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A
PRIL 28 is a big 
day in the trade-
union calendar. 
I nte r nat iona l 
Workers’ Memo-
rial Day is when 

workers around the world unite 
to remember those killed at, 
or by, work and to organise in 
their memory.

Under normal circumstances 
I would perhaps be reflecting 
about many of the global inci-
dents that you have read about 
in the pages of the Morning 
Star over the past year — of bad 
employers, dangerous working 
practices and persecuted trade 
unionists. 

But while we do continue to 
reflect on those cases, these are 
far from normal circumstances. 

They are extraordinary. And 
that is why this year’s theme 
for IWMD is “Stop the Pan-
demic at Work.” 

The call to “remember the 
dead and fight for the living” 
has never been so urgent and 
so poignant. And rarely has 
the trade-union movement felt 
more conscious of global unity 
on a single issue.

There is no doubt that NHS 
workers are central to tackling 
the pandemic. That is why, 
rightly, they have been hailed at 
every turn by government, com-
mentators and the general public. 

Indeed, BBC1 has recently 
built an entire Thursday night 
schedule around the weekly 
clap for the NHS.

But many NHS workers have 
lost their lives to the virus, and 
this is certainly not something 
to be applauded. 

It has been a savage blow 
to their families, and deeply 
alarming and upsetting for their 
colleagues. We will remember 

those workers during the min-
ute’s silence at 11am today. 

We will also remember the 
care workers who have died, 
the transport workers, the 
prison workers and police.

Tragically, some education 
staff have also lost their lives, 
and we will take this opportu-
nity to remember them and send 
thoughts to their loved ones. 

Our objective throughout 
this crisis is to fight tooth and 
nail to ensure the health and 
safety of our members and chil-
dren they educate.

The Covid-19 pandemic has 
focused attention on the links 
between occupational health 
and safety and wider public 
health like never before. 

It has also demonstrated 
that not only is the health and 
safety of NHS and care staff 
vital to fighting the pandemic, 
so too is the health and safety 
of key workers in other sectors, 
including, of course, education. 

As entire nations experience 
this unprecedented shutdown, 
unions are playing a crucial 
role in ensuring all workers 
are protected. 

It is workers who will get us 
through this coronavirus crisis, 
not bankers or billionaires.

Since March 23, schools have 
been open to the children of 
key workers as well as the most 
vulnerable pupils. 

In many cases it has been 
possible to deliver schooling 
in circumstances where social 
distancing is maintained, and 
we commend staff, parents 
and pupils for endeavouring 
to make this work. 

But the fact is that we are 
some way off having a suffi-
ciently safe working environ-
ment in schools. 

F
OR International 
Workers’ Memo-
rial Day this year, 
Usdaw is highlight-
ing the risks many 
front-line workers 

are taking to help keep the rest 
of us safe and healthy. 

Healthcare workers in par-
ticular are risking their lives 
doing their job to take care of 
the sick. 

Many others, like Usdaw 
members in supermarkets 
and delivering the food supply 
chain, are providing essential 
services and deserve our thanks 
for everything they are doing. 

We urge the public to 
observe a one-minute silence at 
11am today to remember those 
workers we’ve lost to Covid-19.

More people are killed at work 
than in wars. They died because 
their safety just wasn’t a priority. 

So today we “remember the 
dead and fight for the living” by 
highlighting our all-year-round 
campaigning for better health 
and safety at work. 

Shopworkers and their col-
leagues in the retail food supply 
chain are on the front line of 
feeding the country during the 
current crisis. 

They are providing an essen-
tial service in very difficult 
circumstances, working long 
hours in busy stores, facing 
abuse from customers and of 

course they are concerned they 
may contract Covid-19. 

This year we should take 
time to recognise the heroic 
efforts they are making in 
very difficult circumstances, 
alongside many other front-
line workers. 

A one-minute silence at 11am 
for those we’ve lost is a fitting 
tribute.

Usdaw continues to work 
with employers to improve 
health and safety for staff, par-
ticularly those dealing directly 
with the public. 

We also call on customers to 
stay calm, respect shopwork-
ers and practise the necessary 
hygiene measures to help limit 
the spread of the virus. 

We were shocked that a 
survey of our members found 
that violence, threats and 
abuse have doubled during this 
national emergency. 

At a time when we should 
all be working together to 
get through this crisis, it is a 
national disgrace that people 
working to keep food on the 
shelves for their local commu-
nities are being abused and 
assaulted. 

Urgent action is required. 
Our message is clear — abuse 
is not part of the job.

Life on the front line of retail 
is normally pretty tough for 
many shopworkers and has 

become much worse during the 
coronavirus emergency. 

The safety of our members is 
absolutely paramount, but they 
tell us that some of the shop-
ping public are resisting social 
distancing measures in stores 
and can become abusive when 
asked to queue and maintain a 
two-metre gap. 

Our message to the public is 
there is no excuse for abusing 
shopworkers, please treat our 

members with the respect they 
deserve.

So there needs to be action 
to help protect staff. We want 
the government to legislate for 
stiffer penalties for those who 
assault workers — a simple 
stand-alone offence that is widely 
recognised and understood by 
the public, police, Crown Prose-
cution Service, the judiciary and, 
most importantly, criminals. 

Retail staff have a crucial 
role in our communities and 
that role must be valued and 
respected — they deserve the 
protection of the law.

Shops are the cornerstone of 
our communities, but they can 
only operate with staff, who 
clearly do not have the option 
to work from home. 

We continue to work with 
retailers to improve health 
and safety for staff. We also 
call on customers to stay calm 
and respect shopworkers.

Strong unions are the best 
protection for workers. Work-
places that have strong union 
representation typically have 
much lower fatality, injury 
and ill-health rates than those 
that do not. 

Research in this country and 
abroad has shown repeatedly 
that unions make a difference.

 ■ Paddy Lillis is general secretary 
of shopworkers’ union Usdaw.

Shopworkers are on the  
front line in this pandemic  
– they deserve our respect
Retail staff have a crucial role in our communities, 
says Usdaw leader PADDY LILLIS as the movement 
marks International Workers’ Memorial Day

ESSENTIAL: A 
shopworker 
serves customers 
from behind a 
protective screen

“
Our message to 
the public is 
there is no 
excuse for 
abusing 
shopworkers

T
HE Covid-19 cri-
sis is, of course, 
unprecedented. 
Yet it is also shin-
ing a brutal light 
on existing racial 

and class inequalities, which 
have deepened after half a 
century of brutal, unrestrained 
neoliberal policies. 

