property bubble burst.

The ready availability of credit 
meant even those on low wages could 
apparently “afford”, on the instant, to 
furnish their newly purchased homes 
and live like the middle and upper 
classes. In the absence of any real 
wages growth in the UK and indeed 
in the USA, cheap credit filled the 
void. For a while.

Angela Merkel and 
“the Swabian Housewife”

In contrast to Thatcher’s em-
barrassing pronouncements on the 
housewife and the economy, Angela 
Merkel made a statement about the 
German housewife, in particular the 
“Swabian housewife” that has the 
ring of truth about it. Swabia is in 
South Western Germany, sometimes 
referred to as Bavarian Swabia. It 
is prosperous, but with a dislike of 
ostentatious wealth. In 2008 Angela 
Merkel offered this analysis of the 
then financial crisis:

 “You just have to ask the Swa-
bian housewife. She would have 
given us some worldly wisdom. You 
cannot live permanently beyond your 
means.”

Angela Merkel was ignor-
ing somewhat, the role of some of 
the German banks who swallowed 
the UK/USA view of deregulated 
banking and financial products, and 
fuelled the property booms in Spain, 
Greece and other countries, before 
the inevitable crash. She does have a 
point though. In Swabia, for exam-
ple, someone wanting to buy a house 
will first save a third of the cost and 
then mortgage the rest. They don’t 
like credit and despise the conspicu-
ous consumption upon which the UK 
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Chancellor has based his strategy for 
economic growth. But then Angela 
Merkel has been too often carica-
tured as a right-wing politician in the 
British press and little of her actual 
political orientation is reported in 
the chauvinist British press. The fol-
lowing quotes from Angela Merkel 
indicate a different understanding of 
what beliefs German Christian Dem-
ocrats share with Social Democrats 
and where they both differ from the 
British political class.

Quoted in a DGB (German 
Trade Union Congress) pamphlet -

“Worker participation – and I 
want to stress this from the start- is a 
substantial component of the social 
market economy ...I am one of those 
who do not question it, but regard it 
as a great achievement...As a result 
of it, Germany compared to the rest 
of Europe, has the lowest rate of days 
lost though strikes. I believe we can 
say without contradiction that this is 
the result of co-determination.” 

From a speech at a trade un-
ion event marking “30 Years of the 
Co-Determination Act. 30 August 
2006”

Extract from the CDU Basic 
Programme, December 2007.

“Social partnership, the sys-
tem of collective agreements through 
company level co-determination and 
plant level worker participation, 
are foundations of our economic 
and social order and an expression 
of the social ethos of the Christian 
Churches. Our understanding of the 
dignity of working people demands 
participation in the decisions which 
shape the conditions of their world of 
work.”

In this regard Angela Merkel 
is describing the view outlined, in 
particular by certain Papal Encycli-
cals, including Populorum Progres-
sio, promulgated by Pope Paul VI in 
March 1967 as follows

“But it is unfortunate that on 
these new conditions of society a 
system has been constructed which 
considers profit as the key motive for 
economic progress, competition as 
the supreme law of economics, and 
private ownership of the means of 
production as an absolute right that 
has no limits and carries no corre-
sponding social obligation. This un-
checked liberalism leads to dictator-
ship rightly denounced by Pius XI as 
producing “the international impe-
rialism of money”.[26] One cannot 
condemn such abuses too strongly 
by solemnly recalling once again 
that the economy is at the service of 
man.” 

On the Development of Peo-
ples, #26 From an interview in 
WELT ONLINE (newspaper);

“Does the German system of 
co-determination belong among the 
principles of the social market econ-
omy which you want to see adopted 
worldwide?”  ...Merkel: “I believe 
that in the worldwide crisis the spe-
cial value of a cooperative approach 
between workers’ and employers’ 
representatives has proven itself. It 
can’t be a simple 1 : 1 {transfer} in-
ternationally of the German co-de-
termination system. But I would re-
gard a fair cooperative relationship 
between workers’ representatives 
and company management, and 
more participation in company own-
ership by workers, as interesting el-
ements which could be spread more 
widely internationally. Trade Union-
ists tell us that even in the ILO, the 

International Labour Organisation, 
our trade unions were long greeted 
with a smile when they proposed that 
the principles of the social market 
economy should be established in 
international convention. Follow-
ing the global crisis this response 
has disappeared to a considerable 
extent. I myself have engaged with 
this issue for many years. When I 
took over as chair of the CDU in the 
year 2000, I established a Working 
Group on the ‘New Social Market 
Economy’ to work out ways in which 
the social market economy could be 
complemented with an international 
dimension. That was why, during the 
German Presidency of the G8, I as 
German Chancellor put the issue of 
regulation of the financial markets 
on the agenda. While at the time this 
found little resonance, the pressure 
for action has grown with the crisis. 
And I won’t let go until we have pro-
gressed decisively in this matter.”

Oh yes, and Zero Hours Con-
tracts are illegal in Germany – but 
you probably guessed that by now. 
We will produce “a Beginner’s 
Guide to Co-Determination (“Mit-
bestimmung”) in a later edition. In 
the meantime, we can only hope that 
the German consensus wins out in 
Europe.

The article first appeared in NIPSA 
Unity News and Views, September 2013. 
Weblink below.

http://nipsaunity.com/
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The BBC Spreads Untruths

About Iran’s Nuclear Activities

David Morrison

The BBC has an outstanding 
record of misrepresenting the facts 
about Iran’s nuclear activities. 

 The most egregious exam-
ple of this was the File on 4 pro-
gramme Iran’s Nuclear Stand-
off broadcast on Radio 4 on 28 May 
2013 (see my article with Peter Ob-
orne Does the BBC not trust US in-
telligence on Iran? [1]).  This pro-
gramme performed the remarkable 
trick of purporting to examine the 
latest intelligence on Iran’s nuclear 
activities, while uttering not a word 
about the publicly available assess-
ments of US intelligence on the mat-
ter.

 The misrepresentation contin-
ues.

Frank Gardiner on This 
Week    On BBC1’s This Week on 26 
September 2013 [2], Frank Gardiner, the 
BBC Security Correspondent, said the 
following:   

“America and many other coun-
tries rather suspect that Iran is secretly 
building a nuclear bomb.”

 

That statement is simply un-
true.  It is in flat contradiction with, 
for example, remarks by US De-
fense Secretary Leon Panetta on 
NBC’s Meet The Press on 3 Febru-
ary 2013:

“What I’ve said [in the past], 
and I will say today, is that the in-
telligence we have is they have not 
made the decision to proceed with 
the development of a nuclear weap-
on.  They’re developing and enrich-
ing uranium. They continue to do 
that.” [3]

 Leon Panetta’s remarks are in 
conformity with the publicly availa-
ble assessments of US intelligence, 
which in a National Intelligence Es-
timate in November 2007 expressed 
the opinion that Iran had halted its nu-
clear weapons program in 2003 and 
hadn’t restarted it since [4].   Year 
after year since then, the US 
Director of National Intelligence 
has reported to committees of 
Congress the assessment that 
Iran has not made a decision to 
develop a nuclear weapon, most 
recently,to the Senate Armed Servic-
es Committee on 18 April 2013 [5].

