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After BoJo’s long but often AWOL 

goodbye since resigning on 7 
July 2022, you still need to pinch 

yourself to recognise that current 
favourite, Liz Truss, is going to be an 
even more right-wing PM than Johnson 
was. The Tory leadership contest that 
led to her election highlights a number 
of drastic deficiencies in our democracy, 
centred around how i) tiny electorates 
- 357 MPs and 180,000 party members - 
have effectively decided who will be the 
next PM; and ii) parties in office change 
their leaders and, thus, their policies 
without gaining a popular mandate for 
either of these changes. This concerns 
both Westminster (Blair gave way to 
Brown in 2007, Cameron to May 2016, 
May to Johnson 2017) and Holyrood 
(Dewar to McLeish to McConnell in first 
Parliament and Salmond to Sturgeon in 
2014). We’ll not have a chance to give a 
verdict on Truss until 2024 when the next 
scheduled general election takes place.

The contest became not just a case of 
playing to a reactionary and rabidly right-
wing gallery-cum-constituency but also 
one at times which was utterly bizarre. 
Rishi Sunak was asked by the BBC on 17 
July 2022 as to whether he saw himself 
as a ‘socialist chancellor’, presumably 
because he led on the creation of the 
furlough scheme and saw the ratio of 
government expenditure to revenue rise 
to such an extent that the national debt 
became higher than at any time since 
the end of the Second World War. It was 
no surprise that he answered with a ‘no’. 
But to ask that question in the first place 
shows a BBC journalist has no idea of 
what socialism is. Of course, bailing out 
capitalism during the pandemic or in 
the global financial crisis of 2008-2009 
was not even ‘socialism for the bosses’. 
Socialism cannot solely be equated to 
levels of public expenditure, especially 
when it is not to the sole benefit of 
workers. The misuse of the term, 
socialism, continued the same day with 
Sunak saying to Truss in a debate over 
her proposal for immediate tax cuts that: 
‘And you know what, this something-for-

In Truss, they trusted
nothing economics is not conservative. 
It’s socialism’. By contrast, socialism of 
whatever actual type is a society which 
is run by workers for workers because 
workers are the biggest social class by 
far in any capitalist economy or society. 
What Truss is proposing are tax cuts 
that will disproportionately benefit 
the companies and the already rich, 
increasing the levels of poverty and 
inequalities in wealth and power.

Her rationale is that tax cuts – facilitated 
by cuts in public expenditure - will 
stimulate investment by capitalists which 
will in turn stimulate their profitability 
which in turn will provide a bigger tax 
and revenue base. Cutting corporation 
tax and so-called ‘red tape’ is a key 
part of this. Of course, for the rest of 
the populace, overturning the National 
Insurance Contribution rise plus cutting 
personal income tax is her planned way 
to help ameliorate the cost-of-living 
crisis and boost consumer spending 
for the benefit of said capitalists. It’s 
all classic neo-liberalism based on the 
‘trickle down’ version whereby we all are 
supposed to get richer as the rich spend 
more of their riches, creating economic 
growth and jobs. In other words, crumbs 
off the bosses’ table. Part and parcel of 
Truss’s plans is a necessarily even smaller 
state, given that she is very definitely 
from the libertarian, free enterprise wing 
of the Tories. She has signalled her wish 
to make £11bn cuts in the civil service 
and end national pay rates by introducing 
regional ones. A Tory backlash against 
the latter led Truss to drop the idea but 
Sunak started to succumb to the pull of 
this logic by announcing he’d implement 
tax cuts albeit at a slower rate.   

All this casts a searching light upon 
Labour’s current perspectives under 
party leader, Keir Starmer. Labour by 
default - rather than its own conscious 
and deliberate actions – is well ahead of 
the Tories in the polls, giving support to 
the view that ‘governments lose elections 
rather than oppositions winning them’. 
Personally, as well as politically, Starmer 
does not inspire much confidence in 

people. Echoing the form and politics of 
Blair’s ‘education, education, education’ 
mantra, Starmer’s alternative to Sunak 
and Truss’s policies was to advocate 
‘growth, growth, growth’ in an iteration 
of neo-liberalism that was not radically 
different from Sunak and Truss. Starmer 
emphasised that the ‘hard work’ – 
rather than just ‘work’ – of working 
people should be rewarded and that 
‘growth, growth, growth’ was needed 
to guarantee this. But ‘growth, growth, 
growth’ does not guarantee this unless 
there is government intervention and 
government support for unions to 
ensure that the fruits of labour under 
‘growth, growth, growth’ are more 
evenly distributed than they otherwise 
would be if left to the deregulated 
market. And, of course, that assessment 
is to leave aside whether growth in the 
midst of the climate crisis is sustainable 
environmentally.

There was also to be no place for public 
ownership as Starmer showed himself 
to be untrustworthy. His manifesto to be 
elected as Labour leader in 2020 involved 
committing to maintaining aspects of the 
Corbyn agenda over public ownership 
that he patently did not believe then 
and has now junked. Starmer says 
returning the privatised utilities to public 
ownership cannot be afforded, because 
he is being ‘practical’ and ‘responsible, 
and not ‘ideological’, conveniently 
forgetting that the likes of transport 
and energy are revenue-raising services 
and can help control the cost-of-living 
crisis. Even Gordon Brown has advocated 
selective temporary nationalisation of 
energy companies. The Green Party of 
England called for nationalising the big 
five energy companies, then followed 
by the Scottish Greens but not Sturgeon 
and the SNP who only said it should be 
considered as an option ‘on the table’, 
favouring market regulation via the 
price cap. Starmer says he would use 
regulation instead and has called for 
the present price cap not to be lifted. 
Using regulation to influence markets in 
privatised utilities or transport providers 
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has not worked to the benefit of anybody 
other than their senior managers and 
shareholders. Starmer is not prepared to 
institute the kind of regulation that could 
change that. And, a one-off windfall 
tax on energy companies is but a drop 
in the ocean. Meanwhile, the French 
government effectively nationalised 
power company, EDF, in order to control 
the price of power. It is no wonder 
Labour lost 22,000 members since 2019. 

Meantime, the SNP-Green Scottish 
Government launched its first new 
prospectus paper for independence 
in June on the economy followed by 
another in July on democracy with the 
setting of a date of 19 October 2023 for 
an intended referendum. As highlighted 
in the Herald (4 August 2022), there 
is not much in the way of the first 
prospectus paper that could be called 
social democratic. In the second paper, 
it was more a case of what is wrong 
with the political set-up in Britain than 
what could be a better alternative on a 
Scottish-only basis. At the moment, all 
that seems relatively unimportant to 
many when Truss is the likely successor 
to Johnson and Starmer offers no clear, 
progressive alternative. In other words, 
the one convincing counter-weight to 
independence through radical change 
across the whole of Britain does not 
exist. And yet one cannot ignore the 
refusal of the SNP leadership to allow a 
motion from the SNP Trade Union Group 
(SNP TUG) to the SNP October party 
conference. The motion urged the SNP 
to examine more imaginatively how the 
Scottish Parliament’s tax raising powers 
could be used in order to help generate 
extra finance to tackle the cost-of-living 
crisis. Specifically, the motion called for 
the Scottish Government to increase 
taxes on the highest earners and replace 
council tax so that a new residential 
property tax related to actual property 
values could be introduced. It is hard 
not to conclude two things. First, the 
SNP leadership does not want to tax the 
rich. Second, the SNP leadership does 
not want to do anything to undermine 
the case for independence by showing 
the devolved settlement can work 
better than it currently does. Meantime, 
children from poorer areas continue to 
do worse in exams than those from richer 
areas despite closing this ‘attainment 
gap’ being a priority for the last 8 years 
under Sturgeon. It is no wonder the SNP 
has lost 21,000 members since 2019.

In all this, it seems that union leaders 
like the RMT’s Mick Lynch along with the 

likes of financial commentator, Martin 
Lewis, and footballer, Marcus Rashford, 
are among the few convincing voices of 
opposition to the rule of neo-liberalism 
(even if their opposition is not explicitly 
couched in these terms). The battle on 
pay being fought by the unions continues 
to heat up but it’ll not be until later in 
the year – and maybe into next - when 
we know whether there will be a more 
generalised revolt, north and south of the 
border, in the likes of the fire and rescue 
service, the civil service, NHS, schools 
and universities. There are two basic, 
immediate ways to resolve the cost-of-
living crisis – raising the real value of 
wages and simultaneously lowering the 
costs of living. The latter requires controls 
on prices and, thus, on profits as well 
as taking sectors into public ownership. 
As intimated above, this is clearly not 
something Starmer is prepared to 
countenance but Corbyn was.   

While the left rightly cheerleads for 
strikes and will continue to do so as 
inflation is predicted to rise further 
from the current 13%, this is very 
far from being enough. Even a more 
generalised strike would not be enough 
to right the wrongs. Yes, it would be 
a start but there is a need for a more 
deep-seated and permanent change in 
the balance of power between capital, 
labour and the state. Here we need 
not just legislation to repeal the anti-
unions laws (over industrial action and 
interference in how unions run their 
affairs) but also introduce something 
like a union default system. Under the 
default, and after attaining minimum 
membership threshold levels, all workers 
in a bargaining unit (workplace, company, 
sector) are defaulted into membership 
with the right to opt out afterwards - so 
this is not compulsory membership as 
with the closed shop. But it reverses 
the non-union default that presently 
exists where all workers are non-union 
members until they join a union. This 
allows employers through substitution 
(e.g., works councils, staff forums) and 
suppression (e.g., selective sacking of 
activists) to coax and cajole workers into 
not joining unions. When the majority 
of workers become union members, it 
sets a new social norm of what is seen 
as the right and proper thing to do. A 
default would quickly boost membership 
so that we could then see unions getting 
above inflation level deals, stop the race 
to the bottom and stop non-unionised 
workers’ pay and conditions pulling 
down those of unionised workers so 
the opposite could happen - unionised 

workers would pull up non-unionised 
workers. Even the demand for the right 
to sectoral bargaining – so that workers 
do not have to fight companies on a one-
by-one basis and so that wages are taken 
out as a factor of competition between 
companies – requires that union density 
is massively increased. Otherwise, 
unions will be forever scrapping around 
for crumbs off the bosses’ table, more 
akin to collective begging than collective 
bargaining.

Such an idea indicates that there’s 
much than just more hoping worker 
militancy spreads. But there’s also 
more we need to think about given 
the cost-of-living crisis will continue. 
Such ideas include maximum wages, 
solidaristic wage policies and the sliding 
scale of wages. This would represent an 
institutionalisation of progressive policies 
because free collective bargaining 
on its own would not likely ever be 
strong enough and widespread enough 
to cover all workers. And, there is a 
complementarity between the ideas of 
a union default, on the one hand, and 
maximum wages, solidaristic wage policy 
and the sliding scale of wages, on the 
other, especially as stronger unions will 
be needed to achieve such policies. 

Of course, the practical problem is finding 
a political party that is willing to adopt 
such a portfolio of policies - and then gets 
elected to office on that basis. Currently, 
Labour under Starmer is not such a party 
but Labour under Corbyn was much 
more likely to be such a party. Scottish 
Labour under Sarwar is not substantially 
different just because Sarwar visited 
some picketlines.
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Looking to the future
Previous editorials have commented 
upon how Saturday mobilisations 
against the cost-of-living crisis have 
been too small to hit the mark. We 
await to see what the launch of the 
‘Enough is enough’ campaign by the 
CWU union can bring in terms of 
mobilisation rather than just people 
signing up it, attending its rallies and 
following it on Twitter. The same is 
true for the intended ‘Don’t Pay’ 
non-payment of energy bills in terms 
of whether it becomes a mass action 
of 1m+ non-payers. The Power to the 
People demonstrations in Glasgow 
against Scottish Power and Ofgem 
on two Friday afternoons in August 
drew healthy crowds. Maybe this was 
because it focussed on a specific and 
more pressing material issue. We 
await to see how the STUC ‘Scotland 
demands a pay rise’ demonstration 
outside the Scottish Parliament on 
Thursday 8 September goes.

Scottish Left Review 
price rises
While there have been a couple 
of price rises to reflect increases in 
postage costs over the last decade, 
the cover price of the magazine has 
been £2 per issue for the last fifteen 
years. With all our costs of operating 
now increasing, we have no option but 
to increase the cover price to £3 per 
issue. This means subscriptions will 
increase from £18 to £21 for waged 
subscribers and from £14 to £18 for 
unwaged subscribers. We are sorry 
about this during a cost-of-living crisis 
but we believe we remain best left-
wing magazine in Scotland.

Feedback

In Scottish Left Review (Jul/Aug 2022), 
George Kerevan bemoaned what he 
sees as increased working-class support 

for the SNP in the 2022 Scottish council 
elections stating: ‘With the avowed anti-
capitalist parties remaining miniscule 
and irrelevant, what alternative did the 
working-class have?’ Kerevan criticised 
the election campaign and the ‘negligible’ 
votes of the Scottish Trade Unionist and 
Socialist Coalition (STUSC) and the overall 
political approach of ‘descendants of the 
old Militant group’, meaning the Socialist 
Party Scotland (SPS).

Nowhere does he seek to explain 
what the strategy of STUSC actually is: 
encouraging workers, trade unionists, 
socialists and community campaigners 
to stand together on an anti-cuts and 
socialist platform. Indeed, STUSC stood 
the largest number of candidates on the 
left in these council elections, with at 
least one candidate in nine local authority 
areas. Or that SPS has consistently called 
for unions – or sections of them - to 
move towards launching a new mass 
workers’ party. 

The STUSC results were very modest, 
although an increase from 2017 in areas 
like Glasgow. Much of the Scottish left 
stood aside and some even backed pro-
capitalist candidates whose parties have 
supported cuts, like the SNP, Scottish 
Greens or Alba – a party Kerevan is a 
member of. STUSC does not currently 
have the social weight to make an 
electoral breakthrough but does that 
mean it is correct to let the cuts parties 
have a free run? 

His claims of ‘left-wing ineffectiveness’ 
amidst signs of ‘significant working-class 
resistance’ are bogus. He has nothing to 
say about the successful strike ballots 
in Glasgow City council over equal pay 
– with SPS and STUSC activists playing a 
key role – that forced major concessions 
from the SNP-led council. The amount 
won by low paid working-class women in 
Glasgow now totals c.£750m. This would 
not have been possible without the 
combative socialist leadership in unions 
like Glasgow City UNISON. 

Kerevan is also wrong to say that the 
anaemic increase in Scottish Labour’s 
vote represents a ‘return to class 
politics’. Rather, it was mainly a drop 
in the Tory vote with pro-union voters 
shifting to Sarwar. Elections analyst, John 
Curtice, pointed out in areas like West 
Dunbartonshire, Labour’s vote increased 
mainly in middle-class areas. If Kerevan’s 
analysis of a working-class return to 
Labour is correct, how can the loss of 
North Ayrshire council to the SNP despite 
a major mobilisation by the Scottish 
Labour left be explained?

STUSC, rather than inhabiting a ‘laager’, 
did more than any other force to 
encourage union and community activists 
to stand in the elections, with repeated 
appeals and conferences open to all who 
wanted to see a socialist challenge. We 
also supported James Toner, an anti-cuts 
independent standing in Castlemilk (Linn 
ward) who got 9.4% of 1st preferences, 
coming fifth in a four-member ward. 
STUSC also received support from CWU 

Scotland No. 2 branch. 

Kerevan’s pointed Alba’s very modest 
results. In wards in Glasgow and East 
Lothian, STUSC beat Alba, despite far 
larger media coverage, sitting councillors 
and parliamentary resources. Unlike 
STUSC, Alba did not put forward a 
socialist programme or the ‘needs 
budget’ the Scottish Left Review editorial 
rightly called for, preferring to focus on 
divisive identity politics and opposing the 
Gender Recognition Act reform.

Rather than STUSC and SPS having 
narrow political horizons, it seems, it is 
Kerevan who is guilty of this. Instead of 
supporting the call for the building of 
a new workers’ party, Kerevan points 
clearly in the direction of not standing 
socialist candidates at all. Indeed, this is 
the only conclusion you can draw from 
him pessimistically writing the ‘stasis [on 
the left] is only likely to increase’ because 
Sturgeon calling for a referendum on 19 
October 2023 ‘will serve as a political 
cover to keep the pro-independence 
left in line while the SNP government 
imposes swingeing real pay cuts in public 
services. For how can the independence 
left attack [Sturgeon] when she is 
demanding … a Section 30 order?’ The 
only proposal Kerevan makes is: ‘We 
probably need the equivalent of the 
People’s Assembly north of the Border’.

The opposite conclusion is necessary. If 
a new workers’ party existed in Scotland 
today, with a correct approach on the 
right to Scottish self-determination, the 
SNP would be fatally undermined among 
its working-class base. It is only due to 
the lack of that alternative that the SNP is 
able to temporally maintain its support. 
The task is to advocate for the necessary 
steps to build a new mass party - a task 
all the more urgent as the SNP and 
Scottish Greens move even further to the 
right and in a pro-business direction. 

With growing industrial action, surely 
then it’s time to draw the conclusion 
that workers in Scotland will need 
far more effective forms of political 
representation. Never has the gap 
between the capitalist political 
establishment in Scotland (primarily the 
SNP and Labour) and the working-class 
been greater. It will not be enough to just 
take a syndicalist position relying upon 
industrial action alone, or on waiting for 
independence. 

Matt Dobson is a member of the 
Executive Committee of the Socialist Party 
Scotland (https://socialistpartyscotland.
org.uk/) 
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Faced with demands for decent public 
sector pay, the Scottish Government 
tends to point to London and claim that 
budgets are fixed. There are many things 
union members simply won’t be buying 
this winter and the London blame-
game is one of them. Of course, there 
are constraints but the effectiveness 
of this Scottish Government must be 
gauged by how creatively it plays the 
hand it has been dealt. Thankfully, there 
are signs that discussions on how to 
fund fair pay are beginning to open up 
as pay negotiations with cash starved 
employers were stalling. Better late than 
never: it’s always good to talk. 

With the hope that these openings are 
meaningful, it is important to do three 
things: understand the inspiring surge in 
union activity, recognise the scale of the 
looming financial threat, then deploy 
every available tool in defence of the 
people who serve our communities. In 
the world after Covid, nothing less will 
do.

Lazy analysts have said it’s a cruel fate 
that serves up an economic crash before 
the Covid crisis has been resolved. 
But a more critical eye tells workers 
their experience does not flow from 
misfortune. People do not starve by 
accident. That applies to the Covid pain 
we’ve enduredd; it applies equally to 
the economic pain to come. 

Covid came to everyone but it was 
poverty, inequality and occupation 
that shaped infection rates and the 
heightened risk of death. The cost-of-
living crisis will be no different. We’re 
not in this together. We face the same 
storm, but we sit in very different boats. 
It’s no wonder unions are growing and 
picket lines are forming.

And it’s not all about Covid, energy 
prices and the cost-of-living. This anger 
runs deeper than that. Public sector 
workers in Scotland cannot forget and 
will not forgive the crisis before Covid. 
The austerity dumped on public servants 
by a government that went ‘soft’ on the 
criminal greed of traders and investors. 
Austerity is not just a psychological scar: 
it’s ten long years of jobs lost, wages 
slashed and services underfunded. 
Public services are chronically 

Breaking, breaking – this just in: 
Holyrood can change things! 
Tracey Dalling sets out what some creative thinking could achieve for raising revenue for public services

underfunded, councils and the NHS 
cannot fund fair pay and workers are 
saying ‘enough is enough’.

There was no respite from austerity 
before Covid hit and part of the surging 
anger today is the injustice of all that 
has gone before. Take health and social 
care workers for example. Low pay 
and no safety. Trauma, bereavement 
and burnout. Avoidable infections and 
tragic deaths. All linked to race, gender, 
disability and class. Then, after the 
applause, a vertical plunge into poverty 
and debt. It’s little wonder that workers 
are angry. Enough is enough.