As a black woman represent-
ing the exceptionally diverse 
constituency of Leicester East, 
it has been extremely concern-
ing to see the disproportionate 
impact of the coronavirus upon 
African, Asian and minority 
ethnic communities. 

Analysis from the Inten-
sive Care National Audit and 
Research Centre found that, 
of over 4,000 critically ill coro-
navirus patients, 34 per cent 
were from BAME backgrounds 
— over double what would be 
expected based on population 
demographics.

These figures reflect the 
severe racial disparities in our 
economy. The Resolution Foun-
dation think tank estimate that 
Black, Indian, Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi employees expe-
rience an annual pay penalty 
of £3.2 billion. 

This means that African, 
Asian and minority ethnic 
communities are more likely 
to fall through the cracks in the 
government’s financial support 

and are therefore more likely 
to be forced to work in unsafe 
conditions.

The heightened suffering of 
African, Asian and minority 
ethnic communities is, tragi-
cally, a global trend. 

In the United States, almost 
one-third of infections nation-
wide have affected African-Amer-
icans, according to data from the 
Centres for Disease Control. 

Likewise, nearly one-third of 
those who have died across the 
country are African-American, 
roughly double the proportion 
of the US population.

On International Workers’ 

“      
It is vital that we 
use this 
moment to push 
for a permanent 
extension of 
migrant rights
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Memorial Day, when I join the 
minute’s silence for all workers 
and trade unionists who have 
lost their lives, I will be especially 
thinking of all the NHS profes-
sionals, carers and staff who have 
tragically died on the front lines 
of the coronavirus crisis. 

NHS staff are at considerable 
risk, in large part due to the 
lack of staff testing and short-
ages of personal protective 
equipment. 

In a study of 106 healthcare 
workers who have tragically 
died from the virus, the Health 
Service Journal found that BAME 
individuals accounted for 95 
per cent of medical staff deaths 
despite making up 44 per cent 
of the NHS medical workforce. 

The same HSJ study found 
that 66 per cent of NHS workers 
who have died were not born 
in the UK. 

Our health service simply 
would not function without 
the sacrifices of people from 
across the world. 

As anti-racists, it is vital that 
we use this moment to push 
for a permanent extension of 
migrant rights. 

That means an end to the 
hostile environment, shutting 
detention centres and grant-
ing indefinite leave to remain 
to all NHS workers and their 
families.

Many have tried to dismiss 
the imbalance in deaths as 
being explained by cultural 
differences. 

Yet as socialists, we know 
that racism and discrimina-
tion are deeply ingrained in the 
social, political and economic 
structures of our global eco-
nomic system. 

The scourge of institutional 
racism results in unequal 
access to quality education, 
healthy food, liveable wages 
and affordable housing — 
which are the foundations of 
health and wellbeing. 

This is the context in which 
the coronavirus crisis is operat-

ing. The uneven deaths reflect a 
global economic system which 
has been built upon racialised 
extraction and subordination. 

Existing racial and class 
inequalities, coupled with inad-
equate government support, 
mean that migrants and Afri-
can, Asian and minority ethnic 
communities are at greater risk 
during this crisis. 

I welcome that, after pres-
sure from Labour MPs, the 
government has launched an 
investigation into the dispro-
portionate impact of corona-
virus on BAME communities.

Yet the Conservatives are 
responsible for deepening the 
racial and class inequalities 
that exist in our society. 

Last year a special rappor-

teur for the UN’s human rights 
council reported on the state of 
discrimination in Britain. 

Its findings were “analo-
gously grim,” as it reported 
that “austerity measures in the 
United Kingdom are reinforc-
ing racial subordination.”

According to the findings of 
the most recent Race Dispar-
ity Audit, black and Asian chil-
dren are twice as likely to be in 
persistent poverty and live in 
substandard accommodation as 
white British children. 

The Runnymede Trust also 
found that the poorest black 
and Asian households have lost 
out the most under austerity, to 
the tune of £8,400 to £11,700 
per year. 

This might seem like small 
change to our government of the 
super-rich, but it is the world of 
difference for poorer families.

As well as being a day of 
remembrance, Workers’ Memo-
rial Day is also a celebration 
of everything that the Labour 

and trade union movement has 
fought for and won. 

From fairer pay, the eight-
hour day to weekends, every-
thing that makes the lives of 
workers tolerable has been won 
by generations of struggle.

I will be reflecting on how 
much of these achievements 
have been cut away during the 
failed neoliberal project of the 
last half century. 

It is hard not to wonder how 
many of the workers that have 
died due to exposure from the 
coronavirus could have been 
saved if recent governments 
had focused on building up 
protections for workers rather 
than transferring the wealth 
they create to the super-rich. 

After this crisis, we can no 
longer live in a society defined 
by extreme racial and class 
inequality. It is up to all of us 
to fight for that better world. 

 ■ Claudia Webbe is Labour MP for 
Leicester East.

It is workers who will get us 
through this coronavirus crisis, 
not bankers or billionaires
Normal public events won’t be possible for Workers’ Memorial Day this year, but marking  
the day has never been more important, says joint NEU leader MARY BOUSTED

The uneven deaths reflect a 
global economic system 
which has been built upon 
racialised extraction and 
subordination, writes 
CLAUDIA WEBBE MP

Regrettably, unnamed sources 
within government have spent 
recent weeks briefing out highly 
speculative rumours about pos-
sible dates for reopening schools 
to all pupils. 

They wish to use schools as 
a symbol of recovery, a good 
headline to lift the nation, but 
it comes with no clear plan to 
protect staff, children, young 
people or their families. 

We all want to see the reo-
pening of schools, but the 
National Education Union’s 
position is clear. Schools can 
only reopen when scientific 
advice says it is safe and after 
systematic testing and contact 
tracing is up and running. 

We have written to the Prime 
Minister asking for assurances 
about how the government will 
mitigate risks to staff health. 

