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The Assembly of Birds
A socialist newsletter for the Isle of Wight   May Day 2010

(robsivapalan@hotmail.com, 07974 331 053)
An injury to one is an injury to all!  

Workers of the World Unite!
“Why would I Vote? They’re all the same - and they’re all shit” 
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The elections are a few days away, and most working-class people on the island probably don’t intend to vote. Fair enough - sort of - where you have a Labour government that keeps tightening the screw, carrying on the work of Thatcher’s government, allowing the rich the freedom to award themselves bonuses for their self-made “economic crisis” and use it as a pretext to mount attacks on working class people. We get service cuts and pay-freezes, workload and tax-increases, redundancies and workplace bullying. And the divide and rule method of scapegoating and policing of groups like young people, benefit claimants, Muslims and migrant workers. People would be right in thinking that all these politicians are corrupt and are openly siding with the bosses and bankers - their own expenses scandal being just the most obvious evidence.

But where does that leave us, and how did we get here? Voting is not the be all and end all but it’s not true that there is no difference between the parties. Without talking up New Labour (that’s impossible), there’s just an ounce of truth there when the Tories accuse Labour of being controlled by the unions, like during the BA and Royal Mail disputes. In reality, the unions that affiliate to and bankroll the Labour Party are led on the whole by people who have got so used to accepting scraps from the table, are so afraid of losing the little influence they have, and are more at home in their offices and endless meetings with the representatives of the powerful than they are supporting the struggling workers they’re supposed to represent. Also they believe fundamentally in the bosses right to rule - that trade unions “negotiate”, while in fact the bosses are now engaged in all-out war on the unions and working-class communities, really trying to finish off Thatcher’s work. When it comes to it, the Labour Party is not really controlled by the unions - and the unions are not controlled by their members - but they can be and urgently need to be. 


The Sun and all the other big-business controlled media were happy enough with Labour doing its bidding over the last 13 years, watching the party shed millions of disillusioned working-class members and supporters in the process, but are now pushing for their party of preference, the Tory Party and its paymasters - not the unions but the likes of Lord Ashcroft! Bitter as it is, in this situation we do have to deliver a vote for Labour where there is no better immediate alternative - but far more importantly, we have to clear out the rot of the union leaders and the Labour MPs that have tried to prove they can rule over workers better than the bosses. We need to organise and fight for democratic control over our workplaces, services and communities - we need working-class control of our economy and society. We need a party that will fight for the interests of working-class people, for social justice and a sustainable and peaceful world. We need a working-class party that coordinates from the grassroots - and internationally - a fight against the bosses and the rich, not just to get to parliament, but to actually win the struggle that is going on in every workplace and community, around every resource - and every freedom - in the world. 

We may need to form something from scratch, and there are attempts to form that with a “Trade Union and Socialist Coalition” standing in some constituencies, like in Portsmouth and Brighton, backed by the RMT union and local trade unionists. Here on the Isle of Wight, we need to kick out Tory MP Andrew Turner, worse than useless, and deliver a vote for the Unison branch secretary, Mark Chiverton, who represents the biggest group of organised workers in the public sector and has a record of fighting for all workers - whether or not we think the Labour Party overall can ever be transformed. But more important still is to renew the fight ourselves for the policies that Mark represents, a working-class programme to defend and create socially useful jobs, improve services and extend workers’ rights; for equality, justice, freedom and sustainability. All empty words without our action.

A Vote for Mark is a vote for ourselves and our readiness to organise and fight - not a vote for New Labour. 

Legal Highs... Made illegal against the science, for State control
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Mephedrone (legal highs / m-catt / meow / plant food) was made a Class B drug (five years imprisonment for possession along with the re-classified cannabis) on Friday 16th April despite timely and outspoken criticism of Dr David Nutt who was forced out as head of the Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD) in October last year. It’s been banned on the island for months.