In that context, it is neither accurate 
nor helpful to allude to the Tory analysis 
of the 1970s and blame wage inflation 
for recession when workers and their 
families know the true epicentre of the 
seismic shock facing Scotland. It’s not a 
wise move to abandon valued workers 
to poverty and then blame them for 
their debt. Nor is it accurate or helpful 
for Scottish Government to point to 
devolution constraints and blame 
London. Yes, the UK Government should 
cap fuel prices and abandon the folly 
of tax cuts. But workers rightly expect 
Scottish Government to do all that it can 
within its power. Here, we can look to 
recent precedent that gives us all some 
scope for optimism. 

As Covid was surging, and the Johnson 
was boozing and schmoozing, Sturgeon 
took a different path. Let’s do the same 
again. When the Tories were dishing out 
Covid contracts to their pals, the Scottish 
Government came to the unions and 
put Fair Work at the heart of the Covid 
response. We can build that partnership 
again.

When Westminster bailed out tax-
dodging care companies, Scotland said 
‘No’. If your business undermines tax 
funded services when profits are good 
you can say goodbye to help from the 
Scottish Government when unsafe 
workplaces leave care beds empty and 
families bereft. Let’s take a common 
stand on corporate greed.

When infected workers were pressured 
to keep working because they faced a 
pay cut for following Covid guidance, 

Scottish Government found the money 
for Covid sick pay. Where there is 
obvious hardship, let’s find a way to 
intervene. Granted this is not evidence 
of financial schemes bold enough to 
fund fair pay. But it is what we might call 
‘standing up for Scotland’. So, let’s talk 
about funding.

What we propose is something similar 
to the recent dialogue with anti-poverty 
agencies and the proposed summit 
meeting with energy companies, 
building alliances with the social 
partners and responding to the plight of 
workers who have repeatedly faced up 
to a crisis they did not cause. 

What follows is a short, by no means 
comprehensive, series of suggestions 
of where and how the Scottish 
Government could find more money for 
public services and those who provide 
them. 

These are offered not to suggest they 
form a complete solution to spending 
issues, but as an indication of the kind 
of thinking that needs to be done 
to rescue public services from their 
current overlapping crises. Many of 
them relate to local rather than Scottish 
Government. This is deliberate. Standing 
up for Scotland must include standing 
up for local democracy - allowing local 
government its own freedoms and 
responsibilities. Giving councils more 
freedom would improve public finances, 
diversify the funding base and shift the 
focus from earned income to excess 
wealth. 

UNISON’s indicative proposals include:

1) Ending or reducing the Scottish 
Government Small Business Bonus 
Scheme, which has cost well over £2bn 
in the 13 years it has been in place 
offering non-domestic rates relief to 
small businesses. It is now costing public 
funds £279m a year. A March 2022 
Fraser of Allander Institute investigation 
‘could find no empirical evidence 
that identifies the SBBS as supporting 
enhanced business outcomes’. However, 
the researchers were only working with 
limited information. This in itself is a 
result of the Scottish Government’s 
reluctance to interrogate the 
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effectiveness of this flagship policy. 

2) If the rates for Land and Business 
Transactions Tax (LBTT) were adjusted 
to increase revenue, even by as little as 
10%, this would raise an extra £40m on 
top of current revenue of only £402m 
as Revenue Scotland figures in 2021 
showed. This is an absurdly small tax 
when the value of the residential sales 
market alone was, according to the 
Registers of Scotland, £18.5bn in 2020-
2021. 

3) Increasing the Additional Dwelling 
Supplement – the LBTT charged on 
second or third or buy to let homes – by 
2% to 6% would raise another £56m. 
It is difficult to accept that those in a 
position to acquire a second or third 
home are amongst that number. 

4) A March 2021 IPPR Scotland report 
indicated that reducing the 
threshold for higher income tax 
to £40k (from the current £43k) 
would raise £690m. This was 
described as a ‘social renewal 
supplement’ on higher earners in 
Scotland. It is worth noting that 
there are implications for the 
Scottish Government budget from 
the pledges by the Tory leadership 
candidates to cut taxes, discussed in 
detail by the Fraser of Allander Institute 
in August 2022. It pointed out that UK 
Government tax cuts could force the 
Scottish Government to choose between 
having lower income taxes for most in 
a supposedly fairer tax system than in 
the rest of the UK, or ‘emphasising the 
merits of a relatively higher tax burden 
for public services’.

5) Increasing the landfill tax from the 
current UK level.  This tax is devolved to 
Scotland with rates currently unchanged 
from the UK-wide rate of £98.60 per 
tonne or £3.15 per tonne. Increasing 
the rate combined with investment 
in recycling initiatives could increase 
revenue and help Scotland to take care 
of its waste in a sustainable way.

6) Pursuing a solution with the UK 
Government to Scotland raising the Air 
Departure Tax above the UK equivalent 
Air Passenger Duty. (Scotland would 
only receive the increased amount, due 
to adjustments to the block grant for 
the rest.) Any action is seemingly being 
held up by trying to work out how to 
stop Highlands and Islands airports 
being impacted, even though their 
flights are a tiny proportion of flights 

from Scottish airports. 

7) Local authority funding: The Scottish 
Government kicked replacement of 
the council tax into the long grass and 
imposed a council tax freeze for 9 years. 
Since 2016, the Scottish Parliament has 
had the ability to levy any tax it wants 
provided the money is used to fund local 
government. But there is no indication 
that, if they organise the promised 
Citizens Assembly to draw up proposals 
to replace the council tax, any legislation 
will come before the 2026 election. A 
new system is needed as council tax 
is currently only about 13% of council 
funding. Before then, however, it is 
entirely possible and do-able quickly, 
for the system to be made more 
progressive, with more bands and with 
bills increased for the most expensive 
properties. To give just one example – 

an increase of just £100 per property for 
the most valuable 25% of properties in 
Scotland (Bands FGH) would net £69m. 
According to the IPPR in April 2021, 
more could be raised from the 144,000 
properties in Scotland with a median 
price of £500,000+.

8) A local inheritance tax could be 
introduced using local tax powers 
in Scotland, provided the revenue 
went to local government. Resolution 
Foundation figures in 2019 showed 
a local inheritance tax would be very 
progressive given that 20% of adults 
in Scotland have zero or net-negative 
financial wealth, and 35% of adults have 
zero or net negative property wealth. 
According to the IPPR in September 
2019: ‘Based on the value of estates 
over the last five years, a flat local 
inheritance tax, set at a marginal tax rate 
of 10 per cent, paid above a threshold of 
£36,000, could raise around £200 million 
per year in Scotland (assuming no 
behavioural changes and assuming no 
local inheritance charge on transfers to 
spouses or civil partners as per existing 
UK inheritance tax)’.

9) Tourism taxes are widely used 
elsewhere. A promise was made in the 

programme for Government 2019 to 
consult on and legislate to allow councils 
to levy tourist taxes was made – a 
consultation has taken place but with 
nothing since.

10) Land value uplift taxes could be 
introduced, bringing in a new system of 
land value capture so that a significant 
proportion of the uplift in land value 
from major public infrastructure works 
is made available to councils to invest 
in infrastructure and public services. 
(Legislation to allow councils to buy 
land for housing at its existing use value 
would make housebuilding budgets go 
significantly further). 

11) In the NHS, improved workforce 
planning could save the money spent 
on the very high numbers of bank and 
agency nursing and midwifery staff. Prior 
to the pandemic, these had risen for ten 

years. A National Statistics report 
in 2019 showed in 2018/19 there 
was a 11% increase in agency staff 
use at a total cost of £26m. Overall 
numbers of these bank and agency 
staff combined that year was 
equivalent to approximately 5,000 
‘average’ whole-time equivalents.

Then there are the steps which 
involve government action rather 

than revenue raising. The Scottish 
Government could take action to 
freeze rents, prevent evictions and 
repossessions and cap fares on public 
transport. Though not providing funding 
for public services, they would though 
be of practical assistance to many 
people in an economy where low wages 
are endemic, and possibly keep people 
out of crisis – which itself puts demand 
on services. 

Not all of the measures outlined above 
can be taken immediately, but they 
show the nature and the scale of what 
could be done if the political will exists 
to make it happen. UNISON Scotland 
offers them up for discussion. Not 
because we are keen to stand over every 
dot and comma of every suggestion – 
this is clearly only a preliminary sketch. 
They are, however, a sincere proposal 
to rekindle a partnership response to 
crisis, a willingness to stand together 
against the crisis, and a willingness to 
stand together against the dogma of 
Westminster and a further, fatal wave 
of public sector austerity and poverty in 
Scotland.

Tracey Dalling is the Regional Secretary 
for UNISON Scotland
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A taxing matter: Sources of and dilemmas 
about new revenue streams for public 
services in Scotland
Mike Danson examines the constraints and options as we face a coming winter of discontent
Few are against workers and citizens 
generally being protected against the 
cost-of-living crisis caused by Brexit, 
massive energy price increases and 
levels of inflation not witnessed for 
many decades. In a normal economy 
with a government armed with the 
fiscal, monetary and other powers we 
could expect interventions to address 
the tsunami of fuel poverty, falling real 
wages and social security payments, and 
shortages. However, we do not have a 
governing party in Westminster willing 
to take the necessary steps to keep 
citizens safe and secure. Meantime, 
inflation, profits and dividends are 
unrestrained and economic instruments 
to modify decline and poverty go 
unused. Although there is devolution 
to the three Celtic nations, even the 
Scottish Parliament - the most powerful 
- has very limited powers to intervene 
to manage the macroeconomy and to 
ameliorate the Tories’ failures.

With very limited borrowing powers, 
constraints on income tax rates for 
unearned incomes and no capacity 
to issue currency and vary exchange 
rates, the Scottish Government and 
Parliament are in a weak position to 
counter the overwhelming negative 
forces of economic drivers emanating 
from the UK Government. In early 
August 2022, the Fraser of Allander 
Institute recognised these constraints 
on economic management, offering 
a realistic contextualisation of 
proposals for raising further revenues. 
Interestingly, its modelling of the 
impacts of the ‘Tartan Tax’ (the power 
to vary basic income tax in Scotland by 
up to 3p in the pound which was lapsed 
in 2007) revealed the opportunity to 
grow the Scottish economy, increasing 
employment, GDP and living standards 
without damaging inflationary effects 
and undermining these positive 
outcomes as long as the social wage 
rather than nominal wage was the 
objective for workers. As argued below, 
this appreciation of the social wage or 
social contract has relevance for today.

With direct labour costs – wages, 
salaries, taxes and national insurance 
– accounting for a high proportion of 
spend on Scotland’s essential health, 

education and social services, about 
70% of total expenditure, these 
external constraints on the nation’s 
fiscal, monetary and borrowing powers 
inevitably mean that there is a necessary 
link between workers’ wages and the 
number of jobs. Unless there is more 
in the budgets of local authorities, NHS 
and education, which already account 
for 70% of Total Managed Expenditure, 
then raising revenues from sources 
other than the Scottish Government 
is critical if jobs and services are to be 
protected whilst addressing the cost-
of-living crisis facing workers. Previous 
studies – Scottish Left Review, July/
August 2019 – have explored possible 
new funding opportunities. These are 
discussed below, though none can be 
introduced quickly to offer much in the 
current context. Similarly, releasing ring-
fenced local authority funding for wage 
increases would directly and significantly 
impact on early learning and childcare 
expansion as in 2022 these account for 
over 70% of such monies and support 
poorer and working-class families in 
particular.

Many of the beneficiaries of social 
services – the elderly, very young, in 
care and carers, disabled and otherwise 
vulnerable people – are amongst the 
poorest. They are dependent upon UK 
social security payments and Scottish 
and local government social support, 
some in direct payments others in in-
kind support. They are also those facing 
the greatest rates of inflation currently 
with uplifts in benefit rates not due until 
next April, although the Chancellor has 
promised a string of ad hoc payments 
to alleviate their deteriorating worth in 
the interim. With Scottish Government 
dedicated support to these groups of 
fellow citizens already draining the 
constrained Scottish budget, meeting 
the need to fund these social services 
cannot happen at the expense of 
cutting these national and local services 
even further. There have been years of 
efficiency strategies driven by central 
governments’ regimes for ‘best value’, 
‘public sector management’, PPP/PFI 
schemes, housing stock transfer and 
moves of employment and activities 
out to ALEOs (arms-length external 
organisations), seeing workers suffer 

deteriorations in their terms and 
conditions which were then worsened 
by austerity cuts, leaving very few 
areas for further reductions without 
damaging the economic and social 
life of local communities. It is now 
very difficult to identify any significant 
savings for redeployment in local 
government budgets so that wage 
increases to give any sort of protection 
to social service workers cannot be 
at the expense of reductions in these 
services. Therefore, as front-line carers 
and staff involved in delivering these 
essential services testify in a recent 
STUC (see, for example, Francis Stuart’s 
article in this issue), there are no more 
‘productivity’ gains to be identified and 
implemented. Therefore, with all these 
constraints and constrictions on local 
and Scottish government budgets, and 
with Westminster and the capitalist class 
causing the unprecedented inflation and 
lack of intellectually sound responses, 
how can the circle be squared?

Local government has had the largest 
cut in Scottish government funding 
allocations in recent years, bearing the 
brunt of austerity. Within the constraints 
of the powers available to the Scottish 
Parliament, there is the need to identify 
possible new sources of funding and 
finance to meet these needs sustainably 
and equitably. There is widespread 
agreement for a fundamental rethink 
of tax structures – the balance across 
income, consumption and wealth 
taxation, the extent of taxation, and the 
scope for Scotland to establish new tax 
bases. Echoing the concept of the ‘Social 
Contracts’ favoured by the Labour 
Governments of the 1970s and the 
bases of the successful Nordic Countries’ 
economies and societies of today, there 
is a need for fiscal, monetary and other 
policies to be considered ‘in the round’ 
for it’s their combined effect, including 
distributing cash transfers and public 
goods, not the progressivity of each 
tax individually which is crucial. That 
approach to considering how to address 
the threats to workers and their families 
being able to heat, eat and maintain 
tolerable standards of living this winter 
reaffirms the need to consider broadly 
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what are the services delivered by the 
local and Scottish state and how are 
they funded.

Essentially, social service budgets 
can be set through using a mixture 
of grants, taxes, loans and charges. 
Council Tax and Scottish Government 
grants make up almost all of local 
government income, neither of which 
are unproblematic – the former is 
regressive, the latter a break on local 
accountability. Many commissions, 
reports, studies and party manifestos 
have concluded that within a portfolio of 
revenue sources for local government, 
a progressive property tax should be 
introduced. So, a local property tax 
should be introduced, based upon 
capital values of individual properties 
and payable by households occupying 
properties and by owners of second 
homes and unoccupied properties. 
Complementing this normal property 
tax, there is also a need for a wealth or 
heritable property tax to capture those 
who avoid paying income tax in Scotland 
but own substantial assets. Such a fiscal 
innovation could generate significant 
revenues and presage and subsequently 
work alongside a land value tax.

As well as taking time and technical 
detailed support to introduce such 
property taxes, no existing tax or charge 
should be retained without scrutiny 
of its continuing impacts, purpose and 
fit with other policies. The critiques of 
such instruments as the Small Business 
Bonus Scheme and other Non-Domestic 
Rate reliefs have illustrated these are 
areas of public subsidy that may not 
be the optimal approach to supporting 
new and small enterprises and so an 
inclusive and competitive economy. 
Some of these represent costs to local 
government of many hundreds of 
millions of pounds every year and so 
questioning their continuing rollover 
between national budgets should 
be a priority. But, as other work (see 
Scottish Left Review May/June 2016) 
has demonstrated withdrawing these 
indiscriminately, would threaten many 
with deeper poverty and job losses. 
Many of those ‘entrepreneurs’ are 
actually the spuriously self-employed, 
doing work that was formerly in local 
government, larger employers and 
other unionised workplaces and, being 
self-employed, they are not entitled to 
the national minimum wage, never mind 
a ‘living wage’. Without an employer, 
they are not entitled to statutory sick 
pay, maternity or paternity pay, paid 
holidays, training support, and they 
are reliant on the state and their own 

savings in retirement with no employer 
contributions to pensions. (Re)absorbing 
these jobs and workers back into the 
formal structured labour market should 
be a priority for unions, but again will 
raise costs for providers of state social 
services. As was shown in the cases of 
Cordia (Glasgow City Council’s care arm) 
and Community Safety Glasgow, bringing 
thousands of workers back under the 
council’s auspices has improved services 
for vulnerable citizens and terms and 
conditions for workers.

More generally, following many 
successful recent examples in Europe, 
extending this re-municipalisation 
should be on the agenda of local and 
Scottish Governments alike. Reversing 
the housing stock transfer, ALEOs, 
PFI/PPP and the other managerial 
initiatives is long overdue, and would 
redistribute profits away from the rich 
and tax havens to workers and society. 
Having strong local sub-national seats of 
power, engaged citizens and workers is 
consistent with the plans and strategies 
underpinning community wealth 
building, community empowerment and 
a just transition to address the climate 
emergency. 

Complementing these structural 
changes, there have been recent 
initiatives for local government funding 
which complement the need to spread 
the burden more fairly to those who can 
afford it and who have benefited from 
changed working conditions 
and real incomes under the 
Covid pandemic. These include 
the workplace parking levy, 
tourism taxes, charges for 
disposable cups and other 
packaging, increasing levies 
on second homes and so on. 
Nevertheless, some have 
automatically and immediately 
sought to undermine these 
and similar instruments to 
improve the quality of air, the 
environment and wellbeing of 
their fellow citizens highlighting 
the challenges of making any 
interventions in a complex 
society where conservative 
attitudes can delay or stop 
consideration of their combined 
effect. Cancelling Trident would 
allow the release of substantial 
funds for local government and 
lead to significant increases 
in employment, incomes and 
wellbeing.

Considering all these issues 
leads to recognition of the 
dilemmas facing policymakers, 

union leaders and analysts. There 
are no easy short-term solutions 
with unintended consequences 
inevitable given that social services 
are essential and delivered for the 
poorest and most vulnerable in our 
society. Ultimately, under the current 
constitutional arrangements, powers 
and responsibilities for reducing the 
historical and globally high levels 
of inequality and poverty rest in 
Westminster; and in the longer term 
cannot be separated from the need for 
alternative sources for funding local 
public services and government.

Suggested reading: 

McGregor, P., Stevens, J., Swales, 
J. and Yin, Y. (1997) ‘Some simple 
macroeconomics of Scottish devolution’, 
in M. Danson (ed.) Regional Governance 
and Economic Development, (Pion: 
London).

Fraser of Allander (2 Aug 2022) Income 
tax proposals in the Conservative 
leadership campaign – implications 
for the Scottish budget https://
fraserofallander.org/income-tax-
proposals-in-the-conservative-
leadership-campaign-implications-for-
the-scottish-budget/ 

Mike Danson is Emeritus Professor 
of Enterprise Policy at Herriot-Watt 
University and a Trustee of the Jimmy 
Reid Foundation charity.
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Creating a gender equal economy in 
Scotland – what’s needed 
Sara Cowan says women suffer disproportionately from Covid, climate change and the cost-of-living crisis

The Covid-19 crisis is not over for 
communities across Scotland but it 
is being closely followed, or eclipsed, 
by the impact of cost-of-living 
crisis. Individuals, households and 
communities are facing uncertain and 
deeply challenging times as costs keep 
rising, while there remains the longer 
term need to respond to climate change 
through a just transition. 

Dealing with these challenges requires 
bold action and amidst the turmoil could 
offer an opportunity to right existing 
wrongs in our economy, depending on 
how governments respond. For many 
people our economy has never really 
worked. As we face this triple threat of 
continuing Covid, the climate emergency 
and the cost-of-living crisis, building 
a caring, green economy is crucial for 
Scotland’s management of the crises 
and recovery. Ensuring this is a gender 
equal economy with actions that tackle 
long-term inequalities can lead to an 
opportunity to create an economy that 
works for everyone. But to do this we 
need to tackle structural inequalities. 
So, this article will outline some key 
principles for building a caring, green 
economy that puts equality at its heart.