You can help reinforce this 
position by joining the 200,000 

people who have already signed 
our petition: mstar.link/NEU-
Petition.

Personal protective equip-
ment (PPE) is not yet available 
to all educators who need it, 
particularly in certain special 
school settings — we have been 
pressing the government and 
will continue to do so.

Normal public events won’t 
be possible for International 
Workers’ Memorial Day 2020, 
but marking the day has never 
been more important.  For our 
part, the NEU has a social-
media campaign in which 
everyone can participate. 

We are joining forces with the 
Hazards campaign, and there 
are some fantastic resources 
on its website (www.hazard-
scampaign.org.uk), including 
posters that you can print off 
to display in a window at home. 

Take a look at our website 

for ideas. Join us in lighting a 
candle tonight. Take a photo of 
your candle and, with a caption 
about who you’re remember-
ing, post it on social media 
using the hashtag #IWMD20.  

There are many heroes on 
the front line, but we are so 
proud that NEU members 
across Britain are playing such 
an important role in the fight 
against coronavirus. 

In continuing to care for 
vulnerable children and those 
of key workers, it is teachers, 
heads and school staff who are 
helping to keep the country 
going at this difficult time. 

Together let’s ensure we 
make our voices heard and that 
we come out of this crisis even 
stronger.

 ■ Mary Bousted is joint general 
secretary of the National Educa-
tion Union.

Coronavirus is highlighting extreme 
racial and class inequalities

SAFETY FIRST: Pupils doing 
their school work from home
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While healthcare staff are 
applauded as heroes, criminal 
failings are leaving them to die
Across the NHS and the heavily privatised social care system, key workers 
now face a hand-to-mouth existence on PPE, writes JACQUI BERRY

C
OVID-19 has 
exposed what 
socialists and 
trade union-
ists have long 
understood — it 

is working-class people who are 
indispensable to society. 

Workers who are now 
applauded as essential heroes 
were just a few short months 
ago dismissed, demeaned and 
demonised by the Tory govern-
ment. 

The starvation diet imposed 
on the NHS left the system woe-
fully under-resourced. 

Over 100 healthcare workers 
have already paid with their 
lives. 

Criminal failings in personal 
protective equipment supplies 
have forced healthcare workers 
into making impossible choices 
— risk their own lives or refuse 
to work without PPE and risk 
the lives of others. 

Some have refused. Many 
more have attempted to find 

solutions, reusing single-use 
only items and repurposing 
bin liners, rain coats and swim-
ming goggles. 

Some employers have threat-
ened disciplinary action against 
workers who refuse to put their 
lives on the line. 

Others have attempted to 
scare workers into silence as 
well as submission, forbidding 
staff from raising concerns pub-
licly.  

Appearing on the Marr Show 
on Sunday, Dominic Raab 
continued the government’s 
steadfast refusal to accept any 
responsibility for the cata-
strophic shortfall in PPE, blam-
ing an “international shortage.” 

While he is right to highlight 
the inadequacies of the global 
free market in facilitating a co-
ordinated response to the pan-
demic, Raab offers no solutions 
beyond unconvincing claims 
that PPE is in the pipeline. 

Across the NHS and the 
heavily privatised social care 

system, key workers now face 
a hand-to-mouth existence on 
PPE, not knowing what, if any, 
life-saving equipment will be 
available from one shift to the 
next. 

Thousands of competing 
care providers have joined the 
scramble for gloves, gowns, 
masks and eye protection. The 
result? Death, on an untold 
scale. 

The failure to plan is not the 
failure of the Tory government 
alone. It is endemic within the 
capitalist system. 

The production and distri-
bution of PPE on a global scale 
is driven not by human need, 
but by the relentless drive by 
manufacturers for profit.  

The Tory government has 
not intervened to requisition 
private firms and force the 
production of PPE, because it 
would create a conflict with big 
business. 

However, it would be a far 
more effective way to deliver a 

regular, reliable stream of high-
quality products which could 
prevent thousands of deaths. 

There can be no confidence 
in any government that is pre-
pared to sacrifice the lives of 
working people in order to 
protect the interests of big 
business.  

Thousands of workers are 
dying alone. Sometimes gasp-
ing for breath, sometimes with 
a nurse wrapped in plastic to 
hold their hand. 

Year after year, on Workers’ 
Memorial Day, trade unionists 
sombrely repeat the old adage, 
“Remember the dead, fight for 
the living.” 

Our movement cannot wait 
for the pandemic to pass before 
we do. Socialist solutions to the 
coronavirus-induced capitalist 
chaos are urgently needed. We 
have a world to win!  

 ■ Jacqui Berry is an ICU nurse and 
Unison NEC member. She writes 
this column in a personal capacity.

T
OGETHER with 
other campaign 
groups and trades 
unions, the Coro-
navirus Fightback 
campaign has tried 

to keep up the pressure on the 
the government to take action to 
meet people’s needs — not the 
demands of billionaire big busi-
ness and bankers who care only 
for their wealth and power. 

Now is not the time to back 
off. The government has been 
reluctantly pushed every step of 
the way by the people — and it 
still of course routinely misses 
its targets in terms of testing 
and PPE, with the resulting 
sickness and deaths.

We need to keep pushing. 
Today is International Workers’ 
Memorial Day when we remem-
ber all workers who have died 
at work. Yet, despite all the evi-
dence, arguments and demands, 
workers in warehouses, shops, 
construction sites, transport and 
many other areas are still forced 
to go to work in jobs that no-one 
could see as “essential” — no-
one, that is, except their bosses 
who believe it is essential that 
they go on making profit from it.

Now the business world 
and their most slavish Tory 
supporters in Parliament are 
trying to reassert themselves, 

lift the restrictions on them as 
employers and get the money 
rolling in for them — again.

They are dressing this up as 
freeing people from social isola-
tion — and people who should 
know better like Labour’s 
knight of the realm, Sir Keir 
Starmer, are adding fuel to this 
in a bid for popularity.

Of course we are all fed up 
with “stay at home” social iso-
lation, and the finger-wagging 
and heavy-handed policing of 
it — particularly against people 
with often cramped conditions 
at home, with very little or no 
outside space. 