 As for Frank Gardiner’s as-
sertion that “many other countries” 
share America’s suspicions that “Iran 
is secretly building a nuclear bomb”, 
here’s what Sergey Lavrov had to say 
about the issue in an interview with 
RT on 8 October 2013:

 

“As for the statements regard-
ing the Iranians playing another game 
and trying to dupe people, I haven’t 
seen any confirmation by any intelli-
gence – be it Russian, be it European, 
be it the United States, be it Mossad, 
which would categorically say that 
the Iranian leadership has taken a po-
litical decision to have a military nu-
clear program. No intelligence agen-
cy on earth was able so far to make 
this conclusion. And we spoke to our 
American colleagues just recently. 
They agreed that Iran hasn’t taken 
a political decision to go military in 
its nuclear program and therefore 
we all must avoid statements, which 
would just antagonize the parties to 
these negotiations and concentrate 
on a chance which we certainly have 
now.” [6]

BBC website

This misrepresentation is all over 
the BBC website as well.  A Q&A on 
what is termed the “Iran nuclear cri-
sis” [7] begins by posing the question 
“Why is there a crisis?” and responds:

 “In short, because world pow-
ers suspect Iran is not being honest 
about its nuclear programme and is 
seeking to build a nuclear bomb.”
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Other examples of this misrep-
resentation on the BBC website are:

(1) Israel PM Netanyahu flies 
to US to counter Iran ‘sweet talk’ (29 
September 2013) [8], which says:

 “Israel and the West sus-
pect Iran is trying to build a nuclear 
bomb”.

 (2) Iran parliament denies 
‘uranium surplus’ report (9 October 
2013) [9], which says:

“The West suspects Iran of try-
ing to develop nuclear weapons.”

 The Q&A mentions the 
November 2007 NIE finding 
that Iran had halted its nuclear weap-
ons programme in 2003.  However, it 
doesn’t mention that year after year 
since then, the US Director of Nation-
al Intelligence has reported to com-
mittees of Congress the assessment 
that Iran has not made a decision to 
develop a nuclear weapon.  Could it 
be that the BBC is unaware of this vi-
tal piece of information which is only 
a Google search away?

 More Frank Gardiner on This 
Week

 On This Week Frank Gardiner 
also said:

“Let us take them at their word 
and say they’re not producing a 
bomb.  Why do they need to enrich 
uranium so far beyond at which it’s 
useful for civil purposes?”

 This is also untrue: Iran is not 
enriching uranium “far beyond at 
which it’s useful for civil purposes”. 

 

Iran is enriching uranium up 
to 5%U-235 and 20% U-235, and no 
higher.  The former is appropriate for 
power reactors. The latter is to fuel 
its Tehran Research Reactor (TRR), 
which was supplied by the US in 
1967 and is used to produce medi-
cal isotopes.  See, for example, the 
latest IAEA report dated 28 August 
2013 [10], which states:

 “TRR is a 5 MW reactor which 
operates with 20% U-235 enriched 
fuel and is used for the irradiation of 
different types of targets and for re-
search and training purposes.” (Foot-
note 34)

Frank Gardiner continued:

 “The proof is going to be 
whether they are prepared to do a 
deal and absolutely open up their fa-
cilities to the IAEA.”

This is misleading implying as 
it does that Iran’s nuclear facilities 
are not open to the IAEA already.

The facts are that Iran has de-
clared to the IAEA 17 nuclear facili-
ties (and 9 other locations where nu-
clear material is customarily used), 
that all of them are open to IAEA 
inspection in accordance with Iran’s 
safeguards agreement with the IAEA, 
that all of them are operating accord-
ing to the relevant design specifi-
cations provided to the IAEA, and, 
most important of all, that the IAEA 
has never detected any diversion of 
nuclear material from these nuclear 
facilities for possible military use 
elsewhere.

 

 A tiny pat on the back 
for the Today programme

And finally a tiny pat on 
the back for the BBC Today pro-
gramme.   At least twice in recent 
months Israeli spokesmen being 
interviewed about Iran’s nuclear 
activities have been asked to 
explain why Israel insists that Iran 
can’t have nuclear weapons when 
Israel itself has lots of them.  Their 
answers were not impressive: even 
the great Mark Regev floundered.

 Credit is due to Jack Straw for 
this development.  He brought up the 
issue when he was interviewed by John 
Humphrys with Dore Gold (a former 
Israeli ambassador to the UN) on 14 
June 2013, the day of the Iranian pres-
idential election. Here’s an extract from 
the conversation (the whole interview is 
at [11]):

JS: Well, hang on a second, 
Israel has a most extensive nuclear 
weapons capability, it has no territo-
rial ambitions apart from stealing the 
land of the Palestinians and it’s not 
going to use nuclear weapons for that 
but it has a very extensive nuclear 
weapons programme, and along with 
India and Pakistan are the three coun-
tries in the world, plus North Korea 
more recently, which have refused 
any kind of International supervision 
of their nuclear programme.

 JH: Well let me put that to Dr 
Gold; you can’t argue with that Dr 
Gold?

 

DG: Well we can have a whole 
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debate on Israel in a separate pro-
gramme.

 JH: Well it’s entirely rele-
vant isn’t it? The fact is you’re say-
ing they want nuclear weapons; the 
fact is you have nuclear weapons.

 DG: Look, Israel has made 
statements in the past. Israeli am-
bassadors to the UN like myself 
have said that Israel won’t be the 
first country to introduce nuclear 
weapons into the Middle East.

 JS: You’ve got nuclear 
weapons.

 JH: You’ve got them.

 JS: You’ve got them. Every-
one knows that.

 DG: We have a very clear 
stand, but we’re not the issue.

 JS: No, no, come on, you 
have nuclear weapons, let’s be 
clear about this.

 In the second instance, John 
Humphrys brought the matter up 
with normally unflappable Mark Re-
gev:

JH: In other words, they’re do-
ing those things that Israel itself has 
done because Israel itself has nuclear 
weapons.

MR: The issue we’re talking 
about is Iran and its nuclear weapons 
…

JH:  Is it irrelevant that Is-
rael has nuclear weapons?  You’re 
telling Iran that it can’t have nuclear 
weapons while you yourselves have 
nuclear weapons.

 MR:  I think the issue here is 
clear.  The issue before the interna-
tional community is the nuclear pro-

gramme of Iran, which is an aggres-
sive nuclear programme.  I mean, 
they say it’s for peaceful purposes 
and yet they’ve invested billions in 
underground fortified nuclear bun-
kers and in intercontinental mis-
siles.  To believe that their nuclear 
programme is for peaceful purposes 
is simply ludicrous.  This is the coun-
try that has the second largest energy 
oil capabilities of any Middle Eastern 
country.  And so it’s clear that their 
nuclear programme is for non-benign 
reasons, that they have aggressive in-
tentions and we have to make sure 
that through this campaign of smil-
ing in New York that they don’t man-
age to pull a North Korea.

JH:  What’s the difference be-
tween an aggressive nuclear bomb 
and, I don’t know, a passive nuclear 
bomb?

MR:  I think the trouble 
with Iran is the nature of the regime. 

 Iran replies to Netanyahu
 Iran exercised its right of re-

ply to Prime Minister Netanyahu’s 
speech to the UN General Assem-
bly on 1 October 2013. Speaking 
for Iran, its deputy ambassador to the 
UN, Khodadad Seifi, said of Netan-
yahu’s speech:

“He talked a lot about WMDs 
in the Middle East, without men-
tioning that Israel is the only one in 
the region that possesses all types of 
WMDs but is not a party to any of the 
treaties banning them.” [12]

 Yes, Israel isn’t a party to the 
NPT, nor to the Biological Weapons 
Convention, nor to the Chemical 
Weapons Convention. It certainly 
has nuclear weapons and probably 
has biological and chemical weapons 
(see, for example, Israel’s Weapons of 

Mass Destruction: An Overview by 
Professor Anthony Cordesman of the 
Center for Strategic & International 
Studies[13]).

 By contrast, Iran possesses 
neither nuclear, nor biological, nor 
chemical weapons and is a party to 
NPT, the Biological Weapons Con-
vention and the Chemical Weapons 
Convention.

