
Now more than ever: 

Let’s organise the fightback to stop the government’s reactionary offensive 

For a workers’ government based on the demands and the needs of the 
working class 

 

As part of the Spending Review he presented to Parliament on 25 November, Chancellor Sunak 
announced a pay freeze for firefighters, teachers, civil servants, council and government agency staff, 
police and members of the armed forces (nurses, doctors and other NHS workers have been 
exempted). His aim is to save around £2 billion in public spending, by reducing the income of more 
than 2 million public sector workers in real terms.  

This projected saving represents a fraction of the £12.5 billion paid out to middle-men and speculators 
for PPE, all of it massively overpriced, some of it unusable and some of it not even manufactured yet. 
It represents an even smaller fraction of the £22 billion handed out to private companies for a useless 
national “test, track and trace” system. 

Meanwhile, according to the Office for Budget Responsibility, if the lockdown measures are kept in 
place until spring next year and proven vaccines are rolled out in the second half of 2021, overall 
unemployment is forecast to reach 7.5 per cent, i.e. 2.6 million people will be officially registered as 
unemployed. There is no doubt that the real number of people who will lose their jobs will be much 
higher than that official figure. As poverty reaches unprecedented levels, thousands and thousands of 
people are still dying because of the epidemic and, in fact, because of the refusal by the government 
to take genuine measures to protect the health and lives of the people. 

Is all this inevitable? Is there no possibility to fight back and block the brutal plans of the Johnson 
government?  

The top leaderships of the TUC and of the Labour Party who have enthusiastically called for joint action 
with the government and the bosses seem rather disappointed. Responding to Sunak’s planned pay 
freeze, the national leaders of many trade unions, the TUC General Secretary and various Labour Party 
MPs put out statements that angrily condemned both the measure itself and the government’s “divide 
and rule” tactics. They used terms like “shameful”, “a kick in the teeth” and “a deep sense of betrayal”. 
UNISON General Secretary Dave Prentis described the move as “austerity, plain and simple”. 

Those words are accurate, but words are not enough: where are the proposals for concrete action? 
The wave of economic devastation and direct attacks on the working class and its rights is hitting the 
whole of Europe. During the OCRFI’s Third World Conference on 8-10 November (see pages 8 and 9), 
one of the delegates of the Italian section of the OCRFI reported on the class struggle in Italy, delivering 
the following facts: 

Like in Britain, the leaderships of the Italian trade unions supported the government’s decisions in 
relation to the Covid-19 crisis. The General Secretary of the CGIL union confederation said at the 
beginning of the lockdown that there had to be “general harmony” between the unions, the 
government and the employers. All over Europe and around the world, workers were ready to fight 
back: they did not want to die for the sake of profit, they wanted to defend their jobs and their rights.  

In Britain, despite the position taken by the top leaderships of the TUC and the Labour Party, 
dissatisfaction and the will to fight back have been clearly expressed by nurses and other NHS staff 
across the UK, the Sage Nursing Home care workers in North London, the Greencore food workers 
(BFAWU members) in Northampton, the Bexley waste collection workers, the Ilford School teaching 
staff in East London, the UCU branch at Northumbria University, the Unite members (including 
firefighters, engineers, security, baggage operations, operational and airside workers) at Heathrow 
Airport who have voted to strike in December against the “fire and re-hire” plan, and many workers in 
other sectors, especially workers on low-pay and those obliged to work in unsafe conditions. The youth 



across England are also resisting through student rent strikes, for example forcing Manchester 
University to cut student rents by 30 per cent. 

In Italy, CGIL’s General Secretary signed a pact with the government and the employers’ organisation. 
The leaders of all the Italian trade unions followed him, but this could not stifle resistance from below. 
A strike movement emerged, starting in the metalworking factories of the northern Lombardy region 
against the widespread lack of safety at work.  

The slogan of the strikers was “We are not animals to be slaughtered”.  

The leaders of the metalworkers’ unions (FIOM, FIM and UILM) signed a first agreement, but it did not 
protect safety at work. There was then a second wave of strikes, despite the fact that the unions’ 
national leaderships did not call them. At that time, the regional leaderships of the unions came out in 
support of the strikes. 

The strike movement spread and was joined by teachers and parents, forcing the national leaderships 
to support the mobilisation. 

Faced with this situation, the Italian government then declared that it feared a social explosion, and it 
introduced a temporary ban on lay-offs and job-cuts. 

Of course, the workers are still badly hit by the measures taken to protect profit: they do not receive 
100 per cent of their wages. Initially, the ban was set until the end of June, then to the end of 
December, and now to the end of March 2021. There is one indisputable fact: the Italian government 
had to retreat. 

The temporary ban was imposed by the working class against the will of the government and the 
bosses, and despite the willingness of the union leaderships to co-operate with government and the 
bosses. 

This movement by the working class brought about new developments: 40,000 teachers and 10,000 
ancillary school staff were hired to allow class sizes to be reduced as part of a schools catch-up 
programme and to combat absenteeism. 

The proof is there to see: It is possible to fight back and to stop the reactionary offensive of the 
government in its tracks. This holds true in Britain as well as in Italy. 

Of course, the Italian government will renew its attacks: it has to do so because of the needs of the 
ruling class, but what has taken place is a first step to get rid of that government. 

This will require new developments in the Italian labour movement. That is why the conclusions drawn 
by the OCRFI activists grouped around their paper Tribuna Libera is to increase its distribution, and to 
develop an organisation. 

In Britain, we are facing the same issues. Labour Internationalist intends to help all initiatives and 
moves towards mobilising the working class against the plans and measures of the Johnson 
government. Within this framework, Labour Internationalist aims towards regrouping all those who 
share the conviction that such a struggle opens up the perspective of a workers’ government, a 
government formed by representatives of the workers’ organisations and committed to a platform 
based on the demands and the needs of the working class. 
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