This needs to be dealt with 
as a very real problem. But the 
answer is not to “get the econ-
omy going again” — that is, to 
herd the workforce back into 
dangerous workplaces to allow 
their bosses to start trousering 
the profits again.

There are five tests that the 
government has had forced on 
it which need to be met. 

How much more clear do 
they have to be? But we will 
repeat them for those who pre-
tend not to know.

Before any restrictions are 
lifted: 
■ The NHS must be in a posi-
tion to cope with the numbers 
currently ill

■ There must be a clear and 
sustained fall in the death rate
■ The infection rate must be 
under control, falling and man-
ageable by the NHS
■ The current supply of test 
kits and PPE must be meeting 
current demand, and allowing 
the development of a stock to 
meet projected future demand
■ Any adjustments to the social 
isolation and economic shut-
down must not risk a further 
spike in sickness and death.

The only way to get to that 
final position is through social 

isolation, widespread testing of 
the whole population, contact 
tracing of those infected, quar-
antine of those contacts and the 
development of a vaccine.

The government has not 
only failed to achieve these five 
tests, the raw fact is that it has 
no intention of applying them. 

It fails to attempt to eradi-
cate the virus and simply 
repeats that its ambition is to 
“slow down the spread of the 
disease.” 

This is a continuation of the 
policy it says it has abandoned 

— “herd immunity” — but with 
the herd taking a slower pace 
than the gallop the Tories had 
orginally planned for us, with 
between 250,000 and 500,000 
projected deaths.

The architects of this, Domi-
nic Cummings and his patron 
Boris Johnson, were persuaded 
this would not be good for the 
popularity of the government 
and they retreated — marking 
the first real success of the peo-
ple in forcing the government 
away from its deadly policies.

But the idea remains. With-

out testing, contact tracing and 
quarantine having been put in 
place, there will inevitably be 
renewed infection. 

And that is what tells us that 
the policy of herd immunity 
is still in place — at a slower 
pace perhaps, with a less dra-
matic level of death at any one 
time — and maybe something 
that the public could be per-
suaded to think of as the “new 
normal.”

We must not be bullied or 
conned by big business and their 
supporters in any and all parlia-
mentary parties into allowing 
them to fire up their operations 
again before it is safe.  

The TUC and trades unions 
— the organisations best situ-
ated to represent and speak for 
Britain’s workers — should play 
a central role in any such dis-
cussions at government level, 
and no decisions about changes 
in that direction should be 
taken without their agreement.

Even though we’d all love life 
to get back to normal as soon 
as possible, people’s lives must 
come before the normal grind 
of the capitalist profit machine.

 ■ Jay Veyess is part of the Corona-
virus Fightback Facebook campaign 
(www.facebook.com/coronavirusfa-
cebook).

“
The failure 
to plan is 
not the failure 
of the Tory 
government 
alone. It is 
endemic within 
the capitalist 
system

SHORT 
SUPPLY: 
Paramedics 
and staff at 
the Royal 
Liverpool 
University 
Hospital 
wearing 
various items 
of PPE 

BUSINESS 
FIRST: Health 
Secretary Matt 
Hancock
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“REMEMBER the dead, fight like hell for the living.” The 
solemn pledge made each Workers’ Memorial Day by trade 
unionists is especially poignant amid a global pandemic.

Workers are dying. Workers on the front lines of the 
National Health Service, in our care homes, staffing our 
shops or keeping public transport running, delivering goods 
and post or looking after the children of other key workers 
in our schools.

Workers have been exposed to catching the Covid-19 virus 
because non-essential workplaces have not all been closed. 
And workers whose work is essential have been put in harm’s 
way because managers have not adapted workplaces properly 
to adhere to social distancing guidelines. On a still greater 
scale, workers’ lives have been risked — and lost — because 
they have not been provided with proper personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE), even when their jobs involve treating 
infected people in our hospitals.

TUC leader Frances O’Grady is right to describe this failure 
as “grotesque” and right to lay it at the door of ministers.
The government ignored warnings from the World Health 
Organisation and from China, where the coronavirus first 
struck, and failed to use precious weeks to prepare. It was 
late in establishing a lockdown and then failed to take 
appropriate measures to address continuing problems such 
as overcrowding on public transport.

It has repeatedly sought to blame the public and even 
health workers for the lethal consequences of its own deci-
sions. Before coronavirus, the government had years in 
which it recognised and even tested scenarios for dealing 
with a global pandemic.

Some claim authorities were unprepared because they 
had game-played outbreaks of influenza, which does not 
spread in the same way as coronavirus. 

Yet ministers did not bother to act on the central find-
ings of the 2016 pandemic drill — that the NHS would 
be rapidly overwhelmed and that stocks of PPE would be 
rapidly exhausted. Had they done so, fewer workers would 
have died this year. 

No wonder journalist John Pilger has called for then 
health secretary Jeremy Hunt, who also presided over a 
40 per cent reduction in PPE stocks, to be prosecuted for 
criminal negligence.

Such demands are not mere point-scoring but would help 
end a culture of impunity for the elite that allows them to 
play fast and loose with our safety.

Backed up by a corporate media whose devotion to private 
profit easily eclipses its concern for human life, successive 
governments have been able to turn a basic and vital demand 
— that people are not put at unnecessary risk while doing 
their jobs — into a joke, “health and safety gone mad.” 

In 2012 David Cameron complained that health and safety 
legislation was “an albatross around the neck of British 
businesses” and vowed to “kill off the health and safety 
culture for good.”

Two years later he was being lauded for his “bonfire of 
the building regulations,” a phrase that sticks in the throat 
following the Grenfell Tower disaster — though as the Fire 
Brigades Union has meticulously documented, decades of 
deregulation by both Tory and Labour governments set the 
scene for that tragedy. Like Grenfell, the failure to supply 
workers with essential PPE was preventable, and must not 
be depoliticised. 

When we observe a minute’s silence today for the workers 
who have perished as a result, we should commit in their 
memory to ensure people are not forced to risk their lives 
to do their jobs in future.That entails sweeping changes in 
the world of work, to redress the balance of power between 
the worker and the boss.

It requires Britain’s repressive trade union legislation 
to be overturned, to ensure trade unions have access to 
workplaces and the ability to negotiate appropriate working 
conditions for each sector through collective bargaining.