As someone who has used mephedrone socially and has read a bit about it, I don’t rate it that highly as a drug: it sharpens you up and makes some people feel closer to their friends and more confident, having some of the qualities of a stimulant and a euphoric - it‘s a derivative of the drug found in Khat that lots of Somali people chew. But it makes keeping an erection an uphill challenge, lasts for about half an hour as a high (needing constant top-up which soon has no effect other than keeping you awake), messes up your nose if you snort it and brings on jaw clenching and gurning, symptoms of over stimulation (chewing sugar free gum can help). And it’s not that cheap even while it was legal.


Mephedrone is pretty widespread on the island and you can sense the excitement among the bored, little fascists among the police at another reason to get at young people. The government’s approach to drugs is backward and plays to the kind of hypocritical moral panic that you get … on a Tory voting island. Rather than drastically reducing the supply of the drug it will more likely mean that a drug which could be bought directly from producers and shop counters will now be sold by networks of dealers, increasing the likelihood of it being adulterated with other substances. All drugs should be decriminalised so that they can be taken for what they are and used relatively safely without fear or paranoia - with open information and support services where needed.


Dr Nutt who noted that ecstasy is about as dangerous as horse-riding, had this to say in a lecture at Greenwich University: “Drugs aren’t going away – young people want to take them and you can’t stop that without bringing in a level of restraint that is unreasonable in a free society. We need a new approach to dealing with synthetic drugs rather than just saying ‘ban, ban, ban’. I find it very difficult, intellectually and morally, to support the criminalisation of young people for using drugs. Drugs often become illegal when young people start using them. It would be good to buck that trend – maybe get some 70 year olds trying new drugs! Cannabis got Queen Victoria through her nine pregnancies – she’d be turning in her grave to know it’s illegal now. Before this government came in there was trust between science and government, but now science is just overruled.”


Here on the island, where the magistrates, the local councillors and the big business owners operate like the masons, you can see unpaid work (“Community Payback”) often done by people on drug charges. This cabal is happy to cut budgets and jobs with their council hats on - including town centre workers and in the council works dept - and then with their wigs on dole out hundreds of hours of forced labour for petty ’crimes’ to mainly young people.

For a good, open-minded FAQ on the drug, effects and safe use: http://www.lifeline.org.uk/docs/Meph%20faq.pdf
The Chartists and working-class politics
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“6th of May is approaching; tyrants are preparing, traitors deserting; but the honest ‘Democrat’ unfurling the standard of liberty; will rally the poor and oppressed... to strike the home blow … for old England and freedom”. 


The working-class enters on to the stage of history

Above were the words - in 1839 - of George Julian Harney, “Chartist” leader and founder of the East London Democratic Association. The “People’s Charter” put forward the political demands for parliamentary reform of the first independent mass movement in the world of the (wage-) working-class. There were three mass petitions presented in ‘39, ‘42 and ‘48.


This May 6th , in 2010, all “adult” working-class people in Britain -including women - are now entitled to vote but that was not the case in those days. Whereas today millions of working-class people feel their vote won’t change a thing, many Chartists believed that universal suffrage would enable the working-class to decide how society was run, to gain sovereignty, much as the battle over the 1832 Reform Act had wrested the vote for the industrialist class from the landowning aristocracy. Indeed, it was working-class activity in the run up to this so called Great Reform Act of 1832 that helped the industrialists; they used the workers as a battering ram, and then closed the door behind them in what was dubbed “the great betrayal“.


Their morals and Ours. The main debate within the Chartist leadership was between those who believed the “moral force” of the growing multitude of signatures - about two million - would force the existing parliament to concede the demands of their Charter, whereas those such as Harney and Fergus O’Connor saw that it would take the armed insurrection of the working-class to secure their demands.


“We frankly state, that we consider the everlasting preaching of “moral force”, as opposed to “physical force” to be downright humbug; for ourselves we shall be well understood in saying, that we are prepared to adopt all just means within our power for achieving the salvation of our country, so far as we can affect that object. We are resolved to be no longer slaves! We are determined to free our fatherland, peaceably if we can, forcibly if we must!”
In some places, like Newport (South Wales) and in Sheffield and Bradford armed uprisings were put down, and in April 1848, by the time a mass march from Kennington (London) was to present the Charter to Parliament, the leaders backed down in the face of a massive police force mobilised to stop them. Despite their inaction, many of them were arrested, including Willam Cuffay, the famous Black Chartist leader who had organised the Kennington rally; he was deported to Tasmania. Much of the momentum was lost - and to an extent the layer of the middle-class leadership baulked at the revolutions taking place around Europe. 