Women and men continue to experience 
inequalities in pay, in employment 
and promotion opportunities, and 
in the harassment and abuse they 
experience, with women being more 
likely to experience poverty at all 
points in their life. Women still have 
more responsibility for unpaid work 
including childcare, care for older or 
disabled people, and domestic work. For 
example, in a survey conducted by 
the Scottish Women’s Budget Group 
(SWBG) earlier this year 64% of women 
responding on how they manage 
childcare had either reduced working 
hours, compressed hours or given 
up paid work, whereas respondents 
reported 31% of partners making 
changes to their paid work pattern, with 
men most often compressing hours 
whereas women most often reduced 
hours. For many women, this means a 
greater reliance on public services and 
can limit the time they have for paid 
work and other activities. 

The current cost-of-living crisis will not 
impact everyone equally. Those on 

the lowest incomes will be hit hardest. 
Of those working on less than the 
real living wage in Scotland 60% are 
women – women are more likely to 
experience poverty, particularly disabled 
women, women from ethnic minority 
communities and migrant women. 
Similarly, the economic impacts of 
the Covid-19 pandemic were not felt 
equally with the same groups being 
hardest hit. Glasgow Disability Alliance 
published research in March this year 
which described the ’triple whammy’ 
that disabled women experienced 
during the pandemic, describing the 
combined and cumulative impact of 
being disabled, being a woman and 
dealing with Covid-19. Women continue 
to be on the frontline of the Covid-19 
crisis, making up the majority of health 
and care workers and the majority of 
workers at high risk of exposure to 
Covid-19. Other sectors which have a 
predominantly female workforce, such 
as hospitality, were hardest hit by the 
impact of lockdown. Women are more 
likely to be poor, have lower levels of 
savings and wealth and are less able 
to increase paid work than men due to 
caring responsibilities. 

The UK Women’s Budget Group has 
found women are also often the 
shock absorbers of poverty, tending 
to have the main responsibility for 
the purchase and preparation of food 
for their children and families and for 
the management of budgets in poor 
households. In February and March 
2022, SWBG ran a survey targeting 
women which received 425 responses. 
This survey focused on women’s 
local public spending priorities. It 
was clear from the responses that 
the cost-of-living crisis was an issue 
of key concern. Thirty-two per cent 
of those who responded said they 
were unable to manage energy costs 
before the last increase on 1 April 
2022, and concern about future rises in 

energy bills was already impacting on 
people’s household spending and their 
behaviours.

In open response questions, women 
highlighted the stark challenges they 
were facing: rising energy prices for 
carers and those with disabilities who 
are unable to reduce their heating costs 
without impacting their health; covering 
travel expenses to care for family 
members outside their household; and 
choosing between heating and eating. 
Numerous women also highlighted 
their concern that they were unable to 
afford any extras to cover house repairs, 
new clothes or outings - this will impact 
on Scotland’s economic recovery from 
Covid-19. When asked to share their 
top three priorities for local action, 
anti-poverty measures were highlighted 
as the biggest priority for women who 
responded to the survey. 

Economic choices and structural 
inequalities leave women, particularly 
marginalised women, vulnerable to the 
shock of crisis. Change is needed to 
remove the vulnerabilities that these 
structural inequalities bake into our 
economic system. Creating a gender 
equal economy will take political change 
in Holyrood and Westminster. There are 
six key principles that need to be part of 
this change:

1.  Building a just feminist green 
recovery – responding to climate 
change can tackle existing 
inequalities in Scotland. The 
response to the cost-of-living crisis 
and the recovery from Covid must 
also set us on a greener path but 
this path must recognise the need to 
tackle inequalities as we reduce our 
carbon emissions. Core to tackling 
climate destruction is valuing life-
sustaining livelihoods, including the 
care economy. This means a new 
deal for care workers whether in 
social care, unpaid care, childcare, 
teaching, or health care. It’s time 
that care jobs are recognised as 
green jobs.

2.  Investing in care – building a 
system that puts wellbeing at the 
centre and invests in the people 
who are supported by it and the 
care workforce. Care work is 



10 - ScottishLeftReview Issue 131 September/October 2022

overwhelmingly carried out by 
women and is a key sector in our 
economy. Yet it is undervalued 
and has suffered from chronic 
underinvestment. Care has long 
lacked recognition for its role in the 
economy, including most recently 
in the Scottish Government’s 
National Strategy for Economic 
Transformation. This lack of 
investment must be recognised as 
both a cause and consequence of an 
unequal society.

Perceptions of care work have changed 
through the course of this pandemic 
and with government commitment to 
creating a National Care Service. Now 
is the time for significant investment in 
our care services and those who work 
in them. Building services with the  
participation of those who use them, 
with local flexibility underpinned by 
a human rights  approach and a clear 
gender analysis. Incorporating Scottish 
Government priorities around the Fair 
Work agenda is a key strand: the Fair 
Work Convention has reported that fair 
work  is not consistently in social care 
and often the failure to deliver fair work 
is driven by funding and commissioning 
systems.

3. Transform the worlds of paid and 
unpaid work – providing time for 
both women and men to care. 
During the Covid-19 crisis the 
reliance on unpaid care work has 
increased and continues to be higher 
than pre-pandemic levels, with 
social care and support packages 
reduced and reductions in respite 
care. In SWBG’s Women’s Survey of 
those who responded on questions 
around social care, only 11% said the 
care package fully supported their 
needs. It’s time for ambitious change 
that seeks to redistribute caring 
and unpaid work responsibilities 
between women and men, and 
between the family and the state. 
This includes investment in universal 
basic services including childcare and 
social care, areas of devolved control 
and transforming care policies 
including parental leaves and other 
care responsibilities – powers that 
currently sit at Westminster.

4. Create a caring social security system 
– providing people with a dignified 
safety net when they need it. Social 
security should provide everyone 
in society with a safety net and 
support when needed. Yet successive 
crises highlight how inadequate the 

provisions are and this hits women 
hardest as women have a greater 
reliance on social security. There 
are also areas where women will 
have particular needs: for example, 
support to women who experience 
domestic violence or particular 
vulnerabilities that women face with 
no recourse to public funds. The 
challenge for Scotland is creating 
a caring social security system 
and using the powers available in 
Scotland to increase incomes and lift 
people out of poverty. Yet greater 
levers are held at Westminster to 
transform the system and scale of 
the safety net, and it is at this level 
we need to see substantial change. 
An urgent increase in benefits is 
needed as well as ending harmful 
policies such as the benefits cap 
and the two-child limit and the ‘no 
recourse to public funds’.

5. Develop the tax system to promote 
fairness and equality. How 
governments generate income 
through taxes has an important 
role to play in tackling inequality. 
Decisions about how best to raise 
public funds through tax can affect 
women and men differently. In 
Scotland, as across the UK, the 
unequal taxation of income from 
wealth and income from work 
represents a tax break for wealthy 
men. We need to see government 
decisions at all levels that build 
fairness into our tax system, and that 
work together with public spending 
decisions to tackle inequality. 

6. Deliver gender mainstreaming in 
policy development – putting theory 
into practice. In order to deliver on 
each of the principles outlined above 
those making economic decisions in 
Government must ensure that each 
decision recognises the different 
needs and experiences faced by 

different groups of women and men. 
There are tools that should be used 
in government to make sure this 
happens. Ensuring equality issues 
ate at the core of budgeting and 
policy making processes, Equality 
Impact Assessments should be 
undertaken early in these processes 
and reviewed to ensure there are 
no unintended consequences from 
implementation. This process of 
intersectional gender budgeting is a 
long-term commitment to building 
equality into decision-making and is 
needed at all levels of government 
and across public bodies. Alongside 
this Government (at all levels), public 
bodies and civil society have a role 
to play in challenging attitudes and 
beliefs within society which are 
instrumental to these inequalities 
being embedded.

As highlighted throughout, action 
is needed by governments in both 
Holyrood and Westminster to build a 
gender equal economy. As is referenced 
widely by the Scottish Government, 
Scotland needs to present a balanced 
budget. The current fiscal framework 
sets out the parameters of where 
funds for the Scottish Budget come 
from, including the Block Grant, tax 
income and adjustments based on 
social security and tax intake. Scotland’s 
borrowing powers are limited to specific 
circumstances and levels under the 
fiscal framework, which is currently 
under review. An independent report on 
fiscal powers has been commissioned 
and is due to report later in the year 
- with potential scope for change if 
both governments agree. The Scottish 
Government has also committed to 
reviewing the fiscal framework it holds 
with local government and how local 
budgets are determined. Whether or 
not changes are made to the fiscal 
agreements will only make a difference 
to building a caring, green economy 
if those powers are used intentionally 
to build equality and contribute to our 
nationally agreed outcomes under the 
National Performance Framework.

As we enter another period of economic 
turmoil, focusing on principles to change 
the systems that create inequalities and 
vulnerabilities within our society is the 
only step to protecting people in the 
short and long term. A caring economy 
is possible and needs us to work 
together to create change.

Sara Cowan is the Coordinator of the 
Scottish Women’s Budget Group – see 
www.swbg.org.uk 
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Are our councils working?
Dave Watson examines a recent investigation and reprises ideas for how to improve the situation

This summer, The Ferret, in conjunction 
with The Herald, ran a series of articles 
under the heading ‘Are Councils 
Working?’ The series identified 
problems across local authority areas 
and then highlighted some views on 
local government reform. 

The long-term impact of austerity 
and the disproportionate cuts to local 
government grant allocations provided 
a consistent theme throughout the 
analysis. As the Accounts Commission 
reported in 2022: ‘Funding to local 
government has been reduced in 
real terms since 2013/14. The rest of 
the Scottish Government budget has 
seen an increase in funding over the 
same period.’ Tracey Dalling, UNISON 
Scottish Secretary, warned that 
worse was to come due to the most 
recent local government settlement: 
‘Scottish government proposals to cut 
public services will have catastrophic 
consequences for communities across 
Scotland. It is foolish to tackle a cost-
of-living crisis by undermining public 
services. Cuts will 
cause more unmet 
need, vital services 
will decline, and the 
quality of everyone’s 
life will go down.’

While the broader 
trend is important, 
The Ferret highlighted some specific 
services that do not always get the 
attention they deserve. Leisure services, 
often outsourced to arm’s length 
bodies, have suffered particularly badly. 
Between April 2010 and March 2021, 
there was a 25% reduction in spending 
on leisure services by councils but an 
increase of 14% in those attending 
them. Likewise, spending on libraries 
has been cut by 29% over ten years, 
even though the number of people 
visiting libraries grew by 42%. 83 
public libraries have closed. Cuts to 
these services directly impact local 
communities, especially in the most 
deprived areas of the country.

There was also a suggestion that 
common good funds, worth around 
£860m, were being raided to plug some 
of the gaps. However, the fall in value 
was not massive, and these assets 
are difficult to value accurately. Other 
spending on private companies, agency 
cleansing workers, marketing and 
debt collectors were also challenged. 
Last year, debt interest at £414m was 

described as ‘eye watering’, although 
we should remember that this pays for 
new community assets and the Public 
Works Loan Board (PWLB) rates are 
below commercial rates. However, there 
is a valid concern about the cost of older 
loans. UNISON Scotland highlighted this 
issue in a 2017 report called ‘Combatting 
Austerity’ and suggested a range of 
reforms while UNITE has campaigned 
for a debt write-off. The ongoing cost 
of PPP/PFI schemes remains a millstone 
around the neck of many councils.

Another theme was the need to 
strengthen local democracy. There have 
been many initiatives to encourage 
greater participation, but most have 
failed to engage those outwith middle-
class areas. It is also increasingly difficult 
to attract councillors of working age. 
One in three female councillors stepped 
down at the 2022 election. Facing abuse 
online and offline, lacking support to 
juggle family and work responsibilities, 
combined with low wages, disincentivise 
women in particular from participating 

in local politics. They do not even get 
maternity leave.

All of this leads to the question of how 
local government should be reformed. 
Common ground was the need to 
decentralise power and give people 
more input into the decisions that affect 
them. Professor James Mitchell claimed 
the SNP had taken centralisation to 
‘far greater levels than witnessed 
in the Thatcher years’ – describing 
this as a ‘damning indictment’ of the 
SNP’s record, saying: ‘There is more 
expertise in local government and our 
communities than exists in the Scottish 
central government but much of Scottish 
Government operates from a top-down, 
uniformist starting point rather than 
work in partnership’. The National Care 
Service is just the latest example of this 
trend – see Stephen Low’s article in this 
issue.

Specific proposals include the 
devolution of local taxes and more 
localised decision-making. Scotland 
has the smallest number of councils 

in Europe per head of population, 
with many being remote from the 
communities they serve. As Common 
Weal put it: ‘The core problem with 
local democracy in Scotland is that we 
don’t have one. Scotland deserves the 
kind of municipal-level government that 
almost all of our peer nations in Europe 
consider to be ‘normal.’ 

All of these issues and more were 
covered in my paper for the Jimmy Reid 
Foundation in 2020. It makes a case for 
a comprehensive programme to rebuild 
communities as the building block of a 
more equal, democratic, healthier and 
sustainable society. The Ferret analysis 
shows that the social infrastructure 
that binds our communities together 
continues to be depleted, while the 
pandemic has further weakened 
the local economy. This makes my 
proposals on sustainable community 
wealth building, local funding, reducing 
inequality, and strengthening local 
democracy all the more important. With 
local elections several years away, now 

would be a good time 
to start the process 
of reform. We need 
a new settlement for 
local government that 
allows communities 
to determine the 
best form of local 

governance for their area, not a one 
size fits all approach directed from the 
centre.

Dave Watson is a policy consultant and 
a member of the Jimmy Reid Foundation 
Project Board. His Reid paper can 
be found at https://reidfoundation.
scot/2020/08/building-stronger-
communities/ The Ferret investigation 
can be found at https://theferret.scot/
tag/are-councils-working/
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Profiting from care – Why Scotland 
cannot afford privatised social care
Francis Stuart details the case for public, not-for-profit care following the publication of the STUC’s ground-breaking report

Scotland’s large private social care 
providers are associated with 
lower wages, more complaints 
about care quality, and higher 

levels of rent extraction than public 
and third sector care providers. 
That’s the conclusion of STUC’s new 
report ‘Profiting from Care – Why 
Scotland can’t afford privatised social 
care’ written by Christine Berry, Sara 
Mahmoud and Mike Lewis. 

Analysing data from the Care 
Inspectorate, Scottish Social Services 
Council, Labour Force Survey, and 
company accounts, it is the first study 
in Scotland to systematically track 
investment in private, voluntary and 
public sector care providers and the 
extent to which this affects quality of 
care, Fair Work, and value for money. 

Despite the extensive international 
literature linking financialised and 
privatised care with poor outcomes and 
excess profit extraction, the Independent 
Review of Adult Social Care in Scotland 
(the Feeley Review), commissioned by 
the Scottish Government to provide a 
blueprint for its National Care Service 
(NCS), ruled out ‘nationalisation’ claiming 
that public ownership of care services 
does not affect the quality of care; and, 
even if it did, public ownership would 
be too expensive. The STUC’s research, 
shows this to be wrong on both counts. 
Large privately owned care homes 
perform worse than not-for-profit care 
homes at every level. 

Worse for those receiving care: Nearly 
25% of care homes run by big private 
providers had at least one complaint 
upheld against them in 2019/20, 
compared to 16% in the rest of the 
private sector and 6% in homes not run 
for profit. Privately owned care homes 
invest less in the staff providing care. 
Whereas 75% of not-for-profit care 
home revenue is invested in staffing, this 
falls to 58% in the private sector. 

Worse for care workers: Over the last 
six years, the public sector has paid on 
average £1.60 more per hour to care 
workers in other sectors. Workers in 
the private sector are less likely to be 
unionised and have any form of effective 
voice. Large for-profit homes also 
appear to have more stretched staffing 
resources and fewer senior carers, and 
therefore less progression routes, than 

other types of providers. 

Worse for the taxpayer: The most 
profitable privately owned care homes 
take out £13,600 per bed in profits, rent, 
payments to the directors, and interest 
payments on loans. This represents 
£28 of every £100 received in fees. This 
compares to only £3.43 of every £100 
for the largest not-for-profit care home 
operators.

The authors do not claim that all this 
extraction is illegitimate or that it all 
constitutes profit extraction, though 
some cases show these flows do 
appear to constitute hidden profits. 
Nonetheless, this differential is clear 
evidence, contrary to the Feeley 

Review’s assertions, that there are 
systematic differences in the way that 
the largest providers – for-profit and 
not-for-profit – spend the money they 
receive from both self-funding residents 
and the public purse.

In total, the researchers estimate 
‘financial leakage’ to private care homes 
to be in the region of a staggering 
£100m pa. This is money that could 
be used to transfer the Scottish care 
home estate out of private ownership 
gradually over time. In conjunction with 
Barnett consequentials from the UK 
government’s national insurance tax 
rise, Scottish National Investment Bank 
loans, ‘care bonds’ or capital borrowing, 
this could pay for itself within a matter 
of years. The alternative, pumping more 
money into highly financialised care 
home chains, is like pouring water into a 
leaky bucket. 

Yet that it is effectively what the Scottish 
Government’s recently published 
National Care Service Bill does. Taking 
its lead from the Feeley Review, it does 

not deal with questions of ownership, 
instead proposing to centralise 
commissioning and outsourcing 
procedures, transferring potentially 
tens of thousands of local authority 
care workers, to a new, undefined 
organisation. Not only does this 
undermine local democracy and have 
extremely serious implications in terms 
of local government funding, but it fails 
to fix the leaky bucket. The Bill does not 
address sectoral collective bargaining in 
social care either, an issue the Scottish 
Government have been stalling on since 
the Fair Work Convention recommended 
this in 2019, being the key demand 
from unions to help improve terms and 
conditions in the sector.

Positively, Scotland’s financialised 
model of care provision appears to be 
increasingly recognised as a problem. 
The STUC’s research was launched at 
a packed event held in the Scottish 
Poetry Library at the end of June, 
secured coverage in the Daily Record, 
Scotsman, Herald and National, and on 
STV and the BBC, and won support from 
the Care Home Relatives Scotland and 
Commonweal. Questions have been 
asked in the Scottish Parliament and the 
STUC has subsequently met with the 
Minister for Social Care, the Minister 
for Fair Work, MSPs from SNP, Labour 
and the Greens, colleagues from COSLA 
and partners in the voluntary sector. 
The STUC has also established a care 
affiliates group, involving UNISON, GMB 
and UNITE which meets regularly to take 
forward joint work. 

A truly transformative NCS must be 
based on a not-for-profit public service, 
delivered through local authorities 
with an ongoing role for the voluntary 
sector, and the introduction of sectoral 
collective bargaining to improve the 
pay and conditions of this highly skilled 
workforce. Those are the issues that 
STUC, our care unions and a range of 
partners will be campaigning on over 
the next year as the Bill makes its way 
through Parliament. It is time we had 
a National Care Service worthy of the 
name. 

Francis Stuart is a Policy Officer at the 
Scottish Trades Union Congress (STUC). 
The full report can be found at https://
stuc.org.uk/files/Reports/Profiting-from-
Care-Report.pdf 
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The Scottish Government has 
published its National Care 
Service Bill. The title evokes the 
National Health Service – this 

title though is deliberately deceptive, 
evoking as it does the affection 
felt towards the NHS. The reality 
of the Bill are proposals to destroy 
local government as a viable tier of 
democracy, outsource 75,000 jobs – as a 
start – and massively centralise decision-
making about everything from home 
care to criminal justice social work and 
a whole lot in between. Care, as it is 
now, will be provided for profit – and 
the reach of market mechanisms will be 
extended to all of social work services. 

The Bill if passed will mean legal 
responsibilities for adult social care 
services transfer from councils to newly 
created Care Boards when the NCS 
is set up. Children’s services criminal 
justice services and the rest of social 
work can be transferred out of councils 
whenever government choose – and 
it’s the Scottish Government’s declared 
intention that they do. 

The Scottish Government will not run 
these services directly. Instead, they 
will set up Care Boards to commission 
and organise services. In a development 
from previously announced plans, 
Boards will be allowed to directly deliver 
services – but, and this will become 
something of a theme, there really is not 
any detail about that. 

There are two main aspects to the Bill: 
what it contains and how the system 
will work – which is worrying; and, what 
they are telling us just to take on trust – 
which is even more worrying. 