Ministers are not going to offer us such reforms. Only 
huge industrial and political pressure from our movement 
will carry them forward.

After the pandemic, 
health and safety can no 
longer be dirty words

Star comment W
ITH the coro-
navirus pan-
demic domi-
nating our 
lives, health 

and safety is paramount and 
nowhere more so than at work. 

But all is not well in Britain’s 
workplaces. Even before the 
current danger, classic occu-
pational diseases caused by 
chemicals and dust were being 
complemented by the maladies 
of the 21st-century workplace 
— heart disease, suicide and 
work-related depression and 
despair.

This is neither speculation 
nor scaremongering. Asbestos 
deaths are at an all-time high, 
silicosis ruins or ends thou-
sands of lives each year and 
occupational asthma afflicts 
unchecked new generations 
of wheezy workers. 

At the same time work-
related stress, anxiety and 
depression are at a record high. 

This old and new health-rob-
bing double dose is no accident. 
British workers are vulnerable 
by design, increasingly over-
loaded and underprotected at 
work.

The lines between work and 
home life have blurred too, as 
technology gives employers a 
wireless route directly into our 
homes, day and night. 

Shift work, which is linked 
to cancer, heart disease, diabe-
tes and all-round poorer health, 
is now the “daily” routine for 
many. 

The result is that British 
working hours are among the 
highest in Europe. Burnout is 
now a World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) recognised and 
classified “occupational phe-
nomenon.” 

We are a generation of work-
ing wounded, frequently too 
poor or too worried to go sick. 

And yet, at a time when 
Britain has a record numbers 
of workers and workplaces to 
police, the Health and Safety 
Executive, Britain’s safety reg-
ulator, is running on empty, 
barely visible at work and 
increasingly absent from the 
courts.  

In a report due out next 
week, the authors, Andrew 
Moretta and David Whyte, 
show that an erosion of employ-
ment rights combined with a 
retreat from official oversight 
of workplace health and safety 
conditions, have left British 
workers vulnerable to abuse 
at work and lacking both sup-
port and an effective safety net. 

Britain’s place in the global 
economy is now a place where 
safety outcomes can be deter-
mined in the boardrooms of 
multinational companies or 
fashioned to suit global trade 
lobby groups.  

Consider this. Companies 
and their uber-rich owners 
frequently have more eco-
nomic power than the major-
ity of countries where they do 
business. 

The online retailer Amazon 
is worth more than the GDP 
of 90 per cent of the world’s 
nations. 

The personal wealth of Ama-
zon CEO Jeff Bezos would put 
him at number 65 in the list 

of richest countries if he was 
a nation and not the world’s 
richest shopkeeper. 

It is a system that elevates 
money over morality. The 
World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) does not have protection 
of workers’ rights, welfare or 
the environment as part of its 
core operational priorities. 

In fact, the WTO has been 
used to challenge protective 
legislation as a barrier to free 
trade.

There is, however, a well-
established global body capa-
ble of checking labour rights 
and safety abuses, and which 
is cited in international trade 
negotiations. 

The International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), a UN 
agency, celebrated its cente-
nary in 2019. 

Britain was a driving force in 
the creation of the ILO but now 
lags behind most developed and 
many developing nations in the 
number of ILO standards rati-
fied. 

The absentees from the list 
of British ratifications are not 
irrelevant instruments, includ-

ing many known by heart by 
international trade union reps 
because they are cited so fre-
quently, including Conventions 
162 (asbestos), 139 (occupational 
cancer), 170 (chemicals) and 174 
(major industrial accidents). 

The need for global baseline 
safety standards has never been 
more acute. 

Cost-cutting decisions made 
in the London boardroom of 
BP were major contributory 
factors in the deaths of 15 con-
tract workers in the Texas City 
refinery fire in 2005 and 11 in 
the 2011 Deepwater Horizon 
oil rig tragedy in the Gulf of 
Mexico. 

When Britain fails to ratify 
ILO safety conventions, it sends 
a signal worldwide that safety 
beyond its immediate doorstep 
doesn’t matter, even though 
British coffers and the country’s 
most prestigious companies 
benefit hugely from income 
earned in other nations and 
produced by the labour of their 
nationals. 

If Britain thinks these ILO 
safety instruments are not 
worth ratifying, why should a 

developing nation step up? 
Eschewing globally accepted 

controls sends that clear and 
clearly dangerous message. 

It is perhaps significant that 
unions and safety advocates are 
finding creative ways to ensure 
decent and safe standards are 
observed internationally. 

The ILO model is embraced 
in Global Framework Agree-
ments struck between multi-
national companies and global 
unions. 

The agreement signed in 
2017 between the British-based 
global online fashion retailer 
Asos and the global union 
federation IndustriALL, for 
example, requires both sides 
“to collaborate to ensure the 
application of International 
Labour Organisation stand-
ards”  throughout the Asos 
supply chain. 

It makes explicit reference 
to several ILO health and safety 
conventions and recommenda-
tions.

If Britain wants to emulate 
the economic success of coun-
tries like Sweden, Norway, 
Finland, Germany and the 

You can’t have a first-class 
economy if you choose 
to play by third-rate rules
Britain’s failure to ratify international workplace safety 
standards reflects a government approach that requires some 
among us to die making a living, argues RORY O’NEIL

CORPORATE RESPONSIBILITY? 
Amazon workers thanked the NHS 
this week — but they can expect no 
thanks from their employer
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N COMMON with other 
campaigning organisa-
tions, Scottish CND has had 
to curtail its activities as a 
result of the Covid-19 crisis.

However, through the use of 
social media we have been able 
to put out a number of impor-
tant messages. 

We have also been able to 
keep up to date with important 
developments in relation to the 
struggle to rid our country and 
our world of the scourge of 
nuclear weapons.

One of these developments 
has been the ratification by 
Namibia on March 20 of the 
Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons.

Namibia is the 36th coun-
try to ratify the treaty, and it 
is a highly significant move 
because the country is rich 
in uranium, an element used 
within nuclear warheads.

It is really encouraging that 
the south African country has 
now signed this treaty, which 
prohibits involvement in the 
production, development and 
testing of nuclear weapons. 

Unfortunately, the British 
government refuses to give 
consideration to co-operating 
with the treaty, so the strug-
gle to change its position must 
continue.