Dare I suggest that the BBC 
should bring these facts to its listen-
ers’ attention, instead of spreading 
untruths about Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tions? 
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Froggy 

 A French Diplomat in 
Israel

Froggy is rather discomfited by 
France’s present position as regards 
Syria: standing alone in the world 
calling for intervention with the 
United States, apparently regardless 
of consequences.  Froggy will try to 
divert attention from this by offering 
three stories that show the French in 
a better light.

A French Diplomat, Marion 
Fesneau-Castaing, was in the West 
Bank on September 20, with a group 
of people, including other diplomats, 
attempting to deliver aid to homeless 
Bedouins in a demolished village.  
The Israeli Army prevented them, by 
taking the aid delivery truck and driv-
ing it away.  As Fesneau-Castaing 
was sitting in the truck at the time, 
she was dragged from it and ended 
up on the ground, surrounded by sol-
diers.

When challenged, the Israeli 
government did not just defend its 
actions; it went on the attack, saying 
that a diplomat should not interfere 
with government action, and that 
therefore Fesneau-Castaing should 
be expelled from Israel.  The gov-
ernment also used a video apparent-
ly showing the diplomat striking an 
Israeli soldier, to support its case for 
expulsion.

In the end, perhaps because 
Hollande is visiting Israel and the 
Occupied Territories on 18-19 No-
vember, a compromise was arrived 

at: the diplomat will not be expelled 
as such, but transferred to another 
post, and leave Israel before the end 
of the year, two years before she was 
scheduled to move. 

A violent campaign was 
mounted in Israel against the diplo-
mat.  In France the press took sides: 
Le Monde defended the Israeli gov-
ernment; l’Humanité made a case for 
the diplomat’s action, and Le Figaro 
explained that she was within her 
remit, because Israel, as the occu-
pying power in the West Bank, has 
a duty of care to the population; what 
they do instead amounts to forced 
displacement of populations, which 
goes against international law.  Le 
Figaro could have pointed out that 
Fesneau-Castaing is the humanitar-
ian and social affairs attaché to the 
French Consulate in Jerusalem, and 
that therefore humanitarian aid is her 
proper field of activity; and she only 
went to the site after the Red Cross 
had been prevented from putting up 
emergency tents a few days before. 

One wonders what the job de-
scription is of the attaché for human-
itarian affairs in Jerusalem, and what 
the next incumbent is going to do to 
fill their days when they are in the 
post.  

In the West Bank the army is 
in charge of delivering building per-
mits, and it rejects 90% of applica-
tions, forcing the inhabitants to build 
illegally.  After this episode, the army 
is under orders, for the time being, to 
halt demolitions.

As part of the attack on Fes-

neau-Castaing, it was revealed that 
she is a Catholic, even a ‘fundamen-
talist’, and that she founded an ad-
vice phone line in France for women 
facing an unwanted pregnancy; these 
facts, for modern Le Monde readers, 
should settle the case against her.

Another French hero.
This time, it’s Francois Fil-

lon, Sarkozy’s ex prime minister, 
and future presidential candidate.  In 
Moscow for the 10th meeting of the 
Valdaï Club, in front of 200 Russian 
and foreign geopolitics experts, he 
wished, regarding Syria, that Russia 
and France should continue to influ-
ence events, and hoped that France 
would regain her independence and 
freedom of judgment and action (in 
relation to the United States and Syr-
ia).  He was addressing his remarks 
to the audience and to ‘mon cher 
Vladimir’.  Furore in France, except 
that most of Fillon’s party, the UMP, 
agrees with Fillon’s position.  A mi-
nority in the party, including the lead-
er, Jean-Francois Copé, and one time 
foreign minister Alain Juppé, want to 
intervene together with the US.

Even the National Front was on 
the non-intervention side; when the 
Socialist Party, le Monde newspaper 
and France Inter radio were calling 
for intervention on humanitarian 
grounds, Marine Le Pen explained 
at some length the situation of Chris-
tians in Syria and other considera-
tions which led her to the conclusion 
that intervention would make things 
worse not better.  The so-called pop-
ulist party appeals to the voters’ in-
telligence, and the so-called left only 
to their emotions!

           News From Across The Channel
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This might go some way to ex-
plain the by election result on 7 Octo-
ber in the South of France, where the 
National Front has 40% of the vote, 
the UMP 20 and the left is eliminat-
ed.  This was for a seat on the council 
of the Var département.  The Nation-
al Front won with 54% of the vote in 
the second round.

Le Monde Diplomatique
A Le Monde Diplomatique 

journalist, Anne-Cecile Robert, was 
allowed time on France Inter after-
noon current affair programme head-
ed by Daniel Mermet, usually a great 
‘humanitarian’, to talk about Syria.  
Once a month this programme joins 
up with journalists from Le Monde 
Diplomatique, this is how this excep-
tion came about.

The following is a summary of 
what Anne-Cecile said:  “French di-
plomacy wanted to bomb the Syrian 
regime for human rights reason; this 
stance was strange, since it would not 
stop the civil war, and would have 
serious consequences for the Middle 
East.  Fabius and Hollande did not 
seem to consider these points.  

France can’t bomb all the re-
gimes it disagrees with.  French di-
plomacy—the defence of human 
rights— comes before the necessity 
to preserve international security; 
this poses very serious risks for the 
world. 

This attitude of France regard-
ing Syria is worlds away from its 
traditional role: remember Chirac in 
2003, defending the UN and interna-
tional law!  Remember when Pales-
tinians applauded French journalists 
in Gaza, shouting “Chirac!  Chirac!”  
[Here the other journalists present in 
the studio said: “Yes, we were flat-
tered!”] 

At the time, continued A-C 
Robert, she met Senegalese diplo-
mats who said to her:  “We are proud 
of you!”.

Sarkozy’s action in Libya, and 
Hollande’s position on Syria work to 
the detriment of France’s position in 
the world.  France justified her place 
at the Security Council because she 
had a different voice: she invoked 
the UN, and international law.  Now, 
concluded A-C Robert, France will 
lose her place internationally. “

There was no discussion of 
these heretical sentiments, but at least 
they were allowed to be expressed.  
A few crumbs of comfort.

Parliament Notes
(Continued from p. 21)

They are stuck in expensive private 
rented accommodation, often paying 
half their take-home pay just to keep 
an inadequate, expensive roof over 
their head. There are also people 
who are placed in private rented ac-
commodation by the local authority, 
and they are the ones who suffer the 
most. They are often in inadequate, 
badly maintained accommodation 
with landlords who know that the 
tenants are in no position to complain 
about anything.”

“The one thing that unites all 
these groups is insecurity about their 
housing. I guess that most Members 
are owner-occupiers and do not feel 
any great insecurity about their hous-
ing situation. It is not so for a large 
number of people in this country. We 
therefore need effective regulation of 
all private rented accommodation, so 
that there are decent environmental 
standards and not excessive energy 
bills. We need strict regulation of 
what letting agents do, because cur-

rently anyone can set up as a letting 
agent straight away. At the very least, 
we need Criminal Records Bureau 
checks, and we need anti-discrimi-
nation legislation to be enforced on 
letting agents – not just when there 
is discrimination against people on 
housing benefit, but when there is 
discrimination against people of eth-
nic minority communities, which is 
absolutely disgraceful and is illegal 
under general anti-discrimination 
law.” 

“We also need the guaran-
teed return of deposits and much 
longer tenancies. Traditionally, as-
sured shorthold tenancies last for six 
months in this country. Sometimes 
they are repeated and sometimes 
they are not, but they are almost nev-
er repeated if the tenant complains 
about conditions or requires the land-
lord to make some repairs during the 
first six months. The tenant finds that 
their tenancy is simply terminated. 
We therefore also need tenancies of 
at least five years, to reduce the level 
of insecurity.”