Take the Care Boards, for example. 
How many will there be? Who will sit 
on them? How long for? Will staff get 
any sort of representation? None of 
these things are in the Bill. The Scottish 
Government says all of these things will 
be decided by ‘a process of co-design’ 
involving all interested parties after 
the Bill is passed into law. For those 
wondering what co design means. Think 
of it this way, when minnow Partick 
Thistle playing majors, Celtic or Rangers, 
the result is decided by ‘a process of 

Not so much a national service – more 
like a massive attack
Stephen Low argues the National Care Service will be a case of centralised managerialism gone mad

co-design’. 

Co-designer in chief, and the only person 
who really counts will be Kevin Stewart 
MSP, Minister for Mental Wellbeing and 
Social Care. What the Bill is very specific 
about is that it is he who picks who 
goes on care boards, how long they stay 
there - and he can remove them at any 
time. Care Boards will have to have all 
of their plans approved by him. He will 
determine their budgets and priorities 
and can remove responsibilities - or 
add them - as he sees fit. It’s a vastly 
centralising move, but if you ask how all 
this power that is being gathered to the 
centre is going to be used, the Scottish 
Government is saying it will tell us later. 

It is asking people to buy a pig in a poke. 
You don’t have to be a vegan to think 
that is a bad idea.

We do know some things though. The 
Financial Memorandum accompanying 
the Bill says the new care regime will 
see the transfer out of local government 
of ‘up to 75,000 employees across 
social work and social care’. Bear in 
mind that once the scheme is fully 
operational, councils will have no legal 
necessity to employ any social work staff 
at all. Indeed, councils will only have 
social work to do if their social work 
departments win contracts from the Care 
Board. Essentially, the council will be an 
employment agency and councils can 
be prevented even from being allowed 
to offer to provide the services that are 
currently their legal responsibility. 

Of course, staff will have TUPE rights if 
they are transferred out either to direct 
employment by a care board or, much 
more likely, to another provider. TUPE 
protections are limited and crucially 

do not include pensions. The impact of 
this goes far beyond individual workers. 
Taking this number, or anything like it, 
of contributors out of local government 
pension schemes will not be without 
impact on the schemes themselves. 

Councils meanwhile will see a straight 
33% cut in their budget as estimated 
by the Institute for Fiscal Studies given 
the funding comes out of their budget 
and goes to the Care Board. A cut of 
this magnitude will have repercussions 
all across the council. Councils will have 
far fewer responsibilities, staff and 
even buildings as Bill allows ministers 
to transfer property to ‘new providers’. 
It’s not Nostradamus level predictions 
to foresee cuts in personnel, finance, 
facilities management, maintenance and 
doubtless more.

In one of the few points where the Bill 
goes from a ‘This space is intentionally 
blank and will be filled in by Scottish 
Government Minister at a point 
later when your objections will be 
meaningless’ – and forays into specificity, 
the reader is presented with the 
declaration that Care Boards may reserve 
certain contracts to non-profit bodies. 

The services that can be reserved 
are not listed conventionally as say 
‘Home Care’ but rather in terms of 
Common Procurement Vocabulary 
Codes (e.g., 75231200-6). The codes 
listed cover services include provision 
of services from the community-based 
rehabilitation of criminals to home-
based domestic help and much else 
in between. They have to be listed in 
this way because in our National Care 
Service (NCS), these are no longer public 
services to be delivered by a public 
authority – but rigidly defined functions 
in a marketplace, that under certain 
circumstances can, but not should, and 
certainly not must, but kept away from 
for profit providers – but not out of a 
market. Whilst this seems like some 
sort of step forward it is in reality an 
attack on public services being publicly 
provided. It’s designed as a licence for 
third sector providers to scoop services 
out of the public sector. 

While the codes for functions that can 
be for reserved providers have 
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commercial grade clarity, the definition 
of a ‘not-for-profit’ organisation is in 
many respects woollier than Sean the 
Sheep. An organisation qualifies if ‘its 
objective is the pursuit of a public 
service mission linked to the delivery of 
services, or its employee-owned, or it 
reinvests its profits in a participatory 
fashion’ or ‘will be if and when it 
performs the contract in question’. It 
goes almost without saying that the Bill 
allows Scottish Ministers to change the 
codes and the definition of qualifying 
organisation whenever they chose. 

There are though one group of not-for-
profit organisations that will not qualify. 
In a participation event explaining the 
Bill, civil servants explained that the 
purpose of this clause was to ‘promote 
the development of the sort of 
enterprises we don’t have a lot of in 
Scotland’, so giant function hungry 
English housing associations like Places 
for People must be salivating. When 
asked if local authorities would class as 
qualifying organisations the answer was 
straightforward and unequivocal ‘No 
- they will not’. This power to exclude 
councils from providing services is 
neither incidental nor accidental – it is 
deliberate. 

The NHS will also see powers removed 
and transferred to the NCS. Which 
powers? Well, there is not any detail 
about that. It’s for ministers to decide. 
If they feel it will ‘best reflect the 
principles of the National Care Service’ 
they can designate an NHS function as 
an NCS function and ‘wholly or partly 
transfer to themselves, or a care board, 
a function conferred on a health board 
or a special health board’ (Section 28). 

The knock-on effects of this could be 
considerable. At the moment, the 

Integrated Joint Boards which are 
responsible for delivering care – and, 
of course, include Health Boards – 
currently have to go to Health Boards, 
or at least via, the NHS for medical 
services. Once responsibility for a 
particular from of medical care becomes 
an NCS responsibility, there seems 
no reason that the Care Board will 
have to go to the NHS for the service. 
Reinforcing this view is the provision 
that as well as transferring functions out 
of the NHS, Ministers can also transfer 
property (Section 32). 

Section 31 of the Bill deals with the 
transfer of staff from public sector 
bodies to other employers: ‘Scottish 
Ministers may by regulations transfer 
individuals from the employment of 
the original function holder into the 
employment of the new function 
holder’. Protection for NHS staff is 
illusory. Once a service has transferred 
to the NCS, and the building has gone, 
Health Boards will be desperate to get 
shot of staff they have no use for. They 
will TUPE the staff – the minister will 
not need to. This is not an abstract or 
theoretical issue – Highland Health 
Board is a lead agency with hundreds 
of staff doing certain NCS work who 
transferred from councils. 

Simultaneous with the Bill, but 
separate to it, work is progressing on 
a sectoral bargaining scheme for social 
care workers. Desperately needed 
in any case, it becomes more urgent 
as thousands of social care staff are 
removed from current collective 
bargaining arrangements in local 
government and the NHS. Whether the 
arrangements here match up to the 
existing public sector arrangements 
remains to be seen. Whatever comes 

out will need to be able to be applied 
and enforced against hundreds of 
employers in the private and voluntary 
sector. 

One urgent task of unions is not to allow 
sectoral bargaining in the care sector 
to be used as a battering ram against 
public provision of services. And, we 
should recall that TUPE played this role 
in undermining the political fight against 
privatisation and outsourcing. 

Under these proposals, profits, markets 
and contract culture will not just 
remain central to care – but their scope 
expanded to cover all of social work 
services too. Local government will be 
fatally undermined. Market mechanisms 
and outsourcing were what put the 
care system into crisis, not Covid. The 
pandemic merely made it impossible 
to ignore this for a while. The Scottish 
Government is determined not to let 
this crisis go to waste. 

Rather though than reflect on its own 
failings, the Scottish Government has 
decided to open a new front in their 
ceaseless war against councils, with 
NHS outsourcing as a bonus. The NCS 
Bill when it becomes the NCS Act will 
not simply impact on the services and 
workforces involved but all of us. The Bill 
is an assault against the idea that public 
services should be publicly provided by 
public bodies. All of these things should 
be challenged. This is not a drill. 

Stephen Low is a Labour Party member 
in Glasgow. He is a former member 
of Labour’s Scottish Executive, part 
of the Red Paper Collective (https://
redpapercollective.net/) and the 
Campaign for Socialism (http://www.
campaignforsocialism.org.uk/) within 
Scottish Labour.

The Foundation is delighted to announce that its 2022 annual lecture will be given by Christina McAnea, the first woman general secretary 
of the UNISON union which is the largest union in Britain, on Thursday 6 October 2012 in the Banqueting Hall of the Glasgow City Chambers 
in George Square. 
The subject of the lecture is ‘Tory Turmoil and the Cost-of-Living Crisis: Challenges and Opportunities for Our Trade Unions’. Christina McAnea 
will outline the challenges and opportunities that trade unions have in Scotland and Britain to re-assert themselves in their historic role of 
defenders of the interests of the working class. 
Christina was born and bred in Glasgow, working for Glasgow City Council as a housing officer before becoming an official of one of UNISON’s 
union predecessor, NALGO. She became UNISON general secretary in January 2021.  
The lecture will be a physical event, staged in the Banqueting Hall at the City Chambers, George Square, Glasgow at 7pm. Christina will deliver 
the lecture followed by a Q&A session, with proceedings closing at 8.30pm.

Further details about the lecture and how to acquire tickets can be found at 
https://reidfoundation.scot/2022/08/jimmy-reid-foundation-2022-annual-lecture/ 

Ninth Jimmy Reid annual lecture, 
7pm Thursday 6 October 2022
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The Starmer selection box: supine 
without spine, subterfuge, star-chambers 
and sycophancy  
Vince Mills dissects the disaster that is the Starmer leadership of Labour   

The Starmer ‘phenomenon’ is not 
one that history will linger over. 
Keir Starmer is not Tony Blair. He 
is not even Neil Kinnock. He is, 

by contrast, absolutely the wrong man, 
in the wrong place, at the wrong time. 
Think back to the halcyon days of 2015 
when in the Labour Party leadership 
contest the surprise left candidate, 
Jeremy Corbyn, did little more than 
offer an honest critique of where neo-
liberalism had gotten the country and 
propose a mildly socialist alternative. His 
opposition – including arch Blairites like 
Yvette Cooper and Liz Kendall – were left 
looking like fish swimming around the 
media gold fish bowl with nothing but 
empty bubbles of Blair dribbling from 
their mouths. Pound shop Blairism was 
not enough then, and here’s the good 
news: it certainly is not enough now. 

Today, Starmer is facing an even more 
turbulent world than that of 2015 and 
on each of the critical issues that he 
has had to deal with, Starmer has failed 
and utterly so: building a non-factional 
party, the constitutional crisis, the 
international crisis and the cost-of-living 
crisis. 

Starmer learned from the drubbing that 
Corbyn’s supporters handed out to the 
Blair/Brown second eleven. There was 
no attempt to defend the indefensible 
in his leadership bid. Instead, he misled. 
In other words, lied. He promised to 
retain the core economic platform of 
the previous leadership, which he knew 
was popular because polling evidence 
confirmed that. He promised to rid 
Labour of the unpalatable aspects of 
the Corbyn project which had led to the 
2019 defeat – like antisemitism.

It is not possible to consider Starmer’s 
rise to the Labour leadership without 
a discussion of antisemitism. Labour is 
not nor has not been free of members 
who hold antisemitic views. However, 
under Corbyn’s leadership, the level of 
antisemitism in Labour went down as 
reported in Scottish Left Review (Jul/Aug 
2018). Starmer was, however, willing to 
peddle the myth to the contrary.

In April 2018, the Guardian carried a 
story reporting on Starmer - at that 
point still a Corbyn loyalist - attacking 

Len McCluskey: ‘Sir Keir Starmer has 
hit back at the trade union chief Len 
McCluskey for accusing Labour MPs 
complaining about antisemitism of 
‘smearing’ Jeremy Corbyn. The shadow 
Brexit secretary suggested that those 
who denied the party had an issue with 
antisemitism were ‘part of the problem’.

Now we have it from no less an 
authority than the Forde Report – set up 
to assess the veracity of a report written 
to be sent to the Equalities and Human 
Rights Commission (EHRC) inquiry 
into Labour’s approach to dealing 
with antisemitism – that accusations 
of antisemitism against the Labour 
leadership under Corbyn were false. 
Worse still, Forde acknowledges that: 
‘Some anti-Corbyn elements of the 
party seized on antisemitism as a way to 
attack Jeremy Corbyn’. 

In light of that, Corbyn’s statement from 
nearly two years ago that antisemitism 
in Labour was ‘dramatically overstated 
for political reasons by our opponents’ 
can be seen to be rooted in political 
reality. But when Corbyn made that 
assessment, Starmer expelled him from 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. 

That’s not all that Starmer has neglected 
to address from the findings of the 
Forde report. How about: ‘Party staff 
saw one of their main tasks as finding 
pretexts to expel Corbyn supporters, 
in what they termed ‘Trot busting’ … 
exercises’. Or that senior staff were 
guilty of ‘deplorably factional and 
insensitive, and at times discriminatory, 
attitudes’ towards Corbyn supporters 
or that Labour Party staffers 
misappropriated members’ money to 
fund ‘campaigns supportive of sitting, 
largely anti-Corbyn MPs’. Meanwhile, 
of course, they withheld resources for 
‘campaigns for pro-Corbyn candidates in 
potentially Tory winnable seats’. Starmer 
did not end factionalism. He endorsed it. 

Starmer’s lack of appeal to an 
increasingly restive party membership 
has been intensified by his attitude 
towards the current conflict in Europe 
between Ukraine and Russia. In a survey 
in 2020 when Labour members were 
asked which campaigning organisation 
they most supported, Stop the War won. 

Given his attitude to the membership, 
perhaps we should not be surprised that 
after the conflict in Ukraine erupted, 
Starmer chose to attack Stop the War. 
He demanded that 11 Labour MPs 
withdraw their names from a Stop 
the War statement or else lose the 
parliamentary whip, hence, excluding 
themselves from being adopted as 
Westminster candidates for Labour.

The basis of Starmer’s position was not 
that Stop the War was being partisan. 
It was rather it was being partisan for 
the ‘wrong’ side. Stop the War called 
for a cessation of hostilities, but in 
its analysis of the cause of the crisis 
it acknowledged the role of NATO 
expansion eastwards in raising tensions 
with Russia, in breach of commitments 
NATO had previously made when the 
Soviet Union was dissolving. Starmer 
argued that any criticism of NATO was 
unacceptable since it was essentially 
treating Russia and NATO as equivalents 
– we are, apparently, to forget NATO’s 
record of aggression over the last 
quarter-century.

As the war continues and the deaths and 
global consequences pile up, like many 
wars before, Starmer’s bellicose stance 
on behalf of Western imperialism will 
not only be challenged, it will become 
untenable, a process that will accelerate 
as food and energy prices soar – bad 
enough here, but fatal in the global 
south. 

The recent Panelbase poll with the now 
predictable constitutional stalemate 
in voter intentions – ‘Yes’ 49% (-2), 
‘No’ 51% (+2) this time - had some 
unwelcome news for Labour. It shows 
that of those who voted Labour in 2019 
in Scotland, some 32% would vote for 
independence today. It would seem 
reasonable to infer from this, that even 
a third of Labour voters in Scotland are 
not persuaded by Labour’s position 
on the constitution, not to mention 
the many working-class voters who 
now vote for the SNP. On this issue, 
Starmer had an opportunity to present 
an alternative that might have helped 
cement support from Labour’s existing 
voters and, perhaps, even win SNP 
supporters disillusioned by that party’s 
perpetual drift rightwards. 
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Indeed, that is just what Starmer 
promised – a constitutional commission 
with Gordon Brown as adviser that 
would set out ‘a new phase of radical 
economic and political devolution across 
the United Kingdom. I want devolution 
and social justice to be the hallmarks of 
the next Labour government … It will 
have one overriding priority: to push 
power closer to people. And to deliver 
a more democratic and socially just 
United Kingdom. It will put our nations 
and regions at its centre … It will involve 
all parts of the labour movement: our 
members, trade unions and supporters. 
And it will welcome community 
organisations, grassroots groups, and 
movements for change’.

That was in December 2020. Since then, 
silence. Sightings of Gordon Brown’s 
Commission have been as rare as 
that of the Snark, and many fear that 
when it does appear it might well be a 
Boojum. The reason for their concerns, 
and that includes Gordon Brown, is 
that Starmer seems to be backing away 
from his promises of radical change. A 
key element of radical, constitutional 
change is abolition of the House of Lords 
in favour of a senate of the nations 
and regions. According to the Guardian 
when Starmer was asked about this 
reform to the Lords last November, he 
would only make a vague commitment 
to ‘change’. 

This timidity is characteristic of Starmer 
and is likely to leave Scottish Labour 
bereft of a radical constitutional 
response to an increasingly right-wing 
vision of independence being offered 
by the SNP as well as undermining the 
Welsh Labour Party’s demand for radical 
federalism which also requires the 
abolition of the House of Lords in favour 
of a senate of the nations and regions.

This timidity is also embarrassingly 
evident in Starmer’s response to the 
cost-of-living crisis. The fall in ‘real’ 
wages caused predominantly by high 
inflation is driven largely by profit taking 
exacerbated by soaring energy costs 
and should have been an open goal for 
football loving Starmer. His response 
would embarrass a Sunday pub side 
striker. He missed an open goal and by 
some distance. 

He described the energy price cap, 
when it increased to £1,971, as ‘a very, 
very big problem’. Instead of arguing 
for its reduction, he argued that we 
freeze it at its current rate until January 
2023. In other words, his freeze would 
last six months. If there are no further 
interventions, it is expected to rise 

to £3,579. The package requires an 
increased windfall tax on oil and gas 
company profits and the £14bn of 
government funding already earmarked 
for support. There was no mention 
of the need to nationalise energy 
companies, the only certain way of 
ensuring fairness.

Meanwhile, even the power companies 
realised the likely reaction of customers 
faced with two years of price hikes. They 
pitched to the UK government that it 
guarantee loans to energy companies 
to allow them to keep bills frozen at just 
under £2,000 for the next two years - a 
good deal longer than Starmer’s plan – 
but paid for by a so-called deficit fund 
which would be repaid through bills 
over the next 20 or so years.

Nicola Sturgeon too, was quick to exploit 
the crisis, arguing that the Westminster 
government should consider 
nationalising the energy companies, 
although her own a high-profile pledge 
to set up a Scottish government-owned 
supplier has been ditched. Nevertheless, 
her demand highlights the limpness of 
Starmer’s approach.

But if Starmer’s response to energy costs 
was cautious to the point of political 
cowardice, his reaction to union strike 
action in defence of workers’ standards 
of living was reactionary. He forbade 
front bench shadow spokespersons 
from attending picket lines and sacked 
prominent left-winger, Sam Tarry MP, 
shadow spokesperson for Transport, 
for speaking to the media from a CWU 
picket line. Anas Sarwar, by contrast has 
issued no such edict and been on picket 
lines himself. 

As expected, unions have been 
incandescent in their responses to this. 
But Labour will suffer more than just 
opprobrium from union leaders. What 
Starmer is doing is driving a wedge 
between Labour and its affiliated unions. 
Responding to the sacking of Tarry, 
UNITE general secretary, Sharon Graham 
said: ‘And if you don’t do that [defend 
workers] you are no longer the party for 
workers - that’s the reality.’  It brings the 
possibility of disaffiliation, especially by 
UNITE, closer, especially since in 2023 
UNITE will have to win a ballot of its 
membership to retain a political fund, 
without which they cannot affiliate to 
any political party, or indeed spend 
money on any political activity. 

And so, Keir Starmer, the unfortunate 
love-child of Max Headroom and Gordon 
Brittas, as one Unheard commentator 
described him, has demonstrated 
beyond doubt that he is a very square 

peg in a potentially revolutionary 
hole. He has alienated increasingly 
politically conscious trade unionists 
and community activists determined 
to fight for a decent standard of 
living and against profiteering. He has 
disappointed those fighting for a radical, 
federal solution in Scotland, Wales and 
the regions. He has insulted thousands 
of ordinary Labour members who voted 
for him on the basis of the 10 pledges 
that he has since repudiated. It is only a 
matter of time before we see the back 
of him.

Vince Mills is a member of the Red Paper 
Collective (https://redpapercollective.
net/) and the Campaign for Socialism 
(http://www.campaignforsocialism.org.
uk/)

Plenty more pleasing 
political poems 
Dr David McKinstry Teaches History at 
Holyrood Secondary in Glasgow.

The Leadership Race

Loyalty to party and self 
Are one and the same,
Power and ambition 
Is the leadership game.

