
There is political fakery, and then there is what the workers need to be done 

The workers should not pay for the failures of the government and the 
capitalist system 

 
It would be hard to point to anything positive in the current crisis, but we can say that today there is 
much less room for the kind of fakery that politicians might get away with in more “normal” times. 
When people’s livelihoods across the country are being attacked and destroyed using the crisis as a 
pretext, then the gap between what politicians say and do and what needs to be done in the interests 
of working people becomes clear much more quickly.   

Let’s take the strike by around 7,500 workers at British Gas as an example.  

First of all, we should bear in mind that British Gas was created after Attlee’s Labour government 
nationalised the gas industry in 1948. It was privatised in 1986 by the Thatcher government and then 
kept in the private sector by successive Tory and Labour governments.  

Today, British Gas is owned by Centrica and employs around 20,000 people. Last June, the company 
announced restructuring plans which included the loss of 5,000 jobs. This was after 3,800 British Gas 
employees were “furloughed” in April 2020. So, despite benefiting from taxpayers’ money, Centrica is 
trying to force British Gas workers into a “fire and rehire” situation in order to reduce labour costs. 

But as we know, this doesn’t only apply to British Gas. British Airways, Go North West in Manchester 
and many other companies are using the epidemic as a pretext to cut wages and worsen working 
conditions. 

According to a recent survey, a total of 9 per cent of the British workforce has been affected. In sectors 
where workers – particularly working women – are paid the least, earning less than £15,000 a year, 
this figure rises to 30 per cent. (1) Nearly all of the workers surveyed said they had seen their working 
hours or pay reduced since last March – a full-frontal attack across all sectors.   

How did this happen, and what can be done about it? 

In 2016, the working-class constituencies – mostly Labour – where the workers, the unemployed and 
the youth had borne the brunt of the consequences of the EU’s policies (“free and undistorted 
competition”, privatisation, destruction of all the post-war gains, reduction in public spending, the 
driving down of the cost of labour) that had been enforced by all governments regardless of their 
political labels, voted massively to leave the EU. 

They voted to leave the EU and its policies. They did not vote to get the same policies outside of the 
EU. 

What is happening to workers in this country, like those at British Gas, is the result of the continuation 
of EU policy – free and undistorted competition, privatisation of public services, etc. – but outside the 
EU.  

After turning its back on the will of the majority of the working class to break with the EU and its policy, 
the Labour leadership has embarked on a shameful “national unity” policy of constant support for the 
government, which can only lead to the destruction of the Labour Party as a party of the working class. 

Pursuing a policy in line with the interests of the workers – for example, safeguarding British Gas by 
renationalising the company, or safeguarding the NHS against the government’s plans for further 
regionalisation and privatisation – requires breaking with the policy of this government. 

There is growing support by thousands of Labour Party and trade union members for the recent call 
for an immediate Labour Party Recall Conference, based on the wish to take back control of the party 
and ensure it serves the workers’ interests (see “Open Forum”, pages 9-11). Logically, the social 
content of this campaign would be to fight to reclaim and advance further the gains made by the labour 
movement after the Second World War, many of which were lost due to successive governments’ 
collusion with the pro-capitalist policies of the EU. 



But this cannot be achieved with a “national unity” policy. It requires an end to the policy of 
privatisation, cuts in public spending and the driving down of labour costs, as expressed by the working 
class vote to leave the EU in the 2016 referendum. 

A Labour Internationalist reader involved in the campaign for a Recall Conference wrote to us: “The 
idea of “national unity” diverts working people away from class solidarity and towards the false view 
that workers and bosses are on the same side just because they are British.” 

Right now, there are dozens of strikes taking place across the country, despite the crisis situation. The 
workers at the grassroots are ready and willing to fight back, but what are we seeing at the top? 

Some of the leaders of the British Gas unions have signed new agreements that accommodate the 
bosses’ demands, others are promoting rolling strikes (which everyone knows are always short-lived), 
while others (like GMB National Secretary Justin Bowden) prefer writing to British Gas’s shareholders 
(including investment companies like Schroders, Standard Life Aberdeen and Blackrock) to say: “I 
believe that we have a joint interest in persuading Centrica’s senior management from changing its 
current course, before more damage is done to the company (and, consequently, the value of your 
investment). (...). We want a sustainable future for Centrica”. 

Speaking on behalf of the workers, they dare to tell the looters of the utility, which was nationalised 
by Labour and privatised thanks to Thatcher, and only remained privately-owned thanks to successive 
governments complying with the EU rule that forbade renationalisation, that they have “a joint 
interest”.  

They dare to add that they want “a sustainable future” for the privatisation of British Gas! 

At the same time, just when the British Medical Journal has accused all governments – including the 
Johnson government – of “social murder” in the handling of the pandemic (see pages 5-6), we saw 
Shadow Health Minister Jonathan Ashworth failing to oppose Health Minister Hancock's new proposal 
to dismantle the NHS. To the point where Hancock felt able to say: “I will take this as a cautious 
endorsement.” 

The solution to the situation at British Gas lies in its immediate renationalisation; the solution to save 
jobs and prevent “fire and rehire” lies in banning lay-offs and job-cuts.  

This and the other measures we have been arguing for over the last 10 months, the measures needed 
to directly protect working people, require a workers’ government. Such a government can only 
happen when those who claim to represent the working class break with the demands of big business 
and international finance. 

Labour Internationalist intends to contribute towards organising this struggle in all sectors and 
organisations where this question arises. 

Let us open the debate and plan the next steps. 
23 February 

 
(1) This is why Labour Internationalist is fully supporting the campaign for endorsements of the appeal 
for an International Working Women’s Conference (see page 13). 