“My Bill would bring about 
better security, such as there is in 
Germany, where tenancies last al-
most a lifetime. It brings about bet-
ter conditions for tenants and much 
more stable communities. In some 
wards in my constituency, popula-
tion turnover is 30% a year, almost 
all occasioned by the insecurity of 
the private rented sector. What does 
that do to the stability of a commu-
nity? Where does it get its commu-
nity activists, school governors and 
movers and shakers from if there is 
no security and no investment in that 
community?”

“Finally, the Bill would bring 
about rent regulation. Some people 
are not keen on that--some landlords 

                                                                                                                    (continued p 20) 
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UK Manufacturing On the 
Fast Track to Oblivion?  The 

Invensys Sale.
by Bob Bischof (Blog)    

 The sale of Invensys, one of the last 
remaining substantial engineering 
companies in the UK, to the French 
industrial giant Schneider Electric 
simply beggars belief.

The declared aim of this Gov-
ernment is to rebalance the economy 
towards manufacturing. In reality 
short-term shareholder value rules 
and the Brits will sell anything and 
everything to please the City.

As a German living in this 
country, I am aghast at this. Ger-
many’s manufacturing prowess is 
founded on a much more long-ter-
mist approach. But Invensys is, sad-
ly, a typical British industrial story.

The company was created out 
of the merger of two engineering 
companies Siebe and BTR in 1999. 
The new company was debt-laden 
and poorly managed, going through 
a £2.7billion debt restructuring exer-
cise in 2004. In 2005 the board ap-
pointed Ulf Henriksson as chief ex-
ecutive, who restored the company 
to financial health. Enter Sir Nigel 
Rudd as new chairman.

In March 2011 he fired Hen-
riksson, an engineer, because ‘he 
could not see the big picture’ and 
replaced him with the chief financial 
officer Wayne Edmunds. The share 

price subsequently halved in 2012 
because of technical problems. It 
only bounced back when the break-
up of the company was announced 
and set in motion with the sale of the 
signalling business to Siemens.

The rest is now on its way to 
being swallowed by a French com-
pany for £3.4billion – well done, Sir 
Nigel. Does anybody get the mes-
sage that these deals are a sure way to 
manufacturing oblivion in the UK?

My own experience bears this 
out. I arrived in the UK 40 years 
ago to set up a UK subsidiary of a 
German lift truck maker. Our main 
European rival was the British com-
pany Lansing Bagnall, based in Bas-
ingstoke. Their market share in the 
UK was around 45 per cent and they 
exported 60 per cent of their produc-
tion worldwide. They were the envy 
of the industry.

Some 20 years later a large 
German industrial conglomerate 
bought them. A few years later they 
were sold on with the rest of the lift 
truck division to private equity, who 
closed the Basingstoke factory and 
moved the production to Germany 
and France.

In 1994 my company bought  [Article omitted from last issue 
the last remaining British lift truck   of Labour Affairs]
manufacturer Lancer Boss, invested 

huge sums for a while, but then had 
to give up, close the plant in Leight-
on Buzzard and moved the produc-
tion to Germany.

One of the reasons was that 
they could no longer get cold-rolled 
steel sections for the lift masts of 
their trucks in the UK, as the Corus 
plant in the North East was ‘restruc-
tured’ – the other was that there was a 
cyclical downturn in the sector.

There are dozens of industries 
and companies where the same or 
similar happened. Mergers, acquisi-
tions, de-mergers and break-ups of 
companies are a favourite game in 
the UK to enhance so-called share-
holder value. It promises faster re-
turns for shareholders and bonuses 
for the board members rather than 
following the slower path of grow-
ing their companies organically. 
They would rather ‘return cash to the 
shareholders’ by share buy-back pro-
grammes and high dividends than in-
vest in the future of their businesses 
and the prosperity of UK Plc.

What is the Government doing 
to change this pattern? The slogan 
needs to change from ‘It’s the econo-
my, stupid’ to ‘It’s the real economy, 
stupid.’

 
A

 
 

 
 
a 
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Notes On The News
by Gwydion M Williams

Tories and “Wealth
 Creators”

When Ed Miliband promised 
some minor measures against prof-
iteering gas companies, the Tories 
accused him of attacking the “wealth 
creators” who were essential to Brit-
ain’s future.

Note that he didn’t say anything 
new about tax avoidance.  Ending tax 
avoidance is everyone’s official poli-
cy, but the Tories seem to take care to 
do as little as they can.  New Labour 
failed to tackle, and for that matter 
Old Labour did nothing much about 
it, though it was small in the days of 
Harold Wilson and James Callahan.  
But they failed to tackle currency 
speculation, which did a lot to ruin 
the technocratic-socialist values they 
cherished.

Labour – Old and New – seem 
to accept the basic idea of rich peo-
ple as “Wealth Creators”, Heavenly 
Creatures who must be given broad 
freedom to do what they want.  They 
notice that some people accumulate 
a lot of wealth, and assume that this 
must be new wealth added to the so-
ciety.

Supermarkets are great accu-
mulators of wealth, but whether they 
are Wealth Creators is more moot.  
They are definitely destroyers of 
jobs, taking trade away from small 
shops which then go out of business.  
They are also increasingly replacing 
checkout staff with automatic check-
outs, destroying yet more jobs.  You 
can see this as convenient for shop-
pers, but they also do everything they 

legally can to tempt shoppers into 
over-eating.  Including sweets placed 
at the checkout in most of them, 
mostly to tempt children brought 
along with their parents, but also a 
lure for adults.

Elsewhere, entrepreneurs have 
helped create new industries, but 
mostly things that were happening 
anyway.  Microsoft succeeded with-
out doing a single thing that was 
new: what they did was copy exist-
ing methods in a cheap and easy way.  
And it was built in part on sheer luck: 
they were given the middling-im-
portant task of writing the Operat-
ing System for what was originally 
the IBM Personal Computer, one of 
many alternatives in the early days.  
Unexpectedly, various rival compa-
nies (none of them connected with 
Microsoft) found legal ways of pro-
ducing computers that would run the 
software written for an IBM Person-
al Computer.  Microsoft then showed 
some cunning in letting computer 
manufacturers give away the Mi-
crosoft Operating System free with 
the computer: their other software 
worked rather better with their own 
operating system than did software 
from rival manufacturers.  Micro-
soft’s business software became the 
unofficial standard.

Luck and greed and market-
able skills make a few people very 
rich.  This is mostly way out of pro-
portion to whatever wealth they may 
have added.  A lot of the pioneers 
made very little money out of their 
innovations.

As well as entrepreneurs, most 

senior managers are now getting 
much bigger salaries compared to the 
working mainstream than they did in 
before the 1980s.  They are not do-
ing a better job in the USA or UK: 
growth decade by decade has actual-
ly been slightly slower than it was in 
the 1950s and 1960s.  Even the trou-
bled 1970s were no worse than the 
Thatcher-dominated 1980s, despite 
the vast boost from North Sea Oil.  
Things since then have been slightly 
worse, leading on to the slump that 
began in 2008 and shows no signs of 
ending.

It has been Soviet failure that 
demoralised the left and energised 
the New Right.  But with hindsight, 
we can see that the Soviet Union and 
the other European Leninist states 
were attempting to do a reform of 
the sort that People’s China carried 
through successfully under Deng 
Xiaoping.

Chinese reforms never gave a 
free hand to the “wealth creators”, 
who are allowed to get rich but are 
expected to know their place, and 
slapped down by the party authorities 
if they forget.  Likewise markets are 
used but heavily controlled.  Land is 
farmed individually but still publicly 
owned.  The currency is very heavily 
controlled.  In all, it is a vastly more 
state-regulated and state-dominated 
system than what existed in the USA 

The Daily Mail and Adolph 
Hitler.