Straw polls are 
Conducted of strawmen
Who with prevailing political wind,
Change and bend.

A Tory minority 
Exercising their democratic elitism
In choosing their leader and ours,
Witless to the irony 
That defines them and theirs.

A cabal of competitors
Conducting a survival of the fittest
National selection in political arenas,
With the instinctive savagery 
Of a pact of starving hyenas.

The new heir will rise
Just as the leaves fall,
The crafty court jester is dead
Long live the queen.

Mock swords of loyalty 
Will be raised,
Proclaiming to have their leader’s 
Back and ear,
Until the day
They need to stab them in the rear.

(More on p22)
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The call must go out: Organise against 
new anti-strike threats
Daniel Randall details what Truss and the Tories have in store for unions and workers’ rights

Then prospective PM, Liz Truss, 
announced a raft of new anti-
strike laws she plans to introduce 

if elected. This includes: i) action within 
30 days of taking office to introduce 
the ‘minimum service requirement’ 
outlawing all-out transport strikes 
that the Tories pledged in their 2019 
manifesto for transport – but extended 
to other sectors too; ii) doubling the 
minimum notice period for strikes from 
two to four weeks; iii) raising the ‘double 
threshold’ for strikes, currently applicable 
in certain ‘essential’ sectors, from 40% 
of the whole eligible membership voting 
‘yes’ to 50%, and extending the ‘double 
threshold’ to the whole economy; iv) 
some sort of ‘cooling off period’ meaning 
unions cannot strike at will after a ballot 
mandate; and v) outlawing or restricting 
strike pay. Shortly afterwards, Transport 
Secretary, Grant Shapps, announced 
his own 16-point plan to restrict strikes, 
much of it overlapping with Truss’s 
proposals.

Effective workplace organisation and 
strikes are already heavily restricted 
being what Tony Blair once proudly 
called ‘the most restrictive union laws 
in the western world’. Truss and Shapps’ 
proposals would substantially reduce 
strikes from a leveraging of workers’ 
power to token protests, with limited 
impact.

We cannot afford to repeat the 
campaign against the Trade Union 
Act 2016, a largely desultory affair 
culminating in a single national rally 
and parliamentary lobby. Truss is, of 
course, responding to a rising tide 
of class struggle and pandering to 
the reactionary core of the Tory base 
by promising to stem it. But Truss’ 
opportunism also results, in part, 
because of our movement’s failure 
to maintain meaningful ongoing 
agitation against existing anti-strike 
laws that she feels confident to propose 
such sweeping and extensive new 
restrictions. 
Several union general secretaries have 
spoken strongly about campaigns of 
resistance to the Tories’ threats. RMT 
general secretary, Mick Lynch, has rightly 
emphasised the extent to which Truss’s 
plans are an attack on democracy. A 
society in which workers do not have 
freedom to organise and take action at 
work is, in effect, a dictatorship of the 

boss class. The most immediate thing 
unions can do to resist is continue, 
intensify, and coordinate existing 
campaigns of strikes. But specific 
action that raises demands against the 
introduction of new anti-strike laws, 
and for abolishing existing ones, is also 
necessary.

Lynch has also said he ‘would be looking 
for a general strike, if we can bring that 
off’, in response to the threats. CWU 
general secretary, Dave Ward, told a 
workers’ picket line on Friday 29 July 
that he had spoken with Lynch and 
UNITE and GMB general secretaries, 
saying ‘we believe it is time now to 
consider calling for forms of collective 
action that every worker … can 
participate in.’ 

Although the proposals lack clarity, 
their sentiment is welcome. But calls 
for radical action are not much use 
if they are only calls. Unions have it 
within their power to immediately begin 
organising action against the proposals. 
National and local demonstrations, for 
example, will not by themselves stop 
new laws but they can contribute to a 
wider campaign that could. We must 
avoid a situation where union leaders 
call for militant, but more distant, forms 
of action, whilst failing to organise 
immediate campaigning. Organisation 
and mobilisation around immediate 
action is necessary to make the more 
militant and explosive forms of action, 
including those that directly defy the 
laws, realisable.

The RMT, Unite, GMB and PCS unions as 
well as the TUC, have specific policies, 
passed or renewed since the 2019 
general election, committing them to 
organise campaigning against anti-
union laws. RMT’s and Unite’s policies 
explicitly resolve to work with other 
unions to call demonstrations against 

both the existing laws, and the Tories’ 
2019 manifesto commitment to impose 
minimum service levels during transport 
strikes. Labour Party activists must also 
organise to extract commitments from 
the party leadership to repeal anti-strike 
laws in government, in accordance 
with Labour conference policy. Lobbies 
and protests on this issue at upcoming 
Labour and Tory conferences also seem 
an obvious step. 

There are also opportunities for unions 
to confront existing laws, even short of 
outright defiance. For example, striking 
unions can highlight the pay demands of 
other groups of workers, as some RMT 
leaders have already begun to do. This 
would not directly violate the law against 
unions striking for ‘political’ demands, or 
the prohibition on striking in solidarity 
with other workers, but could highlight 
the injustice of those laws and perhaps 
test their limits. RMT also has policy from 
its 2021 AGM committing the union to 
‘non-complicity’ in setting minimum 
service levels.

The Free Our Unions campaign plans 
to contact unions that support us, and 
campaigns such as the Institute for 
Employment Rights and the Campaign 
for Trade Union Freedom, which are 
also active on this issue, to discuss joint 
activity and national campaigning.

Some in the movement have argued 
that, with no immediate prospect of 
electing a government likely to repeal 
the laws, we should focus on organising 
to defy them rather than campaigning 
for their repeal. But not only are the 
two things not counterposed, one is a 
prerequisite for the other. A concerted 
national campaign that confronts 
the laws, demanding their abolition 
and replacement with a full, legally-
enshrined right to strike, can help us 
develops the courage and confidence to 
directly defy them. 
Writing in a personal capacity, Daniel 
Randall is a railway worker and RMT 
Bakerloo line branch assistant chair and 
a co-organiser of Free Our Unions. Free 
Our Unions is a grassroots campaign 
against anti-union and anti-strike laws, 
supported by the RMT, FBU, PCS, and 
IWGB, as well as 60 local and regional 
union branches, committees, and Trades 
Councils – see https://freeourunions.
wordpress.com/ 
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Democracy without freedom of 
information is no democracy at all
Katy Clark explains why she has laid a badly needed Bill before the Scottish Parliament

This month, I plan to introduce my 
first Member’s Bill to the Scottish 
Parliament, with the aim of 

reforming Freedom of Information (FOI) 
law and making it fit for the present day. 
It’s an issue that transcends party lines, 
and I anticipate I’ll be collaborating with 
MSPs from across the parliament to 
build support.

As socialists who believe in the 
extension of democracy to every sphere, 
this is an issue we must pay close 
attention to. Tony Benn famously said 
that those in positions of power should 
always be asked what precise powers 
they have, where they got them from, 
in whose interests they use them, to 
whom they are accountable and how 
to get rid of them. His argument was 
simple: if you cannot adequately answer 
all five of these questions, you don’t live 
in a democracy.

Of course, Benn was primarily talking 
about individuals who wield political, 
social and economic power in various 
guises, but these questions also apply 
to wider public institutions which are 
meant to serve us. It’s generally agreed 
people should have the right to full 
disclosure about how they’re governed 
and how their services are delivered in a 
democratic society.

Yet despite being internationally 
recognised as a substantive human right, 
FOI has only been codified as legislation 
in Britain for a couple of decades. In 
2000, the UK Government’s Freedom of 
Information Act received Royal Assent, 
which was followed by an equivalent 
Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act in 
2002. The Act provided public access to 
information held by public authorities, 
obliging bodies to publish certain 
information and enabling members of 
the public to request it.

The Scotland FOI act was one of Scottish 
Labour’s greatest achievements in 
coalition government and the principles 
which underpin it remain vital to this 
day.

Twenty years on, though, there’s serious 
debate about whether this legislation 
is out of date and needs reform. How 
we are governed changes over time and 
institutions evolve, as do the cultures 
of government and the civil service 
depending on the challenges it faces.

The most insidious development has 
been how public bodies have sought to 
find ways to evade accountability and 
transparency. Disclosure of information 
is supposed to be the default, but 
too often public authorities rely on 
confidentiality clauses to avoid scrutiny. 
This has significant ramifications when 
it comes to public procurement and 
how taxpayers’ money is spent. Why 
should companies that build and run our 
schools, hospitals, prisons or roads not 
answer to the public? It’s a key reason 
I’m launching a member’s bill to reform 
FOI and address some of close existing 
legal loopholes and ensure legal rights 
and duties are enforced.

In May, Daren Fitzhenry, Scotland’s 
Information Commissioner, reported 
there were significant failures in record 
keeping and complying with procedures, 
as well as ‘systemic concerns’ when it 
comes to monitoring requests. The issue 
isn’t just incompetence it seems but an 
outright failure to apply the existing law 
and even act within the spirit of the law.

My Bill proposes a new statutory role 
of ‘Freedom of Information Officer’ in 
every designated body so staff have the 
expertise to comply, clearly understand 
the process and deal with requests 
consistently.

Another pressing aim is to ensure FOI 
legislation keeps pace with how public 
services are delivered. In many sectors, 
taxpayer funded services are now 
delivered by private and third sector 
organisations, in health and social care 
and other sectors. 

In 2018, Audit Scotland reported 
councils were using an estimated 130 
arms-length external organisations, 
which have an annual spend of more 
than £1.3bn. It’s wrong that any public 

service provider is siphoning off profits 
for shareholders. But what’s most 
alarming is these unaccountable and 
often opaquely owned firms, which 
receive public money to make critical 
decisions that affect us all, are subject to 
next to no scrutiny whatsoever.

This has been particularly apparent 
during the pandemic, with thousands 
tragically dying in care homes. Grieving 
families have in many cases been unable 
to elicit key information because so 
many homes are in the private sector 
and entirely exempt from FOI. In dozens 
of cases, these care firms are owned 
offshore in tax havens and profiteering 
on a rampant scale. Under the Scottish 
Government’s National Care Service 
proposals, nothing will be done to 
address this. 

Newly set up Community Health and 
Social Care Boards will be subject to FOI 
but private providers will not, despite 
the Scottish Government consulting on 
this very proposal only three years ago. 
There are also ramifications when it 
comes to equalities issues. For example, 
providers of disability services are 
overwhelmingly in the private or charity 
sectors, meaning a vulnerable section 
of the population effectively lack access 
to key information on decisions which 
affect their everyday of lives. Extending 
FOI coverage to these companies should 
be a no-brainer, but despite Holyrood’s 
post-legislative scrutiny committee 
making this very recommendation two 
years ago, next to little progress has 
been made.

That’s why I’ve developed my Bill with 
the assistance of the Scottish Campaign 
for Freedom of Information and with 
the support of the Scottish Trades Union 
Congress (STUC). In the absence of 
action by the Scottish Government, it’s 
time the left took a lead on this issue 
and pushed for vital reform. 
Consultation on the Bill goes live 
soon. I hope that everyone who wants 
to embed a culture of openness, 
transparency, accountability and 
empowerment in Scotland will 
participate in this process.

Katy Clark is a Scottish Labour MSP for 
West Scotland. She was previously the 
Labour MP for North Ayrshire and Arran 
between 2005 and 2015.
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The other war in Asia-Europe that is 
never mentioned: Turkey’s genocide 
against the Kurds
Goran Zangana looks behind the media blackout to explain what is going on and what needs to happen

Abass was married for just 
five days and was spending a 
honeymoon with his bride near 

Zakhoo in Southern Kurdistan (Bashoor) 
when Turkish artillery killed him on 
20 July 2022. A child was among the 9 
other civilians who were killed in the 
same attack. This latest attack is not 
an isolated incident and is likely to 
continue. 

Since 2015, the Turkish military has 
attacked Bashoor more than 4,000 times 
by aerial, artillery and ground means. 
1,600 of those attacks happened in 
2021 alone. These attacks killed 123 
civilians, including 55 farmers and 6 
children. Women constituted 13% of 
those butchered by the Turkish military. 
As a result of these attacks, 500 villages 
have been abandoned, trees have been 
burned and the environment poisoned 
by a likely use of chemical weapons. 
With overt agreement by the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP) and the Barzani 
clan, Turkey now has more than 60 
military bases in Bashoor some of which 
are only 40 kms away from the capital 
city of Erbil. 

Turkey’s aggression against Bashoor is 
done under the excuse of a ‘war against 
terror’. Turkey considers the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) a terrorist 
organisation. It abuses the presence 
of PKK in Bashoor as an excuse for its 
genocidal attacks against the people of 
Kurdistan. Turkey has been in a war with 
the PKK since the 1980s. 

However, these new developments 
are concerning at several levels. Not 
least for targeting civilians including 
women and children. The alleged use 
of chemical weapons against civilians 
by Turkey is also another indication 
that Erdogan’s regime is using PKK as 
an excuse for its genocidal campaign 
against the people of Kurdistan. 
There is increasingly clear evidence 
of such chemical attacks. Victims 
are exhibiting symptoms of possible 
chemical poisoning in areas attacked 
by Turkey. Initial testing of soil samples 
likely contaminated by chemical 
weapons are being tested. In these KDP 

controlled areas, however, medics and 
the general population are intimidated 
and threatened against speaking up 
about these attacks. The international 
community and specialised agencies in 
chemical weapons remain silent and 
reluctant to investigate these credible 
allegations. 

Turkey has not only been killing and 
attacking individuals, families, and the 
environment. but it is also undertaking 
a well organised campaign to spoil 
the beautiful mosaic diversity of the 
society in Bashoor. It has been inciting 
Turkomans against Kurds; Sunnis against 
Shiites; Islamists against seculars; 
believers against non-believers; and 
misogynists against those demanding 
women rights and protecting women 
against violence. And more worryingly, 
there are indications that suggest Turkey 
is actively supporting ISIS in Bashoor and 
Iraq. 

The brutality of these recent Turkish 
attacks and their intention to terrorise 
the people of Kurdistan is not that 
different from previous massacres. 
However, the reaction from the Iraqi 
government and the Arab and mostly 
Shiite Iraq has been distinctly dissimilar 
to the ones by the KDP-led Kurdistan 
Regional Government (KRG) of Bashoor. 
The Iraqi government summoned 
Ankara’s ambassador to Baghdad, 
sending an angry message to Erdogan’s 
regime. It flew the bodies of the 
victims to Baghdad and received them 
in a military ceremony headed by the 
Prime Minister. Hundreds of protestors 
gathered around the Turkish embassy in 
Baghdad and set the Turkish flag on fire. 

The KDP has not only been silent in the 
face of Turkey’s increasingly violent 
aggressions and expansionism in 
Bashoor, but has agreed to a security 
agreement with Erdogan’s regime 
allowing the Turkish military to operate 
freely in Bashoor. Recently, Turkish 
drones undertook assassinations of 
Kurdish activists as far as Kalar near the 
Iranian borders. The KRG, under the 
rule of the KDP and that of Barzani, has 
been detaining and harassing journalists 

and activists who were vocal and critical 
about the Turkish aggressions and 
operations in Bashoor. Scores of those 
activists are currently in jail and have 
announced a hunger strike. 

In fact, the KDP is increasingly looking 
like Erdogan’s regime. Activists are 
in jail, freedoms of expression and 
assembly are restricted, nepotism and 
corruption are rampant. It appears that 
the KDP is Erdogan’s tool in Bashoor to 
implement the strategies of this fascist 
Turkish regime. Erdogan has been 
clearly conducting a genocidal campaign 
against the people of Kurdistan in 
Bashoor. His campaign of intimidation, 
slaughter and chemical weapons is 
aimed at suppressing aspirations for 
freedom in Bashoor. Ultimately, Erdogan 
is dreaming about making Bashoor a 
part of the Mosul Vilayet of his neo-
Ottoman empire. Something that the 
Barzani clan is assisting him with. 

Erdogan’s genocidal campaign against 
the people of Bashoor is likely to 
continue given the international 
silence and suppressed internal 
dissent. These colonial tendencies of 
the Erdogan regime are emboldened 
by the West’s blind eye and tacit 
agreement. The West’s support of the 
KDP is also contributing significantly to 
the continuation of these assaults on 
people, families and the environment 
of Bashoor. An international coalition 
is needed urgently from progressive 
forces, leftist political parties, unions 
and other activists against the 
increasingly aggressive brutality of the 
Turkish regime. Otherwise, victims like 
Abass and the one-year old killed on 20 
July will become too many to be able to 
count. 

Goran Zangana is a doctor, public health 
activist and political observer from 
southern Kurdistan. He is also Associate 
Research Fellow at the Middle East 
Research Institute
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Community pharmacists supporting 
the supply of the required medicines to 
Ukrainian hospitals
Maurice Hickey explains the initiative to provide concrete solidarity in this time of war 

The European Association of 
Employed Community Pharmacists 
in Europe (EPhEU) is the European-

wide federation of unions representing 
community pharmacists. The UK affiliate 
to EPhEU is the Pharmacists’ Defence 
Association with PDA chair, Mark Koziol, 
being EPhEU Secretary General from 
2021-2024.

The conflict in Ukraine is the first war 
within the geography covered by 
EPHEU and it was quickly apparent that 
considerable quantities of medicines and 
dressings would be needed. Pharmaciens 
Sans Frontières Comité International 
(PSF), also known as ‘Pharmacists 
Without Borders’, ceased to operate 
globally in 2009. Before then it had 
been active in humanitarian activity in 
countries in Africa, the Balkans, Central 
Asia, the Far East, and Latin America. As 
PSF no longer exists globally, there was 
no organisation to which the PDA and 
other EPhEU members could look to 
coordinate efforts. 

Instead, EPHEU has acted to fill the gap 
and is coordinating a pan-European 
scheme to supply medicines direct to 
Ukraine. Each EPhEU affiliated union 
has sought a national charity partner 
with whom funding can be raised to 
assist pharmacists in Ukraine to care 
for patients. In Britain, the PDA has 
joined with CAFOD who collect funds 
and gift-aid on behalf of the PDA, 
allowing the union to concentrate on 
the provision of medicines from around 
Europe. The EPhEU has liaised with 
appropriate stakeholders in Ukraine and 
neighbouring states to determine what 
medicines are needed, and has brokered 
agreements between Ukraine and 
bordering countries to ensure requested 
supplies are purchased and delivered 
direct to the points of need.

The regular medicines supply 
infrastructure in parts of Ukraine and 
around 100 hospitals have already been 
destroyed, while military and civilian 
casualties are increasing every day. The 
Ukrainian pharmacist profession need 
all the help they can get. The EPhEU 
initiative is about establishing a long-
term supply programme that can keep 
the medicines coming for many months 
to come.

A ‘pull’ supply chain has been 
established whereby actual need 
as specified by Ukrainian health 
professionals drive the process, 
contrasting with the traditional ‘push’ 
supply chain which anticipates or 
guesses likely needs, often resulting in 
unforeseen gaps in supply and creates 
considerable wastage of unneeded 
goods. This ‘pull’ model is proving 
successful and is now being evaluated 
use in future by bodies like UNICEF and 
the charities involved in the Disaster 
Emergency Committee. 

Mark Koziol accompanied the initial 
consignment of nearly £200,000 worth 
of medicines which were delivered to 
Ukrainian hospitals. In his report of 
the trip, he explained: ‘Although it had 
been done with the collaboration of the 
Polish and Ukrainian authorities, with 

the temperature at 36 degrees and a 
security briefing fresh in the mind, the 
journey was atmospheric and filled with 
foreboding. We were required to leave 
our mobile phones and laptops behind 
due to hostile monitoring of networks’. 

His full report of his journey can be 
found here https://www.the-pda.org/
wp-content/uploads/Marks-Ukraine-
Report-1.pdf To find out more or 
donate to this initiative please visit: 
www.medicinestoukraine.com A PDA 
display poster promoting the medicines 
to Ukraine initiative and encouraging 
donations is available from the PDA at 
enquiries@the-pda.org 

Maurice Hickey is Head of Policy for the 
Pharmacists’ Defence Association (PDA)-
Scotland. 
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Germany as a new political powder keg – 
can the left rise to the challenge?
Christine Buchholz looks at the crisis enveloping all political parties as the winds of change blow through

Though Germany has been seen 
as a stable liberal democracy for 
many decades, the climate crisis, 

pandemic, Russian war of aggression 
against Ukraine and the increase in 
the cost-of-living are causing political 
conditions there to slide into the 
unknown. Before this, the formation of 
the ‘traffic light’ coalition (SPD social 
democrats, Greens and the neo-liberal 
Free Democratic Party) led by the SPD 
in late 2021 seemed to have ended the 
permanent crisis of social democracy 
that had existed since Agenda 2010. 

