
A government serving the interests of the vast majority  
would ban lay-offs and job-cuts 

 
Unemployment continues to grow rapidly across the UK economy. Figures released on 16 July by the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) show that the number of workers on UK company payrolls fell by 649,000 between 
March and June, and that the number of people claiming benefits last month is up to 2.6 million. This doesn’t 
count around 500,000 employees who were not in work but received no pay in May. 

Last week, the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) laid out three scenarios. Under its “upside” scenario, 
unemployment will reach 10 percent, significantly higher than the 8.5 percent peak following the 2008 global 
financial crisis. Under the “central” scenario – which the OBS views as most likely – the jobless rate will rise to 
12 percent, with around 3.5 million out of work, and the “downside” scenario will see unemployment hit 4 
million. On 4 July, the OECD warned that unemployment could increase to almost 15 per cent of the working 
population (around 5 million workers) if the UK is hit by a second wave of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

In our March issue, Labour Internationalist first raised the question of banning job-cuts as an emergency 
measure in the current crisis. The following month, the trade unionist appeal which we endorsed and circulated 
made the explicit demand to requisition the £350 billion given to the banks and businesses and apply it to a list 
of emergency measures to directly protect the population, including a ban on “temporary” lay-offs and job-cuts. 

It would be easy to dismiss the demand for a ban on job-cuts as impossible, “wishful thinking” and utopian. 

But the whole history of the class struggle, both nationally and internationally, is full of examples of the 
exploited and the oppressed organising and winning gains through struggle which they were told beforehand 
were unobtainable, impossible, just wishful thinking. But the 8-hour day wasn’t a generous gift by the bosses, 
it was won through struggle. The same goes for health and safety legislation, the same for paid leave and 
pensions, and the list goes on. 

The fact is that when the working class organised in their trade unions and fought back in the past, the capitalist 
class had no choice but to make concessions. So, why not today? The “failed old economics” of the capitalist 
system are still threatening people’s livelihoods (even their actual lives) today, just as they did when Marx wrote 
Capital 150 years ago.  

The urgent issue facing millions of workers today is to put a stop to lay-offs and job-cuts. But if – as some would 
have us do – we count on the government to put a stop to them on its own initiative, then obviously it is a lost 
cause. What we need to count on is the capacity of the workers and their organisations to unite in order to 
impose a ban on lay-offs and job-cuts.  

How practical a solution would this be? One answer to this question was given in 1938, in the founding 
programme of the Fourth International: “The right to work is the only serious right the worker still has in a 
society that is based on exploitation. Meanwhile, this right is being confiscated from the worker at every step. 
Against unemployment – “structural” as well as “temporary” – it is time to put forward the slogan of a sliding 
scale of working hours, in parallel with the slogan of public works. Trade unions and other mass organisations 
should bind the workers and the unemployed together in the mutual responsibility of solidarity. Available work 
should be distributed among all available workers, and the working week determined in line with this. The 
average wage of every worker remains the same as it was under the old working week. Wages, with a strictly 
guaranteed minimum, follow the movement of prices. It is impossible to accept any other programme for the 
present catastrophic period.” [original emphasis].  

Everyone knows that the tens of billions of pounds needed to genuinely protect jobs and workers’ living 
standards are already there and can be redirected by the government and big businesses – starting with 
requisitioning the hundreds of billions of pounds given to the bankers and the capitalists under the 
government’s support schemes. 

We do not ask everyone who wants to protect jobs to agree with the political programme which we stand for, 
as OCRFI supporters in the UK. But far from being “impossible” or unrealistic, the demands for a ban on lay-offs 
and job-cuts and the introduction of a sliding scale of working hours – therefore a relatively modest 
redistribution between profits and wages in order to protect everybody’s job, share work out between 
everybody, and protect wages at the same time – seems like common sense. Economically, there is nothing 
impossible about it. And this is just one possible solution. 



Of course, this would put the power of the capitalist class – and ultimately its institutions and whole system – 
into question.   

In this situation, the leadership of the TUC with the support the Labour Party leaders are shamefully proposing 
a “National Recovery Council”, which would tie the trade unions to helping the government and bosses 
implement massive job-cuts in every sector. 

For our part,  we  believe that society should be organised on a basis that starts from the social needs of the 
vast majority, not from the requirement for capitalist profit, and this poses the issue of breaking out of the 
framework of the capitalist system, which in turn poses the issue of socialising the means of production. 

What kind of government will carry this out? One whose perspectives and policies will be dictated by the vast 
majority, by the working class, by the workers and their organisations, and not by the interests of a small 
minority, the capitalists. In other words, a workers’ government. 

But we do not make agreeing with all of our political positions into a precondition for fighting for a ban on lay-
offs and job-cuts. We fully support the position taken by the Greater Manchester Association of TUCs and 
Birmingham Trades Council against the National Recovery Council and in favour of a ban on lay-offs and job-
cuts. We will support and join any further steps – however limited – in that direction, whether by individuals or 
organisations.  
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Where is the call to resist, to fight back? Who will lead? 

In his Guardian article (28 May) entitled “Protecting and creating jobs must be a priority in any coronavirus 
recovery”, Unite General Secretary Len McCluskey stated that the government’s job retention scheme (JRS) 
“was a major victory for trade unions”, and then argued: “Support for our proposal for a national council 
for recovery, which has so far fallen on deaf ears in No 10, is growing among the business community. Many 
understand the need for the country to come together at this time of national emergency. The ideologues 
opposing it must stand aside, acknowledging there is no quick fix to this crisis and that the failed old 
economics (…) have no place in these vastly changed days”.  

McCluskey ended his article by appealing to Chancellor Sunak: “Talk with those in business and the 
workplaces, the experts in defending and creating jobs, and you will find the right path for the people and 
the country.” Meanwhile, in June the GMB called on the government to maintain its interventionist 
approach “to drive the UK economy forward”. 

Sunak gave his reply in his Summer Statement on 5 July, when he announced that the JRS will start to be 
wound down and will end in October, justifying this with the government’s new mantra: “We can’t protect 
every job”. The other measures announced by Sunak as part of his so-called “Plan for Jobs” are relatively 
superficial, offering employers a few perks while doing nothing to prevent job-cuts.  

So, Unite members, GMB members and other trade unionists at British Airways, British Gas and elsewhere 
might well ask: Is that it? We politely ask the government and management to kindly reconsider cutting 
jobs, and hope for the best? Where is the call to resist, to fight back? Who will lead? 

 

 

 

Can the union leaders just shrug their shoulders and talk about “these vastly changed days”? 

Supermarket giant Tesco plc is the latest example of the capitalist system in action. From 24 August, Tesco 
is getting rid of contract cleaners in 1,920 Metro and Express supermarkets, and staff working there will 
have to take on extra tasks like cleaning floors, windows, shelves and fridges, as well as cleaning their own 
break rooms and toilets, without any extra pay. The company has referred to extra UK running costs of 
between £650 million and £925 million due to the safety measures needed to protect staff and customers 
during the health crisis. But that is only part of the equation. In June, Tesco announced that UK store sales 
were up 8.7 per cent in the three months to 30 May, as more people prepared their own food under 
lockdown. While making much bigger profits, Tesco decided in April to pay a £635 million dividend to 
shareholders while accepting a business rates holiday worth £585 million from the government’s 
emergency Covid-19 support package. 



The proof is there: Tesco could find the cash to pay contract cleaners to clean its stores, but it is choosing 
not to. What should the response of leaderships the workers’ organisations be? Just shrug their shoulders 
and talk about “these vastly changed days”? 

 

 

 

 

 
 