Anti-fascists who treated 
1930s Britain as a doubtful friend 
had sound reasons.  If the teenage 
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Ralph Miliband found mainstream 
British exasperating, so did many 
left-wing Britons

Britain as a whole became 
anti-Fascist only after Hitler’s Fas-
cism became visible anti-British, 
and Mussolini chose to follow him.  
Splitting Czechoslovakia into Czech 
and Slovak halves wasn’t particular-
ly wicked: the same split was cho-
sen by the peoples themselves soon 
after they became free of Moscow 
rule.  Annexing the Czech portion 
was bad, but no worse than things 
that Hitler had got away with before.  
But it was decidedly anti-British, or 
seen as such in the late 1930s, when 
the British Empire was still a glob-
al superpower and thought that ma-
jor changes to sovereign territories 
should not be made without their ap-
proval.

The odd thing is, if Hitler 
had been more patient and polite, 
he might have got most of what he 
wanted from both Czechoslovakia 
and Poland with British approv-
al.  Probably not annexation of the 
Czech lands, but the existing govern-
ment was subordinate to his wishes 
and he could have left it alone, or an-
nexed it after he had won the world 
war.  His mistake was to think he 
could do it without bothering to ask.  
His demands on Poland were not un-
reasonable, but since he had not been 
satisfied with what he had been giv-
en with the Munich Agreement, the 
Poles were understandably unwilling 
to trust him.

It is also possible that Hitler 
could have repaired good relations 
with the British Empire even after 
his blunder over Czechoslovakia.  He 
wanted Danzig, and it was in fact the 
most reasonable of all his demands, 
but he didn’t actually need Danzig.  
He could have waited till later.  Wait-

ed till after he had defeated the So-
viet Union, which he probably could 
have had he not been fighting a si-
multaneous war with Britain and the 
USA.

It is notable also that although 
most Britons had come round to the 
idea of an alliance with the Soviet 
Union after Hitler broke the Munich 
Agreement, the British government 
seemed anxious to avoid it and were 
stalling.  Probably the hope was that 
Hitler would see his error and back 
down, after which he might be in-
directly helped to attack the Soviet 
Union.  Instead he made a further 
blunder, making a deal with Stalin to 
give him a free hand to invade Po-
land.  Stalin undoubtedly saw that 
this would end forever the chance of 
Britain working with Nazi Germany.

Britain had formed a Nation-
al Government in 1931: elements of 
the Liberals and part of the Labour 
Party under Ramsey Macdonald ac-
cepting Tory hegemony in response 
to the Great Slump.  And firmly re-
jected the Keynesian solution to the 
Great Slump: instead they imposed 
austerity and remained in slump.  It 
was not as drastic as the actual sus-
pension of parliamentary democracy 
that happened in much of Europe: the 
Labour Party remained a major op-
position party.  But it had elements in 
common, and there was a lot of sym-
pathy for the various right-wing dic-
tatorships that sprang up in response 
to the Great Slump.

Sympathy for right-wing dic-
tators included sympathy for Hitler 
from much of the Tory Party, and 
some Liberals.  The Daily Mail un-
der the ownership of Lord Rother-
mere were outright admirers of Hit-
ler.  They also supported Oswald 
Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, 
something which had almost slipped 

out of popular memory.  It was rather 
dumb of them to lay themselves open 
to reminders of the issue by trying to 
get at Ed Miliband via his Marxist 
and refugee-Jewish father.

But it wasn’t just the Daily 
Mail.  I detailed in a previous article 
that Churchill said very little about 
democracy in his critical speeches in 
1940.  He had also expressed strong 
enthusiasm for Mussolini’s Fascism, 
an inconvenient fact which most 
of the plethora of books about him 
choose to ignore.  But Churchill quite 
correctly saw that Hitler was going to 
be an enemy of the British Empire in 
the long run.  He had become a polit-
ical outcast among Tories for saying 
so, but then Hitler helpfully gave him 
his “finest hour” by showing his an-
ti-British feelings prematurely.

The Tories as a whole need to 
be hammered on their 1930s policy.  
The Daily Mail has given the per-
fect excuse.  Whether Labour will be 
strong and confident enough to re-
spond is another matter.

A Thatcherite End-Game?
Ed Miliband’s modest radical-

ism has led to dire warnings that he is 
leading Labour back to the “bad old 
days” before Thatcher.

Actually the period 1950-1970 
was something of an optimum for 
Britain, assuming you put no value 
on the British Empire, and most Brit-
ons did not.  And Thatcher was actu-
ally a disaster for Britain, even from 
a conservative viewpoint.

Thatcher flourished in the gap 
created by different strands of social-
ism frustrating each other.  Workers 
Control had been very much on the 
agenda.  The Report of the commit-
tee of inquiry on industrial democra-
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cy (1977), also the Bullock Report, 
would have introduced a system of 
worker involvement in management, 
on the pattern of what had been cre-
ated successfully in what was then 
West Germany.  But the Labour 
Right thought that there was no need 
for such a radical change, while the 
Hard Left was convinced that it was 
far too moderate and would prevent 
something much more radical.  In 
a way this latter view was true, but 
neither the Trotskyists nor the vari-
ous pro-Moscow elements were up 
to making radical changes once In-
dustrial Democracy was rejected.  In-
stead the functional radicalism came 
from the right of the Tory Party.

Up to her defeat of Arthur 
Scargill’s bungled Coal Miner’s 
Strike, you could say she was acting 
as a functional conservative.  A prop-
er conservative would have stopped 
at that point.  Would have allowing 
a significant but reduced role for a 
Trade Union movement that knew it 
had gone to far and alienated much 
of the working class.

What she did was the reverse, 
following the abstract creed of the 
New Right, assuming that if she 
disrupted everything then it would 
shake back down to “normal”.  That 
was her big error, to suppose that the 
values that she cherished were nor-
mal rather than an historic accident 
that had in part been planned by the 
ruling class of past generations.

Thatcher’s first move was to 
let unemployment rise, which under-
mined the power of the trade unions.  
It also hugely damaged British so-
ciety, including what was left of au-
thentic working-class conservatism.  
These were people significantly dif-
ferent from most of the current Tory 
voters among the working class.  

People who cherished social values 
of a traditional sort, rather than just 
looking to what they could grab.

She also made life easier for the 
unemployed. The post-war welfare 
system created by Labour looked on 
work as both a right and a duty. It was 
hard back then to avoid being em-
ployed. Former Labour minister Reg 
Prentice as a minister under Thatch-
er eased a lot of the regulations and 
made it easier to be permanently on 
welfare. The effect of this, intended 
or not, was to create a permanent 
stratum of workless whose existence 
irritated those still in work. (Oddly, 
most left-wing critics ignore this.) 

By various measures including 
allowing the exchange rate to rise, 
she destroyed a lot of British manu-
facturing. 

Financial deregulation encour-
aged the growth of parasitic finance. 
Stuff that is basically gambling: but 
gambling only destroys those who 
chose to participate, while this stuff 
infects regular banks and destroys 
the values of savings. 

She did not in fact do anything 
to improve average growth. The 
1980s were no better overall than 
the 1970s, despite the huge bonus 
of North Sea Oil. Since then, aver-
age growth has declined slightly. 
There was none of the “trickle down” 
promised in her early years. (Oddly, 
most left-wing critics have let “trick-
le down” be forgotten about.) 

She successfully reversed the 
equalisation of incomes that had 
been happening from the 1940s to 
1970s. The rich increased their share 
of the “national cake”, which howev-
er was no bigger than if Thatcherism 
had never happened.  Quite possibly 

smaller.