In the spring, the government used 
the population’s justified outrage over 
the Russian attack to rush through an 
unprecedented arms program. SPD 
Chancellor, Olaf Scholz, announced in 
the Bundestag on 27 February, 2022, 
in his speech about the ‘Zeitenwende’ 
(‘turning point’) that in the future, in 
addition to the military budget, which 
has been increasing for years, a special 
fund for the Bundeswehr would be 
established to the tune of 100 billion 
euros. For decades, Germany’s rulers 
have complained that the rearmament 
they (and NATO) want is politically 
unenforceable against the deeply rooted 
anti-militarism of the broad population. 
Now they seized the opportunity.

Opposition to the special fund for the 
Bundeswehr is still isolated and weak 
in the public debate and on the streets. 
But there is a rumbling underground. 
To be sure, initial polls conducted 
under the immediate impression of the 
Russian invasion have shown strong 
support for the rearmament package. 
But this support may crumble as soon 
as it becomes clear that the state is 
withholding the money it is putting into 
fighter bombers from public and social 
infrastructure. 

The decisive factor could be the 
dramatic inflation rate, now at 7.5%. 
For the autumn, the Bundesbank 
expects 10% inflation. Galloping 
inflation means mass impoverishment 
that goes even beyond the effects of 
the Agenda 2010 poverty program - 
the poorer people are, the harder it 
hits them. Already, workers have lost 
a month’s salary. The savings rate is 
falling dramatically. Whereas a year 
ago only 15% of the population had no 
money left over to save at the end of 

the month, the figure is now 60%.

Inflation is not only eating up all the 
wage increases of recent years. It is also 
canceling out the effects of the traffic 
light’s central social reform project: the 
introduction of the minimum wage of 
12 euros. This project was intended in 
particular to make the SPD shine as a 
social reform party and was important 
in cementing the relationship with the 
unions, which had been cracked since 
Agenda 2010, and taking the wind out of 
the sails of DIE LINKE (The Left). 

Now the Scholz government is watching 
the greatest impoverishment in decades 
and is being confronted from the unions 
and the public with demands for further 
relief packages which contradict the 
channeling of resources into armaments. 
The measures taken so far by the traffic 
light coalition have had little effect. The 
30-cent reduction in the mineral oil tax 
from June 1 onward was simply bagged 
by the major mineral oil companies 
as extra profit, i.e., not passed on to 
consumers. And other ‘relief measures’ 
such as the 300-euro ‘energy flat rate’ 
for employed persons subject to income 
tax is only a drop in the bucket in view of 
the massive price increases. The Scholz 
government is sitting on a political and 
social powder keg.

After years of stagnation, the racist, 
right-wing populist, Alternative for 
Germany (AfD), is trying to use the 
current situation to rebuild. The AfD 
has been able to successfully penetrate 
both the milieu of the poor and union-
oriented areas. The ‘racism of the 
bourgeois middle’ - driven by figures 
such as Thilo Sarrazin and with the 
BILD newspaper as a mouthpiece 
have prepared the ground for it. This 
upsurge of the AfD and the seemingly 
unstoppable shift to the right that 
accompanied it from 2013 to 2018 has 
stalled for now with the new social 
movements against racism, sexism and 
climate catastrophe. In any case, the 

AfD is a long way from its peak of 18% 
in the September 2018 polls, as is its 
2021 federal election result of just under 
11% showed. Instead, there has been 
a return of the center-left. While it has 
failed to mobilise new groups of voters 
via pandemic period politics, the AfD 
is now trying to exploit fear and anger 
about impoverishment and mobilise 
against the cost-of-living crisis and the 
government. AfD leader, Tino Chrupalla, 
announced in an interview the party 
would ‘to take the protest to the streets 
and support the people’s anger’.

The upswing of the SPD and the Greens 
has narrowed the spaces for DIE LINKE 
in recent years - but that need not 
have automatically led DIE LINKE into 
crisis. The situation was favourable: 
through an anti-racist mass movement 
in response to the rise of the AfD, then 
through a mass movement against the 
threat of climate catastrophe, and finally 
through a revitalised, young women’s 
movement, polarisation to the right was 
slowed down and the rise of the AfD 
was stopped. These movements have 
also been reflected in a rejuvenation 
and revitalisation of DIE LINKE’s 
membership. 

DIE LINKE could have countered the 
revival of social democracy and, thus, 
highlighted the gap between the pro-
capitalist SPD and itself. Knowing full 
well that the brittleness of the SPD’s 
upswing would become apparent once 
it sat in government with its primary 
responsibility of managing capitalism 
in Germany, it could have continued 
the position it had already attained 
through its campaigning in union and 
social struggles and its participation in 
the movement for union renewal, even 
under more adverse circumstances. This 
has not happened enough. In the party 
and the Bundestag faction, the wrong 
political responses to the new situation 
have prevailed instead. 

A part of the party around Sahra 
Wagenknecht focused on dissociation 
from the new movements, combined 
with the false claim that the party was 
losing sight of wage-dependent workers 
and the poor. This was never true, either 
programmatically or in terms of general 
issues, but if leading figures in the party 
maintain it for long enough, this image 
eventually becomes entrenched.  The 
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willingness of the Wagenknecht wing 
to make concessions to the racism 
of the AfD disposed of an essential 
core of socialist politics, namely that 
the struggle against exploitation and 
oppression belong inseparably together, 
because only a united class, across 
borders of origin, gender and sexual 
orientation, can successfully fight 
against capitalism. This line led DIE 
LINKE into a permanent conflict. Some 
tried to found a parallel organisation to 
DIE LINKE with ‘Aufstehen’. They failed, 
but also prevented an unrestricted 
positioning of DIE LINKE on the side of 
the new mass movements.

 On the other side are so-called 
‘reformers’ who saw in the upswing of 
the SPD and the Greens an opportunity 
to increase the party’s apparent utility 
by offering itself as a coalition partner. 
The idea behind this: Survival as a 
functioning party, pulling the SPD to the 
left. This already did not work when the 
party was in government at the state 
level. In the 2021 federal election, this 
course did not come to fruition, hence 
the loss of 30 MPS, down from 69 in 
2017. 

Despite a generally good election 
program, DIE LINKE repeatedly offered 
itself to the SPD as a government 
partner. Not only did the party 
chairwoman at the time, Susanne 
Hennig-Wellsow, talk down the 
differences with the Social Democrats, 
she instead emphasised what Scholz 
could implement with DIE LINKE but not 
with the FDP. ‘Preventing Laschet (the 
conservative candidate)’ was the goal in 
the election strategy. The path was to 
lead via a coalition with DIE LINKE. But 
both the SPD and the Greens announced 
early on that they would rather get 
the FDP on board than DIE LINKE. 
The ingratiation was wrong. The poor 
election result followed from the camp 
election campaign. In a camp election 
campaign, the largest parties of the 
respective camp always win. DIE LINKE 
fell into a trap of its own making in the 
federal election. 

DIE LINKE reaped the worst of both 
worlds thanks to the two wrong political 
orientations. The orientation towards 
government and ‘red-red-green’ (SPD/
DIE LINKE/Greens) prevented a sharp 
profile vis-à-vis social democracy, and 
the playing off of new movements and 

issues such as anti-racism and climate 
catastrophe against those workers 
who held conservative social positions 
prevented a clear position and practice 
in these fields. To make matters worse, 
the two currents representing these 
misorientations have entered into a 
power alliance within DIE LINKE, the so-
called ‘Hufeisen’ (‘horseshoe’) and, thus, 
have a firm grip on important structures 
such as the Bundestag parliamentary 
group. 

Both party leaders elected in June, 
Janine Wissler and Martin Schirdewan, 
are calling for a hot autumn and over 
the summer launched a relief campaign 
‘Schluss mit Teuer’ (‘Enough with 
Expensive’). DIE LINKE remains the 
largest political force that can contribute 
to the formation of resistance. In 
particular, it is the largest force that can 
intervene politically in the foreseeable 
ferment in the unions, which are coming 
under massive pressure to counteract 
the social decline of their members 
through an offensive wage policy. 

Despite the most serious party crisis 
in its history, a new study by the Rosa 
Luxemburg Foundation attests DIE 
LINK a voter potential of 18% among 
households with a monthly income of 
less than 2,500 euros and possible 24%. 
Nothing has been gained from such 
analyses automatically, but it shows how 
fragile the revival of social democracy is 
and how quickly political cycles can turn. 

The many young people whom the 
party has won over from the new mass 
movements, despite the disruptive of 
an unclear profile, have not (yet) left 
the party in most cases. DIE LINKE still 
has 60,000 members in 2022. The new 
members are not automatically in favor 
of class-struggle politics as distinct 
from the Wagenknecht or reformer 
line, yet there is potential here for an 
open strategic debate about the party’s 
orientation the strengthening of the 
revolutionary pole inside.

Further reading https://www.marx21.
de/die-linke-in-der-krise-scheideweg/ 

Christine Buchholz is part of the 
national executive of DIE LINKE and a 
leading member of Marx21. She was 
an MP from 2009-2021 and is active 
in anti-racist, anti-fascist and anti-war 
movements. 

The Brexit Boat

HMS Enterprise was launched
With great fanfare by his majesty 
Rees-Mogg,
On the post Brexit economic seas
With Gove as Captain Ideologue

Captain Gove’s ship O’ fools
Sails towards Asian shores,
Too woo investors
From the land of silk and money,
But Chinese memories are long
Filled with opium wars,
Gunboats and annexing of Hong Kong.

Whilst fool Britannia allows Huawei
To rule our airwaves,
All our captain can offer are freeports
And workers’ rights graves.

Our ship limps on
And docks at US port
Shoring up the “Special Relationship”
Is our goal
But we are firmly retold
We have lost an Empire
And yet to find a role.

West Indies is the Enterprise’s
Next port of call,
Trying to find new trade
Other than old time molasses,
But they remind us of Windrush
And giving their ancestors fifty lashes.

Our ship is taking in water
In a globalization storm,
But the captain of HMS Enterprise
Is too financially astute to go down
With Britannia’s sinking boat,
Having an offshore account
Keeping himself financially afloat.

Some more pleasing 
political poems 
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The European radical left – a busman’s 
holiday around all the airts and pairts 
shows cooperation and coalition is the 
favoured strategy  
Barbara Steiner gives an overview of the strength of left parties in Europe, revealing not everything is bad

Let’s begin by recognising that the 
new popular ecological and socialist 
union is biggest opposition party 

in the French parliament, Sinn Féin 
became the strongest party in Northern 
Ireland, and Syriza is preparing to re-
enter the Greek government. They all 
have MEPS who sit as The Left in the 
European Parliament (which was called 
the European United Left/Nordic Green 
Left until early 2021).

The French left achieved a particularly 
significant success in the first half of the 
year: Jean-Luc Mélenchon, presidential 
candidate of the movement La France 
insoumise (LFI, ‘Insubordinate France’), 
led the left camp with 22% of the vote. 
However, he did not get into the run-off 
with Macron, not least because of the 
strong fragmentation of the left with 
seven candidates. Immediately after the 
second presidential round, a left alliance 
was formed for the parliamentary 
elections in June under the name 
Nouvelle Union Populaire écologiste 
et sociale (NUPES). On the basis of an 
agreement and a shared programme LFI, 
the Greens, the CPF and the Socialists 
were joining forces in a historic alliance 
to provide a potential Prime Minister 
and to form an opposition to Macron in 
parliament. In the elections in June the 
then united left alliance NUPES became 
the major opposition force with 131 
seats in the parliament, up from about 
50 in 2017.

In an unprecedented case in French 
history, the parliamentary elections 
weren’t just to confirm the presidents’ 
majority camp but there ‘the idea that 
the newly elected President of the 
Republic should be controlled by an 
assembly of a different political colour 
was a majority opinion’ according 
to Gala Kabbaj in early July on the 
transform! Europe website. So, Macron’s 
presidential coalition Ensemble lost 
its majority in parliament (245 seats), 
which he could now only secure in 
an agreement with The Republicans 
(74 seats). But the bad news was the 
extreme right, the National Front, could 
also play a role here as it won 89 seats, 
up from 8 in the previous election. 
What was clear after the presidential 
election was further confirmed, namely, 
the tripartition of the French political 
system: the right, the extreme right and 
the united left form the three pillars of 
the political landscape now. 

In the presidential election campaign, 
Melenchon courageously took the 
side of the racially oppressed and 
the side of peace and disarmament. 
In the legislative campaign the left 
succeeded to present a radical social 
ecological programme. The voter base 
is amongst the poor, precarious, racially 
discriminated and young working 
classes as well as highly educated but 
not accordingly renumerated graduates, 
strongholds are the poor regions like the 
overseas and big cities and Paris region. 

This is an important sign of unification 
for the left across Europe. In his 
campaign for the early parliamentary 
elections in January 2022, the socialist 
president of Portugal, António Costa, 
succeeded in demonising the left 
parties (Left Bloc, Communist Party) 
that formerly supported his minority 
government. Support for both fell from 
9.5% and 6.3% respectively to around 
4.4% each, and Costa can now govern 
with an absolute majority.

Here, the role of opinion polls and the 
media in influencing voters must also be 
criticised. They had wrongly predicted 
a neck-and-neck race between the 

centre parties. In addition, there was 
the threatening scenario of a far-right 
coalition taking over the government if 
the socialists did not win. In fact, there 
was no relevant migration of voters 
between the right and left camps. This 
means that, in contrast to many other 
European countries, there is still a left-
wing majority in Portugal, with which 
the right was repelled. 

After the 2019 election, Costa did not 
continue his agreement with the left, 
preferring to secure the support of 
various liberal MPs, as well as that of 
the right for some laws. For the radical 
left parties, with their demands for 
social and labour reforms, this course 
could only be harmful, and this was in 
line with the interests of employers’ 
associations. 

In the Czech Republic, the Communist 
Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSČM) 
lost massively as a result of its support 
for the neo-liberal and corrupt ANO 
government. They, along with the Social 
Democrats, failed to reach the 5% 
threshold and are no longer represented 
in parliament. Another problem is that 
for both members and voters of the 
KSČM the average age is very high, 
and the party has struggled to renew 
itself in terms of personnel. At least the 
party has now elected the young MEP 
Kateřina Konečná as its chair in May 
2022. Whether she can usher in a new 
political spring remains to be seen. The 
outcomes of the municipal elections 
coming up in September will provide 
a first impression after last elections’ 
failure.

In Slovenia, the green-liberal 
entrepreneur Robert Golob, who only 
became known to the wider public a few 
months before the election, won the 
election with his Freedom Movement as 
the main challenger to the ruling Janes 
Janša. The Levica party, founded in 2014, 
lost many votes to him, with support 
dropping by more than half and the party 
barely holding on to its parliamentary 
representation with 4.4%. Nevertheless, 
it is now part of Golob’s government 
together with the Social Democratic 
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Party. Party leader, Luka Mesec, is deputy 
head of government and Levica holds 
three ministries: the newly conceived 
‘Ministry of Solidary Future’, along with 
the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry 
of Family Affairs.

The Left Party (DIE LINKE – see also 
Christine Buchholz in this issue) 
in Germany almost suffered the same 
fate as the Czech Communist Party – to 
drop out of parliament. Only thanks to 
three direct mandates did it remain in 
the Bundestag after the 2021 national 
elections. Some of the reasons for this 
include a lack of strategy, internal party 
conflicts and being caught between the 
Greens and the Social Democrats. The 
political strategy, therefore, remained 
unclear for many voters. The current 
debates seem to be directed inwards 
and the party does not seem to be on 
the offensive against a warmongering 
‘traffic light’ coalition government. In 
June, the party congress voted in a new 
leadership team but this does not seem 
to have led to other personnel changes 
and a strategic drive. One challenge 
amongst others seems to be how to 
include the 40% of party members’ 
delegates, who did not vote for the new 
leadership at the congress. Anyhow, 
the positioning for peace and against 
militarisation as well as the fight against 
rising living costs and pauperisation are 
original core topics of the Left which 
could be used now. 

In the Nordic countries of EU, the left 
parties also support social democratic 
governments or – as in Finland – are 
involved in government and yet remain 
stable. But here, too, they are faced 
with the dilemma: participate in or 
support governments led by social 
democrats and share responsibility for 
their failures, or remain in opposition 
to them, thus, depriving themselves 
of formal influence. Particularly on 
issues of militarisation and NATO, this 
poses great challenges to the parties. 
The Left Party in Sweden opposes the 
NATO whereas half of the MPs and the 
delegates of the Finnish Left Alliance 
party congress are in favour of the 
NATO accession of Finland. The war and 
the change to a pragmatically positive 
position on NATO - aligning with the 
government, in which Left Alliance has 
two ministers (education and social 
affairs and health), and a nationwide 
majority on this question - does not 
seem to influence the polls of showing a 
stable 8% for the Left Alliance, with the 
next elections taking place in April 2023.

In Denmark, the Red–Green Alliance/
Unity List achieved gains in the 

regional elections and even became 
the strongest force in Copenhagen. 
Nevertheless, they did not win the 
mayor’s seat from the other parties, 
which also shows how ultimately limited 
the influence of the voters’ will is on 
the distribution of power. Red-Green 
Alliance/Unity List has continued to 
support the Social Democrats’ minority 
government since 2019, though not 
in an undisputed way. The election 
campaign for the September national 
election in Sweden is marked by 
extremely racist campaigns by the 
extreme right, right and liberal parties. 
The Left party fell a little in support 
and are around 8-9% in the polls, as 
many voters might decide to vote for 
the Greens, as they had been under the 
threshold for entering the parliament of 
4% in the polls. 

In Serbia, the ruling Serbian Progressive 
Party managed to stay in power – thanks 
to a pyrrhic victory – and the left alliance 
Moramo (We Must) managed to enter 
parliament for the first time, winning 14 
mandates in Belgrade.

In Italy, the small radical left united as 
popular Union, a pacifist and alternative 
list, born from the commitment of 
Luigi De Magistris’, former mayor of 
Naples, Manifest which is a group of 
parliamentarians who left the Five Star 
Movement, Communist Refoundation 
Party, Power to the People. Meanwhile, 
the Italian Left and the Greens joined 
forces and are part of the Centre left 
alliance with the Democratic Party and 
others. The Cypriot Progressive Party of 
the Working People (AKEL) gained 22.3% 
in the 2021 parliamentary elections. 
From 2008 until 2013, the left party 
governed Cyprus.

In Spain, Unidas Podemos (UP) – the 
alliance of the United Left (communist 
party and other leftists) and Podemos 
– is part of the government led by the 
Socialists (PSOE), which also includes 
the Socialist Party of Catalonia. This 
government came into being in January 
2020 after several rounds of elections, 
when the PSOE had practically no 
other choice. Only in this situation 
were the socialists prepared to govern 
with a leftist party and, thus, meet the 
demands of the electorate. For Unidas 
Podemos, this meant entering the 
government as a relatively weakened 
partner after Podemos’ spectacular rise 
in 2015. The most popular minister in 
this ‘progressive government’ is the 
independent communist labour minister, 
Yolanda Díaz. After a nail-biting process 
due to the weak parliamentary majority, 
she pushed a new labour law through 

parliament that strengthens collective 
bargaining rights. She could become 
the leader of the Unidas Podemos after 
Pablo Iglesias withdrew from party 
politics overnight in 2021. 