Towards a Workers’ Party. The majority of working men were given the vote in 1867. In 1860 the London Trades Council had formed as a result of a protracted builders’ dispute in the city - and in 1868, the Salford and Manchester Trades Council convened the first national Trade Union Congress which formed a Parliamentary Committee in 1871 to put pressure on the two main parties. Both the Tories and the Liberals had sought to co-opt and control the so-called “New Model unions” which were highly centralised with a paid-layer of bureaucrats. The Liberals even allowed a few workers’ representatives to stand in less important seats. Industrially, after decades of periodic industrial strikes, a new norm of negotiation and arbitration had become established. 

The idea of an independent party of Labour finally took a step forward in 1893 with the formation of the Independent Labour Party, which by 1900 had convinced a number of unions to form the Labour Representation Committee and stand candidates against both the parties. 


Another few years of a vicious Liberal government, deaf to the unions, led to more unions and left-wing groups affiliating to the LRC which won 29 seats in the 1906 election and shortly after changed its nae to the Labour Party. From the outset the Labour Party leadership made compromises and manoeuvres behind the backs of its membership, but for a few decades remained relatively open, with freedom of opinion and debate. 

With the Russian Revolution the Party formally adopted socialism as its aim, with the famous Clause four, abolished by Tony Blair. The first Labour Government of 1924 marked both an advance for the working-class but also the degeneration of its leadership. 
One demand of the Chartists that has not been granted by any government - even supposedly that of Labour - is the demand for annual parliaments. We have the right every four or five years to vote, whereas our trade unions on an annual – and indeed constant – basis are the bodies where working-class people take stock of their situation and debate the right policies. We still need annual parliaments to maintain complete control over our representatives, who should be recallable and replaceable at any time.  
Today’s People’s Charter (endorsed by the Isle of Wight Labour Party and local unions and trades councils)

1. A fair economy for a fairer Britain.
Take the leading banking, insurance and mortgage industries fully into democratic public ownership run for the benefit of all. Regain control of the Bank of England and keep interest rates low. Tightly regulate the City markets to facilitate lending and to stop speculation and takeovers against the public interest. Ban hedge funds, raids on pension funds, asset-stripping and corporate tax loopholes. Restructure the tax system so big business and the wealthy pay more and ordinary people pay less.

2. More and better jobs.
Existing jobs must be protected. Public and private investment must create new jobs paying decent money. In particular in manufacturing, constructionand green technology. More jobs mean more spending power to stimulate the economy, increased tax revenue and fewer people on benefit. Build full employment. Reduce hours, not pay, to create more jobs. Raise the minimum wage to half national median earnings and end the lower rate for young workers.

3. Decent homes for all.
Stop the repossessions and keep people in their homes. Offer ‘no interest’ loans. Control rents. We need three million new homes. Give local government the power and money to build and renovate affordable quality homes and buy empty ones, ending the housing shortage, and creating jobs.

4. Protect and improve our public services – no cuts. 
Save public money: Bring energy, transport, water and telecommunications back, and keep the post in public ownership. End corporate profiteering in health, education,social and other public services. Stop the EU privatisation Directives.


5. Fairness and Justice.
Free heating and transport for every pensioner. Link state pensions and benefits to average earnings. Protect pension schemes and restore the lost value of private pensions. End child poverty by increasing child benefits and tax credits and providing free nurseries and crèches. Enforce equal pay for women. End racism and discrimination in all its forms. No scapegoat of migrant workers. Invest in young people and give them a real stake in the future. Provide youth, community, arts and cultural centres, sports facilities, and clubs for all. Guarantee training, apprenticeships and education with grants for everyone and no fees. Restore union rights to allow them the freedom to fight the crisis and to protect workers.