The social values she thought 
she was preserving have gone on 
crumbling faster than ever.  On this 
she was maybe deceived by the au-
thentic Libertarians of the New 
Right.  Thatcher and others probably 
thought that they were just following 
a long Tory tradition in tolerating pri-
vate behaviour that contradicted of-
ficial Tory values.  The Libertarians 
were sneaky about it: they gradually 
accumulated power and then showed 
their hand when they were strong 
enough, with such things as legal-
ising Gay Marriage.  This was after 
they had let the Labour Party take the 
odium and unpopularity of appoint-
ing the first openly gay ministers.

Liberation Through State 
Power 

Last month I wrote about 
“Liberation By State Power”.  That 
wasn’t quite the right formula: it 
could be taken as seeing the state as 
something sitting above the society 
and superior to it.  It is occasionally 
just that, a modernising force inde-
pendent of those it rules.  But mostly 
it arises from the society and is ba-
sically there to do what the society 
asks it to do.

I’m not and never have been an 
admirer of state power as such.  But 
when I look at the alternatives, state 
power does seem the least bad option.  
Or will be until we can make major 
changes in human nature, which I am 
confident is possibly but is likely to 
take generations.

The main alternative to state 
power is various irregular acts of 
trickery, theft and violence.  These 
can sometimes produce positive 
ends, certainly.  But on average, no.  
And in the real world, as distinct 
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do not like it, but some recognise that 
the stability provided by a fair rent 
formula of the sort we used to have 
in this country would be a useful step 
forward. My Bill seeks to establish 
local authority run, fair-rent regu-
lation authorities, the first of which 
would cover the whole of Greater 
London. We would start with the 
principle that rent should bear some 
resemblance to the cost of a proper-
ty – often it bears none whatsoever 
– and ensure that we gain the securi-
ty of tenure required to bring about a 
much better and fairer society.”

“The Bill is not a threat to good 
landlords who seek to do the right 

thing and look after their tenants; it 
is a threat to the cowboys, bad land-
lords, discriminators and those who 
refuse to repair their properties or re-
turn deposits at the end of a tenure. I 
hope the House will support the Bill”

Corbyn’s Bill was supported by 
Mark Durkan, (SDLP), Sir Bob Russell, 
(Liberal Democrat), Elfyn Llwyd, (Plaid 
Cymru), Caroline Lucas, (Green Party), 
John Healey, (Labour), John McDon-
nell, (Labour), Katy Clark, (Labour), 
Grahame M. Morris, (Labour), Diane 
Abbott, (Labour), David Lammy, (La-
bour), and David Ward, (Labour). It was 
read the First time and is to be read a 
Second time on 28 February 2014.

Pickles Response will
be in the next issue. 

 

The Thatcher Who Burnt The 
House Down

Ashes to ashes, iron to dust
The Queen of Coolheart wrecked 
our trust
A nation like a family
Now sniggers at dishonesty
Now rants about the downcast poor
And views the rich with greedy awe
The grocer’s daughter loves Shirley 
Porter
And supermarkets for grocer slaugh-
ter
A skyscraper wasteland gleams with 
pride
With Fools Gold crafted deep inside
The moon gleams emptily on empty 
hearts
Not a penny for their thoughts or 
empty plots
Nation to Ashes, Rust In Peace
Banks still hollow from the Golden 
Fleece

Walter Cobb
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from popular entertainment, such 
things are vastly more oppressive 
and authoritarian than state power.

Socialism from the 1950s got 
into a muddle about state power.  
There was a desire for more individ-
ual freedom, which was fine in itself.  
But instead of saying that you want-
ed a larger area of freedom, the de-
mand was packaged as a demand for 
“Freedom”, for obvious rights that 
state power was restricting for no 
good reason.  It made for good prop-
aganda, but not clear thinking.

As I said last month, the big 
successes since the 1960s have been 
the Feminist Movement, Anti-Rac-
ism, Multi-Culturalism, Gays and 
the Green Movement.  All of these 
have in practice looked to the state to 
defend them, rather than supposing 
that the state should withdraw and 
let “spontaneous social forces” sort it 
out.  But this was done almost as a 
“secret vice”, and not with an under-
standing that state power was some-
thing that could and should be used 
for progressive aims.

20th century socialism succeed-
ed in most of its original aims, and 
then found itself unsure what to do 
next.  Marxism didn’t really have 
the answer.  The Marxist view is 
that capitalism is a stage of devel-
opment that is needed initially and 
can be discarded later.  This and the 
general historical-materialist attitude 
have been a great advance in human 
understanding, and account for the 
major successes of Marxism up to 
the 1950s.  But both Marx and Lenin 
were wrong on three vital points: 

a) The original system was 
never purely capitalist, and could 
not have functioned if it had been.  
There was always “social conserv-
atism”, traditionally-minded people 

who would also insist that the rich 
do something like their duty to those 
less fortunate.

b) It could carry on fine after 
discarding bourgeois values (which 
happened in Western Europe and the 
USA between the 1960s and 1990s). 

c) With a large element of state 
management, it was in no way obsolete. 

The Soviet Union failed be-
cause it did not adapt to this. People’s 
China did, keeping state control but 
allowing capitalist elements. 

The New Right in the West are 
messing up their own system by be-
lieving that it urgently needs to be 
freed from state regulation and re-
turned to a mythical era of “pure cap-
italism”. 

In the long run, human soci-
ety is likely to outgrow capitalism. 
And for the immediate future, people 
might be happier and no less wealthy 
with rather less of it.
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Staffs’ Association), UCATT, (Union 
of Construction, Allied Trades and 
Technicians), UNITY, (ceramics in-
dustry), USDAW, (Union of Shop, 
Distributive and Allied Workers), 
and GFTU, (the federation for spe-
cialist unions and includes BECTU, 
BFAWU, COMMUNITY, MU, NA-
CODS and UNITY). Source: TULO 
(Trade Union and Labour Party Liai-
son Organisation).

Regulating Private Land-
lords

In June this year the Govern-
ment published a policy paper, ‘Im-
proving the rented housing sector’, in 
which it said, inter alia, “The private 
rented sector is already governed by a 
well-established legal framework and 
we will not introduce any further reg-
ulations. This will ensure the sector 
is free to grow in response to market 
conditions.” But the policy statement 
looks to the future and does nothing 
to deal with current problems in the 
sector. Good quality rented accom-
modation, both private and public, is 
in short supply, and the measures in 
the statement are an attempt to deal 
with this. But further regulations are 
required to address the current prob-
lems created by some private sector 
landlords and letting agents. With 
this in mind Labour’s Jeremy Cor-
byn introduced a Private Members’ 
Bill on 15 October in which he set 
out measures required to tackle these 
problems. 

Jeremy Corbyn: “I beg to 
move, That leave be given to bring 
in a Bill to provide for the regulation 
of letting agents; to protect tenants’ 
deposits; to require the enforcement 
of environmental and energy-effi-
ciency standards in private-sector 
rented accommodation; to amend 
the law on secure tenancies; to pro-

vide for fair rent to be applicable to 
all rented accommodation; to require 
landlords not to discriminate against 
people in receipt of state benefits; to 
require local authorities to establish 
a private rented sector office; and for 
connected purposes.” The following 
are extracts from Corbyn’s speech in 
support of the Bill.

“There are essentially three 
elements to housing in this country: 
owner-occupation, housing provided 
by local authorities or housing asso-
ciations, and the private rented sector. 
I will take them in turn. Owner-oc-
cupation has been the cornerstone 
of the housing policy of successive 
Governments for a long time. How-
ever, the rate of owner-occupation is 
steadily and steeply in decline, to the 
extent that it is well below the high 
point of 70%. There is every sign 
that it will continue to drop over the 
decades, as mortgages become more 
expensive and more difficult to se-
cure for people on average incomes 
or below, despite the Government’s 
home-ownership objectives.”