New elections are looking increasingly 
likely in Greece this autumn. The 
conservative government of 2019 
onwards has been characterised by 
mismanagement, be it of the pandemic, 
forest fires or snow chaos. In order to 
counter the conservative supremacy 
of Nea Dimokratia and the media, 
Alexis Tsipras and Syriza – itself a 
coalition - are planning a progressive 
alliance with all leftists, progressive 
forces and democrats. As the governing 
party, Syriza from 2015–2019 failed to 
make gains from the health crisis, now 
remaining constant at around 27% in 
the polls. It held its third party congress 
in April – the first for six years due to 
Covid-19 – and continues to pursue the 
path to becoming a mass membership 
party. In his speech, party leader Tsipras 
presented a radical left reform policy 
programme. 

After the election success in Northern 
Ireland it seems likely that socialist 
and nationalist Sinn Féin will win the 
elections and – should they enter 
government – possibly finally launch a 
referendum for a united Ireland. 

The left can only grow through alliance. 
The communist left in the Czech 
Republic, Italy, Portugal and France, but 
also the renewed left in Germany and 
Portugal and the left project in Spain 
are on the decline in elections and 
polls. Small parties supporting social 
democratic governments cannot count 
on the support of these governments. 
A transformation of Europe into a social 
and ecological union can only succeed as 
part of a strong alliance of progressive 
forces.

Suggested reading:

In the Aftermath of the European 
Elections: The European Left Facing New 
Challenges - https://www.transform-
network.net/publications/issue/
in-the-aftermath-of-the-european-
elections-the-european-left-facing-new-
challenges-1/

Radical in Diversity: Europe’s Left 2010-
2020 - https://www.transform-network.
net/en/publications/issue/radical-in-
diversity-europes-left-2010-2020/

Barbara Steiner is a political scientist 
based in Vienna, the director of 
transform!europe and member of 
transform.at. – see https://www.
transform-network.net/ 
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Over 6,750 migrant worker deaths – it’s 
no beautiful game when played like this
John Dennis explains the STUC’s call for action in Scotland against the needless deaths of migrant workers building the World 
Cup stadia in Qatar

Scotland are out of the World Cup. 
Nonetheless the STUC, acting on 
the Congress motion - see below 

- has resolved to call a major protest 
involving leafleting, red card show and 
collection for the bereaved families 
- at the Scotland v. Ireland match on 
Saturday 24 September from 5.45pm 
onwards outside the main entrance at 
Hampden Park. We are asking for union 
activists and the left in Scotland to unite 
in support of this initiative (which is 
also backed by Amnesty International). 
You can volunteer by contacting me 
(Dumfriestuc@gmail.com) and I’ll liaise 
with Francis Stuart of STUC (fstuart@
stuc.org.uk). We need large numbers to 
cover all approaches to Hampden Park. 

Many of the victims’ families are still 
in debt to the recruiting agencies for 
their sons’ travel costs to Qatar. Once 
they got there, they had to work long 
hours in hellish conditions of heat with 
no union rights and no effective health 
and safety rules to protect them. The 
money collected at Hampden will go to 
help establish a migrant rights centre 
in Qatar. To give people an idea of what 
the living and working conditions are 
like that the migrant workers are having 
to endure and often die as a result of, 
some examples are useful.

Mohammad Shahid Miah, 29, from 
Bangladesh died when floodwater in 
his room came into contact with an 
exposed electric cable, electrocuting 
him. In India, the family of Madhu 
Bollapally have never understood how 
the healthy 43-year-old died of ‘natural 
causes’ while working in Qatar. His body 
was found lying on his dorm room floor. 
20-year-old Ghal Singh Raj from Nepal 
had secured a job as a cleaner through 
his family paying £935 to recruitment 

agents. He committed suicide a week 
after arrival in Qatar. 

Though FIFA Executive Committee 
members knew that Qatar had only 
two small stadiums at the time of the 
decision in 2010 to allow it to stage the 
World Cup, they still voted to approve 
the bid on the promise that 9 state of 
the art stadiums would be ready for 
2022. That timescale meant all year 
round working on construction with 
summer (shade) temperatures often 
reaching 50 degrees centigrade. The 
FIFA Executive majority (bribed by 
Qatar) ignored this with catastrophic 
consequences for thousands of migrant 
workers. A subsequent FIFA internal 
inquiry into the decision was launched 
in 2015 but has still to report. The British 
and Welsh TUCs have been asked to 
sponsor similar collections at England 
and Wales home games on the following 
two days.  

Motion to STUC Congress April 2022

Congress condemns the deaths of more 
than 6,500 migrant workers (mostly 
from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka) in Qatar in the 10 years 
since FIFA awarded them the 2022 
World Cup Finals. This was due to the 
hazardous working and accommodation 
conditions and the lack of health and 
safety in the rush to construct the 
stadia and infrastructure in conditions 
of extreme heat. Although the Kafala 
system (which denied contracted 
workers the right to move jobs or 
even leave the country without their 
employer’s permission) was eventually 
abolished in 2020, there is no effective 
policing of employers who continue 
to abuse their workers and migrant 
workers still do not have the right to 
form trade unions. Congress also notes 

that the decision by FIFA in 2010 to 
award the 2022 World Cup to Qatar is 
tainted by allegations of corruption. 
In particular, eleven of the 22 FIFA 
committee members who voted to 
take the World Cup to Qatar have since 
been fined, suspended, banned for life 
or prosecuted for corruption (including 
former FIFA General Secretary, Sepp 
Blatter, and UEFA General Secretary, 
Michel Platini). For all of these reasons, 
Congress resolves to initiate (or join 
if it has already been launched) an 
international trade union protest 
campaign aimed at ensuring that:

(a) Qatar passes a new law giving full 
trade union rights to all workers 
there irrespective of their country of 
origin;

(b) Qatar enforces the new law by 
insisting that all employers issue new 
employment contracts that explicitly 
include the right to join trade unions;

(c) FIFA undertakes to secure guarantees 
of the rights of workers to effective 
protection under health and safety 
laws in a country applying to stage 
future World Cup Finals tournaments 
before any decision is made;

(d) FIFA ensures that the profits from 
the 2022 World Cup go to the 
families of the migrant workers 
killed and injured in the World Cup 
infrastructure projects in Qatar 
between 2011 and 2022; and

(e) FIFA and all national teams taking 
part in the finals are asked to 
observe a minute’s silence and wear 
black armbands in every game in 
remembrance of the workers who 
died.

John Dennis is the Secretary of the 
Dumfries & Galloway Trade Union Council

 

Editor’s Note: Matthew Crighton reviewed the Jimmy Reid Foundation’s edited collection called 
A New Scotland: Building An Equal, Fair And Sustainable Society in the Jul/Aug 2022 issue. The 
review was a legitimate if narrowly-based one but it did not take into account several issues ger-
mane to the project of producing such an edited work. Prime amongst these is that the nature 
of the book was not one where the editor would wish to - or would seek to - dictate what the 
nearly 60 contributors to the 25 chapters wrote. The contributors had the autonomy to write as 
they wished within the remit of their specific chapters and the general parameter of being on 
the radical left. The book is available to purchase from https://www.calton-books.co.uk/books/
a-new-scotland-building-an-equal-fair-and-sustainable-society/ 
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Climate Camp Scotland and the struggle 
for climate justice
Benji Brown reports on the recent Aberdeen Climate Camp and where the campaign goes from here

After a summer filled with 
heatwaves, wildfires, and drought, 
Europe is waking up to the 

terrifying realities of climate breakdown. 
Extreme conditions endured by many 
poorer communities for decades are 
now increasingly impacting the lives 
of citizens in rich countries. Yet many 
governments seem intent on making 
things worse, approving a spate of new 
fossil fuel projects that will shatter 
efforts to limit temperature rises to 
1.5 degrees. In Britain, tax breaks for 
oil companies, new licences for North 
Sea oil and gas, and pitiful levels of 
climate finance have exposed the empty 
promises made at COP26 last year.

While the UK government’s casual 
disregard for the climate may come as 
no surprise, Scotland has seemingly 
charted a different course. Under 
pressure from activists, Nicola Sturgeon 
has broken with the official mantra of 
‘maximum economic recovery’ for North 
Sea oil and gas, spoken out against the 
Cambo and Jackdaw oil and gas fields, 
and overseen the launch of a £500m 
Just Transition Fund. But what does this 
transition look like in reality?

More often than not, Scotland’s drive to 
achieve ‘Net Zero’ has sidelined workers 
and communities in favour of financial 
speculators and energy company bosses. 
Corporate polluters like Shell and BP 
have been welcomed into ‘industry 
partnerships’, prioritising technologies 
such as hydrogen and carbon capture 
and storage that enable the fossil fuel 
industry to retain a stranglehold over 
our energy system. In Aberdeen, a 
proposed ‘Energy Transition Zone’, 
spearheaded by oil tycoon Ian Wood, 
threatens to industrialise St Fittick’s 
Park, the last accessible greenspace in 
the working-class neighbourhood of 
Torry. 

This is why, at the end of July, activists 
from across Scotland joined with 
local campaigners in Aberdeen, the 
self-proclaimed ‘oil capital of Europe’, 
for a five-day climate camp. Through 
workshops, public assemblies, and 
protests, Climate Camp Scotland sought 
to build bridges between activists, 
workers, migrants, and communities 
who live in the shadow of Scotland’s 
offshore oil industry, while exposing the 
failures of ‘Net Zero’ to centre justice or 

redistribute wealth and power. 

Over 200 people participated in the 
camp, which incorporated a huge 
marquee, compost toilets, mobile 
library, solar powered generator, vegan 
kitchen, and multitude of tents to 
create a fully functioning temporary 
community. The event brought together 
groups including Friends of St Fittick’s 
Park, Aberdeen Trades Union Council, 
Aberdeen Social Centre, Stop Cambo, 
and Migrants Organise for Rights and 
Empowerment (MORE), with workshops 
on topics such as just transition, radical 
independence, degrowth, land rights, 
and climate reparations.

The camp concluded with a series of 
protests. A rally in the city centre was 
addressed by community campaigners, 
trade unionists, and Maggie Chapman, 
Green MSP for North East Scotland. 
This was followed by a peaceful mass 
trespass at Aberdeen Torry harbour, 
with around 100 activists occupying a 
restricted area used by the offshore oil 
industry and disrupting operations. On 
the final day, activists attended a rally 
organised by MORE to challenge the 
Home Office’s use of hotel detention for 
refugees and asylum seekers.

The Aberdeen camp was the 
second organised by Climate Camp 
Scotland, following a shorter ‘action 
weekend’ staged at the Mossmorran 
petrochemical refinery in Fife last 
year. It is clear that Scotland’s fossil 
fuel industry will not be dismantled 
overnight, and with contracts for 
renewables awarded to overseas 
companies while Scotland’s 
manufacturing base is left to rot, 
offshore workers’ fears over job 
security and retraining opportunities 
must be addressed if there is to be any 
meaningful ‘just transition’. 

However, from the occupation of 
Mainshill Wood to prevent a new 

coalmine in Lanarkshire in 2009, to the 
anti-fracking camps in England 2012-
2018, and the rolling resistance against 
oil pipelines in North Dakota by the 
Standing Rock Sioux Tribe in 2019, time 
and again protest camps have been an 
effective tactic to block environmental 
harm. 

In Aberdeen, the fate of St Fittick’s 
Park continues to hang in the balance, 
and we hope that the camp will 
bolster the campaign to protect this 
vital community space from industrial 
expansion. Regardless of broader 
outcomes, it opened a space for 
dialogue and learning, deepening 
participants’ collective understanding of 
climate justice (e.g., around colonialism, 
migration, and the UK’s violent border 
regime), and nurturing a radical vision 
of worker and community-led transition 
towards energy democracy. 

This year’s camp has coincided with a 
summer of strikes, cost-of-living crisis, 
and record-breaking profits for the oil 
and gas industry. With rampant inflation 
and soaring energy poverty, climate 
justice activists must double down on 
the need to not only tax the obscene 
profits of fossil fuel companies, but 
stand by workers demanding fair pay 
(including those at refineries and power 
plants), and bring energy into public 
ownership so that we can cut bills, 
reinvest money into home insulation, 
and accelerate the shift to renewables. 

As flash floods devastate Pakistan, 
displacing over 33m people, the need 
for global solidarity must also be 
reaffirmed. To alleviate suffering, rich 
countries must scale up climate finance, 
cancel debts, and pay reparations to 
frontline communities for irreversible 
loss and damage. These issues are 
often entirely absent from our political 
debate, and as climate activists we 
must work to ensure that they are not 
overlooked.

We already have solutions that can 
meet our basic needs and safeguard 
our collective future, but everywhere 
governments are falling short. Change 
will not be handed down from above. 
We have to fight for it. 

Benji Brown is an organiser with 
Climate Camp Scotland (https://www.
climatecampscotland.com/)
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Ben Lawrence, director, 
Ithaka (2022)
Reviewed by Jackie Bergson

At its simplest, Ithaka tells the 
story of a father, John Shipton, 
who travelled halfway around 

the world to fight for his son, Julian 
Assange’s freedom. The documentary 
opens with footage of the inciting event 
which triggered his journey. This was 
the moment on 11 April 2019, when 
the radical publisher, journalist, political 
activist and founder of WikiLeaks was 
forcibly removed from his place of 
refuge, within the Ecuadorian Embassy 
in London. Charged with 17 counts of 
espionage, in connection with the Chelsea 
Manning case, Assange was consequently 
incarcerated within high security Belmarsh 
prison.

Ithaka conveys relevant political 
landmarks to its story: in 2003, Assange 
led the largest public protest in human 
history called ‘No war in Iraq’; in 2006, 
he launched WikiLeaks; and in 2010, 
WikiLeaks published millions of classified 
documents and images which exposed 
war crimes by the American government. 
In 2011, Swedish prosecutors sought to 
extradite Assange in connection with rape 
charges, which were officially dropped 
in May 2017. Granted diplomatic asylum 
by the Ecuadorian government in August 
2012, he was arrested seven years later. 
On 10 December 2021, High Court judges 
ruled that he could be extradited to 
America, in prospect of serving a prison 
term of 175 years.

The galvanising voice and presence in this 
moving documentary is John Shipton. An 
Australian house-builder in his seventies, 
who detests all forms of PR. but despite 
which, he has selflessly campaigned 
in rallying significant support for the 
necessarily public fight to free his son and 
give voice to his predicament; in his own 
words, to get him ‘... out of the shit’.

Sharing responsibility as Assange’s 
spokesperson at key events, mother of 
their two young children, Stella Morris 

feedback
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reviews

remains part of his legal support team. In 
November 2021, Club Suisse de la Presse 
in Geneva hosted a public event where 
she spoke with deep emotion about the 
meaning of a specially commissioned 
statue of Julian ‘in 3D’. We learn that this 
press association event relates to a point 
in time which signified two years of his 
enforced solitary confinement.

John and Stella consistently communicate 
a specific legal argument, where a win 
for Julian would represent a win for 
journalism. Their point, therefore, moves 
the specific, 2011 needle: ‘When we 
understand that wars come about as a 
result of lies, peddled to the British public 
and the American public and public all 
over Europe and other countries, then 
who are the war criminals? It is not 
just leaders, it is not just soldiers, it is 
journalists, journalists are war criminals,’ 
said Assange (Daily Outlook Afghanistan, 
2011).

In one brief public speech which features 
in Ithaka, Stella clarifies that ‘[Julian is] the 
world’s most famous political prisoner... 
[an] emblem of an international arm 
wrestle over freedom of journalism, 
government corruption and unpunished 
war crimes’. She moreover asserts: ‘No 
European publisher has ever been charged 
with espionage’. Similarly, speaking from 
the heart during a post-screening Q&A 
in Glasgow in 2022, John described his 
imprisoned son as ‘A bringer of fire to the 
people’ while expressing his fear that, 
despite their genetic stamina, ‘... things 
cannot get better for Julian’.

Writer and human rights activist, 
Craig Murray, introduced Ithaka as a 
documentary about ‘... political extradition 
as a concept’. He has also written ‘... 
the film ... is not a dissection of the 
legal issues, nor an in-depth recounting 
of the Assange case. It ... focuses on 
the devastating effect of his cruel 
imprisonment on his family, both his wife 
and children, and on his father’.

Nevertheless, whilst the film delivers a 
touching, insider view of the family’s lives, 
it also weighs in on the democratic anti-

war narrative which may hold significant 
potential in relation to the current war 
between Russia and Ukraine, and which 
also reflects upon and speaks to America’s 
invasion of Afghanistan in 2003. To echo 
the politically focused perspective of the 
film: at its most complex, it tells the story 
of a time when layers of political rhetoric 
could be peeled back, to reveal the 
machinations of war and to throw light on 
the impacts.

Audiences are free to judge father and 
son as heroes or as anti-heroes; to 
empathise, sympathise or reject their 
arguments. Producer Gabriel Shipton’s 
decision to tune us into his father’s 
sonorous voice, unflagging loyalty and 
Australian directness awakens us to their 
plight to support a meaningful legacy 
for Assange and his work; to counteract 
dehumanising stories about the WikiLeaks 
founder, and to set the record straight. As 
the groundswell of support grows, there 
can be no denying the voracity of their 
poignant truths.

Jackie Bergson has worked in the 
voluntary sector and commercial business 
development in technology and creative 
sectors. Educated in and living in Glasgow, 
her political and social views chime left-of-
centre.

L. Douds, J. Harris and P. 
Whitewood (eds.) 
The Fate of the Bolshevik 
Revolution: Illiberal 
Liberation 1917-41, 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2020 

Brendan McGeever 
Antisemitism and the 
Russian Revolution,
Cambridge University Press, 2019

Reviewed by Sean Sheehan 

Russia’s liberatory 1917 revolution 
became, within two decades, more 
dictatorial than the system it had 

overthrown. For the right, this is proof of 
an inherent defect in communist parties 
and a genetic malfunction in the DNA of 
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communism itself. The very readable The 
Fate of the Bolshevik Revolution considers 
this knee-jerk response and offers a 
considerably more nuanced understanding 
of Bolshevik rule.

Scholarship of the Cold War-era liked to 
think that the Bolsheviks could have opted 
for democracy instead of authoritarianism. 
The book’s editors, regarding this as a 
convenient case of historical amnesia, 
point out that universal suffrage – enacted 
nowhere in Europe at the time – was 
untested and controversial. Indeed, the 
1920s saw many European democracies 
moving towards authoritarianism. 
Extending the vote became possible when 
the status quo realised that the working-
class could think conservatively. 

Lenin, rejecting liberal democracy as a 
screen for preserving bourgeois rule, 
looked ultimately to, in his own words, 
‘the withering away of the state’. An 
understanding of why and how this never 
happened is hugely important and it 
provides the focus for the book’s sixteen 
essays. They range from charting the 
failure of the Bolshevik campaign to deal 
with prostitution to the origins of Soviet 
censorship, traced to a matrix rooted in 
the Bolshevik programme of mass literacy 
and the desire to serve the proletariat.

An underlying theme in many of the essays 
is the clash of radically emancipatory 
aspirations with authoritarian tendencies; 
the former not helped by the civil war 
that began early in 1918 and the fear 
of invasion: workers’ management of 
factories shifted to hierarchic rule and 
the voluntary, paramilitary Red Guards 
coalesced into the centralised Red Army. 
Lenin began to grapple with the complex 
of dilemmas facing the Bolsheviks but too 
little and, with his premature death, too 
late: a slippery surface for the slide into 
Stalinism had been laid.

The Bolsheviks’ intention was the creation 
of a body politic free of the class injuries 
and the racism that had mobilised its 
revolutionary resolve. But the Civil War 
unleashed antisemitic pogroms in western 
regions of the former Russian Empire 
where Jews had been allowed to live. 
The violence, perpetuated largely but not 
exclusively by anti-revolutionary groups, 
presented Bolsheviks with the problem 
of working class and peasant support for 
racism. 

Outbreaks of racialised violence reached 
fever pitch in Ukraine, with Red Army 
participation in attacks on Jews in the 
cause of anti-bourgeois liberation. 
Bolshevik leadership opposed this complex 
conjunction of class and ethnic categories 
but McGeever shows how effective 
resistance to it came to rely on small 

groups of non-Bolshevik Jewish radicals. 
The revolution of 1917, he argues, was 
‘Russian Jewry’s moment of emancipation’ 
because of the way it gave life to 
progressive movements within Jewish 
cultural and political life over the previous 
century. 