6. Build a secure and sustainable future for all.
End the cost of war in blood and money. Bring our troops home. Don’t waste billions on a new generation of nuclear weapons. And beyond the current economic disaster, climate change threatens us all. Our future must be based on massive investment for a greener, safer world now. Debt is crushing millions of people forcing them to move and producing war, famine and misery. Get rid of the debt economy in Britain and cancel the debts of the poor of the planet. A better future for all the people of the world. 
 
http://thepeoplescharter.com/
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May Day – International Workers’ Day

International Workers' Day is the commemoration of the Haymarket Massacre in Chicago in 1886, when Chicago police fired on workers during a general strike for the eight hour day, killing several demonstrators and resulting in the deaths of several police officers, largely from their own guns. In 1889, the first congress of the Second International, meeting in Paris for the centennial of the French Revolution and the Exposition Universelle, following a proposal by Raymond Lavigne, called for international demonstrations on the 1890 anniversary of the Chicago protests. These were so successful that May Day was formally recognized as an annual event at the International's second congress in 1891. The Internationale, the anthem of working-class struggle freedom has been sung around the world on May Day for around a century.

Arise, ye workers from your slumber,
Arise, ye prisoners of want.
For reason in revolt now thunders,
and at last ends the age of cant!
Away with all your superstitions,
Servile masses, arise, arise!
We'll change henceforth the old tradition,
And spurn the dust to win the prize!
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So comrades, come rally,
And the last fight let us face.
The Internationale,
Unites the human race.
So comrades, come rally,
And the last fight let us face.
The Internationale,
Unites the human race.

No more deluded by reaction,
On tyrants only we'll make war!
The soldiers too will take strike action,
They'll break ranks and fight no more!
And if those cannibals keep trying,
To sacrifice us to their pride,
They soon shall hear the bullets flying,
We'll shoot the generals on our own side.

So comrades, come rally ...

No saviour from on high delivers,
No faith have we in prince or peer.
Our own right hand the chains must shiver,
Chains of hatred, greed and fear.
E'er the thieves will out with their booty,
And to all give a happier lot.
Each at his forge must do their duty,
And we'll strike the iron while it's hot.

So comrades, come rally ...
 Help for Heroes? 

The island is known for its ghosts and hauntings. Perhaps it’s something to do with an entrenched culture of brushing things under the carpet and hanging people out to dry - and in recent weeks there have been another two worker suicides associated with debt. 

No-one wants their card marked in such a small place. The Vestas campaign bucked this trend but, again, the main heroes of the story, the group of workers who occupied the Vestas management’s offices to save the islands biggest (and best paid workplace), were sacked and denied their redundancy money. 
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Around St George’s day there was a spree of Help for Heroes fundraising: the island seems to prefer raising money for the war wounded than working-class fighters, preferring nostalgia and illusions and lies to facing present reality. If people really wanted to stop young working-class boys and girls losing their lives and limbs in Afghanistan and Iraq, they would demand an end to these wars and the creation of socially useful jobs. Most young people join the army in the hope of a career, a free education, the opportunity to travel and a sense of belonging to something - and fighting for a cause. Socialists fight for these opportunities for young people and want young people to fight for a better world, not offer themselves as fodder for illegal wars, planned and executed to secure resources and political control by the rich. 


Four of the Vestas occupiers are still pursuing an industrial tribunal to seek reinstatement where even their union, the RMT, have backed off. They may not win like this but they are right to try. Recently a student in Liverpool organised a benefit gig with the university climate society and also ran the Blackpool marathon. He was from Kent and came down with friends during last summer’s campaign - and was inspired by the spirit of the group of people who stuck their necks on the line and fought. The workers lost about £45k between them. We owe it to them - and to our own sense of justice - to pay this back ourselves or better - make Vestas pay. 


Recent BBC research has shown that about two thirds of former Vestas workers have found jobs, but 76% of these are on lower pay. This is unsurprising as Vestas paid some of the best workers’ wages on the island. What is worth remembering is what the Vestas occupiers tried to make clear: the closure of Vestas was a blow to Vestas workers obviously but in many ways it dealt more of a blow to the rest of the island. Having Vestas on your CV on the island is like having a degree to other island employers, and it is clear that Vestas workers - mainly younger fully fit workers - have displaces hundreds of other workers looking for jobs. Two men in their fifties, with minor disabilities, used to attend the Vestas marches. They saw the writing on the wall - that because of the Vestas closure, unless something was done, they would likely never work again. One of the sacked occupiers was one of 4 people taken on from 400 that applied! Other islanders were displaced from college courses to give priority to the Vestas workers. The lesson to be learnt is that an injury to one really is an injury to all.