“The second area is council 
housing and housing association 
properties. Council housing provides 
good quality, secure accommodation, 
but it is in desperately short supply, 
particularly in London and the south-
east. I am the first to admit that the 
solution to our housing problems lies 
in the much more rapid development 
of much more council housing all 
over the country. That would provide 
a good quality way out of hosing des-
peration for many people. I hope that 
that policy is increasingly accepted 
and developed.”

“Although I recognise that 
housing associations were founded 
to bring in good quality housing on 
a similar basis to council housing, I 
am becoming increasingly concerned 

about their behaviour and conduct. 
Increasingly, they act like housing 
companies, not social landlords, and 
see themselves as being in the prop-
erty market, rather than in the provi-
sion of housing for people who are in 
desperate need. That area is in need 
of tight regulation.”

“The third area is the private 
rented sector, which has traditionally 
been small in this country. It has now 
started to rise rapidly. Nationally, it 
makes up 17% of the housing stock. 
That is predicted to rise to 22% by 
2025. It is an extremely different sto-
ry in some parts of the country. In the 
borough of Islington, which I am hap-
py to represent with my hon. Friend 
the Member for Islington South and 
Finsbury (Emily Thornberry), who 
is here to indicate her approval of 
the Bill, the make up is very differ-
ent. Owner-occupation now makes 
up less than 30% of housing stock 
across the borough and is declining 
fast. Social housing – housing as-
sociations and council housing  - is 
about 40% of the stock and rising, as 
the local authority, to its credit, man-
ages to undertake some building pro-
grammes to ensure that people have a 
decent roof over their head. Howev-
er, the private rented sector makes up 
well over 30% of the housing in the 
borough.”

“Some who rent in the private 
rented sector in London are very 
wealthy, can afford to pay any price 
that is offered and do not particular-
ly care about it. There are also those 
on middle incomes – young, profes-
sional people who move into London 
and pay an extraordinarily high pro-
portion of what ought to be a decent 
wage on private rents. Then there 
are people on very low incomes who 
cannot get anywhere near the hous-
ing ladder but cannot get anywhere 
near getting a council property either. 
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Match This Strike!
One of the great events in working class history 

was remembered in Parliament on 8 October. 125 years 
ago, in July 1888, 1,400 women workers at the Bryant & 
May match factory in London’s east end went on strike. 
Labour’s Lyn Brown wished to recall the strike and the 
brave struggle of the women, and so introduced a debate 
to ensure a permanent record of the event. It was one of 
those rare occasions when MPs pay tribute to the men and 
women who struggled against great odds to assert their 
right to a decent, dignified life. Their struggle should nev-
er be forgotten. Workers today who are struggling against 
the forces of rampant, global capitalism would do well to 
remember the history of working class struggle and the 
need, as great as ever, for collective action through their 
trade unions. The debate was notable for the absence of 
Conservative Members who, like Michael Gove, prefer 
their history to be about Kings and Queens and Britain’s 
glorious military victories. Lib Dem Members were also 
absent, no doubt embarrassed by the fact that at the time 
Bryant & May were staunch supporters of the Liberal 
Party. 

Lyn Brown: “I am delighted at the opportunity to 
talk about and commemorate the strike and consequent 
achievements of the match women of the Bow Bryant 
& May factory in July 1888, 125 years ago. I grew up 
with their story, living, as I did, in a working-class home 
within walking distance of the factory in east London.”

“In my research in preparation for the debate, 
and in thinking about why we should mark that defin-
ing event in the history of the women’s and trade union 
movements, I was interested to note a recent publication 
by Kate Adie, the former BBC chief news correspond-
ent, ‘Fighting on the Home Front’. It is a challenge to 
what has been conventional and  acceptable in the re-
cording of women’s role in wartime, and it represents Ms 
Adie’s determination that women should not be written 
out of the history of the first world war. She records that 
the munitions industry depended on nearly one million 
women workers, and that others toiled as welders, loco-
motive engine cleaners, policewomen and taxi drivers, 

and in many other roles traditionally reserved for men. 
Those women and the jobs they did were visible then, 
but they are invisible now. Their stories have faded from 
the chronicles and histories of that most terrible of wars, 
the centenary of the start of which will be marked next 
year. My purpose in seeking today’s debate is to help to 
ensure that the role of the match women will not be simi-
larly overlooked when we recount the history of the fight 
for women’s rights, the struggle to establish trade unions, 
and the story of the communities in east London.”

“Many versions of the match women’s story attrib-
ute leadership of the strike to Annie Besant, whose name 
is inextricably linked to it. Indeed, the memorial plaque 
on the former Bryant & May factory – now converted to 
housing known as the Bow quarter – confidently ‘com-
memorates the role of social pioneer and feminist Annie 
Besant in leading the demands for better pay and condi-
tions’. Annie Besant was a controversial character and a 
writer, journalist and social activist in a variety of causes 
including women’s rights and secularism. It is true that 
her journalism and political activity played a pivotal role 
in the tale of the match women and the events that they 
precipitated. However, to present her role as one of lead-
ership of the strike is to fall into the trap of seeing history 
solely from the perspective of the middle-class storytell-
er, and it frankly does not reflect the reality of the events 
as they unfolded. The women went against the advice of 
Annie Besant, who felt that they should not strike”.

“I am most grateful to Louise Raw, whose outstand-
ing work first published in 2009 documents in fine detail 
the strike and the events leading up to it. In ‘Striking a 
Light: the Bryant & May Matchwomen and their Place 
in History’, she meticulously describes the life and times 
of the women who worked at the match factory, and the 
events that led 1,400 women to walk out on strike for 
more than two weeks, until their demands were met. Ms 
Raw shows not only that Annie Besant was not the strike 
leader, but she favoured a boycott by match purchasers 
rather than direct action. It was the women themselves 
who were in charge and who determined that a strike was 
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necessary. Ms Raw’s work demon-
strates clearly that the women were 
the leaders of the strike, and her re-
search in the Bryant & May archive 
suggests that the names of the strike 
leaders were Alice Francis, Kate 
Slater, Mary Driscoll, Jane Wakeling 
and Eliza Martin”.

“At the time of the strike, Bry-
ant & May was a household name. It 
had become the largest British em-
ployer of match workers. The factory 
was the largest employer of female 
casual labour in the east end. Bryant 
& May had established a powerful 
monopoly, taking over rival facto-
ries, so that by 1888 it could pay its 
workers less than it had 12 years ear-
lier. It claimed to be paying 10 to 12 
shillings a week to ‘steady workers’ 
in 1876, but in 1888 the strike reg-
ister showed women earning just 2 
shillings a week, or about £12 in to-
day’s money”.

“Before considering the strike 
itself I will remind the House of the 
inhumane and dangerous working 
conditions prevalent at the time, 
which were experienced in extreme 
form by the women working for 
Bryant & May. The women worked 
with white phosphorous, which was 
known to be extremely toxic and the 
cause of phosphorous necrosis, or 
‘phossy jaw’. It caused the develop-
ment of abscesses filled with stink-
ing pus in the lower jaw, gums and 
cheeks with affected tissue fluoresc-
ing with a whitish-green glow. White 
phosphorous was banned in Finland 
in 1872 and in Denmark in 1874. It 
was still in use in Britain until it was 
banned following the Berne conven-
tion of 1906, despite the existence 
of a safer alternative---red phospho-
rous”.

