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Since 2008 a crisis of the private financial sector has been
turned into a crisis of public finances. In turn that public
finance crisis has become one of public expenditure only,
and that means attacks on the pay and conditions of all
public sector workers.

In labour intensive services, such as health and central
government, the cuts tend to fall disproportionally upon
workers. This is because the coalition government requires
‘more for less’ from these services, whether or not they are
radically restructured as well.

The nature of the policies now being devised and
implemented by the coalition are such as to try to force
through the ideals of the ‘big society’ with its more familiar
twin, the ‘small state’. These ‘neo-liberal’ style programmes
aim at privatising more state functions, removing democratic
accountability from those that remain, and pushing the costs
of services onto individuals, families, and communities.

There are alternative strategies in contrast to the coalition
government’s cuts programmes. These include a shift in tax
burden and tax collection to the better off, the tax avoiders
and evaders, and to aspects of corporation tax. They must
also include reform of public services – these must be made
more accountable and transparent, they need to rein in
senior management salaries, and they have to be
restructured to become more efficient. The labour movement
must embrace the greater efficiency argument and make it
their own.

The labour movement differs from the conventional wisdom
on efficiency by emphasising in policy documents as well
as bargaining agendas the need to measure it across time
and organisational boundaries. The government’s narrow
business view of efficiency measures it within a particular
unit of activity such as a school, hospital, civil service
agency, local government department, fire and rescue
service, and usually over a limited time period. So, for
example, the number of: patients put through a ward,
children achieving 5 A-C GCSE grades, and fires put out,
are the building blocks of decision-making.

But we all know that education, health and social care,
policing, and defending the common good do not start and

end at the door of school, hospital, and other units of
institutionalised activity. Indeed in most cases it is also not
relevant to measure this year on year, but over decades of
change and improvement. We are saying two things here:
one, that efficiency matters for all citizens as workers and
users within public services, and policies should be
developed to improve that efficiency. Secondly, that
business-school definitions and measurement tools are
inadequate and inappropriate when dealing with national
provision of, for example, health and education, and we
can deliver robust and convincing counter arguments based
on a worker-centred socially realisable view of efficiency.
This would not create the distortions in practice and
outcomes now evident, would use scarce resources and
labour skills more effectively and efficiently, and would
allow a unity of purpose as between the citizen user and the
citizen worker.

This edition of Federation News carries articles about the
nature of the crisis, the form that the cuts agenda will take
in specific sectors, and the nature of the union response. It
is this latter that clearly needs urgent attention from the union
and wider labour movement. It must embrace the reality of
solidarity rather than just the rhetoric, it must involve planned
and co-ordinated responses to both general and specific
government cuts, and it must be able to convince the
majority of union members and the wider working-class of
the necessity to fight against the cuts and for a more
rational, efficient and fairer distribution of income and
wealth. It is this deep seated inequality that lies at the heart
of the economic and social problems we all face, and it is
the leaders of the political system and their apologists in the
media and academia that defend and seek to strengthen
this unequal and unfair regime.

The principles of the French revolution updated by James
Connolly remain the most potent core principles for which
all in the labour movement should strive: that every child
born anywhere in the world has the right to a fair share of
the world’s resources!

Roger Seifert
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campaigning beyond the workplace and, in particular,
developed projects that focus on ‘vulnerable’ workers. To
say that we are all vulnerable now gives a glibness to a
real truth as precarious employment begins to bite. In these
circumstances, vulnerability is not some unfortunate personal
characteristic or something facing migrant workers far from
home but a deliberate employer’s strategy. At its heart is to
shift risk from the employer to the individual as one
Hungarian trade unionist recounted on a recent course. A
large multinational was trying to persuade its drivers to lease
their petrol tankers and become owner drivers. You might
ask why anybody would want to do that and the carrot
was, of course, keeping a higher proportion of earnings.
The other side of this dirty coin was a whole list of issues
around holidays, sickness, insurance and a 24 hour
responsibility. Effectively employers are seeking to shift the
burden of risk to the individual and cut costs at the same
time. The outsourcing, agency work, temporary contracts
and bogus self-employment that undermine collective
organising are distinct employer strategies in both the public
and private sectors.

The outcomes of vulnerability are perhaps better defined by
the use of the more European term of ‘precariousness’ which
draws attention to the issue of job loss and a shift to reliance
on meagre and reducing state benefits. Unions have to
engage with families and communities if they are to
challenge the impact of the recession. In doing so the
emerging strategies of ‘community unionism’ become not
just an add-on to workplace representation but a core trade
union activity. Learning to work with other organisations that
share our aims is essential and this will mean being flexible
about ways of organising and innovative in the actions that
trade unions are prepared to take. The links with London
Citizens and living wage campaigns elsewhere in the
country show what can be achieved in influencing even a
Tory mayor of London and engaging thousands in active
campaigning.

How can we support members and union officers in
renewing their ways of working and building effective
resistance to the ravages of the banker’s recession? One of
the first things that companies do in ‘straightened times’ is
to cut the training budget. It is here that trade unions must
do precisely the opposite. Developing training that supports
innovative strategies is essential and so are different ways
of delivering it. On line courses can get to a much larger
audience but face-to-face allows the sharing of experience
and the building of solidarity. Shop stewards, full time
officials and community representatives need to be in the
same room so they can understand each others problems
but also share solutions. While we may all share the idea
behind the easy sloganising of ‘why should we pay for their
crisis?’, we should also recognise a real opportunity to
develop a trade unionism that takes us beyond our own
workplaces and into the local communities that exist on the
ground and the international communities living on the
internet and waiting for your E Mail.
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