As many as 100,000 or more Jews died 
and McGeever’s Antisemitism and the 
Russian Revolution examines in granular 
detail what happened and the Bolsheviks’ 
responses. The Fate of the Bolshevik 
Revolution has a broader canvas, exploring 
the worthiness of the revolution’s 
intentions and the reasons for the 
eventual lack of success.

Sean Sheehan writes for The Eye of 
Photography, Lens Culture, The Prisma and 
other publications.

Ben Tarnoff 

Internet for the People: The 
Fight for Our Digital Future, 
Verso, 2022, pp272, £8.99

Reviewed by John Wood 

A new and highly informative book by 
leading tech writer and activist, Ben 
Tarnoff, responds to a dilemma that 

the world is waking up to and which we 
must confront together: that the internet 
has fallen into the wrong hands. Internet 
for the People provides both a convincing 
manifesto for reinventing the internet and 
its underpinning structures of ownership 
as well as a concise and abridged history 
of the internet and how it became what 
it is today. Of course, the internet is now 
a basic utility to modern life – a public 
good which, as Tarnoff argues, should be 
treated accordingly by the state and its 
tax-making powers. 

Tarnoff takes a systematic run through 
the hardware (the ‘pipes’) of the internet 
and then through the software (the 
‘platforms’), offering his analysis of what 
went wrong and how we can make it right 
within each part of the internet we know 
today. 

In the first section, dedicated to the 

‘pipes’, Tarnoff explains how the hardware 
and underlying technology of the internet 
(in particular, its incarnation as the ‘World 
Wide Web’) is perhaps the archetypal 
example of state-funded innovation - in 
this case within the US military and 
academia - being quickly taken into the 
hands of capitalists – a pattern Mariana 
Mazzucato has elucidated to the world. 
Glimmers of hope are offered such as 
local, community-owned fibre-to-the-
home networks in Detroit and North 
Dakota where internet access is cheaper 
and of a higher quality than the US 
average as a result of local, collective 
ownership of the network. 

Accounts of successful local activism - the 
likes of which Britain is yet to enjoy - read 
as a call to dispersed models of ownership 
and local democratic accountability of 
public utilities that could be applied across 
many sectors of the economy, bringing 
the reader up to speed with the inner 
technical workings of the internet along 
the way. 

Moving on to the ‘platforms’ - deliberately 
misnamed as Tarnoff explains to falsely 
imply openness and a level playing field 
- there is unfortunately less hope to be 
found, although Tarnoff and his activist 
colleagues will be among those to lead the 
thinking, if the problems of big tech can 
ever be solved. 

Early warnings that the internet’s content 
would promote a ‘zombie like passivity 
- look here, click here, enter your credit 
card number here - that threatened the 
participatory nature of the [early] internet’ 
have now come to pass. In every way, if we 
didn’t know it already, Tarnoff describes 
how the internet has become the ultimate 
lubricant to the capitalist machine. With 
reference to Marx’s theory of ‘real’ vs 
‘formal’ subsumption of labour, Internet 
for the People sets out how the internet 
– using data as its booster fuel – has now 
been optimised for profit. In the lead-
up to the ‘dot-com bubble’, the formal 
subsumption of labour had happened - see 
the famous failure of Pets.com which sold 
pet supplies by post to Americans - but 
we were yet to see the real subsumption 
of labour that we now witness in, for 
example, Amazon’s complete reinvention 
of the notion of shopping.

The destructive, unbridled greed of 
the large platforms we know today - an 
historical account is offered of eBay, 
Amazon, Uber, and Google among others 
- has almost no limits, as Tarnoff explains, 
now that these companies have mastered 
how to capitalise on the ‘network effect’ 
and monetise the social relations of the 
internet, in the form of data. From fine-
tuning aggressive advertising techniques, 
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using huge capital injections to make loss-
making market-entry and force smaller 
businesses into bankruptcy to completely 
revolutionising economic models through 
fuelling the gig economy. So, the internet 
has begun to transform socioeconomic 
relations. 

Tarnoff reminds us of some of the 
internet’s tragic victims, such as the 
widely-reported suicide of New York taxi 
driver, Doug Schifter, who had spent his 
final years highlighting how Uber was 
destroying the livelihoods of NYC cab 
drivers. The book also brings attention to 
some less well-understood victims such 
as the underpaid ‘shadow workforce’ who 
spend hours of their lives in low-income 
countries working for big tech firms to 
identify abusive or harmful content, 
traumatising those workers along the way.

Tarnoff’s main point through the 
second section, however, remains the 
fundamental argument that the internet 
cannot serve the public good when it 
remains in the hands of those who want 
nothing other than to extract a profit. As 
he explains, while wages refuse to rise 
‘[the internet’s] economic legacy would be 
the creation of islands of super-profits in a 
sea of stagnation’. As has been the case in 
every aspect of the economy, capitalism’s 
model of risk and reward allows risk to be 
passed on to the citizen/consumer while 
the reward – financial, or political – is 
funnelled to the top. 

Written almost wholly from a US 
perspective, the reader is left wanting 
to know about other examples of big 
corporations using the internet to shape 
society in ways that suit them; the 
almost completely separate ‘internet’ 
consumed by the Chinese population 
is, for example, ignored. Tarnoff also 
touches on other aspects of life online 
that are worth deeper exploration such as 
misconceptions around the internet being 
‘at fault’ for political polarisation and 
extremism. 

Internet for the People is an impressive 
and powerful contribution to the growing 
critical left-literature on the internet and 
big tech. The reader will be taken on an 
informative trip through the internet’s 
key components, how it has become a 
tool for entrenching social and economic 
inequality and what could be done to 
bring the internet back under the control 
of the people. However, despite Tarnoff 
and others’ best efforts to shine a light on 
what ‘internet for the people’ might look 
like, the reader is merely left with a clearer 
understanding that there is no easy path.

John Wood works in the public sector and 
supports Scottish Left Review by voluntarily 
proofing its contents.

Neil Davidson, James Foley, and Ben 
Wray 
Scotland After Britain: 
The Two Souls of Scottish 
Independence, 
Verso, 2022, £12.99 pb

Reviewed Gordon Morgan

The authors have attempted a massive 
task. First, to set out a theoretical 
framework of nationalism’s role in 

the post-crash 2008 world and tie this 
to earlier theories like Marx and Lenin. 
The subtitle draws upon Hal Draper’s 
framework of socialism from below versus 
socialism from above. Second, to place 
the 2014 Scottish referendum firmly 
within a world context of protest and 
mass engagement: Catalonia, the Gilet 
Jaunes, Tahrir Square amongst others and 
to link this to Brexit and the struggle for 
Irish Independence. Third, to analyse the 
evolving class forces driving support for 
both the SNP and Labour, and how they 
have evolved and changed particularly in 
the SNP, both before and after 2012.

The book is very readable, although it 
warrants several rereads. It concludes 
with suggestions as to the work needed 
to be prepared by the movement for 
independence, particularly by grassroots 
and academic forces, before another 
hopefully successful referendum.

The authors have worked on this book 
for a number of years and it was finished 
only after Neil Davidson’s untimely death 
in 2020. Neil is attributed with writing the 
whole of the chapter on the independence 
referendum and shaping much of the 
rest which was finished and updated by 
the other authors. Ben Wray now leads 
the Gig Economy Project and previously 
was head of policy at Common Weal, and 
James Foley was a researcher in politics at 
Glasgow Caledonian University.

The analysis of nationalism quotes Marx: 

‘[the proletariat] must constitute itself 
as the nation’. However, the authors 
argue that whilst this remains the case, 
‘Scotland’s questions are tactical’ in 
terms of what prospects are there for 
strengthening working-class influence and 
weakening ruling class dominance through 
the national movements.

The 2014 referendum and its aftermath 
represented an organised revolt against 
the capitalist logic of ‘there is no 
alternative’. This was new and potentially 
revolutionary. This brought the movement 
from below into conflict with the SNP 
leadership over currency, the EU and 
NATO. It is notable that Nicola Sturgeon 
has never attended any All Under One 
Banner (AUOB) demonstration. In one 
sense, the SNP government is a product 
of neo-liberal globalisation, whereas the 
ongoing independence movement is a 
product of the post-2008 crash.

The chapter on the referendum campaign 
brings back painful memories. I attended 
the first meeting of the executive of 
the Independence Campaign after the 
agreement to hold a referendum along 
with Dennis Canavan, Angus Robertson 
and Blair Jenkins prior to the launch of 
the official Yes campaign. At this, I put 
to Robertson then the minister leading 
the campaign that the SNP was not 
serious about winning but simply was 
content to put on a show and continue 
in Government. Denis agreed as did 
most other executive members while 
Robertson refused to reply. Thereafter I 
and others concentrated on canvassing 
and campaigning in Castlemilk and other 
areas until local groups took over. The 
book reminds us that 24 to 45 years old 
voted yes by a majority, the poor voted 
yes, Dundee and Glasgow voted yes by 
57% and 53.5%.

The next chapter analyses the collapse of 
Labour’s Red wall in Scotland and North 
England. Essentially it puts that down to 
Thatcherism and the extent Blair was seen 
as her successor, particularly after the 
Iraq war with the SNP under the anti-war 
Salmond a safe pair of hands that would 
do no worse. The referendum reinforced 
this collapse of Labour with 56% of bottom 
quartile income voters voting yes.

The following two chapters deal with the 
SNP in government, the Salmond-Sturgeon 
war, the changing class nature of the SNP 
over the years and in government and 
why, despite manifest failing in her policies 
particularly during Covid on the likes of 
care homes, Sturgeon’s personal ratings 
keep rising.

The authors hold out that the most 
probable outcome of the next election is 
a Westminster alliance of SNP, Green or 
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Lib Dems and Labour. 
Scotland is already after 
Britain insofar as no 
British project seems to 
alter a framework for 
political action. Sections 
analyse the care 
homes deaths, local 
government funding, 
BiFab and the lack of 
green jobs and the 

gender recognition act problems. These 
are well worth reading to show the limits 
of the SNP government competence.

Finally, we come to the suggestions 
regarding Independence for whom and 
to do what. The point is well made that 
little practical work has been done to 
autonomously prepare an alternative 
independence perspective to Andrew 
Wilson’s which essentially says nothing 
changes and austerity is necessary. The 
book’s conclusion sets out a framework 
within which independence from below 
can be fought for. This runs counter to 
the SNP leadership which envisages an 
externally controlled - by international 
finance, EU etc rules - Scottish state. By 
contrast, public control and accountability 
need to be fought for now and 
confrontation sought with Westminster 
limits. True internationalism lies with 
supporting Palestine and Catalonia as 
well as republicanism and opposition 
to NATO. Most important is the fight 
for popular economic sovereignty with 
democratic control of natural resources, 
de-financialisation, de-globalisation, and 
rebalanced workplace power.

Gordon Morgan is a member of the 
editorial committee of the Scottish Left 
Review.

Jeff Sparrow
Crimes against Nature 
– Capitalism and Global 
Heating,
Scribe, 2021, pp240, £16.99 
Reviewed by Charlotte Ahmed 

Jeff Sparrow is an Australian writer, 
broadcaster and journalist. This, his latest 
book, is a collection of polemical essays 
detailing examples of how capitalism has 
imposed ecological disaster on the worlds’ 
population in the name of growth. The 
relentless drive for profit often supressed 
more eco-friendly alternatives and 
justified environmental destruction in 
terms of modernity and progress.

As I write, vast areas of the planet are 
facing either drought, wildfires, floods, 
crop failure, extreme weather events or 
soaring temperatures. Eco-systems are 
changing, putting pressure on subsistence 

farmers and a pastoral way of life. The 
dysfunctional energy market is putting 
obscene profits before the needs of 
millions. The extraction of fossil fuels is 
accelerating, pouring billions into the 
pockets of a few individuals. Millions of 
urbanised people are now experiencing 
the realities of global climate change first 
hand. Previously, often hidden by a supine 
media, climate change was considered 
an issue for a few populations in far away 
places. This is not the case now.

At the same time, what passes for political 
leadership in this world is largely ignoring 
the truth of climate change and actively 
promoting policies that will increase the 
damaging carbon emissions. Even after 
the fanfare of the COP26 conference in 
Glasgow last year, the meagre promises 
made have evaporated in the maniacal 
pursuit of profit. It can all seem over-
whelming to an individual. Climate anxiety 
is very real. 

Jeff Sparrow’s book is an antidote to the 
feeling of dread and helplessness that 
many can experience in the face of such 
catastrophes. The premise of the book is 
that capitalism has always exploited the 
earth’s resources with ruthless zeal but 
has deflected the blame for its destructive 
consequences back onto individuals. If 
you consume, drive a car, travel, eat food, 
drink clean water, buy clothes, want a 
mobile phone, it is YOUR fault that climate 
change is happening. The solution to 
the climate crisis is in your hands. The 
choices you make as an individual are 
your responsibility. So, choose to drive 
an electric car. Recycle. Buy organic food. 
Install insulation. Go on eco-friendly 
holidays. Many of these so-called choices 
are, in fact, expensive and beyond most 
peoples’ means.

Look at the advice given to people by the 
current Tory government in the wake of 
the catastrophic energy price rise. Turn 
down your heating, wear more layers, 
turn off your lights, don’t fill your kettle. I 
remember 1974 when the miners’ strike 
led to power cuts. As a kid, it seemed 
exciting to use candles and torches. We 
were advised to ‘brush your teeth in the 
dark’ and ‘share a bath’ by Tory ministers. 
Over 50 years later and the apologists 
for capitalism are dishing out the same 
advice. Kwasi Kwarteng, the current 
business secretary, and possible chancellor 
in a Liz Truss government, actually advised 
that energy use is an individual’s choice. 
Nothing to see here; just the market 
working; profits are a good thing; we’ll get 
more fossil fuels; and keep calm and carry 
on.

Sparrow’s book gives examples of an 
alternative view. In the chapter ‘The 

Hydrocarbon Explosion Engine’, he charts 
how the needs of capitalism to make 
profits regardless of consequence led 
to the triumph of the petrol driven car 
over electric alternatives, marketed as 
an instrument of individual freedom to 
a growing urban population. There were 
objections to the cars as polluting and 
dangerous to children, hard to believe 
now. In another chapter, Sparrow explains 
that the colonialisation of Australia 
brought with it a remarkably rapid 
environmental destruction thus undoing 
thousands of years of sympathetic human 
interaction with the land. Indigenous 
people do not create ‘paradise’ or 
‘wilderness’ but develop ways of exploiting 
the resources without destroying the 
environment, thus ensuring sustainability 
and mutual benefit. Capitalism’s era of 
colonialisation and slavery portrayed such 
people as primitive and savage and yet 
the relentless expansion of empire and 
exploitation has no equal for savagery.

Each chapter in this book contain warnings 
about the environment and capitalism’s 
inability to provide solutions. Crucially, 
there are also examples of hope and 
optimism. Collective responses to climate 
change are needed, not individual, choice-
based ones. Tinkering with eco-friendly 
consumer goods, however commendable, 
won’t cut it. Focussing on individual 
transport solutions or individual home 
insulation, or individual heat pumps won’t 
do. Society needs to democratise, debate 
and plan the economy for the good of 
the people and the planet. Capitalism 
has proved it cannot do this. Many of the 
apparently separate issues we are facing 
at the moment are linked through the 
environment. Think about the rail strikes, 
food costs, Covid, and water shortages. 
The solutions don’t lie in the profit-taking 
corporations but in the collective actions 
of ordinary people. As Sparrow concludes, 
organise, unionise and nationalise, protest 
locally and internationally. This optimistic 
message cuts through the doom and the 
gloom of climate anxiety. Read this book, 
then act. As the 
banners say: 
‘System Change 
not Climate 
Change.’ 

Charlotte 
Ahmed is a 
retired teacher, 
socialist activist 
and member of 
the SWP.
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By the time this column goes to 
press, the UK will have a new 
Prime Minister. Whoever that 

person may be, they will have been 
elected under a system which makes 
China look like a democracy. As we 
all know, the only people with a say 
in choosing the next leader of the 
Government will be members of the 
Conservative Party. Estimates put 
this number at between 180.000 
or 200,000, roughly ten per cent of 
whom may well be dead because of 
their ageing membership. Indeed, the 
contest has dragged on for so long that 
many have probably dies since the start 
of the campaign.

This long running saga which began 
back at the start of July, initially 
resembled a grotesque reality TV 
show, where a whole crowd of faceless 
nonentities battled it out to get their 
faces on the telly. Eventually, it boiled 
down to a month-long head-to-head 
between Rishi Sunak, a man who 
actually looks like he could have been a 
contestant on The Apprentice, and Liz 
Truss who would be out-of-her-depth 
working behind the customer services 
counter in Morrisons. So difficult is it 
to summon up any enthusiasm for this 
pair that even the presenter of one of 
the TV debates pretended to fall asleep 
half-way through - by fainting.

The prospect of Liz Truss as the 
next PM is utterly chilling. She’s like 
Thatcher without the brains. Even 
her own father has publicly stated he 
does not think she’s fit to be Prime 
Minister. John Truss, a retired university 
professor and avowed socialist, has 
had a very strained relationship with 
his daughter since she became a Tory. 
If I were him, I’d be demanding a DNA 
test. How can a left-wing academic sire 
someone so severely intellectually-
challenged with such appalling far-right 
views? Of course, the fact is that they 
only have to appeal to committed 
Tories.

The most pressing issue for the 
incoming Prime Minister will be to 
tackle the cost-of-living crisis which has 
led to a summer of industrial disputes, 
with undoubtedly more to follow in 

the autumn and winter. Truss’s policy 
for dealing with this would appear to 
do nothing about inflation and to stop 
people demanding higher wages by 
making strikes illegal.

Already we have had rail strikes, postal 
strikes and, of course, the industrial 
action from council refuse workers 
in Edinburgh and across Scotland. 
My first experience of the world of 
work when I left school was as a bin 
man in Glasgow. Then, as now, the 
job was filthy, unhealthy and under-
valued. It seems to surprise some BBC 
Scotland reporters standing next to 
stage-managed piles of rubbish in the 
Grassmarket that ‘some people have 
started complaining about the smell’. 

Guess what? The people who normally 
collect all of that shit have to put up 
with that smell every single minute of 
their working week. If nothing else, 
that smell alone should be a compelling 
argument to give them a pay rise that 
at least matches inflation. Edinburgh’s 
refuse workers are on a basic annual 
pay of around twenty-five thousand 
pounds, which works out at roughly 
twelve pounds an hour. Their work is 
essential all year round but especially 
during the Fringe when the streets are 
always in danger of becoming a sea 
of litter due to thousands of flyering 
teams handing out leaflets to members 
of the public who promptly drop these 
pieces of paper on the ground.

The going rate for handing out flyers 
in The Fringe is between eleven 
and fifteen pounds an hour, but is 
often cash-in-hand with no tax or NI 
deductions. In other words, the people 
who are creating 75% of the litter are 
being paid more than the poor sods 
who have to clear up 100% of the mess.

Hopefully, the refuse collectors in 
Aberdeenshire will be able to organise 
a massive pile of shite outside Balmoral 
Castle next week when the new Prime 
minister arrives to meet the Queen. It 
is somewhat bizarre that the person is 
to be appointed in Scotland, a country 
where they will have been elected by 
only ten thousand people aka Tory 
party membership in Scotland. To put 
this in context, that is roughly the 

populations of Ballater and Banchory 
combined.

The reason, we are told is that the 
Queen unable to travel from Balmoral 
down to London because of ‘episodic 
mobility issues’. In lay terms, this 
means she can’t walk more than five 
feet without either falling over or 
pissing herself. But being in same room 
as either Rishi Sunak or Liz Truss can 
have that effect on many people, as 
we saw during the aforementioned TV 
debate.

Despite the fact that they hold a 
mandate smaller than the crowd at 
the previous Saturday’s Aberdeen v 
Livingston game, both candidates have 
come out with some predictable dog 
whistle policy statements on Scotland’s 
future. Truss, in particular, has made 
it clear that she will not agree to a 
second independence referendum 
because ‘the Union cannot be torn 
apart. The Union is like a family’.

What, like your family, Liz? Where even 
your own father thinks you’re a piece 
of shit?

VLADIMIR McTAVISH’S 

Kick up the Tabloids
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