“One of the key but relatively 

small demands of the match women, 
which the management would not 
sanction, was that they should not be 
required to eat their food in the facto-
ry, in rooms made toxic by the white 
phosphorous fumes. However, the 
injury caused to health through the 
dangerous conditions of the factory 
was compounded by the insult of the 
management’s behaviour towards the 
workers. Low pay, very long hours, 
dangerous machinery, arbitrary fines 
and even physical abuse were com-
monplace. Hearing the grim news of 
the conditions, Annie Besant inves-
tigated and published a story about 
them in her weekly newspaper The 
Link, headlined ‘White Slavery in 
London’, prompting Bryant & May 
to threaten her with libel. The com-
pany instigated a witch hunt among 
the work force and tried to pressure 
workers to reveal who had spoken 
to Besant. It bullied them, depriving 
them of work and wages. It was the 
sacking of one of the workers who 
the company believed had spoken 
to Annie Besant that provoked the 
women and led to a mass walk out, 
with 1,400 women on strike”.

“Bryant & May had not ex-
pected that. It immediately offered 
to reinstate the women it had fired, 
but it was too late. By the morning 
of 3 July, the workers had formed a 
picket line, which continued for two 
weeks, along with mass meetings, 
marches in the east end, a lobby of 
Parliament, pressure from sharehold-
ers and much coverage in the local 
and national press. Bryant & May 
was finally under pressure. Let us 
remember that the decision to strike 
would not have been taken lightly, 
as a strike must have been extraordi-
narily difficult to sustain. The wom-
en and their families would have 
experienced considerable hardship. 
Without their pittance wages or any 
savings on which to fall back for 

rent and food, they would have been 
destitute. Contemporary observers 
record that exceptionally high levels 
of mutual support among the women 
kept the strike going”.

The company was forced to 
settle the dispute. Arbitrary fines 
were abolished, a grievance process 
was established for working dis-
putes and a separate room was made 
available where the women could eat 
their meals away from phosphorous 
fumes. The Star newspaper reported: 
‘The victory of the girls....is com-
plete. It was won without prepara-
tion----without organisation----with-
out funds. It is a turning point in the 
history of our industrial develop-
ment’, and it truly was. Crucially, the 
women were allowed to form a trade 
union so that future disputes, if any, 
might be laid officially in front of the 
firm: the Union of Women Match 
Workers, the largest union of women 
and girls in the country, with Annie 
Besant as secretary”.

“Unarguably, those match 
women did something: they brought 
to account a great power of industry, 
established greater control over their 
working lives and made a huge con-
tribution to the development of the 
organised labour movement and the 
Labour party. Yet their proper place 
in the beginning of the labour move-
ment seems to have been ceded to 
the great dock strike of 1889, which 
took place just down the road. Why 
is that? Is it because they were girls, 
women, majority Irish, unskilled or 
working-class? It was not always 
thus. At the time of the great dock 
strike, its leader, John Burns, urged a 
mass meeting of tens of thousands of 
strikers to ‘stand shoulder to shoul-
der. Remember the match women 
who won their fight and formed a 
union’. The women’s victory was a 
touchstone----a landmark in the his-
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tory of the labour movement---and it 
should be recognised as such in our 
conversations, our considerations 
and our curriculum. We give thought 
to the relevance of the match wom-
en’s achievements to industrial re-
lations and community organisation 
today”.

Don’t Strike, Teachers.
On 9 October, Chris Skidmore, 

Conservative member for King-
swood, launched an attack on the two 
largest teaching unions, the NASU-
WT and NUT, for engineering strike 
action that took place on 1 October 
and for a planned strike which was 
to be held on 17 October. Skidmore 
used his speech to accuse the NUT 
national executive of being in the grip 
of the far left and Labour of being in 
the pockets of the unions. We have 
have heard all this before of course, 
but it is all the more interesting com-
ing from Skidmore, who was one 
of the Tory MP authors of the pam-
phlet ‘Britannia Unchained’, which 
included the following statement: 
“Once they enter the workplace, the 
British are among the worst idlers 
in the world.’ So much then for the 
Tory mantra, ‘hard working people.’ 
Does this mean the authors favour 
the employment of ‘hard working’ 
migrants’? We should be told.

Early in his speech Skidmore 
referred to the origin of the decision 
to strike and the support it received: 
“Last year, two of the largest teach-
ing unions, the NUT and NASU-
WT, voted to take industrial action 
throughout 2013. At first glance, the 
results of the ballots seem decisive: 
82.5% of NUT members and 82% of 
NASUWT members voted in favour 
of strike action. We must, however, 
look at the turnout for the ballots: 
just 27% of all NUT members re-
sponded by returning their ballots, 

as did 40% of NASUWT members. 
In reality, strike action was therefore 
voted through by just 22% of NUT 
members and 33% of NASUWT 
members.”

But voting is not compulsory in 
the UK, either in trade union ballots 
or in elections to the House of Com-
mons. No doubt every member of the 
NUT and NASUWT was sent a bal-
lot paper. Those who returned their 
ballot papers clearly had a strong 
view on whether to support a strike 
or not. It can be assumed therefore 
that those who didn’t return their pa-
pers were indifferent, caring neither 
one way nor the other. Or, a more 
generous explication is that they put 
the ballot paper on the mantelpiece 
and forgot about it. Skidmore, how-
ever, seems to imply that their failure 
to return the ballot paper should have 
been counted as negative votes. 

If his views on trade union 
ballots were applied to general elec-
tions, Skidmore himself would not 
be a Member of Parliament. In the 
2010 election he gained the King-
swood seat from Labour with a ma-
jority of 2,445 on a reasonably high 
turnout of 72.19%. His share of the 
vote was 40.42%. So 59.58% of 
those who voted rejected him. More-
over, the total Kingswood electorate 
was 66,361. Skidmore therefore was 
elected by just 29.1% of those eligi-
ble to vote. 

In her reply Elizabeth Truss, 
Parliamentary Under Secretary of 
State for Education, noted the ab-
sence of opposition front benchers 
and accused Labour of being “silent 
on the issue of trade unions, even 
though many of their members are 
funded by these organisations.” She 
wanted to hear from the new, absent, 
shadow Education Secretary Tris-

tram Hunt, on the strike(s), but won-
dered, “is he in the pockets of the un-
ions, like his predecessor and like the 
leader of his party?” There appears to 
be a (deliberate?) misunderstanding 
on the part of Skidmore and Truss 
on the link between the trade unions, 
Labour MPs and the Labour Party. 
In their world all unions support La-
bour MPs and have the Labour Party 
in their pockets. 

The two unions at the heart of 
the debate are not affiliated to the La-
bour Party. Nor are any of the oth-
er teaching unions. The NUT and 
NASUWT each have a political fund 
which is used to campaign on issues 
of concern to the unions and their 
members. Their political funds are 
not used to support the Labour Party, 
from which both unions remain inde-
pendent. And of the 14 teaching un-
ions in the UK, only 5 are affiliated 
to the TUC. These are: Association 
of Teachers & Lecturers (ATL), Ed-
ucational Institute of Scotland (EIS), 
NASUWT, NUT, Education Union 
for Teachers, Headteachers & Lec-
turers in Wales (UCAC).

Of the 54 TUC affiliated trade 
unions, only 15 are affiliated to the 
Labour Party. The 15 include the 
three biggest unions, the GMB, 
(general workers in public and pri-
vate sectors), UNISON, (the Public 
Service Union), and UNITE, (gen-
eral workers in public and private 
sectors). The others are: ASLEF, 
(Associated Society of Locomotive 
Engineers), BECTU, (Broadcasting, 
Entertainment, Cinematograph and 
Theatre Union), BFAWU, (Bakers, 
Food and Allied Workers Union), 
COMMUNITY, (industries in around 
steel, metal and textile communi-
ties), CWU, (Communication Work-
ers Union), MU, (Musicians Union), 
NUM, (National Union of Mine 
Workers), TSSA, (Transport Salaried 

(Continued p. 21)
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