Scottish CND was also 
delighted to see a remarkable 
letter published by the Ber-
trand Russell Peace Foundation 
on April 1.

In a letter signed by three 
senior naval commanders, huge 
questions were raised about 
the cost and the usefulness of 
maintaining Britain’s nuclear 
weapons.

This letter highlights the 
fact that Trident missiles have 
been detargeted since 1994 and 
have been stood at several days’ 
notice to fire since 1998. It goes 
on to highlight the colossal cost 
of £2 billion a year to maintain 
Britain’s Trident nuclear weap-
ons system.

It makes a compelling case 
for getting rid of a nuclear 
arsenal that costs a fortune to 
maintain, and Scottish CND 
will ensure its content receives 
maximum publicity.

Prior to the Covid-19 crisis, 
Scottish CND was undertaking 
a lot of public work with our 
People Not Trident campaign.

This focused on highlight-
ing the vast sums currently  
spent on nuclear weapons that 
could be better spent in areas 
such as health and education. 
Reaction has been overwhelm-
ingly positive, and we expect 
support to grow when public 
work can resume after the 
lockdown.

To supplement our work on 
the economics of nuclear weap-
ons, Scottish CND is also part 
of the Don’t Bank on the Bomb 
Scotland network.

This network focuses on 
the assistance that banks and 

other financial institutions give 
to the production and develop-
ment of nuclear weapons.

It is deeply depressing that 
the Royal Bank of Scotland pro-
vided £2.5bn to 15 of the world’s 
top 20 nuclear weapons produc-
ers between 2014 and 2017.

The Don’t Bank on the Bomb 
network has gained widespread 
support in the wider Scottish 
peace movement, and work 
will continue to press the 
Royal Bank of Scotland and 
other financial institutions to 
reconsider their nuclear-weap-
ons investments.

Despite the hard work of 
Scottish CND, the struggle 
against the menace of nuclear 
weapons remains very much an 
uphill struggle. 

Prior to the lockdown, the 
Trump administration seemed 
intent on a massive increase in 
spending on nuclear weapons. 
Scottish CND received informa-
tion that if Donald Trump is 
re-elected he would propose 
in 2021 to give the Pentagon 
nearly $30bn to modernise 
nuclear-weapons delivery sys-
tems. 

His 2021 budget proposals 
also include an allocation of 
almost $20bn for the purpose 
of modernising the US nuclear-
weapons stockpile.

The recent revelations by 
Pentagon officials that Britain 
has agreed that the proposed 
new generation of nuclear 
warheads to replace the Tri-
dent system will be based on 
US technology is also bad news.

This disclosure was made 
before an official government 
announcement and angered 
many MPs and experts.

It also underlines the govern-

ment’s reliance on the US for 
a central plank of its defence 
strategy.

Meanwhile, back in Scotland, 
it has been revealed that the 
Ministry of Defence has plans 
to increase discharges of radio-

active waste into the Firth of 
Clyde by up to 50 times.

The liquid waste comes from 
the reactors that drive the sub-
marines at the Faslane base and 
from the processing of Trident 
nuclear warheads. 

It is proposed that this waste 
will be discharged from Faslane 
into the Gareloch nearby via a 
proposed new pipeline.

This proposed pipeline is a 
clear illustration of the threat 
to the environment and com-
munity safety that is posed by 
having nuclear weapons based 
at Faslane.

In the light of so many 
negative developments, it is 
imperative that Scottish CND 
and the wider peace movement 
continue to use a diverse range 
of tactics and activities such 
as letter-writing, non-violent 
direct action, demonstrations, 
leafleting and petitioning to 
make the case against nuclear 
weapons. 

I personally find it helpful 
to remember the words of Wil-
liam J Perry, the United States  
secretary of defence from 1994-
7, when our task feels over-
whelming, as it can at times.

In his 2015 book, Perry made 
a remarkable statement about 
the danger of nuclear weap-
ons when he said: “Facing the 
danger from nuclear weapons 
is daunting, but we must rec-
ognise the threat and devote 
ourselves to diminishing it. 

“To be sure, as long as 
nuclear weapons are deployed 
by nations as a part of their war 
plans, we can never be sure 
that they will not be used in 
a regional war or by a terror 
group.

He continues: “Even a single 
detonation would entail casu-
alties a hundred times greater 
than those suffered on 9/11.”

These words of Perry’s under-
line the urgent need to rid our 
country and the world of the 
scourge of nuclear weapons.

Hopefully, in the light of 
the Covid-19 crisis, people will 
start to agree with CND that we 
should scrap Trident and spend 
the money on precious national 
assets such as the NHS.

 ■ Arthur West is a Scottish CND 
executive member and joint con-
vener of the Scottish CND Trade 
Union Network.

You can’t have a first-class 
economy if you choose 
to play by third-rate rules
Britain’s failure to ratify international workplace safety 
standards reflects a government approach that requires some 
among us to die making a living, argues RORY O’NEIL

Netherlands it would do well 
to note the observation in this 
publication that these countries 
are far more enthusiastic rati-
fiers of ILO safety conventions. 

You can’t have a first-class 
economy if you choose to play 
by third-rate rules. 

But we shouldn’t have to 
argue a business case. We 
shouldn’t have to put a case 
against a system where the 
law allows workers to be used, 
abused then thrown away. 

We must and can reject 
completely a British govern-
ment approach that, by design, 
requires some among us to die 
making a living.

Rory O’Neill is editor of 
Hazards Magazine and occu-
pational health and workplace 
safety adviser, International 
Trade Union Confederation. 

 ■ This is an edited version of Rory’s 
preface. The full version and details 
of the forthcoming report Interna-
tional Health and Safety Standards 
after Brexit are available from the 
Institute of Employment Rights at 
www.ier.org.uk.

Spend money on the NHS, not nukes
Covid-19 highlights how spending on nuclear weapons is a 
massive waste of public cash, says ARTHUR WEST

“
Scottish CND 
received 
information that 
if Donald Trump 
is re-elected he 
would propose 
in 2021 to give 
the Pentagon 
nearly $30bn to 
modernise 
nuclear-
weapons 
delivery systems
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n MEN’S FOOTBALL

Serie A allowed 
to train in May
by Our Sports Desk

NEARLY two months 
after the last game was 
played, Italy’s top division 
finally has a target date to 
resume practice.