When soldiers returned from the horrors of the Second World War the working-class communities they belonged kicked out Churchill and elected the Labour Government that created the NHS, and then not without fighting within the Labour Party itself. They demanded that “peace and plenty” be delivered. Today, we need working-class people to defend their class interests and fight for jobs and look after the injured from these class battles, like the Vestas workers who can hold their heads high unlike the surviving soldiers disillusioned, bitter and damaged from Afghanistan and Iraq. Of course we should make sure the returning soldiers are looked after, and make sure the government pay. A workers’ government, a true Labour government, which we need would support welfare not warfare, and jobs not for workers rather than a war that has been disastrous for our working-class brothers and sisters in Iraq. Vestas was the SEEEDA panacea for the long years of unemployment faced by islanders. The battle for justice for the Vestas workers and for the re-opening of the factory, as part of a nationalised energy organisation, not dissimilar to the old NHS, is what we need to keep fighting for. As the original Communist Manifesto said “The Workers of the World have no Country”. We need to unite with workers around the world fighting for jobs and services and a better society, not send ourselves to war - with idiotic notions of patriotism that an inheritance of war poetry should have killed off - for the benefit of the rich.

 
Smash the BNP and the Far Right
Workers' control not Immigration Control:
Jobs and Homes not Racism
 
For a scary number of people, immigration is the big issue. It's a pretty disgusting conclusion for them to draw, a cowardly and hateful one - and fails to actually deal with the real issues properly. 
 
For most people, the issue is not really where people come from or their right to live and work wherever they choose (a right they want for themselves in Spain, France, Austrialia, all over the world). The issue is the scarcity of decent jobs, services and homes. It is also the undercutting of wages, the segregation and tension in our communities and recently the fear of terrorism.
 
The BNP operates in working-class areas where the labour movement has declined, promising the earth, blaming migrants for all ills. Their leaflet on the island says we should "Get Even", a vile provocation that over the last year has been translated in our cities into a tour of their street fighting wing, the English Defence League.
 
Meanwhile, racist division, hostility to migrant workers and the growing immigration controls complex (Fortress Europe, immigration dawn raids, mass forcible detention and deportation) has created a nightmare reality for migrant workers and asylum seekers.
 
Asylum seekers are denied the right to work and then accused of scrounging and lying, and given a fraction of the living allowance (in the form of coupons) of other humans with citizenship papers. Countless thousands of migrants are forced to work "illegally", allowing the bosses to pocket national insurance and tax contributions and pay next to nothing for sweatshop labour. When they organise in unions like cleaners on the London Underground and at SOAS university, the Border Agency and the bosses organise raids and deport union activists. It is a disgrace. But most unions are taking a principled position based on social justice and saying no one is illegal, equal rights for all.
 
For centuries migration has caused upheaval and has been used by the bosses and their politicians to pit one section of workers against another - with Irish migration, Jewish, Commonwealth and EU.
Depressingly, lessons seem to always be hard learnt, but throughout history workers have seen how racisms weakens us all, and have seen the contribution each wave of migrants has made to the renewal of a fighting working-class movement.
 
Mass migration is caused by wars for resources, the economic devastation caused by global capitalism, and increasingly as a result of climate change. Bodies like the EU, G8, UN, IMF and the World Bank organise this destruction and exploitation of people and planet alike. Where a lot of people see the EU as the problem, it's worth remembering the the UK drives the capitalist agenda in Europe and has exempted British workers from the few decent bits of legislation for European workers, like temporary and agency workers' rights and the working-time directive.
 
Today, we need workers' control over jobs, homes and services that are publically owned not run for private profit. And we need solidarity across borders with the working-class movements that have emerged fighting since the economic crisis. We must reject nationalism, use migration as our opportunity to forge global links to bring down a global system of capitalist class rule.
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