Prime Minis-
ter Giuseppe Conte 
announced on Sunday 
night that professional 
sports teams can resume 
training on May 18, while 
individual sports can 
resume practice on May 4.

The move means that 
Serie A could resume 
playing games in June — 
albeit without any fans in 
the stadiums.

Conte said that start-
ing today, Sports Minister 
Vincenzo Spadafora “will 
work intensely with … the 
soccer system, the profes-
sional sports in general, 
to find a road map that 
we have already partly 
defined in terms of the 
resumption of individual 
training on May 4 and 
teams on May 18.”

He added: “Then we’ll 
evaluate if the conditions 
will allow the leagues 
that were suspended to be 
completed.”

Serie A has been sus-
pended since March 9, 
when the government 
ordered a nationwide 
lockdown due to the coro-
navirus emergency.

Italy was the first 
Western nation to be hit 
hard by the outbreak and 
its official total of 26,600 
fatalities lags behind only 
the United States in the 
global death toll.

“Being a big soccer fan, 
like so many Italians, 
at the start it seemed 
strange to me that the 
season could be inter-
rupted and suspended,” 
Conte said. “But obvi-
ously we found ourselves 
involved in this health, 
social and economic 
emergency. And I think 
everyone, even the most 
ardent fans, understood 
that there wasn’t any 
alternative.”

ON THIS DAY: THE first FA Cup 
final to be held at the newly 
built Wembley Stadium, in 
1923, is often referred to 
as the “white horse final” 
because mounted police, 

including one on a light-
coloured horse, had to be 
deployed to clear crowds 
from the pitch to allow the 
match to take place. 

Vast crowds, estimated to 

be up to 300,000, surged into 
a stadium with an official 

capacity of 125,000. Bolton 
beat West Ham 2-0.

n MEN’S FOOTBALL

Spain’s health minsiter: No 
games before the summer 
by Our Sports Desk

SPAIN’S health minister said on 
Sunday night that the country 
should not expect to see pro-
fessional football restart before 
the summer.

Spain has been without foot-
ball since March 12, two days 
before the nation went into a 
strict lockdown under a state 
of emergency to battle the sav-
age coronavirus outbreak that 
has claimed more than 22,000 
lives there.

“It would be reckless for me 
to say now that professional 
football will be back before the 
summer,” Salvador Illa said. “We 
will continue to monitor the 
evolution [of the virus] and the 
guidelines we will present will 
indicate how different activities 
can return to a new normalcy.”

The Spanish league had 
already said that play would 
not resume before late May. 
Madrid’s mayor had said that he 
does not expect football before 
the end of the summer.

The government’s health offi-
cials, led by Illa, have the final 
say to authorise the return of 
sporting activities that would 
bring together groups of people 

and present a collective conta-
gion risk.

Illa also appeared to dampen 
expectations that football play-
ers would be tested for the 
virus, as the Spanish league 
wants to happen on a daily 
basis once training resumes.

“There is a ministerial 
order in effect for all different 

groups, including professional 
football,” Illa said. “The tests 
must be put at the disposition 
of regional authorities, no mat-
ter what type of test they are. 
And it will be for [the regional 
health authorities] to decide. 
We must have a common strat-
egy. All of us must pull in the 
same direction.”

There is no timetable for 
when practice would restart.

Some players had also criti-
cised the league’s plan for test-
ing because tests are scarce 
among the general public in 
Spain and not recommended 
by authorities for people who 
do not show symptoms of the 
Covid-19 virus.
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n RACING

Menzies: Rainbow Applause’s 
winnings to be given to NHS
TRAINER Rebecca Menzies is 
hoping one-eyed filly Rain-
bow Applause can pick up 
some prize money for NHS 
charities when the Flat sea-
son eventually gets under 
way.

The County Durham-based 
handler ran a competition 
on social media earlier this 
month to name a two-year-
old daughter of Camacho out 
of Dubai Sea, drawing more 
than 1,000 entries.

The filly was named Rain-
bow Applause, with any 
prize-money she earns and 
any profits made by her own-
ers, the Rainbow Applause 

NHS Charity Racing Club, 
to be donated to charities 
directly associated with the 
NHS.

Menzies said: “The NHS 
are doing an amazing job 
in the current circum-
stances and if we can give 
club members a bit of fun 
while raising money for a 
fantastic cause, that would 
be brilliant.

“Rainbow Applause was 
born with one eye but it 
hasn’t stopped her at all — 
she’s been cantering away 
since November and is a 
great mover with real char-
acter.”

TRAINER: Rebecca Menzies
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F1 EYES AUSTRIAN 
RETURN IN JULY

French GP cancelled but chiefs hope season can consist of 15-18 races
by Our Sports Desk

FORMULA ONE is planning to 
start its 2020 season on July 5 in 
Austria after the French Grand 
Prix became the 10th race this 
year to be postponed or can-
celled because of the corona-
virus pandemic.

The decision to cancel the 
race at Circuit Paul Ricard in 
Le Castellet on June 28 seemed 
increasingly unavoidable after 
French President Emmanuel 
Macron placed a ban on mass 
gatherings in the country until 
at least mid-July.

But F1 chief Chase Carey is 
optimistic of beginning the 
campaign a week later at Aus-
tria’s Red Bull Ring and holding 
between 15 and 18 races before 
the curtain-closer in Abu Dhabi 
in December.

Carey, though, does antici-
pate the first few races to be 
held behind closed doors, with 
the British Grand Prix telling 
its fans yesterday morning that 
its event on July 19 will be held 
without spectators.

Carey said: “Although this 
morning it was announced that 
the French Grand Prix, due to 
take place in late June, will not 
be going ahead, we are now 

increasingly confident with the 
progress of our plans to begin 
our season this summer.

“We’re targeting a start to 
racing in Europe through July, 
August and beginning of Sep-
tember, with the first race tak-
ing place in Austria on July 3-5 
weekend.

“September, October and 
November would see us race in 
Eurasia, Asia and the Americas, 
finishing the season in the Gulf 
in December with Bahrain, 
before the traditional finale in 
Abu Dhabi, having completed 
between 15-18 races.

“We will publish our final-
ised calendar as soon as we 
possibly can. All of our plans 
are obviously subject to change 
as we still have many issues to 
address and all of us are subject 
to the unknowns of the virus.

“We expect the early races to 
be without fans but hope fans 
will be part of our events as we 
move further into the schedule.

“We still have to work out 
many issues like the procedures 
for the teams and our other 
partners to enter and operate 
in each country.

“The health and safety of all 
involved will continue to be 
priority one, and we will only 
go forward if we are confident 

we have reliable procedures to 
address both risks and possible 
issues.”

French Grand Prix managing 
director Eric Boullier said his 
focus is on next year’s race.

He said: “Given the evolu-
tion of the situation linked 
to the spread of the Covid-19 
virus, the French Grand Prix 
takes note of the decisions 
announced by the French state 
making it impossible to main-
tain our event.

“The eyes of the GIP Grand 
Prix de France - Le Castellet 
are already turning towards 
the summer of 2021 in order 
to offer our spectators an even 
more unprecedented event at 
the heart of the region Sud.”

For the moment, the British 
Grand Prix will go ahead but 
Silverstone’s owners said that a 

race “under normal conditions 
is just not going to be possible” 
in announcing a decision to keep 
supporters away from the event.

Silverstone managing direc-
tor Stuart Pringle said in a 
letter: “I am extremely disap-
pointed to tell you that we are 
unable to stage this year’s Brit-
ish Grand Prix in front of the 
fans at Silverstone.

“We have left this difficult 
decision for as long as possible, 
but it is abundantly clear given 
the current conditions in the 
country and the government 
requirements in place now 
and for the foreseeable future, 
that a grand prix under normal 
conditions is just not going to 
be possible.

“Our obligations to protect 
the health and safety of eve-
ryone involved in preparing 

and delivering the event, our 
volunteer marshals and race 
makers, and of course, you, 
the amazing fans, means that 
this is the best, safest and only 
decision we could make.

“We have consistently said 
that should we find ourselves 
in this position we will support 
Formula One as they seek to 
find alternative ways to enable 
F1 racing to take place this year.

“Following this weekend’s 
news from the Department 
for Digital, Culture, Media 
& Sport we are now working 
with them on the viability of 
an event behind closed doors.”

To date three grands prix 
have been cancelled: Austral-
ian, Monaco, French; and seven 
postponed: Bahrain, Vietnam, 
Chinese, Dutch, Spanish, Azer-
baijan, Canadian.

n   FORMULA ONE

n MEN’S FOOTBALL

Wallace: We can’t return with out of contract players
by Our Sports Desk

PLAYERS will refuse to risk 
their careers if the season 
goes beyond June 30, Stevenage 
chairman Phil Wallace insists.

The English Football League 
(EFL) has been postponed since 
March 14 because of the corona-
virus pandemic, with no date 
set for a return.

The race to finish the season 
is complicated by the fact that 
more than 1,000 players are 
expected to be out of contract 
by the end of June.

In anticipation of that, Col-
chester have already decided 
not to re-sign their out-of-con-
tract players, with chairman 
Robbie Cowling accepting that 
it will make his side “less capa-
ble” when the season resumes.

For their part, Stevenage are 
bottom of League Two and have 

just two contracted players for 
next season — and Wallace 
questioned how the EFL can 
finish the campaign if players 
will not play.

He said: “All you can do is 
have an aim. We’d love to finish 
the season if we are able to in a 
safe manner. How we are going 
to do that is beyond me, given 

the time frame with players out 
of contract.

“On July 1, Stevenage have 
two contracted players. What 
is supposed to happen then?

“You have some people say: 
‘Surely they will play in July?’ 
— No they won’t. Why would 
they risk their careers if they 
are not on contract?”

“If someone else is paying for 
it, they can extend them for as 
long as they want — I’m not 
paying for it.

“I will make the commercial 
decisions in the best interest of 
our football club’s commercial 
survival.

“It’s probably the best part of 
£250,000 you’re talking about 
[to pay players for an extra two 
months]. You know how long 
I can feed doctors and nurses 
and the old people in my com-
munity with that?”

The EFL and the Professional 
Footballers’ Association have 
made a recommendation for 
players in Leagues One and 
Two to agree a wage deferral 
of up to 25 per cent for April 
as they try to ease the financial 
burden on clubs.

Some have also questioned 
how clubs would fund themselves 
if there are no gate receipts dur-

ing any return, but Wallace is not 
concerned with finances yet.

He said: “It’s just money. I’m 
not being flippant. It’s money 
and solvable. If you start giving 
coronavirus to someone and 
exposing players to it, that’s 
irresponsible.

“We keep talking about 
games behind closed doors. But 
if social distancing is in place 
and it’s unsafe to put people 
in a stadium, how is it safe to 
put people on grass and have a 
contact sport?”

n CORONAVIRUS

TEAMS will be able to 
make up to five substitu-
tions under a new pro-
posal from Fifa to help 
cope with the return to 
action amid the coro-
navirus pandemic, the 
world governing body 
has stated.

The substitutions will 
be allowed at a maxi-
mum of three slots plus 

the half-
time inter-
val to avoid 
unneces-
sary stop-
pages. They 
are being 
proposed 
in recogni-
tion of the 
long lay-off 
players have 
had due to 
competi-
tions being 
suspended, 
and the 

anticipated high volume 
of matches when and if 
matches resume.

The proposal is subject 
to the approval of the 
game’s law-making body 
the International Foot-
ball Association Board; it 
is then at the discretion 
of individual competi-
tions such as the Premier 
League or the Bundesliga 
whether or not to imple-
ment it.

“When competitions 
resume, such competi-
tions are likely to face 
a congested match 
calendar with a higher-
than-normal frequency 
of matches played in con-
secutive weeks,” a Fifa 
spokesperson said.

“In light of this, and 
in light of the unique 
challenge faced globally 
in delivering competi-
tions according to the 
originally foreseen 
calendar, Fifa proposes 
that a larger number of 
substitutions be tem-
porarily allowed, at the 
discretion of the relevant 
competition organiser.”

Fifa happy 
to allow an 
extra two 
substitutions 
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